10

Manifold
A Novel by Richard Sundquist

Chapter 1: The Race Against Time
The sun slowly rose over a haze-filled skyline, casting a warm glow across the city. Below, the morning rush had already begun. Cars zoomed down the freeway, a sea of metal and motion. Among them, a sleek import sped along, weaving through the lanes as if it were trying to outrun time itself.
Inside the car, Roy Morel, a slim man in his late thirties, drove with one hand on the wheel. His other hand was busy rummaging through a stack of papers in his open briefcase, perched precariously on the passenger seat. Music blared from the speakers, but Roy barely noticed. His mind was elsewhere—on the meeting he was already late for, the experiment that had consumed the last three years of his life, and the endless pressure to deliver results.
A car in the left lane roared past him, pulling Roy from his thoughts. He glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard: 9:15 a.m. Damn, he was late. Without hesitation, Roy pressed harder on the gas, the engine responding with a throaty growl as the needle on the speedometer began to climb—100, 110, 120 kilometers per hour.
The city blurred around him as his car surged forward, racing toward a long tunnel that loomed ahead.

Chapter 2: A World Beneath the Surface
The tunnel swallowed Roy’s car, the walls curving sharply around him as he sped deeper into the darkness. Flickering lights overhead created a strobe effect inside the car, disorienting and surreal, like a scene from a dream. Roy’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as he leaned into the acceleration, the road ahead blurring into a distant vanishing point.
But as Roy drove through the tunnel, somewhere far below the earth, another kind of race was taking place—one that would soon collide with his own.
Thirty feet underground, the colossal magnets of the particle supercollider thrummed with energy. Miles of tunnel stretched out in both directions, a vast ring-shaped facility hidden in the middle of a flat, unremarkable field. Inside the supercollider, scientists worked in silent concentration, monitoring screens filled with data, overseeing an experiment that aimed to unlock the very secrets of the universe.
Roy was a part of this world. A lead scientist at the facility, his work focused on a groundbreaking experiment in particle physics—one that could change everything. But time, like the particles he studied, was slipping away.

Chapter 3: The Collision
As Roy’s car emerged from the tunnel into the bright daylight, another world came into focus. A massive ring-shaped building dominated the landscape, miles in circumference—the supercollider. This was Roy’s destination, his battlefield.
Inside the control room of the facility, a technician named Garnett sat at a console, surrounded by a symphony of blinking lights and beeping monitors. He flipped a few switches and watched as the readouts confirmed what he already knew. "Beam is on," he announced, his voice calm, professional.
In the subterranean tunnel below, the particles were already in motion, hurtling through the beamline at unimaginable speeds. Faster and faster they went, racing toward the collision point. Roy arrived just in time to watch the results flash across the monitor in the counting room.
"Did we get it?" Garnett asked, his eyes glued to the screen.
Roy leaned in, scanning the data. "Mass is one tera volt, spin is one photon—it should have yielded a half-integral spin particle," he replied.
Garnett nodded. "Right."
"Give me a hard copy," Roy ordered. He tore off the printout as the plotter whirred to life, handing a sheet to Garnett before heading down the hallway.

Chapter 4: A Meeting of Minds
As Roy briskly walked down the corridor, carrying the long printout under his arm, he was intercepted by a familiar voice.
"Roy, let’s have a look," came the distinct English accent of Professor Alfred Jennings.
Without breaking stride, Roy handed him the printout. "Here’s the amplitude plot."
Jennings skimmed the data, his brow furrowing. "Where are the interferometric positions?"
Roy handed him the rest of the documents. Jennings examined the pages, his face a mixture of curiosity and skepticism. "So where are the buggers?"
"Gravitons are really, really hard bosons to detect," Roy said, not breaking his pace.
"Maybe the graviton doesn’t exist," Jennings mused.
Roy chuckled. "That's what you said about the Higgs particle, and guess what—they found it. The graviton’s expected to be massless and propagate at the speed of light."
Jennings fell into step beside him. "So, are we going to need another Einstein?"
"Maybe," Roy said. "But LIGO’s already discovered gravitational waves. We’ll need a quantum theory of gravity to take the next step."
"I’ll be following your progress closely," Jennings said as they reached the end of the corridor. With a quick nod, Roy continued toward his lab.

Chapter 5: The Experiment
The lab was a cluttered mess of high-tech equipment—computers, oscilloscopes, and racks of electronics packed with cables snaking in every direction. In the center of the room stood a large glass tank, about four feet square, stretching from floor to ceiling. Surrounding the tank were mirrors and prisms, the intricate components of a laser array. A large beamline pipe entered through the wall, aimed directly at the center of the tank.
Roy wasted no time. He powered up the computer, the hum of machinery filling the room. As the tank began to glow with an eerie white light, the familiar sound of the particle accelerator reverberated through the walls. He watched as the light inside the tank grew brighter, a low hum building in intensity. The experiment was nearing its critical point.
Suddenly, there was a loud pop! The object inside the tank fizzled out of existence, leaving only a wisp of smoke.
Roy slammed his fist on the desk. "Damn!"

Chapter 6: Cut Off
Later that day, Roy found himself standing in front of Dr. Helmut Grossman, the facility’s imposing Science Director, a man as commanding as the collider itself.
"I have some bad news for you, Roy," Grossman said, his tone heavy with finality.
Roy’s heart sank. He knew what was coming.
"The extension on your project has been revoked."
"What?" Roy could barely believe it. "They can’t do this."
Grossman nodded grimly. "I’m afraid they already have."
Morel stared at Grossman, his jaw tight. "But I’m producing conclusive results."
Grossman sighed, looking at him with sympathetic eyes. "I know this is hard for you."
Morel leaned forward, his voice edged with tension. "Whose decision was this?"
"The Director of the experiment evaluation committee," Grossman replied.
Morel slumped back in his chair, disbelief settling in like a weight. "Three years of experimental research..." His voice trailed off.
"I’m sorry, Roy," Grossman said softly.
Morel shook his head, staring at the floor, struggling to process it all. "I’m so close," he murmured.

In the lab, Garnett sat at Morel’s computer terminal, his fingers moving swiftly over the mouse as he brought up the menu, displaying Morel’s data files. Without hesitation, he began downloading everything from the hard drive.

In Grossman’s office, the conversation took a familiar turn. "You’re a talented scientist," Grossman said, trying to soften the blow. "There’s Fermilab, Brookhaven, Stanford. I’ll give you the highest recommendations."
Morel got up from his chair, sarcasm dripping from his voice. "Well, it was nice working with you."
As he left the office, Grossman shuffled some papers. His phone beeped, and he picked it up. "Yes—send him in."
Garnett entered the room.
"Did you manage to pirate all of his software?" Grossman asked.
Garnett nodded. "As well as the data files."
"Good," Grossman said with a satisfied nod. "The Department of Defense is able to supply an unlimited amount of financing to see this project completed."

Back in the lab, Morel stood by his shelves, yanking his books down in frustration, tossing them into a box with hasty movements. He moved like a man whose world was collapsing.

In the hallway, Johanna spotted Jennings coming toward her. Concern etched on her face, she asked, "What happened?"
"Grossman terminated his project," Jennings answered, his voice heavy with the weight of bad news.
Her face fell. "Oh no."
Rushing into the lab, Johanna found Morel mid-rant, sweeping the remaining books off the shelf with one frustrated motion. "Sorry, but at the moment I’m not in the best of moods," he muttered, his voice bitter.
"I don’t blame you, Roy. This is terrible—why?" she asked, approaching cautiously.
"It’s a matter of fiscal spending really," Morel said, his voice edged with sarcasm. "This is the first place they decided to cut."
"It doesn’t make sense," Johanna said, shaking her head in disbelief.
Morel continued packing, his hands moving with sharp, frustrated motions. "Sum it up to the principle of exclusion," he quipped, still dripping sarcasm.
Johanna tried to lighten the mood. "Hey, what would you say about dinner?"
Morel paused, gathering up his discs. "Dinner? When?"
"Tonight," she offered. "It’s the least I can do."
"You don’t have to do anything," Morel said, brushing off her offer.
"No, really," Johanna insisted. "It’s my treat."

They met at a small, candle-lit Greek restaurant that night. The ambiance was soft, intimate, with Greek music playing quietly in the background. Morel, lost in thought, held his wine glass up and stared into it, daydreaming.
"Whenever I hear Greek music, I think of Democritus," he said quietly.
"The philosopher?" Johanna asked, intrigued.
"He discovered the atom twenty-three centuries ago," Morel said, his voice soft but filled with admiration.
"Oh, that’s right," Johanna said, nodding.
Morel continued, his mind wandering through history. "With no technology, using pure reason alone, he deduced their existence. Unfortunately, his thoughts were suppressed by means of chaotic historic events."
Johanna leaned in, her voice low. "I’m very suspicious about this whole thing, Roy."
Morel’s expression hardened. "I don’t want to sit here and expound self-pity."
"It just seems odd to me that Grossman would terminate your project so close to its completion," Johanna said, pressing the issue.
"He didn’t decide that," Morel said, shaking his head. "It was the committee’s decision."
"They rejected the extension of your project?" Johanna’s voice was full of disbelief.
Morel nodded, looking down at the table.
"The project you’ve been laboring over for the past three years?" she asked.
"That’s right," Morel said quietly.
Johanna leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. "Would you mind filling me in on that?"
Morel glanced around the restaurant, then leaned in closer to her, lowering his voice. "Johanna, I’m close to solving it."
"Solving what?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
"Grand unification," Morel whispered back.
"How?" Johanna asked, her eyes wide with wonder.
Grand unification," he answered simply.
Johanna’s eyes widened in astonishment. "How?"
Morel leaned back, his expression more thoughtful now. "I’ve been experimenting with the matrix involving a hyper-dimensional manifold."
"A topological manifold?" Johanna asked, familiar with the concept.
"Yes, but in this case, it’s a superstring version," Morel explained. "Instead of mass factors, debris are tiny loops extended into more dimensions—dimensions that are curled up and hidden. My hypothesis should reveal a universe that started with ten, maybe even twenty-six dimensions. All I have to do is uncurl a loop, so to speak."
At that moment, a waiter in the background accidentally knocked over a tray of glasses. The loud sound of breaking glass startled the restaurant momentarily, but soon the guests began to applaud the waiter’s clumsy attempt to recover. Morel and Johanna, however, remained unmoved, their conversation too important to be interrupted by such trivial things.
"I see," Johanna said after a pause. "This extra dimension would be conducive to a unified field?"
Morel nodded. "The holy grail of particle physics."
"And Grossman wants to stop it?" she asked, incredulous.
Morel shrugged. "It’s hard to say. How soon it’ll be complete… well, it could be a week, a month. It’s very difficult to predict."
Johanna leaned in again, a new determination in her eyes. "Maybe I can help you."
Morel looked at her skeptically. "How do you propose to do that?"
Johanna glanced at her watch. "Tomorrow I work the night shift, but I need to assess the data first."
Morel nodded, thoughtful. “It has possibilities... I can give you my personal security code.” He quickly scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it to her.
"Who else knows about this?" she asked, her brow furrowed.
“Just you. You’re the only one I can trust,” Morel replied with a hint of urgency in his voice.

The next night, Johanna sat in front of Morel’s computer in the lab. She carefully keyed in the security code he had given her. Instantly, a screen full of complex mathematical equations appeared. Johanna clicked through them, scrolling, until she paused. With one final click, the image of a Klein bottle materialized on the screen. Her eyes widened, astonished by what she saw.

In the dead of night, the phone rang, waking Morel abruptly from his sleep. He groggily reached for the receiver, his voice thick with drowsiness. "Hello?"
On the other end, Johanna’s voice came through, electric with excitement. "Roy, I’ve just reviewed the equations. My god! This is a major breakthrough!"
Morel was instantly alert. "Where are you?"
“I’m at the lab. How soon can you meet me at the gate?”
“I’ll be there right away,” he promised, already reaching for his clothes.

At the supercollider that night, Johanna opened a circuit box on the wall. She attached two alligator clips from a video cassette deck, connecting them to the lab’s video circuit. A few clicks later, she began recording the lab's surveillance feed onto the deck, the camera’s image transmitting in real time.
Outside, Morel's car pulled up to the supercollider gate. He spotted Johanna waiting in the shadows. Switching off his headlights, he opened the door for her to climb in.
“What’s going on?” he asked, concerned.
“I’ve got a plan to complete the experiment,” Johanna replied with determination.
“How?” Morel pressed.
“I have access to your old lab all night. I can let you in through the back door near counting room 386.”
He stared at her, bewildered. “Are you out of your mind? What about the surveillance cameras?”
Johanna gave him a confident look. “I’ve taken care of that. Just meet me at the back door.”

At the back entrance to the supercollider, Johanna stood by the doorway, waiting. There was a knock. She opened the door to let Morel in, handing him a radiation suit along with a security badge. They moved quickly down the hall.
“Just follow me,” she whispered.
Their progress was interrupted by a security guard stepping into their path. “Hold it! This is a restricted area.”
Thinking quickly, Johanna replied, “We just came from the control room. We're heading for counting room 431. I’m working on the M9 experiment.”
The guard looked skeptical but shrugged. “Dr. Grossman has blocked off this whole section. You’ll have to go through section H.”
“Thanks for letting us know,” Johanna said, pulling Morel along as the guard turned and walked away.

In the lab, Morel took his seat at the terminal, while Johanna hovered beside him, watching as he booted up the computer. The image of a Möbius strip flickered onto the screen, and Morel pointed.
“A Möbius strip,” he said. “Topologically, it’s a single-surfaced manifold.”
On the monitor, a small animated figure appeared, walking along the surface of the strip.
“See this man? He returns to the point where he started, but he’s never crossed an edge.”
Johanna nodded, intrigued. “Hmm...”
Morel continued, gesturing at the screen. “Imagine a man walking around a flat piece of paper. He can’t walk through the paper or around its edge, so he’s always on the same side. Just as the front and back of a sheet of paper are two different sides of the same surface, so too are seemingly different aspects of a single surface—by simply twisting it.”
“And the man doesn’t perceive a third dimension,” Johanna mused.
“Exactly,” Morel confirmed. He brought up another image—a Klein bottle. “Now, imagine trying to turn a ball inside out without making any holes. Impossible in three dimensions, but it works in four. The Klein bottle is like a ball turned inside out in four dimensions.”
Johanna studied the image. “So the neck looks like it thrusts through the side of the bottle, but in reality, it goes around the surface instead.”
“Precisely,” Morel said, a spark of excitement in his voice.
He moved across the room, pushing several switches. Lights flickered up from the tank, vertical and horizontal beams aligning, while static charged the air around them.
“I need you to configure the magnetic field,” he instructed.
Johanna stepped in front of the oscilloscope, turning a dial. The magnetic field in the tank fluctuated in response.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“I’m introducing the fusion reaction now,” Morel announced, his hands flying over the controls. The hum of machinery deepened, lights flashing as a glowing sphere formed at the tank’s center.
“I’ll send the antimatter in here,” he pointed to a beam.
“When?” Johanna asked, focused.
“At ten to the negative twenty-third,” Morel replied, eyes on the monitors.
“Achieving light compression?”
He nodded. “Once the fusion is self-sustaining, the radiation will unlock possibilities in hyperspace.”
“Let’s do it,” Johanna urged.
Morel keyed in the final commands, a countdown flashing on the screen. Johanna adjusted the dial, and a figure-eight waveform appeared on the oscilloscope.
“Roy, I’ve got it!”
“Alright—stabilize,” Morel responded, fine-tuning the controls. The lab grew brighter as arcs of lightning crackled from the tank, the plasmoid pulsating in the center.
“We have it,” Morel said, staring in awe.
“Where?” Johanna asked.
Morel motioned her closer. “It’s inside the tank.”
They both leaned in, their faces glowing in the light as an exotic object shimmered into focus. Morel manipulated the dials until a Klein bottle appeared, suspended within the tank, shimmering in and out of visibility.
“We’ve done it!” Morel exclaimed, pulling off his goggles.
Johanna mirrored his excitement, removing her goggles and stepping closer. “A manifold,” she whispered.
“A gateway,” Morel corrected, his voice soft with reverence.
Johanna and Morel slowly approached the shimmering object inside the tank, their steps cautious, as though they were in the presence of something sacred. The glass barrier between them and the glowing artifact felt thin, fragile. Johanna reached up, her fingers brushing the cold surface. Both of them stood transfixed, gazing at the spectacle.
“I never would have dreamed it possible,” Johanna whispered, her voice full of awe. “To create a simulation of the birth of the universe inside a bottle... It’s like trying to fit the entire universe into a tiny space. You’d need an accelerator larger than the galaxy to duplicate that.”
Morel turned to her, his eyes shining with pride. “And you helped me achieve it.”
Without thinking, he leaned in and kissed her softly. It was accidental, almost innocent, but the moment lingered between them. They paused, each contemplating the unspoken connection, and then, as if drawn by some invisible force, they kissed again—this time with a deeper, more passionate intensity. After a long moment, Johanna broke away, her gaze returning to the tank.
“This is an affirmation, Roy,” she said, her words spilling out rapidly, her excitement palpable. “This is empirical evidence. We need to notify the media.”
Morel shook his head, still grounded in their scientific reality. “Our journey isn’t complete. There’s one final step. We have to delve deeper, see the full energy potential within.”
Johanna’s eyes sparked with determination. “Let’s move forward then.”
Morel hesitated, his tone cautious. “That’s like jumping off a cliff without a parachute. We need to run the numbers first.”
Her brows furrowed. “You’re saying there’s danger? How?”
Morel glanced at the tank, his expression darkening. “Uncontrolled access to another dimension could cause some of our world to slip into it. We’ll need to step back for now.”
Johanna bit her lip, considering his words. “Tomorrow night then.”

The quiet hum of the city accompanied them as Morel drove Johanna through the night, their conversation drifting between the personal and the professional. Finally, he pulled up next to Johanna’s car and parked.
“I’ll meet you at the same time tomorrow,” he said, his tone calm but focused on the task ahead.
Johanna tilted her head, curiosity piqued. “What are you doing?”
“Laser trapping. It’s gonna be an adrenaline-fueled all-nighter.”
“Won’t you need a hand with that?” Johanna asked, a playful smile tugging at her lips.
Morel grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
“I just can’t sleep knowing all of this,” she admitted, her excitement barely contained.

In the dim light of Morel’s living room, Johanna reclined on the couch, stretching out her legs with a languid grace that caught Morel’s attention. She kicked off her shoes, her feet aching from the day’s work.
“My feet,” she groaned with a soft laugh, “it’s like I just ran a marathon.”
Morel chuckled, moving towards the kitchen. “I’ll put on some coffee.”
“That would be great,” she replied, watching him go, a glimmer of affection in her eyes.
Later, they sat side by side on the couch, Morel scrolling through complex equations on his computer. His brow furrowed in frustration.
“I’m in a never-ending maze,” he muttered. “Every time I think I’ve found the solution, I end up back where I started.”
Johanna slid closer, her confidence radiating as she nudged him aside. “Move over.”
Her fingers danced over the keyboard, quickly inputting a series of commands. She hit the return key, and the program snapped to life, the looping error vanishing.
The sudden success left them both laughing, the tension dissipating as they leaned back into the couch. Morel stood first, extending his hand to her. Johanna took it, standing to face him. A silence fell between them as their eyes met. Then, without a word, Morel wrapped his arms around her, and they kissed once more, this time slower, deeper, a long, impassioned embrace that left the rest of the world forgotten.

Their bodies intertwined beneath satin sheets, illuminated by the soft glow of moonlight through the window. Morel’s lips trailed over Johanna’s flushed skin, moving from her face to her neck. Her hands roamed across his back, their touch igniting sparks of heat. Their breath mingled, mouths working in tandem as they lost themselves in each other. Johanna’s eyes, glazed with ecstasy, told the story of their passion without a single word.
Later, as they lay together, Morel propped himself up on the pillow while Johanna rested her head on his chest. He stroked her hair gently, his voice a soft murmur.
“You illuminate my world with a beauty that surpasses anything I’ve ever known.”
Johanna smiled, looking up at him. “Well, you’re pretty good-looking too.”
Morel chuckled, his eyes tender. “There are only two things in the world for me—truth and beauty.”
“The aesthetic notions,” Johanna mused, her gaze drifting thoughtfully. Then, her eyes met his again. “Reaching Einstein’s level is like holding the key to the universe.”
“I’m not in this for the Nobel prize,” Morel replied, shaking his head. “I just want the truth.”
“And you’ve found the most beautiful way to reach it,” Johanna said softly.
“Why are you helping me?” Morel asked, a hint of curiosity in his voice. “For the glory?”
Johanna shook her head, her answer simple. “No.”
“Then why?” he pressed, genuinely intrigued.
Her response was a kiss, tender and full of meaning.

The morning light filtered through the window as Johanna stirred, discovering Morel was no longer beside her. She slipped out of bed, pulling on her blouse and moving quietly towards the door. Through the crack, she could see Morel in the living room, already immersed in his work on the computer.
She wandered into the room, her eyes drawn to the numerous Escher prints decorating the walls. One in particular, Waterfall, caught her attention—a picture of an endlessly rising cascade that defied all logic.
“This is incredible,” she whispered, her awe apparent.
Morel rose from the computer and joined her, standing beside her as they both admired the print.
“Do you see the never-ending carousel?” he asked, pointing to the intricate steps. “Each one links the beginning and the end.”
“It defies gravity,” Johanna noted, still mesmerized.
“Escher’s work was like a key,” Morel continued, his voice filled with admiration. “A key that unlocked the door to four-dimensional space, revealing hidden intricacies and connections. Just like a Möbius strip—it seems simple, but the closer you look, the more complex it becomes. Our universe is the same. It only appears straightforward.”
Her gaze shifted to another print, Belvedere, and then to House of Stairs, her mind racing with the possibilities these works presented. “Unbelievable.”
Her attention was drawn to a bookshelf, where dozens of books on magic tricks lined the shelves. She picked one up, flipping through it casually. “All these books on magic... Your treasure trove of secrets?”
Morel smiled, a little sheepishly. “Oh, those. I’ve had them since I was a kid.”
Johanna grinned. “Are you a magician?”
“I know a few tricks,” he admitted.
“Show me one,” she said, her curiosity piqued.
“Another time,” he deflected.
“Come on,” she urged, her playful tone impossible to resist.
With a sigh of mock defeat, Morel walked over to his desk, pulling out a deck of cards. They moved to the coffee table, where he sat across from her. He shuffled the cards like a seasoned professional, his fingers displaying impressive skill.
“We have here the four forces of the universe,” Morel said, laying out the four queens in a neat row. He pointed to each one in turn. “Gravity, electromagnetism, the weak and strong forces.”
He moved the cards together, demonstrating with each movement. “Now, the way we make our transformation is to overlap them like so.”
With a final slide of his hand, he flipped the pile of queens upside down and slid it to the center of the table. “We now have Grand Unification.”
Johanna picked up the single queen, her laughter ringing out as she saw all four suits on the corners of the card. “Wait a minute! What happened to the other cards?”
Morel grinned. “Magicians never give away their secrets.”
“Show me another one,” Johanna begged.
“That’s enough for today,” he said with a teasing smile.
But Johanna wasn’t finished. She leaned closer, her hands starting to playfully explore his shoulders. “Come on, Roy. Show me one more trick.”
With a mischievous glint in her eye, she jumped on him, wrapping her legs around him as they tumbled to the floor, the cards scattering as they lost themselves once more in each other.
Dr. Jennings sat tensely across from Grossman in the brightly lit office, a tangible weight pressing between them. The silence was brief but sharp, a prelude to the storm brewing behind Grossman’s eyes. Suddenly, with a flick of his wrist, Grossman hurled a pile of letters onto Jennings’ lap, his eyes narrowing.
"What is the meaning of this?" Grossman demanded, his voice icy yet threatening.
Jennings glanced down at the letter, nonchalantly picking it up and skimming its contents. "Oh, this is easy to explain," he said, offering a casual smile that barely masked his confidence.
The calmness only fanned the flames of Grossman’s anger. He stood abruptly, his chair screeching against the floor. "You sent an application to the Nobel Laureates about a classified project without my permission?" His voice rose, cutting through the room with the intensity of a man who was used to absolute control.
"You needn’t worry, really," Jennings said with a dismissive wave, clearly unfazed by Grossman’s outburst.
Grossman’s face reddened, his fists clenching. "That’s correct, I needn’t worry, Dr. Jennings," he spat, leaning forward menacingly. "You should be worried."
Jennings raised an eyebrow, leaning back in his chair, unflustered. "Oh, come now, Helmut," he said with a tone as smooth as silk. "You can’t win three Nobel Prizes. A discovery of this magnitude? It’s worth at least that many." He waved the letter slightly in the air. "Two prizes for you, one for me. Seems fair."
Grossman’s face twitched, his frustration barely contained. "Don’t dictate to me," he growled, jabbing a finger in Jennings’ direction. "I am the Director here! And I must warn you of the consequences when a subordinate takes action without my confirmation."
Jennings' smile faded. His eyes narrowed as he leaned in. "Don’t try to threaten me, Helmut. You know very well what the consequences would be if this act of piracy were exposed." His voice lowered to a dangerous whisper. "If I were you, I’d treat me with a little more respect. Understand?"
Grossman recoiled slightly, his face growing pale. Beads of sweat began to form along his hairline, and he sank back into his chair, shaken.
"So that’s what this has come to," Grossman muttered under his breath.
Jennings chuckled softly. "It’s not so bad, really. You’ll still get your Grand Unification and light compression breakthroughs. That’s two Nobel Prizes. Plasma fusion—that one’s mine." He crossed his arms, triumphant.
Grossman’s lips tightened into a thin line, his eyes dark and cold. "You leave me no choice, do you?"
"Good," Jennings replied, standing up. "I thought you’d see it my way. When do we start?"
Grossman exhaled deeply, his voice barely audible. "Tonight."

The Supercollider – Night
In the cold, sterile corridors of the supercollider facility, Johanna moved with purpose. She approached a circuit box nestled against the wall. Below it rested a dusty old video cassette deck, a relic of another era. She pressed the play button, and the grainy image of a prerecorded video was patched to the surveillance monitor in the control room.

Control Room – Same Time
Grossman and Jennings hovered over their monitors, their eyes glued to the glowing readouts from yet another experiment. Jennings, intent on the screens, barely noticed when a glitch of static momentarily disrupted the image from the lab.
Neither of them realized the footage had been altered.

Supercollider – Lab Entrance – Night
The door to the lab creaked open, and Johanna glanced over her shoulder, whispering hurriedly, "Quickly, the guard’s still on his break."
A shadow moved swiftly. Morel slipped inside, and together they hurried down the hallway toward the lab.

The Lab – Night
The camera zoomed away from the Klein bottle suspended in the tank, its glass walls shimmering with a soft glow. The lab was bathed in a droning hum as the apparatus whirred to life, filling the air with its low-frequency vibrations.
Dressed in shiny radiation suits, Johanna and Morel stood at their stations. Morel took his place at the terminal, while Johanna adjusted the settings on an oscilloscope, clipboard in hand.
"Emitter release, on," Johanna said, her voice measured. "Recoil quantum ground state, velocities set."
Morel’s fingers danced across the keyboard. "Okay, the lasers are programmed across all four dimensions. The fifth beam will penetrate the manifold and open a hyperdimensional window."
Johanna's eyes widened as she turned toward Morel. "Down the neck?"
Morel nodded. "That’s the target."
"Ready?"
"Ready when you are."
Morel handed Johanna a pair of protective goggles. They slipped them on, their faces grim with anticipation. At the control panel, Morel adjusted the sights of the laser. The mirrors pivoted into position, aligning with precision. As he flipped a switch, the digits on the screen flashed: 10^-23.
"Now!" Morel shouted.
A beam of light shot into the Klein bottle’s neck with a sharp ZOLT.
Without warning, another beam of light shot down from the ceiling, narrowly missing Johanna’s shoulder.
"There!" Morel yelled, running to the laser. "That light—it’s traveling in a straight line."
Johanna gasped, eyes wide behind her goggles. "Through another dimension!"
Morel nodded, excitement bubbling in his voice. "From the other end of the universe."
Johanna’s breath caught. "Roy, I can’t believe it’s really happening."
"Oh, it’s real," Morel replied, a grin forming on his face. "Now, if we compress the light—"
Suddenly, the beam began to strobe violently, pulsing faster and faster. A loud hum filled the room, growing into a deep rumble. The tank grew brighter, the light inside intensifying to a blinding white. Bolts of lightning arced from the machinery as the lab began to shake violently.
Morel cursed, dropping the controls. He dashed across the room, clutching Johanna in his arms as the glass in the tank began to crack.
"Hang on!" he shouted, his voice barely audible over the deafening noise.
Johanna screamed as the lab split cleanly in two. A crack no wider than a few inches tore through the floor, and from it, a brilliant sheet of light shot up toward the ceiling, creating an ethereal wall of light.
Morel and Johanna stared at it, awestruck.
"You okay?" Morel asked, panting.
"I think so," Johanna replied, her voice shaky.
Morel glanced at the control panel and noticed the real-time clock had stopped. His wristwatch, too, had frozen. "Time dilation," he muttered under his breath.
He pulled open the lab’s rear door, only to find an infinite series of doors stretching into the distance, each one converging to a vanishing point.
"My God," he whispered. "What have I done?"
Johanna stood beside him, her face pale. "You mean we."

Inside the control room, Grossman and Jennings monitored the separate experiment, unaware of the cataclysm unfolding elsewhere in the facility.
"Bremsstrahlung radiation," Grossman whispered, his eyes widening as a gauge on the console surged to a critical level.
Jennings turned, alarmed. "Seal it off!"
Grossman furiously tapped at the console, but the temperature gauge soared past 50 million degrees.
"We can’t contain the plasma!" Grossman yelled.

Back in the lab, a terrifying sight unfolded. Emerging from the swirling patterns within the wall of light were three enormous beings, their forms shimmering with an otherworldly radiance.
Morel and Johanna were frozen in awe as the figures took shape. The central figure, a vast and powerful entity with disk-like eyes, radiated strength—the embodiment of the Strong Nuclear Force. Flanking it were two others: the Gravity Being, composed of thin, glowing loops, and the Electroweak Being, a network of luminous nerve endings.
Morel’s breath caught in his throat. "What are they?" he whispered.
"They're hyper-beings," Johanna murmured, her voice trembling.
The Strong Nuclear Being’s voice reverberated through the room, its words strange and modulated. "We have entered the space between dimensions, as you have done as well."
Morel found his voice, though it was shaky. "Who are you?"
The beings exchanged incomprehensible sounds, before the Strong Nuclear Being spoke again. "We are the embodiments of the fundamental forces. What do you seek?"
Morel glanced at Johanna, their shared astonishment clear.
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Dr. Jennings sat stiffly in the plush leather chair across from Grossman, who was fuming behind his oversized mahogany desk. The room, normally an oasis of calm with its polished wood and warm lighting, now felt like a battleground. Grossman slapped a stack of mail onto Jennings’ lap, his face a storm of barely controlled anger.
"What is the meaning of this?" Grossman’s voice was low, dangerously quiet.
Jennings calmly picked up one of the letters, his face showing no sign of the looming confrontation. "Oh, this is easy to explain," he said nonchalantly, glancing at the papers.
Suddenly, Grossman erupted. "You send out an application to the Nobel Laureates on a classified project without my permission!?"
Jennings didn’t flinch. "You needn’t worry, really," he said, his tone almost condescending.
Grossman’s face turned red with rage, his hands clenching into fists on the desk. "That is correct, I needn’t worry, Dr. Jennings. You should worry."
Jennings smiled, a cool, detached smile that only further incensed Grossman. "Come now, Helmut. You can’t win three Nobel Prizes. A discovery of this magnitude is worthy of at least that many. We shall share them—two for you, one for me."
Grossman leaned forward, his face inches from Jennings, his voice low and menacing. "Don’t dictate to me. I am the Director here," he spat. After a pause, he added, "And I must warn you of the consequences when subordinate action is carried out without my confirmation."
Jennings’ smile didn’t waver. "Don’t try to threaten me, Helmut. Surely, you’re aware of the consequences should this little act of piracy be exposed. If I were you, I’d treat me with a bit more respect. Understand?"
Grossman paled, the blood draining from his face. Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he slowly leaned back in his chair, retreating. He knew the kind of power Jennings held. His voice was weak, resigned. "So that is what it has come to."
Jennings waved off the tension with a flick of his wrist. "It’s not that bad, really. You can have Grand Unification and light compression. Two Nobel Prizes. Plasma fusion—that’s mine."
Grossman’s eyes darkened, his voice dropping to a solemn whisper. "You leave me no choice, do you?"
Jennings rose to his feet, brushing off his coat as if their conversation had been nothing more than a minor inconvenience. "Good. I thought you’d see it my way. So, when do we start?"
Grossman stared at the floor for a moment before finally speaking. "Tonight."

The Supercollider Facility – Night
Johanna, dressed in a sleek radiation suit, carefully approached the circuit box in the sterile, high-tech corridor. Below it rested an old video cassette deck—a relic among the futuristic equipment. She pressed the play button, patching the pre-recorded video feed onto the surveillance monitors.
In the control room, Grossman and Jennings stood side by side, meticulously analyzing the data streaming from another experiment. Their attention was focused on the readouts, unaware of the glitch of static that briefly flickered across the surveillance screen.
Back in the supercollider, Johanna opened the rear door. The cool, metallic air seemed to hum with anticipation as Morel slipped inside, glancing nervously down the hall.
"Quickly," Johanna whispered. "The guard’s still on his break."
They moved swiftly down the dimly lit corridor, entering the lab where a shimmering Klein bottle rested in a transparent tank, its otherworldly glow illuminating the room. The resonating hum of the apparatus filled the air, a constant drone that set their nerves on edge.
Morel sat down at the terminal, hands steady despite the enormity of what they were about to attempt. "Okay," he said, his voice low but charged with excitement. "The lasers have been programmed along all four dimensions. The fifth beam will penetrate the manifold and open a hyperdimensional window."
"Down the neck?" Johanna asked, stepping closer to the oscillating scope, clipboard in hand.
Morel nodded. "That’s our target."
They exchanged a glance, both knowing the risks yet driven by the shared thrill of discovery. "Ready?" she asked, placing her hand on the terminal, her eyes sharp behind the goggles she had just donned.
"Ready when you are," Morel replied, handing her a pair of matching goggles. They fitted them on, steeling themselves for the moment to come. Morel adjusted the laser's sights through the computer interface, and the mirrors pivoted into place with precise, mechanical movements. The digits flashed across the screen: 10^-23.
"Now!" Morel shouted, and a thin, brilliant beam of light shot into the neck of the manifold.
Then, suddenly—ZOLT!—a blinding beam of light erupted from the ceiling, passing just inches from Johanna’s shoulder.
"There!" Morel cried, his voice filled with awe. "That light... it’s traveling in a straight line. No reflection, no refraction."
Johanna’s heart raced. "Through another dimension!"
Morel grinned, nodding. "From the other end of the universe." His excitement was palpable, his hands flying across the control panel. "If we compress the light further—"
Suddenly, the lab was engulfed in a strobe of light. ZOLT-ZOLT-ZOLT—pulses of light fell from the ceiling like drops of water, looping the same path from the laser. Morel’s face turned serious, concern replacing his excitement.
"What the hell?" he muttered, frowning at the strange wave patterns on the screen.
"Roy, what’s wrong?" Johanna asked, her voice trembling slightly as the lab filled with a strange rumbling sound.
"We’re getting a weird feedback loop. It’s—" Before he could finish, the light intensified, the tank glowing impossibly bright until—CRASH!—lightning bolts arced from the apparatus, shattering the glass.
Morel leaped from the controls, throwing his goggles aside and pulling Johanna into his arms. "Hang on!" he shouted as the room quaked violently.
A sudden, deafening crack split the lab in two, and a sheer wall of light shot up from the floor to the ceiling, dividing the space in perfect symmetry. Morel and Johanna stood frozen, staring at the phenomenon before them.
"What... have we done?" Johanna whispered, her voice a mixture of fear and awe.
Morel glanced at his wristwatch—stopped. The clock on the control panel also read nothing but dead time.
"Time dilation," Morel muttered, his voice barely audible. "We’ve crossed into another dimension."
From the crack in the floor, a sheet of light shot upwards, converging to infinity. A cold realization washed over him. "My God… we’ve done it."
But what awaited them beyond the light was something they could never have anticipated.
As Morel stood at the edge of the lab, he could feel the weight of his actions pressing down on him, like the atmosphere had thickened with tension. His trembling hand reached for the rear door, pulling it open. What lay beyond defied comprehension—a corridor of infinite doors, all aligned and converging toward a vanishing point that seemed to stretch beyond the boundaries of time and space.
Morel’s voice was barely a whisper. "My God, what have I done?"
From behind, Johanna's voice cut through his shock, steady but laden with shared guilt. "You mean, what have we done?"
Morel snapped back to the present, his scientist's instinct kicking in. He rushed to the nearby terminal, frantically keying commands into the system. His fingers flew over the keyboard, desperate to reverse the damage that had been done.
"This whole lab," he muttered under his breath, "has penetrated the space-time continuum."
Panic crept into Johanna's voice. "Is there any way back?"
"I'm not sure," Morel replied, his eyes scanning the screen. "But I'll try."
On the computer monitor, the system displayed his query: Request re-access to former dimension.
A sterile response flashed back: Matrix of Dimension X cubed and diverged to infinity, acceleration of the window is still open and bounded.
Morel typed furiously: Alter set theorem; re-access back to closed and unbounded dimension.
The machine beeped in defiance: Program error; Retry, Retry, Retry...
"Damn it!" Morel shouted, slamming a fist on the desk. "The program crashed!"
Johanna, still standing near the shimmering wall of light, suddenly gasped, her eyes wide. "Roy—look!"
Within the pulsating wall of light, something began to take shape. Patterns swirled and coalesced, gradually revealing the heads of three enormous beings, their forms emerging from the undulating energy. Morel’s breath hitched in his throat as the figures sharpened, their immense presence undeniable. Each one was unique in appearance, exuding an aura of power beyond anything he could fathom.
"They're real," Johanna murmured, awe-stricken.
Morel instinctively reached for the panel, adjusting more controls to stabilize the image. The luminous beings solidified—three distinct entities, each representing a fundamental force of the universe. The first, a colossal figure with disk-like eyes, seemed to radiate a palpable, primal energy. The second was a faceless being of loops and spirals, continuously shifting like a gravitational vortex. The third resembled a vast network of glowing nerve endings, its form pulsing with the crackling power of electroweak force.
Morel’s mind raced. "My God," he whispered again.
Johanna’s voice was barely audible. "What are they?"
The beings shimmered, wavering in and out of existence within the swirling wall of light. Morel stood transfixed.
"They... they’re some form of hyper-beings," he stammered.
One of the beings, the STRONG NUCLEAR BEING, spoke with a voice that vibrated through the walls and their very bones, modulated and alien. "We have entered the space between our dimensions, as you have done as well."
"Who... who are you?" Morel managed to ask, his voice trembling.
The Strong Nuclear Being turned to the others, who exchanged a series of strange, alien sounds. Then it addressed Morel and Johanna once more.
"We are the embodiments of the fundamental forces. What do you seek?"
Morel exchanged a stupefied glance with Johanna before answering, "We’re scientists. We have many questions to ask you."
The Strong Nuclear Being's response was cryptic. "Observing the unification of the forces is like assembling a puzzle. Do you wish to see the puzzle assembled?"
A surge of excitement coursed through Morel. "Yes," he replied, barely able to contain himself.
But then came the warning. "Are you willing to pay the price?"
Morel faltered. He turned to Johanna, who looked equally bewildered. "What do they mean by 'price'?" she asked.
Morel turned back to the beings. "What is your price?"
The Strong Nuclear Being’s voice was solemn. "That I cannot reveal. But should you refuse, our meeting must come to an end."
Morel’s heart raced. "Why should there be a price for this knowledge?"
"It is a universal law," the being explained. "Applied to any being who seeks the truths within a higher dimension."
The room fell silent. Johanna met Morel’s eyes, her expression a mixture of fear and resolution. She gave him a slight nod, encouraging him to take the leap. Morel turned back to the beings, his decision made.
"We agree."
The beings seemed to ripple with anticipation. "So be it," the Strong Nuclear Being intoned.
Suddenly, the entire lab began to rumble, as if the very foundation of the world was shifting. The walls trembled, and from behind Morel and Johanna, the back wall of the lab split apart. A column of intense, blinding light poured into the room, illuminating everything in a stark, otherworldly glow. Morel and Johanna staggered back, shielding their eyes.
"Whoa," Johanna whispered, her voice trembling.
The crack in the wall widened, revealing an astonishing sight: a vast, labyrinthine structure composed of twisting, luminous pillars and paths that stretched into the infinite distance. The space seemed to bend and distort, a warped geometric marvel with multiple vanishing points.
Johanna’s voice was hushed with awe. "It’s like a labyrinth of interconnected paths."
"Each one," Morel added, his voice barely audible, "leading to a different destination."
Before either could take another step, a sudden, blinding flash of light arced out from the crevasse. A bolt of energy struck Johanna square in the chest. There was no time for her to scream. The next instant, her form blinked out of existence, vanished into the manifold.
"Johanna!" Morel’s scream tore through the room. "No!"
He hurled himself toward the wall, clawing at the spot where she had stood. But it was too late—the manifold had sealed itself shut, trapping her on the other side.
Morel collapsed, his body trembling with shock and grief. Tears streamed down his face as he pounded the cold, unyielding surface. "Johanna...!"
But she was gone.
The lab fell silent again, save for the soft hum of the equipment. Morel was alone.
Morel’s heart raced as he sat at the wheel, hands trembling, gripping it with the intensity of his situation. “Johanna! No!” he cried, his voice filled with anguish. He began to weep, the weight of everything crushing down on him.
In the control room, Grossman stood in front of the console, his brow furrowed. Jennings stood behind him, anxiously awaiting the results.
"Wait a minute," Grossman said, his voice tense. "It’s coming from counting room 431!"
He rushed to the surveillance monitors, eyes scanning the screens. The monitor showed a seemingly empty lab. But they both knew better.
In the lab, a flash of light vanished with a sharp zip! Morel turned and bolted through the door, his movements frantic and desperate.
Back in the control room, Grossman and Jennings watched the surveillance footage, tension thick in the air. Suddenly, an image flashed on the screen—Morel running through one of the hallways.
“It’s Morel!” Grossman exclaimed, his face tightening with urgency.
Without hesitation, he sprinted out of the room. His destination was clear: his office. The drawer slid open with a metallic clink, and from it, Grossman retrieved a handgun, slipping it into his jacket with cold precision.
Grossman dashed back into the control room. “Where is he now?” he barked.
Jennings pointed to the screen. “He’s outside, heading toward the front gate.”
“Go to the lab! I’ll meet you there!” Grossman ordered, not waiting for a response. He raced outside just in time to see Morel jump into Johanna’s car and speed away. Grossman hesitated, his hand resting on the gun tucked inside his jacket. For a moment, he considered pulling the trigger but instead, he lowered the weapon. His eyes narrowed, calculating.
At the ruined lab, Jennings stood amid the destruction, shock written all over his face. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Grossman joined him, surveying the devastation. “We know one thing for sure,” he said grimly, “it can be done. See what’s left on the computer.”
Jennings sat down at the one remaining terminal, his hands shaking as he accessed the system. “I don’t understand what happened.”
“Just give me the status of the computer,” Grossman growled.
Jennings’s fingers hesitated over the keyboard. Suddenly, a shot rang out. Blood splattered across the monitor as Jennings collapsed, his face hitting the keys with a sickening thud. Grossman stood over him, the smoking gun in his hand.
“Any more questions?” he muttered coldly.
Meanwhile, Johanna’s car swerved wildly along the dark road, Morel gripping the wheel tightly as he drove into the night. The house loomed ahead of him, and the car screeched to a halt. Morel threw open the door and ran up the steps to his front door, his mind racing with fear and confusion.
Back at the lab, technicians in radiation suits carefully carried Jennings’s body on a stretcher. Outside, Lieutenant Derek Caldwell, a sharp-eyed investigator, stood watching, speaking to a police photographer.
“Did you get some shots of the lab?” Caldwell asked.
“No,” the photographer replied. “I couldn’t get permission. The whole area is sealed off.”
Caldwell’s jaw tightened. “This is a homicide. We don’t need permission.”
Just then, Grossman appeared. “I’m sorry,” he said with practiced calm. “Entry into the lab is forbidden. The entire room has been contaminated by high levels of radiation. It’s unsafe.”
Caldwell muttered a curse under his breath as Grossman left the room. He turned to a nearby detective. “Great. We won’t be able to dust the place for prints for the next 75 years.”
Later, in Grossman’s office, Caldwell sat across from him, taking notes. “By the time I arrived,” Grossman explained, “it was too late. After I found the body, I discovered the video unit responsible for the false image in the control room.”
Caldwell eyed him carefully. “Did Professor Morel seem violent?”
Grossman shrugged. “He was always moody.”
“Temperamental?”
“Very much so, especially after losing his job.”
“When did you last see Johanna?”
Grossman leaned back. “About midnight, when she first came on shift. I haven’t seen her since.”
Caldwell finished jotting down his notes. “Thank you, Dr. Grossman. That will be all.”
Grossman’s eyes narrowed. “Do you think Morel will come back here?”
Caldwell’s expression darkened. “This situation’s like a ticking time bomb. We know it has the potential to cause destruction, but we don’t know when or where it’ll happen. All we can do is monitor and take precautions until we find him.”
Grossman watched him leave, his expression unreadable.
That night, Morel tossed and turned in bed, haunted by nightmares. Flames danced around him as he worked frantically at the lab console. Johanna’s image flashed before him, her scream echoing as she plunged into a bottomless pit. Demons laughed in the distance.
In his dream, Morel ran down a hallway, men with guns chasing him, their faces blurring as they accelerated toward him. Suddenly, Caldwell’s face loomed large, filling his vision. Morel woke with a start, gasping for air. "Johanna!" he shouted.
Disoriented, he stumbled out of bed, but as he moved, something strange happened—his body passed through the edge of a table, like it wasn’t even there. He froze, staring in disbelief.
“What the hell is happening to me?” he whispered.
Outside, a sedan pulled up, followed by two police cruisers. Caldwell stepped out, followed by his officers. “Cover the back,” he ordered.
Inside, Morel heard the doorbell ring. Panic surged through him. He glanced down the hallway as the pounding on the front door grew louder.
“This is the police! Come out with your hands up!” Caldwell’s voice was muffled but firm.
Morel pressed himself against the door, peering through the peephole. “Who is it?”
“Lieutenant Caldwell from homicide!” came the reply.
“I can’t help you,” Morel muttered, retreating slowly.
Suddenly, the officers slammed the door open, storming inside. Caldwell fixed his eyes on Morel, backing him into a corner.
“You’re under arrest for the murder of Jennings,” Caldwell said, turning to the officer. “Read him his rights.”
Morel’s mind raced. As the officer began reading his rights, he tugged at the handcuffs, his wrist passing straight through the metal. Shock rippled through the room. Caldwell’s gun dropped to the floor, and both officers stood momentarily stunned.
“Get him!” Caldwell shouted.
Morel bolted, racing down the hallway, slamming doors behind him. He made it outside, standing on the back porch just as the second officer aimed his gun.
“Stop!” the officer yelled.
But Morel leaped—his body defying gravity as he soared through the air. He flew over the fence, landing in the neighbor’s yard. The officers, mouths agape, watched as Morel disappeared from sight.
Caldwell leaped over the fence in pursuit. The chase was on.
Morel reached a van parked nearby, throwing open the door and starting the engine. The tires screeched as he sped away, the police hot on his trail. They followed him, turning sharply into a narrow lane between warehouses.
Morel swerved wildly, his mind racing for a plan. He glanced back at the officers, knowing this was only the beginning of something far more dangerous than any of them realized.
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