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  Once upon a time, there was a community of authors that lived in an online land known as SFF.net. Among the inhabitants was one Jeffrey Dwight who was editing an anthology that would become the third volume in the Darkfire series, or more specifically The Age of Wonders: Tales from the Near Future. I wanted to try writing something different from my usual light fare, something a bit darker and maybe even a bit edgy. The result was this story and Jeffrey bought it for the anthology. It also ended up being translated and published in Finnish, Greek, and Portuguese. I’m rather pleased at how well the story holds up from so early in my career.


  



  Bugjuice


  



  “I CAN'T HELP YOU,” Maxwell said, and gestured me toward the door. The interview I’d waited ten weeks for was over in ten seconds. It had fallen apart as soon as he’d seen me in person, as soon as he had a face to pair with the unfamiliar name on his appointment schedule. There was no way he was going to listen to an old man. He’d been confused at first. I didn’t seem quite as old compared to his memory of me. I moved faster, stood taller, but seventy years still showed on my face. That was enough.


  “Stay right where you are,” Alejandro hissed in my left ear, cycling up my adrenal glands with a digital flick of a dozen subroutines. I paused. Strength surged through me and the aches and pains of old age melted away. The room became brighter, suffused with light as my pupils dilated courtesy of the artificial arousal coursing through my blood. Flick, flick, and flick. Alejandro played with my dopamine receptors, my reuptake of acetylcholine, and half a dozen enzymes responsible for breaking down the neurotransmitters involved in the emotional responses routed through my frontal lobe.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I whispered harshly. My nerves were like ice. I was calm, cool, psychotic. All at once I couldn’t view Maxwell as the powerful CEO of Allegheny Bio-Tech any more. He wasn’t the sanctimonious grandson of the man I’d given my life’s work for. He wasn’t even my employer. In my eyes he was so much meat. Fuck him.


  “You’re going to hear me out. And then, maybe, I’ll leave.” I grinned, the kind of toothy smile I had always associated with serial killers and arsonists. This was dangerous; I’d never had Alejandro juice me this much before. It was one thing to regulate and turn back the chemistry of old age, but this was something else entirely.


  Maxwell didn’t know about Alejandro. Didn’t know that I was being augmented, pumped full of peptides and neurochemical bugjuice. He hadn’t read any of my proposals, not a one of my progress reports. They probably hadn’t made it to his desk. Why should they? To his mind I was just another obsolete researcher, stale and out of date. I saw him casually move a hand under the lip of his desk, saw the telltale twitch of the muscle in his wrist indicating he’d curled a finger. Alejandro screamed in my ear, alerting me to the gesture though I’d already seen it. I could have stopped him, I was so wired it would have been trivial to bound over his desk and snap his hand back. That would have gotten his attention. Seventy year old men don’t usually go bounding over desks.


  But that wouldn’t have been sufficient. I needed a more convincing demonstration. Alejandro had upped my serotonin considerably. My thoughts plunged forward faster than ever at the minor cost of an increase in paranoia. In this instance though, the paranoia was completely justified. Maxwell had pressed the panic button on his desk. It was obvious, predictable, juvenile. Before Alejandro, I would have been clueless; with his help I was thinking fast enough to casually step aside from the door and plant myself in the perfect spot. The security team hustled inside, passing me before they even realized it. There were two of them, Bjorn and Bret. Big, beefy, corporate strongmen who enjoyed their work a little too much. And who had kicked my ass the last time I had tried to see Mr. Maxwell. Mocking me, calling me ’Gramps’ and knocking me down a flight of stairs. I was lucky not to have broken a hip. But that was before Alejandro.


  “Gentlemen, Mr. Corazon was just leaving.” Maxwell smiled, smug and superior, not yet even forty, master of the little button on his desk. “Take him by his lab and help him to clean out his desk. He’s just decided to retire. It’s long overdue.”


  “Alejandro, it’s show time,” I said to myself, knowing the pharmagrapher nestled in my ear canal would hear me. Bone conduction. “Let’s make it good, we only get one chance to make a first impression.”


  “You’re on, boss,” he whispered back, and I could almost feel him tugging my sympathetic nervous system into overdrive. Endorphins flooded my brain. Life was good, rosy, sunshine. I had the strength of about eight young men, the speed of at least six. I would feel like shit in about ten minutes when the current peak washed over into one hell of a trough, but for right now I felt like a teenager again, like a god.


  I spoke calmly, my voice free of the exhilaration I felt, each word smooth and fluid. “Mr. Maxwell, since you won’t listen, just stay there and watch instead. This is just one aspect of the pharmagrapher that I’ve been trying to tell you about for three months. It was originally just a concept; now it’s a prototype.” I reached out, almost too fast for my own eyes to follow, grabbing Bjorn’s arm. It had been bent slightly at the elbow, but I straightened it. I pulled him toward me by the forearm, almost effortlessly, reaching out and gripping him higher with my other hand, my fingers clinching onto his biceps.


  That’s when I realized that Alejandro wasn’t taking any chances; my serotonin boost was pushing me outside human morality. I felt as if I was standing outside myself, watching with casual disinterest as someone else snapped Bjorn’s arm in two places and threw him across the room, brittle bits of bone showing through the blood and pierced skin. He was screaming before his head struck the wall and knocked him out. Which, when you think about it, made him luckier than Bret.


  I smiled politely at Maxwell then, closing the distance between Bret and myself. He was easily a foot taller than me, fifty to sixty pounds heavier. Alejandro deadened the feeling in my right hand and I jabbed it powerfully into his abdomen. Funny, people never expect you to do that sort of thing. My fingers easily tore through his skin and muscle, feeling around inside his guts before closing around a loop of intestine and tugging it back out to show Mr. Maxwell. Bret collapsed to the floor, conscious but in shock. My serotonin levels dipped a bit, and I felt a tinge of horror at what I’d done. Alejandro compensated swiftly and the guilt dissipated. No time for feeling sorry.


  It seemed I barely flexed my legs and I had jumped up onto Maxwell’s desk, facing him and shaking my bloody hand in his face. It happened so fast, all of it, a matter of seconds. I reached into my coat pocket with my clean hand and held up a gleaming marble of ceramic and precious metal: Alejandro’s little brother. I was still wound way too tight; I grabbed Maxwell, almost ripping his outer ear off in the process of shoving the tiny marble in, prodding it in deeply, nestling it up against his eardrum.


  “Contact, boss,” Alejandro informed me, his voice sounding like mine does on a recording. “Guillermo is in place and fully functional.”


  “Activate and sedate,” I told him, and the signal was sent to the slaved pharmagrapher in Maxwell’s ear. “And cycle me down, slowly. Before I start getting the shakes.”


  I let go of Maxwell then, climbing down from his desk, ignoring both the unconscious man bleeding in the corner and the moans of the one I’d eviscerated in front of the desk. Maxwell had all of my attention. There was fear on his face, the result of his own sympathetic nervous system telling him that he was in a dangerous situation. He wanted to panic; he had just watched a septuagenarian cripple his security team and then attack him. His body language screamed fear, but he began to relax as little Guillermo rewrote the chemical signals his brain was sending. I could almost see the waves of relief and calm washing over him.


  Despite the erasure of physiological fear, he was still terrified. I knew Maxwell couldn’t feel it, not in his gut, not in his stones, but he knew it. He knew he should have been pissing himself instead of being all warm and fuzzy.


  “What have you done?” he begged me, unable to stop smiling as he fell back into his desk chair. “What’s happening?”


  “The future of bio-pharmacology, Mr. Maxwell. A bank of microprocessors interfacing with the brain’s own chemical messengers and capable of rewriting and issuing new instructions to the body’s own chemistry. A neurochemical expert system that can speed you up, make you stronger, even fearless. Or calm you down, numb your sensations, wipe out pain. All of the signals the brain sends the body and the body sends the brain, alterable, reversible. That’s what I’ve been trying to show you for the last three months.”


  Maxwell nodded, grinning like an idiot as Guillermo kept him high and happy. It wasn’t quite the state I wanted him in, but it would take hours for the pharmagrapher to calibrate itself to Maxwell’s individual physiology. Until then only gross chemical manipulations were possible. The more specific alterations couldn’t be implemented till later, and the most subtle forms would take days. Alejandro had been in my ear for a week. The shakes of my Parkinson’s had been gone for two days.


  “I’m not retiring, Mr. Maxwell, but I am moving out of my office. You’re going to give me a bigger one, and a bigger lab. And a staff. Allegheny Bio-Tech is going to start curing the world of a lot of its problems. And in compensation for your support and understanding I’m going to make you rich beyond anything you ever imagined.”


  “Why?” Maxwell smiled, his eyes tearing, Guillermo’s control clearly holding him near the edge of religious euphoria. “What do you get out of it?”


  “Me? Why Mr. Maxwell, I get to feel young again. Strong and healthy like I haven’t in years. And with your generous help, I’ll spread that feeling to every other geriatric citizen in the country. Youth’s been wasted on the young too long, and we’re not going to go quietly into retirement or nursing homes any longer. And if you try and stop us, well, we’ll just have to kick your ass. Understand?”
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  Lawrence M. Schoen holds a Ph.D. in cognitive psychology, with a special focus in psycholinguistics. He spent ten years as a college professor, and has done extensive research in the areas of human memory and language. His background in the study of human behavior and cognitive processes provide a principal metaphor for his fiction. He currently works as the director of research and analytics for a series of mental health and addiction treatment facilities in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.


  



  [image: Image]
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  In 2013, Lawrence received a Nebula Award nomination for his novella, “Barry’s Tale,” which was the cover story for his collection, Buffalito Buffet. The following year, he received his second Nebula Award nomination for another Amazing Conroy novella, “Trial of the Century.”
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  His other collection, Sweet Potato Pie, spans 20 years of surreal stories and poems, representing the range of fantasy styles. Alas, as of this writing, it is not yet available as an ebook.
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