POLITICAL SCIENCE
by C. W. JOHNSON

Some petty annoyances may be a good deal more than that.... 

* * * *

“Professor Park? Um, I’m here to help you escape?”
Howard Park raises his head, an act that exhausts him. He’s tired, so tired of arguing. The voice, which rises uncertain and clumsy like a baby bird’s first flight, comes from a junior DHS agent standing in the doorway to the holding cell. She looks like a schoolgirl, so very young, with freckles and Nordic ghost-blonde hair and a dark suit too large for her petite frame. Park squints and remembers she sat in on some of the sessions, saying nothing, elbows tight against her sides, her efforts to be inconspicuous a distraction.

“You’re going to help me escape,” he says in a beaten-down tone, although they haven’t touched him. Yet.

“Um, yeah?”
Park squints at her. “May I ask why?”
“Um,” the junior Homeland Security agent says, and shifts back and forth on her feet. Nothing else comes out.

It’s some kind of trap or trick, Park thinks. He sighs, stands unsteadily. “Fine, let’s go.”
A panicked look flashes on her face. “Um, what you were saying, it really made me think, see, my mom, she needs this medicine—no, wait, it’s my sister, she needs this medicine, from Canada? But she can’t get it because of the Buchanan Act....”
Park rubs at his temples. A headache has begun to bang on the inside of his skull. We’re running out of time, he thinks, and I get handed a game of charades. “Excuse me. Are we going or not?”
She nods. “Okay, um, this way, sir?”
* * * *

The DHS agent who had done all the questioning the past several days was much more seasoned: a big man, he likely had once been one of those massive, fried batter fed Southern boys who play linebacker in high school, and who subsequently age badly. He never offered his name, but spoke with a flinty Texas twang, so Park inwardly christened him as “Tex.”
“Do you know why you are here, Professor Park?” Tex drawled that first day, looking away in preemptive dismissal of any and all answers.

Park had been “invited” to come to DHS offices in downtown Albuquerque that morning, and had been passed from one person to another like a holiday fruitcake from a not very beloved aunt. He was already sick of this foolishness. “Give me a hint,” Park said. “I appear to have made so many mistakes it’s hard to know where to begin.”
“Your letter,” said Tex, in what he obviously intended to be his “dangerous” voice, still looking away. “Your letter you wrote to the president.”
“That would have been my first guess,” admitted Park. “But see, what I don’t know is what in it was so offensive.”
Finally Tex wheeled and faced Park full on, turd-colored eyes attempting to bore into him. Park just blinked. “To begin with, it made a threat,” Tex snarled. “A threat against the president.”
“What kind of moron are you?” Immediately Park regretted this outburst. The snappy, sarcastic tone, forged in years of meetings with dull, stubborn students and deans, spurted out automatically, but would do him little good here. On the other hand, neither would obsequiousness, not with so much at stake. “I didn’t threaten the president. I wrote to warn her against a threat to the nation—and to the entire world, in fact.”
“Treason.” Tex grunted. “Another offense.”
“Treason?”
“Your reference to the entire world,” Tex explained. “Obviously, you’re a UN sympathizer.”
“But it will destroy the entire planet, including the United States—”
“There you go again. Threats.”
“I’m stating a fact.”
“A fact? How can it be fact? No one has ever before operated a zero-point mining operation.” Tex leaned back, and his chair creaked plaintively beneath his weight. “Sounds like junk science to me.”
“But I explained it all in the letter. We aren’t the first.”
“Oh yes. Tell me, Professor, what would you think if someone came claiming to have a message from outer space?”
Park flushed. He squirmed in his chair, which seemed designed to be extremely uncomfortable. “Well, yes—but radio astronomers from around the world have received the same message.”
“There you go again with your UN sympathies,” said Tex.

“But look, my students and I built a simple radio telescope on top of Sandia Peak—without federal funds, so we weren’t breaking any laws—you can go up there yourself and listen....”
Tex interrupted. “Radio astronomy—that’s a French science, isn’t it?”
Park rubbed at his face, trying to stay calm. “Actually, it was invented by an American, Karl Jansky.”
“But they have radio astronomy in France, don’t they?”
“They do, or at least did. Algerian terrorists bombed their main dish a few years ago.” Park looked directly at Tex. “I think they had the same objection as the US government.”
“You’ve spent time in France, haven’t you, Professor?”
Park felt like one of those Pleistocene mammals trapped in a tar pit, sinking deeper as they struggled. He forced out an answer: “After grad school, a few years, and then three years ago on my sabbatical. It’s still not illegal to go to France, although you people made it damned difficult.”
“‘You people,’ Professor?” grumbled Tex. “What people are we?” When Park did not answer, he continued: “Did you study radio astronomy there?”
“No, I was doing superfast lasers, my main research area. But I’ve been interested in radio astronomy since I was a kid. I built my first receiver in my parent’s back yard when I was twelve.” He looked wistful, then shook it off. “Coincidentally, that was around when President Jeb first announced the start of Project Infinite Energy.” Park coughed, tried to look Tex in the eye. “Look, do you know anything at all about how it works?”
Tex turned over a big, broad hand. Although his face was pale, almost a waxy yellow, his hands looked red and wind-burned. The DHS agent shrugged, and the fabric of his dark jacket tightened across beefy shoulders. “Why don’t you tell me?”
Park pursed his lips. He knew the agent was just playing games, trying to coax him into saying something incriminating. But he had to try to convince Tex. Or anyone who would listen. “It begins with the Big Bang—”
“Which is only a theory,” Tex interrupted.

Park goggled at him. “But the whole of Project Infinite Energy rests on the Big Bang. Not only on the Big Bang, but on a specific theory of the Big Bang, Fast and Slow Inflation.”
Tex smiled, as if he had caught Park in a lie. “I thought it depended upon zero-point fluctuations.”
It’s going to be a long night, Park thought to himself. Like many astrophysical estimates, he was off by a factor of three.

* * * *

The junior DHS agent leads Park down a sparse, fluorescent-lit hallway. He can’t help but stare at the massive pistol strapped to her side. Surely there are entire nations with less firepower. Park wonders: is this supposed to be a temptation? Is he supposed to be killed in a shoot-out while “escaping?” He shakes his head (which worsens his headache); such a fantasy is morbidly grandiose. He can’t be so important. But it bothers him that he can’t figure out what is going on.

And that he doesn’t know what day it is, or even time. Here, in the bowels of the Albuquerque DHS building, there are no windows, no clocks, no clues.

The agent chatters away as if giving a guided tour, not embroiled in an escape attempt. “Um, down this corridor are most of our biohazard detection labs.” Park wonders if her main job is to give tours, to senators and corporate sponsors. “Oh, and to the left are the, um, intensive interrogation cells.”
“Torture, you mean,” Park says in a hoarse whisper.

“Um, we don’t torture people? Because what we do isn’t torture, see?”
Park fails to have an answer. But another thought occurs to him. “I wonder why they didn’t torture—or intensively interrogate—me?”
She glances back over her shoulder. “Um, we can’t intensively interrogate US citizens? Unless you’ve been declared, uh, an enemy combatant and had, like, your citizenship stripped away. And that requires so much paperwork, it takes, like, forever.” She laughs a nervous little laugh. “Thank God for bureaucracy, huh, Professor?”
Park grumbles, “I don’t think so.”
* * * *

“Do the French believe in aliens?” Tex asked Park during another session.

Park rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t a topic when I was there. It’s only now, after the arrival of this message from Tau Ceti, warning us that mining the zero-point fluctuations—”
“What about now? Do your little friends in France subscribe to what you call a ‘warning?’”
“Why don’t you ask them? I really don’t know, but I imagine the French and the Germans and probably the Russians and the Chinese and what’s left of the Indians and Pakistanis are taking this very serious. I bet they are screaming, begging us to hold off the start of zero-point mining.”
“America does not take orders from the UN.”
“This has nothing to do with the UN!” Park said, his voice rising.

Tex shrugged. “Sure it does. It’s an attempt to derail America’s ability to fulfill its own energy needs.”
“Which is going to kill us all!”
“Top scientists have assured the president that it is perfectly safe.”
“That’s not true. There have been questions from the very beginning about its safety. There have been numerous papers and reports written about potential dangers.”
Tex leaned forward, and Park caught a sharp whiff of menthol aftershave. “If there were any such papers or reports,” Tex said calmly, “they would be classified top secret, and it would be illegal for you to have possession of them, or to know of them, or to discuss them. Are you admitting to illegal possession of classified documents?”
Park paused to let his anger subside before speaking. “Look, it’s widely known that for nearly thirty years, there have been concerns stated, over and over. The scientists raising those concerns, including several Nobel Prize winners, were ridiculed, shouted down, fired, fined, and framed on trumped-up charges.”
“Those criticisms were made strictly on political grounds. They never had any proof.”
“No, they didn’t,” Park agreed in a tired voice, “especially since the science was so new and difficult. We didn’t have the right math to fully understand it.” He paused, sat up straight. “But now we do. The message from Tau Ceti gives us the tools—”
Tex said sharply. “That’s just a wild rumor on the internet.”
“I received it! Up there! On Sandia! It’s raining down on us, every hour, every day.”
“A hoax. Or a practical joke.”
“Impossible! The math is wildly advanced! No one could fake it.”
Tex rubbed at his chin. “Tell me, Professor, if there are aliens living on Tau Ceti, why haven’t they contacted us before?”
“First of all, they don’t live on Tau Ceti, they live on a planet in orbit around it. And they haven’t because we are too primitive. It turns out the galaxy is full of intelligent civilizations. But they communicate mostly by neutrinos, not radio. Their, er, anthropologists listen in to our radio transmissions, but only to monitor our progress. Out of academic interest.”
“Have these so-called aliens visited Earth?” Tex asked, then added with a smirk, “Maybe in flying saucers?”
“No, no, no. It requires too much energy and takes too long. According to the message, some stubborn civilizations have tried, but gave up after a few thousand years.”
“They don’t have warp drive?”
“No, faster-than-light travel is impossible.”
“Don’t sound very advanced to me.”
“It’s a law of physics,” Park said testily. “It doesn’t matter how advanced you are, it is impossible.”
“But now they suddenly condescend to contact us?”
“I told you, they’ve been monitoring our radio transmissions. They received President Jeb’s announcement from 2014 and became alarmed.”
“They feel threatened by us?”
“They feel threatened, yes, but not by our technological prowess. It turns out, if we blow ourselves up, we’ll take them with us. You see, by stimulating tunneling of the vacuum through Slow Inflation—well, look, it goes back to the Big Bang—and please don’t tell me again it’s just a theory! I have never understood how any of the Bush presidents have been able to simultaneously declare the Big Bang controversial, while spending trillions on a project that critically depends upon it.

“Anyway. Thirteen billion years ago, during its first few trillionths of a second, the universe was so hot and dense, space-time itself boiled with energy, particles and antiparticles flickering in and out of existence. But while Nature does not abhor a vacuum, she does abhor a vacuum stuffed with energy. The universe made a phase transition from that high-energy state to a lower energy state. All of this happened in a fraction of a blink of an eye, and the energy that fell out of the vacuum accelerated the outward hurtling of the universe. Alan Guth, who discovered the idea, called it ‘inflation,’ but today we call it ‘fast inflation.’
“Fast inflation was simply the first step. While the vacuum had rolled down to a state of lower energy, it still wasn’t completely void of energy. A simple experiment, the Casimir effect, shows that the vacuum isn’t really empty, but still has hidden away a reserve of virtual particles flickering in and out of existence.

“Now, maybe Nature doesn’t quite abhor this state of vacuum energy, but she doesn’t care for it either, and it leaks out, albeit much more slowly. This is ‘slow inflation,’ which also drives the expansion of the universe. Back forty years ago, astronomers discovered the expansion of the universe was accelerating slightly. They ascribed this to ‘dark energy,’ which was shorthand for ‘we have no idea.’ Today we know that slow inflation drives the acceleration.

“Then several people came up with the bright idea that there was just all this energy lying around in the vacuum, like money in a bank waiting to be robbed. Ed Witten calculated that with just the right nudge, an early transition from the current vacuum state to the lower vacuum state could be induced ... releasing an enormous amount of energy.

“At the same time, Epplestein invented the Casimir pump, and it was realized that with enough Casimir pumps working, the vacuum could be nudged.

“The problem is the energy release will be much larger than we estimated. It will be catastrophic. The math that the message contains illustrates this. What I don’t understand is why the president refuses to even consider the danger.”
“But it is safe,” Tex protested. “I mean, that’s why they built it on the far side of the Moon, right? Just in case.”
Park shakes his head. “Wrong. Have you ever heard of gamma ray bursts?

* * * *

“So what’s the plan?” Park asks the young DHS agent.

“Um, plan, sir?”
“Escape plan. Not that I’m trying to pry, or anything.”
She stops and looks at him, startled. “Oh, um, yeah. Well, sir, we’re going to get you out of here.”
“‘We?’ Is someone else helping?”
She looks even more startled. “Yes—no. Sorry, it’s just a force of habit? Everyone here always talks like that, you know? ‘We just have a few questions, ma’am.’ ‘We don’t really want to have to do that to you again, sir.’ You know?”
“Yeah.” He looks at the solid walls. Still no windows. “Look,” he says, “can you at least tell me what day it is? I’d really like to know.”
“What day it is?”
“Yes, the date. I’ve lost track.”
“Um, I don’t think I can tell you that.”
“Why not?”
Her face goes tight. “I might get in trouble,” she says quietly.

“You’re helping me to escape, so presumably you’d get in more trouble for that.”
“Um, yeah, I guess you’re right.” But still she hesitates.

“Look, I just want to know how long I have, how long we have until the vacuum energy mining starts. I think I’ve been here three days, which means I have only two more days.”
The young woman turns and resumes briskly down the hall. Park has to walk fast to keep up. “I don’t know anything about that, sir. We should, um, keep moving.”
At the end of the hallway the agent opens a door, revealing a staircase. Park goes through and starts down.

“Not that way, Professor. We need to go, like, up?”
Park stares at her. “Up? Why? Is there a helicopter on the roof to pick us up?”
The agent opens her mouth. Nothing comes out but, “Um ... um ... um...”
Park sighs. “Never mind. Up it is. Can’t go nowhere but up from here.”
* * * *

Tex sat with his fingers neatly folded and resting on the fatty ledge of his protruding gut. “I get the feeling there’s something you aren’t telling us.”
“I’ve been trying to tell you about gamma ray bursts.”
Tex sighed. “Fine, Professor, let’s go back to that topic.” He paused. “Are ‘gamma ray bursts’ some sort of code word?”
“No, gamma ray bursts are huge fireballs of energy that occur in distant galaxies in the early part of the universe, from the first few billion years. We had a few theories about them, but they were all unsatisfactory, and funding was yanked under W to pay for Iraq, so we never did solve that mystery.

“But the message explains them: if you try to mine the vacuum energy, you catalyze a sudden phase transition. The energy release is huge, much greater than a supernova. It will destroy our solar system and fry every planet within a thousand light years. All the gamma ray bursts we see in distant galaxies are ancient civilizations blowing themselves to hell trying to mine the zero-point energy.”
Tex furrowed his brow. “But if, as you say, there are all these advanced civilizations out there, how come none of them are blowing themselves up in our galaxy?”
Park gave a thin smile. “Good question,” he said by reflex, like he would to a student in class. Then he bit back on the sour taste in his mouth. “It’s possible to figure out how dangerous mining the vacuum energy is. You want to know the good part, the really funny part? We had a chance to discover this ourselves. Back in the 1990s. If we had built the Superconducting Supercollider, we would have discovered that the Higgs Particle in fact does not exist and that would have led to correct theories about fast and slow inflation and gamma ray bursts. But it got cancelled—during the very first Bush presidency—and we spent the money on the International Space Station instead.” Park laughed harshly. “Anyway, most civilizations do figure it out, and they monitor primitive societies like ours to make sure they don’t make a fatal mistake. That’s why the civilization on Tau Ceti is frantically trying to warn us off. They’re only twelve light years away, and we’d take them with us.”
Tex fiddled with his tie. “Do you realize that by criticizing and undermining a project of national importance, you are giving comfort to the enemies of the US?”
“Nobody is going to be comfortable when we are blown to our constituent quarks....”
“The president has complete confidence in this project, and her science advisors have said there is not the slightest shred of danger.”
“Science advisors? There hasn’t been a real science advisor for decades! Haven’t you noticed? Pollution is at an all-time high. Coastal cities everywhere have been evacuated from flooding from global warming—”
“Global climate change is just a theory,” snorted Tex.

“The ice caps are melting!” 

“It may just be a natural process.”
“Listen, there is no science left in this country. American children believe the Big Bang is a French lie. They are taught evolution is ‘just a theory,’ and an unlikely one at that....”
Tex sniffed, “Another French science.”
Red-faced, Park shouted, “Darwin was a bloody Brit, you idiot!”
“But don’t the British now disavow Darwin?”
“Only because of economic and military pressure from us! My God, look at the stupid Buchanan Act, which makes illegal any medicine ‘based upon unproven scientific principles such as so-called Darwinism.’ That eliminates most modern medicines, as all of modern biology is based upon natural selection. Why do you think there have been so many plagues striking the US?”
“Evolution as a cause of plagues is only a theory,” Tex said slowly.

“What other theories could there possibly be?” asked an incredulous Park.

“Well ... it could be punishment from God. That’s an equally valid theory.”
Park opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. At last he found words. “We’re being punished, all right.”
As they climb the stairs, Park finds his chest filled with dread. What I find at the top of the stairwell won’t make any difference, he tells his thudding heart. It’s no worse than what faces us all.
As they reach the top, the junior DHS agent stops in front of an unlabeled door, hesitates, then turns to Park. “Um, we have to wait here a minute, okay?”
“Wait? For what?”
“Um...”
“You can’t say.”
She flushes and nods.

Park stands there, a cold, greasy lump in his stomach. Even if he were to get out—what would he do?

A sudden noise diffuses through the door. Park frowns. The noise sounds, improbably, like ... like a large group of people yelling “Surprise!” followed by applause and laughter.

Park looks at the young woman. She avoids his gaze.

A minute later the door is yanked open from within. A dark face appears. “You brought him?” the young agent is asked. “Good, come on in.”
Bewildered, Park shuffles through the door. In the room, yes, there is a crowd of people, surrounding and congratulating a beefy, middle-aged man. Tex. Behind him a short, squat woman is making a speech: “...and all of us should be proud that it was the Albuquerque office to reach this milestone in making America safe. It wasn’t easy, and we had to rush the paperwork through. But Richard’s keen skills made it all possible, not to say the brilliant idea to push through the top-secret classification of the so-called ‘message.’ Oh, and I see that the, shall we say, man of the hour himself is putting in an appearance. Very kind of you, Mr. Park! You certainly put up a great fight, and we all want you to know that we respect you for that.”
It is only then that Park notices a banner hanging from the ceiling: CONGRATULATIONS! ONE-MILLIONTH ENEMY COMBATANT APPREHENDED.

Park finds his way to a chair and collapses. The young DHS agent hovers, perhaps worried that he might escape after all. Beyond her, Park sees a wide window overlooking the Rio Grande valley and a sky so blue it crushes his heart.

A wall of sweaty white cotton shirt framed by black polyester/wool blend looms in front of him. Park looks up into Tex’s waxy face. Tex (or Richard, apparently) holds out a small paper plate with a lump of cake and pink frosting. “Here you go, Professor. Uh, might as well enjoy it, because now that you’ve been declared an enemy combatant and had your citizenship stripped away, well...”
“Time for intensive interrogation?”
Tex nods.

Park does not take the cake. He asks, “Why classify a message you don’t believe?”
“Misleading rumors are the most dangerous of all to national security.” Tex looks firmly at Park. “You know, you just about had me convinced. There was just one thing.”
“What?” he says in dull reflex.

“I called up some fellows over at NASA. And there was a problem with your story.”
“All the real scientists have been driven out of NASA,” Park murmurs.

“Now, now, Professor, don’t get all arrogant.” Tex waves a red hand—the one not holding a plate of cake—like a gristly, underdone steak. “These rocket scientists at NASA told me radio waves would take twelve years to get there, and twelve years to get back.”
“Yeah. Even NASA hacks ought to know that. So?”
“You see, the proposal for Project Infinite Energy was announced back in 2014, under President Jeb. That’s twenty-nine years now! Whereas it should have taken just about twenty-four years. Your timeline had cracks, Professor.”
Park puts his head in his hands and sighs. “Yes, I know there’s a gap. And if I—if all of us who received the message had had an extra five years, maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation,” he says in a muffled voice. “The bureaucratic idiots! They’ve doomed us all. We might have had a chance, if only...”
“Now, Professor, I know at Homeland Security we have a reputation as paper-pushing zombies, but—”
“Not you,” Park snarls. “Damn you, you should have actually read the Tau Ceti message. It admits—sheepishly—it took them, the Tau Ceti scientists, five years of hearings and subcommittees and panels to get permission (what they called an ‘emergency effort’) to send—”
He halts, seeing comprehension wax across Tex’s face; talk of gamma ray bursts and vacuum energy states Tex could not believe, but the cosmic universality of bureaucratic stubbornness hits home. “Oh Lord,” Tex whispers.

With electric effort Park shrugs off the stupor that lies heavy upon his body, presses his advantage. “We don’t have much time, a couple of days at most...” but Tex is shaking his head.

“No, no, that date of April third was misdirection, for cases like, well...”
“Mine.”
“Exactly.”
“Then when...?”
Tex groans. “You know how President Jenna likes to surprise people. Especially Vice President Barbara.”
Park’s heart beats wildly. “Today? Now? When?”
Tex straightens. “I can phone—oops.” The paper plate in the agent’s hand had had a long, tiring day and finally collapsed, letting the piece of cake plummet into Park’s lap. “Lemme get a napkin,” says Tex, loping off.

“Just make the damn phone call!” Park shouts, so loud that several people turn and stare at him. A few snicker. The junior DHS agent, who is looking out the window, says something, but Park lowers his head and stares down at the pink frosting smeared on his crotch. Great. Abashed, he closes his eyes, and doesn’t even look up when the junior agent repeats, in a terrified voice, “Um, seriously, why does the moon look so funny?”
And so Howard Park did not get to see the end of the world.
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