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Chaos.

Disorder.

A lost humanity.

Those words followed James everywhere.

Thirty years had passed since he and Rick created the formula that conquered disease, reversed aging, and made death optional for anyone with access to a dose.

The world no longer called it Renewal.

People had grown tired of the clean corporate name. It sounded too much like an insurance plan or a home-improvement company.

Religious groups began calling it Manna, comparing the blue-silver liquid to the food God supposedly provided from heaven.

That lasted until other religious groups decided the name was blasphemous because the formula was not technically food.

Human beings had achieved functional immortality and immediately found a way to argue about vocabulary.

Some churches insisted it should be called Medical Manna.

One particularly loud church leader proposed Mannacine, a combination of manna and medicine, believing the compromise would end the debate.

It did not end the debate.

It merely gave the public a name they liked.

Within a year, nearly everyone called it Mannacine.

The word appeared on pharmacies, medical centers, advertisements, songs, clothing, and religious pamphlets declaring it either a gift from God or the invention of Satan.

Sometimes both pamphlets were handed out on the same corner.

James's grandfather's death had ended his anonymity.

The story was too enormous to contain.

The creator of Mannacine had secretly given an experimental immortal strain to a man who refused it. That man had then fought through repeated healing attempts to take back the death his grandson had denied him.

The bathroom photographs leaked.

The video leaked.

The words written on the wall became the most repeated question of the century.

WHO WANTS TO LIVE FOREVER?

The press initially treated the death as murder.

The scene looked too violent to be anything else. Investigators found pills, blood, several methods of suffocation, and wounds that had repeatedly healed before being reopened.

Only the recorded confession and physical evidence of multiple attempts ended the homicide investigation.

Grandpa had wanted to die.

He had made certain the world understood that.

For several years, James withdrew from public life.

He remained inside private homes, guarded facilities, and laboratory offices while strangers debated whether he was a savior or a monster.

Some blamed him for his grandfather's death.

Others blamed Grandpa for rejecting the greatest gift humanity had ever received.

One commentator called the suicide "an ungrateful attack on progress."

James broke a television after hearing that.

Eventually, the grief became something less sharp.

It never disappeared.

It simply settled into him.

He learned to speak around it.

He accepted interviews.

He appeared at medical conferences and public hearings. He answered questions about the Nano-ants, the neurological interface, the orgasmic integration response, and the long-term maintenance cycle.

Rick remained hidden.

James protected his identity and let the world assume he had created Mannacine alone. Rick was happy to surrender the fame in exchange for uninterrupted research.

James discovered that he did not entirely hate being famous.

People adored him.

Billions knew his name.

They carried his photograph in wallets and wore his face on shirts. Children dressed as him for school science events. Patients cried when they met him, touching his hands as though some remaining miracle might rub off.

To most of the world, James was not the man who violated his grandfather's final choice.

He was the man who cured cancer.

He learned to live inside that version of himself.

Sometimes he almost believed it.

Mannacine survived decades of political battles.

Some governments tried to ban it.

Others attempted to ration it.

Religious councils demanded moral examinations to decide who deserved immortality.

Corporate leaders wanted private control.

Doctors wanted medical authority.

The public wanted everyone to get out of the way.

Eventually, legislation began collapsing beneath the logic of a world where death rarely remained permanent.

Old laws had been created around the assumption that dangerous behavior could destroy a life.

That assumption no longer held.

A person could overdose, be treated with Mannacine, and recover.

A drunk driver could be pulled from wreckage, injected, and walk away while emergency crews removed glass from the road.

A gunshot victim could survive if responders restored circulation long enough for the Nano-ants to rebuild the damage.

Even many supposedly fatal injuries became temporary, provided the heart and brain had not remained inactive for too long.

Humanity reached what historians later called the Fuck-It Era.

Nobody officially named it that.

Everyone called it that anyway.

People stopped worrying about dangers that had once defined entire legal systems.

Drug laws weakened first.

If narcotics could not reliably kill users, many governments decided the expense of prohibition was no longer justified. America legalized nearly everything, and other nations gradually followed.

The pharmaceutical industry attempted to object.

Nobody listened.

Most of its business had already been erased by Mannacine.

People experimented with substances once considered terrifying. Some combined several simply to discover what happened, carrying emergency doses in their pockets like antidotes to their own stupidity.

Hospitals created specialty departments for recreational catastrophes.

One clinic advertised:

TRY ANYTHING. WE'LL PUT YOU BACK TOGETHER.

Their lawyers made them remove the slogan.

Customers continued quoting it.

Humanity had not become wiser after overcoming death.

It had simply become harder to kill.

James started a movement after his grandfather's suicide.

The principle was painfully simple:

No person would receive Mannacine without consent.

No relatives slipping it into food.

No doctors administering it to unconscious patients without documented permission.

No parents permanently treating adult children because they could not bear to lose them.

No governments forcing rejuvenation on useful citizens.

The movement became known as The Right to End.

James hated the name.

It sounded like a suicide organization, which opponents immediately accused it of being.

His position was more complicated.

Mannacine should remain available to anyone who chose it.

The right to live indefinitely also had to include the right not to.

James appeared before a global medical council and spoke without prepared notes.

"My grandfather told me no," he said.

The chamber became silent.

"I believed I knew better because I loved him. I believed saving his body justified ignoring his decision."

James paused.

"It did not."

Several council members shifted uncomfortably.

"The pain of losing someone naturally is terrible. The pain of watching someone destroy themselves because you trapped them in a life they did not choose is worse."

His proposal passed.

Not everywhere.

Not immediately.

But consent protections eventually became part of Mannacine law across much of the world.

James knew legislation could not undo what he had done.

It was simply the only apology he could still offer.

Thirty years after the formula's invention, death had become rare enough that people began speaking about the afterlife differently.

Ghost stories faded.

Why tell stories about the dead when nearly nobody died?

Haunted houses became historical curiosities. Paranormal programs lost viewers. Funeral homes converted into rejuvenation clinics, restaurants, and storage facilities.

Some theologians declared that heaven had never been intended as a separate place.

They claimed eternal life had always been God's promise for Earth and Mannacine was the instrument through which it would be delivered.

Other religious groups reacted with horror.

They demanded that immortality be limited to the worthy.

Committees developed moral screening systems.

Applicants would answer questions about faith, family, criminal history, charity, sexuality, and political belief. A council would then decide whether the applicant deserved continued life.

The proposal attracted support until different religions realized they would not control the councils.

Then every group declared the others unqualified to judge eternity.

The system collapsed beneath the weight of mutual righteousness.

Mannacine remained broadly available.

Freedom had expanded alongside life.

Restricting either became increasingly difficult.

That did not mean everyone celebrated.

The formula had not only preserved bodies.

It preserved every human structure built around them.

Power.

Wealth.

Resentment.

Greed.

People who expected older generations to step aside discovered that the older generations had no intention of going anywhere.

At one hundred and four years old, Lionel Vance looked thirty-two.

He had served as chief executive of Vance Global Industries for seventy-six years.

During that time, the corporation absorbed thousands of smaller companies and expanded into food production, housing, communications, medicine, transportation, and private security.

Lionel had once planned to retire at sixty-five.

Then Mannacine arrived.

Retirement seemed less urgent when he had another lifetime available.

Every decade, the board renewed his contract.

Most board members had also taken Mannacine.

They stopped dying.

They stopped retiring.

They stopped surrendering anything.

Below them, younger executives waited.

Some waited for fifty years.

Others for a century.

Promotions became theoretical events discussed in orientation materials but rarely witnessed in actual life.

One ambitious vice president finally confronted Lionel during a board meeting.

"I have held this position for forty-three years."

Lionel looked up from his tablet.

"And?"

"When will there be an opportunity for advancement?"

"When you demonstrate that you are ready."

"I've increased divisional revenue by four hundred percent."

"Then you are clearly excellent where you are."

Several board members laughed.

The vice president did not.

"Are you ever going to retire?"

Lionel smiled.

"Why would I?"

The question summarized the new economy.

Why retire?

Why transfer control?

Why divide a fortune?

Why allow another person to lead when the current leader remained young, healthy, and experienced?

The old human cycle depended upon departure.

Mannacine ended departure.

Corporate hierarchies hardened.

The same people remained at the top while generations accumulated beneath them.

Experience became another form of wealth, compounding like interest.

A CEO who remained in power for a hundred years controlled connections no newcomer could match. Politicians, judges, bankers, and industry leaders had known one another for decades.

Some had known one another for centuries.

They did not merely influence the system.

They had become the system.

Inheritance became another casualty.

Families that once waited impatiently for wealthy relatives to die learned that waiting could last forever.

Great-aunts who had been expected to pass away became twenty-five again.

Grandfathers rewrote wills after beginning new relationships.

Parents started second and third families, pushing the original children farther from the fortunes they expected.

Arguments over money grew vicious.

One family sued its two-hundred-year-old patriarch for "unreasonable longevity."

The court dismissed the case.

The judge was one hundred and eighty-six.

A frustrated grandson was interviewed outside the courthouse.

"He has more money than anyone could spend in ten lifetimes."

A reporter held out a microphone.

"He may have ten lifetimes."

"That is exactly the problem."

The patriarch watched the interview from his private estate and removed the grandson from his will.

Family gatherings became complicated when seven living generations attended.

Nobody agreed on who should sit at the head of the table.

Assassination no longer solved succession problems.

Attempts increased anyway.

A technology executive named Victor Salazar survived four separate attacks.

The first shooter struck him in the shoulder.

Victor took Mannacine before reaching the hospital. The wound closed around the bullet and pushed it outward several hours later.

During the second attempt, a bomb destroyed his vehicle.

Emergency crews found enough of him alive to restore circulation and administer the formula. His body rebuilt over the following weeks.

After that, Victor began taking maintenance doses every month.

His third attacker stabbed him repeatedly inside a parking garage.

Victor remained conscious long enough to inject himself.

He returned to work three days later.

The fourth attack happened during a shareholder meeting.

A junior executive fired six rounds into his chest.

Victor collapsed onto the conference table.

Security restrained the shooter while the company physician administered Mannacine.

Several minutes later, Victor began coughing.

The first bullet emerged from his healing lung and dropped onto a stack of financial reports.

Victor picked it up.

He looked at the attacker.

"You're fired."

The clip became one of the most watched videos in the world.

The company sold merchandise using the phrase.

Victor received a bonus.

The attacker received a prison sentence that became complicated by the fact that "life imprisonment" no longer had a predictable ending.

James watched these developments from the back seat of a city train.

He still rode public transportation when he wanted the truth.

The window reflected a man who looked roughly thirty-five but carried more than sixty years behind his eyes.

Across from him sat a young-looking woman in an expensive business suit.

She complained to the man beside her.

"My director has held the department since before my grandmother was born."

"How old is she?"

"One hundred and forty-eight."

"She doesn't look it."

"That is the problem."

The man shrugged.

"You could find another job."

"And start at the bottom beneath somebody else who refuses to die?"

Farther down the car, two men argued about inheritance.

"My mother had another baby last year," one said.

"How old is she?"

"One hundred and three."

The other man laughed.

"I'm serious. Now she says the family trust has to include him."

"How old are you?"

"Seventy-eight."

"So your baby brother is seventy-seven years younger than you?"

"Yes."

"That is hilarious."

"No, it is not."

James looked through the window at the city.

Towering advertisements promised vitality, pleasure, and permanent youth.

Below them, workers entered buildings controlled by people who had held power for longer than most countries once lasted.

Mannacine had offered everyone more time.

It had not offered everyone equal time.

The wealthy possessed private stockpiles, permanent medical teams, and formulations unavailable to ordinary customers.

The poor still had access, but access depended upon jobs, doctors, governments, and supply chains controlled by immortal executives.

The formula had made death optional.

For many, freedom remained far less certain.

James's public image grew larger as the world became more unstable.

Billions loved him.

Some prayed to him.

Small religious movements built shrines using blue glass vials and silver ant symbols.

One group declared James the Second Healer.

Another claimed he was the Beast described in Revelation.

James declined invitations from both.

Television hosts asked whether he regretted creating Mannacine.

His answer changed depending on the day.

Sometimes he said no.

He thought of cancer wards closing.

He thought of children surviving diseases that once killed them.

He thought of people walking, breathing, seeing, and living without pain.

Other days, he saw his grandfather's blood on the wall.

On those days, the answer was harder.

During one interview, a journalist asked him whether humanity deserved immortality.

James leaned back.

"I don't think humanity has ever received anything because it deserved it."

"What does that mean?"

"It means fire didn't ask whether we were responsible before it burned for us. Electricity didn't demand moral improvement before it lit our homes."

"And Mannacine?"

"It exists."

"That isn't an answer."

"It may be the only honest one."

The journalist waited.

James continued.

"We invented something. Now everyone wants the invention to carry the morality they failed to bring with them."

"Does that include you?"

"Yes."

The answer made headlines.

The part after it did not.

James met Rick that night in the
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