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Test Subject


"Indeed, it is I, Doctor Diabolicus!" The tall figure stepped from the shadows to reveal the haughty, graying features of the sinister scientist. "And this time," he rumbled in his rich baritone, "I have you right where I want you!"

"Diabolicus—I should have known!" Plucky exclaimed as she strained against the leather straps that bound her to the chair. Penny "Plucky" Pepperman had crossed swords with the evil scientist time and again—and roundly foiled his plans for world domination on every occasion. "You scoundrel! What fiendish motherfuckery are you scheming this time?"

Dr. Diabolicus arched a gray eyebrow in amusement. "Defiant to the last, I see! Well, we'll soon change that,” he added, with a sinister smile. “In fact, rather than simply tell you,” he continued, “allow me to show you..." He nodded to a henchman behind the heroine, and Plucky felt some sort of helmet being lowered on her head. She struggled once again to free herself, but the straps at her wrists and ankles wouldn’t budge. It began to dawn on Plucky that there really was no way out of her predicament as a visor swiveled down over her eyes.

"With my latest invention, I can reprogram the mind of absolutely anyone—even a stubborn do-gooder like you, Plucky Pepperman!"

"Never! I've beaten you before, Diabolicus, and I'll do it again!" came the defiant reply.

"There's no escape for you this time! Soon you will be my most loyal assistant–and you will love it! Today, Plucky Pepperman; tomorrow–the greater Cincinnati metropolitan area! Mwah ha ha ha haaa!!!"

"Parker, why are you reading me this shit?" Tyler leaned patiently against the doorway of her roommate's bedroom, her arms crossed and a wry smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

The sandy-haired girl closed the book. "That's you, bro!" she laughed.

Tyler's smile broadened as she rolled her eyes. "Ugh–this again! Come on, Parker, you know it's not like that! Professor Atherton's work is amazing, and it's hardly 'brainwashing'," she added with some seriousness. "Do you realize the number of mental illnesses this technology could treat?"

"I know, I know," Parker conceded. "But you have to admit, it sounds like sci-fi nightmare fuel. I mean," she added with mock gravity, "what if it should fall into the wrong hands!?"

"I can't believe you still have those 'Plucky Pepperman' books, by the way," Tyler laughed. "How old are you? Ten?"

"Hey, these are classics! 'Pluckiness always prevails'!" Parker proclaimed, fists on hips in the trademark style of her fictional hero.

Tyler laughed and shook her head at her adorably goofy roommate. "You're too cute!" she said. "But hey–we should leave soon if we're going to meet the Chickies for happy hour."

"Yes! Happy hour!" Parker bounced over to her closet to pick out an outfit for the evening.

Tyler turned to get ready herself, but paused and looked back with a quizzical look. "Plucky doesn’t really say 'fiendish motherfuckery,’ does she?"

Parker laughed as she tossed her roommate the paperback. "Read it and find out for yourself!"
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An hour later, they walked into the dimly lit pub, the chatter of happy hour patrons filling the air with a warm buzz. The scent of fried appetizers and beer wafted through the room. Tyler's heart swelled with joy as she spotted the other three members of “the Chickies:” Angela, Katherine, and Corinne, who were already seated at a corner booth.

"You made it!" Corinne waved them over. The others turned with bright smiles, their eyes lighting up at the sight of Tyler and Parker. "Congratulations, brainiac! Tell us everything!"

"Thanks, guys!" Tyler slid into the booth. A fresh round of drinks arrived, and Tyler filled her friends in on the good news. "So, Professor Atherton got this massive grant from the Polybius Corporation. It's going to fund our research for years!"

"No shit? That's huge, Tyler!" exclaimed Katherine, her dark eyes wide.

"It really is," Tyler said, her voice filled with excitement. "We're working on some groundbreaking stuff.” She sat up straighter, warming to her topic. “Professor Atherton's idea is to use deep-scan magnetic resonance to map the brain, then target specific areas with optical stimulation to rewire neural pathways. It could potentially help people with severe depression, PTSD, and even some types of dementia."

"Okay..but how about in English?" Angela joked.

"Sorry—I get a little carried away sometimes," Tyler apologized. "Think of it this way: you know how strobe lights can trigger epilepsy? Or how those sunlight lamps can help people with seasonal depression?"

"Sure," replied Angela, interested, as she took a sip of her wine.

"Well, just like that, there's a lot of other things that light and optics can do for our brainss–and we’re only just scratching the surface!"

"And the magnetic whatchamacallit?"

Tyler took a deep breath and thought about it. "That's a bit trickier to explain, I guess, but let's just say that strong magnetic fields can also affect the brain in powerful ways. What Professor Atherton is working on is a way for both of those things—visual stimuli and the magnetic fields—to work together to improve mental states. It's been crazy effective in early testing!"

"It must be pretty impressive to draw the attention of a heavy hitter like Polybius," Katherine commented.

"I know!" replied Tyler. "That’s what makes this even more exciting. Just days after she published her results, Polybius invited her out to one of their super-labs to demonstrate her work so far. Obviously they liked what they saw, because now we have this massive grant. We’ll be funded for at least the next couple of years, easy!"
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