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Prologue...





A
synopsis from the first installment of the series,

Chaos
in the Blink of an Eye






On
a cold and blustery, snowy Saturday in late November, more than
111,000 people were crammed inside Michigan Stadium, in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, to watch the Michigan Wolverines play the Ohio State
Buckeyes. It was a heated college football rivalry that had spanned
more than a century. 



No
one inside the stadium was prepared for what unfolded soon after the
football was kicked into the snow-filled sky to start the game.
Long-foretold Bible prophecy came to pass right before their eyes,
causing many to suddenly vanish into thin air. Players disappeared!
Coaches disappeared! Members of the media disappeared! Members of
both marching bands disappeared! Cheerleaders disappeared, along with
many in the stands.


In
the blink of an eye, the football game was suddenly insignificant.
Fear and panic filled the hearts of everyone still inside the
stadium. People screamed hysterically and wept uncontrollably,
clinging to their departed loved one’s clothing and all other
effects. But their bodies were nowhere to be found. Many were too
afraid to move, for fear that they, too, would vanish. 



But
what happened inside Michigan Stadium was only a drop in the bucket
compared to the rest of the world. In the blink of an eye, life as
humanity had known it was forever changed when the Great Disappearing
Act came to pass. 



Those
who were still alive were about to experience the greatest
cataclysmic events to ever rock Planet Earth...
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	BRIAN MULROONEY HAD
	HIS face buried in his hands. He was weeping over the loss of his
	friend, Justin Schroeder, when someone approached him. 
	

	
	Through the small
	gaps in his fingers, he knew it was a female by the boots she wore.
	Except for soft sniffling, she stood silent inside Michigan Stadium,
	despite the chaos all around her.

	
	Mulrooney ignored
	her, hoping she would go away and leave him alone. It didn’t
	work. 
	

	
	Finally, the
	distraught woman said, “Can you help me?”

	
	“No! Leave me alone!” Brian yelled, wiping tears from
	his eyes. Already on maximum overload, this was the last thing he
	needed.

	
	The woman burst out
	in tears. 
	

	
	Mulrooney looked up
	at her. The anguished expression he saw on her face ripped through
	the 33-year-old hotel manager like a hot knife in butter.

	
	“I’m
	sorry,” he said. “Are you okay?”

	
	“M-m-m-my
	husband was hit with something that fell from the sky. He’s
	dead,” the woman said, trying to stabilize her breathing. 
	

	
	Mulrooney didn’t
	know what to do or say. How could he possibly help her when he, too,
	had no idea what was going on? He gave her a quick looking-over. Her
	denim jeans were ripped just below the left knee, exposing a bad
	gash on her leg. Flesh protruded through her skin. It looked nasty. 
	

	
	“You need to
	have your leg examined immediately,” he said, pointing to it.

	
	“It was some
	kind of electronic device,” she mumbled, ignoring his comment.
	“My husband and I both saw it coming straight toward us. We
	were paralyzed with fear. I snapped out of it just in time. Tom
	wasn’t so lucky. He…” Her sobbing became
	uncontrollable. 
	

	
	Mulrooney rose to
	his feet and hugged the woman. “Everything’ll be fine,”
	he lied, trying to comfort her. “What’s your name?”
	
	

	
	“Jacquelyn.”

	
	“My name’s
	Brian. Brian Mulrooney.”

	
	“Jacquelyn
	Swindell.”

	
	“I lost
	someone, too,” Mulrooney mumbled. “My friend disappeared
	with many others.”

	
	“My husband
	didn’t disappear. He was killed.”

	
	Why did some
	people vanish while others were killed? Mulrooney
	kept this rather strange thought to himself. “You
	wanna try and get out of here? Your leg’s gonna need
	stitches.” 
	

	
	“I’m
	not worried about my leg,” Jacquelyn snapped. “It’s
	the least of my concerns.” Just as she said it, a gust of wind
	came along, ripping a dizzying pain through her wound. She sat on
	the bench and applied pressure with her two thumbs. It didn’t
	help. The pain only worsened. “I can’t just leave my
	husband here.” 
	

	
	“I don’t
	know what to say, Jacquelyn. With so many casualties, they may treat
	this place like a crime scene. Stay here. I’ll look for a
	security guard. Maybe they can tell us what to do.”

	
	Jacquelyn nodded
	okay. 
	

	
	Mulrooney gathered
	Justin Schroeder’s personal belongings, save for his clothing,
	placed them inside Justin’s Michigan knit cap, took a deep
	breath and left to seek assistance. The scene was gruesome: dozens
	of dead bodies littered the stands at Michigan Stadium. Some were
	too grotesque to look at. It seemed everyone still alive needed help
	with something. Some pulled at their hair and clothing, sobbing
	loudly. Others walked aimlessly throughout the now near-empty
	stadium in a daze. Everyone was out of sorts. 
	

	
	And why not? They
	had just experienced horror at its best. 
	

	
	Mulrooney
	ignored them like they weren’t even there and remain strong,
	if only for Jacquelyn’s sake. Searching
	for a security guard, he thought back to how festive it was just a
	few short moments ago. He and Justin were having one of those
	once-in-a-lifetime memorable moments. 
	

	
	This isn’t
	a lifetime memory, he thought. It’s
	a nightmare! Thinking only
	escalated the pain. He felt faint and sat down to collect himself.
	His headache
	was ten times worse now. He felt
	helpless, hopeless, and started weeping again over the loss of his
	longtime friend. Where are you, Justin?
	
	

	
	After a few
	moments, the P.A. speakers came to life again: “Ladies and
	gentleman, I’ve just been advised to ask everyone to leave the
	premises immediately. Huge chunks of metal from both aircraft have
	ripped through delicate parts of the stadium’s infrastructure.
	We do not know how structurally sound the building is at this time.
	Do not attempt to leave through gates one and two. That’s
	where the aircraft made a direct hit in the parking lot, and where
	most of the parked vehicles were destroyed. 
	

	
	“Be extremely
	careful exiting the stadium. For now, the deceased must remain where
	they are. Please take your loved one’s personal belongings
	with you. Once everyone has left the stadium, they will be moved
	onto the playing field. You can always come back to claim the bodies
	later.”

	
	Mulrooney turned
	back and found Jacquelyn kneeling next to her husband. She was
	sobbing. Was she praying? Not knowing what to say or do, Brian
	inched up close behind her and stood in silence. 
	

	
	After a few
	anguished moments, the grieving woman looked up, wiped tears from
	her eyes and said, “Let’s go. I need to get out of
	here.”

	
	Exiting the
	stadium, it was apparent that the problem stretched far beyond
	Michigan Stadium. Did it reach beyond Ann Arbor too? Brian expected
	to see mass chaos, but certainly nothing of this magnitude.
	Accidents and fires were as far as the eye could see. Plumes of
	smoke billowed up in all directions from the plane crash. 
	

	
	Is this the end
	of the world? Mulrooney asked himself. 
	

	
	Walking through the
	parking lot, another one of Brian’s worst fears was confirmed.
	Though the plane crashed 200 feet from his car, the impact caused a
	Domino effect of explosions from one car to the next. Peering
	through smoke and flames, from what he could see, perhaps five or
	ten cars survived the crash; if that. His Hyundai Sonata hybrid
	wasn’t one of them. 
	

	
	“There goes
	my ride home. Just hope my insurance covers airplane crashes,”
	he said, chuckling without humor.

	
	Jacquelyn Swindell
	wanted to laugh but couldn’t. “If my truck survived the
	insanity, I’ll take you home.”

	
	“Where’d
	you park?”

	
	“Three blocks
	from here in a lot on the corner of Kipke and Greene. Maybe my car
	survived.”

	
	“Hopefully
	your luck’s better than mine,” Mulrooney said.

	
	They walked in
	silence. Jacquelyn was clearly in shock. Her husband’s blood
	was splattered on her leather coat, gloves, scarf and hat. Some of
	her own blood was mixed in with it.

	
	Brian couldn’t
	think of anything to say to console this poor woman. He felt like he
	was having a nervous breakdown with a killer headache to boot. But
	after just witnessing her husband’s gruesome death, he needed
	to remain strong for her. Her predicament was infinitely worse than
	his. He wrapped his left arm around her, as she limped along moaning
	in agony with each step.

	
	It seemed
	everything within eyesight was doused in flames. It’s
	a wonder anyone survived, thought Brian. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn breathed
	a small sigh of relief seeing that her truck had somehow survived
	the mayhem. Except for fallen ash on her just-washed, red Blazer,
	everything else looked fine. It looked like she’d driven
	through an overgrown fireplace and gotten a soot bath. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn unwrapped
	the bloodied scarf covering her face and threw it in the back of the
	truck, giving Brian the first real glimpse of her face. He seriously
	doubted the stress lines etched onto her forehead were there an hour
	ago. 
	

	
	Traffic was at a
	complete standstill. With communications severely disrupted, many
	computerized key-less entry cars wouldn’t start. Every few
	seconds, the sound of tires screeching met with crunching metal and
	fiberglass. Accidents were piling up everywhere. Some cars had dead
	bodies in them. Others were empty of passengers. Some were full of
	people who were too afraid to move, for fear that something terrible
	would happen to them next. 
	

	
	Alarms were going
	off everywhere. Emergency sirens were screaming. People were crying
	and screaming hysterically. Dogs barked uncontrollably, sensing the
	invisible evil that just invaded the planet. 
	

	
	Life was totally
	out of control. 
	

	
	Surely,
	this is the end of the world, Brian
	thought again. 
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	BUT IT WASN’T
	JUST an American thing. This unfathomable tragedy transcended all
	countries and borders, instantly ensnaring and terrorizing the
	entire planet. 
	

	
	In the blink of an
	eye, countless millions of people vanished into thin air without a
	trace. Disappearances occurred at social gatherings, parties,
	shopping malls, office buildings, movie theaters, bowling alleys,
	parks, zoos, restaurants, museums, day- and night-care centers,
	airports, train stations, bus terminals, marinas, hospitals,
	doctors’ offices, hotels, motels, seminars and retreats. 
	

	
	Even jails,
	prisons, detention centers and psychiatric hospitals were reporting
	disappearances, worldwide, causing major lock downs and widespread
	panic. 
	

	
	With 24 different
	time zones, some people vanished at the breakfast table. Others
	vanished at the lunch and dinner tables. Some vanished on the job.
	Others vanished in their sleep. 
	

	
	Millions of frantic
	people filled the streets of the Earth, looking skyward, hoping to
	identify the powerful force that just invaded their planet. Some
	dropped dead in the streets, their hearts failing them. What was
	capable of causing such a thing? Was it good or evil? Visible or
	invisible? No one seemed to see anything. 
	

	
	Whatever it was, it
	forever changed life on Planet Earth. 
	

	
	Would it return
	to get the rest of us later? They feared
	not. 
	

	
	After the initial
	shock wore off, many seemingly lost their minds. They walked around
	mumbling to themselves. Others, suddenly fearful for their lives,
	waved guns of all sorts over their heads firing shots in the air,
	daring, challenging, whatever, whoever, did this to try it again.
	They needed to protect themselves at all costs from a possible Round
	Two.

	
	Countless fires
	were burning out of control worldwide. Many were caused by
	automobile accidents, plane crashes, train wrecks and downed
	electrical wires. Other fires were caused by appliances being used
	by people who suddenly vanished or were killed—stoves, ovens,
	vacuums, hair dryers, and the like. Some fires were caused by
	unattended lit candles, cigarettes, pipes, cigars and marijuana
	joints. 
	

	
	Smoke billowed up
	everywhere, polluting and darkening the skies. Once extinguished,
	with so much toxic smoke rising into the atmosphere, blocking the
	sun, temperatures would surely drop considerably. 
	

	
	Roadways were a
	complete mess. Crashed cars and trucks were everywhere the eye could
	see. Some were clustered together on roadways. Others, after
	careening out of control, smashed into medians or ended up in
	ditches soon after the Great Disappearing Act took place.

	
	Thousands of
	airplane crashes had already been reported. Some crashed to the
	ground; others collided in midair or into the ocean. Some crashed
	into buildings, homes, and apartment complexes, sending a barrage of
	metal chunks to the Earth, killing everyone in their wake. 
	

	
	Reports would soon
	confirm that some of Planet Earth’s most famous and
	influential people died in these plane crashes. Star athletes, rock
	stars, rap stars, movie stars, famous scientists, inventors, media
	moguls, artists, designers, religious leaders, politicians, heads of
	countries, millionaires and billionaires were on board planes they
	owned when pilots suddenly vanished, and the planes went down. 
	

	
	They left all of
	their possessions behind, once again proving that he who dies with
	the most toys still dies. 
	

	
	At NFL headquarters
	in New York City, the commissioner retrieved the printout of the
	itineraries of each traveling team. From what he could see, two were
	traveling by train, one by bus and eleven by air. If the printout
	was correct, which the commissioner was certain it was, of the
	eleven teams using air transportation, eight were already en route
	to their destinations. 
	

	
	Were they safe?
	With no way of communicating with anyone,
	the
	commissioner feared the worst. It would be a long night at NFL
	headquarters...

	
	Within 24 hours,
	the commissioner’s fears would turn into relief upon learning
	that all eight airborne planes had indeed landed safely. But six
	flights were diverted to other airports. The other three teams never
	even took off, which was a blessing. At least they were safe. 
	

	
	But not all news
	would be good. By late tomorrow they would learn that roughly 10
	percent of the league’s players had apparently
	vanished—superstar and bench warmer alike! 
	

	
	Come Monday
	morning, the commissioner would be forced to postpone the remainder
	of the season. Who in their right mind would be in the mood for
	football after what had just transpired? 
	

	
	Both the National
	Basketball Association’s (NBA) and the National Hockey
	League’s (NHL) seasons were also in full swing. Tragically,
	both leagues would soon confirm that not only had they lost players,
	via disappearances, some were killed in plane crashes. 
	

	
	As soon as
	communications were back up and running, their sources would confirm
	two NBA teams—the Indiana Pacers and the Golden State
	Warriors—were both airborne when pilots of those planes
	suddenly disappeared. Their airplanes fell to the Earth scattering
	bits and pieces all over the countryside, sparing not a soul on
	board. 
	

	
	The plane carrying
	the Warriors was en route to Denver to play the Nuggets. It crashed
	into the Rocky Mountains in Central Colorado. 
	

	
	Even more tragic
	was the plane carrying the Indiana Pacers basketball team to Dallas,
	Texas to play the Mavericks. Circling the Dallas vicinity on final
	descent, both pilots disappeared. The plane went down in Grand
	Prairie, a heavily populated location west of Dallas. 
	

	
	With more than
	3,000 pounds of jet fuel still inside the aircraft’s tanks,
	two neighborhood blocks were doused in flames and instantly
	incinerated, causing many more deaths. 
	

	
	The NHL would also
	have tragic news to report. One of their most storied franchises,
	the Montreal Canadiens, were en route to Toronto, Canada, to play
	the Maple Leafs, when the plane went down. Needless to say, there
	were no survivors. 
	

	
	The only good news
	was that it crashed into a farming field in a scarcely populated
	part of the Canadian countryside, roughly 100 miles northeast of
	Toronto. 
	

	
	News would also
	surface in the coming days that some of the planet’s greatest
	baseball and soccer players also vanished and perished. Four soccer
	teams were airborne when their planes suddenly became pilot-less.
	Everyone on board was killed. And two professional baseball
	teams—one from the Dominican Republic, the other from
	Venezuela—shared the same tragic fate. 
	

	
	It would be a long
	time before the sports scene—collegiate or
	professional—resembled anything close to what it once was, if
	ever... 
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	ALL OF THIS BROUGHT
	to light another mounting dilemma: countless thousands of planes
	were still airborne with no place to land. With so many plane
	crashes already reported—both in the air and on the
	ground—most airports were forced to shut down. 
	

	
	Some pilots, while
	taxiing to and from their gates, suddenly vanished, causing their
	planes to collide into other aircraft. Some exploded on impact.
	Other pilot-less planes smashed through terminal windows, killing
	some inside who were still awaiting their flights. 
	

	
	It was pure chaos
	on the runways, tarmacs, and inside most terminals. Millions of
	now-stranded travelers witnessed it all and were stunned into utter
	silence. 
	

	
	They would remain
	stranded for many days to come. 
	

	
	Tens of thousands
	of still-airborne pilots nervously monitored fuel gauges. With fuel
	tanks dangerously low, they were desperate to find places to land.
	The more they circled the skies the more panicked they became. If
	they didn’t land soon, the end result would be another layer
	of death added to the already grotesquely death-ridden landscape
	below. 
	

	
	Many Christian
	groups either en route to or returning home from the Holy Land
	Israel—to various cities abroad—lost most on board
	passengers. Some pilots and flight attendants on these now
	near-empty flights also vanished. Those still on-board were shaken
	to the core. 
	

	
	Adding to the
	confusion was that most airborne pilots were unsuccessful in
	communicating with air traffic controllers on the ground. Their
	constant pleas for assistance fell on deaf ears. Many of these
	pilots, their nerves completely shredded, had resorted to alcohol
	and prescription drugs to help calm them down. Nothing worked. 
	

	
	Air Traffic
	Controllers who were still somewhat functional were mindful that
	aircraft that hadn’t already dropped out of the sky would soon
	do so, if they couldn’t find places to land. 
	

	
	Airborne pilots
	who’d grown weary of circling airports, who didn’t have
	enough fuel to make it to other airstrips, frantically searched the
	landscape below looking for straight stretches of road large enough
	to land commercial-size aircraft. But most city highways were jammed
	with motor vehicles. 
	

	
	The tension kept
	mounting. The entire aviation industry was in a total state of
	chaos. 
	

	
	

	

	
	BUT THIS TRAGEDY
	STRETCHED even high above Planet Earth. American astronaut Vanessa
	Underwood was up in space when she vanished inside her spacecraft. 
	

	
	In the blink of an
	eye, the three-man/one-woman crew in outer space was reduced to
	three. The remaining three astronauts were totally traumatized by
	Underwood’s sudden disappearance. Her space suit was there,
	but her body was nowhere to be found. 
	

	
	Ironically, she was
	reading her Bible at the time. Her distraught colleagues frantically
	tried contacting NASA mission control for assistance, for answers,
	but to no avail. 
	

	
	Normally, when it
	came to technical difficulties at NASA, the problem originated up in
	space, not back on Earth. But everything appeared to be in perfect
	working order on the orbiter. 
	

	
	This terrified the
	three now-stranded astronauts even more. They would remain in a
	state of total disbelief and panic, each minute passing like an
	hour—until they heard from someone back in Houston, Texas. 
	

	
	Once NASA officials
	became aware of Underwood’s disappearance, a whole new myriad
	of questions would surface. Namely, what kind of force was powerful
	enough to vaporize those not only on Earth, but also in outer space?
	
	

	
	For now, no one
	knew. But one thing was certain: whatever it was, no one was immune
	to it—not even NASA officials and astronauts. 
	

	
	Russia was faced
	with the same predicament. Three of their cosmonauts were up in
	space when the Great Disappearing Act took place. 
	

	
	Consequently, there
	was also a small group of wealthy travelers vacationing up in space,
	mostly Americans. They were visiting the International Space Station
	when it happened. There were no disappearances among them. 
	

	
	After losing all
	communication with controllers back on Planet Earth, all
	now-stranded space travelers knew something strangely peculiar had
	transpired on the planet they’d vacated a few short days ago.
	They just didn’t know what it was. 
	

	
	Though only 250
	miles above Planet Earth, they suddenly and helplessly felt millions
	of miles away. Once communication was restored to the orbiters and
	everyone on board became aware of what had happened, part of them
	would never want to go back home. 
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	TWENTY MINUTES
	AFTER LIFTING off from Camp David, the pilot of Marine
	One had the White House in view. They were
	less than a minute from landing. 
	

	
	The secret service
	did an excellent job evacuating the First Family from the
	President’s retreat. They trained for this sort of thing each
	week—sort of—performing intense practice drills in case
	an emergency ever arose. 
	

	
	This was their big
	chance to put all that practice into motion. Though they wouldn’t
	receive bonuses for their bravery, at least the First Family was
	safely back in D.C. That’s all that mattered.

	
	It didn’t
	take long to see that Washington D.C. was in a total state of
	disarray. Even from way up in the air, the leader of the free world
	saw the massive gridlock down below. Traffic was at a complete
	standstill for miles on end. Plumes of smoke rose up in all
	directions. It was eerie. 
	

	
	As devastating as
	it looked outside the chopper window, it wasn’t much better on
	board Marine One.
	Chaos, mixed with an equal amount of hysteria, was so palpable that
	it nearly pressed through the windows of the Presidential chopper. 
	

	
	Jefferson’s
	mother-in-law kept mumbling, “Not my grandbabies, not my
	grandbabies,” over and over again.

	
	The First Lady was
	the worst of them all. She kept crying and screaming hysterically,
	trying to unfasten her seat belt to jump out of Marine
	One. 
	

	
	Her son, William,
	and son-in-law, Dr. Benjamin Richardson, had to restrain her. Dr.
	Richardson already gave her a strong sedative. He would fully sedate
	her back at the White House. 
	

	
	Everyone else sat
	quietly. Besides the sniffling sounds that accompanied weeping, they
	were silent. The First Lady was making enough noise for everyone. 
	

	
	The President
	stared out the window trying to collect his thoughts. He felt
	incredibly vulnerable; alone. Now more than ever, the eyes of the
	world would monitor his every move. 
	

	
	While his
	predecessors had dealt with many crises during their tenure as
	President, none had ever experienced anything of this magnitude.
	Jefferson Danforth wished he wasn’t the President of the
	United States. 
	

	
	America was in a
	full-blown state of emergency. As far as anyone could tell, what
	happened wasn’t an attack on the United States. Nor was it
	what the secret service called an “AOP” situation,
	meaning an attack on a Principal—their Principal. 
	

	
	President Danforth
	didn’t appear to be in immediate danger. At least not when it
	came to a sniper’s bullet or from a foreign country or
	terrorist. Convinced that the President of the United States (POTUS)
	was safe and relatively secure, those hired to protect him felt no
	need for him to go into hiding. He needed to remain at the White
	House where he was desperately needed. 
	

	
	Marine One
	touched down on the White House South Lawn, shaking
	tree limbs and scattering newly-fallen leaves in all directions.
	Those on the ground shielded their faces to avoid swallowing dirt or
	having it get in their eyes. 
	

	
	Only a fraction of
	the White House Press Corps was assembled on the White House South
	Lawn awaiting his arrival. They weren’t as pit-viperish as
	usual. Instead, they looked like scared little children who were
	starved for guidance, for protection. They wanted to hear the most
	powerful man on Earth tell them everything would eventually be okay.
	
	

	
	But President
	Danforth was incapable of providing any sort of comfort to anyone
	right now. It was too soon for that. 
	

	
	The First Family
	exited Marine One and
	were whisked inside the White House. Melissa’s hair was
	unkempt from being pulled so much in agony. 
	

	
	For security
	purposes, the President was taken straight to the Situation
	Room without taking a single question from
	the press. He had more pressing issues to deal with. 
	

	
	Vice President
	Everett Ashford was never more grateful to see his boss standing
	before him. Immediately after the disappearances, secret service
	agents stormed the VP Mansion and hurried him off to the White
	House, where he was placed in charge of the nation until his boss
	arrived from Camp David. 
	

	
	As far as Vice
	President Ashford was concerned, it was 30 minutes too long. He was
	relieved to no longer be in charge. 
	

	
	For the time being,
	only a skeleton of the President’s administration accompanied
	the two American leaders. Among them were the Directors of the FBI,
	CIA and NSA. Many who’d planned to be away until after
	Thanksgiving needed to return to Washington immediately. 
	

	
	That is, if they
	even survived the catastrophe. 
	

	
	Only four of the
	six members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—the highest-ranking
	members of each military branch—were in the Situation
	Room. Among them were the chairman of the
	Joint Chiefs, the vice chairman, the chief of staff of the Army, and
	the chief of staff of the Air Force. 
	

	
	The other two Joint
	Chiefs—the chief of Naval Operations and the commandant of the
	Marine Corps—were still unaccounted for. It was already feared
	both men had vanished. 
	

	
	Normally with two
	of America’s top military minds gone in an instant, the story
	would grip the nation. But today they were just two more souls to be
	counted. 
	

	
	President Danforth
	couldn’t ignore the stark terror he saw in the eyes of
	everyone standing before him. The more important the person in front
	of him was, the more frightened they looked. 
	

	
	As their
	Commander-in-Chief, what could he possibly say or do to assuage
	their grief and fear when he needed the very same thing himself? 
	

	
	One of the first
	orders given, at the behest of his National Security Adviser, Nelson
	Casanieves, was to put the military’s white-top helicopters
	into service, to locate Washington’s highest-ranking officials
	and bring them back to Washington immediately. 
	

	
	Pilots were ordered
	to land on their front lawns if necessary—anything—just
	find them! 
	

	
	Those picked up by
	military choppers were dropped either at the White House, Capitol
	Hill, the Pentagon, FBI Headquarters, CIA Headquarters, the
	Department of Homeland Security, the Defense Department, the Justice
	Department, or the National Security Agency, depending on who they
	were.

	
	With the Emergency
	Broadcast System still functional on some levels, the
	Commander-in-Chief ordered all military, law enforcement, first
	responders and government officials to be placed on full alert. They
	needed to safeguard America’s key locations to the best of
	their ability, not only coast-to-coast, but internationally as well.
	
	

	
	But with
	communications limited at best, there was only so much they could
	do. How could anyone, including the President of the United States
	of America, members of his administration, or the U.S. military
	prepare for a silent, invisible evacuation? 
	

	
	Would there be
	similar recurrences in the coming days or weeks? No one knew for
	sure one way or the other. All they knew was that they needed to
	prepare for anything at this point.

	
	Surely it was going
	to be a long night…
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	BUT
	THE STRANGEST AND most terrifying news being reported had to do with
	all young children. Early reports were suggesting that every young
	child on the planet up to a certain age was gone. 
	

	
	It wasn’t
	official yet, but there weren’t any small children sightings
	anywhere. Kids’ clothing practically blanketed the planet.
	Adding insult to devastating loss, in some areas, much like kindling
	in a fireplace, kids’ clothing helped feed some of the
	out-of-control fires. 
	

	
	But nowhere was
	there a child to be found. 
	

	
	One story that
	would soon dominate every news station—along with the Griffin
	brothers from Ohio State—was in Washington, DC, where more
	than 20,000 spectators, mostly children, were enjoying a Disney
	on Ice presentation. 
	

	
	They were having
	the time of their young lives when every child seven years of age
	and younger suddenly vanished into thin air, along with a percentage
	of adults and teenagers. 
	

	
	It went from 20,000
	spectators to maybe 4,000 just like that. Popcorn, ice cream, soft
	drinks and Disney souvenirs littered the seats and aisle-ways of the
	arena, staining kids’ clothing, as it lay on now unoccupied
	seats and on the ground. It was all captured on film. 
	

	
	Regardless of
	country, wherever large groups of children were gathered, mass
	disappearances were being reported. 
	

	
	Since it was the
	weekend, numerous kids’ activities were taking place in every
	major city in North, Central and South America—from northern
	Canada to the southern tip of Chile—and in much of western
	Europe and Africa. Due to warmer temperatures, most outdoor theme
	parks throughout the southern part of the United States were open
	year-round. 
	

	
	All across Florida
	(especially Orlando), California, Arizona, and Texas, large numbers
	of disappearances were being reported at all theme parks, including
	all small children. 
	

	
	In some cases,
	power was lost, causing computers to crash, leaving riders who
	hadn’t vanished stranded on rides. Some dangled upside down on
	various thrill-rides, screaming in terror, after realizing others
	had apparently disappeared. 
	

	
	They
	would remain stranded until someone finally came to their senses and
	rescued them. But most theme park employees were paralyzed
	into inaction. What could they possibly do? This wasn’t
	a crisis for which they were trained. 
	

	
	In the Middle East,
	much of Africa, all of Asia and Australia, it was late evening or
	early morning when the disappearances took place. Many parents were
	sleeping and were totally unaware that their children were gone.
	Because it was a silent evacuation, even many who were awake when it
	happened were completely unaware at first. Some were working. Others
	were out on dates. Most were at home watching television, chatting
	online or doing some late-night reading.

	
	Many who were
	sleeping were awakened by barking dogs and sirens, due to the many
	fires and accidents that followed. Checking on their little angels
	only empty beds were found. 
	

	
	Their children were
	gone. 
	

	
	Wailing and
	lamenting ensued worldwide. They called authorities for assistance,
	but phone lines were dead, adding another level of dread to the
	already hopeless situation.

	
	As a whole,
	teenagers were the most freaked out by the Phenomenon. How could
	people suddenly vanish without a trace? Were their younger brothers
	and sisters still alive someplace? Or did they simply cease to
	exist? If they were still alive, were they in a good place or bad? 
	

	
	Growing up in a
	society where television, cell phones and computers ruled their
	lives, in many cases, the only true friends that teenagers had were
	virtual ones. With no way of contacting them, they now had another
	major inner void to cope with. 
	

	
	Thanks in great
	part to unloving, or at the very least, irresponsible parents, few
	teenagers of this generation knew who God was, let alone what His
	purpose was for their lives. 
	

	
	With the suicide
	rate among teenagers already higher than all other demographics, how
	much higher would it soar now? Time
	would tell...

	
	Every piece of
	body-less clothing was ordered sealed off to the public. With this
	being the only link to identifying those officially among the
	missing, and their whereabouts at the time of the disappearances,
	clothing wasn’t to be moved or touched. 
	

	
	Few listened to the
	command. There was too much money at stake to obey orders. A whole
	new opportunity existed, and criminals were having a field day with
	it. 
	

	
	Countless knife and
	gun-wielding thieves rummaged through clothing once worn by those
	who vanished, and from those who were now dead. 
	

	
	Without the
	slightest struggle, these reprehensible thugs took everything they
	could get their filthy hands on—money, wallets, jewelry,
	watches, credit cards, cell phones, laptops, tablets, i-Pods. If
	they liked the clothing, they took it, too. 
	

	
	With casualties and
	disappearances so widespread, law enforcement officials had their
	hands full like never before. Outnumbered by at least ten thousand
	to one, how could they possibly succeed with the task at hand? The
	answer was glaringly obvious: they couldn’t. 
	

	
	With countless
	billions of dollars littering the streets of the world just waiting
	to be collected, smart thieves refrained from stealing cars,
	burglarizing homes and looting stores. This was so much easier. And
	guns and knives weren’t needed, except, of course, for fending
	off the competition. If they had to use weapons on other thieves to
	achieve their goal, so be it. 
	

	
	The really-smart
	thieves stayed away from kids’ clothing altogether, but not
	out of respect for the departed. What child carried a wallet? What
	child wore jewelry? With that justification, smart thieves knew
	scouring through kids’ clothing would be a total waste of
	time, really. 
	

	
	Scores
	of policemen and women everywhere did their best to restore order,
	but to no avail. Greatly outnumbered, many were paralyzed
	into inaction. 
	

	
	Some criminals were
	apprehended. And a few were shot and killed for their crimes. But
	with only a limited number of law enforcement officials still
	around, most were rendered powerless from stopping much of what they
	were forced to witness. 
	

	
	Some police
	officers even joined in the mass pillaging. “Why should the
	bad people get all the money?”, they figured, “That
	wasn’t fair, was it? If you can’t beat ’em, why
	not join ’em?”

	
	Millions of
	surveillance, traffic and news cameras, along with the thousands of
	satellites up in space recorded the numerous atrocities following
	the Phenomenon. 
	

	
	Once things calmed
	down, if it ever calmed down, cameras would have footage—raw
	as it was—of some of Planet Earth’s most ruthless
	perpetrators committing their dastardly deeds. 
	

	
	Hopefully, they’d
	be brought to justice. 
	

	
	Would there even be
	a justice system in place once the smoke finally cleared? 
	

	
	Time would tell…
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	AFTER CHECKING
	THREE POSSIBLE locations that her mother could have taken Jamal and
	Dante—the apartment, the library up the street and the local
	playground—Tamika Moseley grew more panic-stricken. 
	

	
	“Where are
	you?” she cried, desperation dripping from her words. “Where’d
	you take my boys, Momma?” 
	

	
	Charles Calloway
	wanted to sit up front to console her, but he barely knew the woman.
	He didn’t want her to suddenly take out her frustration on his
	face. His head was already throbbing. Dried blood stained the right
	side of his face and was matted in his short tightly-coiled hair. He
	couldn’t afford to lose much more of the precious
	life-sustaining liquid. 
	

	
	Even if he wanted
	to sit up front, he couldn’t. The front passenger door was
	completely smashed-in, due to the accident with the driverless
	vehicle. A gaping hole the size of a basketball provided a sprawling
	view of the street below if he cared to look. There was no way that
	door would open again. 
	

	
	With the Plexiglas
	protective barrier gone, Calloway could have climbed over the front
	seat, but thought better of it. He had too many nightmarish
	scenarios of his own to deal with to give much thought to her
	problems. 
	

	
	Seeing Richard
	Figueroa’s remains in the seat next to his caused nausea to
	swim through him. Though he’d just met his colleague a few
	hours ago, before boarding his plane in Florida, seeing his business
	colleague vanish into thin air as they were in mid-conversation was
	enough to stop his heart from beating. 
	

	
	Calloway needed a
	diversion. He looked outside the window. All that did was further
	reinforce his own anguish. He couldn’t believe what his eyes
	kept seeing. Death and destruction were everywhere! 
	

	
	Though dozens of
	blocks away, the Empire State Building appeared to be on fire. Then
	again, with so much blood loss, perhaps his mind was playing tricks
	on him. He was too dizzy to differentiate between rhyme or reason at
	this point. 
	

	
	“How in the
	world will they put that out?” he said, pulling at his chin.

	
	Tamika Moseley
	didn’t respond. She was too focused on the road in front of
	her to give it much thought. 
	

	
	With so many fires
	blazing throughout the city, there weren’t enough firefighters
	to put them out. As it was, only a fraction of New York City’s
	finest were still on duty. Most who weren’t killed or among
	the missing abandoned their posts after the disappearances and went
	home to check on their families, leaving the many fires to burn
	themselves out. 
	

	
	Calloway looked at
	his watch: 5:18 p.m. He would never make it to the hotel in time for
	the opening session at 7 p.m. The seminar was probably canceled
	anyway. How could it not be? 
	

	
	One thing was
	certain: Charles Calloway wouldn’t be speaking, no matter
	what. He had more important things to focus his attention on than
	some stupid business seminar. What had totally consumed him just a
	few short moments ago was suddenly the least of his worries.

	
	Calloway wondered
	if the Waldorf-Astoria would still be standing if, and when, he
	arrived there. Desperate to talk to his wife, Monique, every minute
	or so, he pushed the redial button on his phone, but kept getting a
	busy signal. He even tried calling the Waldorf-Astoria, but to no
	avail. 
	

	
	The world was going
	mad and he was stuck in the middle of it all, with no way of
	communicating with anyone other than his distraught taxicab driver.

	
	Outwardly, Calloway
	kept his emotions in check. But inside, he wanted to scream. 
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	THE
	SLOW RIDE HOME for Brian Mulrooney and Jacquelyn Swindell was spent
	mostly in silence. Neither had a clue what lay ahead.

	
	The pain in
	Jacquelyn’s leg was infinitely more excruciating; it
	penetrated her consciousness like a swarm of bees invading a
	honeycomb. Had it been her right leg, she would be unable to drive.
	But what she felt in her leg paled in comparison to the realization
	that her world was forever changed. 
	

	
	Swindell
	frantically changed the channels on her car radio hoping that
	someone could enlighten them on what was going on. 
	

	
	Tuning into an All
	News station, they listened over the static as the reporter
	spoke: “…is a worldwide epidemic...I repeat, what
	happened in Michigan today is a worldwide epidemic…” 
	

	
	Brian and Jacquelyn
	made brief eye contact with one another. They weren’t overly
	surprised to hear this. They were becoming more and more
	desensitized as the minutes passed. They listened. 
	

	
	“…Initial
	reports are that millions of people have vanished worldwide without
	a trace...No one seems to know how or why this happened, but one
	thing is certain: today’s tragedy has had a catastrophic
	effect on all aspects of life...

	
	“...Though
	still sketchy, we’re being advised that millions are also
	feared dead, and rescuers haven’t even scratched the surface
	yet...Casualties could reach one-hundred million by day’s end,
	perhaps even higher than that...

	
	“...Power is
	out in many locations...Cell and satellite transmissions have been
	seriously disrupted or completely halted altogether...Authorities
	are advising everyone at home to remain there until they can
	pinpoint what caused the Phenomenon…

	
	“...This just
	in…So far, not a single small child has been accounted
	for...Though unconfirmed, it is feared that every young child on the
	planet has apparently vanished…” 
	

	
	After a few moments
	of silence, the broadcaster screamed into the microphone, “Oh
	no, not my girls! Not my three little girls!” 
	

	
	The station went
	silent.

	
	Jacquelyn Swindell
	burst out in tears again, “What about my baby?”

	
	Baby?
	“What baby?” 
	

	
	“I’m
	pregnant,” she exclaimed. 
	

	
	“How many
	months?”

	
	“Two.”

	
	Mulrooney was
	confused, “Why would there be a problem with your baby?”
	
	

	
	“I felt this
	strange sensation inside my tummy when all those people disappeared,
	like my baby was no longer there. Then my husband was killed, and I
	forgot all about it.” Jacquelyn’s sobbing intensified.
	“No, not my baby. Please God, no!”

	
	Mulrooney didn’t
	know what to say to possibly console Jacquelyn. “Would
	you like me to drive?”

	
	Jacquelyn nodded
	yes and pulled onto the shoulder of the road. As Brian drove, she
	stared out the passenger side window dabbing at moist eyes with a
	Kleenex, a distant gaze in her eyes. She was deep in thought about
	her deceased husband, the unborn baby, and her family and friends. 
	

	
	Brian’s mind
	raced with similar thoughts. He wondered if Renate had survived the
	mayhem? Was his family safe in New York? According to the woman on
	the radio, everyone was affected by it. The not-knowing filled him
	with a deep sense of dread.

	
	Two hours later,
	Mulrooney pulled up to his apartment complex, to find the small
	building across the street doused in flames. Thankfully, it had been
	vacant for many months. 
	

	
	Brian
	ignored it. There was nothing he could do about it anyway. “This
	is usually a ten-minute drive, with traffic.” 
	

	
	Jacquelyn simply
	nodded. 
	

	
	“Why don’t
	we exchange phone numbers?” 
	

	
	Jacquelyn reached
	for her purse and pulled out her cell phone. “What’s
	your number?” Her hands trembled as she programmed his number
	into her phone.

	
	“Please call
	me the moment you get home. If you need me to answer any questions
	regarding your husband’s…” Mulrooney froze.
	Seeing so much sadness on her face, he could no longer hold her
	gaze. He broke eye contact with her and surveyed his apartment
	building, to make sure it wasn’t on fire or being looted. 
	

	
	Finally, he said,
	“Something tells me we met for a reason. I don’t know
	what that reason is, and I don’t know what to expect when I go
	upstairs, but it’ll be nice knowing I have someone to talk to
	if I ever need it. I couldn’t imagine going through this
	alone.” 
	

	
	“I’ll
	call when I can,” Jacquelyn said flatly. She was too numb to
	think ahead. 
	

	
	“Promise
	you’ll get that leg looked at.” It looked even worse
	now.

	
	Swindell nodded
	yes.

	
	“In fact, why
	don’t
	you have a doctor examine you concerning your baby too? If you like,
	I can go with you.” 
	

	
	“No,
	it’s okay. You need to check on your family and your
	girlfriend. Take care of them. I’ll manage on my own.”

	
	“Will you at
	least call me when you leave the hospital?” he asked. 
	

	
	“Okay, I
	will,” she answered. 
	

	
	“Promise?”

	
	“Yes. Good
	luck with your family.”

	
	“Same to you,
	Jacquelyn. Thanks for the ride home.”

	
	“You’re
	welcome.” 
	

	
	Brian exited the
	SUV. Jacquelyn scooted back to the driver’s side and drove
	off. 
	

	
	With as much
	strength as Mulrooney could muster, he climbed the three flights of
	steps leading to his apartment. Not knowing what to expect, he was
	overcome by fear again...
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	BRENT JOHANNSEN AND
	CHAD Palmer, the two broadcasters selected to call the Michigan-Ohio
	State football game, were stranded at the stadium for more than two
	hours before finally being taken back to their hotel. 
	

	
	After everyone was
	evacuated from the stadium, the media were ushered to a nearby
	building, along with players and coaches from both teams. 
	

	
	When Bob Matthewson
	and Reggie Slater from ESPN explained to Brent and Chad how their
	colleague, Jared Williams, vanished along with everyone else, it was
	the last straw for Chad Palmer. Upon arriving at the hotel, he went
	straight to his room without saying a word to anyone. 
	

	
	Back at the hotel
	for nearly an hour, Johannsen couldn’t take being alone
	anymore. Already on complete overload, he was too petrified to turn
	on the television for fear of seeing something that would push him
	straight over the edge. He was dangerously close to that point now. 
	

	
	Except for the
	faint sounds of sirens outside and his pulse racing in his ears, the
	silence was deafening. Fear snaked through him. He felt like a
	scared little boy who needed his mommy. 
	

	
	Johannsen needed a
	diversion and decided to check on his colleague. After 15 minutes of
	persistent knocking on Chad Palmer’s hotel room door, and a
	very bad gut feeling, he went down to the front desk and asked that
	someone open the door to Palmer’s room. 
	

	
	No one seemed the
	slightest bit concerned with his emotional plea. Famous or not,
	everyone was in their own state of panic. 
	

	
	To avoid a shouting
	match, Johannsen was finally handed a key to Palmer’s room.
	Under normal circumstances, this would never happen. But this day
	was anything but normal. And besides, the man at the front desk knew
	Johannsen and Palmer were colleagues, from seeing their faces on so
	many times on television.

	
	Johannsen rode the
	elevator up to the concierge floor, unlocked the door to Palmer’s
	suite and went inside. Nothing. He opened the bathroom door and saw
	Palmer in his boxers and T-shirt dead on the floor, necktie tightly
	drawn around his neck, shower curtain pulled down on top of him. He
	had fresh bruises on his knees, forehead and left cheek. 
	

	
	Apparently, he’d
	jimmied the tie around the shower curtain rod before his own weight
	snapped the rod in half. But not before his last breath was sucked
	out of him. There was no need to check his pulse. His skin tone was
	blue. And the smell of released bowels confirmed his death.

	
	Johannsen stood
	motionless. He was too numb to properly mourn his friend’s
	suicide. After everything he’d witnessed the past few hours,
	he wasn’t overly shocked. 
	

	
	On the drive back
	to the hotel, Palmer stared out the limousine window, shivering
	uncontrollably, with the blankest of looks on his face. Once in a
	while a teardrop fell from his eyes. He obviously used the time in
	the limousine to think of the best way to end his existence. 
	

	
	Johannsen knew
	calling the police would be fruitless. Football star or not, the
	police had their work cut out for the foreseeable future to waste
	time investigating one man’s suicide.

	
	Johannsen closed
	the bathroom door and went back to the front desk to inform the man
	of his morbid discovery.

	
	Chad Palmer,
	husband and father of three, star football player at the University
	of Arizona, retired quarterback for the Dallas Cowboys, was added to
	the list of millions who’d died in this unthinkable tragedy.
	Had it been any other day, his suicide would have been the big story
	on every news station. 
	

	
	But not today.
	Today, Palmer was just a number, a statistic. 
	

	
	Sadly, his wife,
	Alyssa, would survive the day without her husband of eight years and
	their three young children. Who really had it better? 
	

	
	Brent Johannsen
	wanted out of Michigan. He wanted to be at home with his family in
	Louisiana. He had no way of knowing if they were even okay. He
	feared he wouldn’t know for quite some time. 
	

	
	

	

	
	BRIAN MULROONEY
	COLLAPSED ON the couch. 
	

	
	It was 5:55 p.m.
	Darkness had already set in. With electricity out in most places,
	the bright amber glow from the many still-burning fires was the main
	source of light in some parts of Ann Arbor.

	
	Alone for the first
	time since the tragedy, Mulrooney felt like he was about to have
	that nervous breakdown he’d fought so hard to prevent from
	happening inside Michigan Stadium. 
	

	
	The little strength
	he’d shown in Jacquelyn’s presence, mostly fueled by
	adrenaline, was gone. He felt dizzy, nauseous. 
	

	
	Tears streamed down
	his face. This time he didn’t hold back. He couldn’t.
	Sounds of shock and pain echoed through his tears, as he lay on the
	couch in total disbelief. 
	

	
	“Why is this
	happening?” he screamed, reaching for the land line phone.
	There was no signal. He felt hopeless. What
	should I do? What can I do? I don’t even have a car!
	Stress wracked his
	entire body. The fact that he had too much alcohol to drink last
	night only added to it all. 
	

	
	Mulrooney turned on
	the television. With so much static, it was difficult deciphering
	what he saw on the screen, twisting his insides all the more. He
	couldn’t concentrate. He felt like a zombie. 
	

	
	Mulrooney stretched
	out on the couch. 
	

	
	Remarkably, within
	minutes, he was sound asleep...
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	TAMIKA MOSELEY AND
	CHARLES Calloway spent five hours looking for Moseley’s
	children, with no success. They inched along in traffic at a snail’s
	pace. Manhattan looked like a war zone. Smashed and vacant cars
	littered most streets of the city. 
	

	
	Tamika grew more
	frightened by the minute. Every time she looked in her rear-view
	mirror, she saw her passenger’s bloody head. His wound needed
	tending to. She offered to take him to the hospital, but he
	declined. He just wanted to get to the hotel. 
	

	
	Though traffic
	would be nightmarish at best, Tamika had to try her best to take
	Charles to the Waldorf-Astoria. In a strange way, just having him in
	her cab the past five hours helped soothe her shell-shocked nerves,
	if only slightly. 
	

	
	Turning left from
	85th Street onto Second Avenue was a task in itself. The
	intersection looked like a bomb had been detonated on it. Fires were
	still burning. Broken glass was everywhere. Stores were being
	looted. Stalled and wrecked cars not yet towed or stolen, littered
	the streets of Manhattan, making driving all but impossible. Soon
	they, too, would be ransacked or stolen by criminals with absolutely
	no capacity for conscience. 
	

	
	Tamika and Charles
	were stuck at the intersection, ten deep in traffic, for more than
	20 minutes before finally breaking free of the flow. But in order to
	do so, several more dents were added to her vehicle. 
	

	
	It was the least of
	Tamika’s worries. 
	

	
	Once on Second
	Avenue she headed south. The plan was to take Second Avenue all the
	way to 49th Street, turn right on Park Avenue, and drop her customer
	off at the front entryway of the Waldorf, like she’d done for
	so many passengers in the past. 
	

	
	After
	traveling 20 blocks more, Second Avenue was becoming uninhabitable.
	Thick black, acrid smoke from a massive fire choked out the
	air, severely affecting Tamika’s view. It was far worse than
	any fog she’d ever encountered before, not to mention the
	danger they faced breathing it in. 
	

	
	She wondered if the
	buildings above would come crumbling down upon them? The very
	thought sent prolonged shivers up and down her spine. Her hands
	trembled as she gripped the steering wheel. 
	

	
	Sirens screamed in
	all directions from police cars, fire engines and rescue squad
	vehicles. Tamika heard them—they were oh so close—but
	she couldn’t see three feet in front of her. 
	

	
	It was enough to
	drive anyone insane. There was no way she was proceeding on Second
	Avenue. 
	

	
	Tamika turned right
	onto 65th Street and headed west. It was a good move.
	Though she still battled residual smoke, at least her view wasn’t
	as obstructed. They continued moving at an extremely slow pace, but
	at least they were moving. 
	

	
	Tamika reached
	Lexington Avenue and turned left, then headed south toward the
	Waldorf. She was not getting off Lexington. Her passenger
	would just have to accept being dropped off at the rear entrance of
	the hotel. He probably wouldn’t mind. 
	

	
	At 6:45 p.m., they
	arrived at the hotel. On the surface, everything appeared to be
	fine. 
	

	
	“Thank God!”
	Charles exclaimed. 
	

	
	Tamika wasn’t
	about to charge her passenger for the taxi ride. After all, he did
	accompany her all throughout the city, which was nice of him.
	Besides, what could she possibly charge the man for a front-row tour
	of hell? 
	

	
	Before exiting the
	taxicab, Charles did his best to assure Tamika that everything would
	be okay in time. He gathered Richard Figueroa’s belongings
	from the backseat, then retrieved both his and Figueroa’s
	luggage from the trunk. 
	

	
	Closing the trunk,
	he nodded to Tamika and she drove off, not having the slightest clue
	as to where she was going...

	
	Calloway entered
	the hotel through the Lexington Street entrance. He would send
	Richard’s things home—wherever that was—whenever
	he could. He wondered if anyone would still be there to receive
	them. Was his family gone too? Time would tell...

	
	Calloway climbed
	the escalators, which weren’t working, up to the massive lobby
	and went straight to the front desk. Not even the hotel’s
	elegance impressed him at the moment. 
	

	
	Drained of every
	emotion, he just wanted to get to his room, so he could tend to his
	head wound, and think things through without seeing mind-numbing
	devastation all around him. 
	

	
	Will I ever
	think soundly again? It was a question for which Charles
	Calloway had no answer...
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	PRESIDENT
	DANFORTH’S CABINET KEPT growing by the hour. The U.S. military
	was always at their best when under the most adverse conditions.
	While this was clearly uncharted territory, the way they’d
	successfully tracked so many key people down, despite the dire
	conditions, was quite remarkable. But they wouldn’t rest until
	every-last person on the President’s list was found—dead,
	alive, or among the missing. 
	

	
	Aaron Gillespie,
	the President’s Chief of Staff, kept pleading with his boss to
	find the necessary strength to address the American people if a
	satellite transmission could be secured. 
	

	
	The President was
	reluctant. Appearing on live television was the last thing he wanted
	right now. He was still traumatized over the loss of his mother,
	daughter, son-in-law, and every one of his grandchildren, not to
	mention a secret service agent and his chief baker, all in the blink
	of an eye. 
	

	
	On top of all that,
	he just got word that Secretary of Commerce, Gwendolyn Hairston, and
	Secretary of Agriculture, Lawrence Van Zandt, had both vanished. And
	he still hadn’t heard from Surgeon General Dr. Ethan Summers.
	He feared the worst for his good friend of many years. 
	

	
	With his
	administration in total disarray, President
	Danforth wanted to be with his family, in
	mourning, like everyone else. Besides, what could he possibly say to
	the people he governed at a time like this? 
	

	
	Sitting at his desk
	in the Oval Office, a moment of clarity pierced through the dense
	fog inside his
	head. He thought back to when he and
	Melissa first met at a fraternity party at the University of
	Michigan. 
	

	
	When she
	nonchalantly asked what he was majoring in, he looked her square in
	the eye and said, “I’m majoring in becoming President of
	the United States of America!” The way he said it, with such
	an unmistakable seriousness and resolve, caused Melissa to believe
	him. 
	

	
	“First Lady,
	huh?” Melissa Stephenson had replied, winking at him. She
	walked away, hoping he would follow. He did. It was love at first
	sight on both ends. Had she known in advance it would lead to all of
	this, she surely would have kept on walking without ever looking
	back at him. 
	

	
	President Danforth
	snapped out of it when White House speech-writer Martin Feingold
	entered the Oval Office carrying a rough draft of a speech he wrote.
	The President took his time perusing it. Though it provided no solid
	answers as to what had completely blind-sided the planet humanity
	called home, anything at this point would be better than nothing.

	
	Gillespie was
	right. The American people needed to hear from him. The sooner the
	better. They needed assurance that everything would eventually be
	okay. And it had to come from him. 
	

	
	Technology willing,
	President Danforth would address the nation roughly an hour from
	now, at 8 p.m. Hopefully Feingold’s speech would restore
	civility to America’s communities, if only for one night. 
	

	
	From the little
	intelligence gathered so far, early reports were that the U.S.
	Military suffered many losses by way of disappearance. From
	high-ranking senior officials to new recruits, many were presumed
	among the missing. 
	

	
	The President
	feared the depletion of his armed forces would greatly weaken
	America’s defenses, possibly crippling the nation. Military
	leaders from all branches—Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and
	Coast Guard—were frenzied, working in concert with their
	subordinates at break-neck speed gathering intelligence, which was a
	miracle in itself with communications so stymied. 
	

	
	The military was
	put on Threat Con Delta, the nation’s highest state of alert.
	Military officials were placed on full tactical reserve. No one
	could leave their posts. No exceptions! 
	

	
	For those they
	couldn’t contact, especially overseas, the hope was that
	common sense would prevail and they’d place themselves on full
	alert, like they were trained to do, until communication could be
	made with their superiors.

	
	Command posts were
	being set up in America’s streets. All U.S. borders were put
	on full alert, along with international borders which America had
	safeguarded for so many years. 
	

	
	Heightened security
	alerts were posted on all fronts. The government was put on full
	alert. Hospitals were on maximum alert. With so many injuries,
	millions of pints of blood were needed, along with millions of body
	bags. 
	

	
	Search and Rescue
	Task Forces were being formulated, along with Search and Recover
	Task Forces, Crisis Management Task Forces, Strategic Emergency Task
	Forces, and a myriad of other task forces. But with so much
	widespread devastation, they would be handcuffed for many days, if
	not weeks, before any significant results could be achieved. 
	

	
	Even so, the
	President had to appear to be in control of the situation. Otherwise
	chaos would ensue everywhere. Confidence was a big part of
	leadership. It was the fuel that had built America. It also drove
	the stock markets and often stopped recessions dead in their tracks.
	
	

	
	Without confidence,
	the President knew it would be next to impossible to maintain any
	sense of civility in the streets of America. Even a declaration of
	Martial Law would be ineffective. Panicked people would kill each
	other in the streets without warning or reason. 
	

	
	Government and
	military intelligence gatherers would have their hands full for the
	foreseeable future, sorting through mountains of paperwork,
	exploring multitudes of possibilities. Hopefully someone would soon
	find a clue that would shed some light on what happened earlier. 
	

	
	Theories were
	already surfacing. Most appeared to be spiritual in nature. But
	until they were either proven as truth or dismissed as hogwash, they
	were just theories and would be kept confidential for the
	time being. 
	

	
	President Danforth
	excused himself from the Situation Room to change out of his
	Michigan Wolverines attire and check on his family, before
	addressing the nation 30 minutes from now. 
	

	
	The nervous energy
	he was known for having before addressing the people he governed
	paled in comparison to now. 
	

	
	Now, he was
	petrified. 
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	“CAN I HELP
	YOU, SIR?” 
	

	
	“I have a
	reservation,” Charles Calloway said. It looked a little
	strange seeing only one employee standing behind the massive
	check-in desk of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. Then again, given what
	had already happened, it was par for the course this day. 
	

	
	In a monotone
	voice, the woman politely explained that the computers were down and
	might not be fixed for quite some time. 
	

	
	That didn’t
	surprise Calloway. But when she said she couldn’t offer him a
	room because of the malfunction, it was all he could do to keep from
	screaming. 
	

	
	“I’m
	sorry, sir,” the hotel employee said, giving Calloway’s
	battle scars a good looking over, “There’s nothing I can
	do for you at this time.” 
	

	
	Mary Johnston knew
	something scarily strange had transpired outside her place of
	employment earlier. She did her best to ignore it for the time
	being, and purposely willed herself to remain busy, knowing she’d
	have to face the music sooner or later. 
	

	
	She chose later. By
	temporarily blocking the tidal wave of mind-numbing thoughts from
	crashing upon the shores of her mind, Mary was the only one coming
	close to doing her job efficiently. After the disappearances took
	place, most of her fellow co-workers left without even clocking out.
	The few remaining employees still there walked around like zombies. 
	

	It
	was pure chaos at the Waldorf-Astoria, but in a calm, aristocratic,
	kind of way. 
	

	
	Seeing her guest’s
	bleeding head bounced Mary back to reality, draining her of all her
	focus. Had this man entered the Waldorf on any other day, bloodied
	and bruised the way he was, he would have surely been escorted out;
	perhaps even taken away in handcuffs.

	
	What a difference a
	couple of hours had made in her life. When Mary Johnston arrived at
	work this morning, Christmas music was playing as work crews
	skillfully hung decorations all throughout the cavernous hotel. 
	

	
	The Christmas
	spirit had indeed visited the Waldorf-Astoria and Mary was just as
	festive and jubilant as everyone else. Then came the disappearances
	and decorating the hotel suddenly seemed trivial. Boxes half-full of
	Christmas decorations now cluttered the massive lobby floor, where
	they would remain un-hung for who knew how long.

	
	“Besides,
	even if I could offer you a room,” Johnston went on, “with
	our computers still down, I don’t think the key would open the
	door. Though we still have electricity, thank God, everything is
	computerized.” She looked at her guest with sincere eyes. “I’m
	sorry, sir.”

	
	“Please
	ma’am,” Calloway pleaded, “I need to get to my
	room and tend to my head wound. Isn’t there anything you can
	do for me?” 
	

	
	“I’m
	sorry, sir,” she said, as sincerely as she could. “You’re
	not the only one with a reservation that I’m unable to assist
	at this time. Until our computers are running again, there’s
	nothing I can do for you. We have a technician doing all he can to
	get things back online. Until then, my hands are tied. Again, I
	apologize for the inconvenience.” 
	

	
	Calloway lowered
	his head in defeat. It was the last thing he wanted to hear. He knew
	how bad it was outside the hotel. These minor problems were nothing
	compared to everything else going on. 
	

	
	“Had you been
	checked in before noon, you’d probably be okay.” 
	

	
	It suddenly dawned
	on him, “Did you say noon?”

	
	“Well, not
	exactly noon, sir, but before the time of the van…”

	
	Charles cut her
	off, “I called early this morning from the airport in Florida,
	authorizing an associate of mine, Santana Jiles, to check me in, in
	case I was late arriving. The room was pre-paid by my company. One
	of your colleagues confirmed to me on the phone that I was already
	checked in. Could you please check for me, Mary?” Charles
	asked, reading her name tag. 
	

	
	“Sure. What’s
	your name?”

	
	“Charles
	Calloway.”

	
	Out of habit, Mary
	Johnston nervously tried typing something onto the keyboard in front
	of her, before realizing again it wasn’t working. Frowning at
	the monitor, she grabbed the printed guest list of those already
	checked in. 
	

	
	“Let’s
	see, Charles Calloway. Charles Calloway. Charles Calloway. Yep,
	right here. May I please see some identification?”

	
	Calloway handed her
	his Florida driver’s license. 
	

	
	She eyeballed it
	briefly and said, “Looks like you’re in luck, Mister
	Calloway. So long as the key works, that is.”

	
	“Thank you,
	Santana! And thank you too, Mary.” 
	

	
	“I’m
	happy to help you, sir,” Mary Johnston said. “Since the
	key’s already been activated, it should work. If not, there
	will be nothing else I can do for you.” At least she was
	trying.

	
	“I
	understand.” What else could he say? 
	

	
	“This is your
	room number,” she said, circling it on the room key holder,
	looking more at his head wound than the paper. Dried and fresh blood
	covered much of his forehead. It looked nasty. “Enjoy your
	stay with us here at the Waldorf-Astoria!”

	
	Mary Johnston knew
	how ridiculously ill-timed her comment was. But that’s what
	she was trained to say to all her guests. By looking into Calloways’
	eyes, the hotel clerk caught another tiny glimpse of what she knew
	she’d soon have to face on her own. Tiny glimpse or not, it
	was enough to frighten her to the core of her being. 
	

	
	A transplant from
	Idaho, the fact that Mary Johnston was a loner actually helped her
	now. Adopted and never married, New York was her fifth state of
	residence over the past eight years. She never got to experience
	life in a stable, ongoing family environment. Nor did she have any
	lifelong friends to cling to in difficult times, only a few mere
	acquaintances. 
	

	
	Mary Johnston was
	polite by nature. But when it came to building relationships she
	preferred to keep her distance, choosing instead to remain alone.
	Fearful that someone would abandon her again, like her birth parents
	and only boyfriend had done, she seldom allowed others a prolonged
	glimpse inside. 
	

	
	The downside to
	this was that it fueled her constant battle with loneliness and
	depression. Mary silently feared that her loneliness would reach new
	depths once she arrived home. 
	

	
	She blinked these
	horrific thoughts away and refocused, “While
	we do have three separate banks of elevators, I suggest you take the
	stairs instead. I know it’s nine stories, but with everything
	that’s already happened, you can’t be too careful.”

	
	“Thanks for
	the advice. Think I’ll take you up on it.”

	
	“Good luck
	with your key, Mister Calloway.” Mary pointed him in the right
	direction and Charles left at once. 
	

	
	Upon reaching the
	ninth floor, though in excellent physical condition, Calloway was
	exhausted, fatigued. It was difficult carrying a garment bag on each
	shoulder—one his, the other Richard Figueroa’s—a
	duffel bag full of training manuals for this evening’s
	now-canceled meeting, and two briefcases. 
	

	
	Not only that, his
	head wound had weakened him substantially. Salt-filled perspiration,
	mixed with blood, stung his open wound as it slowly dripped from his
	brow. 
	

	
	“So much for
	a first-class experience!” he said, sarcastically. This
	is crazy!

	
	Charles wasn’t
	in the mood for nice. He just wanted to get to his room. He walked
	the long corridor looking for room #917. Finding it, he dropped
	everything onto the floor. He pulled out the key. 
	

	
	“Come on. Please work!” Calloway placed
	his key on the keypad. Once the magnetic strip was read and
	verified, a bright green light flashed, granting him
	access to the room. 
	

	
	“Thank God!”
	he exclaimed. 
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	BRIAN MULROONEY
	WOKE TO the sound of his front door opening. The only light inside
	his apartment came from the glare of the television. It was enough
	for him to see Renate’s face. 
	

	
	At the same time,
	they both said, “Thank God, you’re alive!” 
	

	
	Renate rushed over
	and threw her arms around her boyfriend’s neck. “When I
	didn’t see your car, I got scared.”

	
	“I can’t
	believe I actually slept. I drank way too much last night.”
	Brian rubbed his still-throbbing head, wondering if he’d woken
	from some wild and wacky nightmarish adventure. He was still wearing
	his coat. 
	

	
	“You
	obviously needed it.” 
	

	
	Brian ran his
	fingers through his sweaty hair. “Where were you when it
	happened?” 
	

	
	“The Laurel
	Park Mall, using the gift card you gave me for my birthday.”
	The Laurel Park Mall was connected to the Marriott hotel where Brian
	worked. He gave Renate a $200 gift card redeemable at any store in
	that mall. It was the perfect gift for her. 
	

	
	“Where’s
	Megan. Is she okay?” Brian asked of Renate’s sister.

	
	“She’s
	out in the car. As far as I know, my whole family’s safe. We
	checked on our parents before coming here. Are you ever a sight for
	sore eyes!”

	
	“So are you,
	babe.” 
	

	
	“Where’s
	your car?” she asked.

	
	“You mean my
	ex-car. I’m car-less. It exploded on account of the plane
	crash…” 
	

	
	Renate was stunned.
	“Plane
	crash?” 
	

	
	“Yeah,
	at Michigan Stadium, soon after people vanished,” Brian said,
	somberly. “Out of nowhere, an airplane came hurtling from the
	sky. Just
	missed hitting the top part of the stadium.” 
	

	
	“Are you
	serious?”

	
	“Had it
	struck, I’d be a goner too. Thankfully, it crashed in the
	stadium parking lot. Goodbye car.” Brian’s words were
	emotionless. He was clearly in a daze.

	
	“Oh my,”
	said Renate, holding her hands up to her mouth in disbelief. A
	goner too? Hmm,
	not
	good!
	“Where’s Justin?”

	
	“He’s
	no longer with us,” Brian said somberly. 
	

	
	“Are you
	serious?” Renate was stunned by the tragic news. “Did he
	vanish or was he killed?”

	
	“Vanished,”
	came the reply, evenly, without emotion.

	
	“I’m so
	sorry, Brian. Are you okay?” 
	

	
	“I’ll
	be fine,” he lied. 
	

	
	“Are you
	sure?” Renate’s heart ached for her boyfriend. 
	

	
	“Actually,
	no. I’m scared to death.” Brian had this distant look in
	his eyes. 
	

	
	“I know,
	sweetie. How’s your family? Please tell me they’re
	okay.”

	
	“Don’t
	know. Can’t get through to anyone. I’m almost happy the
	phones aren’t working. Too afraid to find out. Don’t
	think I can take any more bad news right now.” 
	

	
	Renate tussled with
	her long blonde hair. “Want me to try calling them for you?”

	
	“No, I’ll
	do it. Besides, this is nothing compared to what happened to this
	woman I met today.”

	
	“Oh, what woman? Wait, let me tell Megan you’re okay
	first. She’ll be relieved to hear it. Be right back.”

	
	When Renate returned, with a heavy heart, Brian described his
	frightening ordeal at Michigan Stadium, in vivid detail. His voice
	reflected someone who was barely hanging on. 
	

	
	When Renate heard how Jacquelyn witnessed her own husband being
	struck in the head with something that fell out of the Goodyear
	blimp, the fear in her eyes was palpable. 
	

	
	Renate then shared
	her experience at the mall with her boyfriend. Tears streamed down
	her cheeks as she recalled a family of five who vanished right
	before her very eyes. All that remained were two baby strollers and
	the clothing they wore.

	
	“It was
	horrible,” she said softly, her eyes gazing forward, as if
	recalling the tragic memory in mid-air. “I’ll never
	forget it as long as I live.”

	
	Brian wanted to say
	something encouraging to comfort his girlfriend but found no words.
	How could anyone offer encouragement to anyone under the
	circumstances? 
	

	
	Brian and Renate
	remained silent and held each other for dear life, not knowing what
	the future held.

	
	Did they even have
	a future? 
	

	
	All they could do
	was hope and pray the answer was yes...
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	“THIS IS
	ANDREA SORENSTRAM from ABC News reporting from Washington. The
	President was set to address the nation at eight p.m., but we’re
	having difficulty securing a prolonged satellite hookup. As soon as
	we have one, the President will give his address.”

	
	Sorenstrom looked
	down at her notes and continued, “One can only imagine what
	the leader of the free world will say to us at a moment like this.
	It’s been confirmed that the First Family were at Camp David
	when the Phenomenon took place. It is feared that they, too, have
	lost family members and close friends in this unthinkable tragedy. 
	

	
	At this time, we do
	not know who was lost and who is still with us. But if initial
	reports are factual and every child has allegedly vanished, this
	would mean...” Sorenstrom paused, “...it’s best
	not to speculate at this time. But suffice it to say, whatever
	happened today, evidently no one was immune to it.”

	
	Clearly, Andrea
	Sorenstrom, the 44-year-old, usually confident reporter was feeling
	the effects of the day. Dark bags had already formed beneath her
	eyes.

	
	After receiving
	instructions in her ear-piece from her producer, she said, “I’m
	being told we will now go live to the White House.”

	
	In an instant,
	Sorenstrom’s face was replaced with the President’s. 
	

	
	President Jefferson
	Danforth sat behind his desk in the Oval
	Office, wearing blue slacks and a dark
	blue sweater, with the seal of the President of the United States of
	America emblazoned on it. 
	

	
	His
	salt-and-pepper-colored hair was styled to perfection. Save for the
	sweater, he looked like he always did. But his facial features told
	another story altogether. It was evident that the day’s events
	had taken a severe toll on him. The eyes never lied. 
	

	
	Be strong,
	Jefferson, he thought. As the camera slowly
	zoomed in and trained itself on him, he looked like someone whose
	world had just been knocked completely off its axis.

	
	Looking straight
	into the camera with bloodshot eyes, he cleared his throat and began
	in earnest, “My fellow Americans, at precisely one minute past
	twelve this afternoon, Eastern Standard Time, Planet Earth was
	struck with what can only be described as the cruelest of blows.
	Whatever caused it to happen, it caught each of us completely off
	guard. From the little intelligence we’ve been able to gather
	so far, it appears the entire planet has been severely affected by
	it.

	
	“Today will
	surely go down in the annals of history as being one of the darkest
	and most frightening of days. Obviously, there is no way anyone
	could have ever predicted or prepared for what happened at
	twelve-o-one this afternoon. The world has never seen such a day.
	Never in recorded history have there been more fires and explosions,
	accidents, plane crashes and fatalities in one day.” 
	

	
	The President
	paused. He was about to confirm what no person should ever have to,
	President or not! He looked into the camera lens with eyes that were
	troubled, eyes that were sad, eyes that were scared, and continued
	somberly, “And if these horrible tragedies aren’t
	enough, we’ve also had some firsts. For the first time in
	recorded history, people have actually vanished without a trace.
	Apparently, this includes all small children, and even unborn babies
	still inside the womb. They’re all gone.” 
	

	
	President Danforth
	lowered his head for what seemed an eternity. Pulling a handkerchief
	from his back pocket, he dabbed at his moist eyes, totally
	unconcerned about public opinion at this point. President or not, if
	a man couldn’t grieve his own losses, what was the world
	coming to? What
	was it coming to? 
	

	
	“As of right
	now, no one seems to know how or why something like this could
	happen. Theories are already surfacing. However, until we have
	concrete evidence pointing one way or the other, it’s best not
	to speculate at this time. But rest assured, your government will
	not cease until we can accurately pinpoint the source of today’s
	tragedy and, more importantly, the whereabouts of our departed loved
	ones.”

	
	“I’ve
	ordered U.S. military command posts to be set up in America’s
	largest cities for the protection of our citizens and to safeguard
	our nation’s most strategic landmarks and institutions. This
	is also being done in cities abroad where our military has a
	formidable presence. 
	

	
	“As
	Commander-in-Chief, I have complete confidence in our armed forces,
	even in these perilous times. Working in unison with law enforcement
	officials, they will restore and preserve peace in our streets in
	the soonest possible fashion.”

	
	The President
	leaned forward in his seat and gazed straight into the camera. His
	grayish-green eyes turned steely-gray. He was visibly irritated.
	What he was about to say was unscripted, “And let me make it
	clear: we will not tolerate looting! A tragedy like this should
	never be a springboard for petty thieves and crooks to take
	advantage of the masses.” 
	

	
	“Hasn’t
	there already been enough devastation for one day? Who in their
	right mind would inflict more pain on others after what has already
	transpired? Therefore, I repeat, we will not tolerate looting.
	Anyone caught in the act will be dealt with swiftly and will be
	punished to the fullest extent of the law!”

	
	President Danforth
	took a moment to collect himself, then looked back at the
	teleprompter and, “Mass communications have been greatly
	affected by the Phenomenon, including the Internet, Outernet and
	WiFi signals. Many are working tirelessly to restore communications.
	Obviously, this will take time. Until they have been restored, I
	have no choice but to ground all major modes of mass transit for the
	foreseeable future. This includes all air, train and bus service.
	The only exceptions will be for law enforcement, military, medical
	and news vehicles and aircraft. 
	

	
	“Also, all
	banking institutions will be closed for the foreseeable future.
	Unfortunately, this includes the use of ATM machines and credit
	cards. Hopefully banks will reopen soon so deposits and withdrawals
	can once again be made. This will be one of our chief tasks in the
	coming days.” 
	

	
	The President
	shifted his weight in his chair and went on, “All levels of
	the American education system, from middle school to the collegiate
	levels, are hereby suspended until further notice. Daycare centers,
	pre-schools, kindergarten and elementary schools will remain closed
	indefinitely for obvious reasons. And finally, I have canceled all
	sporting events and social activities on all levels.” 
	

	
	Each network
	fortunate to obtain a signal aired President Danforth’s
	speech. His face was framed-in on one side. The rest of the screen
	was used to show viewers live shots and reruns of the mass
	devastation that ensued in the aftermath of the tragedy. 
	

	
	As the hours passed
	the devastation grew more pronounced and more unspeakable. 
	

	
	“My fellow
	citizens, this isn’t the first time that we, as a nation, have
	had a major catastrophe violently thrust upon us. America has faced
	many seemingly insurmountable odds in our relatively short history.
	Back in eighteen-hundred and sixty-one, Abraham Lincoln was faced
	with an extremely trying situation. At that time, our great nation
	was split in half. Not only were the decisions he was forced to make
	difficult, he knew up front they would lead to a great loss of life.
	
	

	
	“In the end,
	the choices President Lincoln made drastically changed America for
	the better. His policies are inextricably woven into the fabric of
	our free society. In more recent times, President George W. Bush was
	faced with a daunting situation back in two-thousand and one, when
	Islamic terrorists momentarily brought America to its knees. Their
	defiant acts of terrorism caused great loss of life. President Bush
	did a commendable job in getting the country back to its feet at
	that time.

	
	“Indeed,
	Abraham Lincoln, George W. Bush, and so many of our forefathers were
	great statesmen and ardent patriots. Their works are still visible
	in the yellowing pages of our country’s history. Their
	collective spirits are still alive in the very room in which I sit.
	Their voices still speak to us today.”

	
	The President
	leaned forward in his chair, “If we are to overcome this
	tragedy and rebuild our communities, we must exude the same level of
	pride, dignity and character honor our forefathers would have shown
	had this happened on their watch. Even amid so much uncertainty, we
	must continue to be the proud keepers of their ongoing legacies, by
	remaining steadfast to the principals outlined in our nation’s
	founding documents. I think it’s time to ask ourselves if the
	freedoms granted us by our founding fathers are still worth fighting
	for? 
	

	
	“I believe
	they are. I also believe we can and will overcome this tragedy. But
	each of us must lend a hand. To do your part, if your neighbor is
	hurt, help him. One person doing a lot is nowhere near as effective
	as many people doing a little bit each. Only by working together can
	we rebuild our local communities and the communities of the world.”
	
	

	
	President
	Danforth’s words were inspiring, yet they lacked conviction.
	“Being the world’s one true superpower, the eyes of the
	world will once again look to us for strength, guidance and
	leadership in these unprecedented times. Yes, America must lead the
	way and formulate a successful blueprint for all other nations to
	follow. 
	

	
	“Though it’s
	too soon to comprehend, let alone accept, what happened to us at one
	minute past noon today, for whatever reason, fate has chosen this
	generation to endure this dark valley in which we now find
	ourselves. In a split second, a great chasm has separated us from
	our precious loved ones.” 
	

	
	President Danforth
	paused. This wasn’t easy. “Melissa and I aren’t
	immune to this grim reality. We lost seven family members, eight
	including our unborn grandchild. Our daughter, Erica, and our
	son-in-law, Ronald disappeared along with all our grandchildren. And
	my mother suffered a fatal heart attack.”

	
	The President
	sighed. “So, when I tell you Melissa and I feel your pain,
	they are not empty words.” He cleared his throat to avoid
	getting choked up. “Members of my administration are also
	feared gone. For now, their names will be kept confidential in the
	interest of national security. Suffice it to say, this will not be
	an easy night for any of us. Much time will have to pass before any
	of us can think clearly again, let alone get back to our daily
	routines. 
	

	
	“Indeed, we
	have a huge mountain to climb. But climb it we must! I’ll
	rejoin you again tomorrow night at eight p.m. Hopefully I will have
	more to go on. Until then, do your best to remain calm in the wake
	of this unspeakable tragedy. I look forward to updating you tomorrow
	night. May God bless us all.” 
	

	
	The camera slowly
	pulled back before fading out. President Danforth’s face was
	replaced with footage of an American flag blowing in the wind atop
	the Capitol building. 
	

	
	The playing of the
	National Anthem accompanied it. 
	

	
	Anything to boost
	the morale of a demoralized nation... 
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	AS THE “ON
	THE AIR” light faded to black on Jefferson Danforth’s
	camera, the little confidence he’d shown for the American
	people faded just as quickly. It was now time for the real work to
	begin. 
	

	
	The President
	understood the death and dying part. On average, more than 100
	deaths occurred every minute of every day in the world. But millions
	simultaneously vanishing in a split-second was a first for mankind.
	There was no blueprint from which to work. 
	

	
	It was as if some
	Sci-Fi movie had materialized out of nowhere, violently and
	forcefully taking Planet Earth by storm. But it wasn’t a
	movie; it was very real. 
	

	
	President Danforth
	had closed-door national security briefings scheduled for the
	remainder of the evening. U.S. congressmen, congresswomen and
	senators who were successfully located at their homes and brought
	back to Washington, were gathered at the Capitol Building holding
	various meetings of their own, and doing their best to console one
	another. 
	

	
	Seven of America’s
	50 governors were in D.C. when the tragedy occurred. They were now
	being housed at FBI Headquarters. Rumors were already circulating
	that a handful of the remaining 43 governors were feared among the
	missing. But it was still too soon to know for sure. 
	

	
	Shortly after the
	disappearances, Speaker of the House Clarence Bannister was picked
	up at his home in Georgetown and brought straight to FBI
	Headquarters, where he would remain indefinitely. 
	

	
	The Phenomenon,
	as it had been dubbed, wasn’t merely the top
	priority of the U.S. Government, it was the only priority for now. 
	

	
	All other functions
	of government were put on the far back burner, including the entire
	judicial system. All court dates on all levels were postponed for
	the foreseeable future. 
	

	
	Now back inside the
	Situation Room,
	a bewildered President Danforth wondered for the millionth time how
	something like this could happen on his watch and, more importantly,
	what had caused it to occur in the first place. 
	

	
	As President of the
	United States of America, he was supposed to have answers for all
	situations—good or bad. If he didn’t, he had access to
	those who did. Finding solutions to problems had always been the
	lifeblood of every successful politician. Those who didn’t
	have answers never lasted long, especially as Commander in Chief. 
	

	
	Normally, everyone
	in this room had strong opinions on all topics discussed. But not
	now. They still had faraway, blank expressions on their faces. 
	

	
	This concerned
	President Danforth deeply.

	
	

	

	
	ANDREA SORENSTROM
	DID HER best to recapitulate President Danforth’s speech to
	her many viewers. Though the leader of the free world didn’t
	provide much to go on, no one dared criticize him at a moment like
	this. 
	

	
	Humanity’s
	jigsaw puzzle had just been turned upside down and was in need of
	being put back together again. Only there was no framework to use as
	a reference guide. Where would they possibly begin? 
	

	
	Most networks were
	frenzied trying to get various experts on their airwaves in a
	hopeful attempt to shed some professional light on the situation.
	Some were well known. Others weren’t. 
	

	
	At any rate, the
	one thing they all had in common, aside from the frightened
	expressions chiseled on their faces, was that none had a clue as to
	what had just happened to the planet they occupied.

	
	Hopefully, with 24
	hours with which to work, everyone would be better prepared come
	next speech, including President Danforth. 
	

	
	For now, they would
	do their best to avoid broadcasting misinformation to their viewers
	at home. All regularly scheduled television programs were canceled.
	Most stations were transformed into “all news” stations
	and would remain that way indefinitely.

	
	With communications
	slowly coming back to life in some areas, phones were jammed with
	frantic callers. Millions surfed online searching for answers to
	their many questions but weren’t finding any.

	
	Yes, indeed, it
	would be a long night for all of Earth’s inhabitants. 
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	CHARLES CALLOWAY
	WATCHED THE President’s speech from inside his plush suite at
	the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. The picture was fuzzy, but he already
	knew what President Danforth looked like. As long as his voice was
	audible, which it was, Charles didn’t need to see the man’s
	face. All that mattered was the content of his speech. 
	

	
	Back in his hotel
	room for nearly two hours, Calloway finally caused the bleeding on
	his head to subside. But it cost the Waldorf one of its plush white
	towels to do it. With so much blood on it, it would never come
	clean. So, sue me, he thought. 
	

	
	A bloodied towel
	was the least of his worries. But the loss of blood and lack of food
	was taking a toll on him. He felt dizzy to the point of passing out.
	He didn’t feel like eating, but knew he had to. If possible,
	he would order room service. If not, he’d resort to invading
	the vending machines on the ninth floor. 
	

	
	According to
	President Danforth, all internet connections, cell phone towers and
	phone lines were severely disrupted and might not be restored for
	quite some time. Even the 2,000 satellites up in space monitoring
	things—spying on everyone—were ineffective at this
	point. Once things were restored back on Earth, the images they
	captured would prove invaluable. 
	

	
	But for now, they
	were all but worthless. 
	

	
	Nevertheless, like
	a robot obeying a command, Calloway hit the redial button on his
	cell phone every five minutes or so. He got a busy signal each time
	he tried. 
	

	
	Surveying the room,
	it was easy to see why this place was considered one of the finest
	establishments in New York City, and the world, for that matter. 
	

	
	Truly, it was the
	perfect room for any top executive. 
	

	
	This was supposed
	to be his big weekend. Calloway anticipated taking this trip for a
	long time. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he felt anything but
	important, anything but special, anything but successful. In an
	instant, the goals he’d striven so hard to achieve were
	suddenly insignificant. He’d given Cell-U-Loss International
	everything he had the past three years. 
	

	
	And for what,
	this? he asked himself. 
	

	
	But that’s
	not what bothered him the most. While the President didn’t
	seem to know the Source of the disappearances, Calloway felt certain
	that he knew. Being alone for the first time since his whole world
	unraveled gave him time to think things through a bit. 
	

	
	Even before the
	President’s speech it was already becoming clear to him. Could
	it be? The answer was yes. Full of utter remorse, Calloway knew
	without even speaking to his wife and family back home that they,
	too, were part of the Great Disappearing Act. There was no doubt in
	his mind. 
	

	
	The thought had
	crossed his mind earlier inside the taxicab, but Charles wanted to
	first exhaust every possible scenario before broaching the subject
	of…could it be? 
	

	
	He still didn’t
	want to believe it. 
	

	
	Believing it meant
	he would never see his family again. At least not in this lifetime…

	
	So,
	this is the price I was willing to pay for success, he
	thought, suddenly mindful of how blind he had been the past three
	years. Monique was right all along. His Cell-U-Loss business had
	totally consumed him, causing his spiritual life to suffer greatly
	as a result. He paid the ultimate price for the success he
	achieved—his family. 
	

	
	Calloway always
	proclaimed to be a Christian. He knew the Scriptures fairly well. He
	knew John 3:16 by heart, “For God so loved the world that
	he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not
	perish, but have eternal life.” 
	

	
	He also knew Romans
	3:23-24, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory
	of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption
	that came by Christ Jesus.” 
	

	
	And he often quoted
	his favorite Scripture found in the Book of Philippians, chapter
	4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens
	me.” 
	

	
	When Calloway did
	attend church—which was rare of late—he sang the songs
	with deep emotion and was always the first to shout, “Amen!”
	He always looked involved. Even when it came to his business, he
	openly thanked God for the many blessings he’d received. 
	

	
	On the surface,
	Charles Calloway looked like a solid Christian. But he now had all
	the proof he needed that he wasn’t a genuine follower of Jesus
	Christ. He felt like a phony, a counterfeit. 
	

	
	His father, Benson
	Calloway, always preached on having a personal, intimate
	relationship with Jesus Christ. He often said everyone had heard the
	name of Jesus, and most even claimed to know Him. But it was more
	than just proclaiming to know Him that saved one’s soul. 
	

	
	Obviously,
	I didn’t get that part... 
	

	
	His father often
	warned that one day the true believers of the Church would be taken
	away from Planet Earth in the twinkling of an eye. On any given
	day—BAM!—millions, perhaps even billions, of people
	would suddenly disappear from the face of the Earth without a trace.
	
	

	
	Benson Calloway
	always warned that the Rapture was right around the corner.
	“Brothers and sisters, the day of the Lord is at hand. Jesus
	can come back for His Church at any moment,” he would say.
	“Nothing else has to happen, prophetically speaking, before
	Christ returns for His Bride. He can come back this very minute!
	Only He knows the exact hour and day. All I can say is be ready
	people. It’s time to get serious with God! Prepare to meet
	Him.” 
	

	
	His father also
	described in vivid detail what would happen on Planet Earth after
	the Rapture. Charles always thought it was a bunch of mumbo-jumbo
	nonsense his father was using to scare him into staying right with
	the Lord. Now he had no choice but to believe it. 
	

	
	The
	more Calloway thought about his father, the worse he felt. How do I
	explain a preacher’s son left behind because he was unworthy
	to go home with the Church? Guess the joke’s on me
	now. Where do I go from here? Is there any hope for me? Will God
	ever give me a second chance? 
	

	
	The broken man
	dropped to his knees and cried out to God, “Lord, I know this
	was the Rapture of Your Church. You came unexpected just like my
	daddy said. I don’t know what to do or where to go from here.
	Sorry for my unbelief. I feel so worthless and alone. Daddy always
	said You loved me so much that You gave Your Son as a Ransom for my
	sins. Sorry for not taking it more seriously.” 
	

	
	Calloway looked up
	at the ceiling. “Is there still hope for me? Please give me a
	second chance, Lord. That’s all I ask. I paid a huge price
	today. I lost everything dear to me. The pain’s unbearable.
	Please take good care of my wife and children in Heaven. If there’s
	any hope for me, Lord, please give me a sign. If there is, I’m
	all Yours!”

	
	Just then Charles
	heard a reporter on television say, “We now have new
	revelations…” All Calloway heard was the word
	revelations. Is this a sign? It sure felt like it. 
	

	
	Calloway
	practically dove across the bed and opened a drawer looking for the
	Word of God. He was shocked to see four different books inside: the
	Quran,
	the Book of Mormon, the Talmud, and the Bible, compliments of the
	Gideons.

	
	“No
	wonder humanity’s so messed up,” he said, “we
	can’t even worship the same God!”

	
	Charles opened the
	Bible to the Book of Revelation. Before reading it, he returned to
	his knees, “Lord, I’m taking this as a sign that there’s
	still hope for me. If so, please confirm it for me in Your Word.
	Give me the wisdom to understand the Book of Revelation. Thank you.
	Amen.”

	
	Calloway needed to
	nourish his body before delving into the Word of God. He called
	guest services and was amazed that someone had answered. He was even
	more amazed that they were willing to bring him food, but only a
	limited choice of soups, salads and sandwiches. 
	

	
	He ordered a turkey
	club sandwich, a garden salad and a bowl of mushroom barley soup. He
	was told the waiting time would be at least one hour. 
	

	
	Charles noticed a
	wicker basket full of snacks and goodies resting atop the small
	refrigerator. He wasted no time digging in...
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	BRIAN MULROONEY AND
	RENATE McCallister stared at each other in total astonishment. If
	the President of the United States couldn’t pinpoint with any
	degree of accuracy what happened earlier, who could? Seeing so much
	fear in his eyes on television made it all the more frightening. It
	was sobering to say the least. 
	

	
	“Tell me this
	is a bad dream, Brian!” said Renate, “Tell me we’ll
	wake up tomorrow and everything’ll be okay.”

	
	“I wish I
	could, but it’s not a bad dream. Life as we know it has been
	forever changed.”

	
	A stray tear
	escaped Renate’s left eye. “Does this mean I’ll
	never have children?” 
	

	
	“I’m
	not sure what it means.” Brian’s cell phone rang. He
	nearly jumped out of his skin. 
	

	
	Renate answered it:
	“Hello?” There was a brief pause. “Thank God
	you’re okay, Mrs. Mulrooney!” 
	

	
	“Thank God!”
	Brian whispered to himself.

	
	After a few brief
	moments, Renate cupped the phone, “Everyone’s shaken up,
	but at least they’re okay.”

	
	Renate handed Brian
	the phone. The moment he heard his mother’s voice, he said a
	silent prayer of thanks. Relief poured over him. It didn’t
	last. 
	

	
	“Craig’s
	mother died,” Sarah Mulrooney said.

	
	“How?”

	
	“Heart
	attack.”

	
	“Oh, my.”

	
	“That’s
	not all.”

	
	“What is it,
	Mom?”

	
	“Mrs. Becht
	stopped by an hour ago. She told us Justin’s parents were
	killed in a car wreck. They were hit by a beer truck driver who
	switched lanes to avoid an oncoming bus. He hit the Schroeders
	head-on. They were killed instantly.”

	
	“At least now
	they won’t have to mourn the loss of their son...”

	
	“What?”
	Sarah screamed. “Did something happen to Justin too?”

	
	Brian lowered his
	head. It was his turn to be the bearer of tragic news. “Justin’s
	gone, Ma. He disappeared.”

	
	Sarah burst into
	tears. Brian’s father tried to comfort his wife as she relayed
	the message to him. Then to Brian: “Are you okay, sweetie?”

	
	“I’ll
	be fine,” he lied. Why give his mother something else to worry
	about? 
	

	
	Brian’s
	father grabbed the phone. “Hi, son.”

	
	“There was
	nothing I could do, Dad. He just vanished.”

	
	“Of course
	not,” Dick Mulrooney replied. “Don’t blame
	yourself. This is completely beyond our control.”

	
	Brian’s
	sister, Chelsea, listened on another phone. When it was her turn to
	speak, she practically screamed into the receiver, “Please
	come home, Brian! We need you here!” 
	

	
	The proposition
	sounded downright comforting. Even with Renate by his side, Brian
	felt terribly alone being so far away from his family. And
	vulnerable. “I’ll do my best, sis. But there’s no
	way I’m flying!” 
	

	
	Chelsea didn’t
	reply. She totally understood.

	
	Sarah took the
	phone from her husband. “Craig never made his flight, but he’s
	okay. Expect a call from him either tonight or tomorrow.” 
	

	
	“Honestly,
	Mom, I forgot he was even coming.” 
	

	
	Sarah sighed. “I
	understand. We’re all reeling.” 
	

	
	Brian’s phone
	vibrated. It was Jacquelyn Swindell. “I have another call, Ma.
	Can I call you later?” 
	

	
	“Sure. Be
	careful, Brian. Please don’t leave the apartment under any
	conditions.”

	
	“I won’t.
	Sorry, Ma, but I gotta go.” Brian switched over just in time
	before it went to voicemail. “Hey,
	Jacquelyn.” 
	

	
	Renate’s ears
	perked up: “Who’s Jacquelyn, honey?” 
	

	
	Brian cupped the
	phone, “The one I told you about earlier.” 
	

	
	Shooting her boyfriend a sideways look, she said, “Oh,
	I see.” 
	

	
	Just as she was
	about to ask another question, Brian held up his right forefinger as
	if to say, “Hold on. I’ll fill you in later,” much
	to her chagrin. Then into the phone, he spoke, “How’d
	you make out today?”

	
	“Just got
	back from the hospital. Is that Renate?” Jacquelyn inquired. 
	

	
	“Yes. She’s
	safe, thank God. So are my parents and my sister. As far as I know,
	the only relatives I lost were distant cousins.” 
	

	
	“You’re one of the
	lucky ones,”
	Swindell replied in a low tone.

	
	“Guess it
	could have been a whole lot worse.” There was a brief pause.
	“How’d you make out at the hospital?”

	
	“Place was
	jammed. They had a triage unit set up in the lobby that was split
	into three sections: One was for patients needing immediate
	treatment. The one I was assigned to was for those suffering
	non-life-threatening injuries. The last was for the dead and dying.”
	Jacquelyn sighed. “I waited four-and-a-half hours just to be
	seen. I got seventy-two stitches in my leg.” 
	

	
	“Seventy-two?
	Wow!” But Brian wasn’t the least bit surprised. The way
	her leg looked earlier, she could have said 272 stitches and he
	would have believed her. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn burst
	into tears, “I lost my child, Brian.”

	
	“I’m so
	sorry, Jacquelyn.” After hearing President Danforth’s
	address, Mulrooney wasn’t surprised. “Are you alone
	right now?”

	
	“Actually, I’m
	driving to my parents’ house. They need me.” Jacquelyn
	sniffled. “My brother Dennis disappeared right in front of
	their eyes.” 
	

	
	I
	can’t believe I forgot to ask about her family, he
	thought. How
	selfish of me! “Where
	do your parents live?”

	
	“Irish
	Hills.” 
	

	
	“I know where
	it is. I pass through there whenever I take the back roads to South
	Bend, Indiana. Route Twelve runs straight through it, right?”

	
	“Yeah. My
	parents live right on Twelve. Anyway, they’re hysterical now.
	I hope they survive all this. My dad’s been experiencing chest
	pains all day. They were discussing Thanksgiving dinner when Dennis
	vanished before their very eyes.” Jacquelyn paused. “I
	told them what happened to my husband, but not about the baby yet.”

	
	“Not to
	overstep my bounds, Jacquelyn, but they probably already know. Did
	you watch President Danforth’s address?”

	
	“No. What did
	he say?”

	
	“He
	confirmed what you and I heard earlier, that every child on the
	planet has apparently vanished, including all unborn babies.”

	
	“Guess
	they do know then,” she surmised.

	
	Not knowing what
	else to say, Mulrooney cautioned, “Be careful driving tonight.
	Try not to get pulled over by the police.”

	
	“Last thing I’m
	worried about is a curfew violation. If I get pulled over, I’ll
	deal with it then.”

	
	There was silence.
	In a near whisper, Brian finally said, “Keep in touch, okay?”
	
	

	
	Hearing it, tension
	stabbed at Renate’s heart. Her insides turned cold. Her
	eyebrows slanted upward; she shot her boyfriend a menacing look. He
	ignored it. 
	

	
	“Okay, sure.”
	Jacquelyn fought hard to hold back more tears. 
	

	
	“And
	Jacquelyn?”

	
	“Yeah?”

	
	“Sorry to
	hear about your brother.”

	
	Jacquelyn ended the
	call, pulled to the side of the road and burst out in tears. She
	never cried so much in one day in her entire life. Sadly, she knew
	her weeping was far from over. 
	

	
	Renate wanted to
	ask Brian a million questions, but she refrained. Her boyfriend was
	simply comforting someone in utter distress. Nothing more. 
	

	
	Now wasn’t
	the appropriate time for a jealousy flare up. It could wait until
	the smoke cleared... 
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	WAITING FOR ROOM
	SERVICE to arrive, Charles Calloway sat on the edge of the bed
	fingering through the pages of the Book of Revelation. He stopped at
	chapter 20. 
	

	
	The subtitle above
	verse 11 caught his attention: The Dead Are Judged. He read
	on. 
	

	
	Then I saw a
	great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled
	from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the
	dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were
	opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead
	were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the
	books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades
	gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged
	according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into
	the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s
	name was not found in the Book of Life, he was thrown into the lake
	of fire.

	
	Calloway
	felt a sharp pain in his chest. “I missed it!” he cried.
	“I’m doomed. I’m going to be thrown into the lake
	of fire! It’s hopeless for me!” 
	

	
	The
	thought of being thrown into a lake of fire was enough to stop his
	heart from beating, especially knowing those flames would be
	eternal. The fear of God his father always spoke of now gripped him
	to the point that he nearly passed out. There was no worse feeling
	than knowing all hope was forever extinguished.

	
	Or was it? 
	

	
	Always the fighter,
	knowing his eternal future was on the line, Calloway wasn’t
	about to lose all hope just yet. He needed to press on, despite how
	he felt. 
	

	
	Yes, he needed to
	know everything that lay ahead, whether good or bad. That’s
	just the way he was wired. In order to best understand the Book of
	Revelation, he had to start at the beginning and read it all the way
	through. Perhaps then it would make a little more sense to him. 
	

	
	As crazy as the
	world was outside his hotel room, Calloway felt temporarily cut off
	from it all. Instead of monitoring world events on television, he
	turned it off in favor of reading the Word of God. There would be
	plenty of time to get caught up on everything else later. 
	

	
	For now, he wanted
	to dedicate the remainder of the night to reading the only Book that
	mattered to him at the moment...

	
	Flipping to the
	first chapter of the Book of Revelation, Calloway was determined to
	read this prophetic Book over and over again, along with the rest of
	the Bible, to see if he would have a second chance with the One who
	saw his unformed body before time began, the very One who knit him
	together in his mother’s womb. Nothing else mattered to him
	now.

	
	There was a knock
	on the door. Room service. Finally! 
	

	
	Though his stomach
	was churning in knots, knowing he’d probably be awake for the
	remainder of the night studying God’s Word, he would need all
	the energy he could get. 
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	RENATE DIDN’T
	WANT BRIAN to be left alone tonight. With his family hundreds of
	miles away in New York City, there was no way he could be with them
	now. Not tonight, anyway. 
	

	
	For one thing, he
	no longer had a car. And with all modes of transportation canceled,
	including all flights, there was no way he was getting out of
	Michigan anytime soon. Even if he could get a flight home, Renate
	knew there was no way he would do it. 
	

	
	Brian likened this
	catastrophe to an earthquake. He was still bracing for the
	aftershocks to hit. And aftershocks were sometimes worse than the
	original quake. No one really knew for sure. You just had to wait
	and see. Certainly not a comforting thought. 
	

	
	No, Brian couldn’t
	be left alone tonight. There was this blank expression on his face.
	It was the look of someone who wanted to throw in the towel and give
	up. He was clearly unstable and needed someone to hold him and tell
	him everything would eventually be okay.

	
	The problem was that Renate needed the same thing. But Brian was
	incapable of consoling her. I must be strong for us both,
	Renate thought, reaching for the phone. 
	

	
	“The number
	you are calling cannot be completed as dialed…” 
	

	
	After trying her
	parents’ land line and cell phone numbers a few times and
	getting the same result, Renate went into the spare bedroom to
	change into something more comfortable. She kept a sizable wardrobe
	at Brian’s apartment for moments like this. 
	

	
	But there was
	another reason she did it: her parents had often accused her of
	being a shopaholic and an Americanized shopper in every sense of the
	word. Buy today, pay later! 
	

	
	Dylan and Rose
	McCallister often chastised their daughter for spending money she
	didn’t have and couldn’t afford to pay back. The power
	of credit cards... 
	

	
	“What they
	don’t know won’t hurt them!” Renate often said,
	regarding this extra stash of clothing they knew nothing about. 
	

	
	Those days seemed
	eons away. 
	

	
	Life would never be
	the same on any level ever again. 
	

	
	Changing into blue
	sweatpants, Renate noticed a Gift on the end table next to the bed.
	Curious, she took a closer look. It was a present for Brian. Was it
	from Justin? 
	

	
	She
	pulled back the tag. It was from Justin and Heather.
	Aw, how sweet!

	
	Renate
	wondered what it
	was. Even among such tragedy, her curiosity got the best of her. She
	shook it like a child would with a gift on Christmas Day, to see if
	it was something fun or boring.

	
	Boring!
	It felt like a book
	or something. And books were of little interest to Renate
	McCallister. Fashion magazines, yes; books, not so much. After
	graduating from high school, she swore she’d never read
	another book against her will ever again. She wasn’t about to
	break her promise now. 
	

	
	Renate placed the
	Gift back on the table, and rejoined Brian in the living room. She
	made no mention of it to him. The way he felt, he wouldn’t
	appreciate it anyway. Maybe tomorrow, she thought, pushing
	the redial button on her phone. 
	

	
	Finally, there was
	ringing. 
	

	
	On the fourth ring
	her mother answered: “Hello?”

	
	“Hi, Mom.”

	
	“Oh,
	sweetheart, thank God it’s you!”

	
	“Been calling
	for more than an hour. Kept saying number can’t be reached.”
	
	

	
	“It figures.
	Are you okay?”

	
	“Yes. You?”

	
	“I am now,”
	said Rose McCallister. “Been worried sick ever since you left.
	Megan told me Brian was okay. I’m so relieved to hear that.”
	
	

	
	“If it’s
	okay with you, I’d like to stay at Brian’s tonight. He’s
	in bad shape.” Renate toned her voice down to a near whisper,
	“Physically, he’s fine, Mom, but mentally, I’m not
	so sure. Do you remember his friend from Colorado?”

	
	“Justin?”

	
	“Yeah. He vanished
	right in front of Brian’s eyes at the football game.”

	
	“Oh no!”
	Rose screamed, as if she’d known Justin all her life, when in
	reality, she never met him. “Poor Brian,” she moaned.

	
	“I really
	don’t think he should be alone right now.”

	
	“Stay right
	where you are,” Rose said through her tears. “Brian
	needs you now.”

	
	“Thanks for
	understanding, Mom. See you tomorrow.” 
	

	
	The call ended.
	Seeing that Brian was still trance-like, Renate showered her
	boyfriend with plenty of hugs. Renate was desperate to talk to him,
	but knew he was incapable of any prolonged conversation at this
	time. The moment he stopped talking to his parents and Jacquelyn on
	the phone, it’s like he completely shut down. 
	

	
	Renate did her best
	to understand. She felt a chill in the air. Now that most fires had
	been extinguished, cold air was once again in control of Ann Arbor
	and its surrounding areas. She turned the thermostat back on and set
	it for 72 degrees. 
	

	
	Even if no words
	were spoken, Renate took comfort in consoling her distraught
	boyfriend. Staring out the window into the darkness, her greatest
	hope was that life would miraculously revert-back to normal come
	daybreak...

	
	Renate McCallister
	sighed, knowing her desperate wish wouldn’t be granted when
	the sun rose. Even worse, she sensed deep inside that whatever
	happened earlier, it was here to stay.
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	AT ONE A.M.,
	CHARLES Calloway was still reading the Book of Revelation. Part of
	him was terrified to keep reading, for fear that he would find even
	more Scriptures confirming his being doomed for all eternity.
	Nevertheless, he needed to know what lay ahead.

	
	Sitting on a chaise
	lounge chair, Calloway saw his reflection in the ceiling-to-floor
	mirror, wearing a Waldorf-Astoria terrycloth robe. The material
	things that had all but enslaved him now sickened him. He had a
	sudden urge to vomit. “I traded my eternal salvation for
	this?!” 
	

	
	Calloway felt so
	ashamed of himself. The guilt was unbearable. 
	

	
	The only thing that
	mattered now was the Book he was holding in his hands. In a way, he
	felt like a college student cramming for his finals. But this was
	far more important than any college exam. With eternity at stake, he
	had so many questions which needed answering. 
	

	
	“No turning
	back now,” he said. 
	

	
	When Calloway got
	to chapter 7 in the Book of Revelation, verse 9, chills shot up and
	down his body. 
	

	
	After this I
	looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could
	count, from every nation, tribe, people, and language, standing
	before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white
	robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.

	
	It
	sounded comforting, but Charles was confused by it. He read on and
	learned that when the Disciple John—the author of the
	Book of Revelation—first saw this vision he, too, was confused
	by it and asked one of the elders in Heaven to tell him who they
	were. 
	

	
	The elder said,
	“These are they who have come out of
	the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them
	white in the blood of the Lamb.” 
	

	
	Charles Calloway
	was filled with a joy he’d never known before. One thing he
	always remembered from his father’s teaching was that after
	the Rapture, the world would go through what was called, “The
	Great Tribulation”. 
	

	
	Could John have
	been writing about what happened today? Calloway
	read verse 14 again. The passage shot straight up into his heart.
	“These are they who have come out of
	the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them
	white in the blood of the Lamb.” 
	

	
	“Thank
	you, Jesus!” Calloway shouted at the top of his
	lungs. Wave after wave of relief washed over his fatigued body and
	soul. 
	

	
	The couple in the
	room next to his heard him loud and clear. “Probably got hold
	of a loved one or something,” was the reply.

	
	Feeling God
	changing his heart, Calloway dropped to his knees and prayed, “Lord
	Father God, thanks for hearing my prayer. I know I’m a sinner
	in need of a Savior. Everything within me believes that only You can
	save me, Jesus. No one else has the power to do it. Please forgive
	my many past sins and unbelief, Lord, and transform me by the power
	of Your Holy Spirit. From this moment on, I’m all Yours!
	Please guide my every step and sanction my every word from here on
	out. I ask this in Your mighty Name, thanking You again for this
	second chance. Amen.”

	
	Tears of joy and
	relief streamed down Calloway’s cheeks one after the next.
	Despite the constant pain stabbing at his heart from losing his
	family, he clearly felt the Holy Spirit in his midst, comforting and
	strengthening him for the very first time. 
	

	
	Charles Calloway
	was never more grateful for anything in his life. Each time he
	thought of his family in the future, a family he’d taken for
	granted, the tears would surely come. But at least now he wasn’t
	alone. With God’s help, he would take this new knowledge and
	share it with everyone else left behind with him. 
	

	
	“Thank you,
	Jesus,” Calloway said again.
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	THE FOLLOWING DAY

	

	

	CHURCHES,
	SYNAGOGUES, MOSQUES, TEMPLES, and all other places of worship on the
	planet, were full of panic-stricken people. 
	

	
	Even those who met
	on Saturdays—Jews, Seventh Day Adventists and some Jehovah’s
	Witnesses, were once again holding services this day, to hopefully
	comfort the minds and hearts of their grieving flocks. Although
	service
	wasn’t the
	appropriate word. Mourning
	was. 
	

	
	Ironically, many
	living in the Western Hemisphere were at their places of worship
	when the Great
	Disappearing Act occurred.
	Seeing their young children vanish before their very eyes, they were
	still shaken to the core... 
	

	
	As far as anyone
	could tell, only a
	small percentage of
	teenagers and grownups affiliated with the SDA church were counted
	among the missing. The only Jews to vanish were Messianic believers
	who trusted in Christ Jesus for their salvation. None were recorded
	among the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
	

	
	Many Sunday
	worshipers were also busy holding men’s and women’s
	prayer breakfasts, organizing Thanksgiving food drives for less
	fortunate families, and a myriad of other activities when the
	disappearances occurred. 
	

	
	Many of them were
	plucked from the planet in the blink of an eye. 
	

	
	One eyewitness in
	the Midwest said a man stood at her door with a box full of
	Thanksgiving food, when he suddenly vanished into thin air. The box
	he was holding fell to the pavement, scattering the items inside
	everywhere. 
	

	
	Stories like this
	were common within the Christian communities of the world. 
	

	
	Regardless of
	religion, billions, including those who seldom, if ever, attended
	services in normal times, filled pews and lined the aisleways. Many
	were camped out all night in parking lots waiting for the doors to
	open. They were too frightened to go home for fear of what they
	would or wouldn’t find there. 
	

	
	Suddenly
	starved for guidance, for direction, they were desperate to
	hear something that would explain what happened to their world,
	something that would hopefully put their minds at ease a bit.

	
	In most gathering
	places, such assurance never came. 
	

	
	Whether standing or
	seated, scores of desperate souls openly grieved. Their voices
	echoed throughout sanctuaries, as they mourned lost friends and
	family members. Most had no idea what
	had befallen their departed loved ones. 
	

	
	Though deeply
	saddened to have lost every young child up to a certain age, Jews,
	Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Mormons, and Unitarians were somewhat
	consoled knowing the majority of the adult population, including
	most of their teenagers, had been largely unaffected. 
	

	
	For that, they were
	grateful. 
	

	
	It was morbidly
	bewildering seeing religions that had always stood diametrically
	opposed to one another now having something in common to grieve
	over. When it came to their young children, gender, skin color,
	ethnicity, and the religion their parents chose meant absolutely
	nothing. 
	

	
	Up to a certain age
	of accountability, God removed all children from Planet Earth to be
	with Him for all eternity. 
	

	
	Only most didn’t
	know it... 
	

	
	When it came to
	evangelical churches, most were faced with the daunting challenge of
	locating pastors. Many were nowhere to be found. As far as anyone
	could tell, they weren’t killed; no bodies were present. Which
	meant they were either out of town, which was highly unlikely, or
	among the missing. 
	

	
	In many cases
	clothing was found, confirming the latter. 
	

	
	But pastors weren’t
	the only ones feared among the missing. It seemed the core body of
	believers, those who faithfully attended church and lived out their
	faith to the best of their ability, were also assumed gone. 
	

	
	Prior to the
	disappearances, many pastors had refused to teach end-time prophecy
	in their churches, in order to shield their flocks from what some
	dubbed, “unnecessary mental torture”. 
	

	
	Because of such
	disobedience and weakness, countless scores of churchgoers worldwide
	had no clue what took place 24 hours ago. 
	

	
	Others wanted to
	teach what the Bible said about the end times, but oftentimes faced
	stiff opposition from various members of the flock, including those
	who gave the most money to the church. It was a sobering revelation,
	to be sure.

	
	In the final
	analysis, these so-called ordained teachers of God’s Holy Word
	were more obedient to the interests of the people rather than to the
	command of the One who called them into service in the first place,
	to preach all of His Word—not just parts of it! They would
	have to answer for it someday...

	
	But those belonging
	to churches that taught eschatology (end-time prophecy) were slowly
	piecing things together. Everything they’d heard about the
	Rapture from now-gone pastors, loved ones, and from reaching books
	and searching online had obviously been true. 
	

	
	Their worst fears
	were confirmed: they were left behind. 
	

	
	Their hearts burned
	within them knowing they’d missed the Call. Would they get
	another chance? No one knew for sure. 
	

	
	Needless to say,
	they were full of utter remorse...
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	CATHOLIC CHURCHES
	WERE ALSO overflowing with parishioners this day. More people showed
	up for mass than ever before, including during the holidays. They
	waited in long lines for hours on end hoping to squeeze their way
	inside. Only those already inside weren’t leaving, which only
	added to the growing tension. 
	

	
	Most Catholic
	churches had plenty of cardinals, archbishops, bishops, monsignors
	and priests around to say mass. But how could they deliver messages
	of comfort when they were just as frightened and confused as
	everyone else? 
	

	
	Fully versed in
	Scripture, they were aware of the Book of Revelation and its
	teaching on what they called the “Apocalypse.” But since
	yesterday’s strange occurrence was a silent evacuation, how
	could it ever be considered a cataclysmic judgment levied upon them
	from God Almighty Himself, like they were taught in seminary? 
	

	
	Spiritually blinded
	to the Truth, they’d somehow failed to connect the dots, so to
	speak. 
	

	
	If there was one
	bit of comfort they clung to, it was that a large percentage of the
	Catholic Church hierarchy was still intact, from the Pope on down. 
	

	
	As a whole, not
	including young children, disappearances among Catholics were
	significantly lower than with Protestant and evangelical groups. 
	

	
	Why was this the
	case? It was a question for which no one had an answer; at least not
	yet. Surely it would be fully investigated. 
	

	
	Having been spared,
	Catholic leaders rejoiced. 
	

	
	If they only knew…
	
	

	
	If those now gone
	were in Heaven—via some so-called Rapture—as many were
	speculating, including some Catholic leaders, why wasn’t the
	entire Catholic Church hierarchy evacuated as well? 
	

	
	No, it couldn’t
	be the Rapture! And those who’d vanished weren’t in
	Heaven. Whatever happened yesterday was some sort of judgment on
	those now gone, many Catholic leaders had surmised. 
	

	
	Otherwise, why were
	they still here? 
	

	
	Then again, all
	Catholic children up to a certain age of accountability were removed
	from the planet. Talk about the riddle of the ages! It was puzzling,
	to say the least. Until Catholic leaders knew what had transpired,
	they dared not speculate at this time. 
	

	
	Their joint task
	for now was to do all they could to keep the flock of more than one
	billion members together at all costs.

	
	The Catholic Church
	had always been known for its overall unity. However, much like
	Protestant churches, there were various groups within the Catholic
	Body. But in the name of overall unity, this widespread diversity
	wasn’t well advertised. 
	

	
	After all, unity
	showed strength. And strength served as an excellent recruiting tool
	when searching out new converts, and keeping those they already had
	in the fold, so to speak. 
	

	
	Groups from within
	the Catholic Body varied, from extremely conservative to
	ultra-liberal. Ultra-traditionalist Catholics were the most
	conservative group. They were fairly small in number, but they had a
	loud voice. And they weren’t afraid to be heard. 
	

	
	These people—clergy
	and parishioner alike—were extremely dedicated to the Catholic
	Church and always kept a very keen eye on Vatican City. They were
	deeply religious individuals who felt no need to change what had
	been in place for so many centuries. 
	

	
	Ultra-traditionalists
	were old school in every sense of the word. If the choice was theirs
	to make, they’d gladly go back to saying mass in Latin, which
	still happened in some circles. Many of the world’s top
	Catholic apologists, the staunch defenders of Catholicism, were part
	of this tightly-knit group of believers. 
	

	
	Without question,
	traditionalist Catholics—the next group within the group—made
	up the backbone of the Catholic Church hierarchy. Much like
	ultra-traditionalists they were deeply conservative and shared the
	same disdain for liberalism and modernism within the church. 
	

	
	They were also
	deeply religious individuals, who could be seen in church praying
	for hours on end, regardless of what day it was. Their unending
	dedication and total commitment to the church was commendable.

	
	The biggest
	difference between traditionalists and ultra-traditionalists was
	that traditionalists were a little more accepting of some of the
	reforms found in Vatican II (which, along with Vatican I,
	represented a myriad of amendments to original church doctrine over
	the years). 
	

	
	They also believed
	that in order to be best interpreted and ultimately understood,
	masses needed to be said in the language of the people. After all,
	how could someone ever come to believe something they couldn’t
	understand? 
	

	
	Even though they were rightly taught that only God’s divine
	grace had the power to save souls, through Christ Jesus, only a
	small percentage from those two groups were among the missing. 
	

	
	The reason? Instead of preaching Christ alone, the Church added to
	it—Jesus plus the Pope plus Mary plus works plus church
	tradition, and on and on. This manipulating of the true Gospel
	message ultimately led to the vast spiritual blindness among their
	flocks over the centuries. 
	

	
	For all their
	dedication to the church, they were too caught up in man-made
	doctrines and tradition to fully understand the simplicity of God’s
	salvation. In short, they failed to realize church membership and
	good works, while noble, had absolutely nothing to do with having
	eternal assurance. 
	

	
	It all came down to
	trusting in Christ alone for the salvation of their souls, nothing
	more. 
	

	
	Next in line were
	the Liberal Catholics: Most members from this group had all but
	departed from traditional Catholicism, oftentimes showing a total
	disregard for long-preserved doctrinal issues, such as the church’s
	open stance on birth control, abortion and homosexuality. 
	

	
	Some even blended
	Catholicism with various Eastern mystical beliefs popularly known as
	the New Age. Their views varied from pantheism—the belief that
	God is all and all is God—to a Cosmic Christ of sorts, where
	essentially, Christ was reduced to some universal, impersonal
	spirit. 
	

	
	Tragically, this
	“off track” group within the Catholic Body had grown
	significantly within the scholarly ranks of the Catholic educational
	system. Many taught at the most prestigious Catholic universities on
	the planet. They took great pleasure filling the minds of Catholic
	students the world over with extreme liberal dogma, leading many
	astray in the process. 
	

	
	Many of these
	educators openly labeled church doctrine as outdated, to be taught
	as history only, in favor of a freer society. They would be judged
	for it. Some from this group perished, but none were among the
	missing. 
	

	
	Next in line were
	the Cultural Catholics. This group made up more than half of the
	Catholic Body. Their relationship with the church was more cultural
	or social than religious. 
	

	
	Most were extremely
	secular in their thinking. Simply put, they were “womb-to-tomb”
	Catholics who paid little regard to spiritual matters. Most from
	this group attended mass out of habit or obligation rather than out
	of spiritual conviction. 
	

	
	They were nominal
	in their faith at best and had little or no inkling of what the true
	Christian walk was all about. Nor did they care to know. 
	

	
	Save for their
	children, these people, too, were left behind. 
	

	
	Usually found in
	Central and South America were the popular folk Catholics. These
	people were extremely superstitious and often blended Catholicism
	with animism and nature worship. 
	

	
	They believed all
	natural phenomena had souls independent of their natural being, thus
	making them guilty of polytheism—the belief in many gods and
	spirits. 
	

	
	Much of what they
	practiced was rooted in the occult. They also committed mass
	idolatry by worshiping the Virgin Mary—as well as many
	Catholic saints—all under the guise of veneration. 
	

	
	Though the Catholic
	Church never sanctioned this kind of worship, per se, much of it was
	spawned by the Church itself. The proof was that billions of dollars
	were generated annually from mass-producing, then selling these
	lifeless statues of the Virgin Mary and various Catholic saints to
	their flocks. 
	

	
	By openly paying
	homage to them—even praying to them—Catholics the world
	over were committing idolatry on a large scale. Most would be
	shocked to realize they were actually praying to demons rather than
	to the Most High God.

	
	Countless millions
	of popular folk Catholics were completely ensnared in this type of
	forbidden idolatry. Though some from this group were saved, most
	were too blinded to the Truth to fully understand the simplicity of
	God’s salvation. 
	

	
	And lastly there
	were the evangelical Catholics. This rapidly growing group of
	believers made up approximately five to seven percent of the
	Catholic Church. 
	

	
	Also known as
	born-again Catholics, among them were a growing number of priests
	and nuns, and a small percentage of cardinals, archbishops, bishops
	and monsignors. 
	

	
	It was believed
	that more than ten-million Americans were part of this group. 
	

	
	Worldwide, that
	number easily reached as high as 100,000,000, perhaps even twice
	that much. 
	

	
	That all changed
	when a large percentage from this group vanished in the blink of an
	eye... 
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	AT TEN-THIRTY
	SUNDAY morning, Charles Calloway woke to the ringing of his cell
	phone: “Hello?”

	
	“Mister
	Calloway?”

	
	“Yeah?”

	
	“This is
	Tamika Moseley. I was your…”

	
	“Yeah, I
	remember you,” Calloway said, cutting her off. “Is
	everything okay?”

	
	“No,
	everything’s not okay,” she snapped. “My family’s
	still missing. I don’t know where else to look.”

	
	Calloway rubbed his
	throbbing head. He felt like he’d been hit by a runaway train.
	
	

	
	When he didn’t
	reply Tamika said, “Anyway, the reason I’m calling is,
	did you leave a cell phone in my cab?”

	
	“No. My
	phone’s here. Why?”

	
	“Could it be
	your friend’s phone? You know, the one who disappeared...”

	
	“Thought I
	grabbed all his things. Lemme check again.” Sure enough, his
	cell phone was there. “Nope, not Richard’s either,”
	Calloway said, matter-of-factly. 
	

	
	“Hmm.”
	Tamika scratched her head. “After dropping you off, I kept
	looking for my boys late into the night. Suddenly this phone rings
	from the backseat of my cab. Scared me half to death! I didn’t
	answer it. I was gonna call last night to see if it was yours. But
	it was late, and I didn’t wanna bother you.”

	
	“That was
	very kind of you,” Charles said. “Did you get any sleep
	last night?” 
	

	
	“Mister, if
	you lost your two kids, would you sleep?!” Tamika immediately
	regretted yelling into the phone. Maybe
	he lost his kids too? “Sorry.
	Didn’t mean to be rude. To answer your question, no I haven’t
	slept. Too scared to.”

	
	Calloway sighed.
	There was an awkward silence. Tamika sensed he was deeply troubled.
	She braced herself. 
	

	
	He said, “I
	understand how you feel. More than you know. I lost my five children
	yesterday. And my wi...” His voice cracked then trailed off. 
	

	
	Tamika
	closed her eyes and shook her head. Wow!
	“Sorry
	to hear that...”

	
	“So, you see,
	we’re sort of in the same boat. Only difference is I know what
	happened yesterday. More importantly, I know why it happened.”
	
	

	
	“Yeah, what
	is it?” Tamika asked with little conviction.

	
	Calloway thought
	about the promise he’d made to God in the wee hours of the
	morning. “I’d rather explain it to you in person, if you
	wouldn’t mind.” 
	

	
	“Listen,
	Mister Calloway, I don’t have time for no games. What is it,
	some kind of religious theory or something?”

	
	“No. Just the
	good old-fashioned Bible. Did you know everything that happened
	yesterday was predicted long ago in the Word of God?”

	
	“Yeah, by
	what’s his name, the one they always showing on TV,
	Nostradamus, right?”

	
	“I don’t
	know about all that, Tamika. Believe me, I’m no expert on the
	subject. My father was, but he’s gone. I haven’t been
	able to confirm it with anyone back home, but I know they’re
	gone. They weren’t phonies like me.” 
	

	
	Not phonies?
	Tamika remained
	silent. 
	

	
	Calloway pressed on, “I
	have a question for you. Why did some people vanish while others
	died? Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

	
	Tamika did all she
	could to hold back tears. “No.
	Right now, I don’t have a clue about anything. Seems no one
	else does either. I just want my boys back!” 
	

	
	Calloway
	understood Tamika’s reluctance to meet with him. He also
	understood her unrelenting pain. But she was clinging to a false
	hope of ever finding her family. Her mother and two sons
	were gone forever.
	Until she understood why it happened and trusted in Jesus, she would
	never know peace on any level, ever again. Nor would she see her
	family again. 
	

	
	“Tell you
	what, if you decide you wanna meet with me, just swing on by. I’ll
	be here all day reading the Word. I’m in room nine-seventeen.”
	
	

	
	Tamika jotted down
	his room number on a piece of paper. Before ending the call, she
	agreed to think about meeting him a little later in the day. 
	

	
	That wasn’t
	so hard!” Calloway dropped to his knees in prayer, “Heavenly
	Father, thanks for giving me the courage to speak so boldly on Your
	behalf. I pray that Tamika meets me today. Even if not, ease her
	pain, Lord. Remove the unspeakable grief she feels. Mine too. I ask
	this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
	

	
	Looking in the
	mirror, Charles actually smiled. Even
	amid so much tragedy, he felt comforted, even if only slightly. 
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	BRIAN MULROONEY
	WOKE WITH a stiff neck from sleeping on the couch all night. He was
	surprised to see Renate sleeping on the love seat across from him.
	For all he knew, she went home last night. 
	

	
	At first, he
	wondered if what happened the day before had been a bad dream after
	all. But the smell of residual smoke from the fire still smoldering
	across the street told him all he needed to know—what happened
	24 hours ago was all too real. 
	

	
	Besides, who could
	dream as wildly and horrifically as that?

	
	No one was that
	creative!

	
	At any rate,
	Mulrooney was thankful for the sleep. Friday, he partied too much.
	Saturday, he lost a lifelong friend, then took a personal tour of
	hell. He couldn’t help but wonder what would happen next? The
	very thought frightened him to the core of his being. 
	

	
	If the
	disappearances hadn’t happened, he and his two buddies would
	probably be having a few beers together in the stadium parking lot,
	waiting for the Jets-Lions game to begin. 
	

	
	Brian sneered at
	the thought. Anyone shallow enough to think about a
	stupid football game now needed to have their head examined. I
	never wanna be inside a stadium again!

	
	With the passing of
	nearly 24 hours, the shock was starting to wear off. Until now, the
	lack of sleep and consumption of too much alcohol had served as a
	temporary shield, allowing Brian to be in denial. But just like the
	numbness that follows a Novocaine shot eventually wears off, the
	pain was slowly returning. 
	

	
	Mulrooney felt
	nauseous again. 
	

	
	At least Craig
	Rubin was okay. It was one less thing to lament over. Brian realized
	he hadn’t yet called Justin’s wife to tell her the
	tragic news. He dreaded making this call more than a child dreaded
	getting flu shots. This was his first time calling someone to inform
	of a death of a loved one. 
	

	
	After four rings,
	he heard Heather’s voice: “You have reached the
	Schroeders. Sorry we’re not here to take your call. Kindly
	leave a message and we’ll get back to you. Hope you’re
	having a blessed day.” Her voice was jovial and so full of
	life. 
	

	
	At the beep, Brian
	spoke somberly, “Heather, this is Brian Mulrooney. I really
	need to talk to you. Please call me the instant you get this
	message. It’s urgent. Thank you.” 
	

	
	Mulrooney was
	relieved that Heather didn’t answer the call. He didn’t
	have the strength right now to tell her she’d have to survive
	on this cruel planet without her husband and unborn child. 
	

	
	Brian couldn’t
	help but feel somewhat responsible for her husband being gone. Had
	he only invited someone else to the football game instead of Justin,
	perhaps he’d still be alive, and Heather would still have a
	husband. 
	

	
	The guilt was
	overwhelming. He hoped nothing tragic had befallen her as well. He
	pushed that thought from his mind before it, too, devoured him from
	within. It sounded selfish, he knew, but he couldn’t worry
	about Heather right now. There were too many other things to concern
	himself with. 
	

	
	If she didn’t
	call back within 48 hours, he would worry then. 
	

	
	Mulrooney placed
	Justin’s wallet, cell phone and wedding ring inside his late
	friend’s Michigan baseball cap, then placed them inside
	Justin’s suitcase in the spare bedroom. He would ship it to
	Heather as soon as he could. 
	

	
	That’s when
	he saw the Gift on the table beside the bed. For
	me? He
	read the To/From tag. Justin
	brought me a gift? 
	

	
	Just then, the
	emotion of the situation left Mulrooney completely vulnerable. He
	sat on the bed and had a good cry.

	
	Renate heard him
	weeping and joined her boyfriend in the spare bedroom. He was
	sitting on the bed holding the Gift. 
	

	
	She sat down next
	to him. After a few moments of silence, she said, “Well,
	aren’t you going to open it?” 
	

	
	As if on cue, Brian
	tore off the wrapping paper and was utterly shocked. “A
	Bible?” What
	in the world?

	
	Renate was equally
	shocked. Why
	would Justin leave a Bible as a gift of all things?
	She’d never
	heard of anything so preposterous in all her life. 
	

	
	Brian was thinking
	the same thing. He opened it to the first page and found a letter
	stuffed inside. He unfolded it and began reading: 
	

	
	Dear Brian, 
	

	
	Greetings! I bet
	you’re shocked to be receiving a Bible from me of all people,
	especially as a Gift! Now that we’ve been reunited, I’m
	sure you’ve noticed I’m not the same person you used to
	know. The changes in me are real. Very real. It’s all because
	of my deep faith in God. 
	

	
	We’ve been
	friends for many years, so please hear me out. In my junior year at
	college, I was invited to attend an off-campus Bible study. Growing
	up outside the church, you can imagine how reluctant I was to go. I
	must say, the moment I stepped foot inside that house I felt this
	certain peace I’d never known before. 
	

	
	Everyone checked
	their egos and statuses at the door and came together as one big
	family. I never thought people from so many different walks of life
	and professions could co-exist the way they did. It was remarkable. 
	

	
	Before the Bible
	study began, everyone sang heartfelt songs to the Lord, as if Jesus
	was there among them. Their relationship with God wasn’t some
	far away relationship many seem to have with their Creator. It was
	real and deeply personal. 
	

	
	I went only as
	an observer that evening and didn’t voice an opinion. Besides,
	even if I wanted to, what could I possibly say? I knew nothing about
	the Book they cherished so much. 
	

	
	The person I
	liked most that night was Heather. Yes, my wife. That’s where
	we first met. It was love at first sight. When she asked if I’d
	be back the following week, I told her I’d think about it. But
	I knew all along I’d be coming back, mostly because I wanted
	to see her again. 
	

	
	The way she
	smiled at me said it all. Another reason I wanted to go back was to
	see if the first meeting was one of those
	“Let’s-pour-on-the-charm-for-the-new-guests”
	gatherings. 
	

	
	I know you know
	what I mean. Anyway, back at my dorm that night, I had a peace
	inside I’d never felt before. It was the beginning stage of a
	total life transformation for me. In no time, I was becoming, for
	lack of a better word, “addicted” to those meetings. 
	

	
	After two months
	of perfect attendance, God changed my heart and I gave my life to
	Jesus. It was the single greatest decision I’ve ever made in
	life, bar none! It’s a decision everyone needs to make this
	side of the grave. Nothing can be more important. 
	

	
	Tragically, most
	don’t believe this to be true. 
	

	
	I’m
	ashamed it’s taken all these years to finally share this with
	you. Please forgive me. I know you’re an active churchgoer (at
	least you used to be), and you’ve attended religious schools
	all your life, so this may sound a little cultish to you. I can
	assure you nothing could be further from the truth. Every word
	spoken that night was based solely on God’s Word. Nothing
	more. 
	

	
	Brian, for the
	first time ever, life makes perfect sense to me. The fear of death
	no longer has a grip on me like it used to. When I die, I have
	100-percent assurance of spending my eternity in Heaven with Jesus.
	But not because of anything I’ve ever done. 
	

	
	There’s
	nothing anyone can do to atone for their sins, despite who they are,
	who they know, or how much money they have in the bank. This
	includes you and me.

	
	Unfortunately,
	most people have been duped into thinking that performing various
	good deeds will offset all their bad deeds and allow them to enter
	inside the Pearly Gates when their time on Earth comes to an end. 
	

	
	But that simply
	isn’t the case. No one can earn their salvation, Brian. The
	only chance anyone has of going to Heaven is by trusting in Christ
	alone. There is no other way!

	
	I need to ask;
	if your life came to an end today, would you have absolute assurance
	of eternity in Heaven? I know as a Catholic you know Jesus is the
	Son of God. But do you know Him personally? Intimately? 
	

	
	If not, Romans
	10:13 makes it clear that all you have to do is call upon the Name
	of the Lord Jesus Christ, and then you’ll be saved. You may be
	asking, “Saved from what?” Saved from the eternal fires
	of hell. Saved from eternal separation from God. 
	

	
	I’ve lived
	my life both ways—with Jesus and without Him. Looking back, I
	don’t know how I ever survived on this crazy planet without my
	Savior guiding my every step. I really don’t! 
	

	
	If you’re
	interested in what I’m saying, and I pray that you are, please
	read the little pamphlet I’ve enclosed for you. It will give
	you a crash course on the entire theme of the Bible. I’ve also
	included some Bible passages at the end of this letter for you to
	look up. They shouldn’t be too difficult to find. I
	highlighted them in your Bible for you. If you have questions
	regarding this matter, please don’t hesitate to call me.
	Nothing would please me more. 
	

	
	“How can I
	call you? You vanished!” Mulrooney said, with a hint of anger
	in his voice. 
	

	
	In closing, I
	understand if you’re a little uncomfortable reading this. I
	felt the same way myself at first. But after God opened my spiritual
	eyes and ears to the true Gospel of Jesus Christ, those feelings
	quickly vanished. I love you like a brother, Brian. More than
	anything, I want to spend eternity with you when our time on Earth
	comes to an end. 
	

	
	With that in
	mind, if you haven’t already done so, my sincere prayer is
	that the Most High God will open your spiritual eyes and ears so you
	can receive Christ as Lord and Savior while there’s still
	time. May God continue to bless and keep you.

	
	

	

	
	In Christ’s
	Love,

	
	Your friend,
	Justin

	
	

	

	
	Mulrooney folded up
	the letter and placed it on the table. 
	

	
	“That
	explains why he was acting so strangely Friday night. He’s
	become one of those born-again Christians!” This was said in a
	harsh, condescending tone. 
	

	
	Funny thing was,
	Brian had no idea what being a born-again Christian meant; only that
	they were overzealous fanatics who talked nonstop about Jesus. A few
	of them even worked at his hotel. He remembered Susan Marlucci
	reading one of them the riot act last month for witnessing to a
	guest in the hotel lobby. The maintenance man was written up for the
	incident and nearly fired.

	
	“No, he
	hasn’t, has he?” asked Renate.

	
	“Yep. Just
	when you think you know someone.” Why
	is all this strange stuff happening? Mulrooney
	kept it to himself.

	
	“Can I read
	the letter?” 
	

	
	“Go right
	ahead,” Brian replied solemnly.

	
	As Renate
	McCallister read on, her facial expressions told the story. After
	only one paragraph, she stopped reading and put it back on the
	table. “What
	a shame. He was such a nice guy. Did he mention any of this to you
	on Friday night?”

	
	“Not a word.”
	
	

	
	“I guess you
	never really do know some people,” Renate said.

	
	“Well, it
	doesn’t matter. He’s no longer with us.” 
	

	
	At that, Brian went
	back to the living room and turned on the television. Waiting for
	the picture to come in, his mind raced. Now
	this? After
	everything that’s already happened, my departed friend claims
	to know the only way to Heaven? If so, why was his life suddenly
	snuffed out at such a young age? 
	

	
	Life was just too
	strange. Where
	are you, Justin? 
	

	
	Mulrooney had no
	answer to this all-important question. All he knew was Justin’s
	letter had really stirred something deep inside him. It was full of
	hope, something Brian felt completely out of. 
	

	
	Yet, despite that
	his whole world had just been turned upside down, Brian felt this
	hungering, this yearning, this tugging at his heartstrings. It was
	beyond ironic. 
	

	
	Is God trying to
	get my attention? 
	

	
	Mulrooney did not
	know. All he knew was whatever was stirring inside, faint as it was,
	it was comforting.
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	TAMIKA MOSELEY’S
	PLAN FOR this day was simple: to find her family, regardless of what
	Charles what’s-his-name said on the phone. 
	

	
	Normally at this
	hour, the New York City taxi driver would encounter rush-hour
	traffic of nightmarish proportions. But with far less vehicles on
	the roads, there was little traffic to speak of. 
	

	
	Most
	who had miraculously survived the Phenomenon were
	too distraught and too shell-shocked to take to the streets.
	They chose instead to remain barricaded
	inside their homes. 
	

	
	Even
	though the roads were less crowded with moving vehicles, thousands
	of crashed cars, trucks, motorcycles, municipal trucks and buses
	still littered the streets. It would take many weeks before
	they were all removed. 
	

	
	Add to that the
	massive amounts of garbage and charred debris strewn about from the
	many fires, and street navigation was impossible in some places. It
	looked liked bombs had been dropped on parts of Manhattan. The
	city was in shambles! 
	

	
	Tamika heard on a
	talk radio station that more than half of the fires in New York City
	had to burn themselves out. There were simply too many fires and not
	enough firefighters and trucks to go around. Hundreds of buildings
	still smoldered. 
	

	
	Though the weather
	called for a partly sunny day in Manhattan, a thick haze of smoke
	hovered above much of the city, enveloping the tops of most of
	Manhattan’s skyscrapers. 
	

	
	It was eerie, to
	say the least. 
	

	
	The man on the
	radio said it was like this worldwide. 
	

	
	Tamika brushed
	aside the destruction all around her and shifted her attention onto
	her ex-husband,
	Isaac. In the back of her mind, she always had this premonition that
	he would one day kidnap Jamal and Dante. Then he could force them to
	embrace Allah like he’d tried doing on so many occasions when
	they still lived under one roof. Could
	this have happened? 
	

	
	Right now, nothing
	was outside the realm of possibility. 
	

	
	Tamika pounded the
	steering wheel, “If you did anything to harm my babies, Isaac,
	I’ll kill you!”

	
	Tamika drove to the
	precinct on 67th
	Street. It was time
	to involve the police. She went inside to find the place crawling
	with people filing claims and reports of all sorts. 
	

	
	Many others were
	handcuffed for looting and committing various other crimes and were
	awaiting transfer to jail. Everyone looked tired and stressed, free
	citizen and criminal alike. 
	

	
	After waiting 45
	minutes, Officer John Rietz approached her. “What’s your
	problem?” he barked. 
	

	
	“I’m
	here to fill out a missing persons’ report,” Tamika
	said. 
	

	
	“Lady, do you
	know how many people are missing?”

	
	“No, I
	don’t!” she replied, with the same level of sarcasm she
	was just given.

	
	Realizing he was
	out of line, Officer Rietz toned it down a little, “Okay,
	who’s missing?”

	
	“My two sons
	and my mother.”

	
	“Ages?”

	
	“My boys are
	five and four. My mother is...”

	
	Officer Rietz cut
	her off, “Ma’am, are you aware that every young child on
	the planet’s disappeared?” 
	

	
	Tamika was growing
	more frustrated. She looked at his badge. “Officer Rietz, did
	you lose anyone yesterday?”

	
	“No. No one I
	was close to anyway,” he retorted, with an anguished sigh.

	
	“I lost my
	two boys and my mother. I’m here to file a report and I expect
	your help!”

	
	“Okay, relax.
	I’ll file the report. But with everything else going on, it
	won’t be considered a top priority. I’ll take your
	information, but I can’t make any promises. Sorry.”

	
	Tamika was no
	longer able to restrain herself. “Not a top priority?!
	Millions of children are missing and that’s not a top
	priority? What can be more important than our kids!” 
	

	
	Tamika pointed her
	finger squarely at Officer Rietz and wanted to say something but
	remained silent. After a five-second stare down, Moseley stormed out
	of the building, slamming the precinct door behind her. 
	

	
	“Why is this
	happening to me?” she screamed, looking skyward. “What
	did I do to deserve this?” 
	

	
	“You ain’t
	the only one, lady!” replied an intoxicated passerby.

	
	Tamika sat on the
	steps of the police building trying to collect herself. If
	the police can’t help me—not that they ever have
	anyway—who can? 
	

	
	Her mind raced back
	to her conversation with Charles Calloway. Frankly, the
	inner peace he displayed on the phone earlier, despite losing his
	wife and five children, amazed her. 
	

	
	Was
	it because he
	never really cared for his family and wouldn’t miss ’em
	now that they’re gone? What else would cause someone to
	appear
	so calm at a time like this? He
	appeared to be the only person on the planet with a trace of sanity
	left. 
	

	
	Tamika pulled her
	cell phone from her pants pocket and called Charles Calloway.
	She got
	a voice message. The bereaved woman Googled
	the number to the
	Waldorf-Astoria and called it.

	
	“Thank you
	for calling the Waldorf-Astoria. This is Betty, how can I be of
	service to you?”

	
	“Room
	nine-seventeen, please.”

	
	“Name of
	guest?”

	
	“Charles
	Calloway.”

	
	“One moment,
	please.”

	
	After four rings,
	she heard, “The guest you are trying to reach is not in at the
	moment. At the tone, please leave a message.” 
	

	
	“Mister
	Calloway, this is Tamika Moseley. Please get back to me at your
	earliest convenience. Thank you.” 
	

	
	Tamika ended the
	call and left for home. She was so tired she could hardly think
	straight. If anyone needed rest, she did. 
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	JACQUELYN SWINDELL
	WAS GROWING increasingly concerned for her parents. To see your own
	flesh and blood die—or, in this case, vanish right before your
	eyes—was a devastating thing to encounter, especially when it
	involved your own child. 
	

	
	Parents were always
	expected to cease from functioning before their children did,
	regardless of final outcome. Happening the other way was infinitely
	more traumatic.

	
	As it was, George
	and Sheila Legler were barely hanging on... 
	

	
	Jacquelyn was sort
	of in the same situation herself. Though she’d never be able
	to put a face on the child that was plucked from her womb the day
	before, she nevertheless felt incredibly attached to it. It was like
	part of her was suddenly missing.

	
	She
	still hadn’t
	mentioned the loss of her child to her parents. Judging by the looks
	on their faces, she didn’t have to. 
	

	
	Brian Mulrooney was
	right. They already knew. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn didn’t
	know how much more she could take. Not only was she coping with her
	grieving parents and the physical pain and emotional stress of
	losing a husband and unborn child on the same day, she was also
	grieving the loss of her brother, Dennis, sister-in-law, Michele,
	and a niece and two nephews. The entire family vanished. 
	

	
	The youngest two,
	Samuel and Joshua, were four and two and, therefore, were still
	unaccountable for their actions. Rebecca was only eight, but she was
	wise beyond her years, which she attributed to reading the Word of
	God and her deep love for Jesus. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn recalled
	when her niece was baptized roughly a year ago. Before being dunked
	under the water, Rebecca thanked her favorite aunt for being there
	to witness it. 
	

	
	A
	tear rode down Jacquelyn’s right cheek. It was the only church
	service she’d attended all last year. Dennis and Michele
	constantly invited her to come worship with them. They promised that
	if only she would seek the Lord with all her heart, mind and soul,
	she would be completely transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit,
	and her life would never be the same. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn politely
	refused each invite. If being transformed by the power of the Holy
	Spirit meant buying into what their pastor often taught about the
	world being on a collision course with mass destruction, she wanted
	nothing to do with it. 
	

	
	Recently married
	with a child on the way—at least before the tragedy struck—it
	was the very last thing she wanted to hear. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn wasn’t
	the only one. Everyone in the family hated when Dennis and Michele
	spoke that way, especially her father. 
	

	
	George Legler was
	always grumbling that his son and daughter-in-law had acquired the
	wrong reading materials. “You’ve already brainwashed
	Rebecca,” he often barked, “it’s only a matter of
	time before you get to Samuel and Joshua, too!” 
	

	
	Yet, for harboring
	such fatalistic viewpoints, Dennis and Michele seemed so at peace
	about the future, optimistic really. 
	

	
	George
	Legler could
	never figure that one out... 
	

	
	Jacquelyn tried to
	avoid thinking such morbid thoughts, but considering how her husband
	had died, this seemed rather mild compared to that. No one could
	have survived what hit him. Tom’s body was so mangled he
	looked almost unrecognizable. 
	

	
	Had Jacquelyn not
	witnessed it with her own two eyes, she’d be hard pressed to
	believe it was actually her husband. The 29-year-old
	widow
	knew she would take that horrifying nightmare to her grave. It was
	an unspeakable way for anyone to die. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn’s
	heart was broken into too many pieces to count. She was certain more
	bad news was coming. It just hadn’t surfaced yet. To avoid
	going insane, she needed to compartmentalize these unhealthy
	thoughts to the best of her ability and focus on her folks for now.
	But it was much easier said than done. 
	

	
	Sitting in a
	reclining chair in the living room, Jacquelyn tussled her hair and
	shot
	a glance at her father laying on the couch. He stared at the ceiling
	completely motionless, as if in a trance, unwilling to accept his
	great loss. 
	

	
	Thankfully, his
	chest pains had subsided. Jacquelyn silently prayed he would survive
	this tragedy. She wasn’t so sure he would. 
	

	
	At least her mother
	was trying. 
	

	
	While
	she wouldn’t
	force her parents to speak, the silence was consuming her from
	within. It left her alone with her thoughts, the very last place she
	wanted to be right now—inside her head. 
	

	
	She tossed and turned all last night on the bed she slept on as a
	teenager, her mind flooded with two questions. Why did Dennis
	vanish while Tom was killed? Where did my baby go?

	
	Jacquelyn decided to make it her life’s mission to find solid
	answers to these two most-pressing questions. Hopefully in time she
	would be able to make sense of it all. With her husband dead and the
	child inside her gone, if she didn’t keep herself busy day and
	night searching for the truth, she would have little desire to want
	to continue living on this crazy planet.

	
	As tempting as suicide sounded, it wasn’t an option. No matter
	how desperately hopeless she felt, she needed to press on despite
	her feelings. At least that’s how she felt now. Who knew what
	thoughts would ensnare her in the coming days and weeks?

	
	Three days ago, she was looking for baby furniture with Tom. Now,
	not only did Jacquelyn no longer have a husband; she no longer had a
	baby on the way either. What kind of force could be powerful
	enough to suck a life out of my body without my permission?

	
	Then again, perhaps losing the baby was a blessing in disguise. Who
	would want to raise a child in this chaotic environment?

	
	Jacquelyn exploded into tears. It was enough to shake her mother,
	Sheila, from her own fog. The 58-year-old woman held her daughter
	like she did when she was a little girl having a nightmare.

	
	Jacquelyn clung to her mother for dear life. This provided temporary
	comfort, but little else. Even her mother’s loving embrace
	couldn’t change the fact that life would never be the same for
	any of them, ever again. Like
	it or not, it was a fact they needed to accept and do their best to
	adjust to, if they ever wanted to overcome this crippling blow
	they’d all been dealt. 
	

	
	Jacquelyn knew time healed all wounds. But glancing
	at her bereaved parents, she knew several lifetimes
	would be needed before their wounds were fully healed, and they felt
	anything close to being whole again. That is, if they were lucky.

	
	Even so, for now,
	she was faced with two choices: either she could crawl into a corner
	to die, or try to make sense of the madness. Jacquelyn reluctantly
	chose the latter...
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	TAMIKA
	MOSELEY FOUND AN open parking space a block away
	from her apartment. Just as she was guiding her vehicle into
	position, the cell phone that one of her customers had left
	inside the taxicab rang, once again startling her. 
	

	
	Should I answer
	it? Oh,
	why not! Will someone arrest me if I do? “Hello?”

	
	“Who’s
	this?”

	
	“Who’s
	this?! Who’s this?” Tamika yelled defensively.

	
	“This is the
	man whose phone you have.”

	
	“Could you
	please
	be more specific?”

	
	“My name’s
	Craig Rubin. With whom am I speaking?” the man demanded to
	know. “How do we know each other?”

	
	Tamika calmed down
	a bit. “You left your phone in my cab.”

	
	“So that’s
	where I left it!” Rubin slapped his head with the palm of his
	hand. “Are you the driver who took me to the airport
	yesterday?”

	
	Tamika wasn’t
	in the mood for guessing games. Her head was throbbing, and she was
	starved for sleep. “Mister,
	I made five trips to three different airports yesterday, not to
	mention train stations, bus terminals and many other stops along the
	way. Could you please
	give me a little
	more to go on?” 
	

	
	“You haven’t
	been using my phone, have you?” Craig barked, displeased with
	her tone of voice.

	
	“No, I
	haven’t! It rang four or five times already. This is the first
	time I answered it, okay?” Her reply was more satisfactory
	this time.

	
	“I apologize
	for being so harsh. I’m the man you picked up in front of
	Mitzi’s
	Deli.
	You took me to JFK shortly before the disappearances. Remember me
	now?”

	
	“Yeah, you
	was running late for your flight.”

	
	“That’s
	me,” Rubin said, finally getting somewhere.

	
	“Your phone’s
	fine, mister. No one’s used it, including me.”

	
	“When
	can I get it back? I’ll pay you fifty bucks for your time.”
	Rubin was well-aware of the power of bribery.

	
	For Tamika Moseley,
	it felt good to engage in a normal conversation for a change, one
	that didn’t involve the newfound craziness of the world. It
	took her mind off everything else for a brief moment. She knew it
	wouldn’t last. 
	

	
	“Sure, I’ll
	bring it to you. Same place?”

	
	“That would be great,
	thanks,” said Rubin.

	
	“No problem.
	Be there in twenty minutes.” Tamika pushed END
	on Craig’s
	phone, put the car in drive and, bone tired as she was, left for
	Mitzi’s
	Deli.
	
	

	
	Many pedestrians
	tried hailing her down for a ride, but Tamika Moseley was closed for
	business. She just wanted to get to where she was going. She
	received many unpleasant hand gestures from some she refused to pick
	up. 
	

	
	When she arrived at
	Mitzi’s
	Deli,
	she was shocked to see the place full of customers. There was even a
	waiting line for tables. 
	

	
	A large sign hung
	on the wall behind the cash register: CASH
	ONLY! 
	

	
	An older woman
	approached her. “How many in your party?”

	
	“I’m
	not eating. Is, uh, Craig Rubin here?”

	
	“Who wants to
	know?” the woman demanded skeptically, giving Tamika a good
	looking over. 
	

	
	“He’s expecting me. I
	have his cell phone,” Tamika replied.

	
	“Hold on,
	I’ll see if I can find him for you.”

	
	Tamika nodded. She
	was taken aback by this woman’s attitude. She acted like
	nothing happened yesterday. More
	power to her!

	
	After a few
	minutes, Craig Rubin surfaced. “Ah, Tamika, thanks for coming.
	Can I get you a cup of coffee or something to eat?”

	
	“No thanks.
	Gotta run.” Tamika pulled Craig Rubin’s cell phone out
	of her handbag and handed it to him. “Place sure is jumping.
	You’d never know we had a tragedy yesterday.”

	
	“Yeah. My
	father decided to open at the last minute. He figured most places
	would be closed. But people still gotta eat. What was it…”
	Craig looked up at the ceiling and searched his memory. “…fifteen
	percent of the buildings in Manhattan were destroyed.” He
	sighed. “We even lost one of our restaurants.”

	
	“Sorry to
	hear that,” Tamika said softly.

	
	There was a moment
	of awkward silence. Rubin was on the verge of tears. “I also
	lost my mother,” he said, somberly. “She died shortly
	after the disappearances. Her heart gave out on her.”

	
	Tamika lowered her
	head and did her best to compose herself. She was in no condition to
	console a total stranger. Not yet, anyway.

	
	“It was
	probably for the best though. She was in the final stages of breast
	cancer. Battled it for many years. Her days were numbered. At least
	now she’s at peace.” Rubin’s voice trailed off.
	“Makes losing a restaurant seem like no big deal.”

	
	Tamika wondered if
	she really was at peace. Was
	anyone at peace these days?

	
	“Hey, I
	almost forgot,” Rubin said, pulling his wallet from his back
	pocket. “I owe you fifty bucks.” He plucked the money
	out and handed it over to Tamika.

	
	“Thanks,
	mister.” Tamika stuffed the money into her pants pocket. “Hope
	you feel better soon.”

	
	“You too.
	Thanks again for bringing my phone.”

	
	“You’re
	welcome.” 
	

	
	At
	that, Tamika Moseley headed for home, 50 dollars richer. “Not
	bad for an hour’s work,” she mumbled to herself, with a
	hearty yawn.
	“Gladly
	exchange it for a few hours of sleep though!” 
	

	
	When she arrived
	home, she could barely keep her eyes open. After a quick shower, she
	went straight to bed. The instant her head touched the pillow,
	Tamika was sound asleep.
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	FOUR HOURS HAD
	PASSED since Brian Mulrooney read Justin Schroeder’s deep and
	extremely challenging letter. He patiently waited for Renate to
	leave ever since, so he could focus all his attention on this newest
	bombshell with no distractions. 
	

	
	She finally left 20
	minutes ago, saying she would be back in a few hours with dinner.

	
	Whereas Renate had
	dismissed Justin’s letter as yet another strange occurrence in
	a day so full of them, she didn’t know him personally.
	Therefore, she couldn’t fully comprehend just how out of
	character it was for him to write such things. 
	

	
	Brian, on the other
	hand, couldn’t have been any more mystified. How could those
	words have possibly come from the mind of someone who never even
	went to church growing up? It didn’t seem plausible. Yet,
	there was this certain peace about him that was enviable. 
	

	
	Could it have
	come from God? 
	

	
	Born
	and raised a Catholic, Mulrooney attended Catholic schools all his
	life, followed by Notre Dame, which was a Catholic university. He
	originally planned to attend Boston College, which was another
	Catholic university.
	Located in Massachusetts, it
	was a better
	choice, location wise, than Notre Dame. 
	

	
	But when he was
	“miraculously” accepted into Notre Dame, his thinking
	quickly changed. Not
	only did he get a top-notch education, he received many lucrative
	offers of employment from well-known corporations, long before he
	graduated. 
	

	
	Mulrooney
	ultimately chose the Marriott Corporation as his employer. The only
	drawback was that they needed him to start in Michigan. But they
	assured him that transferring to his home state of New York was a
	viable option down the road. 
	

	
	It was an option
	that sealed the deal for him. It was an option he never exercised
	after meeting Renate McCallister and falling in love. 
	

	
	It suddenly seemed
	like a thousand years ago...

	
	With 16 years of
	Catholic education under his belt, Mulrooney couldn’t answer
	Justin’s simple question. Had my life come to an end
	yesterday, would I be in Heaven? Brian was uncertain. But this much
	he knew: he couldn’t remember a single time when Justin talked
	about God or religion growing up. And his parents certainly weren’t
	churchgoers. They were lifelong atheists. 
	

	
	So how could Justin
	be in Heaven now? 
	

	
	Brian, on the other
	hand, went to mass every Sunday. Most Sundays, anyway. After
	attending public schools his entire life, how could Justin proclaim
	to know so much about a subject his educators absolutely refused to
	teach? 
	

	
	If anything, they
	did all they could to ban religion from their schools, even
	outlawing the Bible, the Ten Commandments and prayer altogether,
	with astonishing success. It was like they were trying to shield
	their students from a deadly disease or something. 
	

	
	With
	absolutely no religious schooling under his belt, how could Justin
	have any sort of “religious” foundation in place, in
	just a few short years living in Colorado? He
	couldn’t! Could he?Why do I feel he knows more than
	I do? Knew, rather! 
	

	
	Mulrooney’s curiosity kept gnawing away at him until he
	grabbed the Bible from the spare bedroom and sat on the living room
	couch.

	
	Resting his feet on the coffee table, he wondered how Renate would
	react if she knew his curiosity had been aroused to this level.
	Since she had no interest in spiritual matters, Brian would
	investigate it first without telling her. If he couldn’t find
	anything of interest, namely a proof-positive answer as to how to
	have eternal assurance, there would be no need to tell her anything.
		

	
	But what if I do
	find answers,
	he thought. One
	way to find out...

	
	Had someone told
	him just a few days ago he would be in his apartment reading the
	Bible of all things, a Bible given to him by the very last
	person Brian ever
	thought would find religion, Mulrooney would have simply discarded
	it as merely a temporary phase his pal was going through. 
	

	
	But it wasn’t
	life as usual. Justin was gone. And Brian wanted answers. He needed
	them. If his late friend’s claim that the Bible was the sole
	reason for the many positive changes in his life, if for only that
	reason, Brian felt obligated to read it. 
	

	
	When someone you
	love dies, or in this case, vanishes, it quickly sinks in that
	you’ll never communicate with that person again. It was only
	normal to want to learn everything you can about the departed;
	especially things you previously may not have known. 
	

	
	With that
	justification, Brian decided to proceed, but with caution. 
	

	
	Before delving into
	the Word of God, Mulrooney perused Justin’s letter again. The
	confidence he had in his own salvation was truly phenomenal. Yet it
	was a humble confidence. Never once did he brag on himself. If
	anything, he was emphatic that he couldn’t take an ounce of
	credit for his salvation. It was all God. 
	

	
	Brian
	had never experienced that one before. Nearing the end of the
	letter, one word stood out—vanished.
	
	

	
	Brian read it
	again. In
	closing, I understand if you’re a little uncomfortable reading
	this. I felt the same way myself at first. But after God opened my
	spiritual eyes and ears to the true Gospel of Jesus Christ, those
	feelings quickly vanished.

	
	Vanished?
	Why did Justin
	choose that word? Was it merely a coincidence? Mulrooney did not
	know. Did Heather vanish too? If Justin’s letter was correct,
	she must have. That
	explains why she never called back. Could
	it really be? Brian wondered...

	
	Yes indeed, things
	were strange. So very strange. 
	

	
	Mulrooney placed
	the letter on the coffee table and reached for the Bible tract. It
	was a simple piece of literature, approximately three inches wide,
	two inches long and four pages in length. 
	

	
	Yet,
	for such a small amount of space, it was packed with powerful,
	biblical verbiage. He
	noticed a step-by-step process that promised to rescue repentant
	sinners from the sure-fires of hell, by bringing them into a
	permanent relationship with God Almighty through His Son, the Lord
	Jesus Christ. 
	

	
	Brian was taught
	about Jesus in school; he believed He was the Son of God. But it
	never seemed personal or intimate like now. Was there something to
	it? Now fully intrigued, he opened his Bible to search the verses
	Justin had highlighted for him to read.

	
	The first was
	Romans 10:9-10. Searching the CONTENTS
	page, Mulrooney
	thought, all
	my schooling in religion, and I don’t even know where the Book
	of Romans is in the Bible? Finding
	Romans chapter 10, he fingered his way down to verses 9 and 10.

	
	“For if
	you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and
	believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
	saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified,
	and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.”

	
	Catholic schooling
	had taught Mulrooney that salvation came through Christ Jesus. He
	heard it preached on numerous occasions over the years at Sunday
	mass. But it always felt like an impersonal group thing. Unlike now.
	He also believed if he remained a good Catholic, he was all but
	assured a place in Heaven when his time on Earth came to an end. Now
	he wasn’t so sure. 
	

	
	Everything felt
	different, like God was speaking to his heart, deeply and
	intimately.

	
	Next, Brian
	searched for the Gospel of John. Once there, he read John 3:16. It,
	too, was highlighted: “For
	God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that
	whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

	
	Next,
	he read John 5:24: “I
	tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent
	me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over
	from death to life.”

	
	After that he read
	Ephesians 2:8-9: “For
	it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not
	from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that
	no one can boast.” 
	

	
	“Why
	wasn’t I taught this in school?” Mulrooney said, under
	his breath. 
	

	
	From there Brian
	read Acts 4:12: “Salvation
	is found in no one else, for there is no other name under Heaven
	given to men by which we must be saved.” 
	

	
	Mulrooney went
	straight down the list. Second Corinthians 5:21: “God
	made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might
	become the righteousness of God.” 
	

	
	Then First Peter
	2:24: “He
	himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die
	to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been
	healed.”

	
	Brian Mulrooney was
	astounded. The verses he just read were so powerful, so definitive;
	yet it sounded too simple. Believe in Jesus and be saved. What about
	Mary? Didn’t she deserve a portion of the credit? After all,
	of all the women who ever lived, God chose her to give birth to His
	only begotten Son. 
	

	
	That
	had to count for something. And what about church doctrine and
	tradition? Those things had to count for something as well, right?
	Not
	according to what he’d just read. 
	

	
	Brian needed
	another opinion. It was time to consult a Catholic priest. After
	all, he was educated in their system. Therefore, they owed it to him
	to provide solid answers to these extremely challenging questions.
	If anyone should have answers, he reasoned, it would be a Catholic
	priest. 
	

	
	We’ll
	see,
	he thought. 
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	BRIAN MULROONEY
	JUMPED WHEN the phone rang. With his nerves still on high alert, it
	didn’t take much to rattle him. 
	

	
	It was Craig Rubin.
	“Hey
	Craig. Boy, am I glad you’re okay.”

	
	“You too,
	Brian.” 
	

	
	“I heard
	about your mom. Sorry, man.”

	
	“Yeah, it’s
	probably for the best though. As you know, she suffered a lot over
	the years. We were sort of expecting it to happen at any time. At
	least she’s at peace now.”

	
	Is she?
	Mulrooney didn’t
	know how to honestly answer it. “Unbelievable day yesterday,
	huh?” 
	

	
	“That’s
	the understatement of a lifetime. Did you hear we lost one of our
	restaurants?” 
	

	
	“Oh my,
	really?”

	
	“Yeah. Burnt
	to the ground.”

	
	“Which one?”

	
	“The one in
	Battery Park.”

	
	“Sorry to
	hear that, Craig.”

	
	“Whaddaya
	gonna do...”

	
	“Was anyone
	inside when it burnt down?”

	
	“As usual, it
	was packed with customers. Thankfully, we were able to get everyone
	out safely.”

	
	“That’s
	a blessing.”

	
	“Yeah, in the
	grand scheme of things, it’s only a restaurant. I just feel
	bad for my pop.” Craig spoke in a somber, lethargic tone.
	“First it was Mom, then one of his prized restaurants. I hope
	he makes it through this.” 
	

	
	“If
	you need me for anything, Craig, don’t hesitate to ask.”

	
	“Likewise,”
	Rubin said. “Just glad you’re safe. When I called your
	parents’ yesterday, they still hadn’t heard from you.
	You had us worried, man. By the way, how’s Justin?”

	
	There was a
	prolonged silence. 
	

	
	Brian didn’t
	know what to say. Not only did Justin vanish into thin air right
	before his eyes, he also turned into a religious fanatic beforehand.
	Worse, it appeared his main reason for coming to Michigan wasn’t
	the game, but to recruit his two buddies into his new religious
	fold. 
	

	
	How could he
	possibly tell Craig they knew nothing about the new
	Justin Schroeder?
	And how could he possibly explain the Gifts Justin left for the both
	of them? “Uh Craig, Justin left me a gift—a Bible. And
	by the way, he left one for you, too.” 
	

	
	“Still
	there?” Craig asked. The silence was deafening. But it also
	confirmed that Justin was not okay. 
	

	
	Brian cleared his
	throat, “He’s
	no longer with us.”

	
	“Oh, no! What
	happened?” Craig Rubin’s voice cracked.

	
	“He was among
	the disappearances. We were at the game when it happened.”

	
	“You gotta be
	kidding me?” Craig was completely stunned.

	
	“Wish I was,
	bro.”

	
	“Wow! You
	caught me off guard. I always knew my mother’s days were
	numbered. But Justin was in the prime of his life. I
	can’t believe he’s gone!”

	
	Brian said, “And
	to think the three of us were going to the Jets-Lions game today.
	Someone or something has played a cruel trick on us.” 
	

	
	“I’m
	sure everyone knows someone who died or vanished yesterday. Even
	President Danforth lost loved ones. Is Renate okay?” 
	

	
	“She’s
	fine, thanks.”

	
	“Thank God
	for that,” came the reply.

	
	“I’m
	very thankful.” Thankful
	to Whom, Brian thought.

	
	“I was at JFK
	Airport when it happened.” 
	

	
	“Yeah, my
	mom told me.”

	
	“I saw this
	girl vanish right before my eyes,” Craig said, still unable to
	fathom it all. “I was in line to board the plane when, poof,
	she disappeared. Couldn’t believe my eyes! I was staring at
	her when it happened. Surely, she has family members who are
	grieving now. And she wasn’t the only one; the man behind me
	also vanished. I fell back into what was left of him. Freaked me
	out, bro. Just thankful the plane wasn’t in the air at the
	time. Had it happened twenty minutes later, who knows, maybe I’d
	be a goner too, like all those other people on planes that went
	down.”

	
	Mulrooney’s
	head was spinning. He was having difficulty keeping pace with Craig.
	All he could focus on was the Bible resting on his lap. 
	

	
	He would eventually
	level with Craig, just not now. He needed time to think, to let
	things settle in his mind, to adjust. What he had to adjust to, he
	was still uncertain. 
	

	
	As soon as there
	was a break in the conversation, Brian said, “Not to sound
	rude, Craig, but I have a splitting headache and need to rest a
	while.” 
	

	
	“I understand. My head’s still spinning too. Get
	some rest, bro. Stay in touch.” 
	

	
	“I will. Love
	ya, bro.”

	
	“Love
	you too...”
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BRIAN MULROONEY
FOUND THE number to the Catholic Church he attended in Ann Arbor. He
thought to call one of the priests he’d studied under at Notre
Dame, but decided to start locally first. If they couldn’t help
him, he’d call Notre Dame’s finest for answers. 



That is, if he could
even get through to anyone. 



After hearing “All
circuits are busy. Please try your call again later,” for more
than 20 minutes, he finally heard ringing. An older woman at the
rectory answered. 



Brian requested an
audience with a priest but was quickly denied. 



“As you can imagine, we’re
on complete overload with requests for assistance. Since yours isn’t
life threatening, kindly leave your name and number. If at all
possible, someone may get back to you today.” 



Mulrooney
understood. Everyone in the parish must have been desperate for
assistance. 



Surprisingly, an
hour later, Father Tom Dunleavey called back, saying he only had five
minutes to spare, forcing Brian to get to the point. “Father
Dunleavey, can you give me a logical explanation as to what happened
yesterday?” 



The priest’s
answer was brisk and to the point. And obviously scripted. “Well,
Brian, until the Catholic Church explores all possibilities, we
cannot state with one-hundred percent accuracy what took place. But
rest assured, we’re conducting a thorough investigation. One
way or the other, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”


“What’s
the Pope saying?”


Is
this an interview? The
Catholic priest sighed and went on, “He’s been fasting
and seeking Divine Guidance in the matter. If God will enlighten
anyone on the issue, you and I both know it’ll be the Holy
Father.”


Do
I really know that for sure? Brian
was growing increasingly doubtful. “I was with my good friend
yesterday when he vanished. Can you at least tell me why he vanished
while others died?” 



“Well, first
off, I’m sorry to hear about the loss of your friend. As for
your question, the Catholic Church is investigating…”


Brian cut him off,
“Could the fact that he was a born-again Christian have
anything to do with it?”


“Wow!
Difficult question.” Maybe
this is an interview. One
way to find out... “Are
you a member of our parish, Mister Mulrooney?” 



“Yes. Well,
sort of.”


“What kind of
an answer is that?”


“I’m
originally from New York. When I don’t work on Sundays, which,
thanks to my recent promotion is quite rare, I attend mass at your
church. But I’ve never officially signed on as a member...”




“I see. So,
you’re a Catholic?”


“Yes, I am.”
Am
I? Brian
wasn’t so sure what he was anymore. 



“Are you a
journalist?”


“A journalist?
No. Why do you ask?”


“Oh, it’s
just that you’re asking some very pressing questions. I’m
not up to being interviewed right now, Mister Mulrooney.”


“I can assure
you, Father, that this is not
an interview, and
I’m not with the press. You’re not being recorded or
anything like that. I just need to talk to someone and figured a
Catholic priest was the best person for that.”


“You’re
right, contacting a priest was the right choice. I only wish I could
provide you with more precise answers to your thought-provoking
questions. I can say this, we’re obviously being tested by God
Almighty Himself. Now more than ever we need to remain patient.”
Father Dunleavey paused. “Do you have any Catholic schooling?”


“All my life.
I’m a graduate of the University of Notre Dame.”


“An excellent
school. I taught there myself a few years back as interim professor,”
the Catholic priest said, almost lingering with pride. Then he
thought of the dire situation and sobered back up. “Then you
were obviously taught patience, right?” 



“I don’t
know if patience can be taught by another human being, Father...”


“You make a
good point, Mister Mulrooney. I agree that patience is best learned
when dealing with life’s many experiences, especially the not
so pleasant ones.” 



“Indeed.
Anyway, the reason I’m so confused is that my friend Justin,
well, he…” Brian hesitated.


“He what,
Mister Mulrooney?”


“He seemed to
know so much more about God and Heaven than me, yet he didn’t
go to Catholic school like I did. After reading a letter he wrote me,
he seemed so sure of his salvation. To the point that I think I
believe him. Can you shed some light on this for me, Father?” 



Father Dunleavey
rubbed his forehead. He, too, had a splitting headache. It was so bad
he felt like he had a mouth full of infected teeth. Like every other
priest in the parish, he was on complete overload counseling
frightened, grieving parents who’d lost all their young
children. 



Surely every priest
and nun on the planet had throbbing headaches by now. Counseling
usually took a toll on the counselor after a while. But there was
more to it than just dealing with grieving parishioners. Father
Dunleavey, a traditionalist Catholic in every sense of the word, was
well versed in the Book of Revelation and the cataclysmic events
foretold within its pages. 



Whatever happened
yesterday—tragic as it was—it was
spiritual in nature.
Of that, the Catholic priest was certain. Was the Apocalypse coming
to life before his very eyes? It couldn’t be ruled out. But
until he received direct orders from Rome, he would keep his
troubling thoughts to himself. 



“That’s
another tough question, Mister Mulrooney, and a sensitive one at
that. As for your friend who claimed to know the Truth, all I can say
is before you buy into what he was selling, don’t let your many
years of Catholic education go for naught. Choosing one’s
religion isn’t something that’s done overnight. It takes
time. And besides, you know the Catholic Church is the One True
Church. Do your best to remain patient.”


Do
I? Is it? “So,
that’s the order of the day, huh, patience?”


“I’m
afraid so, Mister Mulrooney, I’m afraid so.”


“I appreciate
your time, Father.” 



“Will I see
you in church next Sunday?”


“Probably not.
I may try to go to New York. I really need to see my family.”


“Feel free to
call or stop by when you get back. By then I should have more
concrete answers for you. It’s the least I can do for a fellow
Notre Damer,” the priest said, trying to lighten the mood. 



“Thanks,
Father Dunleavey. I just may do that. I’ve already taken up too
much of your time. I’ll let you get back to your work. Thanks
for calling.”


“My pleasure,
Brian. Just hang in there, kid. Everything’ll work itself out.”


Will
it? Mulrooney
replaced the phone, realizing he was no closer to the Truth now than
before the priest called. This troubled him deeply. 



Mulrooney
sighed. Will
I ever know the Truth, the whole Truth and nothing but the Truth?
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AT FIRST THE BANGING
sounded like it was a million miles away. When it persisted, it
roused Tamika Moseley from a deep sleep. Except for the half-hour
catnap she took in her taxicab in the wee hours of the morning, this
was the first real sleep she’d had since the disappearances.


“Who in the
world’s knocking at my door?” Tamika climbed out of bed.
Fear gripped her. She tiptoed down the narrow hallway into the small
living room. 



Tamika peeked
through the tiny hole and couldn’t believe her eyes. It was
Isaac. She stood there completely frozen, numb. Her heart pounded
through her chest. What
should I do?


“Tamika, are
you there? It’s me, Abdul.”


“Go away,
Isaac,” she yelled.


Man,
she still calls me Isaac! “Come
on, Tamika, I’m here ’cause I’m concerned about the
boys,” he protested.


“How do I know
you didn’t kidnap ’em?” 



So,
they’re not here,
Abdul thought, confirming his worst fears. “I didn’t
kidnap anyone, Tamika. If I did, why would I come here? Wouldn’t
be too smart, now, would it?”


“What do you
want, Isaac?” Tamika wasn’t about to open the door.
Besides, she looked terrible. She didn’t want him to see her
looking like this. 



“Just
wanted to see my boys. When I heard all children disappeared, I got
scared.”


“Your boys.
Ha! They hardly knew you!”


“You’re
right. I’m sorry.”


“Little
too late for sorry, Isaac!” She made sure to say Isaac
with as much sarcasm
as she could muster.


“Obviously,
this isn’t a good time. Just wanted to check up on y’all
and make sure you’re okay, that’s all.” Since his
religion taught nothing about children and grownups suddenly
vanishing into thin air without a trace, Abdul was just as
dumbfounded as the next person. 



Tamika heard
sniffling and looked through the peephole again. Sure enough, Isaac
was wiping tears from his eyes with his right hand. 



“Look Tamika,”
he said, sniffling, “I know I’ve been a terrible father
and husband, but it still hurts knowin’ my boys are gone. I
wanted to see Jamal and Dante so many times the past few years, but I
couldn’t bring myself to do it. The more time went by, the
harder it got for me to take the first step. Anyway, sorry for
causing you so much pain.” 



The grieving man
pulled a business card from his wallet and jotted his cell phone
number on the back of it. “If you need me for anything,
anything at all, just call or text me. Please take care of yourself.”
He slid the card underneath her door and left. 



Tamika started
shaking uncontrollably. Just seeing him again—even if only
through a peephole—and hearing his voice caused every one of
her emotions to be tapped. 



Even with the
unbearable pain and sorrow he’d caused her, she was thankful
knowing he was still alive and apparently well. Even so, she couldn’t
forgive him for abandoning the family the way he had. Least
I know he didn’t kidnap my babies. One less road to travel.
Perhaps
Charles’ theory is true after all? 



The phone rang.
“Hello?”


“Hey, Tamika,
it’s Charles Calloway. Just
got your message. I was taking a nap.”


“Yeah, I was
sleeping myself.” It was uncanny how he called the moment she
dismissed Isaac as a possible kidnapping suspect, and just as she was
thinking of calling him again. Too
Strange! Tamika
wasn’t about to reveal Isaac’s visit to Charles.


“I’m
hoping you called because you want to get together today.”


Tamika sighed, “Still
thinking about it.” 



“Tell you
what, come around dinnertime so we can eat before reading God’s
Word together. My treat. There are plenty of good restaurants here at
the hotel. That is, if they’re even open. If not, we’ll
find someplace else to go.”


“I don’t
know. I feel I should be out looking for my boys.” 



“Listen,
Tamika, I don’t wanna believe it happened either, but it did. I
miss my family as much as you miss yours. But they’re gone. The
only reason I may seem okay to you is because of the life
transforming experience I had last night in my room.”


Calloway rubbed his
still-throbbing head. “As much as my heart aches, it helps
knowing my family’s in Heaven right now. Your mother and two
boys are there too. If you come here, I’ll prove it to you.”


After a few moments
of silence, she finally said, “Oh, why not. Besides, I haven’t
eaten since Friday.”


“Great. See
you at five.”


“See
you then.” At that, Tamika ended the call. 
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BRIAN MULROONEY TOOK
A break from his reading and stretched out on the sofa. His thoughts
quickly drifted to Jacquelyn Swindell. He wondered how she was
holding up. 



One way to find
out.


On the third ring,
she answered: “Hi, Brian,” Jacquelyn said, with a hoarse
throat. 



“Hey,
Jacquelyn. Just checking to see how you’re doing.”


“Just got back
from my parents’ house.”


“You sound
awful.”


“Yeah. Think
I’m catching a cold. How are things with you?”


“To be honest, been doing
lots of soul searching.”


“Me
too. Searching for answers to my many questions. How’s
your family?”


“That’s
a hard one to answer,” Brian replied. 



Jacquelyn coughed
then cleared her throat. “Yeah,
I’m really concerned for my parents.” 



“I’m
sure they’re just as concerned for you.” There was a
brief pause. “Anyway, the reason I called is that I’ve
decided to go to New York to be with my family.”


Even if Brian
couldn’t see it, the look on Jacquelyn’s face screamed,
“Why are you calling to tell me this? Instead, she said, “When
are you leaving?”


“Not sure yet.
I was scheduled to fly there tomorrow with Justin and another friend.
But that’s not happening. Since I no longer have a car and I
can’t use my credit card to rent one, my girlfriend’s
parents offered to let me borrow one of their vehicles. I’d
like to be home before Thanksgiving.” 



“Okay...,”
Jacquelyn’s tone suggested that she had no idea where he was
going with all of this. 



Mulrooney picked up on it, “Just
want you to know that if you need someone to talk to, I’m only
a phone call away.” 



There was silence,
then sniffling. 



“Are you okay,
Jacquelyn?”


“No, I’m not. Two
days ago, I was happily married with a child on the way. Now, I’m
making plans to bury my dead husband and I no longer have a child.
I’m having difficulty coping with it all.” Jacquelyn took
a moment to collect herself. “Tom’s never even met you.”




“I
understand,” Brian said, in a comforting tone. “Would you
like me to let you go?” 



“I don’t
know what I want right now,” she said, sniffling again.


“If you’d
like, I can stay in Michigan until after the funeral.”


“That won’t
be necessary. But I appreciate the kind gesture.”


“Are you
sure?”


“Yes.”


It was time to level
with her. “I had the strangest thing happen today. My friend
Justin—the one who disappeared—left me a Gift. I opened
it today and was shocked to find a Bible enclosed. Really spooked me.
It’s like he knew he was leaving this planet or something. He
outlined many key Bible verses for me to read. I’d love to
discuss it with Renate, but that’s not gonna happen.”


“Why not?”
Jacquelyn asked. A
Bible? Was Justin a Christian like Dennis? She
kept it to herself. 



“She’s
not into that kind of stuff, that’s all.”


“What makes
you think I am?” 



Brian hesitated, “I
don’t. I just thought I could…” 



“I don’t
know what to think anymore, Brian. All I know is I feel worse today
than I did yesterday.”


“Would you
like to get together, Jacquelyn?” 



“We don’t
have to...”


“I
know, but it sounds like you need a friend right now. I know I do.”


Jacquelyn couldn’t argue his logic. “You’re welcome
to come here if you want.”


“I’m car-less, remember?”


“That’s right. How could I forget?”


Brian stood and looked out the window. “Why don’t you
come here instead?” 



The very thought of seeing Brian again weighed heavily on her heart
and mind. He would be forever linked to her woeful encounter at
Michigan Stadium. Finally, she said, “Sure, why not?”


“Please understand that I’m a bachelor, which means I
don’t have much food in the fridge. If you’re hungry, I
have plenty of cereal and macaroni and cheese...”


Jacquelyn caught on to where Brian was going. “How does pasta,
meatballs and garlic bread sound?”


“Sounds good, actually.” Mulrooney checked his watch.
“How’s seven sound?”


“That should give me plenty of time to prepare the food.
Keeping myself busy in the kitchen might be good for me now.”


“I agree. So, see you at seven then?”


“Yes.”


“I look forward to it,” Brian said, ending the call.


Mulrooney reached for his Bible and reread all the verses Justin had
outlined for him. Brian became so absorbed in his reading that he
totally forgot to call Renate.


It never crossed his
mind...
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TAMIKA MOSELEY
ARRIVED AT the Waldorf-Astoria just after five p.m. Darkness had
already set in. 



Finding a parking space on 49th
Street was a breeze. Tamika never bothered to feed the
parking meter. With a city in shambles, she seriously doubted the
police were out writing parking tickets. 



Especially after
what she’d witnessed at the police precinct earlier. She was
convinced her car could remain parked there for as long as she
wanted, without worrying about getting a ticket or having her cab
towed or stolen. 



Moseley scoffed at the notion, “Who
would want to steal this mangled piece of junk?” she scoffed.
“No one in their right mind!” 



Tamika went inside
the hotel and was instantly struck by its elegance, and its
immensity. It looked more like a museum or a cathedral than a hotel,
with its lush hand-painted-ceilings and priceless works of art hung
on walls everywhere.


She couldn’t
help but feel way under dressed, wearing denim jeans, a gray
sweatshirt and a pair of old beat up Adidas sneakers. 



I shouldn’t
be here! I’m a taxi driver, not some millionaire!


Much like Mitzi’s
Delicatessen,
the Waldorf was full of people. With New York City being one of the
largest business meccas in the world, Tamika quickly deduced that
many out-of-towners were now stranded here, much like Charles
Calloway.


Tamika ambled toward
a massive handmade clock situated 30 feet or so from the front desk.
She read the inscription and learned it was handcrafted in the 19th
Century by the Goldsmith Company of London, England, for the Chicago
World Fair in 1893. 



At the fair’s
conclusion, the clock was purchased by the Waldorf-Astoria. It served
as a bragging right of sorts over all other luxury hotels scattered
all across the huge metropolis. 



Standing nine feet
in height, each detail was carried out to perfection. From the
gold-dipped Statue
of Liberty statuette
standing atop the clock, to the four golden eagles resting just
beneath her wings, protecting her, to the beautifully hand sculpted
faces of seven American Presidents and Queen Victoria—it was
truly a masterpiece. 



Charles Calloway was
seated on a chair in the lobby next to his good friend, Santana
Jiles. With tears in his eyes, Jiles recounted how he and his
colleagues were being served lunch when people suddenly vanished into
thin air. His most vivid memory was of a waiter carrying a tray full
of empty salad plates when, poof, he was gone. The tray hit the chair
next to his and fell to the floor.


Jiles shook his
head. “After a few panicked screams,” he said somberly, a
faraway look on his face, “there was total silence.” 



Calloway then
described Richard Figueroa’s frightening disappearance inside
the taxicab. Jiles should have been horrified but wasn’t. It
was just another tragic story in a day so full of them.


Charles wanted to
tell his friend what he believed happened to Richard and why, but it
was evident that Santana was too still shell-shocked to wrap his mind
around it now. 



Like Charles, Jiles
had always proclaimed to be a Christ follower—he was even a
longtime member at Calloway’s father’s church in
Atlanta—but very seldom attended Sunday services. 



Perhaps after he got
back to Georgia and had ample time to grieve his many losses, Jiles
would finally be open to the true Gospel of Jesus Christ. Just not
now.


Calloway’s
eyes scanned the lobby. He spotted Tamika standing by the clock.
Knowing he would be stranded in New York for quite some time, he made
plans to meet with Jiles for breakfast in the morning, then strolled
over to meet his dinner guest. 



“Nice clock,
huh?” 



“Ooh, you
scared me!” Tamika said, recognizing his voice.


“Didn’t
mean to startle you.” 



“It’s
okay. Sorry I’m a little late.” Tamika’s eyes were
puffy and bloodshot. 



“Don’t
mention it. Just thankful you made it here safely.” Charles
paused. “The good news is three of the hotel’s
restaurants are open. What are you hungry for?”


“Honestly, I
don’t feel hungry just yet, but I’ll try to eat
somethin’. Do they have chicken?”


“I haven’t
checked, but everyone has chicken, right?”


“I guess you
right.” Tamika looked down at her feet. “Just not used to
this kinda fancy place.” 



“Relax. Just
be yourself, okay?” 



“I’ll do
my best mis…I mean Charles.” Since becoming a taxicab
driver a few years back, Tamika had developed the habit of calling
every strange man she came in contact with, “mister.” 



“Shall we?”




Tamika nodded
wearily. 



They stood in line
for a table at one of the restaurants. Not surprisingly, many of his
colleagues were also in line waiting. 



Nodding to a fellow
colleague, Calloway spoke softly enough that only Tamika could hear
him, “You know it’s funny, I came to New York to teach
these people what I did to become successful. But after what happened
last night up in my room, I’m even more anxious to tell ’em
about Jesus. Just not tonight.” 



“Why’s
that?” Tamika asked.


“Because I
wanna give you my full, undivided attention. Besides, I doubt any of
us will get out of New York for quite some time. That’ll give
me plenty of time to tell them.” 



After waiting nearly
an hour, they were seated. 



A waiter approached.
With Tamika’s permission, Charles ordered Chicken Marsala for
the both of them. 



“Please
understand that only a fraction of our staff is here,” the
waiter with bloodshot eyes explained evenly, “so it’ll
take longer than usual for your food to be prepared. I’ll bring
plenty of fresh-baked dinner rolls to hold you over.”


Calloway wasn’t
at all surprised by this. “Thank you.” 



The waiter left, and
Tamika wasted no time, “So, how do you plan to prove my Momma
and two boys are in Heaven now?”


“Boy, you
don’t mess around,” Charles exclaimed.


“Not when it
involves my family,” Tamika said, matter of factly.


There goes easing
into things.
“Like I said on the phone, I grew up in the church. My daddy
was a preacher. Everyone in my family had this unquenchable thirst
for Jesus. They thought I did too, but it was only an act. Sure had
lots of folks fooled though. Lately my business was the only church I
knew and attended. My wife, on the other hand, never missed a week at
church.” 



Tears formed in the
corners of his eyes. “Guess part of me figured she was doing
enough for both of us. Reason I’m sitting here today is I was
wrong.”


“Wrong with
what?” Tamika asked.


“Thinking she
was doing enough for both of us. Monique knew she couldn’t earn
her salvation. No one can. She always told our kids that God had no
grandchildren, and no one could be sponsored into Heaven. Salvation’s
a free gift from God that’s meant to be deeply intimate and
personal.” 



“Monique was a
remarkable woman. She sang in the choir and taught Sunday school
classes. She didn’t do these things because she had
to, but because she
wanted
to serve her Maker
to the best of her ability.” Calloway looked down at his bread
plate. “I didn’t deserve her.” 



“Well, if it’s
a free gift,” Tamika said, ignoring the last part, “how
come she got it and you didn’t?” She was clearly
skeptical. Her arms were folded across her chest, and there was a
look on her face that would scare away any pesky salesman.


“Because at
the time, I didn’t want Jesus to be in control of my life. All
I wanted was to be the top dog in my company. That all changed last
night.”


“What does all
this have to do with my two boys?”


“Everything!
Like I said on the phone, I’m convinced Jesus came back for His
Church yesterday. Your momma was a believer, right?”


Tamika shifted
uncomfortably in her chair and remained silent. 



“I’ll
take that as a yes. How old were your sons?” 



Were?
Tamika cringed to
think of her boys in the past tense. She took a sip of water and
cleared her throat. “Jamal’s five and Dante’s
four.”


“Not yet
accountable for their sins. Trust me, they’re in a much better
place. The fact that they disappeared proves that much.”


The waiter came by
with freshly-baked rolls just out of the oven. He placed them on the
table and quickly left them again. 



“How can you
say Jesus came back for His Church?” Tamika said, still not
following him. “Haven’t you heard the news? Churches were
packed today with record numbers of devastated people.” 



“Still doesn’t
change what happened yesterday. The Bible’s been teaching for
two-thousand years that one day Jesus would come back for His true
Church. This is known as the Rapture. 



“My daddy
preached on it all the time. He said once the true believers were
gone, mass tribulation would annihilate Planet Earth. I don’t
know about you, but I’d say we had some mass tribulation
yesterday.”


Tamika nodded and
left it at that. How could she possibly protest?


“Not to
further scare you, Tamika, but we ain’t seen nothing yet. From
what I read last night, and I’m not proclaiming to be an
expert, it looks like we’re in for some serious judgment from
God, far worse than what we’ve already seen. In fact, nothing
in the past can rival what’s headed our way.” 



Tamika buttered a
roll. “If
God loves us so much, why would He do this to us?” 



Calloway noticed her
change of posture and took it as a good sign. Buttering bread was
infinitely better than folding one’s arms across their chest.
“God didn’t do anything to us, Tamika, we did it to
ourselves! We did it to Him! Is it fair for us to keep on sinning
against Him and then blame Him for the negative consequences?” 



Tamika shook her
head, then shivered, unable to shrug off his strong words.


“God demands
justice for the sins of the world. Lord knows how many times I’ve
heard that preached throughout my life. Had I only repented of my
sinful living prior to yesterday, I’d be with Jesus and my
family now.” Charles thought about what he just said and
snickered. “Who am I kidding? How could I possibly repent when
my heart wasn’t even right with God?” 



“What are you
getting at?” 



“Since I
wasn’t a real Christian, God’s Holy Spirit wasn’t
living inside me. Therefore, I was completely incapable of repenting
before a just and holy God. 



Calloway sighed,
“Shoot, I didn’t want to repent. I was too blinded by my
personal quest for success. Money was my Savior, not Jesus! Now that
that’s been changed, I plan to learn all I can about the Word
of God and share it with everyone I come in contact with.” 



Tamika shot Charles
a sideways look. “How can you be so sure you goin’ to
Heaven, Charles?”


“My eyes were
finally opened last night. God changed my heart and made me see just
how sinful I was. In faith, I asked Jesus to be my Lord and Savior.
Knowing my faith was genuine, Jesus cleansed my soul and forgave all
my sins, every-last one of them!” 



Tamika couldn’t
ignore what she saw on Calloway’s face. It was the look of
someone who’d just received something so life changing, so
remarkable, words couldn’t properly describe the way he felt,
despite his many great losses. 



“You make it
sound so simple.”


“It is simple,
Tamika. Perhaps that’s why so few believe it. Those who did
prior to yesterday are in Heaven, including your mother and two
boys.” 



Tamika had to admit,
if only to herself, that it sounded comforting, but she remained
suspicious. It sounded too good to be true. 



“Have you ever
read the Book of Revelation?” 



“Momma was
always reading and reciting it. Never paid her no mind, though. It
was too scary for me,” Tamika admitted. 



“I always
thought it was ridiculous myself. Now I’m convinced the things
described in that Book are coming to pass right before our eyes. All
you have to do is read it and take a good look around.” 



“Hmm,”
Tamika said. 



At least she was
listening. 



Calloway went on, “Everything
my daddy said about the Rapture happened yesterday. Christians were
removed from the
planet in the twinkling of an eye. Though I haven’t been able
to contact anyone back home, I know they’re with Jesus.
Remember the man who disappeared in your cab?”


Tamika nodded yes.
How
could I ever forget! 



“I
just met Richard yesterday at the airport in Florida. Almost
immediately he told me how God was number-one in his life. At the
time, I didn’t wanna hear it. I was too excited about coming to
New York and being keynote speaker. The difference between me and
Richard is he was a real
Christian and I was
a phony.
Believe me, I ain’t braggin’. I feel like the biggest
failure on the planet.” 



Calloway took a
moment to collect himself. “You must understand, I used to tell
everyone I was a Christian, but it was merely lip service. I’m
sure many who are now in Heaven would be shocked to know I didn’t
make it.”


“So, what you
saying is Jesus came back and made all those people disappear?”


“No doubt in
my mind, Tamika. But only the true believers went to Heaven with
Him.” This was said with great authority. “Do you have a
Bible?”


“Used to. When
my husband became a Muslim, ex-husband, that is,” Tamika added
sarcastically, “he tore it to pieces and threw it away. Didn’t
matter though. Never read it anyway.” 



“After dinner,
would you like to come up to my room?”


“Wait a
minute, mister, I…”


“C’mon,
Tamika, I ain’t about that. That’s the last thing on my
mind. Focus on the big picture. You need to read what I’m
reading. If you come to believe it like I do, it’ll help you
make better sense of all the insanity. Honestly, if not for reading
the Word of God last night, there’s no telling how I’d be
right now.” 



You’d
be a mess like me, Tamika
thought to say, but
didn’t. “Okay, Mister Calloway, I’ll come to your
room and see what you got to show me.”


“Great,”
he said, savoring his victory. 



Just
then, the waiter brought their dinner salads.
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PRESIDENT DANFORTH
WAS IN the Situation Room with some of his top aides. He looked
awful. He hadn’t slept a wink since stepping foot back in
Washington some 30 hours ago. How could anyone sleep under such
perilous conditions? Especially when the news kept getting worse with
each new briefing. 



The President just
learned that one of his most-pressing fears was confirmed: his good
friend of many years, Surgeon General Dr. Ethan Summers, was among
the missing. And dozens of aides and subordinates in his cabinet were
still unaccounted for. 



The U.S. Government
kept shrinking by the hour, placing even more of the weight of the
whole world on the President’s, right now, not too broad
shoulders. Hence, the migraine headache.


At the Pentagon,
thousands of top military officials were working around the clock to
secure America’s borders, while government officials crunched
numbers in a hopeful attempt to recalculate the steadily shrinking
American population. 



The past 24 hours
helped bridge a few gaps, but still they were nowhere near knowing
the exact number of deaths and disappearances in the US. That would
take months, if not years. 



In any event, if
their initial calculations were correct, what they were learning was
nothing short of horrific. America was hit harder than originally
thought. 



Was it enough to
cripple the sovereign nation? Most in the room were starting to think
so. 



Before leaving the
Situation Room, the President placed his National Security Adviser
Nelson Casanieves in charge of the dubious task of overseeing the
numbers of deaths and disappearances in America. Foreign Minister
Jessica Whitmore was put in charge of monitoring the shifting
populations abroad. 



Chief of Staff Aaron
Gillespie had an international population expert brought in from
Georgetown, to share consensus reports of the world’s 50 most
populated countries prior to the disappearances.


“As
of yesterday,” the expert began, “on average,
four-hundred thousand births were recorded each day worldwide, or
roughly two-hundred and seventy-five per minute. Nearly twenty-six
percent of all humans on the planet, as of yesterday, were fourteen
and under. This equates to just under two billion souls. Roughly
forty percent of them are five and under. Were, rather.” He
cleared his throat. “This equates to twelve percent of the
population.” 



Handing Chief of
Staff Gillespie a copy of the list, he cautioned, “Since this
percentage varies in each country—after all, until just
recently China only allowed one child per family—my
calculations are based on a more conservative ten percent instead of
twelve, just to be safe. 



“Regarding
the ten most populated countries, with a one-point-four billion
population before yesterday, at ten percent, China would have lost
more than one-hundred and forty million children. This equates to
more than the total populations of all but eight countries on the
planet. 



“With a
population of more than one-point-three billion citizens, India was
the second hardest hit. At ten percent, they would have lost
approximately one-hundred and thirty million children. 



“The U.S.,
being third in population, lost around thirty-three million
children,” the expert said, briefly glancing up over his
glasses just long enough to see Aaron Gillespie flinch. 



He went on,
“Indonesia, being fourth, would have lost roughly twenty-seven
million of its citizens. Brazil, being fifth, would have lost roughly
twenty-three million. Pakistan, being sixth, twenty-one million. 



“Bangladesh,
being seventh, eighteen-million. Nigeria, being eighth,
seventeen-million. Russia, being ninth, fifteen-million. And Mexico,
being tenth, would have lost thirteen-million citizens. 



“Of the nearly
seven-hundred and fifty million children five years and younger, who
populated the planet as of yesterday, fifty-eight percent of them, or
four-hundred and thirty-seven million, lived in the world’s top
ten most populated countries. Now they’re gone.” 



It never occurred to
Aaron Gillespie that before yesterday, more than half the children on
the planet lived in the world’s top-ten most populated
countries. Billions
of young lives snuffed out just like that! It
was almost unfathomable. 



“Now,
regarding teenagers and adults, it’s impossible at this
juncture to project anything close to accurate. Let’s
face it, even in the twenty-first century,
many third-world countries are lucky to have one phone in every four
homes, including large remote sections of China and India. 



“With
more than two-point-seven billion people occupying those two
countries as of yesterday, many months could pass before we can have
a close tally. 



“But
I’m afraid that’s not what troubles me the most,”
the expert said with great caution. Gillespie noticed his uneasiness
and nodded for him to continue. “Some
countries we’ve
been able to contact are reporting minimal disappearances among their
adults and teenagers. Some are reporting none whatsoever.” 



The expert took a
deep breath and scratched
his head. “For
whatever reason, it seems each country differs from the next. Either
this is a political cover up or a staggering revelation. Only time
will tell.” 



“What
about our country?”


“Well,
after meeting with National Security Adviser Nelson Casanieves, it
appears we’ve had numerous disappearances among our adults and
teenagers.” 



Placing
the chart on the table, he looked Aaron Gillespie square in the eyes,
“I regret to inform that perhaps as many as one-hundred million
of our three-hundred and twenty million citizens, or roughly thirty
percent of our population, are gone. Nearly one-third of them were
five years of age or younger. 



“Naturally,
even without the tragedy, the death and dying part will continue like
clockwork, only I believe it will double, triple or even quadruple.
But for all intents and purposes, the eleven-thousand children born
each day in America as of yesterday is essentially over. As for how
long, who can possibly say?”


Aaron Gillespie
broke into a cold sweat. If it was true that some countries had
minimal losses among their teenagers and adults, America was in deep
trouble. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, wondering how the U.S.
could remain the superpower of the world after losing more people,
percentage wise, than any other country on the planet? We
couldn’t, could we?


Aaron Gillespie was
shaken to the core. The 67-year-old portly man had a sudden urge to
pace the floor, but his knees were too weak to allow for it. 



The President’s
Chief-of-Staff took a few deep breaths and thanked the expert for
coming, then walked ever so gingerly to the Oval Office to share this
deeply troubling revelation with his boss. Where do I even begin?


“You’re
telling me we lost more people than anyone else?!” the
President barked. He rubbed his throbbing head, staring more at the
list than at Gillespie. He was already tired and moody. Now this? As
America’s highest civil servant, it was up to him to find a way
out of this mess, without making excuses. 



Aaron Gillespie
winced, “Well,
Sir, not exactly. It appears that countries like China and India have
lost more citizens than we have. For instance, if China lost every
child under the age of six, which we have every reason to believe is
the case, going by the outlined figure of ten percent, they lost
one-hundred and forty million children. This equates to four times as
many children than we have. India lost three times as many.” 



“However, for
whatever reason, it appears that disappearances among teenagers and
adults in those countries are minimal. In fact, the same appears to
be true for the top fifty countries in the world.” 



Aaron Gillespie
looked deeply troubled, “Some even claim that no one over the
age of five were among the disappearances in their countries. If
true, going by the percentages, we lost more people than any other
country when it comes to overall disappearances. As of yet, we don’t
know why. All we can do is speculate.”


“How can this
be?” President Danforth stared at the numbers on the paper in
his hand. “This could cripple us as a nation!” 



“Yes, Sir, I
know.”


The President
panicked, “We can’t let this get out. If it does, world
leaders will think we’re weak or cursed or something.” 



“I’m
sure they’ll find out soon enough, Mister President.”


The President got up
out of his seat, “Great! Just what I need before addressing the
nation!” 



Drained of every
emotion, it was time to forget about being America’s leader for
the time being and focus his attention on his grieving wife, who was
still in a total state of shock. 



The First Lady had
been locked inside her bedroom ever since arriving back at the White
House. She refused to eat or take her medication. Wasn’t that
already enough for one man to cope with? 



Add to that the
death of his mother and the disappearances of so many family members
grinding deep holes in his heart, and it was a wonder the President
could function at all. 



Now this bombshell?
President
Danforth glanced at the numbers again. How
can we possibly survive this?




He
stormed out of the Oval Office... 
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AT
SEVEN O’CLOCK SHARP, Brian Mulrooney’s doorbell rang. He
dashed to the window and saw Jacquelyn Swindell’s red SUV
parked out front. He closed the Bible he was reading and placed it on
the end table in the spare bedroom where he originally found it, and
buzzed Jacquelyn in. 



He dashed to the
bathroom to check himself in the mirror. He rubbed his right pointer
finger across his teeth as if to brush them. Satisfied with his
appearance he hurried downstairs, taking them two at a time, meeting
Jacquelyn halfway. 



“You’re
right on time.” 



“I did my
best.” Jacquelyn
flashed a
weary smile that quickly vanished. She had deep bags beneath her
eyes—the result of massive crying and loss of sleep. 



Her left hand clung
to a crutch. In her free hand, she carried two covered Tupperware
bowls full of pasta, meatballs and gravy, and a loaf of garlic bread
wrapped in foil. 



Everything smelled
delicious. 



“Let me take
that for you.” Mulrooney glanced at her leg. “How’s
it holding up?”


“The pain’s
still there, but I’ll be fine.”


Eye bags or not, his
dinner guest was strikingly beautiful. At 29, which Brian was mindful
was the same age as Renate, what stood out most were Jacquelyn’s
penetrating deep blue eyes and jet-black hair. At 5'6'' in height,
she had a petite round face, small nose and a captivating smile. Her
shoulder-length hair helped proportion her face nicely. 



Brian looked away
after realizing he was staring a little too hard. “Shall
we?”


Jacquelyn nodded
yes. The crutch under her armpit absorbed much of her body weight as
she slowly limped up the steps leading to Brian’s apartment.


Brian placed the
food on a small countertop next to the stove. “Welcome to my
humble abode.” 



“Thanks. Hope
you’re hungry. I’ll have you know macaroni and cheese and
cereal do not make up a complete balanced diet!” Her comment
elicited a smile from Brian, weary as it was. “I made plenty.
Whatever’s left over you can keep here.” 



“Very
thoughtful of you, Jacquelyn.”


“My pleasure,”
Jacquelyn said, briefly looking down at the floor, “Can I help
with anything?”


“No. Just make
yourself comfortable. I’ll have everything ready in a jiffy.”




Brian went to the
kitchen and retrieved two plates and drinking glasses from the
cabinet above the sink, then grabbed the Parmesan cheese from the
refrigerator. He never ate pasta without it. 



With the table set,
he invited Jacquelyn to sit down to eat. Conversation was
fairly-light as they ate dinner. It was a “good manners”
thing. Most were taught never to speak with food in their mouth, but
only applied that rule in front of strangers. 



After getting to
know each other and growing more comfortable, you could always count
on seeing some sort of chewed food in their mouths, as they blurted
out whatever was on their mind. 



Jacquelyn finally
broke the silence, “Can I ask you something?”


“Shoot.”


“What did you
mean when you said you were soul searching? Does it have anything to
do with the Bible you received from your friend?” 



“Yes.”


It was time for the
big question. “Was Justin a born-again Christian?”


Brian nearly choked
on his food. “As a matter of fact, he was. Why do you ask?”




“What I didn’t
tell you earlier was that my brother, Dennis, also was a born-again
Christian. When you told me Justin left you a Bible then vanished, it
really spooked me.”


Brian was fully
intrigued. “Are
you saying all born-again Christians disappeared yesterday?” 



“I don’t
know what I’m saying. I’m just as clueless as the next
person. My brother always spoke of a time when the true
Christians—not those who merely proclaimed to be
believers—would be snatched away in the twinkling of an eye.”




Jacquelyn shook her
head. “I never paid him much-mind. I’m starting to think
maybe he was right. Perhaps what happened yesterday really was the
start of what God had warned about in the book of Revelation.” 



“What’s
it say?” Brian asked. 



“Not sure. But my
brother used to say after the Church was removed from the Earth, via
the Rapture, all hell would break loose for everyone left behind.
Sure hope he was wrong.”


“Do you think
he was referring to yesterday? I mean, how could it possibly get any
worse, right?”


“I don’t
know, Brian. But for both our sake, I hope you’re right.”




Brian
dipped his garlic bread into his bowl and absorbed as much of the
gravy as he could, as
he considered her comment. 



Taking three big
bites of the drenched bread and swallowing, it was time to come
clean. “I have to level with you, Jacquelyn, I’ve been
reading the Bible all afternoon. The little I’ve read so far
makes so much sense. Too much sense to ignore. It really has me
thinking. In all my years of religious studies in Catholic schools, I
can’t understand why I was never taught this stuff.” 



Mulrooney’s
cell phone rang. Without even looking at the screen, he knew it was
Renate. A lump formed in his throat. 



“Be right
back.” Brian excused himself from the table. How
will I explain this to her? He
was so absorbed in his reading all day that he forgot to call her.
“Hello?”


“Hello,
sweetie.”


“Hi, honey,”
Brian said in a remorseful tone.


“How ya
holding up?”


“So-so. You?”


“I’m
fine. On my way over. Are you hungry?”


Brian grimaced. This
didn’t look good. “Actually, I’m eating dinner now.
Do you remember the woman I told you I met at the football game?”


“Yeah.” 



Brian grimaced
again. “Well, she’s here. She arrived twenty minutes ago.
She brought dinner.” 



“What?!”
Renate said it so loud that Brian pulled the phone from his ear.
“What’s going on, Brian?” She was not
happy.


“What do you
mean what’s going on? Come on, Renate, nothing’s going
on!” Brian spoke in a loud whisper, already fearing what would
come out of her mouth next. 



“You haven’t
called me all day, Brian
Mulrooney,
yet you found time to call her!
And now she’s
at your apartment
having dinner with you?”


Renate
did have a point. Brian tried to reason with his girlfriend. “I’m
sorry, honey. But it’s not
what it looks
like...” 



“I’m on
my way now to meet this woman
you’re having
dinner with,” Renate snapped. 



“Great!
There’s plenty of food here.”


“I’ll be
there in five minutes!” 



The call ended.


Brian had the
blankest look on his face. He glanced at Jacquelyn. 



“Look Brian, I
can’t deal with this right now. I think it’s best that I
go.” 



Brian felt panicked.
“Please don’t leave, Jacquelyn. We’re not doing
anything wrong. We’re just having dinner. As friends, right?”




Swindell nodded
agreement, but still wanted to leave.


“I understand
why Renate’s upset. This doesn’t look good. But if you
leave, she may think I’m hiding something. Please stay.
Besides, I want you to meet her.”


There was an awkward
silence as they both picked at their food. Finally, Jacquelyn said,
“Okay, I’ll stay.”


“Thanks.
But just know that whatever it is we’re both hungering for, I
can assure you Renate will want nothing to do with it. At least not
now.” 



“How can you
be so sure?” 



“After reading
Justin’s letter earlier, she thinks he lost his mind long
before he lost his body.”


“What makes
you think I don’t feel the same way?”


“I can just
sense it.” 



Jacquelyn finally
threw in the towel. “Truth be told, last night as I tossed and
turned in bed, I decided that I can’t sit back and remain
apathetic. I believe my husband and unborn child are still alive
somewhere. I need to know where. So, yes, count me in.” 



Brian silently
rejoiced. That is, until he heard the key unlocking the front door.
“She’s here. Sometimes she says things she really doesn’t
mean. Please try not to take her personally.” 



Jacquelyn braced
herself. 



The door opened.
Renate stormed in already on the offensive. Brian and Jacquelyn both
gulped at the same time. 



Brian said, “That
was fast, honey!” 



“You bet it
was!” Renate stared directly at Jacquelyn. I’m
better looking than her! Even
at her age, Renate McCallister had all the makings of a runway model:
long legs, shapely body, beautiful blonde hair, nice eyes and
near-perfect teeth. 



Jacquelyn nervously
extended her right hand. “Hi,
Renate. I’ve heard so much about you.” 



“Yeah, heard
so much about you,
too!” Renate ignored her hand like it wasn’t even there.
She was too busy burning holes in her boyfriend’s head. 



If looks could kill…


Jacquelyn
tried to reason, “Listen
Renate, let me assure you it’s not what you think. I’m a
married woman. Brian was there when my husband was killed. I also
lost my ba…” Jacquelyn burst out in tears. She rose from
her chair as if to leave.


It was enough to
break the ice. “I’m sorry,” Renate pleaded, “I
don’t know what’s gotten into me. I’m not normally
like this. I guess with everything that’s happened…Please
don’t go.” 



Jacquelyn
reluctantly sat back down in her seat, wishing she never came to this
place. “I know this doesn’t look good. Believe me, I’m
not here to hit on your man. That’s the very last thing on my
mind. I’m just trying to make sense of what happened yesterday.
Brian and I went through a traumatic experience together. He offered
his friendship and I accepted. I can assure you that’s where it
ends.”


“I believe
you, Jacquelyn.” And she did. 



Wow! thought
Brian, Jacquelyn
handled it better than I ever could have. And I went to school to
learn people skills!


The room was eerily
silent for what seemed an eternity, until Renate finally said, “Mind
if I have some pasta? I’m starving.”


“Help
yourself,” Jacquelyn said. 



“I feel like
an idiot. You seem like a nice woman. I should’ve given you
both the benefit of the doubt.”


“Why don’t
we just forget the whole thing, okay?” 



“Good idea,
Jacquelyn,” Brian said, and left it at that. 



With Renate present,
God’s Word was never once brought up. 



They finished eating
dinner at
five minutes before nine. Jacquelyn helped Renate in the kitchen with
the dishes. 



Brian turned on the
television in the living room. “The President’s about to
address the nation.” 



The women joined him
in the living room. Renate sat on the couch next to her boyfriend and
wrapped her arms around him. 



Jacquelyn sat all
alone on the love seat. Watching the two of them snuggled together
made her feel even more lonely. 



She needed someone
to hold her and tell her everything would eventually be okay. Her
someone
was now dead. She
fought hard to hold back tears. Her future was never more uncertain. 



Brian
glanced over at Jacquelyn and nearly lost it. Poor
Jacquelyn.
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FLAGS WERE ORDERED
AT half-mast. Security was airtight. Military jets flew overhead
patrolling the entire metro D.C. area, as armed military reservists
guarded the grounds below. 



Everyone in D.C.
representing the House and Senate were gathered inside the Capitol
Building waiting for the President to arrive. Many who were away from
Washington at the time of the disappearances drove all night to be
there. Others were picked up by U.S. military pilots. 



In order to show
solidarity among all party lines, President Danforth decided to
address the nation from the Capitol Building instead of the White
House. Aside from addressing Congress on occasion and giving the
annual State of the Union address, the President never addressed the
nation from this place.


Now wasn’t the
time for party line bickering. If America’s leaders couldn’t
come together now and unite as one, how could they expect common
citizens to? Perhaps the overall non-partisanship would help boost
the morale of a nation in deep mourning. 



At least that was
the plan. 



Everyone, including
all nine U.S. Supreme Court Justices, members of the President’s
Cabinet, top military officials, and a handful of foreign diplomats,
were ordered there two hours in advance. 



Journalists,
lobbyists and lawmakers, who’d worked in Washington for many
years creating legislation after legislation and/or reporting it to
the American people, had to be cleared through three times as many
security checkpoints as usual, before stepping foot inside the
Capitol Building. 



Seasoned veteran or
not, the nation was on the highest state of alert. No one was free to
move around unchecked. No exceptions! 



Now assembled, those
empowered to lead and those empowered to report stood side-by-side
anxiously awaiting President Danforth’s next unprecedented
speech. 



A dozen or so
foreign correspondents were scattered among the American press.
Stranded indefinitely against their will, they just wanted to go home
to their families. It was difficult looking into their eyes; distant
eyes stared back.


Early estimations
were that approximately 100,000,000 of Earth’s inhabitants were
on foreign soil at the time of the disappearances, and were now
stranded. Some were a few hundred miles from home, while others were
stuck halfway around the world. Regardless, when a person was denied
passage home, 200 miles suddenly felt like a million, causing
displaced travelers to feel the same level of agony as those stranded
halfway around the world. 



To be at home and
barely survive what happened was already horrific enough to cope
with. Being stranded far away from home made it all the more
terrifying. As a result, hospital lobbies worldwide were full of
anxious people whose main ailment was that they had no sense of
belonging. 



Only they weren’t
being admitted as patients. Hospital rooms were reserved only for
those with serious physical injuries.


Hotels, motels and
lodges worldwide were suddenly overbooked, forcing many stranded
travelers to sleep in airports, train stations, bus terminals,
convention centers and school gymnasiums. Those who had political
connections were housed in their country’s embassies and
consulates. 



But there was only
so much space...


Being strangers in a
strange land and looking different from the rest, with law
enforcement agencies suddenly stretched way too thin, many suffered
physical assaults from locals in those countries. Many were robbed at
gunpoint. Others were robbed, then raped. Some were even killed. 



“How long will
we be stuck here?” was the constant outcry. 



Many travelers
stranded in their own countries, who couldn’t find lodging,
took it upon themselves to walk or hitchhike through streets of chaos
in order to get home. 



Some made it. Others
didn’t. 



Life on Planet Earth
was growing more unpredictable with each passing minute. The whole
world had gone off the deep end, as if some unforeseen evil force had
just invaded the planet, taking total control of all facets of life. 



It was pure chaos...




Word quickly spread
that only a handful of upper echelon news makers were among the
missing. But some did perish. Phillip Wexler, lead anchorman of NBC
World News Tonight, was one of them. The Gulfstream V corporate jet
Wexler was traveling on suddenly became pilot-less and went down. 



Wexler was talking
to his wife on an air-phone when the pilot and co-pilot both
vanished, causing the plane to nosedive. He lost grip of the phone
and it fell to the floor.


But the connection
wasn’t lost. Desperate screams full of sheer terror were
captured as the plane inched closer and closer to the ground. The
moans and shrieks grew even louder and more pronounced with each
passing second. 



The call remained
connected right up to the explosion. 



Then the line went
dead... 



All five souls on
board perished. The sound bite was constantly played on live
television, radio and on the internet for all to hear. It was nothing
short of horrific! 



Phillip Wexler was
survived by his wife, Cassandra, and their three sons, Josh, Daniel
and Devin. All three were married with families of their own. Like
everyone else left on the planet, they lost all their young children.
Needless to say, their surviving teenage children were at their wit’s
end. 



A vigil was planned
to celebrate Wexler’s life once the dust finally settled. But
no date was set as of yet. 



Normally before any
speech or press conference—especially one of this
magnitude—journalists would be engaged in various conversations
right up to speech time, taking turns trying to outdo each other, to
see who had the best scoop on a leading story. 



But not now.
Everyone was too shaken, too panic-stricken. Save for a few faint
whispers, everyone waited quietly for President Danforth, like a room
full of vulnerable college students waiting for their professor to
appear. 



It
was quite a sight to see, a minor miracle, to be sure.
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AT
NINE P.M. SHARP, President Danforth stood at the lectern inside the
Capitol Building, looking a little more confident than he did 24
hours ago. He also looked more Presidential, wearing a blue
pinstriped suit, starched white shirt and a bright red tie. 



Usually the Speaker
of the House introduced the President from this location. That
tradition would be broken tonight. Protocol was unimportant at a time
like this.


He began, “Mister
Speaker, members of Congress and my fellow Americans, good evening.
Before I begin, I would like to take this time to have a moment of
silence for the untold millions who are no longer with us. Regardless
of whether someone vanished or perished matters not at this time.
They were all citizens of mankind and, therefore, deserving of our
respect. Please bow your heads with me to honor the many who are now
gone.” 



A few seconds later
the President looked up and went on, “As of right now, more
than a billion people have presumably vanished from the face of the
Earth without a trace. I’m sad to report that some of America’s
most prominent citizens are among them. Five of our outstanding
governors are no longer with us. All five vanished. They are Arizona
Governor Rodriguez, Florida Governor Santos, North Dakota Governor
Hastings, Ohio Governor Jackson and Wyoming Governor Wible. 



“We also lost
eight senators and thirty congressmen and women from the House of
Representatives. Party lines had nothing to do with it. Democrats,
Republicans and Independents were equally affected by yesterday’s
mysterious tragedy. With regard to my administration, three were
lost: Secretary of Commerce, Gwendolyn Hairston, Secretary of
Agriculture, Lawrence Van Zandt, and Surgeon General, Doctor Ethan
Summers.” 



President Danforth
shifted his weight and continued, “Initial calculations are
that hundreds of thousands of government employees, law enforcement
officials, firefighters and first responders vanished yesterday.
Thousands more were killed. All were great civil servants and great
Americans and will be dearly missed. 



“The military
was also hard hit. More than a half-million of our nation’s
finest are feared among the missing. And many have been confirmed as
dead. Also, many of America’s most well-known celebrities, star
athletes, business moguls and musicians are no longer with us. 



“Some
vanished, but most perished. Lists of their names are still being
compiled and will be made available in due time. But I’m happy
to report that all nine Justices of the U.S. Supreme Court survived
the mayhem and are with us tonight.” 



The President nodded
in their direction. “Unfortunately, the same cannot be said of
the supreme courts of America’s fifty states. As of last count,
seventy-seven Justices were confirmed as among the missing. Three
were killed. The Supreme Court of South Carolina was the hardest hit.
They lost four of their justices. All four vanished.” 



“The list of
numbers of casualties and disappearances is certain to grow and could
easily reach two billion, as search and rescue task forces keep
digging and combing through massive piles of wreckage and debris.
Much time will have to pass before we can accurately pinpoint just
how many are no longer with us. Our best summation so far is that
approximately twenty percent of the world’s population was lost
in one day. More precisely, one moment.” 



Even as the words
came out of his mouth, the President couldn’t believe it.
“Before yesterday, along with myself, world leaders were
convinced something like this could only occur as a result of a
nuclear strike, a natural disaster, global pandemic, or from the
deployment of biological and chemical agents. 



“We were
wrong. To the best of our knowledge, not a single missile was fired
yesterday. Nor was biological warfare deployed anywhere on the
planet. Yet, we lost twenty percent of our population, just like
that. Half were young children.”


The President looked
troubled. His brow furrowed. “Consequently, this wasn’t a
straight-across-the-board occurrence. Though still sketchy, numbers
seem to vary in each country. For example, not counting children,
some countries are reporting many casualties, but not a single
disappearance.” 



President Danforth
paused to consider what he’d just said. “Presently, we’re
investigating many theories. Those we’re taking the most
seriously appear to be spiritual in nature. 



“One theory
we’re exploring is the ‘Rapture Theory.’ Some claim
that Jesus Christ came back for the true Christian Church yesterday,
taking them all to Heaven, including all children.”


“Another
theory we’re exploring coming from the atheistic or humanistic
communities of the world is the ‘Religious Cleansing’
theory. Presumably, these people claim that some unknown force had
finally rid the world of all the so-called religious hypocrites—the
phonies.” 



President Danforth
thought about his youngest daughter and son-in-law. Ronald and Erica
Whittingham weren’t phonies by any stretch. And his
grandchildren certainly weren’t phonies, either. They were the
most genuine people he ever knew. 



The President
refocused so he wouldn’t break down on live television. “Other
theories being investigated include the ‘Allah’ theory.
Many Muslims believe Allah removed millions of religious heretics
from the face of the Earth, thus proving once and for all that Allah
is the one true God. They proclaim the Jews are next. 



“However,
their theory is greatly flawed because they, too, have lost every
last child up to a certain age. If true, wouldn’t that make
their children religious heretics as well? 



“We
are also investigating the ‘Extra-Terrestrial’, ‘Cosmic
Evacuation’ and ‘Magnetic Force’ theories. Because
I do not have all the facts and figures at my disposal, I will not
delve into these theories with any great-detail at this time. Many
religious experts have been called in to re-chart all major world
religions looking for patterns. We believe this will ultimately bring
us closer to knowing the truth. But until we have solid evidence
either way, I will not speculate at this time. Too many rumors have
already been spread. 



“With
that in mind, I feel it prudent instead to focus solely on what we do
know. As most of you know, many commercial and residential buildings
were severely damaged yesterday. Others were destroyed due to
ruptured gas lines. Ruptured water lines have also caused flooding in
some areas. 



“In
the coming days and weeks, we will be expanding the U.S. Building
Inspections Task Force to make sure all residential buildings across
the country are safe for human habitation. Environmental testing will
also be done to ensure that air and water is safe in each building. 



“All
buildings deemed unsafe will be demolished. If you live in one of
these buildings, your government will do all it can to help relocate
you to a safer location as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, many
months could pass before we can get to each building. Until that
time, shelters are being opened in all major cities to house all who
are in need. 



“Hospitals
nationwide are still being barraged with needy patients. Hospital
workers simply cannot handle the overwhelming demands. Triage units
have been set up in hospital parking lots to make more room for those
in need of treatment. Only serious and critical condition patients
are being accepted at this time. Hundreds of makeshift morgues have
also been constructed in each city for the deceased. 



“Sadly, many
pets fell victim yesterday. Many are still missing or are in need of
food and medical attention. Once the dust settles, many will need new
owners to care for them. If you see an unknown or unfamiliar pet on
your street, please use extreme caution when approaching them. They
are probably just as shell-shocked as we humans are, and may feel
threatened by your very presence.”


President
Danforth shifted his weight again. “The national curfew will
remain in effect for the time being. Barring extreme emergency
conditions, night
driving will remain suspended. Too many traffic lights are not
working nationwide. Those that are working cannot be trusted at this
time. 



“If you must
drive during daytime hours, please use extreme caution. We have
already lost too many of our beloved citizens the past twenty-four
hours. We do not need any more senseless deaths. 



“And speaking
of senseless deaths, I was advised earlier that the suicide rate has
skyrocketed overnight. This is especially true among teenagers. More
than half of all confirmed suicides over the past twenty-four hours
were committed by those under the age of twenty, equating to more
than a half-million more young lives snuffed out, just like that.”




His words stung all
who heard them like a scorpion’s tail. It was unfathomable. 



“Suicide will
solve nothing,” he protested. “Before yesterday, most
suicide victims felt no one could relate to what they were going
through. This can no longer be said, as each of us was affected by
it. Each of us has lost loved ones who would want us to continue on,
despite the bleak conditions we now face. 



“Counselors
are in short supply at the National Suicide Hotline, but many are
being brought in to assist with the onslaught of callers. I’ve
been assured that someone will eventually get to each inquiry, either
on the phone or online. If you’re feeling weak or distraught,
please remain patient a little longer. These people truly care and
want to assist you.”


Scanning the room,
the President was showered with smiles and thumbs-up gestures from
the many assembled guests. This comforted him, even if only slightly.




“On a more
positive note, I want to thank everyone who volunteered their time
and vehicles to help transport patients to and from hospitals. I’m
proud to report that millions of volunteers had to be turned away.
This just shows that the American spirit is still alive and well
despite what we now face. 



“On behalf of
a grateful nation, I thank you all. I have never been more proud to
be your President than right now.” 



“In closing,
with communications slowly coming back online, I have been in
communication with many world leaders throughout the day, including
the Pope. As Divine Providence would have it, not a single world
leader vanished yesterday or was killed. This comes as perhaps the
only silver lining behind a very dark cloud. 



“Since
yesterday’s occurrence was global, a mandatory world summit has
been called at NATO Headquarters in Brussels, Belgium, beginning
tomorrow. The United Nations was the first choice. But with
widespread devastation pulverizing much of New York City—far
worse than what Brussels had suffered—most felt the European
city was the safer location of the two.


“To ensure
that each world leader is there, embargoes levied on insurgent
countries, either by NATO or the United Nations, will be temporarily
lifted. By working together, I’m confident we can find
permanent solutions to help get the world back to its feet as quickly
as possible.” 



Looking
out at the foreign press gallery, President Danforth said, “Some
of you representing the foreign press will accompany me to Brussels
on board Air
Force One,
approximately
seven hours from now.
Since we’re all going to the same place anyway, perhaps other
world leaders can invite foreign press members stranded in their
countries to travel to Brussels with them. 



“Once the
Summit has ended, everyone can then head back to their home countries
together. I know this is but a small token when compared to the
tens of millions who are presently stranded on foreign soil,
but anything is better than nothing at this point.”


The President paused
a moment to let his words reverberate. “Finally, with so many
great minds assembling in the coming days, if we are to look back on
this unprecedented time in the future and call it a success, we must
come together as one! If ever there has been a time for global
solidarity, that time is now! 



“With
that in mind, I feel optimistic that the Summit will bear much fruit.
I look forward to updating you all again from Brussels. Until then,
my fellow Americans, do your best to remain calm and resolute in the
midst of this tragedy. God Bless you, and God Bless America!”
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PRESIDENT DANFORTH
RECEIVED A resounding ovation from everyone in attendance. But this
wasn’t about campaigning to win an election, or hoping to gain
votes for a new piece of legislation. It was about picking up the
pieces after suffering the worst tragedy to ever strike Planet Earth
since the dawn of mankind, not counting the flood back in the days of
Noah. 



The President left
the podium careful to shake as many hands as possible. To those he
couldn’t reach, he nodded his appreciation. 



Leaving the House
Chamber, the secret service formed a human wall around President
Danforth and led him through legendary Statuary
Hall.
Hundreds of press officials—those not granted access inside the
House Chamber—bombarded him with many questions. 



The President kept
his head down and hurried to his waiting limousine. The
nearly-impenetrable vehicle known as “The Beast” weighed
seven tons and ran on Kevlar tires which were hermetically sealed in
case someone tried shooting them out. 



Much like Air
Force One or
Ground
Force One—a
45-foot mega bus designed by the secret service for the
President—several pints of the President’s blood were
stored inside the vehicle in case an emergency ever arose. 



Now more than ever,
the secret service had to prepare for any and all possible scenarios.
In this new climate, nothing could be overlooked.


President Danforth
was transported back to the White House to rest a while and spend
some time with his family, before boarding Air
Force One for
Brussels, Belgium.







THE
MEDIA WOULD SPEND the
remainder of the evening recapitulating the President’s speech.
With 24 hours to prepare, panels of top U.S. Government officials and
various other distinguished experts in the financial arena were in
studio offering various opinions on their fields of expertise.


The head of the
Department of Homeland Security appeared on one cable news network.
Said he, “Though we have no credible evidence to suggest at
this time that an attack of any kind will strike our land, along with
President Danforth’s order to place our country’s
military on the highest state of alert, I have ordered all Emergency
Operation Centers and our nation’s thousands of fall-out
shelters opened nationwide.


“With
hospitals so overcrowded with patients, these locations will serve as
temporary care centers for those with injuries that aren’t
serious enough to be treated at hospitals. They will also serve as
sleeping quarters and soup kitchens for many in need. 



“FEMA (Federal
Emergency Management Association), in conjunction with the Disaster
Operations Center which, essentially, is a branch of the American Red
Cross, is shipping tons of food, medical supplies and millions of
pints of blood to these locations as I speak. I’m told they are
desperate for blood donors to hopefully replace a portion of the
rapidly dwindling supplies.” 



U.S.
Secretary of Transportation Joel
Weintraub appeared on another cable station. Weintraub was in charge
of overseeing
all air, maritime, and surface transportation. With all planes
grounded, trains stationed, and ships docked, his
chief concern now
was with America’s roads and highways. 



Weintraub said, “Due
to the massive heat caused by numerous automobile fires that actually
had to burn themselves out, buckling has occurred on large stretches
of America’s elevated highways and freeways in most cities.
Needless to say, this will greatly affect interstate travel for the
foreseeable future. 



“While driving
is allowed during daylight hours,” Weintraub warned, “I
would strongly advise against it. If you must drive, you should avoid
all elevated highways. Also, before taking to the roads, be advised
that insurance companies won’t be responsible for any damages
caused by accidents at this time. So, if you choose to drive, you’re
on your own. Completely. 



The acting Chairman
of the National Transportation Safety Bureau (NTSB) appeared on
another channel. Teresa Gonzalez-Rivera had the look of someone who
believed the industry she loved and faithfully served for so many
years might not survive the catastrophe. The fear in her eyes was
quite disturbing. She could only wonder what the future held. 



“Prior to the
terrorist attacks of nine-eleven,” Gonzalez-Rivera lamented,
“the air transportation industry boasted unprecedented profits.
All it took was four days of being grounded and many air carriers
were forced into bankruptcy. I pray we do not have to travel down
that same road again...” 



A well-known
Internet Technician from China warned, “This new world in which
we live runs on information sent electronically. Moving it from A to
B is paramount to keeping society moving forward. Having so many
power disruptions all at once could prove crippling if power isn’t
restored soon, especially to our third-world countries. 



“After only
thirty-six hours, downed computers are wreaking havoc on hospitals,
supermarkets, pharmacies and fueling stations everywhere. Even the
judicial systems and militaries of most countries have been severely
disrupted. 



“Though little
information stored on these computers will ultimately be lost,”
he went on, “with power out in so many places, how can anyone
purchase food, fuel, medicine, toiletries and other essential items?
With no way of pumping waste or collecting garbage, it could lead to
the spread of
various
diseases which could become pandemic.” 



The man sighed, “If
power isn’t restored soon, it will be enough to realistically
bring some remote sections of the world to their knees.” 



The head of NASA
said, “All U.S. space travel has been suspended indefinitely.
Our only task now is to get those stranded in space back home as
quickly and safely as possible. 



“I had the
opportunity to speak with First Captain Felix Santiago earlier today.
Naturally, he was shaken to the core. One can only imagine how
frightened he and the two other remaining astronauts must have been
seeing one of their own vanish into thin air, with no way of
contacting anyone back on Earth. 



“He
told me had it not been for Vanessa Underwood’s disappearance,
who I must say will be dearly missed at NASA, they would have been
convinced that an Electro Magnetic Pulse had been discharged over the
United States, and the country was plunged into total silence and
darkness. I assured him that was not the case. Needless to say, they
are desperate to come back home.” 



And on and on the
experts opined...


But without a doubt,
financial analysts were the most pessimistic. They looked how most
people felt—completely terrified. Doom and gloom coursed
through their collective veins. 



Said one analyst on
an all-news station, “With nearly one-third of the American
population suddenly gone, many industries and institutions are sure
to crumble in the days and weeks ahead. When three-hundred million
people live in a society, the lifeline of any large corporation is to
maintain ongoing production to accommodate that many people, if that
society were to thrive. 



“The exact
opposite is true in this case. With one-third of our society suddenly
gone in the blink of an eye, production needs to be drastically cut
back all-across the board and, in many cases, halted altogether. With
no advance-warning to start phasing out production, yesterday’s
tragedy came as an unexpected jolt most companies and industries will
never recover from.” 



“This is
enough to destroy the entire global market!” lamented the man
seated next to him, a Chief Financial Officer at one of New York
City’s largest investment companies. Beads of sweat were
clearly visible on his forehead. 



“Suddenly
there are too many homes and not enough people living in them. Many
builders and real estate companies will be forced into bankruptcy,
never to recover. Automobile sales are sure to plummet, forcing most
companies into immediate bankruptcy. 



“This, in
turn, will cripple the fuel industry and most automobile insurance
companies. Banks will then go bankrupt, forcing all world stock
markets to tumble. Everything is sure to crumble.” 



Both
men had no idea just how right they were...
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BRIAN
MULROONEY, RENATE MCCALLISTER and Jacquelyn Swindell sat in silence
doing their best to digest what they had just heard. 



The climate was
awkward at best. Brian knew Jacquelyn wanted to leave. It was written
all over her face. As if on cue, she got up out of her seat, gathered
the Tupperware bowls she brought with her, plucked her keyless remote
device from her coat pocket and limped to the door. 



“Would you
like me to carry those down to your car for you?” 



Jacquelyn shot a
sideways look at Renate. 



“I insist,”
Mulrooney said, noticing.


An alarm went off
inside Renate’s head. “Want me to
come with you?” 



“No need. I’ll
be right back.”


Renate looked
disapprovingly at her boyfriend, but now wasn’t the time for
arguing. Brian would deal with her jealousy later. For now, he wanted
to maximize every last-second he still had with Jacquelyn. 



Once outside, Brian
glanced up. Sure enough, Renate was glued to the window watching
their every move. He suddenly felt like a high schooler again. 



Jacquelyn leaned on
the crutch under her left armpit and, using her right hand, unlocked
the car and start the engine with the remote, then slowly climbed
inside her truck.


Say something!
Say something! “Thanks
for coming tonight, Jacquelyn. The meal was delicious.” 



“You’re
welcome,” she said, staring at the steering wheel. 



“Sorry about
earlier.” Brian nudged his head up toward his apartment. 



“No
need to apologize, Brian. I see Renate’s point.” 



“Me too. It’s
just that…” Mulroney stopped. 



“Just that,
what?”


“I really
hoped we could read the Bible together.” 



“Perhaps
another time,” came the reply.


“I also wanted
to be there for you. You know, as a friend.”


“You were
there for me, Brian. And I appreciate it.” 



“If Renate
wasn’t here, you wouldn’t be leaving now. To be honest, I
wish she was leaving instead of you. But only because she wants
nothing to do with anything spiritual.”


Jacquelyn dropped
her head without saying a word. 



Sensing her
discomfort, Brian said, “If you need me for anything, anything
at all, please don’t hesitate to contact me.”


“I appreciate
it, Brian.” Jacquelyn raised her head and looked him square in
the eye. “I really do.” 



“When I’m
in New York, there will be no one there to distract us, if you know
what I mean. So please don’t hesitate to call or text me.”




“Okay.”


“I know it’s
going to be a difficult week. Just know I’ll be praying for
you.” 



Jacquelyn’s lip started quivering. Instinctively, Mulrooney
leaned into the car and held her as she sobbed uncontrollably. 



After a while, she wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her coat and
uttered a simple, “thank you.”


When
Jacquelyn drove off, Brian wasn’t the slightest bit surprised
to see Renate downstairs waiting for him, arms folded across her
chest, anxious to hear every-last detail.


This
was so unlike her. The woman Mulrooney fell in love with five years
ago was quite confident, always vivacious and extremely comfortable
in her own skin. She exuded none of those positive attributes now. 



But
these weren’t normal times, and that meant Brian had to expect
the unexpected from here on out, even from Renate...
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IN
MADRID SPAIN, SALVADOR Romanero watched President Danforth’s
address, from inside a lofty stateroom at the castle of the King of
Spain. It was 1:30 in the morning, Madrid time. 



Shortly before the
American President addressed the world, Romanero was finally able to
watch his speech from the night before. Like all other Spaniards, the
young lawyer couldn’t watch it in real-time due to widespread
communications difficulties in his country. 



As things slowly
came back to life, President Danforth’s speech dominated the
airwaves globally. World leaders watched with great interest to hear
what he would say and what his next plan of action would be. 



In retrospect,
Salvador Romanero wasn’t the slightest bit impressed with
either speech. Both were fairly well written, but they lacked
conviction. They were mere
words only.
And this meant the American leader was totally clueless about
Saturday’s earth-shattering event. 



Even on TV, Romanero
could tell President Danforth wasn’t a strong man. His eyes
dictated that much. While he appeared more confident in his second
address, he also had 24 hours to build up such confidence, fleeting
as it was.


A
few short years ago, Salvador Romanero would have considered spending
the night at the King’s castle the greatest of honors, but not
now. He had much bigger things on his mind. Much
like the meeting earlier with leaders of parliament, including
Spain’s prime
minister—whose official title was “President of the
Government”—this meeting with the king was merely a
formality, a waste of time, really, done only out of respect for the
ailing king. 



Waiting
for the king and his
48-year-old son,
Prince Javier, to finish their meeting, Romanero knew the time for
global leadership was finally at hand. Even President Danforth
acknowledged that much in his address. But he gave no assurance
whatsoever that he was capable of spearheading such a monumental
task. Clearly, the American leader was too scared and too spineless
to be that man.




The world needed
someone with fresh, bold ideas. Someone who could bring everyone
together as one, instead of continually coddling the masses with wave
after wave of false promises. Someone
like me, Romanero
thought, boasting to himself.


In the morning, the
young lawyer and a few other delegates would accompany the Prime
Minister to Brussels, for the much-anticipated gathering of world
leaders. 



The king also wanted
to attend, but he was in the final stages of lung cancer. His days
were numbered. His physician warned that if he journeyed to Belgium
in the morning, it very well could be the last trip he ever took in
this lifetime.


Not that his
presence was needed. Compared
to an absolute monarchy where the king was the de facto ruler—like
in Qatar or Saudi Arabia—Spain
was a constitutional or parliamentary monarchy. This meant the King
of Spain held no political office and had very limited powers, most
of which were ceremonial in nature. 



In short, he was the
figurative head of Spain and never interfered with the roles of
government. Out
of respect for the king, no one dared remind him that his presence
wasn’t needed in Belgium. 



Prince
Javier would travel to Brussels
on his father’s
behalf. Two other men would accompany him. Both were longtime leaders
in the king’s storied regime and had the king’s complete
trust. They would walk Prince Javier through the whole Summit
process. 



But
they had another “secret mission” to carry out in
Brussels: namely to keep a close and steady eye on Spain’s
rising superstar—Salvador Romanero. 



Deathbed
or not, the king wanted to know every move he made. 



Thirty years young,
Salvador Romanero could have easily been mistaken for a senior intern
to one of Spain’s higher-ups. But his seemingly boundless
wisdom more than made up for his youthful exuberance. The young man
seemed to accomplish everything he did with the greatest of ease. 



Even more impressive
was the character he exuded in the process. Anyone fortunate enough
to spend time with him always came away feeling incredibly blessed. 



Unmarried, with no
siblings, Romanero had it all—good looks, intelligence, talent,
charisma and, according to those who knew him, a true servant’s
heart. Not only that, the young lawyer had already mastered six
languages by the time he was 25. 



On the surface, it
was difficult not to like him. 



Romanero wasn’t
overly muscular, but he was well-toned from countless years as an
avid soccer player. Standing 5'8" in height, what stood out most
were his dark brown eyes: they could easily pierce a person deep down
to their soul. His hair was soft and dark brown. He had a
well-proportioned face and near-perfect olive skin. It was hard to
find a single blemish on the man. 



Well aware of how
one’s image impacted others, his was about to impact the world.




Leaders of Spain
often wondered if Romanero was one of their ardent patriots, or was
it all being done for notoriety sake? After all, he wasn’t
purely of Spanish descent—Roman and Greek blood also coursed
through his veins from his father’s side. 



Not only that, he
practically came out of nowhere, quickly capturing the hearts of so
many Spaniards. Did
he capture their loyalty too? It
was the million-dollar question; one that greatly troubled Spain’s
leaders long before the disappearances took place. 



Romanero first
appeared on the king’s radar three years ago, just as Spain was
pulling out of a long and difficult recession. During that time,
faith in politicians, the royal family, and other institutions had
greatly dwindled. No
one did more to bolster the confidence of the people than Salvador
Romanero.




The practicing
attorney from a fairly-small law-firm had a way of making his fellow
countrymen and women believe everything would soon be okay. The fact
that he did all these things on a voluntary basis, with no seat of
leadership to speak of, made his followers love him all the more. 



Romanero steadily
climbed the social and political ladders and quickly made a good name
for himself. It wasn’t long before his name was mentioned in
many upper echelon circles. 



Politically
speaking, Salvador Romanero was a nobody outside of Spain. But some
in Spain—citizen and government official alike—vowed to
make him known throughout the land. 



It was a bitter pill
for many in the know to swallow. 



Prior to the
recession, the king knew so little about him. His initial response
was, “Salvador who?” He wasn’t the only one...


What Spain’s
top brass were mostly concerned about was Romanero’s immense
popularity on social media. In a time when most political figures
were held in such low esteem, Romanero was practically worshiped like
a Hollywood actor or a rock star, especially among the 30 and under
demographic. 



Because of this, his
popularity spread beyond Spain’s border, also spilling into
Portugal, France, England, Germany, and Italy. 



But the internet
wasn’t the main reason for Romanero’s growing popularity.
Except for a few shadowy figures working behind the scenes, no one
else in Spain knew that top leaders of a secret society were making
all of this happen, slowly but steadily catapulting Salvador Romanero
to the forefront of society, in the process. 



These
men and women were very skilled at creating situations which demanded
strong leadership, then placing people of their choosing at the right
place at the right time. 



Even Spain’s
recession was engineered by them, from start to finish. But this was
nothing new. They’d been doing things like this the world over
for centuries. 



Not only did this
group have the power to create recessions anywhere in the world, they
controlled stock markets and had the power to make war. In fact, most
of the battles waged throughout history were started by them. They
even had the technology to control the weather and create droughts
when necessary. 



Their main goal was
nothing short of world domination. All
they needed was the perfect catastrophe to strike the planet and the
world would freely accept global transformation. The laws for global
dominance were already in place, had been for many decades; all they
needed was the right crisis. 



A better tragedy
couldn’t have befallen the planet. This
was the sign they’d long awaited. As
the world mourned, they rejoiced. 



In a perfect world,
80 percent of the population would have been killed in the aftermath,
bringing the world population closer to their intended goal of just
500,000,000. But this was a good start. 



Now that the ball
was rolling, so to speak, little
by little the population would keep dwindling, bringing them steadily
closer to their goal.


In
order to succeed with their lofty agenda, they needed to establish a
one-world government and create a universal cash-less system. They
wanted, needed, all transactions made on the planet to be monitored
by them and no one else. Without a cash-less system, total control
would be impossible to achieve. 



They
also needed a good front man; someone who could win the hearts of
most by using universal diplomacy. They searched the whole world over
for many generations with no success. 



Then
Salvador Romanero appeared on their radar screen. Though extremely
young, he had an aura about him that no one else possessed. Whatever
it was, they were unsure, but it oozed out of the man in such a way
that it was impossible not to notice it. 



After
a handful of top-secret interviews, Salvador
Romanero was
unanimously accepted into The
Society. He
was their
man.
Part
of the grooming process since that time was connecting him to the
right people, including the Pope. 



After
several private meetings at Vatican City, a strong alliance was
created between the two men. The Pope greatly admired Salvador
Romanero and was committed to doing his part to open many doors for
him and help prepare him for greatness. 



Not
wanting any one religious group to obtain too much power and
influence and knowing
that all future roads led to the Middle East, more specifically, to
Israel, the
secret society also made sure that Romanero had strong ties to the
Middle East, mostly with radical Islamic countries. 



“Sure,
Romanero is an infidel,” said a well-known imam from Iran, “but
what
we have in common is our joint
hatred of the Jews, and the shared belief that the Jews have no
legitimate claim to Israel. If for only that reason, we will support
this young man being touted by The
Society,
at least for now.” 



Once their
long-awaited
Mahdi (also known as the
12th
Imam),
was revealed, they would never support an infidel leader again. Their
savior would usher in the final caliphate and establish Islam
worldwide, mercilessly slaughtering all who wouldn’t convert to
their religion. 



Then
Allah would once and for all establish his rule in Jerusalem and the
world would be theirs to rule. It was just a matter of time...


What
they didn’t know was that Salvador Romanero would soon rule
over them with an iron fist, not the other way around. He, not the
Pope, Allah, or any other gods, would be worshiped by the masses. 



Even
the secret society working hard to elevate him would soon learn that
he wasn’t the puppet all others before him were. With dark,
supernatural forces pulling the strings behind the scenes, they had
no shot at suppressing the rising superstar. 



Waiting
in his stateroom,
Salvador Romanero was starting to gain a clearer sense of his own
destiny. It was right on the horizon. Soon, very soon, he’d be
thrust into a global leadership role that stretched far beyond Spain.




Citizens of the
world were sick and tired of empty promises from boastful
politicians. They needed someone who could lift them out from
underneath the canopy of doom and gloom in which they were all
trapped, and successfully lead them into the future. 



Romanero
sipped his water.
Who
is like that now, President Danforth?
Ha!
I can see right through him. He is weak. Puny! Yes,
the world is going to need a new leader. All their searching
throughout the ages has produced mediocrity at best, save for a few
people. But even they fell short of true greatness. But change is
coming. Oh yes, things will soon change...


Finally,
after waiting more than five hours, there was a knock on the door. It
was one of the king’s servants, informing that the meeting with
the King and his son was over, and it was time for Romanero to join
Prince
Javier for dinner.




“Please
follow me,” the servant said. His face was aglow, unlike when
he showed Romanero to his quarters earlier. 



Salvador
shot him a sideways look and left it at that. 



That
is, until Romanero joined
Prince Javier at the table, and saw that he, too, was fully aglow.
What’s
going on? 



“Good evening,
my lord,” Romanero said. 



Prince
Javier took a sip of wine, “Please
sit down.” 



Romanero did as he was instructed and took a seat opposite him.


Sensing
his curiosity, Prince
Javier smiled. This was something he’d
waited his entire adult life to say, “My father formally
abdicated
a few moments ago and
passed the crown on to me.”


A
smile crossed Romanero’s face, “Wow! Congratulations, my
lord!” Inside, he wanted to burst out in laughter. 



“Thank
you, Salvador,” the newly crown prince said, taking another sip
of wine. 



Romanero
wasn’t overly surprised to hear this news. With the king’s
health worsening, he had hinted of his intent to abdicate last month,
essentially saying his son was ready to be Spain’s next
monarch, that it was time for a new generation to take over. 



After
yesterday’s tragedy, the longtime king probably figured no one
would be up for celebrating the good news. Hence, the informal father
and son meeting. 



“You are most welcome, my lord! I
am eager to accompany you to Brussels in the morning. I will not let
the Prime Minister, your father his Excellency, nor my country down.”




It
didn’t go unnoticed by Prince Javier that Romanero refrained
from including his name as well. The two never got along. 



Prince
Javier blinked away the omission, “Thank
you, Salvador. I’m
quite certain we
made the right
decision by inviting you.” 



“Thank you, my
lord.” But inside Romanero thought, How
the tables will soon turn, you little twerp! You of all people aren’t
fit to run a faucet, let alone be accepted by anyone as a great
leader. You may be a prince by birth, but to me you’re nothing
but a fool, a peasant! You will one day bow down to me in worship,
not the other way around! 



At
that, Spain’s
newly crown prince nodded to one of his servants and the first course
was served.
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MONDAY...TWO
DAYS AFTER THE RAPTURE





IN
BRUSSELS, BELGIUM, WORLD leaders were gathering. The Summit was
scheduled to commence after dinner and would go late into the
evening—probably into the wee hours of the night—before
reconvening in the morning. 



Though tentatively
scheduled to end Tuesday night, world leaders vowed to remain in
Brussels for as long as it took to find solid, applicable solutions
to bring back to those they were empowered to govern. 



While there had been
many summits among world leaders in the past, this was the first time
they had one, and only one, collective topic of discussion; their
survival. 



With all NATO and UN
embargoes and sanctions temporarily lifted against insurgent
countries, this was the first ever meeting of this sort in the
history of the world. 



Bottom line:
everyone needed to be there. No exceptions. 



Sadly, it took for
the greatest cataclysmic event to ever strike the planet—not
including the flood of Noah’s day—to finally bring
everyone together. Since strength truly did come in numbers, the hope
was that the solidarity generated in Europe the next two days would
serve to strengthen each world leader. 



With air travel
suspended to the public, unless weather-related, world leaders had
zero flight delays. Since the dawn of aviation, each time world
leaders took to the skies, they were given special clearance. It was
one of the many benefits of leadership; one of the many highs which
accompanied the many lows. 



But
they never had the skies all to themselves like they did now. Usually
hundreds of thousands of commercial planes were also airborne, not to
mention thousands of private jets and planes. Except
for military aircraft, medical and news choppers, no one else was
granted airspace. No exceptions! 



Normally this would
be enough to massage the oftentimes over-inflated ego of each world
leader, lending an added air of supremacy, but not now. This was a
whole new ball game. 



For added security
measures, each world leader had a military escort all the way to
Brussels—either from their own military or from NATO and UN
peacekeeping forces. 



President Danforth
had yet to arrive, but he was getting close. Armed with two U.S. F-35
fighter planes on either side, Air
Force One began
its initial descent over the Bay of Biscay. 



With the French
coastline directly in-sight, the captain cut back the engine speed
and announced that they were less than an hour from landing at
Brussels National Airport. 



This was only the
second time since becoming President that the First Lady didn’t
accompany him on an overseas trip. Melissa was still in a catatonic
state and was in no condition to travel. She remained at the White
House. 



The President took
comfort knowing that his son-in-law, Dr. Benjamin Richardson, would
maintain constant supervision of her until he rejoined them in
Madison, Wisconsin the day before Thanksgiving, to lay his late
mother to rest.


For security
reasons, Vice President Everett Ashford was flown to Denver, Colorado
and placed in a very secure underground bunker, just in case. 



After managing to
take a much-needed three-hour nap in his personal quarters, President
Danforth had been in highly-classified national security briefings
ever since. What he really needed was three days of sleep, not three
hours. 



Much like the
financial experts on television, those on-board Air
Force One were
making the very same predictions: total disaster. It was looking more
and more bleak as new information surfaced. It was enough to make a
person not want to continue in any type of leadership role. 



Of the 30 press
members on board Air
Force One, half
represented the foreign press. Secret service agents were ordered to
keep them all quarantined to the rear of the aircraft for the entire
flight. They were to have no access to top-secret discussions. 



Press members
bickered and moaned, but to no avail. 



Now about to meet
with fellow world leaders, President Danforth couldn’t help but
wonder what his peers would think once they learned America had lost
more people, percentage-wise, than any other country on the planet.


Would they see it as
a sign of America’s weakness? Would they think they’d
been duped for so many years into believing that America was a
superpower when, in reality, it was nothing more than smoke and
mirrors all along? 



Would it confirm
America truly was an evil nation as many had always thought, and that
she was finally standing judgment for her many great sins? Was
America the Great Satan after all? Would it be wise to ever seek her
counsel again? 



Those questions,
along with many others, upset the President’s already unsettled
stomach all the more. No
wonder the suicide rate’s skyrocketing,
he thought, fastening his seat belt for landing. 



Air Force One
touched down at 3
p.m. that afternoon, Brussels time, right on schedule. Regardless of
country, whenever Air
Force One was
on foreign soil, it quickly became the big story in that country.
There wasn’t an aircraft like it anywhere in the world. 



The door opened, and
President Danforth slowly descended the red-carpeted steps of the
most lavish aircraft ever built. He may have looked Presidential, but
inside he was trembling. 



He was warmly
greeted by a large contingency of world delegates and reporters.
While American Presidents had long grown used to this kind of
universal respect over the years, it was a tradition that would soon
come to an abrupt end.


Among those gathered at the airport to greet President Danforth was
Salvador Romanero. He was asked to go by the Spanish Prime Minister,
to rally around the American President—as if he had all the
answers—with everyone else. 



The young
delegate from Spain wasn’t the slightest bit impressed by him.
If anyone’s ill equipped for such a task, Romanero thought to
himself, wry grin on his face, it’s him! He’s nothing
more than a lamb leading other lambs. But not this lion!


President Danforth
shook many hands trying to hide that he was just as frightened and
confused as the next person. Society
as a whole needed to understand that world leaders were just as
victimized as everyone else. They,
too, needed to overcome their own fears and worries. They, too,
needed assurance that everything would eventually be okay. 



But who was capable
of providing such comfort? 



If world leaders
were unsuccessful in implementing a solid plan of attack, anarchy
would ensue worldwide. Presently, there were only small pockets of
violence breaking out in the streets; mostly perpetrated by thugs who
were adding serious insult to injury by committing heinous crimes
against others, while the majority screamed for peace and diplomacy.


A panicked society
was a dangerous society, much like a dam ready to burst wide open.
The question was, how long would the dam hold? No one knew for sure.
All they knew was the current peace in the streets wouldn’t
last, if they couldn’t unanimously implement a viable plan to
maintain the peace and security many had enjoyed prior to Saturday’s
strange occurrence. 



Without it, who knew
what lay ahead? Indeed, the future was extremely uncertain. You could
almost hear the time bomb ticking, just waiting to explode. 



This meeting of the
Powers
That Be was
already being dubbed the “Meeting of all Meetings” by the
press, which only added to the mounting pressure everyone felt. If
they couldn’t find solutions, confidence in them would
evaporate as quickly as the millions of people had just two days ago.


The worldwide
consensus was rapidly becoming, “We need something or someone
who can lift us out of the morass into which we have sunk, and we
need it now! Find us such a man or system, and we will unanimously
pledge our undying allegiance!”


Whether they agreed
upon a person, a system, or both, to lead the way in getting the
world back to its feet and, most importantly, keeping it there, was
open for debate. 



Everyone was urged
to bring an open mind to Brussels, as they investigated and hopefully
implemented a full spectrum of solid plans to take back home with
them.


What they didn’t
know, couldn’t know, was who
would end up leading
the way…





“Let
no one deceive you in any way.

For
that day will not come,

unless
the rebellion comes first,

and
the man of lawlessness is revealed,

the
son of destruction,

who
opposes and exalts himself

against
every so-called god or object of worship,

so
that he takes his seat in the temple of God,


proclaiming
himself to be God.”






(2 Thessalonians
2:3-4)







Thanks
for taking the time to read the second installment of the Chaos in
the Blink of an Eye series.




I
would be most grateful if you shared your thoughts on Amazon. 



Even
a short review would be appreciated. 



May
God continue to bless and keep you. 







What
will become of the Summit in Brussels, Belgium? Will the leaders of
the world find a way to stabilize the situation, or will the world
continue to free fall deeper and deeper into chaos? What role, if
any, will Salvador Romanero play? Who is the the secret society
empowering him? How will Tamika Moseley, Brian Mulrooney, Renate
McCallister, Charles Calloway and Craig Rubin function in this
strange, new world? Is there a definite reason for all the chaos? If
so, what is it? 



Find
answers to these questions and so much more as you continue in this
prophetic series. Grab your front row seat to witness future events
that MUST come to pass sometime in the future. 



Each
page will give you a panoramic view and bring you closer and closer
to the action. You will relate to each character as if you were right
there with them. You will laugh with them, cry with them, hurt with
them, as they try to survive in a strange, new world. More
importantly, you will rejoice with them. 








Look
for the sixth installment to be released soon.


Once
completed, this series will consist of approximately
twelve books.







Patrick
Higgins is an Amazon bestseller and award-winning author of The
Pelican Trees,
Coffee
In Manila, The Unannounced Christmas Visitor,
and the end times prophetic series, Chaos
In The Blink Of An Eye.
His
book The
Unannounced Christmas
Visitor
recently
won the 2018 Readers’ Favorite Gold Medal Award in Christian
fiction. 



While
the stories he writes all have different themes and take place in
different settings, the one thread that links them all together is
his heart for Jesus and his yearning for the lost.


With
that in mind, it is his wish that the message his stories convey will
greatly impact each reader, by challenging you not only to
contemplate life on this side of the grave, but on the other side as
well. After all, each of us will spend eternity at one of two places,
based solely upon a single decision which must be made this side of
the grave. That decision will be made crystal clear to each reader of
these books. 







To contact
author: patrick12272003@gmail.com

Like
on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/patrick12272003

https://www.facebook.com/TheUnannouncedChristmasVisitor




Follow
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