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Huff...Huff...Huff... 

Gogel Gilmore had been running for hours. His lungs were inflamed and the sharp pain in his sides made it harder to breathe. Tears and sweat dripped down his face but he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t help it and took a chance to look behind him. Nothing. But he knew they were there, closing the gap. He could feel their hot hungry breath on the back of his neck. Running footsteps thundered in his ears or maybe they were hoofs pounding on the ground. What were those things? He wondered frightfully and looked behind him again. And as he turned, he saw figures galloping in the woods and they were close, and he shrieked. He tumbled but caught himself and prevented a fall. He had to make it to a green light. A few more miles and he would be safe. Huff...Huff...Huff...His arm burned where that thing scratched him. He covered the area with his other hand and looked back. Nothing, the figures were gone. Maybe they gave up. Huff... Huff...Huff...He glanced at the locator on his wrist. Three and a half more miles. His legs and back hurt. Sand and dirt had clumped under his sandals and made them heavy. He feared the straps would break soon. And he was slowing down. But he had to keep running. Huff...Huff...Huff...Up ahead he saw a faint green glow and Gogel smiled.  He lifted his damaged arm and glanced at the locator. Three more miles. The glow was a little brighter now and it gave Gogel the strength to push himself harder. Huff...Huff...Huff...He could see it! The night sky offered no light, but he could make out the shape of a dome surrounded by bright green light. A broad smile chafed his chapped lips, he knew he bled but he didn’t care. Almost there! Gogel tucked his head down and pushed forward. Huff...Huff...Huff. He just had to make it one more mile to reach safety. 

Huff. Huff. Huf...
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CHAPTER ONE
In The Blink of An Eye
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Misunderstanding. Misinterpretation...Mutually assured destruction.

A tense discord had hovered over elected officials and the citizens of superpower countries for decades. The original act of contention was lost in translation and in self-served interests and it had been forgotten long ago. Some claimed unfair tariff and embargo and others said unsolicited terrorist attacks caused the rift. Peace negotiations couldn’t heal the scars from invasions and loss battles. But the people wanted peace, however egos were bruised. And to salvage their self-respect, leaders accused one another of concealing weapons of mass destruction. The dispute had reached a political impasse, and major countries began preparations for an attack.

Citizens had hoped that in a few centuries, leaders would come to an understanding. But that was wishful thinking. Leaders put in place tactical maneuvers to ensure their survival. Teams of geneticists worked diligently to build indestructible cryogenic pods.  At four-month intervals, animal testing proved successful formulation of those pods.  Under a cloak of secrecy, the pods took several years to manufacture and distribute. To ensure survival of the human race, while the pods were being built, DNA samples of every species from the sky to the bottom of oceans as well as samples of flora, grain and produce were collected and sealed. And to prevent loss of humanity, treasures in visual, audio and arts, artifacts and literary were earmarked to be preserved. Top rank officers in each branch of the military, four members of each branch of government, renowned scientists, published educators and published medical professionals in mental and physical health were automatically assigned pods. Fortunately for the public, a secret as essentially beneficial as that could not be hidden for long. Loved ones, family members, and friends were told of the pods and they told others, and so forth. Eventually, the government admitted to construction of pods but kept it hidden for national safety. Other pods were then built for those selected by lottery and for purchasers.

In the meantime, realists saw no end in sight. And with their governments’ permission, scientists of various specifications, including Eco genetic scientists, began constructions of bombs. Experimental chemicals that annihilated and/or weakened the immune system were formulated.  Others were designed to transform and enhance their soldiers to make them more powerful. While scientists worked to build weapons, leaders gave dissembled speeches to their nation that such destructive devices could never be built. And if there were any, they were well protected. President Murphy, an ardent military man, set a plan in motion to annihilate any international threat and placed the nation on alert.  Under a clouded hubristic belief in his military strength, it didn’t take long for his soldiers to invade. 

“We are taking precautionary measures to ensure our citizens are safe.” Murphy said during a news conference to explain the invasion.

But not everyone agreed, and the social structure crumbled, and the people lost faith. But several inspired young men and women rushed into recruiting stations by troves. Now instead of a friendly smile or a wave, stone-faced soldiers were prevalent at every corner. 

**********
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JENNA ROBINSON PARKED behind the last car in the parent pick-up zone at the elementary school her daughter, Amberlyn attended. She looked up at a clear blue sky and smiled then frowned at a group of soldiers marching on the sidewalk across the street. “They shouldn’t be so close to a school.” She mumbled angrily but was grateful that their presence kept the children safe. 

The area in West Englewood in Chicago where Jenna lived wasn’t the most dangerous, but there had been more acts of vandalism and riots there than anywhere. And flareups between neighbors and even family members were prevalent ever since talk of the pods became the main topic on every media source. Jenna turned up the volume of the car radio when a news reporter came on. 

“President Murphy returned from the Geneva Conference this morning and he did not look happy...” said the reporter and Jenna frowned then turned the station. 

“...it seemed as though there were no decisions made. None that President Murphy liked anyway...” said another reporter and Jenna’s frown darkened as she changed the station. 

“...it may be time to take buying a pod seriously...” Jenna growled and changed the station. 

“...some say Germany has nuclear weapons pointed at us...” 

Jenna smacked her lips in frustration and changed the station. But the same topic was on every station and the nation wondered what the president would do next. 

Inside the school, the students gathered in the auditorium. Mr. Gordon, the principal, watched them from the stage as they noisily walked in and sat. They teased each other and laughed, and he shook his head. It was good that they didn’t know the possible dangers ahead. But their innocence was about to end, he thought and clutched the stack of flyers in his hands. While the students chatted and were distracted, he instructed them and staff of items to store, emergency and medical supplies to pack and locations of shelters. Then kept a copy and handed the stack to his tear-stained face assistant principal to hand out. 

“Mrs. Zacheo, what is this?” Amberlyn held up the flyer and asked her kindergarten teacher. 

Mrs. Zacheo smiled at Amberlyn. She was remarkably intelligent for her age, and it would be a shame if she didn’t grow to her full capability. But there was no easy answer, she thought as she wiped her sweaty palms on the hips of her light taupe dress. “Give it to your mother.” she said with a strained smile. 

Jenna and several other parents had begun to worry. Many came out of their vehicles to ask other parents if they knew what was going on. She chewed nervously on her bottom lip as she kept her eyes glued to the door. Then suddenly the door burst open, and students flew out laughing and cheering. Parents rushed to meet and hug their excited children. The parents who read the flyer rushed their child into their vehicle and sped out, narrowly missing pedestrians, children and other vehicles. 

“Momma, guess what?!” Amberlyn said excitedly as she buckled her seatbelt in the backseat. And Jenna quickly turned off the radio. “Principal Gordon said there’s no more school!” she said then squealed happily and kicked her legs. “Oh, and he said to give this to you.”  She flipped a thick, black long braid over her shoulder and said then reached out to give Jenna the flyer. And as usual, Amberlyn proceeded to tell her mother about her day through rants, raves, giggles and laughter. “It was so funny, momma. Billy tripped and fell on his face.” she said and laughed. “Serves him right, too. He stole my ribbon. Right out of my hair!” she added with a pout. 

Amberlyn chatted away while Jenna looked around her. Sometime during the drive, Amberlyn stopped talking and looked out the window then started to hum the tune to a song Jenna usually sang. The song was about hope and encouraged smiling when things looked bad. Amberlyn was too young to understand the meaning behind the song. But sadness washed over Jenna as she looked at businesses she had frequented were vandalized and debris littered the streets and sidewalks. And people were too afraid to leave their homes to protect their property. They were lucky that Amberlyn’s father, Vernon Shavers, was a secret service agent. Vernon was known in the area, but he wasn’t always around. And what would happen to them if he couldn’t come any more? 

**********
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VERNON CONSIDERED THE same possibility as he walked up the marble stone steps to the front door of Gen. Marcus Gentilus’ brownstone house in Washington, DC. Marcus was a decorated, aging soldier who was disappointed in the way the military conducted their affairs these days. But he admired Vernon’s patriotism and strong sense of duty and had requested him to be his personal bodyguard when he retired. But Vernon wasn’t expected to work tonight and Marcus was surprised to see him.

Marcus got off the couch when Vernon came into the living room. “What brings you here tonight?” he asked and took a swallow from his glass of whiskey. “I thought you were going to spend the weekend with your family?” 

Where Vernon was a dedicated agent, but he lacked decorum as a family man. With his good looks and flawless, dark chocolate skin tone, he was a favorite for many female agents and women at the bars and clubs. It was at a bar where he met agent Nate Ballard, a complete opposite, but they became best friends. 

“Agent Ballard is there now, but I’ll go later.” 

Marcus waved him into the room. “Come in, have a seat.” He said and sat then crossed his legs and adjusted the belt on his silk evening robe. “What can I do for you?” 

Vernon sat on the edge of an armchair. He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees then looked into Marcus’ eyes. “Sir, I’ll speak openly.” 

“I know you’re worried. Don’t be. Your pod was delivered today. It’s next to mine in my office.” 

“Thank you, Sir. But there’s my daughter and...”

Marcus was stunned. “You didn’t get them one?”

“Every time I went, I was told that I wasn’t next on the list yet.” 

Marcus frowned. “The way this maniac is running the nation, everything could blow up at any time.” He said then placed his glass on the coffee table and reached for his phone on the end table. Vernon listened to Marcus order a soldier to prepare a pod for, “Special Agent, Vernon Shavers.” He said then paused. “Yeah, that’s right. Civilians and they are under my protection.” He said and after a few seconds he hung up. He gave Vernon the time and place to pick up the pods and he grinned.

Vernon understood what he asked for was immoral. Somewhere in the nation, two people would be without pods, but he couldn’t worry about that. Nor did it bother him that Marcus committed an illegal act. “Tomorrow, Sir?” 

“And be there on time.” He said and Vernon stood to shake his hand. “You’re not in a hurry, are you?” 

“No, Sir.” 

Marcus shrugged. “Have a seat and let’s watch a game.” 

“Yes, Sir.” Vernon said with a smile. 

**********
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THAT SMILE WAS PLASTERED on his face when he picked up the pods in a jeep at the VA Medical Center. But as he drove towards the gates and from a distance, when he saw a soldier running, the smile turned into a frown. There were MPs chasing the soldier but then they stopped and aimed their weapons when the soldier dropped down on all fours and galloped. Vernon was shocked and gasped.  The MPs fired and the soldier slumped sideways with his legs bent up to his chest on the ground.

“What the fuck was that?” he asked himself as he drove away. He must have been caught trying to steal pods, Vernon thought then checked all the mirrors, but no vehicles were behind him. 

**********
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MURPHY’S BRASH ACTIONS ensured that warfare was eminent. Press conferences and the media informed the nation to prepare. Uncertainty of the exact date and targets of this inevitable doom threw citizens into a chaotic and manic state. Within hours of the news, authorities lost control.  Citizens went into a frenzied panic and reverted to their animalistic nature.  A strong will to survive and only the strong will became the thriving conception. Protesters put down their picket signs and picked up arms. In some neighborhoods, unruly mobs and marauding gangs roamed streets to vandalize and plunder. And while citizens pumped with adrenalin fueled by righteousness, Murphy took the opportunity to strike a military assault. But he misjudged the arsenal of the other countries.  

Lives were lost but the atrocities gave scientists a firsthand look at their chemical product. And it was as expected, but they learned that other countries had developed similar chemicals. With that revelation, scientists went back to their labs to create more powerful and more destructive weapons.

The devastating sight on the road from Washington, DC to Chicago was heart wrenching. There were brutal fights and destroyed property everywhere. They didn’t need wars, fear caused enough damage.  Nate was also aware that humanity had taken a dive, which was why he waited until he heard the lock on Jenna’s apartment door bolted before he ran down the stairs. He reached the sidewalk as Vernon parked the jeep. 

“Shit’s getting real.” He shook his head said and dapped with Vernon then gestured to the men across the street. 

Vernon turned to the men loitering on the steps in front of a small building. “How long they’ve been there?” he asked as he followed Nate to the back of the jeep. 

Nate unzipped the canvas and opened it. “All day.” he said and pulled on the handle of one of the pods. “They’re waiting for these.” He said as Vernon pulled the other pod. “Where’s yours?” he asked Vernon with a frown.

Vernon shook his head. “I can’t leave him. He’s done so much for me and he’s all alone.” 

“I get it. But your family’s upstairs, dude.” 

Vernon placed a hand on Nate’s shoulder. Many had thought their friendship would never last. He was the urban black man who liked to party, and Nate was the quiet country white man. But they didn’t know that Nate partied just as hard as he did. “That’s why you’re here.” 

Each took a handle and carried the pods into the building, and as soon as they went in, the men loitering pushed each other aside as they ran to see if there were more pods in the jeep. 

“What time you’re leaving?” Nate asked as they struggled to carry the pods up the stairs. 

They paused on the second floor to take a breath. He didn’t know how long he would be with his family, and he planned to enjoy every minute. And maybe, just maybe, Jenna would find it in her heart to blow him. “0200 hours.” He answered and started up the next series of stairs. 

“You shouldn’t be out there that early, man.”

“I have to be at the Pentagon by 0700 hours.”

Nate shook his head. “There’s some kind of weird shit going on.” 

“I saw it on the way here.” 

They finally reached the third floor, and they exhaled. “Nah, that’s not what I’m talking about.” Nate said breathlessly as they started a slow dragging walk to the apartment at the end of the hallway. “The other day, I saw jeeps hauling caged animals. A fucking alligator was in one, dude.” He said and Vernon chuckled. “No joke, man. And people looking at me sideways.” He added and shook his head. Vernon put the end of one of the pods on the floor to get his keys. “Something’s not right.” He said then stopped Vernon from opening the door. “I’m beginning to think there’s truth to this chemical thing.”

Vernon chuckled. “That’s science fiction dude.” he said and opened the door. 

“Daddy!!!” Amberlyn shouted with excitement then ran to hug Vernon. 

“Whoa, let me put this down first.” Vernon said with laughter.

The family and Nate enjoyed a dinner of hot dogs and hamburgers, per Amberlyn’s request. And some time after they ate, while Nate and Amberlyn watched a CD of her favorite children’s show in the living room, Jenna and Vernon basked in sexual bliss in the bedroom. And although Jenna hated it, Vernon got his wish. 

Nate was the only person awake when Vernon left. They hugged and held each other tightly, then without a word, Vernon walked out. The jeep was vandalized, and the tires were stolen, but he broke into a car. National emergency sirens blew constantly as Vernon drove. He made it back to Marcus’ office just as another alert siren blew. 

“Fuck.” He cursed under his breath and his heartbeat pounded in fear for his family. 

**********
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IT WAS NO LONGER A threat or a scare tactic idea to debate over at gatherings. The Emergency Alert System (EAS) blew the first warning at 6am.

“Alert! Alert! Seek shelter immediately!” another warning blew throughout cities across the nation. 

“Just blow up those assholes and get it over with!” said an avid patron at a local bar and others there laughed and made similar comments. 

But Nate didn’t take the warning lightly. At the second siren, he got a message from Vernon telling him that it was going to happen. He jumped off the couch and ran to Amberlyn’s bedroom. “Get dressed. Wear the one I gave you.”

Amberlyn sat on her knees on the bed with a smile on her face. “The black, army one?!” she asked then squealed when he nodded.

“Yeah. And hurry up.” he said and ran to Jenna’s bedroom. “Jenna.” He said in a soft voice when he saw her sitting on the bed staring into space. 

“Maybe it’s just a drill.” 

She looked at him with fear in her eyes and he wished he could tell her it would all be alright. “You have to hurry up, Jenna. Put on the fatigue.” He told her in a stern tone and went back to the living room to prepare the pods.

“Alert! Alert! Seek shelter immediately!” 

The alert went out to TV and radio broadcasts, satellite, cable and wireless systems. People no longer felt brave and patriotic, they ran scared looking for hiding places. Shelters filled to capacity quickly and turned others away. But fear of dying always provided different options. Those who were turned away ran to underground parking garages, subways, tunnels, caves, basements, and makeshift bunkers. Some stumbled upon abandoned subterranean military bases. A group of a few thousand crawled through a sewer system and into a bunker under a major grocery store. Others sought shelter in churches, mosques and other religious structures. 

But Amberlyn bounced up to Nate at the window a few minutes later. “Look! I look like those soldiers!” she said excitedly, and Nate chuckled. He looked at Marcus’ name under hers and smiled. Vernon had it all covered. He thought then tapped on the dangling monarch butterfly earrings. “That’s so Momma could find me.” She said as Jenna walked in, and Nate frowned.

“I’ll never lose you.” Jenna said and hugged Amberlyn from behind. 

But Amberlyn frowned. “I’m not breaking a rule. Am I?” 

Nate ignored her question and glared at Jenna. “Jenna. Go get dressed.” He said with frustration in his voice. 

Jenna opened her mouth to retort, but Amberlyn squealed. “We’re going to be asleep for...”s he paused to look at the electronic dials inside the lid of the pod. “...1300 years, momma.” she said and frowned. “That’s a long, long time.” she said with a puzzled look. “How will I pee?”

Jenna turned to Nate with a ghastly look. “How will Vernon find us?” 

“Under Marcus’ name on the jacket is a tracker. And I have this.” He took out a compass given to all pod holders. “This will lead us to the nearest military base.” He said to ease her fear, but the frown was still there. 

“And Vernon?” 

“He’ll be there or near us.” He said then turned her to the bedroom. “Go get dress.” He said and went to put Amberlyn into her pod. “Jenna! Now!” he shouted when he saw her walk to the window. 

“Alert! Alert! Seek shelter immediately!” The warning was now in a 20-minute loop. 

Around the world pods closed and sent signals to master computers. And in the nation those computers were twenty feet underground under a military base in Washington, DC. But leaders and members of their elite entourage believed the prediction of their scientists that lingering radiation hazard would clear within one to five years. And they wanted to ensure their leadership status remained intact and to conquer other leaders who would be asleep. Instead of going into pods, they rushed with their families into nuclear bunkers. Murphy sat down on the couch in the bunker under Camp David and snickered then pushed the recorded Presidential Alert.

Suddenly cell phones and all other electronic media sources across the nation buzzed. 

“Alert! Alert! This is not a drill! Seek shelter immediately!” This message repeated as soon as it ended.

Murphy smiled and opened the briefcase. His accompaniment began to doubt their decision and looked at him with fear in their eyes. But Murphy’s main focus was on the red button that would make him leader of the world. Murphy took a deep breath and without a second thought or the slightest bit of hesitation, he pushed the button to launch ballistic and chemically fueled nuclear missiles worldwide. Then he sat back with a smug grin on his face and crossed his legs.  

But this was no ordinary war. Within minutes, orange balls with white tails streaked across the sky. The young soldier who monitored their progress turned pale and his body trembled. 

“Sir...” 

Was all he could say before the first bomb hit the bunker. The bunker shook rigorously, glasses, bottles, and decorative items fell off shelves and tables and the occupants screamed and ran for cover. Murphy bolted off the couch, grabbed his wife’s hand and shouted for their daughter to follow them. But they didn’t make it to the latch leading to an underground panic room before another bomb hit the bunker and immediately followed by another. On the topside, bombs hit randomly, and no country was spared.

**********
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ONCE THE PRESIDENTIAL Alert was issued, exit points in newer office buildings built to withstand a nuclear attack started to shut down. Vernon watched Marcus’ pod close then quickly sent a text message to Nate. He took one last look out the window and wondered if the world would be the same when they woke up. Then dashed to the pod and jumped in as it was closing. But the electrical signal on his phone prevented the lid from closing. Vernon threw the phone away and frantically pulled the handle, but it was of no use, the wire was damaged, and the lid wouldn’t close. Vernon shouted in fright as he pushed and pulled but it wouldn’t budge. It was useless to continue, he thought and dropped his body on the foam cushioned layer. He blocked out screams of pain and agony as toxic gas filled the hallways and prayed that Marcus and Nate would protect Jenna and Amberlyn. Then closed his eyes and waited for the gas to engulf the office. 

Jenna looked out the window into the clear blue sky. The sun shone and she saw a few birds in formation. Other than streaks of white that raced across the sky, nothing was amiss. She heard people screaming and Nate’s angry voice behind her, but she looked down below just as the pods closed. And when Jenna looked up, she noticed a flaming orange ball heading towards her and shrieked. She took a quick look behind her to ensure Amberlyn’s pod was closed, but so was hers, then she turned back to the ball. She was petrified and couldn’t move, and her eyes were glued to it, and she braced herself for the worst. 

Not willing to close her eyes and die without knowing what killed her, Jenna looked straight ahead. And behind the orange ball, Jenna saw fingers and frowned. What the hell, she thought. Hallucination was not a reaction. She cocked her head to the side and squinted. Fingers were attached to a hand, and it raced past the ball. She couldn’t tear her eyes away as it got closer to her. She noticed a print of a monarch on the bottom of the palm where the pinky was. Maybe it was her imagination, she thought when the wings fluttered. “Fuuuck.” Jenna whispered just as the hand wrapped around hers. And all went black. 

While pod dwellers slept peacefully, nuclear bombs crushed or tore apart everything in their paths. Mountains split and buildings, monuments, caves, bunkers and other structures crumbled, and metals bent and melted. Tsunamis charged with electromagnetic currents shot hundreds of feet in the air and washed out cities. Odorless and tasteless gases seeped into crevices and other openings. People ran out of their havens in flames, skins peeled off and flesh dissolved. Bodies and destroyed cities littered the Earth and blood ran like rivers then evaporated. But that was just the beginning. Nate was right, there was something strange brewing. Scientists were indeed the geniuses they professed to be, and their devices proved them to be as demented and as power hungry as their leaders. 
Troops were armed and ready in chemical warfare gear and waited at borders for the signal to advance from their commanders. They watched gray mushroom clouds and dust formed from a distance. Then suddenly the air above many of the clouds shifted as chemicals shot out of the mushrooms. And large brown, red, green, and blue discs formed and layered then expanded for thousands of miles. These designer bombs were intended to win the war, but they frightened the soldiers. Many threw down their weapons and ran for cover. Others looked in wonder at the development from afar or above them and waited to see what was coming. 

The first disc was brown and was intended to debilitate. It separated and dropped and within seconds blasts of continuing shockwaves ripped through what was left of the destroyed cities. Structures that still stood and bodies and people who were still in the open crumbled into dust.

Immediately after, multicolored discs of red and blue designed to physically and genetically alter soldiers separated and dropped. But most of the soldiers were killed from the first waved, which was a mistake that scientists had not foreseen. They also didn’t predict that toxic gases would infect everyone and everything, including their soldiers.

Nor did they properly calculate the timing for the descent of the final discs. The purpose for green discs was to neutralize the soldiers, their enemies and civilians. But they descended too soon and collided with the other two and compounds transformed. They hit the ground like a ton of led and shook the Earth, and multicolored clouds rose. Intense heat from radioactive toxins and chemicals destroyed living organisms in the air, on the ground and in waters.

The blasts lasted one hour, and within that time the devastation they caused was irreversible. In an instant, the world reverted to the dark ages.

It was more than the predicted five years for fallout to clear. And another 10 for thermal radiation from all three waves to float upward. They eradicated the troposphere and stratosphere and coated the mesosphere with a thin poisonous film. 

**********
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CHAPTER TWO

Changes
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In time, survivors sent teams to explore beyond their refuge in search of others. They dug tunnels to basements, underground shelters and detoured around bodies of water. In some areas they met others, some were hostile, and the ones who were friendly joined them. And few remained with the communities they found and dug tunnels in opposite directions. In 40 plus years, as they built a labyrinth of communities, they shared knowledge, skills, supplies and produce. Citizens of these communities learned to accept life underground. But in another 25 years, survivors noticed a change in their biological structure. This was discovered when the group living under a grocery store celebrated a birthday.

“Aren’t you supposed to be 53?” Colm asked the celebrant in a thick Irish brogue. He looked in bafflement at the faces of the ones who had gathered, no one had aged, not really. Women who had become pregnant while underground gave birth, children aged but the elderly, those who were sick or dying were still alive. “What the hell is happening?” 

“I don’t care and I’m loving it!” the celebrant shouted, and others joined him.

But they weren’t immortals, as many believed. The gases they inhaled caused minor physiological changes. But it was the tainted chemicals food from the stores that extended their telomeres, an enzyme that protected cells against nucleolytic degradation. And inadvertently extended their life span. Groups did age, but at five-year intervals. But extended life spans caused a problem. Medicine and food in bunkers and in the store above diminished. Leaders were chosen to control and ration supplies, and Colm was one of the people elected. 

Colm stood on a chair and faced a crowd during a community meeting. “We have to go out or we will all starve to death in here!”

“But the meter said it’s still unsafe!” shouted a woman and many agreed. 

“That meter’s been broken for almost two centuries!” Colm shouted back. “We will starve if we don’t take the chance!” 

He convinced his group and other leaders to send scouts. Selected members wrapped their noses and mouths with scarves and other articles of clothing and bravely ventured outside. But months later, they hadn’t returned. It was a necessary chance, and no one was to blame. Unfortunately, after another few years, the food was down to a bare minimum and people became desperate. Leaders sectioned their group from others in order to preserve the rations they had left. And pets, once considered as members of one’s family, were sought as an additional source of nutrients.

Little Timmy’s eyes widened with fear, and he held tightly to his pet iguana as he inched backwards from the group of boys advancing towards him. “You can’t take him! I won’t let you!” 

Timmy cried when the iguana was snatched from his arms, however, he succumbed to hunger and ate his share. 

Some years later, a woman walked by Colm’s section and abruptly stopped to look at a boy eating what appeared to be cooked meat. Meat was a commodity and shared with the community. But what shocked her was that his skin appeared to be charcoal and almost translucent. “What’s that you’re eating?” she asked the boy with a puzzled look. 
“Meat.” He answered without looking at her and in a sarcastic tone then bit down on a piece of meat. She flinched when she saw his sharp pointed teeth. “There’s more over there.” He told her and pointed to a dark corner. “But it’s almost finished. We have to get some more.” He added and licked his lips.

It was almost too dark to see clearly, but the woman saw a high pile of human bones, clothing and fresh corpses. Her face paled and twisted from shock, and she let out a shrilling scream.  Colm and his group were subsequently pushed to the darkest part of the tunnel and a solid barricade was firmly placed and guarded. 

“We’ll starve!” Colm shouted. 

The guard looked at the embroidered four-leaf clover patch on the pocket of Colm’s shirt and sneered. “Your Irish luck will bring you food.” He said then pushed the brick in place.

Because they were sealed in, Colm’s community inhaled a high concentrated level of toxic fumes. The fumes embedded in their DNA and began to transform them into incorporeal beings. A side affected that served to their advantage. 

Timmy was playing hide and go seek with other children near the wall. He leaned his forearms on the wall and was about to close his eyes to count when he noticed half of his arms had gone through the bricks. He turned to tell the others, but they had hidden. Timmy grinned then pushed his arms through the bricks. He hackled a laugh when he found himself on the other side of the wall. The first thing he did was to look for pets, but there were none left. Then he blended into walls, floors and objects looking for food, until he saw a child younger than his seven years playing by himself. Timmy hurriedly floated to the boy then dug his sharp teeth into the boy’s spine. The boy’s screamed alerted the others who chased Timmy back to the wall where they killed him. 

But others had seen what Timmy had done, he not only fed but was able to remain solid and not scattered by the slightest shift in the air. Others went out beyond the wall and in time they too discovered that the fluid Timmy sucked out of the boy’s spine contained nutrients and oxygen. Vital fluids that replaced solid food that they could no longer digest. And several years later, it became difficult to distinguish between reflected shadows from those that moved. People went noticeably missing and the choice to move to topside was unanimously agreed upon. 

The air was breathable and there were signs of civilization, such as roads, buildings and houses. But the world wasn’t the same. Centuries of breathing toxic fumes and eating contaminated food had mutated the physiological make-up of the people above ground. Had the scientists lived, they would have been proud of their work. Men, women and children walked upright and spoke the language of the land, but 35% of the Earth’s population transmuted and took on the physical characteristics of the geological genera of the area, or in parks, zoos, and on the streets. Forty percent were hybrids with various disfigurements that included animal parts and, in some cases, flora. And 25% showed no physical alterations. 

And in all walks of life, there were bound to be leaders who cared and those who were ruthless. Of the latter, Panthera were the most formidable. Newly arrived humans were hunted but panthers were the ones that killed the most. But with the will to survive, humans fought back and with the advantage of the usage of thumbs, they built weapons and gained the upper hand. Knowing that they would never win a battle, these transfigured humans agreed to a truce. 
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CHAPTER THREE
Chiri

[image: ]


The pact was workable, so long as each species remained in their own territory. However, if a member broke the pact, they would be hunted and killed. But there was a new enemy that started to emerge. Pods containing military personnel started to open within seconds of each other in strategically planned stages. The first wave was caught by surprise and was immediately annihilated. Before the last soldier died, he sent a message to warn the others. 

“They’re not human!!”

Soldiers exited pods with heavy artillery and easily overpowered their incredibly frightful opponents. These troops established themselves on the top of the food chain and cleared miles of territory. A few years later, pods containing men and women of politics, justice and the elite, scientists and medical equipment and supplies, specimen, artifacts and other items started to open. 

Under the leadership of 12 military generals of the superpower countries, the military took over the land. And with the help of scientists, and construction and technology experts, cities were built. But they faced a conundrum. Satellites were not yet online, thus communication was down to footwork. This proved to be of great concern when dispatching military forces and many lives were lost. In addition, the blasts obliterated international boundary lines and borders between cities. No longer was there a Statue of Liberty, the Eiffel Tower, Dresden’s Zwinger Palace, Mount Fuji, or other known landmarks to identify a country. 

Military personnel decided it would be mutually beneficial to establish a federation under a gentlemen’s agreement where all were equally powerful. To further disestablish the previous government and to protect citizens, it was decided to construct parallel walls to circumnavigate the Earth. Humans remained safe within the wide expanse of the walls, while the unknown were secluded in a small portion of the Earth to live on. Although unilateral decisions were eradicated, nationality could not be disregarded. To preserve culture, the world was separated into Hemispheres, East, West, North and South. And every hemisphere had a building, a fortress which encompasses its capital. And under a singular unified government, these men reestablished civilization based on the concept of a collectively harmonized international relations incorporation, Chiri.   

And to ensure full disclosure, generals meet once a month to discuss events, discoveries and advancements. A selected few who would be their replacement accompanied them to these meetings. 

“Good morning gentlemen, ma’am.” An American Gen. said to the other generals during a virtual meeting. Then nodded to the generals who were next in line. “I’m glad we can still see each other.” He said with a laugh. 

The Gen. from China chuckled. “Satellites are finally working properly.”

The Russian Gen. laughed. “I can finally understand every word you say.” He said then waited for the Gen.’s translated comment to appear under his picture. 

“I have to say that there have been great advancements in medicine as well.” The Gen. from the UK interjected and held up a synthetic arm that looked real. “Can’t tell where that beast bit it off.” He added with a grin.

“Speaking of which. We have to do something about them.” Said the Russian Gen. 

“Agreed, but not all of them are bad. I’ve encountered a few who were decent.” The representative from Israel said with a hard nod. 

“And there are those who are still human. At least appeared to be so.” The representative from Switzerland added. 

“This was our doing. Good or bad we can’t just annihilate them.” Added the Gen. of France. 

“What do you propose?” the Gen. from India asked him. 

“To be better than our predecessors.” The American Gen. quickly said. “If we start shooting everything on site, it would be like we never progressed.” 

“But we need to protect ourselves.” The Gen. from Japan said. 

“Agreed.” They all chimed. 

“But the fortified wall is flawed. Several species snuck in last week.” The American Gen. informed them. 

“Civilian pods aren’t scheduled to open for another 300 years. We still have time.” Added the Gen. of China with a deep sigh. 

**********
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BUT TIME WAS A COMMODITY they didn’t have enough of. And generals after generals faced the same problem. As time drew near for pods to open, a new enemy emerged out of the darkness. These beings didn’t bleed nor die like the others. At times, they appeared solid with faces, bodies, limbs and clothed. And in the blink of an eye, they were shaped shadows. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” A wounded soldier told the physician as a medical assistant helped get him to a bed. “They came out of nowhere, hundreds of them. They had teeth like fangs and long nails.” he said with eyes wide open in fright as he remembered the scene when his entire patrol unit of six soldiers were wiped out in seconds. “All they did was scratch and bite. But the men, soldiers, they...they...” he muttered then suddenly grabbed the physician’s white coat collar. “They were everywhere!” he shouted in a panic state before the assistant gave him a shot of sedative. 

Chiri put a hold on fortifying the wall to develop a new weapon, but nothing worked. Not even the panthers dared to attack these formidable beings. Eventually, it was discovered that their only advantage was sunlight or any type of light. Thus, the development of bullets filled with irradiated fluid that emitted ultraviolet light. 

“Chiri may still come under attack!” the Rep. from Israel shouted in fright. 

The Gen. of South Korea sighed and leaned forward on his desk. “The only solution...” 

The French Gen. frowned. “What? Don’t say it.” 

“He has a point.” The America Gen. said to side with the Gen. from So Korea. “We’ll be annihilated, if we fight them as mere men.” 

“And what of civilians? They’ll be slaughtered.” Added the UK Gen. 

“We have nuclear powered plasma guns!” the general argued. 

“We don’t have enough.” Said the German Gen. 

“And they outlive us.” Added the Russian Gen.

The French Gen. scowled. “We’re talking about mutating humans like those maniacs did!” he said as he looked at their faces on the large monitor. “Am I the only one against this?” 

“Let’s take a vote.” Said the Swiss Gen. 

The French Gen. knew what the outcome of the vote would be, but he nodded. 

“It’s decided.” Said the American Gen. after a week of deliberation.

Soldiers came forward, but it took another century for scientists to develop genetic techniques to transform DNA to boost strength and speed using stabilized nuclear particles, and Grenadiers were created. But Chiri didn’t want superpower soldiers roaming the land and took extra precautions and had their consciousness removed. Their directive, protect pods and to kill all threats behind the walls, was programmed in microchips and implanted in their brain. The experiment was a success, and the new generals were greatly pleased. 

Scientists returned to their primary task. And several decades later, new and improved systems of technology enabled scientists and the military to reconstruct Chiri into an impenetrable fortress enclosed by a dome made of nuclear plasma. Domes were also erected over communities and establishments outside of Chiri that chose to have them. And they had the option of allowing certain beings to enter. But for Chiri, those with the slightest trace of animal DNA were disintegrated upon contact of the walls. And unauthorized humans were shot on sight. To facilitate traveling, electromagnetic tubes arched over large bodies of water to connect land to land. And to most, the important inventions were mechanisms that allowed speedy air and land transportation, televise viewing and of course, worldwide communication. Of the latter, connection over long distances could be made by a single push on a microchip behind the ear; and a pill enabled complete understanding of all the languages in the world. Life within the walls was very comfortable and Chiri was considered as the people’s savior.

But to those outside, Chiri represented an invincible defense system and an endless source of ruthless power. Chiri became law and order and regulated every aspect of their lives. 

To distinguish between the species, Chiri categorized beings who had assumed full characteristics of an animal as splicers and hybrids were those that possessed both human and animal body parts. And lastly, there were Shadowers. But as a whole, they were referred to as beings. Denizens took offense and declared war on Chiri. However, they couldn’t penetrate its walls, and many died. Under a truce with Panthera leaders, the beings accepted the labels. But Chiri took their degradation one step further. Humans and beings alike glared at armed soldiers and Grenadiers as classification signs were affixed in designated zones. The color green signified humans only, blue was for humans and friendly splicers, red was for splicers only and brown was for Shadowers. In addition, Chiri required that every resident and establishment register.

And Chiri claimed yellow and gold to signify their supreme authority. To remind humans and beings outside the walls of their power, billions of minuscule drones manufactured with a limpid shell and built-in sensors, cameras and laser weapons patrolled over the land.

But that didn’t deter humans from seeking equal rights and Panthera and other beings from extracting revenge. While humans held meetings with commanding officers, beings attacked, killed and feasted on human flesh. Grenadiers did what they could, but several soldiers fell victim and were skinned alive, and their skin worn as a badge and covering.

“We have to do something.” Said the German Gen. during a scheduled meeting. 

The Gen. from So. Korea bolted off his office chair and looked at the others on the monitor with a frustrated and angry expression. “It’s been years. And we still haven’t gotten them under control!” he said then huffed then plopped down on the chair.

“They’re taunting us.” Said the UK Gen. “Wearing our soldiers’ skin.” He added with a sneer.

“A panther penetrated one of the domes under our protection.” Said the Gen of China. “He was wearing a skin.” He added and the generals gasped. 

“They can get in?” said the Rep. of Switzerland with horror etched on his wrinkled face. 

“It appears so.” The Gen. of China informed him. 

“There has to be a way to stop this.” Said the Gen. of India. 

“There’s too many of them.” Added the Gen. of Japan.

“That’s because they populate faster than we can count...” said the Gen. of Japan. 

The American Gen. raised a finger. “That’s what we have to stop.” 

“How?” asked the Gen. of Brazil.

A handful of scientists were given a special assignment to create a solution to prevent beings from reproducing.

In the meantime, the completion of Chiri and its security systems were finalized before pods started to open. Dr. Enzokuhle, a psychiatrist, welcomed Marcus and hundreds of newcomers who were rescued by Grenadiers and soldiers. He informed them of the changes in the world, the wonders inside Chiri and the dangers beyond its wall. And warned them of the foremost important law: “No civilian is to be in possession of any firearm or manufacture toy weapons!” he said then paused to examine their reaction. “If caught, you will be exiled, without question or trial.” The orientation lasted a month, then they were placed in housing and assessed for employment. After the orientation, Marcus went on an endless search for Vernon and his family. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
Protagonist Enmities
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Nate’s pod opened near dusk in a rumble of rocks, clothing and human bones. He jumped out of the pod and took a quick look at his surroundings. They were still in Chicago, but his pod had been moved a few feet away from Jenna’s and Amberlyn’s. He heard rustling and turned his head in that direction, but it could have been the wind. However, Nate stayed alert and slowly reached into the pod for his weapons and the compass. He tried to set the compass to locate the base where Marcus would be, but he couldn’t get a signal. He tapped on the compass, then he heard the rustling again and his head shot up in its direction. He scanned the area, but he saw no figures. Their pods would open in a few minutes, and it didn’t matter what made that noise, nature or beast, he had to protect them. Nate strapped on the UZI across his shoulders then suddenly the rustling got louder, but it sounded as if it was moving away. Nate looked all around him as he deftly moved backwards to the pods. He paused for a second when he noticed glowing eyes of different colors peeked from behind boulders, shrubs and trees.

“What the fuck? Leopards?” he whispered. Then immediately removed tactical knives and held them in his fists as he continued to the pods.

There was only dust and bones behind him, and he stood on a pile directly behind Amberlyn’s pod. He aimed the UZI just as the sound of a low whistle blew as air escaped from the pod. The rustling resounded all around him and now there were whispers. Can’t be animals, Nate thought as his heartbeat pounded with fear. He replaced the knives and grabbed hold of the UZI. The pod door slowly swung open, but the back of the lid faced Nate. Amberlyn’s small hand reached out and clutched the edge of the pod. 

“Young.” “Tender.” “Mine.” Cackled voices. 

Jenna should have gotten Amberlyn by now, Nate thought and fearfully glanced into her pod, but she wasn’t there. There was no time to look for her, Nate said to himself as he stealthy walked to the front of Amberlyn’s pod. 

“Don’t say a word sweetie.” He whispered as Amberlyn stood in the pod.

“I’m all sticky.” She said with a grimace and rubbed her arm. Nate snapped on a silver medal bracelet around Amberlyn’s wrist and threw her over on his back. “Horsey!” Amberlyn said gleefully then wrapped her arms and legs around Nate. 

“Hold on tight.” Nate told her.

Amberlyn anticipated a wild gallop and squealed happily. And her squeals stirred hunger in the beings, and they advanced. “What are those?” she pointed and asked. 

Nate’s eyes widened in terror at what seemed to be a group of humans but looked like animals running towards them. Amberlyn’s limbs squeezed Nate, and she let out a shrilling scream as beings ran, leaped and galloped towards them. “Fucking assholes!” he shouted then opened fire. After a few fell, he took off running in the opposite direction as Amberlyn screamed. Nate ran and killed the ones that came close to his side as he headed out of West Englewood. But he was almost out of ammunition and regretted not packing more. He threw live grenades several feet behind him in different directions as he ran over rubble, jumped over a few open pods and over human remains. But Amberlyn’s weight was slowing his speed down. Luckily, the compass turned on and beeped once they neared the end city. He ran to hide between two crumbled buildings. There, he quickly attached the cords of the parachute to Amberlyn and separated himself. Nate watched Amberlyn fly off then rushed to the opening to face his attackers.

Nate gripped the hilts of the knives in each fist and had the pointed end towards his forearms. “C’mon motherfucka.” He said as beings circled him. 

A big burly bear with a human face stepped forward. Nate’s chuckle rolled into hysterical laughter. “I thought you would be an alligator.” He said and was shocked when it grunted a response. 

“I’m worse.” It said then rose on its hinds and woofed, and the others did the same. 

The howling sounds of wild and hungry animals were frightening. But Amberlyn was safe and military training taught him to face any opponent. Nate pulled the pin and dropped the grenade on the ground. The bear charged and Nate leaped, pulled out his knife and swiftly slashed its throat. Blood splattered and some landed on Nate. The bear held its neck with both hands then dropped down on its knees. Its beady black eyes looked at Nate in shock then became lifeless as its body slumped down to the ground.  Blood oozed and soaked the side of its face and the ground. The sleuth rushed Nate just as the grenade detonated. When the light green haze from the grenade evaporated, nine dismembered beings laid dead on the ground. Nate’s body parts were scattered and unable to be identified. But upon Marcus’ request, he was given the same honorable burial that Vernon received. Jenna was never found and since she wasn’t on the database, she was presumed missing or dead.

Marcus welcomed Amberlyn and raised her as his own. 
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GRENADIERS WEREN’T assigned to purchased pods or those won by lottery, such as Nate’s and Amberlyn’s. Chiri electronically sent their coordinates, but many perished by the time Grenadiers arrived and several weren’t found. Those captured were enslaved for work or entertainment or became food. And by accident, Panthers had discovered another use for newcomers when a claw of panthers rushed a dome. Only the ones wearing the skin of a newcomer safely crossed into the dome. They were immediately killed but the knowledge that human skin allowed access became widely known. Unopened pods and newcomers quickly became the primary targets for panthers and others. Grenadiers could no longer distinguish humans from beings. And when they saw fellow Grenadiers fall from a mere scratch or bite from a Shadower, they hunted and killed any being that remotely fit the description in their directive. But they started to kill without regard to human life. Their destructive behavior caused the military to detonate the kill chip secretly embedded in the microchip. Their families were told that they were ambushed. Believing the story, another set of humans volunteered to be the next group of Grenadiers with a new directive, to maim only. But they too proved lethal and became uncontrollable and their kill chips were detonated with the same excuse. It took another few years to concoct another batch of serum. But the public questioned the truth behind the cause of Grenadiers’ death. Then in walked 36 years old Amberlyn, a geneticist, with a fresh idea. 

Amberlyn and her husband, David Gibson, an expert in evolutionary genetics, produced a new generation of defenders. She suggested younger bodies might be more receptive to chemicals and foreign DNA. She also discovered that soldiers who had ventured outside the dome, had slight traces of nuclear toxins and compounds in their bloodstream. And like scorpions, they had become immune. 

Amberlyn took off the goggles and removed the latex gloves. “I can use that, David.” She said as she walked to him sitting at the desk. “Think about it, they could kill just by a touch.” She said then let out a soft laugh. “Like those Shadowers.”

David took off his glasses and laid them on the desk. “That’s what I’m afraid of. You read what the others did... And you want to make them more dangerous?” 

“That’s because the people scientists chose were old.” She said and he frowned at her. “It’s true. Their enzymes couldn’t support the change for long.” She said then sat at the edge of the desk. “Those scientists didn’t know what they were doing.” She said and curled her lips. “How do you blend DNA of natural enemies and not expect to have a fall back?” she said then crossed her ankles and swung her legs. “And then, take away everything that makes them human.” She said and shrugged in confusion. 

David sat back on the chair and grinned. “How would you make it work?”

Amberlyn chuckled. “First, I would choose people who are patriotic, loyal, loving, kindhearted...You know those type people. And you can’t remove what is inherently theirs. You take all that away and the animals in them will surface.” she said and David nodded his agreement. 

“What types of animals are you thinking about?”

“Well, from air to sea, of course. But I’m not sure which ones yet.” She said then shifted excitedly on the desk. “But I want them to be fast and strong...and see for miles...and hearing too.” She said and used her hands to express herself. Then gasped when a thought suddenly occurred. “I want to try something new. Enzymes from habrobracon wasps.”

“Why? It’s just a parasite.” 

Amberlyn chuckled. “A parasite with the power to heal itself faster than you can bat your eyelashes.” She said then looked at him with a serious expression. “They’re out there on their own, David. What if they get hurt? There’re no doctors, no hospitals to go to.” She said then giggled. “And these wasps have no natural enemies and are harmless.”

David smiled and flipped her earring with a finger. “Tell that to a caterpillar.” 

Amberlyn was so excited that she forgot that the wasp laid its eggs inside a caterpillar. And when they hatch, they ate their way out. She involuntarily held onto her butterfly earrings then pouted. “But it’s a good idea, though, right?” 

“It may work. Present it to Chiri.” 

Amberlyn hopped off the desk. “Yeah.” she said with hesitation. “I think I’ll pass it by Marcus first.” 

David walked into the apartment and shook his head at Marcus slumped on the living room couch. “I’m going to start dinner.” He whispered to Amberlyn and kissed her cheek before he walked away. 

Amberlyn smiled at him then looked at Marcus with worry in her heart. He looked frail and fragile and he tire easily, but as she got closer, she remembered that at 96 years old, he had a head full of hair, his sight and hearing were still clear, his mental and physical capacity were intact, and women still found him handsome. Amberlyn giggled and sat next to him. The slight shift on the cushion woke him up, and she smiled at his startled expression. 

“Good evening, Lyn.” He said with a smile. “Tell David I want roasted chicken tonight.” He said with a serious expression. 

“He’s preparing it.” she said with a giggle then leaned back on the cushion and took a deep breath.

“Long day?” he asked. 

Amberlyn looked at the mounted TV paused at a broadcast from Chiri about upcoming festival events. Then turned to Marcus and chuckled. “Something like that.” 

He listened carefully to Amberlyn’s idea without interruption, then chuckled. “I knew you’d figure it out.” 

“You really think it would work?” 

“I don’t know about the science, but I know you.” He said then struggled to sit up. He took his cane and stood. “So long as they keep their humanity...” he said and shrugged. “What do we have to lose?” He added then started to walk to the kitchen. “David, make sure you don’t put too much pepper!” he shouted, and Amberlyn laughed. 

This new group of leaders comprised of old and younger generation generals. Amberlyn’s concept was received with mixed reactions. 

The Gen. of France frowned at the generals in the new and improved virtual holograph communication system. “I vote against it. We had to decommission several and now you want to make these soldiers stronger...More dangerous?” he said then vehemently shook his head. 

“Not to mention, they’ll have access into Chiri.” Added the Rep. of Switzerland. 

The Gen. of Japan leaned forward on his desk. “It does sound risky.” 

“There’s always the microchip.” Said the Gen. of Brazil.

“How many times can we use that excuse.” The Gen. of UK quickly said then flipped through pages of Amberlyn’s proposal. “But I don’t see neutralizing chips in here.”

“I say we let Mrs. Gibson do it.” the France Gen. said and stunned them, and he chuckled. “She’s not my favorite person, but I can’t ignore that she is a brilliant scientist. She’s created so many wonders already and I think she can do this.” 

“Agreed. But in one condition.” Said the American Gen. “That we create our own.” He added with a grin.

Chiri agreed, and informed Amberlyn that she could only create four, one for each hemisphere. Amberlyn, David and other scientists collaborated to produce more cooperative and functional Grenadiers. But scientists in each hemisphere would work on their own. And from her instructions, only DNA from the animals she chose were used, including the enzyme from the wasp, and she enhanced the toxins in their bloodstream. As a result, telomeres were boosted which would enable Grenadiers to live as long as the beings or longer.

“And no electronic device, no microchips.” She said during a meeting to review strategy. 

“What about communicators?” asked a scientist from Brazil. 

Amberlyn nodded. “Yes, those and financial chips.” She said then walked around the examining table in the lab. “We’re putting so much into them. These are men, human beings.” She looked at their faces on the monitor in the lab as she made her argument. “We want them to have the same benefits we enjoy, to be able to purchase items they need, to have a conversation, to love...Heck even to go to church if they want. I want them to remember that they’re human beings, just like us.”

The scientist from Switzerland nodded. “I agree. We should treat them like the heroes we expect them to be.”  

Hearing that no additional electronic device would be implanted, that they would live normally and that they wouldn’t have to undergo a vasectomy, volunteers lined up in troves. They went through a thorough examination and the males chosen were mentally sound, physically fit and between the ages of 20 and 25. They kept their personality, physical appearance and maintained their sense of self. But Amberlyn secretly added her own personal signature to her Grenadier and smiled slyly as she engraved his DNA with a monarch butterfly.

After an intense military training, Grenadiers were given a mission to rescue the inhabitant of a pod. It was completed with speed and with minimum casualties and Chiri celebrated. The team of scientists had a separate celebration during a conference. At first, Amberlyn was just as excited, but as they boasted about the Grenadiers’ agility, speed and combat skills, a furrowed scowl formed on her forehead.
“I said no microchips.” she said in anger. 

“None were implanted. We agreed with you.” a scientist from Norway responded.

“How did you know what they were doing and where they were?” 

“Drones sent back images.” A scientist from Australia responded. 

The level of her anger increased. “So, they were tracked?” she said, and the scientist nodded. “We agreed. Watching their every movement will draw suspicion.”  

“I don’t feel right about this. These men are super powerful, and they have the ability to make decisions...” an Indonesian scientist said and other scientists from the Southern Hemisphere agreed. 

“Would you work comfortably under a microscope? Or would you be self-conscious and make mistakes?” asked a scientist from Brazil. 

“But there should be a way to tr...” a scientist from Egypt started her protest.

“No. They’re not beings. They should be able to roam freely like everyone else.” Agreed the scientist from France. 

The scientists from the Eastern and Southern Hemispheres were shocked. “What?” they said in unison. 

“Agreed.” The Brazilian said and the others agreed with her. 

A scientist from India put her glass on a table and walked closer to the communicator. “If they’re going to mingle with the public, they can’t be Grenadiers. That would strike up too many bad memories.” 

“What about Golden Guardians?” Amberlyn suggested. 

“Perfect!” scientists from Hong Kong said with broad smiles. “Because Grenadier II would be too confusing.” One of their scientists added.

Amberlynn frowned because it was the first time that she heard of it. “Grenadier II?”

All the scientists, except for the ones in the Northern Hemisphere, looked at her and David in confusion. “We thought you knew.” Said a scientist from Sudan. 

“Chiri took samples and copied the formula to create their own Grenadiers. It may take longer, but they’ll have Grenadiers like our Golden Guardians.” A scientist from Peru informed her. 

Amberlyn was incensed when she stood in front of Chiri’s leaders. But they reminded her of her position and flatly informed her that, “...you do not make decisions for Chiri.” 

Amberlyn lost that battle, but she convinced Chiri to delete Golden Guardians’ genetic code from drones’ program. Amberlyn should take comfort in that. But she had no access to the work the other scientists performed. And she was informed that there would be nine Grenadiers per Hemisphere. 

“Your formula was used so that we could successfully match our DNA with the soldiers’. But they’ll only assist and would have different assignments.” Was all one of the scientists could tell her when she confronted him.
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TO AVOID INCARCERATION, Amberlyn occupied herself with several projects. She spearheaded the construction of an innovative medical and technical facility catered to the treatment of residents, Grenadiers and Guardians. She lobbied and won the argument to include services to beings outside of Chiri.  Other scientists agreed and Andretti was built. It stood aloof as a monument inside Chiri several miles from other cities and soldiers and drones patrolled its only access point. 

Andretti scientists developed a compound that eradicated and prevented the transmission of pathogens known and unknown.  For years they continued to strive to develop scientific methods to ensure life couldn’t be prematurely disrupted, damaged or harmed. Amberlyn, David and other scientists developed a biomedical process using flora and fauna to remove impurities and prevented contagions from entering Chiri. Sadly, Andretti’s construction was completed months after Marcus and David passed away. 

But that didn’t stop Amberlyn, in fact, their deaths prompted her to strive harder. Chiri’s atmosphere was purified, and contagions were contained outside its walls. Some decades later, Amberlyn discovered that massive waves of heat caused by energetic pulsars and supernova explosions reached the Earth during summer solstice. These heat waves rapidly deteriorate tissue and DNA when they pass through the body. She created a serum to counteract the radiation, but it wasn’t until a black out during winter solstice that she realized the helium emitted from the stars cooled and stabilized nuclear particles in telomeres and slowed down the aging process. This would greatly benefit the human population. But she needed a solution to blend the heat from gamma rays and cooling agents from helium together. 

Amberlyn had sat on the chair behind the desk in the lab and stared at the German scientist with
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