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1. Introduction


It seems that the year 2020 started together with the coronavirus. The first reports of a virus in the city of Wuhan, in central China, started a worldwide alert for the spread of a type of virus unknown until then. Travelers have contributed to the spread of contagion, and soon different countries have begun to report cases. In some of these countries, like Italy or South Korea, the spread of the virus was really fast.


The era of communication and technology allows news and alarms such as the emergence of a new virus to travel and multiply at rapid speed. At the same time, all kinds of rumors circulate. Besides providing the important information, the WHO (World Health Organization) has taken the time to clarify or deny these rumors. There are also lots of photographs and videos being shared through the social networks. To mention just one example, a video showing Chinese with chinstraps that fall dead in the middle of a street, circulated worldwide. Also, amazing prophecies or coincidences are spread by the Internet, Twitter or instant message apps: it seems that a brilliant mind has accurately anticipated the existence of this virus.


One of the most “viralized” cases was that of the novel The Eyes of Darkness, written by the American Dean Koontz, published in 1981. In this thriller, the author supposedly described a lethal respiratory virus, spread worldwide in 2020 and (the most amazing thing) he called the virus “Wuhan-400”, precisely with the name of the Chinese city where the first cases of coronavirus were reported. Along with this supposed “prophecy” of the new coronavirus, several others have appeared: books, movies, predictions. The anticipation of a tragic future in which humanity (or some city or country) is eventually devastated by the spread of a plague, has been recurring throughout history. It seems that, in addition, we are fascinated by the idea of “prophecy”: what happens is already written somewhere or could have been anticipated by someone with divinatory powers.


In the following pages we will review the new coronavirus, and some previous forms of coronavirus, we will give a screenshot about some viruses that have aroused panic in humanity, and we will refer to the use of the same word, “virus”, to describe biological, computer and communication phenomena. We will review some cases of prophecies and the interest they generate, and how that information expands and multiplies almost immediately, then giving rise to the need to find out how true or false these circulating information is. We will review, finally, the book by Dean Koontz, The Eyes of Darkness, to make an analysis of the novel and the supposed prophecy of the coronavirus described there.


•





2. Coronavirus, a broad family of viruses


The World Health Organization describes coronaviruses as “a broad family of viruses that can cause various conditions, from the common cold to more serious diseases such as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).1” Its name is given by the appearance of the virus when viewed under a microscope: it seems to be a crown seen from above. Different types of this family of viruses that affect humans are known, but on some rare occasions these viruses have jumped from animals to humans.


There are two previous forms of coronavirus that have generated alarm and concern2. One of them is the SARS-CoV, which was first detected in November 2002 in the Chinese province of Guangdong, and from there it spread to more than 30 countries for about two years. Of the 8,000 cases confirmed worldwide, a mortality rate close to 10% (774 deaths) has been reported. It is presumed that the immediate source of infection was civet cats, infected in turn by bats (frequent carriers of coronaviruses).


The other antecedent is the MERS-CoV (Coronavirus of the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome), which was first reported in September 2012 in Saudi Arabia, but previous cases were later recognized in Jordan. Most of the cases reported were in the Arabian Peninsula (more than 80%), and of the more than 2,000 cases confirmed, mortality reached a chilling figure close to 35%. The biggest outbreak outside the Arabian Peninsula was in Korea, and it is assumed that it was a person who had traveled to that peninsula who brought the outbreak to his country. This type of coronavirus would have jumped from the dromedaries to humans.
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3. New Coronavirus COVID-19


The so-called “New Coronavirus” (named COVID-19 by the WHO on February 11, 2020, that is, Coronavirus Disease) was notified to the WHO for the first time on December 31, 2019: there were several cases of patients with pneumonia, carriers of an unknown virus, in the Chinese city of Wuhan. This city has a population of more than 11 million people and is the capital of the province of Hubei, in the center-east of that country. Several of those infected worked in the local seafood market, which was preventively closed on January 1st, 2020.


When the virus was isolated on January 7, scientists knew that it was from the family of coronaviruses, which include influenza and SARS. The Chinese authorities announced the first death from this virus on January 11: a 61-year-old man who had bought food in that market had died on the night of January 9. The first cases outside of China were reported in Thailand and Japan, in people who had been in Wuhan in the previous days. In the following days and weeks, cases began to be reported in Australia, South Korea, the United States, France and Nepal, among others. The virus was beginning to spread in China, outside the province of Hubei, and also in the rest of the world.
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