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CRISPR: Plague or Vaccine?
"Awaiting permission to begin Mission Briefing” A cold, mechanical yet ever so familiar voice once again crackled from the walls of my car.

"Affirmative"

"There have been reports of genetic abnormalities that have been concentrated around the Gene Metropolitan Station.Preliminary reports show that it might be a premeditated attack. You are called to investigate the cause. Precaution is advised."

"Thanks computer. Activate standby mode now"

I left the car and started to make my way towards the crime scene, ducking and navigating across numerous layers of crime tape and multiple checks on my rank, my purpose and proof of identity. Needless to say, I was befuddled. Out of my twenty years of experience, I had never seen a case being hidden to such secrecy before. An encroaching feeling of dread started to grip me as theories and speculations began to bounce off my consciousness. 

“What could genetic abnormalities possibly mean? A mutant soldier?”

However, I quickly dismissed them once I spotted one of my close colleagues, Chloe, standing near the entrance of the station -- which was suspiciously sealed by a wall of opaque plastic curtains. She was distraught, almost shell-shocked. I decided to cut the formalities and jump straight into the case.

“What case do we have here?”

“There are a bunch of citizens down there who have been victims of some sort of genetic-mutating virus. They almost look like....”  Her voice cracked as she tried to say 

CRISPR: Plague or Vaccine?
the last word - eventually muttering something unintelligible under her breath on the lines of “monsters”. 

“Are you sure it is an attack? Could it be one of those unauthorised genetic surgeries again?”

“No. You don’t get it. They are physically changing...right now.”

She lifted open the curtain, making me witness the most traumatising sight of my career. There were about one hundred people lying in makeshift hospital beds. Their bodies almost looked bloated, with their layers of skin from their upper body almost sagging and melting onto their lap as they sat. Their faces were completely deformed, their lips and eyes drooping as the body almost seemed to give no resistance.  Almost all of them were writhing and convulsing in great agony -- their winces and screeches filling the chamber. They didn’t look human, only human-adjacent. 

I struggled to comprehend the situation as Chloe began to whisk me towards the head medical doctor on the field -- who was equally spooked about the situation. Gathering my composure, I decided to do my job by interviewing the doctor. 

“Do you recognise any of these conditions these patients were having?”

“No, I have never seen this situation before in my life. However, I suspect that this has to do with CRISPR. It almost seemed like bacteria or other invading microorganisms were genetically modified with this technology to almost act as a bioweapon”

“I don’t understand.”

“I assume you are familiar with genetic surgeries and designer babies right? They both work using this technology. Basically, we would snip a piece of DNA that corresponds to 
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one of a desired characteristic or trait. We would then feed it to a protein called Cas9 which uses it as a guide to identify a matching DNA sequence. The protein would then precisely cut off and “edit” the gene into the sequence. That way, we can change the characteristics of a human at will.  Unfortunately though, it seems like a malicious actor managed to misuse this technology to corrupt human genomes. And made it transmissible from human to human. “

“You mean, it's a virus now?!” It was blatantly obvious that I was taken off guard. 

“Yes it is. Initial responders that were without personal protective equipment seemed to have caught the virus as well.”

A deep shudder ran from my snipe to the nape of my neck. The thought of this virus spreading across the entire city was surely a mortifying thought. One misstep could be fatal. 

“Any leads so far?”

“We have shards of glasses that were found near where the first victim collapsed. It seemed to be from a vial”

“Perfect. Get me Derek.”

Derek, more known by his alias the Human Encyclopedia, was one of the first genetically modified humans to be conceived as part of the “Dreamers' ' pilot project run by Gene Laboratory a decade ago. As part of the “Derek'' batch, he was granted extraordinary intelligence and memory that far superseded the average human being -- able to understand complex algorithms and formulas meant for a college student by the meagre age of five. There was no doubt that the police division in our city was so eager 
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to capitalise on this new technology as part of our intelligence division, grooming and nurturing this talent for the purpose of fighting a new generation of crime.

It took more than a few tries in the claustrophobic underground corridors of the train station, but soon the familiar cheerful exuberant adolescent appeared as a translucent holographic figure projected from the end of someone’s phone. 

“Hi Mr Robinson! What seems to be the problem today?”

Derek’s childhood innocence and warmth was just emanating from his face, even despite the pixelated graphics of his hologram. 

“Good afternoon Derek. Can you tell me anything about this glass vial?”

I could sense that his curiosity was piqued, as he immediately placed his grubby hands on the vial the minute I mentioned it. The holographic translucent  figure carefully examined the dimensions of the shards, his hands phasing in and out of the shards as he grazed his hand upon it. 

“It looks like whoever made this was rich. The glass vial looks like it was made from obsidian, a high grade variety too. It also looks like the craftsmanship was professionally done…” Derek suddenly paused mid-sentence, his eyes lighting up as if he found an important clue. 

“Looks like you got something that was made in a Gene Laboratory.” He paused, before letting off a self-assured smirk. He soon continued. 
“There are some initials inscribed onto one of the corners of this vial, you see? This belongs to Alfonso, which only makes obsidian glassware for Gene Laboratories exclusively. Besides, only Gene Laboratories would have the resources and 
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technological expertise to even be able to conceivably be able to create such cutting edge technology now.”

He stopped himself once again for a moment -- his eyebrows furrowed as stood there in silent contemplation. 

“But even then, this technology is years ahead of what we have now. No normal human being would be able to create this without getting detected somehow.  Also, why would they even do this? It goes against everything they work for?”

He was right. Gene Laboratories was the one that brought gene-editing to the mainstream, it was and still is the main provider of designer babies. No other company has even come close in contesting its monopoly over the industry. So, why did it decide to scare others off this technology? To profit off of the cure? 

Before I even began to digest this new information, a finger started aggressively tapping on my back shoulder. It was Chloe.

“Someone managed to hack into the billboards of the Central Business District and is claiming to have released a virus into the city. Check it out.”

A commanding, thunderous voice boomed over the speakers of her phone, frequently punctuated by the clear commotion and static noises in the background. A glance of her phone revealed a large crowd of people gathered at a busy commercial intersection. They were flanked by large billboards hanging on the sides of malls and buildings, each displaying an image of a juvenile-looking figure standing in a plain white stage, wearing what looks to be a Guy-Fawks Mask and an ebony jumpsuit.

“...Yes, I did launch the virus into Gene Station, and let it serve as a warning to all of you. By tomorrow night, I would  make it my personal mission to infect every single one 
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of you like those hideous monsters here. Unless...well... your president outlaws the use of genetic engineering by tomorrow 6pm. If the president truly is for the people, he would do it.”

With that, the entire area was plunged into complete darkness. Utter paranoia and chaos gripped the streets as they screamed and hollered in sheer terror then pursued before the video was abruptly cut -- leaving us in deafening silence. 

“Yes! I got the transmission source.” Derek said, rather enthusiastically. 

“Huh?”

“I know where that person is. He is in one of the studios the Gene Lab uses for advertisements.”

“Ok, we need to go now. Come, I’ll order a search warrant on the way.” Chloe brusquely remarked, as she briskly walked towards the exit of the station with her phone in tow. 

I was then whisked away to a remote location somewhere on the outskirts of the city within a respectable 30 minutes, where I was met with an ever-so conspicuous building that loomed over us. Beside me, was Chloe, along with an entourage of guards and policemen escorting the founder of Gene Labs, Mr Gene. A black-haired, wrinkled and hunched old enigma, he was adamant (very much so)  in accompanying us to search the building. He was rarely seen in public appearances, always preferring instead to send in representatives or his relatives -- which made it ever more confusing that he wanted to join us. 

“Open the door.” Mr Gene croaked.
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“Affirmative”

A voice activated door swiftly opened, allowing all of us to shuffle in. 

The building was completely desolate, only illuminated by dim green fluorescent lights that left entire stretches of corridor in pitch black darkness. Carefully, we ventured into the eerily lit corridors, slowly combing through studio after studio in the search of a culprit.  It was not long after that we were soon left with only the top floor of the building. 

As we walked up the stairwell to the final floor, it became apparent that there was a stray light poking through the windows of one of the sound studios, signalling that the culprit was near. The entire group positioned itself for an ambush, with me leading the brunt of the charge. Reaching the door, I pounced and flung open the door, pointing a gun towards the elusive figure -- still wearing the jumpsuit from earlier. 

“Son? Is that you?”  Mr Gene hobbled past his guards, his face exuding pure unadulterated fury. 

“Why are you here?” His voice projected a sense of brash confidence, though his face seemed less committed to the facade. 

“I knew it was you. I prayed that it wasn’t for every second since I heard the news of the attack. But here you are.”

“Why? Were you afraid that I might soil your image? That his perfect little creation was corrupted? Messed up?” He was indignant, his face turning a shade of red.

Like most of the team, I was dumbfounded. None of us even knew that Mr Gene had a son!  Not knowing what else to do, I grasped on tightly for my gun -- ready to fire if he ever got too close. 
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“I don’t get it. Why did you refuse to believe that I cared about you? I created Gene Technologies for you. I made sure that I managed to cure you of all the diseases that I have carried, to spare you of all the pain and suffering that I had to experience now. I created you to be more intelligent, more stronger than any other human being in existence now. Have you forgotten that? Or are you just being ungrateful?”

That last sentence seemed to trigger something within Mr Gene’s son. Fuming, he began to launch a tirade against his father. 

“Ungrateful? You projected all of your fantasies onto me! You wanted to have blonde hair, to be conventionally muscular, to have dimples, to have perfect eyesight, to have double eyelids. And you forced all of this onto me. You designed me to be who you wanted to be. But tell me, have you ever asked what I wanted? Have you thought about how your “son” might feel?”

Mr Gene was shocked into silence, his face showing a pale white. 

He soon shifted his attention to me personally, as he began to continue talking. 

“And it is not only this pathetic human being that wants to live vicariously through their offspring. Because of his technology, hundreds, if not thousands of parents worldwide are arbitrarily imposing their dreams and hopes onto their child, customising their child according to their own wishes. These parents want to play god, choosing the purpose and destiny for their child even before they are born and know what they want. Meanwhile, these poor “dreamers” are forced to chase other people’s dreams instead of finding their own. I believe that the police departments are currently doing the same thing to another of those “dreamers”, right?”
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A tinge of guilt began to gnaw at my own consciousness. Was he right? Was I complicit in allowing this exploitation to take place? It was unsettling to even consider it.  

“So, the next generation will be shaped by the previous one. They would then be plagued by the new standards that the previous generation set. After all, if everyone is intelligent, beautiful or strong, no one is. And then these people would then try to improve their children once again, continuing the cycle until either genetics or technology gives in. I want to nip this in the bud. To stop this genetic arms race from ever happening. For this, I need you. Help me convince the president to ban this technology. I beg of you.”

His words started to resonate with me, as I contemplated actually acceding to his request. Just then, a bewildered and slightly shaken Mr Gene began to get out of his previous funk.

“Arrest him!” He shouted, as his personal guards began charging towards him. 

There was a sound of glass breaking, and a green revolting mist enveloped our bodies. Then darkness. 
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