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  Emergence


  Chapter One


  No man chooses evil because it is evil;


  he only mistakes it for happiness, the good he seeks.


  Mary Shelley


  I knew I would find you here!


  Lieutenant Jose Melendez looked up from his bank of monitors. He was positive he had nothing planned with his friend, Airman Veronica France. Standing there in her flight suit and leather jacket, he could see thateven though her voice seemed angryshe was smiling. She casually leaned over his cubicles half-wall perimeter; this typically meant she was feigning anger.


  He was confused by her arrival in the cryogenics lab. He narrowed his eyes and looked up to his left in the hopes it would assist his memory.


  Was I supposed to meet her somewhere? What day is it?


  Where else would I be, Airman?


  He was still trying to figure out where and when he was supposed to see her, when he saw her smile broaden.


  That usually means I said I would be somewhere or do something trivialand didnt. Now shell ride me about it for months.


  He had known her for the last three years of his seven-year tour at McMurdo Station in Antarctica, and she seemed to be one of the few people who were not put off by his lack of social skills. She also did not bother him for many reasons.


  Shes smart, gay, asks really good questions, and is clear…except when she smiles like that.


  Thats what I like about you, Jose. You always show women respect… Airman? Adorable! she said as she leaned farther over his half-wall, straining to see something on one of his nine monitors. Are those new pictures? Wow! Theyre young women now. I bet theyre dating like crazy!


  He turned to look at his most recent screensaver, which showed a photo of his sisters. He felt the need to clarify their dating situations and how it affected his father.


  My dad is not happy with them dating he started.


  No dad wants his daughters dating anybody. But if hes like most men, hell talk a lot but probably do nothing, she said. He could see she was peering at other monitors. Then, he watched her nose wrinkle and start to look for something. When Veronica did things like this he would ignore them. It helped him focus on the words and not the action. He was also trying to remember something, too.


  But hes not like other dads. Hes a marine, and he hasnt… mellowed out. It seems the older hes gotten, the more rigid and protective hes become. Now, where was I supposed to meet you?


  Oh, at breakfast today, at the mess, oh-six-thirty, she said absently.


  Looking at his watch, it was easy to see that he was more than eight hours late. Suddenly, a flood of memories from three days ago came back.


  Wait a minuterefit stasis chamber with pressure-treated, tempered glass; review sleep protocol; rewrite program on replicating amniotic fluid and compression of the human body; produce alternative power sources for long term… Oh.


  Oh, yes. We planned on that last Monday. I must have lost track of time, he said as he smelled his armpits.


  Clearly noticing the smell herself, Veronica put her hand up and held her nose as she spoke.


  Other thanobviouslya shower, you didnt miss much. Jody and Gina were on the hunt, looking for you, of course. You might want me to start the rumor were sleeping together again and youre really possessive. Or my personal favorite, that youre gayand then point them to me. Or just dont bathe… though Im sure Jodys into that. Have you been down here all this time?


  I hate when she jumps from subject to subject. Its really confusing.


  First of all, you and I have never slept together. Thats a result of your sexual orientation and my respect for your preference. Also, I am not gay. Having to lie about not wanting sex is really a waste of time. And finally, yes, I got carried away with this idea for extending cryogenic sleep…


  Youre kidding, right? In addition to the plasma-liquidy thing? Or the hook-the-brain-up-for-sound-and-learn-while-you-sleep plan? Something more? Let me guess. It will make you younger?


  The tone was sarcasm. He failed to catch it often.


  Sighing, Melendez organized his thoughts.


  If youd let me finish, I would tell you that I have added new materialproteinsto the plasma medium meant to suspend the body. But, in addition, I think that if we completely submerge the person in the liquid and incubate them with pure oxygen, the subjects skin, bones and overall body structure will benefit from the full effects. Further, pure oxygen would greatly enhance the brains synapses, allowing it to function and continue growing.


  Looking closely at Veronica, he saw that she was staring at him, motionless. Then she crossed her eyes and dropped her head, clearly pretending to fall asleep. He wondered why.


  Sleep… Ive been up for nearly four days. Thats not good, for many reasons.


  Just so you know, Captain Ross sent me to find you. She wants you in her office yesterday.


  What? You could have told me sooner.


  He bolted up from his console. He immediately looked to his left and right, and remembered that he kept two changes of clothes in his lab for times just like these.


  Thank you, Mom and Dad, for that trick. Semper Fi.


  Without thinking, Jose stripped off all his clothes while still talking to Veronica. He did keep his underwear on out of modesty.


  Narrowing his eyes for a moment, he pictured his mother with her sad eyes and tired demeanor he had seen for years growing up.


  She's just not happy... she's never been.


  Now, are you sure youre straight? I mean, you are absolutely rippedwith a six-pack no less. Thats why the women are after you. And a couple guys.


  He could see that she was looking at him more as a specimen than a sexual creature. He could tell what the other stares meant.


  Yes. I had sex consistently from fifteen to eighteen years of age with a next-door neighbor. She was twenty years older than me and enjoyed the company, I think. She preferred to have me be very active, and she liked to have coitus…


  There was silence. He turned to look at Veronica now that he had clean pants on. He recognized her expression as one of either surprise or shock.


  I said too much personal stuff when it was not appropriate, didnt I?


  Still quiet, she shook her head as he finished with his boots and pulled on his clean shirt and jacket for the walk.


  Jose? Youre pretty messed up. Smart, good-looking, polite, honest, really bad socially, good-looking, wicked formal… did I say good-looking already?


  She didnt wait for an answer and started to exit the lab.


  Yes. Why did you repeat it?


  Because. Youve got this great body, and you work out all the time but then you either hideaway in the lab with all the mad scientists or you go into that coffin to freeze for a couple weeks at a time.


  By now they had both entered the main corridor. More people were appearing from other labs, offices, and storage rooms.


  He was still adjusting his clothes while he marveled at her ability to talk, navigate, and wave to other people at the same time.


  How does she do that? Just carry on with everything without concentrating?


  Keeping up with her, Jose was struggling with which inaccuracies to start with; then he hit upon another approach he thought would yield a more accurate answer.


  Does this have anything to do with me not being a sexual person?


  Veronica continued to smile and wave to an increasing number of staff, crewmen, and civilians as they approached the captains office. He was still impressed with her ability to focus on one person while being able to interact with several all at the same time.


  I wish I could do that! Thats why I love my lab. No people, no mystery, no problem.


  No. Im just saying youve been on this ice cube for about six or seven years, and you just stay in the least-inhabited part of the station. Is it because of that autism thing or do you just hate people?


  Interesting question. Never thought of it that way, but its an easy answer.


  People confuse me with their body language, and they never say what they really think or want. Its all metaphor, and I dont get it. And its not autism; its more what they used to call Aspergers Syndrome.


  Stopping him just outside of the captains office, Veronica turned to face him so as to be clear with her message. This was another behavior he appreciated.


  Im just saying theres more to the world than your lab. Have you ever thought of doing something else?


  He could tell by her voice and her facial expression that it was a real question. She was asking with a genuine interest for an answer.


  That's it! I can attach visual images along with sounds while in cryogenic sleep. Not just sounds but movies I bet! Dr. Reese can help there... wait, what was she saying? Yesmore to life than staying in the lab.


  Taking a moment, he responded thoughtfully.


  I did think about joining the Marines he started, only to be cut off.


  The Marines!? The first ones in combat? Those well-mannered, well-spoken, kind and protective men who, when theyre not saving the world, read Hamlet? You mean them?


  He looked at her closely and could tell she was being sarcastic.


  Yes, Jose. I was being sarcastic. Well talk about your future later. Just a heads-upthe captain seemed preoccupied or upset about something, so be watchful of what she says and listen carefully. Ive never seen her… I dont know. Sad? Depressed? Its something, though, she said, clearly as a warning for him to heed.


  Mom? Is she acting like mom, he thought. He looked at the captain's door in the hopes it would give him a heads up. It did not. I was a door. Just before he opened it, she stopped him to fix his collar.


  Where the hell would you be if I wasnt here?


  Looking at her, he felt the corners of his mouth curl up.


  Thanks, he said. He turned and entered Captain Rosss spacious office.


  He left Veronica in the congested hall. The captain was standing behind her desk. He caught sight of two other people once he entered her office: the bases medical doctor and Father Reed.


  This is unusual.


  Walked with deliberate, measured footing, stood at attention and saluted his superior officer.


  Chapter Two


  Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.


   Mary Shelley, Frankenstein


  It was strange listening to his own voice on speakers. The background sounds on the tapes were clearly different from the courtrooms hushed ambience. Other than his own voice, Melendez stood at attention transfixed the stenographer who was listening attentively and talking quietly into her own recording device.


  Mission Log: 06/12/19, 2234125 days. Staff Sergeant Melendez, Jose; USMC, Spec-Ops; surveillance, intelligence, data gathering. Present location: under six klicks to city limits, Rio Branco, Acre, North Region, Brazil.


  Camp. Explosions, periodic gunfire, faint screamshuman, animal. Smell of rotting flesh is strong even here. No lights from city except fires. Rations down to a week; water obtained at risk from Tarauacá River; purification tablets gone. No contact with Command in thirty-seven days. Its been twenty-nine days since Pvts. Ramos and Burke went MIA. Theyre gone but all gear, ammo, weapons except knives left behind; no struggle at campsite. Three days after they went MIA, prime target killed at compound seven klicks interior across Tarauacá River; all indications were result of friendly fire/dispute. No one alivenot even women, children.


  Mission Log: 06/13/19, 1630126 days. Staff Sergeant Melendez, Jose, USMC, Spec-Ops; Present mission is to obtain supplies, make contact with US assets, evade authorities, gather intelligence on situation. Present location: just outside city limits, Rio Branco, Acre, North Region, Brazil.


  Black smoke and small fires seen and explosions heard from miles away before reaching city limits. No sleep all night; gunfire, periodic screams of all sortshuman, animal worse now. Visuals indicate uncontrolled fires. No traffic, bodies everywhere, wild birds, dogs eating dead. Smell is brutal. No one living seen.


  Mission Log: 06/13/19, 2110126 days. Staff Sergeant Melendez, Jose, USMC, Spec-Ops; Present mission is to obtain supplies, make contact with US contacts, evade authorities, gather intelligence on situation.


  Four hours supplies/data gathering in Rio Branco International Airport, Acre, twenty-five klicks from downtown. Storefronts along road all looted and destroyed. Many bodies. Smell of dead flesh in various stages of decay overwhelming; insects, flies, maggots in massive amounts everywhere. Nothing can keep the smell down. Looks like many have been dead for more than a week, with many corpses eaten by animals. Horrible. More in buildings and vehicles than outside. Along route to airport, thousands more bodies, mostly men with various weapons; full military dress with gear but makeshift edged weapons and knives. No rifles, guns, nothing but edge weapons or clubs. No perimeters established and no coordinated lines of defensethis was a free-for-all. But why no rifles, explosives, or guns? Why only edged weapons or clubs? Insane… just insane. Many canned food materials untouched. Airport personnel mix of military and civilian. Similar to outsideno coordinated lines of defensefree-for-all. Papers indicate plague affecting only men throughout Brazil, possibly worldwide. Transmission unknown. No phoneshardline or cell; periodic emergency response scanner picks up little chatter. Shortwave radio operational; will begin transmission at 0600.


  0433Surveillance from roof. Observe Pvts. Ramos and Burke with small groups of men wandering area in search of something. Food? Unknown. From distance they appear disheveled, pale, disoriented, as if drugged. Makeshift weapons only. One group begins to fight with another; level of violence primitive, unprecedentedstabbing, stomping, biting, clawing. Appear to be eating the recently deceased. Rules of engagement unclear to shoot on civilians. Disengaged from surveillance. Still not sure if I should have left Ramos and Burke. Infected? Horror. Im sorry.


  Mission Log: 06/14/19, 0810127 days. Staff Sergeant Melendez, Jose, Spec-Ops; Transmit message for extraction; make contact with US assets; return home.


  After two hours of transmission on open maritime frequency, civilian responded; requested location. Provided location half a klick from actual position to observe arrival. Civilian turns communication to US military personnel. Position reiterated. Wait. Warned them of bands of violent men. Mother of God. Whats happening?


  Mission Log: 06/14/19, 1123127 days. Staff Sergeant Melendez, Jose, Spec-Ops. Present mission to secure LZ; make contact with US assets; return homeif theres a home


  Two US attack choppers with Mexican transport arrive at LZ; redirect to green smoke to actual location. Upon exiting bush, notice all military personnel female; no males. Required surrender of weapons. Complied.


  Stop the recording, Colonel Amanda Brooks said. The older, superior officer looked up from her one of her many tablets and peered over her glasses. She reminded him of his maternal grandmother.


  Staff Sergeant Jose Melendez had a hard time remaining at ease in front of her while surrounded by well-armed military police. While not under arrest, he was certainly not free to come and go at will. And while typically he would have no problem being in the presence of his Army brothers, he found it disconcerting that there were no brothers to speak of. But hearing the content of the recordings aloud only reminded him of what he escaped: certain death, destruction, disease, violence.


  An old quote from some high school classic the Jesuits forced on him kept repeating in his head as he tried to concentrate on what the colonel was saying, but he couldnt remember exactly where it was from.


  The horror! The horror! It couldnt be any true.


  The saying kept repeating. Finally, he heard her address him directly.


  Sergeant Melendez. Is it true you were in the field for the last four monthsthe back woods of Brazilas the whole world went into the shitter?


  It was easy to see that the colonel and everyone in the room scrutinized every move he made.


  Yes, sir!


  Now does she want me to reiterate or is that enough?


  He took a second to see if there was another way to explain what happened. He continued standing, eyes scanning the desk in front of her.


  He watched the colonel take off her glasses, sit back, and seemed to consider him carefully. Finally, she leaned forward in her seat again while moving two military personnel files in front of her. He saw what he had been looking forhis Bible with a small laminated copy of the US Constitution he used as a bookmark still holding his last place. Giving an internal sigh of relief that his familys heirlooms had not gone missing or been taken, Melendez found he could focus better.


  Good. Something has gone right today.


  Sergeant, I want you to add all data, however irrelevant, regarding your time out in the jungle relating to the disappearance of your team and your success in not succumbing to this disease thats driven two billion men on the planet to kill everyone in their sight.


  Melendez made a decision to come clean. After three days of being run through multiple tests, exams and interviews, he decided it made sense to reveal at least part of the rationale for his being in a foreign country on a US mission. If it wasnt for the all-female staff around him; the fact that he had seen a series of cities, towns, and an entire state engulfed in smoldering fire and bands of men running riot and witnessed first-hand damage on a substantial scale, he would not have believed the colonels claim.


  But Rio Branco in Acre, and Pvts. Miguel Ramos and Robert Burke among the raving mad men he saw in the city. Does all of it really matter? Now?


  Sir? The mission I was on is top secret, of the highest clearance…


  Leaning toward him and shaking her head, the colonel gave a surprising answer that greatly worried him.


  I dont care about your mission. Im not even interested in what it is, or whether it was successful or otherwise. Im interested in what happened to your men and what you did for days on end out there.


  This is bad. Real bad.


  Melendez felt some relief about not needing to reveal his mission but was now more concerned at the level of desperation the colonel was exhibiting by her lack of interest in national security. His eyes narrowed in suspicion.


  Two billion men gone crazy… like Ramos and Burke?


  He looked quickly around the room. He felt tired from all the pricking, plucking, and prodding he had received as a human guinea pig even though they had given him a fresh uniform and fed him well. He stared off into space for a moment until he heard the colonels voice.


  Jose? There are very few of you men leftapproximately thirty-five million on the planet, maybe forty. They are mostly old men, boys, and young adolescents. Very few men above twenty-one years of age. Four months ago, over two billion men started a killing spree going after everyone around them and each other. Another billion are now wandering aimlessly in groups with the sole intent of killing all the live animals they meet and then consuming them, regardless of species. Our continued existence depends upon finding out what is different about you and the others that makes you immune to this tragedy. Whatever has happened, it affects men between the ages of eighteen and seventy years old.


  Her voice was low and soft, far from harsh and militant. It was confusing as the voice reminded him of his mother when he was young and she wasnt so sad.


  She must be a mom or something. Like mine was…


  He found her voice comforting, something foreign and different from his own mother.


  Focus Jose. Focus. Why are you so distracted?


  Sir, I dont know. We were focused on a high-value target in Acre, Brazil, eight klicks north of the Tarauacá River. About three months into the operation, we noticed that there was a substantial increase in fights at the compound. Whenever we came across any group of people, we saw that there also seemed to be a heightened level of conflict between them. We thought it was a result of the heat and miserable insects. Due to the levels of violence, we broke up the team into three eight-hour shifts for eyes-on.


  When Pvt. Burke did not show up to relieve me one day, I left my post to find him. Upon entering the camp, I found that both Pvts. Ramos and Burke were MIAweapons, food, gear all left behind. After a mile-wide search around the camp, I returned to the targets compound where I noticed a marked escalation in violence. I made the decision to focus my efforts on finding my team…


  Melendez trailed off. Visions of his fellow marines gaunt, haggard, animalistic looks plagued him as he tried to focus.


  No one gets left behind, Colonel Brooks said sympathetically.


  No, sir! No one left behind! Melendez said.


  The phrase and his response helped him snap back to the present and away from the visions in his head. After years as a marine, he knew the Corps was serious about upholding that statement. First-hand experience in the Air Force made him appreciate the Marines all-or-nothing approach in that regard.


  After searching for three days, I returned and found the target and all his people KIA. No survivors.


  I got that, Sergeant. Is there anything more?


  Yes, sir, he said after only a moments pause. It felt like the pit of his stomach was filling with lead, and the conference room seemed to suddenly feel stifling hotalmost as hot as when he was in the field in Brazil. There were a number of anomalies that I had not noticed at first, but I began to see patterns develop. For example, Pvts. Ramos and Burke got into a number of arguments in the days prior to their disappearanceincluding during the hour before I left for my shift. While they seemed outwardly to be on good terms, there was still obvious tension. That was strange because they had worked together for years. I was the new man on the team, and the team leader to boot. They were tight and not keen about letting me in. So their getting in an argument was unusual to start.


  Melendez could feel the anticipation building in the room; several sets of eyes stared at him as he relayed his story.


  Not even my lack of social skills or inability to pick up on unspoken cues can keep me from missing this.


  He had felt the same latent hostility for three days. The moment he approached the landing zone for extraction, they required him to surrender all his weaponsat gunpoint. While initially he was resistant to releasing them, it became clear that he could either do it voluntarily or they would pull them from his cold, dead hands.


  The ride out was silentno debriefing or updates from Command. Just a silent ride with female personnel. He saw city after city burning and in ruins. Their cryptic explanation was that a plague of some sort had caused it. At the heavily fortified base, he saw a sea of scientists and doctorsall women except for two men, who seemed to be leading the group. Still, he was held in tight security and his exchanges with them consisted of only the briefest of pleasantries. He definitely got the message that he was not trusted. Even his Bible and its bookmark were confiscated.


  So much for prisoners rights, NATO Articles of War, and the Geneva Convention. This whole situation is way beyond conventional war. How will this all work?


  He tried to focus on the present but the situation was too foreign.


  There are all women here. No men. He took just another second to focus.


  Further, sir, I noticed patterns of extreme violence, first at the compound and then at Rio Branco. Patterns consistent with free-for-all violence involving nearly all men but with a large population of women and children also affectedmore as victims than perpetrators, Melendez said slowly.


  Memories of the childrens bodies in particular were very difficult for him to recall and made him feel nauseous even as he spoke.


  Are you all right, Sergeant? the colonel asked.


  While initially he thought the guards might relax as he explained himself, he noticed that they were becoming visibly tenser and tightening their grips on their weapons.


  Breathing slowly in an attempt to calm his stomach and keep from throwing up, Melendez swallowed. He answered carefully.


  Sorry, sir. I feel sick at the thought of the children and women I saw harmed. As I said, they appeared to be the victims and the men seemed to be the aggressors. It just doesnt make sense. There were no lines of defense or offense. Just insanity.


  He continued to focus on breathing. He envisioned holding his Biblea tactic that helped him in times of stress.


  Home, graves, Marine boot camp, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil…


  Closing his eyes for a moment, he took another moment to gather his thoughts. He was somewhat relieved to see that the guards appeared to have relaxed at his mention of mental illness.


  I bet they think Im going to freak out. Thats why theyre all tense.


  Violence did not often make him feel ill; in that regard, he knew he was different from the average soldier. He knew what he was capable of doingand had done in his well-hidden pastbut violence on this scale had been different.


  The colonel looked over a fairly large folder Melendez knew contained documents about him. He noticed that there were two stacks of files in itone set undoubtedly papers documenting his Marine Corps service, and the other probably about his Air Force service. He had hoped the Air Force had been long purged. He knew all was lost.


  Sergeant, based on the scope of this disaster and our need to mobilize immediately, I need to be brief. I see that you were in the Air Force for seven years, from age eighteen to twenty-five, until you resigned your post. Reason for discharge was the murder of your two sisters and your father.


  Melendez felt a cold, empty feeling in his hear. He could only smell dust and dampness. He tried to focus on something other than his thoughts and memories. He watched the colonel peruse the folders.


  And the suicide of my mother, sir he said in a low voice.


  Looking down, Melendez remembered back to his time in the Air Force. He had treasured it. Having an opportunity to join the Air Forceas a boy from a poor familywas a high point in his life. His dad and mother had been so proud.


  I was the oldest child, though. I was supposed to look out for them


  It was painfully thought; he recalled the moment his superior officer told him about the murders and his mothers suicide.


  With his whole family obliterated as a result of a drug cartels wars, his aspirations for his futurepursuing a career in science, hopefully one that would eventually include space flightmelted away.


  To ever thing there is a season there, and a time to every purpose under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die.


  Looking back at his Bible on the table, he tried to draw strength from it. It had been his mothers, and the laminated bookmark his fathers.


  You were gone for about a year until you enlisted in the Marine Corps with little mention of your previous service to your country, the colonel stated.


  I wanted a new start, sir, he lied.


  Melendez could see that the colonel was no fool. And he knew he was an awful liar.


  She sat back again. Through her thin smile and narrowed eyes, he could see that she could read him like a piece of paper.


  A new start? Im guessing with recruitment for the Corps at an all-time low, they were willing not to dig too deep. They provided you with training for covert operations and black ops. Maybe even assigned you to drug enforcement targeting cartel lords in South America?


  Well, it seems this global disaster didnt preclude her from researching the past. I guess it doesnt matter. I might as well resign. I have cousins I need to get back to.


  He remembered the moment when his Marine superiors also discovered his past. It had been too late for them to undo his training or discount the four successful missions he had completed. Having him resign or return to the US at that time was not a viable or a wise option, his superiors reported to the brass. He had been allowed to stay.


  But now?


  Sir, it is true. I did not disclose my prior service for the sole purpose of obtaining training that could help to end the drug cartels influence over my familys country. That said, once it was discovered the matter was reviewed and I was permitted to stay, sir.


  Is that the truth?


  The truth, sir.


  They must have thought you were crazy doing that program: PT, boot camp, and special ops training at twenty-six years old. Moved up in rank fast, too, as a result of your successes in classified operations… the ones we know of, anyway, she said matter-of-factly.


  Unsure if she had asked a question or just noted the obvious, he decided to remain silent. Melendez endured surprised looks from the military police around him while the colonel sat motionless for a long moment.


  Well… it might have been your Air Force training, your expertise in cryogenic sleep or the neurological disorder your Air Force supervisors kept under wraps that turned out to be your saving grace somehow. The Marines and Air Force do keep a lot of secrets.


  She shifted from his Marine folder and reopened his Air Force file. He was positive she had already read both, several times.


  Aspergers? Autism? That could have helped?


  Sir? How does my being on the autism spectrum help?


  While still reading, the colonel spoke. The tone of her voice indicated that she had somehow become far more educated in the subjects of psychiatry and neurology than she really wanted to be.


  From what the eggheads tell me, males that have your disorder have some kind of dysfunction in the brains right hemisphere, where strong emotions are housed. At the same time, the cortexI think the frontal lobewhere reason or logic prevails, remains intact. Is that your understanding?


  Yes, sir. I grasp math and science easily, but I cant read a room or pick up on social cues, sir.


  Good at sniping, science, and trigonometry but awful at socials?


  Exactly, sir!


  Awful at lying and picking up feelings and hiding your own?


  All true, sir!


  It also appears that your IQ and subtests, if Im reading this right, put you in the superior categories in science, math, vocabulary and reading comprehension while facial recognition, block design and process speed are well below average, whatever that means?


  As she spoke she continued flipping through sections of his extensive Air Force file.


  Takes me time to think things through, to pick up on subtleties and at times moderate levels of emotionits hard for me to read other peoples feelings and my own emotions remain muted.


  Muted emotions. Thats the best euphemism I can come up
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