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What you need to know
"No science is immune to the infection of politics and the corruption of power." –Jacob Bronowsk, British Mathematician and Biologist
Have you ever wondered what makes the world go around? A well-known nursery rhyme tells us it's cheese (because cheese make the mice go 'round, which make the cats go 'round, which make the dogs go 'round, which make the—you get the picture). But what is it really that makes anything in this world happen?
Scientists, of course, have come up with their own answer. They've identified four fundamental forces—or interactions—of physics, which, they claim, cover every phenomenon of particle interaction: gravitation, electromagnetism, the weak nuclear force (or weak interaction), and the strong nuclear force (or strong interaction). Some of these forces we've been aware of for centuries; others are fairly recent discoveries. One wonders how we missed the most recently discovered ones for so long.
Electricity and Magnetism (aka Electromagnetism)
Electricity was first recorded (as far as we know) in ancient Egyptian texts dating to around 2750 BC. They describe a fish with a shocking charge that they call the "Thunderer of the Nile."
Aristotle attributes the first scientific investigation of magnetism to a Greek philosopher and scientist named Thales who lived around 600 BC. Around the same time in India, a surgeon named Sushruta was said to use magnets for medical treatments.
In 1600, physician William Gilbert made a careful study of electricity and magnetism. Part of this study involved rubbing amber together to produce static electricity. He is credited with coining the term electrus meaning "of amber" or "like amber." In June of 1852, Benjamin Franklin is said to have attached a metal key to a kite during a thunderstorm and observed sparks jumping from the key to his hand, showing lightning was an electric phenomenon.
In the mid-1800s, James Clerk Maxwell showed the relationship between electricity and magnetism—i.e. they were merely different manifestations of the same thing, electromagnetism. This led to the first field theory, and look at all the wonders electromagnetism has brought the world such as Star Wars and iPods.
Gravity
Gravity—and the related term gravitation—also has a long history of discovery and defining. In the 4th century BC, Aristotle insisted there was no force or movement without cause. Certain objects moved downward towards what he believed to be the center of the universe, because—he argued—of an inner gravitus or heaviness compelling them to their rightful place.
By the 17th century AD, scientists had discarded Aristotle's system of science and tried to find the real reason behind gravity. Galileo discovered all objects accelerate towards the ground at the same rate. Newton went even further and defined gravity mathematically (scientists love to define things mathematically).
In the mid-20th century, a young German refugee named Albert Einstein proposed the theory of general relativity to describe gravity as a bend or fold in spacetime, the name he gave to the fabric of reality. This theory led to the second field theory, and look at all the amazing things we've been able to do with it such as GPS. That certainly helps people in the modern world to go around.
The Strong and Weak Nuclear Forces
The strong nuclear force and weak nuclear force were discovered later that same century (which is why they didn't get cool names like electricity and gravity; apparently current scientists can't figure out how to name things).
The Unified Field Theory
Scientists had discovered several different theories to describe the universe, but they didn't fit very well together. Nature appears to be beautiful in its simplicity and harmony, so why shouldn't her basic forces fit together better? So Einstein and others tried to come up with one theory, a unified field theory (as Einstein called it) to describe how all forces are actually just manifestations of the same force (much like electricity and magnetism are manifestations of electromagnetism). He was making progress until quantum physics entered the picture. That messed up everything.
You see, phenomena at the macro level (meaning things you can see with the naked eye or a simple microscope) are well described by Einstein's standard model, a model that unites the interactions but can't account for gravity (a serious flaw if you're trying to come up with just one theory). Phenomena at the micro level (atoms and everything smaller) can only be described by quantum theory. The two theories as they currently stand are incompatible and even contradictory. Einstein died still trying to reconcile the two after most other scientists had given up.
Then in the late 20th century, Ed Witten of Princeton and Paul Townsend of Cambridge proposed a new theory they called string theory. It put forth the notion that all matter and energy at their most basic level were made up of tiny, vibrating strings. This led scientists to once again try formulating a unified field theory. This theory would be a theory of everything—the Holy Grail of physics. In fact, one flavor of string theory was named M-theory with the "M" said to stand for the "mother of all theories." It was a nice effort that hasn't panned out yet. For a while the majority of scientists even abandoned string theory, but lately it has received renewed attention with new developments being made all the time.
Are all forces, interactions, matter, and energy really just manifestations of one ultimate force or object? Is that object a tiny string? Will we ever be able to describe it mathematically in one, simple theory? And if we do, what effect will it have on our lives?
Only time will tell.
The Announcement
"Your theory is crazy, but it's not crazy enough to be true." –Niels Bohr, Danish Physicist

"Hurry up, Grandma!" a fourteen-year-old Gina yelled from the living room floor. "The Lynda Meyer Show is starting!"
"I'm coming. Eh, eh, eh. I'm coming," a tired, old, weak voice called from upstairs, followed by a steady stream of creaks, thumps, and eh's. Gina and her mother weren't sure if the creaks were coming from the old wooden staircase or Grandma's old, fragile joints.

She made the long journey down two flights of stairs during a preview for the latest made-for-TV movie. She scuffled across the front room carpet holding onto her walker during the opening credits. She finally made it to her favorite chair—an avocado green recliner, a gift from a son she hadn't seen in over a decade—just as the theme music was ending. She maneuvered herself in front of the chair and said a quick prayer.
"Mom, let me help you into your chair," her daughter started to rise from the couch keeping one eye on the TV screen so she wouldn't miss anything.
"You'll do no such thing, young lady. I ain't no invalid yet. I can still sit down in a chair all by myself. Why, the day I can't even do that is the day you should just throw me in an old pine box." She fell backwards into the chair. The springs squeaked success. "Oh, the sacrifices I make for my shows." She said another prayer of thanks for making it here once again.
"Mom, are you sure you don't want us to get you a new chair? That one is getting pretty worn out."
"Certainly not, child! This is my favorite chair. I've been sitting in it for over ten years. It just wouldn't feel like home without it. Besides, it was a present from your brother Oliver. It's the only thing I have left to remember that ingrate by. Would it kill him to pick up a phone or send a postcard once in a while? I was in labor with him for 26 hours. Do you have any idea how hard it is to be in labor for 26 hours? Of course you don't; little Gina popped right out in ten."
"Ok, Mom, just sit back and enjoy the show. I'm sure Oliver will call one of these days."
"He'd better if he doesn't want to be cut out of my will. And I'll do it I will. You just watch."
"All right, Mom, just watch the show. We've already missed the opening, and now the commercial break is over."
They all turned their attention to the center of worship in every American home: the TV.
"Welcome back. I'm still Lynda Meyer, and this is still my show."
"Wouldn't miss it, Lynda," Grandma called to the talking head on the screen, "no matter how much my joints start to ache or how fragile my bones are getting."
"With us now is noted scientist and professor of quantum physics at Brennen University, Dr. Richard Louis. Everyone, lets give a warm round of applause for our guest!"

The audience was more than happy to oblige as a grey-haired, old man sitting on a chair across from Lynda turned towards them and smiled before taking another sip of his warm beverage.
"Dr. Louis, thank you for joining us today."
"Thank you for inviting me, Ms. Meyer." He sat up straight and stuck his chest out slightly. "It is always a great pleasure to be invited to speak about my work to such a large audience."
"Dr. Louis has a new book coming out in two weeks titled Beyond Hyperspace and the Possibilities of Time Travel. What an exciting title!" She held up a copy of the book as the applause came pouring in once again. She turned to the liver-spotted old man. "Dr. Louis, could you tell us briefly what your new book is about?"
"I would love to, Ms. Meyer. As the title suggests, I go beyond the current theories dealing with the subatomic world and outline the work that is currently being done by myself and a number of my esteemed colleagues at various universities and research laboratories throughout this country, as well as several others. I discuss the advances we have made in our understanding of the fundamental building blocks of reality, and how those advances have increased the standard of living for everyone—not just those in the first world. I also explore several theories of time travel and discuss the possibilities of each, as well as experiments currently being conducted to make that possibility a reality."
"Dr. Louis, your book was so well written, the chapters arranged in such a logical progression, and the difficult theories explained so clearly that even a talk show hostess could understand them. You must have had a lot of help from your co-author, didn't you?

"Stephanie Munds, one of my top graduate students, did contribute significant time and energy to add a bit of polish to this project, yes, but the original draft as well as topics covered and theories presented were completed by me. Why do you ask?"
"No reason," she smiled and turned towards the live studio audience. "Folks, if you've ever thought quantum physics was too difficult or too boring to understand, then you certainly haven't read this book. The theories are explained in everyday language and illustrated using everyday examples. Some of the examples are pretty funny, and others will make you really scratch your head and think. You'll never look at the world around you the same way again."
The crowd burst out in applause.
Sitting at home in her avocado green rocker, Grandma strained her head toward her daughter and said, "I'm going to get me a copy of that book."
"Me too!" her daughter clapped enthusiastically. Gina looked up from the floor. "Really? Do you think you'll actually ever read it?"
"Oh hush, dear," the two said in unison.
Back at the studio, Dr. Louis took another sip of his warm beverage. "Ms. Meyer, I want to thank you for such a generous and unqualified recommendation of my book. You know," he adjusted his glasses, "several of my colleagues at the University discouraged me from coming onto your show. They claimed you like to stir up a bit of controversy, create a bit of scandal, and put your guests into uncomfortable positions on live television, but I can see that you are too much the polished and consummate professional to resort to such base and disgraceful tactics." He took another sip of his warm beverage with great satisfaction.

Lynda smiled a little too brightly. "You've never seen my show before, have you, Dr. Louis?"
"Well," he shifted uncomfortably in his seat, "no, not exactly, but I have been meaning to and almost did on one occasion, but my schedule was so hectic, and I was working on this book and my teaching—"
"That's ok. If you had seen the show, then you wouldn't be so surprised by our next guest. Jim, let's bring him on out! Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome our next guest, Dr. Tenma Whittaker, editor of The Journal of Science Nonfiction!"

The crowd followed orders and set about blistering their hands from hearty applause. A royal purple curtain lifted to reveal a red-bearded man in a tailored blue suit. He waved to the audience as he walked into the spotlight. He made a full loop around the stage—basking in the waves of applause—before walking over to Lynda. He reached out his hands to shake hers.
Dr. Louis wasn't smiling. He took another sip of his warm beverage to hide what he was doing.
"Dr. Whittaker, thank you so much for taking time out of your busy schedule to join us today."
"Thank you, Ms. Meyer, for inviting me. I'm a huge fan of your show. I never miss it no matter where in the world I am."
"You are too kind. And please, it's Lynda."
"Lynda, then." He took a seat next to Dr. Louis who turned to look the other way.
Lynda smiled with a glimmer in her eye. "Have you two met before? You're both so well known, I would think you have."
"We have," Dr. Whittaker answered.
"We have?" Dr. Louis questioned.
"We have, at the Children of the Atom Conference a few years ago in Chicago. You presented a paper on the validity of string theory and the necessity for ten dimensions, while I presented one on the need for science fiction to inspire the next generation of bright young minds to become scientists."
"That was you?" he said in a patronizing tone.
"That was me. And you seem as impressed now as you did then."
"Well, what do you expect with a topic like that. It was a serious scientific gathering, not a Star Trek convention."
"Many of our top scientists wouldn't be making the scientific advances they are now if not for Star Trek."
"So you two have met," Lynda interrupted, "and you're old friends. How lovely!" She grinned. "Dr. Whittaker, I've heard rumors about a lead feature you're planning to run in your next issue of The Journal of Science Nonfiction, which just happens to come out the same week as Dr. Louis' book. Is there anything you can tell me about the article, such as what it's about and who wrote it? Come on, let me and my viewers in on all the details."
"Well, Lynda, since you asked so nicely," he leaned forward, clasping his hands, "I'll let you in on the secret." He leaned back on the couch and stretched his arm out on the back in the direction of Dr. Louis, who slid a few inches to the side. "A brilliant young scientist by the name of Brent Jakes has made a discovery as important and revolutionary for our day as the sun-centered solar system was for Galileo's day: he has discovered the Unified Field Theory!"
Dr. Louis scoffed. The audience sat there silent. Someone thought they heard crickets chirping.
"The Unified Field Theory," Dr. Whittaker repeated wide eyed while shaking his hands at the audience. Lynda just sat there silently waiting for him to explain.
He turned to Dr. Louis, "Surely you discussed the Unified Field Theory in your book, and Lynda read your book so she knows all about its importance?"
"Of course not. Why would I include that?" Dr. Louis took off his glass and started to clean them. "No one has discovered it yet. When they do—and it'll probably be one of my protégés who does—I'll write a book about it."
"Well, get ready to write another book, because someone has discovered it." Dr. Whittaker's eyes lit up like a little kid's at Christmas. He turned to the audience to explain, "The Unified Field Theory is the Theory of Everything. It explains how all matter and energy work together. Scientists since Einstein have been trying to formulate it, but have always failed—until now!"
"And what would this theory of everything be used for?" Lynda asked, trying to get him to explain more and recapture the audience’s attention.
"Everything, of course! It would change the very way we look at and interact with the world."
Lynda sat there with a you'd-better-do-better-than-that expression on her face.
"This will unlock the door to new sources of inexhaustible energy that won't cause any pollution. This will lead to new technologies that we can only dream of now such as invisibility cloaks and transporters, and ways to interact with the world such as allowing a man to defy gravity and fly like Superman!"
Now the audience was getting it. They showed their excitement in another explosion of applause.
Back in her avocado green chair, Granny turned to her daughter, "I'm going to buy that magazine."
"Me, too," he daughter agreed over her thunderclaps of excitement.

Lynda signaled for the applause to die down, then leaned forward in her chair, putting her hand under her chin to support it. "And what does this mean for Dr. Louis' book?"
Dr. Whittaker chucked under his breath and turned to look at his colleague. "Unfortunately—and it pains me to say this—it means that Dr. Louis' book is already out of date."
Dr. Louis jumped to his feet, knocking over the table and spilling three warm beverages on the carpet. He pointed a finger at Dr. Whittaker. "How dare you?!" He turned to Lynda, "How dare you? I did NOT come here to be insulted, Lynda!"
"Which is what makes this show so much fun. And it's Ms. Meyer, not Lynda."
He scowled, his face turning new shades of red.
"We have to pause right now for a word from my wonderful sponsors. But stay tuned—I have a feeling the fun has only begun." The theme song played leading to the break.
Dr. Louis glared at Dr. Whittaker. "You," he pointed, "how DARE you pop up with this announcement just as my book is being released?! How DARE you come on this show and steal my spotlight?! How DARE you?! And who is this Dr. Jakes? Why haven't I ever heard of him?"
Dr. Whittaker calmly dusted off his suit coat and slid Dr. Whittaker's finger to one side so it wasn't right in his face. "Brent Jakes is a brilliant young man who has been working for years on this theory. And don't worry about never having heard of him—you'll be hearing plenty about him soon. He's about to become the most famous scientist in history! Move over, Einstein, here comes someone meatier."
Dr. Louis folded his arms and tried to pull himself inside his shell like a turtle. "We'll see."

The Pros
"There is something fascinating about science. One gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out of such a trifling investment of fact." –Mark Twain, American Writer
The bell rang thru the decaying halls of Madison High signaling to anyone who cared to listen that classes were supposed to be starting. Maybe someone should have sent a text instead, because the students weren’t getting the message thru the old method—they continued to talk and laugh.
“Students, it’s time for class to begin.” Mr. Franklin stood at the front of the classroom as he did everyday, and like everyday the students ignored him. “Marci, put your cell phone down, please; Adam, you too. Come on class, I have something really important to tell you about.”
Mr. Franklin was a pretty good teacher—on those rare occasions the young people settled down enough for him to get a word in edgewise. Unfortunately, the government noticed a direct correlation between high test scores and academic success, so they decided to improve the education system of the country thru more standardized testing. It didn’t make sense to any of the teachers either, but what do they know—they only interact with the students everyday. So Mr. Franklin spent most of his time prepping his students for the next test instead of teaching science. In his heart of hearts, he wanted his students to get excited about the subject and learn as much as they could. He knew it would be a huge advantage to them in whatever field they chose to pursue. He just didn’t know how to convince them—or the elected officials that appointed themselves educational experts—of that.
“Students, please, we have a lot of material to cover, and we need to get started. All eyes up here, please. I have something really exciting to tell you. It’s something that only happens once in a lifetime.”
“Oh my gosh, is summer break going to start a month early this year?”
“No, Marci, but that would be very exciting. Maybe you can suggest it to the school board. Or better yet, maybe your very wealthy parents could bring it up at the next school board meeting—they might actually listen to them. No, what I’m talking about today is an amazing discovery that will change the way we think about the world.”
That was enough to get a couple of students to turn their heads away from their mobile gaming devices and listen to him.
“Yesterday on The Lynda Meyer Show, they had a scientist named—”
“The Lynda Meyer Show? You watch that? I thought that show was for women,” Marci gave him a crusty look. “What are you doing watching it?”
“Yeah, I thought only my grandma and her sewing circle watched that show,” Adam jeered.
“Are you really Mrs. Franklin, and you’re just pretending to be a guy?” Marci looked very confused.
“I am not a woman, and there is nothing wrong with a grown man watching that show. I don’t watch it myself, but—”
“Sure you don’t,” Adam sneered.
“One more outburst from you, young man, and you’ll be spending the next two weeks in detention.”
“Already am. Mrs. Lucerne beat you to it.”
“Anyway, as I was saying—Marci, stop texting while I’m speaking; it’s very rude.”
“But Michelle just heard from Jennifer who told Carrie who heard from—”
“I don’t care who talked to whom about whatever, whenever. You text one more time, and you won’t see that phone again until the end of the trimester. Am I making myself clear, young lady?”
“Ehh,” Marci uttered in disgust while putting away her phone.
“As I was saying, I was watching The Lynda Meyer Show—stop that laughing—because she had Dr. Richard Louis on as a guest. Dr. Louis is one of the foremost authorities on sub-atomic particles and quantum theory. He has a new book coming out that’s sure to be the resource for understanding all of the latest work and theories in the field.”
Marci yawned. Adam spun his pencil on his fingertip.
Mr. Franklin ignored them and continued, “I was really interested to hear what new information there was in the field of subatomic particles. Well, Lynda Meyer had also invited a surprise guest that day who announced the discovery of the Unified Field Theory!”
The few students who had paused their games to listen gave him a blank stare. One went back to playing.
“The Unified Field Theory is like the Holy Grail for science. Physicists since Einstein have been searching for it without success.”
“Like Monty Python?”
“Not exactly.”
“What does it do?” Marci asked.
“It explains how all of the fundamental forces in physics fit together”
More blank stares; and this time a couple of crickets started chirping.
“Why would you want to do that? And why is it called the Unified Field Theory? Why would anyone want to unite fields?”
“It would take too long to explain why they named it that. Just know there is a reason.”
“Is that your way of saying you don’t know why they called it that without actually saying it?” Adam asked.
“Of course I know why they called it that, Adam—stop being belligerent. There are four fields in nature: electromagnetism, gravitation, and the strong and weak nuclear forces.”
“What about cell phone signals?”
“They’re part of electromagnetism.”
Marci jerked her head back. “Uhhh? They are? Since when?”
“Since Benjamin Franklin discovered electricity.”
“Benjamin Franklin? Is he your dad?”
“No, no, he lived hundreds of years ago.”
“So…is he your grandpa then?”
“No! Now stop going off on pointless tangents and pay attention. We are talking about the Unified Field Theory, the greatest breakthrough in science since, since—”
“YouTube?”
“This is much bigger than YouTube.”
That caught everyone’s attention.
“Bigger than YouTube?!” the class said in unison. All eyes were facing forward and fixed on the teacher now. Mr. Franklin coughed softly and adjusted his tie while jiggling in place.
“Yes, bigger than YouTube, if you can believe it. This theory will change everything. It will allow us to make breakthroughs that seemed impossible before.”
“Like what?” A student who had never said a word in class before asked.
“Well, like, like…let’s look at what previous theories have done. Einstein’s theory of relativity made it possible for the government to develop a global positioning system. You know, GPS.”
“Oh, yeah. My phone has GPS. So does my camera.” Marci pulled it out. “See. I just got it last week. It is so cool. I can take pictures and when I upload them they—”
“Marci, please, I’m speaking now. Wait for your turn. Or better yet, wait until school’s over. Now, as I was saying, scientists mapped the electromagnetic spectrum which gave us radio,” he saw he was losing the students, “and cell phones.”
“Cell phones? Those came from a scientist?”
“Of course, where else would they have come from?”
“Don’t they come from cell phone companies?”
Mr. Franklin shook his head and let out a sigh.
“Anyway, the article is coming out in a couple of weeks, and
the scientific community will be going crazy—and not only the scientific community, but the whole world as well. You won’t be able to turn on the TV without hearing something about it. This will change everything.”
Marci raised her hand.
“Yes, Marci?”
“Will this union of fields thingy make it so I won’t drop calls anymore, because that is really obnoxious. Last week Sally had called to tell me all about her date with—”
“It very well could, Marci.”
“Wow.” She sat there impressed. She thought a moment, then raised her hand again.
“Yes, Marci?”
“Why do we have to wait two weeks for the article to come out? Why can’t it come out today so I can get calls even when I’m driving thru a tunnel?”
Mr. Franklin sighed. “They’re just trying to make you miserable, Marci. It’s a whole big plot against you.”
“I knew it.” She folded her arms and scowled.
* * * * *
Located in Rodo Viara was one of the nation’s largest and most successful engineering firms, Lofgren Industries. Looking at all the devices we use everyday with their name on it, it’s hard to believe they’ve only been in business for the last ten years.
The company was started by and named after a young engineer named Steve Lofgren. He had gone to work for one of the state’s largest engineering firms right out of college. At first he really enjoyed it and was looking forward to a bright future with the company, but the longer he worked there, the more frustrated he got at how poorly managed it was. The higher ups loved to talk about being innovative and preach ‘thinking outside the box’. They took every opportunity they could to share stories about other companies who where making headlines for unconventional thinking that led to record breaking results. But when it came to putting all that talk into practice, well, they weren’t so eager anymore. It was as if every policy was designed to stunt and stymie progress and growth. And here’s why:
First, the higher ups loved to micromanage. They wanted to be briefed on everything—and I mean everything—that was going on at the company, and for everyone to wait for their approval before they proceeded with any project that wasn’t strictly routine, no matter how small or insignificant it was. And if they didn’t understand something, it didn’t get approved.
Second, the higher ups were in love with the tried and the true. If it wasn’t a guaranteed success, it wasn’t for them. Kind of hard to innovate when you won’t take any risks.
Third, they loved bureaucracy and assigning all blame and praise to the managers who didn’t actually do the producing or the innovating. Any engineer who did make a real discovery did not receive credit—or anything else for that matter—but their boss did. Now, who wants to put all their energy and creativity into making their boss a superstar? Not Steve.
Fourth, and probably the worst, was their torrid love affair with processes defined to the utmost detail that not only had to be followed, but also had to be checked off and reported as being checked off.
Nothing stifles creativity quicker than tedious, unnecessary busywork. And nothing makes a micromanaged bureaucracy happier. Kind of an impasse.
With his brilliant mind and creative approach to problems, you would think Steve was a shoe in for being the most successful engineer at the firm, but, stuck under all that red tape, he was dying.
Fortunately, a friend of his named Kade had fallen into a fortune when an uncle—disowned by the family—passed away and left him his entire estate. When the family questioned the lawyer about why he would do this and whether it was grounds to have him declared insane and nullify the will, he replied, “Kade sent his uncle a Christmas card when he was five, and that was more contact than Mr. Carl had had with the rest of the family combined in twenty years.” The estate made Kade an instant millionaire a hundred times over.
“What to do with all that money?” Kade mused to Steve one summer evening while they were watching a baseball game at Sheffield Stadium.
Steve didn’t have an answer for him. “I wish I had those kind of problems, Kade. Then I could quit my dead end job and start a real company that actually produced what it preached.” He had only meant it as a rhetorical comment, a way to vent and blow off steam that had been collecting for three years, but his friend had taken it as a request.
“All right,” he said, “I’ll give you the money to start that company.”
Steve nearly choked on his hot dog. “You will?”
“Well, not give as in a gift, but give as in an investment. I will invest the money to you for your company, or something like that.”
Steve was thrilled, and ten years later he ran the most successful engineering firm in the country. His former employer wasn’t even a distant memory in the industry and hadn’t been a going concern for years.
Today, Steve was almost as excited as he had been that day ten years ago. He had called a special meeting of all staff to deliver the news.
“I was going to wait until the research was officially published to announce this, but I’m so excited, and it’s all over the news thanks to The Lynda Meyer Show, so it isn’t any secret really. In two weeks, The Journal of Science Nonfiction will publish a working version of the Unified Field Theory.”
Those who hadn’t heard the news before were whispering “What? What? What?” to their colleagues who had.
“I know, it’s amazing, isn’t it. And this isn’t a hoax—I’ve been following the theory’s progress via a blog the discoverer set up to help him collaborate with other scientists. I’ve made several suggestions myself, and have even tested out a few of his ideas here.”
Several of the staff were looking at each other a little surprised.
“You know that new technique we’re using to reduce friction by 20%? I got it from one of the postings on the blog. In fact, several of our recent process changes have actually been experiments posted in hopes someone would perform them to test out various hypotheses. And they worked! Not only did they work, but they’ve given us one serious advantage over our competitors.”
The group was impressed and everyone was now muttering, “Wow! Wow! Wow!”
“I can’t wait to get my hands on the complete theory—it could put us a decade ahead of anyone else, unless they get a copy too! I just wish I could get a hold of it early, but I guess I’ll just have to be patient and wait.”
Someone raised his hand. “What does this mean for the next two weeks then? Are we going to hold off on any projects until we get the theory?”
“No, we won’t. It’ll be business as usual for a few months actually to give us time to analyze the entire thing. I have a feeling it will take quite a while to really grasp all the ramifications and implications. As soon as it is published, though, I want everyone to go over it and recommend ways we can implement it into everything we do. Any other questions? All right then, that’s it; let’s get back to work!”
They all moseyed along chatting about what this might mean for them and their industry. Steve didn’t move right away—he was too busy basking in the wonder of it all. Just a few more weeks, he told himself. Just a few more weeks.
* * * * *
Professor Richards had just finished his last lecture for the day and was collecting his notes in a small lecture hall at Brennen University. One of his brightest but quietest students, Jon Choi, was lingering around. He didn’t pay him much attention, because he was busy working on a forum address in his mind. Even if he hadn’t been distracted, Professor Richards probably wouldn’t have noticed Jon Choi; nobody ever seemed to.
Professor Richards had been asked to speak on the effects of scientific breakthroughs on society at this month’s forum, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. You see, Professor Richards was a devoted follower and regular contributor to the Unified Field Theory blog. He had been tempted on several occasions to introduce the theories in his class and follow the progress with his students, but he thought it wise to wait until the theory was complete; no sense in confusing his students with preliminary hypotheses that would later be disproven. But the forum would be the perfect opportunity to not only wow his students, but also to wow his—”
“Professor Richards?” John Choi interrupted.
“Hmm. What? Oh, John Choi, how are you?”
“Fine, sir, thank you for asking.”
“And what can I do for you?”
“I was curious about a few comments you made in your lecture today. I’ve never heard gravity described in quite the way you described it. And your approach to the electron clouds around the nucleus of an atom sounded almost…Rutherfordish. Any scientist would agree that subatomic particles can’t be correctly explained by the old models, yet several parts of your approach seemed to indicate the contrary.”
Professor Richards half smiled in amusement. “You are an incredibly bright and observant young man, John Choi, and a lot more brilliant than most people give you credit for, I think. It’s that air of humility you have and the way you hang your head in submission that misleads everyone, and I think you know it.”
“I apologize if I have offended you in any way, sir. It was not my intention to—”
“Save the speech; I won’t tell anyone. You’re right though, I was slipping in subtle hints about a new way to view the very building blocks of existence that aren’t so new, and very soon I’ll be able to reveal more details about it.”
“Have you made a discovery, then?”
“It wasn’t my discovery—I wish it had been, though, oh how I wish it had. No, the discovery was made by someone else, someone you’ve probably never heard of, but in a year, you won’t be able to turn on a television set or open a magazine without seeing his name or hearing about his theory.”
“And what is his name, or can you not reveal that either?”
“Oh, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you what it is. Heavens, he posted a public blog for all to watch his theory in progress. His name is Brent Jakes.”
“Brent Jakes. Hmmm. Is he a professor at a nearby university?”
“You know, I’m not sure what his credentials are, but they must be extensive for him to have developed such a brilliant and revolutionary theory.”
“And you mentioned a blog. What is the name and address of this blog?”
“The name is Brent Jake’s Blog—not a very original name, I’ll admit, which is surprising, you know, considering how original and creative his approach to the problem is, but I guess no one can be a genius in every field. Most people never manage to become a genius in even one.”
“How long has he been working on this theory?”
“Oh, it must be at least several years. I swear there must be over a thousand posts on his blog. I’ve only been following it for the past few months and haven’t gotten thru even half of them.”
“How did you hear about his work?”
“I accidentally stumbled onto it one day while looking for something completely unrelated. I don’t know how those search engines work, but is isn’t logically. So often the results they come back with are the strangest, most random, and unrelated links I have ever seen.”
“Are there many followers of the blog?”
“Oh, yes, hundreds of them, and many are very prominent scientists. He asks his followers to contribute ideas, criticisms, and information. A few times he’s even proposed experiments for others to perform and share the results of with everyone else. I’m amazed with all the collaboration from such high caliber scientists that there hasn’t been more coverage of nor more attention paid to his research. But that will just make it all the more impressive when he does publish the complete theory in a couple of weeks.”
“What is the theory, and what are his plans for presenting it?”
“Oh, I guess I haven’t told you that yet, have I? It’s the Unified Field Theory, and it will be published in this month’s edition of The Journal of Science Nonfiction. I can’t wait for it to come out.”
“The Journal of Science Nonfiction? That seems like an odd choice for such an important scientific discover.”
“It does, doesn’t it? The Journal doesn’t have the best reputation in the scientific community—or any community for that matter except for the sci-fi crowd—but I’ve read a majority of the work on the theory, and it is solid. It will make a huge impact. Scientists around the world will recognize it for the godsend it is.”
“Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions. I am most grateful to you.” Jon Choi bowed slightly. “I must ask your pardon, but I will be late for my next class if I do not leave immediately.”
“Go. Impress your next professor.”
Jon Choi left, but not in a hurry. If you could peer into his mind, you would see great plans being formed: google Brent Jakes, find his blog, learn everything he can about this theory and the man behind it, then report all findings to the Society. They would need to know about this—and soon—if the theory proved to be a threat and required action on their part.
The Cons
"No one should approach the temple of science with the soul of a money changer." –Thomas Browne, English Author
On the east side of Rodo Viaria you will find the state’s largest public institution of higher learning: Brennen University. The campus covers three square miles and is meticulously kept up.
The University was named after a famous anthropologist who had a unique approach to teaching her students about ancient cultures: she would tell fictional stories filled with action, adventure, romance, betrayal, and—you guessed it—tons of historic detail. Her lectures were always packed; her forums were standing room only.
One day, one of her students suggested she collect several of her stories together and turn them into a novel. She thought, “Why not?”
After the first book turned a very nice profit, she decided to write another book, then another, and another, until she had a series of twenty books—several of which became bestsellers. Just before she passed away, she made a very generous gift to the University of Rodo Viaria: her entire fortune. In gratitude, they renamed the school after her.
As is typical of late afternoons here—and at most campuses around the country—the sidewalks buzzed with students late for their next class, in sharp contrast to early mornings when the sidewalks were pretty much empty. Students here were no different than anywhere else—they enjoyed staying up late and sleeping in ‘til noon.
Under the branches of a blossoming apple tree, Professor Bart of the Math Department was attempting to beat Professor Gerry of the Physics Department at a game of chess. Even after several hundred defeats, Professor Bart was convinced he could take the physics professor. One of these days he was going to triumph over him, he was sure of it. It was just a matter of time. Hopefully they both lived long enough to see that day.
“So,” Prof. Bart started, “I hear there’s a new study coming out in a couple of weeks that will rewrite the book on physics.” He moved his knight to king’s bishop 3.
“So I hear.” Prof. Gerry moved his bishop out of the knight’s reach.
“I hear it’ll make all current theories obsolete.” He moved his queen into play.
“So they say.” Prof. Gerry moved his rook aside.
Prof. Bart studied the board. He reached for his rook, then took his hand back before touching it. “Wasn’t your career built on formulating most of those theories?” He reached for a pawn and moved it up two spaces.
“It was.” Prof. Gerry took the pawn.

Prof. Bart scowled. “Aren’t you worried about what this study will do to your career? Once your theories are replaced, your whole career will be a waste. Null and void. Rip those pages out of the textbook, baby.” He moved his queen across the board. “Check.”
Prof. Gerry pondered the move for a second, then captured the queen with his rook.
Prof. Bart glowered. “Nice move. But back to the topic, you could go from being this century’s preeminent scientist to being a minor footnote—if that—in the history books.” He moved his rook forward with a smile.
Prof. Gerry advanced his bishop. “Checkmate.”
Dr. Bart lost his smile.
* * * * *

Perry Laboratories sat in the crest of a hill overlooking Rodo Viaria. The architect who had designed the campus believed that buildings should integrate with their surroundings and flow seamlessly into the environment so as to not stand out like a pimple in the middle of a teenager’s forehead. It was a fight to convince the laboratory’s founders of this, but the architect prevailed. Two years after his death, the structure won an award for innovative design. The laboratory’s founders proudly accepted the award—and the credit for the design—for such forward thinking.
The laboratory started out producing chemicals, but quickly moved into more and more theoretical research after discovering that 1) such research was incredibly well funded by the taxpayers via their unscrupulous representatives and 2) they needed to produce so little in the way of results to satisfy the government check writers.
Most of the time Dr. Jeremiah Smootsmorth, one of the laboratory’s directors, would submit his monthly reports and hear nothing back. If there was a reply, it usually came in the form of an email with some canned text about this regulation or that from their government liaison, Paul Duart. Jeremiah would sometimes skim the email, but usually just forwarded it for one of his lackeys to follow up on.
But today, Paul Duart came in person.
“Paul, what a pleasant surprise your visit is. What brings you all the way from Washington out here? Something important? A new project, perhaps?” Jeremiah winked.
“I wish it were good news, Jeremiah. As you know, this year is an election year, so there is a lot of talk about government waste and the need to eliminate pork barrel spending and earmarks and yadda, yadda, yadda. Well, you know as well as I do that that will never happen, but it’s important to make some gesture from time to time—some token effort or two—to satisfy the potential voters.”

“And what does this have to do with Perry Laboratories?” Jeremiah asked nervously.
Paul turned to look away. “Jeremiah, the powers that be have decided to cut funding for theoretical research. They’ve already poured billions into your company and have nothing to show the taxpayers for it.” He turned back towards Jeremiah. “Your funding seemed an obvious one to cut considering that study that’s coming out soon.”
“Study? What study?”
“Oh, it’s some new breakthrough in quantum physics or something that’s supposed to change everything. I don’t really understand any of that stuff myself—after all, I’m only the government’s scientific liaison. Anyway, it was featured on The Lynda Meyer Show, so the public is convinced it’s true. At least the lobbyists and special interests are claiming they do and are jumping all over it to shut down your research and divert the money to their projects.”
“But, Paul, over 80% of our funding comes form the government. Eighty percent! Do you realize what this will do us?”

“I’m sorry, Jeremiah, but I have no authority in this matter; the decision is out of my hands. It came from the highest level. I can’t do anything to change it.”
“But we are so close to a breakthrough of our own. We just need a little more time. And money.”
“I’m sorry, Jeremiah, but the decision is final. There’s nothing you or I can do about it.” He put his hand on Jeremiah’s shoulder. “That’s just part of doing business with the government.”
* * * * *
The Dean of the College of Physical Science sat in his executive leather chair behind his solid oak desk with a wall of true-divided light windows behind him. He was checking his email when his secretary buzzed him. “Sir, the Chancellor is here to see you.”
“The Chancellor?” The Dean leaned back in his chair and raised one hand to his face. I don’t have a meeting with the Chancellor scheduled for today, he thought. So why is he here in person? What couldn’t be sent in an email or told over the phone?
“Sir?” his secretary asked thru the intercom. “Are you there?”
“Huh? Oh, um, why, of course I’m here. Send the Chancellor in immediately, Miss Backenrack. We don’t keep the Chancellor waiting in this office.”
The office door opened and the Chancellor walked in. The Dean stood up, walked around his desk, and pulled out a chair. “Please, Chancellor, have a seat.”
“Thank you, Dean.” He sat down.
“Can I offer you something to drink?” He rushed over to his cappuccino machine.
“No, no. I’m fine.”
He stood by his beverage counter fiddling with his hands. The Chancellor frowned slightly. “You can have a seat, Dean.”
“Yes, of course.” He shuffled over to his chair and sat down. “So, Chancellor Rollins, to what do I owe the honor—and pleasure—of your visit?”
The Chancellor pulled out a newspaper from under his arm, unfolded it, and threw it down on the Dean’s desk for him to read. “What can you tell me about this?” he asked, pointing to the lead story.
The Dean leaned forward and peered thru his spectacles. His lips mouthed the words as he scanned the story. He looked up at the Chancellor. “Is this story accurate? Has someone finally discovered the Unified Field Theory?”
The Chancellor frowned. “That is what I wanted you to tell me. And then I would appreciate you explaining to me why this discovery and announcement did not come from your department.”
The Dean bit his lip and looked around. “I will look into this matter personally and let you know what I discover.”
“I expect nothing less, although I had expected quite a bit more. I don’t enjoy reading about major scientific breakthroughs in the morning paper—I should be reading about them in your department updates.”
He fidgeted with the paper.
“I also don’t appreciate receiving phone calls from wealthy donors—two so far—asking why we were wasting their money on outdated scientific theories.”
“I totally understand, sir. I couldn’t agree more. Those phone calls would upset me as well. I will discover who in the college is at fault and see they are severely reprimanded.”
“I believe I am looking at the man who is to blame right now.” He stared into the Dean’s soul. The Dean’s eyes grew big. His heart pounded.
“I also expect every professor in the College of Physical Science to present a defense of all their research for the past twenty years and show why it is still valid and cutting edge. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir. Very clear.”
“And when will you have those defenses ready?”
“Before the end of the week, sir.”
“Yes, you will.”
The Chancellor turned around and walked out the door. The Dean wiped the sweat off his forehead. Then he pressed the intercom button. “Miss Backenrack, call the heads of all departments. Tell them I want to see everyone for an emergency meeting in thirty minutes. Tell them their jobs depend on it.”
The Society Plots
"We know very little, and yet it is astonishing that we know so much, and still more astonishing that so little knowledge can give us so much power." –Bertrand Russell, English Philosopher and Mathematician

If you head east out of Rodo Viaria on the old highway, you’ll soon come to a small patch of desert with plateaus popping out of the ground. Plateaus are a southwest phenomenon, so finding them this far north—and in the mountains of all places—is very, very odd. Geologists from all over have studied them, hoping to find some explanation for their uncharacteristic appearance, but to date, none of them have any explanation.
The Indians, however, do.
They tell a tale that goes back many moons. There was a time when their ancestors had forgotten about the Great Spirit who had brought them across the great waters to this land. So, one day, a Voice for the Great Spirit appeared in the largest city telling the people to change their ways. He foretold of a day that would soon come when the sun would rise, set, then rise again without night ever falling. As proof, the Voice specified an exact time for this great sign. The people laughed and rejected the Voice, forcing him to flee and never return.
But not everyone laughed. Some believed the story and waited for the predicted day. And it came, just as the Voice had foretold. All thru the night it was as bright as day, and those who had laughed at the Voice now felt very foolish and very scared. And so the Indians once again remembered the Great Spirit. At least for a few years.
But as had happened before, the time came when the people again forgot about their Great Sprit and went about their days as if nothing they did mattered. Again a Voice appeared telling the people they must change their ways. Another great sign would be given, but this time instead of there being a night as bright as day, darkness would cover the land for three days so thick that no fire would burn, the Earth would shake like a drunken man walking to and fro, and mountains would sink while valleys rose to touch the sky. And as before, this prophecy was fulfilled. This spot, once a garden paradise, became a desert overnight with the plateaus popping up like warts on a witch’s face. Once holy ground was now cursed and taboo.
Geologists, being the skeptical bunch that they are, of course rejected this explanation on the grounds that the Earth changed gradually despite evidence that keeps popping up to the contrary and gets harder and harder to explain away with every discovery.
But none of this was on the minds of those meeting here tonight. On the top of the highest plateau sat a monument to dissecting the atom. Inside was a great hall with a hexagonal table. Sitting around this table were members of the Secret Society Scientifica. For decades they’ve met to decide what should and should not be accepted as science, and plan ways to enforce their views. Tonight, they see no reason why that should change.
BANG! The Dean struck his gavel. “This meeting of the Society Scientifica will now come to order.
“First order of business: as some of you are aware, new research is scheduled to be published in The Journal of Science Nonfiction—nonfiction indeed—that will contradict the current theories of physics.”
“My funding is being cut off!” Jeremiah pounded his fist on the table. “And the research hasn’t even been published yet!”
Dr. Louis rubbed his forehead. “My book is scheduled to come out that same week. It’s supposed to be a bestseller, but now my publisher is getting nervous. He’s reduced the first print run by 50%. He wants to wait and see if it will sell first. Will sell first? Please! I’m a genius. Of course the book will sell well.” He tugged at his few remaining hairs. “I was going to buy a bigger house with the advance, but now I have to wait and see. My mistresses are not happy.”
“A book? You’re worried about a book?” Prof. Gerry leaned forward. “If this research is accepted, my whole career is gone! I’ll be nothing. Nothing! I refuse to accept that. I’ve put in too many years of work.” He folded his arms and hunched down.
“Calm down, Prof. Gerry,” the Dean said. “We’re not going to let that happen. Has anyone actually seen this research? How hard will it be to discredit?”
“I’ve read it,” Jon Choi, the youngest member of the Society, volunteered from across the table, “and it is good. Very good. And it already has a large following from the scientific community.”
“A following?” Dr. Louis looked indignant. “How can it have a following? It hasn’t even been published yet! Don’t tell me scientists have started watching The Lynda Meyer Show to keep up with the latest discoveries.”
“Brent Jakes has been very smart. He set up a blog to post his work and has invited feedback from the community. Several prominent minds have participated and offered great encouragement.”
“And what about the theory itself?” the Dean asked.
“It is incredible. Absolutely incredible. I do believe he has discovered the Unified Field Theory. His approach, his technique, and his conclusions are truly remarkable. He is without question a genius. He will without a doubt disprove our current theories. Sorry, Prof. Gerry.”
Those around the table went silent.
“This is not what I was expecting. It changes everything.”
Dr. Louis spoke up, “If this Dr. Jakes is such a genius, how come we’ve never heard of him before? Which University did he earn his degree at? Where did he do his postgraduate work?”
“The reason we’ve never heard of him before is because he isn’t a real doctor. He’s an accountant.”
Five gasps of astonishment all sounded in unison.
Prof. Gerry flew out of his chair. “AN ACCOUNTANT?! My life’s work is about to be undone by an accountant?!”

“Prof. Gerry, calm down,” the Dean said, pounding his gavel. “No one is being undone, except for Mr. Jakes of course. Now, what do you mean he is an accountant?”
“He graduated with a BS in Accounting,” Jon Choi explained. “He works at a local firm during the day, and does theoretical physics in his apartment at night.”
“In his apartment?” Jeremiah leaned back and slapped his forehead. “What is this world coming to? How could he possibly discover anything of value without an advanced degree and a laboratory full of equipment?”
The Dean put his hands together and rested them on his lips. “We have got to shut down that blog, and we have got to stop that research from ever being published. And we must reach out to those who have already seen the blog and ‘convince’ them that what they thought was true really isn’t.”
“Bah,” Jeremiah squawked, “it’s The Journal of Science Nonfiction. No credible scientist would read that rag, let alone believe anything in it.”
“You forget,” the Dean reminded him, “that the theory was featured on The Lynda Meyer Show—one of the most highly viewed television programs. And the rest of the media has already picked up on the story and are doing related pieces, giving the theory even more exposure. The buzz will be enough that credible scientists will at least give it a rudimentary glance. If the theory is as solid as John Choi claims it is, they will pick up on it and believe it. And it won’t be just scientists we’ll have to worry about, but others of importance. The Chandler is already forcing my entire department to defend our work for the past twenty years, and the theory hasn’t even been presented yet. No, this noxious weed must be pulled out by the roots immediately. We can’t allow it to spread any further.”
“Jon Choi,” the Dean pointed his gavel, “you seem to be the most familiar with this Mr. Jakes and his research. Find out everything you can about him. We need to dig up some dirt to use against him; something to bring him down.”
Jon Choi nodded.
“Second order of business: the Talmage Science Center continues to display Pluto in their model of the solar system despite the International Science Council voting otherwise more than three years ago. We’ve tried to be nice, we’ve tried to be reasonable, but they just won’t give in and update that display.”
“Then it’s time to use force,” Jeremiah jumped in. “I say we send in the Lab Assistants and show them that we mean business.”
“I agree,” Prof. Gerry chimed in.
“Me, too,” Dr. Louis agreed.
“I vote the same,” John Choi said.
“Then it’s unanimous: we send in the Lab Assistants tonight” The Dean struck his gavel. “Third order of business.”
The Wandering Koala Arrives
"Aerodynamically, the bumble bee shouldn't be able to fly, but the bumble bee doesn't know it so it goes on flying anyway." –Mary Kay Ash, founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics
The motor coach pulled into the Rodo Viaria Bus Station just before sunset. Although it was late⎯and a Tuesday⎯the terminal was still buzzing with activity. The driver got off the motor coach, adjusted his cap, then stretched out his arm to the side as the passengers disembarked.
“Thank you for choosing Black Gold Motorways for your traveling needs. We realize you had a choice, and we’re glad you made the right one.” Most of the passengers just ignored him, but the few that had actually paid attention gave him a ‘you’ve got to be kidding me’ look.
Kyle stood up, swung his backpack over one shoulder, then the other, and then headed for the front of the motor coach. As he stepped off the coach, he looked at the driver. What was he doing? Why was he just standing there watching the passengers get off? Shouldn’t he be unloading the luggage or something, not thanking us for our business? There are only two lines that travel to Rodo Viaria at this time, so we didn’t really have much of a choice.
But he could guess why the odd driver was doing that. It’s all about keeping up with the competition. One company decides to send out thank you cards to all its customers, and the media jump all over it reporting what a brilliant strategy this innovating company has adopted. So what do other companies do? Why, they send out thank you cards to their customers too, of course. Before you know it, the whole world is trying to copy the first company without waiting to see if the thank you cards made any difference in sales. And it never occurs to them that what works in one industry may not work in another. Kyle just shook his head and walked by without saying a word.

Not that he could, even if he wanted to. Kyle had been mute since he was four or five—he couldn’t remember anymore. The memory was just too painful for him to deal with, so he suppressed it and all other memories of his life before that.
Kyle looked around. The Lunch Counter was still open and had a crowd around it chowing down on hamburgers and spareribs. Reunited lovers were hugging and kissing and making other disturbing displays of affection. And pet owners were letting their dogs make a mess of the public streets hoping it was too dark for anyone to notice. Yep, it doesn’t matter where you go, peoples is peoples.
He walked over to the Newsstand and picked up a paper. More economic woes, threats of global annihilation, and someone trying to force the rest of the world to think like them—same old, same old.
He reached into his right pocket and pulled out a small, brass compass. Every time he looked at it, he thought of the man who gave it to him—the first person he really had any memory of. The first time he had seen it, he had thought it was broken, because it pointed southeast instead of north. It took him a long time to realize—and even longer to believe—that the compass didn’t point towards a magnetic pole, but towards wherever the holder needed to go. He still didn’t know how it worked. There was probably some simple, rational explanation—or it could be magic. Either way, it worked.
“What have you got there, buddy?” a straggly bearded Mexican in an old wife beater asked.

Kyle spun around.
“Are you all alone by yourself?” the pot bellied stranger asked, cracking a smile.
Kyle nodded.
“What’s wrong? Lost your voice?” He smiled revealing a few missing teeth.
Kyle nodded again.
“Good,” he pulled out a switchblade, flicking it as the blade extended to add some drama, “then I won’t have to worry about you attracting attention with your screams. Now, take off your backpack and let’s see what you’ve got inside for Diego.”
Kyle kept a nervous expression on his face as he slipped the pack down his arm and onto the ground. He dropped to one knee.
Diego was grinning with pride. “That’s the way to do it, that’s what Diego likes to see. Nice and slow, no tricks, and no one has to get hurt.”
Except for the guy you’re robbing, Kyle thought. He unzipped the pack, reached in, and pulled out a golden sai with a handgrip in the middle, which Kyle held onto tightly.
Diego’s eyes grew wide. “I got a knife!”

Kyle swung the blade wide, knocking the tiny weapon from the would-be-thief’s sweating hand. He did a roundhouse kick, stopping his foot on Diego’s neck and pinning him to the cement wall.
“Diego was just playing around with you. Diego meant no harm. It was just a joke, see. A ha ha, funny joke. Have a heart! What would Jesus do?”
Kyle pointed his sai between Diego’s eyes. It pierced the skin.
“Please don’t kill me! Please don’t kill me! Help! Police! Someone! Anyone! Save me!”
One left hook knocked Diego face down onto the cold, hard concrete watching an army of ants perform their evening drills. A slightly damp and discolored impression marked where he had been pinned against the wall.
Kyle slid his sai back in his pack, zipped it up, and headed for the door. A couple of passersby slowed enough to glance over their shoulders at the barely conscious thief before continuing on their way. After all, Rodo Viaria was a big city and these kinds of things happened. Someone would be along soon to deal with the mess.
Someone who got paid for cleaning up messes.
Someone, who was someone else.

Attack on the Museum
"There is no adequate defense, except stupidity against a new idea." –Percy W. Bridgman, U. S. physicist, Nobel Prize 1946
The city had tried to stop it from being built when they first saw the blueprints for the Talmage Science Center. Oh, they were all onboard when the museum was first proposed—not only would it be a significant monument the city fathers could point to when boasting about how cultured and sophisticated they were, but it would also be a huge tourist attraction bringing millions of dollars into the city’s economy.
Every time the mayor or one of the city councilmen made an appearance, you could be guaranteed of a sales pitch on the new museum. They even went on the local news several times to try and sell the idea to the taxpayers, because the blessed improvement would require a small increase in the city’s ongoing extortion scheme they politely referred to as taxes.
Everything seemed to be going along splendidly: the taxpayers seemed happy, and City Hall seemed happy.
Then the mayor actually looked at the building’s designs.
It wasn’t that the architect had tried to hide anything. He’d been to the mayor’s office several times to personally show him a copy of the plans. But the mayor had only made a cursory glance of them.
Then, one day, while shaking hands and kissing babies in the park, a young lad of twelve asked the mayor what the new museum would look like. You see, his parents had given him a chemistry set the Christmas before and that set had lit a fire of excitement for science in his little, 12-year-old heart. He wanted to know if there would be a wing in the museum devoted to chemistry. The mayor, not wanting to look foolish for not knowing—nor wanting to disappoint the son of two voters—answered the only way he could, “Why, of course there will be. I couldn’t imagine it being built any other way. In fact, every branch of science will have a wing devoted to it.”
“Please, sir,” the boy asked, “what will it look like?”
“Look like? You mean the wing of the museum?”
“Not the wing, sir, the museum.”
“Why, it’ll look like…um…it’ll be….” The mayor was stumped. What would it look like? Why hadn’t anyone shown him the plans? He was the mayor—the big cheese—after all. Maybe they had forgotten to commission designs for it; it wouldn’t be the first time.
He told the boy it would be a magnificent structure rivaling the architecture of New York, Chicago, and Rome put together.

When he finally did see the plans, it didn’t appear to be a structure that would rival those great metropolitan areas. In fact, he doubted it would even rival the structures in his own city.
“It’s a dome.” That’s all he could say about it. “It’s a dome with four stubbly legs. Why is it dome? Is that really the best you could come up with? I could have designed that myself.”
“It’s the most utilitarian design,” the architect explained.
The mayor blinked his eyes.
“This design produces the maximum volume for the minimum surface area.”
Another blink.
“That means you get the most building for the least amount of money,” the mayor’s aid translated.
The mayor nodded slowly.
“Plus,” the architect continued, “it allows maximum flexibility in creating the displays, because there are no permanent walls to deal with.”
The mayor went back to blinking.
“It’ll be a lot easier and much cheaper to make major changes in displays,” the aid again translated.
Since the plans had already been drawn up and somehow signed by the mayor himself, and commissioning new plans would delay the project enough to make them miss their promised opening day, the mayor decided to concede.
So things went along smoothly and on schedule. At least until the museum building committee brought up the issue of what they were going to call the thing.
The mayor had come up with an idea he was sure the committee would approve—not just approve, but applaud for its brilliance.
“The Einstein Science Museum,” the mayor stated proudly, sticking out his chest.
The committee members sat there quietly.
One of them finally ventured the courage to ask, “And, can I ask, why do you propose we name it after Einstein? He had nothing to do with this city?”
“Why, to add prestige and clout to our museum,” the mayor explained. “By attaching Einstein’s name to it, everyone will know it is the premiere science museum in all the world.”
The committee members looked around at each other. Who was going to be the first one to speak up this time?
Finally, the head of the committee worked up the courage. “Um, Mayor Granger, we were thinking of naming the museum after someone a little more … local—someone with a few more ties to this city.”
The mayor looked stunned. That wasn’t the response he was expecting. But he smiled diplomatically and asked, “Who were you thinking of?” During the pause, an idea jumped into his head. His eyes grew bright as he realized, “Are you talking about me? Were you thinking of naming the museum after me?” He wiped a tear from his eye. “I’m so honored. I never even considered myself, but I am the one who championed it, and what greater way is there to say thank you. Oh, I’m so choked up. You’d rather name the museum after me than Einstein. I’m just a simple civil servant trying to do what he can for the city he loves. I hardly think I’m worthy, but if you all think otherwise….”
The committee members looked at each other again.
“Um, Mayor Granger, we were actually thinking of someone with more of a scientific background.”
“Oh. I see.” He bowed his head and turned away.
“Don’t get us wrong,” one of the ladies on the committee jumped in, “you certainly deserve to have your name on a building considering everything you’ve done for this city in your three long years of service. We were just thinking that using a local scientist’s name would be...expected and, uh…appropriate.”
“Of course,” the mayor wiped a sniffle from his nose. “A local scientist. That’s the way to go. Yep, it is. Sooo, who were you considering? Have there even been any scientists to come out of Rodo Viaria?”
“There are, actually, several, and we’ve chosen one.” The committee chairman pulled out a photo. “Dr. Gerald R. Talmage. He was born on a farm not far from here, went to the University of Rodo Viaria, and made several important discoveries.”
“Gerald Talmage? That doesn’t sound familiar. Are you sure he’s famous?”
“He’s very well known and respected in his field.”
“That wouldn’t be a potato field, would it? Ha, ha, a potato field. Get it? Because he grew up on a farm?”
The committee gave him his obligatory laugh before moving on.
Eventually the museum was completed on schedule—and under budget—and opened to the public. They named it the Talmage Science Center and have welcomed over 250,000 visitors thru its doors.
Tonight, it welcomed a very special guest.
Kyle stood in front of one of the sets of stone steps leading up to the main doors separated from the other by a small, tiered garden. He pulled out his compass. The needle spun, then stopped abruptly pointing straight ahead. He pocketed the compass, then made his way up the two flights of stairs. He noticed what a beautiful reflection the sunset made on the glass walls of the main entrance. It must create some really stunning lighting inside, he thought. He opened the door, walked inside, and saw that he was right. The white interior walls picked up the purple to orange gradient perfectly. Whoever designed this building was a true genius. He knew just what white walls and a glass entrance would do.
Kyle walked up to one of the reception desks. Eight of them were lined up perpendicular to the entrance with a turnstile between each. A lady—who obviously enjoyed her meals—sat behind the nearest counter. Kyle waited a moment for her to greet him, or at least acknowledge his existence. She turned a page in her book. Very well then. He took out his money and laid it on the counter. She finished reading the page, inserted her bookmark, closed the book, and set it down on the counter before picking up the money, ringing up the transaction, and handing Kyle his ticket.
He smiled, then headed thru the turnstile.
Only it wouldn’t turn.
He tried it again.
Nothing.
He signed, then turned toward the well-fed female. Without looking up from her book, she pointed to a sign sitting on the far edge of the counter that read: Absolutely No Backpacks! He took his pack off and handed it to her. Then he went thru the turnstile.

Once inside, he looked around. This museum certainly has some impressive displays. To his right he saw the botanical gardens in its own, glassed-off section. To the left he noticed the Hall of Animals filled with stuffed specimens. But it was what lay straight ahead that caught his attention: the Space Display! He walked towards it mesmerized—he loved space. At the front was a row of vertical slabs, each with a meticulously painted model of a planet in our solar system on top and a plaque with the name and vital statistics on the side.
“Pretty impressive display, isn’t it.”
From just hearing the voice, Kyle could guess what the speaker must look like. He turned around and saw he was right. A 5’8, out-of-shape security guard with a half-tucked shirt sauntered over to him. The guard adjusted his belt buckle with both hands. “That there is scale model of this here solar system. Each planet is in scale both in size and distance from the sun. If you look there,” he pointed to the far wall, “you’ll see a picture of the Sun. Then there is Mercury, then Venus, then Earth, then Mars, then Jupiter here,” he patted the display. “Then we got Saturn, then Uranus, then Neptune, then Pluto clear over there.
“A while back a bunch ‘a hoity-toity scientist types came in making a big fuss over us still calling Pluto a planet. Apparently a group of them over in Europe voted to demote it. Anyway, they got all huffy and puffy when the director refused to change the display. And he shouldn’t change it. Why, Pluto’s been a planet as long as I’ve been alive. A buncha braniacs can’t just go and change that.”

The guard took a second to catch his breath. He looked up Kyle. “You know, yer sure a quiet fellow. What’s wrong? Woke up and the cat had your tongue. Fwa, ha, ha, ha!” He slapped his knee.
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