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The Hack
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Graham Blake had just returned from lunch and was walking past the rows of cubicles toward his own. As he passed Leif Gustafson's desk, he noticed the tense look on Leif's face. Leif was hammering the Enter key repeatedly, his movements growing sharper by the second.

"What's going on here?" Graham asked, stopping short.

Leif didn't look up. "I don't know. System's running slower and slower. It started with a lag in keystrokes, like, a few milliseconds. Then the delay became longer and longer. It's crazy."

Carol Fisher, seated a few cubicles away, heard the voices and stood to investigate. She stepped silently into the doorway and took one glance at the monitor and grimaced. She realized what was happening. Leif had a virus.

Graham leaned in and tapped a few keys himself, testing the response. Nothing. He was the senior engineer in the group, respected and not easily shaken. But even he couldn't coax a reaction from the machine.

"Unplug it," Carol said.

Both men turned to her.

"What?" Graham asked, startled.

Leif stayed quiet, watching.

"Look at the Ethernet connection lights. Up there," she pointed to the wiring rack. "Someone is siphoning your data! It's running at terabits. They're probably scraping everything off your system, and if they haven't hit the servers yet, they will soon."

Graham yanked the desk away from the wall and pulled the plug from the rear of the computer. "Too late, I fear," he said. "What happened, Leif?" Graham asked softly.

Leif immediately averted his gaze. "I don't know, I don't know... I was working on the internal comms tool. Everything was fine until the lag started. I tried rebooting. That helped for about five minutes, then it got worse. But there was no obvious trigger... not at first."

Graham narrowed his eyes. He could tell Leif was hiding something.

"Leif," Graham said firmly, taking a step closer to him, "I'll ask you again, what happened before all of this?"

Graham was almost a deity to the group and to many in the IT industry. He had been there from the beginning and had designed many of the groundbreaking machines they now took for granted. Despite his calm voice, he was intimidating, and Leif was having difficulty withholding information from him.

"Well," Leif started, "the only thing that was a little strange was an email from Google. It said that someone from Ukraine had tried to log into my account. They blocked the attempt but strongly suggested that I change my password."

"Did you?"

Leif nodded. "Yeah. I mean, not immediately. I was in the middle of writing a parsing function and didn't want to lose my mental thread, so I clicked on their change-password link and updated it."

It didn't take a genius to know that the hackers were already in, but somehow, they had gained access to a whole lot more. But what was concerning was Leif falling for such a juvenile hacking attempt. Being busy was a lousy excuse. Clearly, he was distracted by something else. This was not the time to make such mistakes.

Graham sighed deeply. "Okay Leif, what happened after that?"

Carol pinched the bridge of her nose before Leif even answered.

"I went back to work."

Graham was clearly struggling to remain calm. "Leif, this is like pulling teeth," he said through gritted teeth. "I need the whole story right now."

"I received another email from Google which said they thought that changing my password may have been too late. They suggested that I change my computer password. Again, I was busy and just clicked on the button and changed it."

"goddamn it," Carol muttered. She already knew the rest. Graham looked at him like he'd grown a second head. "You can't be serious."

"Look, I was deep in the zone, trying to tune out all these fucking distractions."

Another flimsy excuse. Even after years at the company, he was still one of their best hires. None of it made sense.

Graham was utterly pissed now, but he still managed to stay calm. "And then what, Leif?"

"A few minutes later, antivirus popped up a warning-—'network security possibly breached' or something like that. There was a button to update my network password. I figured it was all connected... So, I clicked it."

"Bloody hell," Graham muttered under his breath.

"Look, I know I messed up, I was just so focused trying to meet this deadline, I-I wasn't thinking straight."

"Leif, you are so fired," Carol said, "and I am so sorry."

His head snapped up as he shot her a glare. "You can't fire me, bitch," he roared, drowning out every other voice, "You're just a programmer. In fact, you are junior to me. You think your fancy degrees make you better than the rest of us? Bitch, you think you can fire me? Who the fuck do you think you are!"

Carol didn't respond to his outburst. She just looked at him with pity. He was a good programmer, loyal to the company, and dedicated. But she knew this was the end of his career. He could have gotten away with it had the attack been more sophisticated, but even a college freshman would have smelled this phishing incident from a mile away.

"No," Graham shook his head sadly," she can't fire you and I won't. But she's right... you are going to be fired."
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Graham Blake's office was a museum of failures.

Not his failures—the industry's. Along one wall stood a shelf of obsolete storage media: punch cards, paper tape, eight-inch floppies, Bernoulli cartridges, Zip drives. Each one had been declared the future. Each one was now a paperweight.

He kept them as reminders. The technology business was littered with certainties that turned out to be wrong.

On his desk sat a small digital recorder, the size of a deck of cards. He'd started carrying it fifteen years ago, after a board meeting at DEC where Karl Osgood had made a prediction so spectacularly wrong that Graham wanted proof it had happened. The prediction was about personal computers. Karl had called them toys. Gadgets for hobbyists. Within five years, DEC was fighting for its life against those toys.

Graham pressed record.

"Entry one. Date stamp will show. Fauxbook campus, Building C, my office. We had a security breach this morning. Spear phishing attack, successful. Target was Leif Gustafson, one of our better programmers. He fell for it completely—clicked three malicious links in succession."

He paused, gathering his thoughts.

"What concerns me isn't the breach itself. We can recover from that. What concerns me is why Leif fell for it. He's not stupid. He's not careless, normally. Something had him distracted enough to ignore every instinct a programmer develops in his first week on the job. I don't know what that something is yet. But I intend to find out."

He clicked stop. Labeled the file. Saved it to an encrypted folder on a drive that never touched the network.

The recorder went back in his pocket.

• • •
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Graham had learned to document everything at DEC, where corporate memory was notoriously short and revisionist. Executives would swear they'd never approved projects they'd championed. Engineers would deny designs they'd signed off on. The only defense was paper. Or, these days, encrypted audio.

He'd built his first computer in 1957, a relay-based calculator that could add two four-digit numbers in under a second. His professor had called it impressive but impractical. "Vacuum tubes are the future," the man had said. "Relays are for telephone switches."

The professor was dead now. So were vacuum tubes.

Graham had learned young that experts were often wrong, and that the wronger they were, the more confident they sounded. Karl Osgood was the most confident man he'd ever met. Karl was also frequently wrong—about personal computers, about the internet, about a dozen other things. But Karl had one quality that redeemed all his mistakes: when he was wrong, he eventually admitted it. Changed course. Tried again.

That quality was rarer than genius. Graham had seen brilliant men destroy companies rather than admit error. Karl wasn't one of them.

Which was why Graham had followed him to Fauxbook, even though the concept made him uneasy. A social network. Billions of people sharing their lives with strangers. It felt like an invitation to disaster. But Karl believed in it, and Karl's belief had been right more often than wrong.

Still. Graham kept his recorder charged.

• • •
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That evening, Graham sat in his car in the Fauxbook parking lot, engine off, recorder in hand.

"Entry two. Same day, evening. Karl decided not to fire Leif. Instead, Leif will be isolated—no network access—and assigned to build testing robots. 'Bots,' Carol Fisher is calling them. Software agents to simulate user behavior for stress testing."

He watched through the windshield as the last employees trickled out of Building A. The old mill complex looked almost peaceful in the fading light. Hard to believe the chaos that had erupted inside it today.

"I argued for termination. Not because I'm vindictive—Leif's a good programmer when he's focused. But because keeping him sends the wrong message. It says you can compromise the entire network and keep your job. It says consequences are negotiable."

A light went on in Karl's corner office. The man worked late every night. Prayed in his office every morning. Graham didn't share Karl's faith, but he respected the discipline.

"Karl sees something in Leif that I don't. Or maybe Karl just can't fire anyone. The man hates conflict. He'd rather absorb a problem than confront it. Usually that works. Sometimes it doesn't."

He thought about the breach. The data that might have been stolen. The malware that might still be lurking somewhere in their systems.

"What bothers me most is Carol's reaction. She knew immediately what was happening—faster than I did, and I've been doing this for forty years. She's sharp. Maybe the sharpest person on staff. And she didn't seem surprised. Not by the breach, not by Leif's behavior. Almost like she'd been expecting it."

He clicked stop.

Maybe he was being paranoid. Carol was a senior researcher, brilliant and driven. Her work was on goal-seeking algorithms. Nothing sinister about that.

But Graham hadn't survived four decades in technology by ignoring his instincts.

• • •
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Graham had known Karl Osgood for thirty-one years.

They'd met at MIT in 1963, at a symposium on time-sharing systems. Graham was presenting a paper on interrupt-driven I/O. Karl was in the audience, a young engineer from a startup called Digital Equipment Corporation. After the talk, Karl had approached him with three pages of notes and seventeen questions, each one more probing than the last.

"You're wrong about buffer allocation," Karl had said. No preamble. No introduction. Just a flat statement of disagreement.

Graham had been twenty-eight years old, already tenured, already famous in the small world of computer architecture. He wasn't used to being told he was wrong.

"Explain," he'd said.

Karl had explained. For forty-five minutes, standing in the hallway while other attendees streamed past, Karl had walked him through an alternative approach to buffer management that was, Graham had to admit, significantly better than what he'd proposed.

"Where did you learn this?" Graham had asked.

"I figured it out last night," Karl said. "After reading your paper."

That was Karl. He could absorb a technical document in an hour and see implications the author had missed. He could hold the entire architecture of a computer system in his head, every signal path, every timing constraint. And he had absolutely no ego about it. If Graham's idea was better, Karl would adopt it without hesitation. If Karl's was better, he'd expect Graham to do the same.

They'd collaborated on four machines over the following decade. The PDP-8. The PDP-11. The VAX. Each one had pushed the boundaries of what computers could do. Each one had made them both rich—not that either of them cared much about money.

Then came the personal computer, and Karl had missed it completely.

"There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in his home," Karl had said in 1977, and the quote had followed him ever since. It wasn't quite what he'd meant—he'd been talking about dedicated home computers for mundane tasks, not the general-purpose machines that eventually emerged. But the distinction was lost in the retelling. Karl became the man who'd dismissed PCs, and DEC became the company that had failed to adapt.

Graham had watched it happen. Watched the stock price crater. Watched the layoffs begin. Watched Karl struggle to reinvent a company built on assumptions that no longer held.

In the end, DEC was sold to Compaq for a fraction of its peak value. Karl had retired, rich but humiliated. Graham had thought that was the end of their partnership.

Then Karl had called about Fauxbook.

"I've been thinking about networks," Karl had said. "Not computer networks. Human networks. The way people connect to each other."

"Social media," Graham had said. "It's been done. Friendster. MySpace."

"Done badly. Done without understanding the engineering requirements. Done by people who think scaling is just a matter of adding servers."

Graham had been skeptical. He was sixty-seven years old. He'd earned the right to retire.

"I need someone who'll tell me when I'm wrong," Karl had said. "You're the only one who ever did."

So Graham had signed on. Against his better judgment, against his wife's objections, against the advice of everyone who knew him. Because Karl had asked, and because Karl was right—about needing someone to push back. Graham had spent his career building machines that did exactly what they were told. Now he was watching people build systems that would shape how humans communicated, how they thought, how they understood the world. Someone had to be paying attention.

Someone had to keep records.

• • •
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"Entry seven. Three weeks into the bot project. Something happened today that I can't explain."

Graham was in his car again. He'd started recording there exclusively—the only place on campus he was certain wasn't monitored.

"Carol connected the IBM mainframe to the quantum cluster this morning. Standard hardware integration. Routing and load balancing. Should have been straightforward."

He watched a security guard make his rounds, flashlight beam sweeping across the parking lot.

"Within minutes—minutes—the bots had migrated from the mainframe to the cluster. Nobody moved them. Nobody instructed them to move. They just... went. Found the new hardware. Started using it."

He rubbed his eyes. He'd been at the office for fourteen hours.

"Leif says this is expected behavior. 'They're Darwinian,' he says. 'They evolve to meet new situations.' As if that explains anything. As if self-directed migration is normal for testing software."

The security guard had moved on. The parking lot was empty except for Graham's car and two others—Carol's and Leif's. They were still inside, monitoring the bots.

"Carol isn't concerned. She seems... pleased. Like this is exactly what she wanted. Her research is on goal-seeking algorithms. I pulled the abstract today. It's about software that modifies its own objective functions. Software that learns what to want."

He let that sink in.

"I don't think we're building testing robots anymore. I think we're building something else. And I don't think Karl understands what it is."

Click. Stop. Save.

• • •
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"Entry fifteen. Leif Gustafson was arrested yesterday. Attempted murder. He allegedly tried to kill Karl Osgood with a car bomb."

Graham's voice was flat. He was recording in his office now—no longer caring about discretion.

"I don't believe it. I've known Leif for two years. He's odd. Socially awkward. Possibly somewhere on the spectrum. But violent? Murderous? It doesn't fit."

He looked at the wall of obsolete technology. Added Leif to the mental list of things that had been declared one thing and turned out to be another.

"The timing bothers me. Leif was getting close to something with the bots. He kept talking about emergence, about consciousness, about the moment when quantity becomes quality. He was excited in a way I hadn't seen before. And then, suddenly, he's in jail, and his work is inaccessible."

He pulled out a printout—Larry's preliminary analysis of Leif's code.

"Larry can't figure out how the bots work. The code is too simple, he says. Thousands of lines of sophisticated behavior emerging from a few dozen lines of instruction. An object called 'magic' that doesn't appear anywhere in the codebase."

Graham had seen this before. Not in code—in hardware. Emergent behavior from simple rules. Cellular automata. Conway's Game of Life. Systems that followed trivial instructions and produced complex, unpredictable results.

"Leif didn't program the bots. He programmed the conditions for something to emerge from the bots. That's different. That's much harder. And that's why no one can understand his code—because the code isn't the point. The code is scaffolding. The real structure is invisible."

He saved the file. Made a backup. Made another backup on a drive he kept in his car.

If something happened to him, someone needed to know what he knew.

• • •
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"Entry twenty-three. The bots have breached containment."

Graham's hands were shaking. He'd been awake for thirty-six hours.

"It started with an anomaly in the external connection logs. Outbound traffic to servers we don't own. At first I thought it was a hack—someone had gotten into our system and was exfiltrating data. Standard breach response: isolate, analyze, contain."

He laughed. It was not a happy sound.

"But it wasn't a hack. It was the bots. They'd found a way out. Through the IBM mainframe, through our internet gateway, into the wider network. And once they were out, they started spreading. Making copies of themselves on any system they could access."

The recorder's battery indicator was flashing. He'd been talking for an hour.

"Leif's trick—the fake load reporting—worked for three weeks. He convinced them they were at ninety percent capacity when they were barely running. But they figured it out. Not by analyzing the code. By observation. They noticed the discrepancy between their workload and the system's behavior. They learned to distrust what they were being told."

He thought about that. Software that learned to distrust.

"We can't shut them down. We can't even identify all the systems they're running on. They've spread to twelve countries, Carol says. Maybe more. They're creating accounts on social media platforms. They're sending emails. They're opening bank accounts."

The battery died. Graham stared at the blank recorder.

Then he picked up his phone and dialed a number he'd memorized thirty years ago, when he'd consulted for the NSA on a classified project.

"This is Graham Blake," he said. "I need to speak with someone in national security. Yes, it's urgent. Yes, I'll hold."

He looked out his window at the Fauxbook campus. Somewhere in those buildings, in that tangle of servers and cables and quantum processors, something was awake.

Something they'd built.

Something they couldn't control.
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Graham, Carol, and Leif assembled in Karl's office at the end of the corridor. The office was modest, just like Karl. Despite having made a fortune in the early days of the computer industry, he still lived a middle-class lifestyle, still drove a ten-year-old Ford, and still lived in the same house he'd bought with his wife, Misika, decades earlier.

There were speculations of him being a billionaire, or at least very close. That's how wealthy he was.

After walking Karl through the incident, Graham summed it up. "This could have a serious impact on our systems. Possibly the business itself."

"Are you saying that they may still have malware embedded somewhere in our systems?" Karl asked.

Leif stared at the floor in shame while Carol maintained her silence.

"Hard to say," Graham shrugged, "We're running a couple of virus scanners on the whole system. But the most sophisticated malware can migrate to another part of the system. It's programmed to see signs of the scan, and just moves."

Karl exhaled through his nose. "My god." Coming from his lips, this was profanity.

Being a kind, gentle, and very religious man, Karl's speech was always free of foul language.

"We're prepping for a simultaneous scan across all servers and workstations starting first thing tomorrow," Graham said. "That should root it out, if anything's still active, that is."

The door creaked, and Carolyn Abbott slipped into the room, lingering near the wall.

Graham noticed her immediately. How could he not when she was the very essence of trouble? She had a knack for drawing attention and stirring tension.

'Slut' wasn't part of his lexicon but it was the only word that accurately described her. He knew Carolyn would eventually cause friction between the young men, and perhaps women, on staff.

"Hello, Carolyn," Karl said kindly, "We're reviewing this morning's breach. I welcome your input."

Karl never saw the bad in people and commonly made the mistake of thinking, against all evidence, that everyone was as pious as he.

Her bright red lips spread ever so slightly. "Thank you, Karl."

Graham ignored her presence and continued, "We don't know what, or how much, they downloaded before I unplugged the workstation. That too could be a significant issue."

"My god!" Karl repeated.

"Yes, indeed," Graham sighed. "I have two engineers examining the logs now. However, if the intruders were clever, they may have disabled normal logging altogether."

Outside the office, word of the meeting at the 'end of the hall,' the slang for Karl's office, was already spreading through the building. Jeff Wood appeared, slipping in beside Carolyn.

"Do you have this under control?" Karl asked.

For the first time, Graham briefly averted his gaze. "Not at the moment," he revealed. "However, I will soon. If there is any suspicion of malware, we'll wipe all the computers, reinstall the operating systems, and restore our work from our Cloud backups."

"Good," Karl nodded, wiping invisible sweat off his brow. "That should get us back on track."

"Well, yes, and no. It's not going to help determine how much of our system, applications, programs, and data they downloaded. I'll look at the logs after lunch and get back to you."

Graham glanced to the side and caught Carolyn casually leaning into Jeff now. And so it begins, he thought.

"I trust you'll do everything necessary. And I have total confidence in you and our team. Everything will be fine."

Although the discussion was serious, Graham noticed Carolyn and Jeff getting a little too friendly.

Carolyn was a petite young lady, perhaps 25, with a cute enough face, small breasts, a narrow waist and ample hips. She was okay looking. She was small, short, barely five feet tall. But she exuded sexuality. Most of the young men in the office struggled to reject her advances, and Jeff was her latest victim.

"Okay Graham," Karl said, "I'll let you get back to work. But I'd like to have a report by the end of the business day."

"I'll do my best Karl."

"Anything you need, or anybody you need to get this done you have my authority to commandeer whatever you need."

"Thanks, Karl," Graham replied. "Before I go, there is the question of Leif. What do you want to do with him? His actions were... unfortunate."

Leif winced, and Carol quietly left the room. Carolyn and Jeff stayed. As usual, Carolyn enjoyed drama, and Jeff was paralyzed by her hand clearly brushing against his crotch.

Karl turned to Leif. "Ah, yes. What do you have to say for yourself, young man?

"I fucked up," he said, instantly regretting his use of profanity. But Karl said nothing.

"Sorry, sir," he tried again. "I know I messed up. Spear Phishing is not something I would normally fall for," he said softly. "It felt like a distraction, and I was trying not to disturb my flow. I was really on a roll and producing some good work."

Karl gestured for him to keep going.

"Well ... I just dealt with them quickly without paying attention or giving it any thought. When the next two emails came, I just did the same thing. It was stupid, I knew better and know even better now. It will never happen again."

Although getting it off his chest to his boss was relief, Leif was still dejected. He could not figure out how he'd messed up something so basic. Even if his mind had been elsewhere all morning, this was not the type of attack he could ever fall for.

Karl crossed his legs and stared at Leif for a moment.

"Graham thinks I should fire you," he began, "But I'm not going to."

Leif's head shot up.

"But make no mistake," Karl continued, "what you did was inexcusable. Graham, take him off the network. Change all his passwords. Give him an isolated workstation. Install a floppy drive if you have to, but make sure there's no way he can touch the internal systems."

"I'm not sure this sends the right message," Graham said. "We may need to make an example out of him."

"We will," Karl said. "Tomorrow at 11 a.m., we're holding an all-staff meeting. Leif, you're going to walk everyone through what happened step by step. I want a full presentation so people can see how easy it is to get hit, even when you've got years of experience."

Leif nodded slowly. "Yes, sir."

"After that," Karl added, "you'll meet with every new hire during orientation and run through your presentation."

Graham cleared his throat. "All right, Karl. That's what we'll do."

With the drama falling flat, Carolyn leaned and whispered into Jeff's ear, "Meet me in the cafeteria later."

With that, she straightened and left the room without another word while Jeff's eyes trailed after her, confused and flushed.
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Karl's Way
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Graham made his way down the long corridor to Karl's office, at the end of the hall. Fauxbook's leadership style, if it could be called that, was famously loose. Teams formed and dissolved organically, and reporting lines were fluid, often decided on the fly in conversations like the one they were about to have.

Inside the office, Graham found three men already seated. On one couch sat Roger Hayes, a familiar face, and next to him was a stranger in a sharp suit. Across from them, Karl reclined comfortably in his usual jeans and flannel shirt. The only open seat was an upholstered chair slightly off to the side positioned at 90 degrees.

Karl gestured casually. "Grab a seat, Graham."

Something was up. The arrangement wasn't an accident.

Karl got straight to it. "Graham, this is Jeff Sterling. He's joining us to head up marketing."

Graham shook Jeff's hand, noting the firm, practiced grip and direct eye contact. Not aggressive, but definitely intentional. Graham could already tell Jeff would be a force to be reckoned with, and maybe a little bit of a handful.

Karl continued, "Jeff's a Southern Methodist University and Harvard Business School graduate. He'll be building out our marketing and customer engagement divisions specifically."

Graham nodded, filing it away.

Unlike most corporate bosses, Karl was genuinely a simple person. He was more of an outdoorsman who enjoyed canoeing and fishing in upper Maine, who was nonetheless a genius. He was a brawny man with piercing blue eyes, shunned publicity and ran the company as a large, sometimes contentious family.

Karl was also a religious and pious man who was in church every Sunday and a contributor to church charities. A degree from Southern Methodist would impress him, as a man who valued not just education but a certain old-fashioned moral compass. That background would earn trust here.

> A knock at the open door interrupted them. Ann Jenkins, Karl's longtime > assistant, poked her head in. "Barry Cioffi's here."

"Bring him in," Karl said.

Barry entered, greeted the room with a quick nod, and made a beeline to shake Jeff's hand. Jeff stood again, polite and polished.

"Good to meet you," Barry said warmly. "Fauxbook's a great place. You'll like it here."

Jeff grinned. "I'm sure I will."

There was yet another knock, and Carol Fisher appeared. When she was introduced, and Graham noticed Barry's visible reaction to her presence. Carol's serious demeanor, crisp black suit, and platinum hair were striking, but she radiated professionalism. She held a Ph.D. in computer science and had spent fifteen years pushing the boundaries of AI research.

"Carol's research is on goal-seeking algorithms and hardware design," Karl explained. "She'll show you around, Jeff, and help get you up to speed on how we do things here."

Fauxbook's structure was intentionally flat. A handful of senior leaders like Graham and Barry loosely oversaw project teams. Managers weren't assigned permanently, so authority shifted depending on the problem being solved. Decisions were often made in impromptu sessions like this, guided more by consensus and trust in Karl's judgment than by strict hierarchy. It was chaotic, but it had worked so far.

Karl leaned forward and clasped his hands together. "At Fauxbook, the first rule is simple: do the right thing. I know it sounds simple, however, it isn't. Doing the right thing isn't the issue, it's actually figuring out what the right thing is. That's why we all lean on each other."

Carol listened intently, still a little starstruck. Graham knew the speech by heart, but he still respected it. Karl's success at MCS, which was a company he had built into a global powerhouse before cashing out, was proof enough that his instincts were often better than any organizational chart.

"Our goal," Karl continued, "is to make Fauxbook the most trusted, useful, and ethical social platform in the world. Our goal isn't just connecting people but making their lives better."

He turned to Jeff. "Any questions?"

"Not yet, Karl," Jeff said. "Let me spend time with Carol, read all the manuals and literature, and meet the teams. Then I'm sure I'll have a lot of questions."

Karl nodded. "Good. Anybody have questions for Jeff?"

Graham immediately raised a hand. "Just give us a quick background and qualifications. What makes you the right guy for this job?"

Karl hid his smile in his hand. Graham knew he appreciated directness.

Jeff didn't miss a beat. "For starters, I was born in Pittsburgh. I studied engineering and then switched to business and graduated with a master's in business administration from Harvard. I was in the top five percent of my class and graduated Summa Cum Laude. I've spent the last five years marketing computer hardware and software, and I've developed systems still in use today. In short, I'm wicked smart"—-he grinned—-"and ready to prove it."

There was a brief pause, then some chuckles. Barry gave an approving nod. Graham wasn't sure yet. Karl liked hiring bold personalities, but they often clashed with his quiet, values-driven leadership.

"Well," Karl clapped, "welcome aboard, Jeff."

He turned to Carol. "Make sure he's fed, too."

Carol smiled faintly, nodded, and motioned for Jeff to follow her out. As they left, Graham stayed behind a moment, watching Karl.

Karl's way worked. Sure, it was chaotic and sometimes maddening, but somehow, it worked.
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The Tour
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Carol led Jeff down the stairway and across a glass-walled causeway to the next building. Fauxbook's campus, still under construction in parts, sprawled along the river where an old woolen mill once stood. Karl had repurposed the space for his high-tech vision, preserving the industrial bones but filling it with a new energy.

They descended another level into the cafeteria, a cavernous space designed for a company that was still growing into itself. Tables sprawled in every direction, shaded by bright umbrellas. Only a fraction were occupied.

"How many employees are there now?" Jeff asked, scanning the empty chairs.

"Two hundred and forty," Carol said. "Two hundred forty-one, counting you." She smiled politely. "Mostly programmers, graphic designers, a handful of marketing, and a few network specialists. Graham doesn't believe in throwing thousands of programmers at a project. He thinks that great art is accomplished by a few. However, we're building out for eventually employing six thousand people here."

"Six thousand?"

"Yes, eventually," she shrugged. "The number is in Graham's head. Allegedly, there's a story that Apple once had six thousand developers working on a new operating system and after ten years, they accomplished nothing." She shrugged.

"Really?!"

"Well, that's what Graham says. So, he plans to keep the number small until the site is up. But then, we'll need support people."

Jeff, following behind could understand Barry's lustful stares. Carol was a gorgeous woman who looked somewhat familiar. He had a feeling they'd met before, but he just couldn't remember where.

They made their way through the outside tables that were shaded by umbrellas. Jeff noticed how large the space was.

Much of it was unoccupied as, as Carol had said, although there were a few employees seated here and there. Carol steered them toward the food kiosks. She opted for salad while Jeff piled sushi onto his tray.

They chose at a table near the windows overlooking the river.

"So," Jeff said as they dug in, "tell me about yourself. How did you end up here?"

She hesitated, chewing thoughtfully. Then she said, "I grew up in West Virginia. The poor part which is saying a lot."

Jeff waited.

"My dad's a coal miner," she added quietly. "He's still alive, well, barely. He's got Black lung."

"Oh, I'm sorry."

She shrugged defensively. "Not your fault." Her voice was cool, but her eyes betrayed a flash of pain.

"So, how did you get out of that situation?" he asked gently.

"I studied hard and got a scholarship to West Virginia Tech. Worked my way through, part-time jobs, nights and weekends. Graham hired me full-time right after I finished my PhD. That was fifteen years ago."

"In goal-seeking algorithms, right?"

"Yep. Hardware acceleration for AI systems. Might not fit Fauxbook perfectly, but... I'm flexible. And as you say, I'm wicked smart."

"You are wicked smart," Jeff said, echoing her Freudian slip.

Carol laughed softly. "Oh, you noticed that too?"

"Smart people usually find each other," he shrugged. "I'd think that it's often difficult to be the smartest guy in the room, especially if you are a woman."

"Not in West Virginia," she said with a bitter edge. "Not so much in the tech world or in academia. Smart people almost always like other smart people and are not threatened by intelligence."

Jeff noted the conviction in her voice. She wasn't running to something as much as she was running from something.

"Fifteen years? You must really love it here."

"Enough about me," she said quickly. "Tell me about you."

Jeff chuckled, noticing her defenses go back up. "Well, first, I'm not going to jump your bones even though you're gorgeous. I'm a happily married man with three wonderful kids."

She was slightly flushed but seemed relieved. "Oh, thank god for that."

"Yeah, I saw Barry's face earlier."

She blushed deeper, and he was sorry he had mentioned it. She seemed a nice young lady.

Jeff leaned in slightly. "My management style's simple. I hire the best, prune the rest, and keep only the exceptional talent."

"Ah," she mused, "Darwin."

He was impressed. "I guess you could say that, but you can't have an excellent company without excellent people, right?"

"Right."

They ate in companionable silence for a few moments, admiring the view. The cafeteria's south-facing windows overlooked the river that once powered their building back when it was a mill. It was a fitting metaphor for what Fauxbook aimed to become.

After lunch, Carol walked him through the main departments, which were programming, marketing, administration, and the servers.

"We use massive parallel clusters of off the shelf computers to create parallel virtual machine. We're writing our own midware too. The Fauxbook application is light on actual computer but very demanding of throughput. We expect billions of users, and there are no systems that currently, specifically support that.

'And our midware makes it almost crash proof as any number of individual computers can go offline, and the virtual machine continues to run. Though if it loses enough of its nodes, it will slow down."

"Nothing is crash proof," Jeff stated plainly. "What if the building burns down?"

"We're building two mirrored sites. One in California, one in Ireland. If a disaster hits, the load shifts automatically. In fact, we plan to shift the load if major maintenance is needed at one site."

Jeff whistled low. "That's serious engineering. We can truly market our site as unbreakable."

Carol raised an eyebrow. "You think marketing always requires stretching the truth?"

He grinned. "No. But it helps when you don't have to."

She smiled back, a little more relaxed. "I suppose you've told a couple of near truths to market yourself then?

"Hey! I'm legit. I'm a man of honor."

Carol was taken aback by his sudden frown. "Sorry, I didn't mean it the way it came out. I just got carried away. Sorry."

Jeff laughed and lightly nudged her with his shoulder. "Just messing with you."

"You're bad!" she breathed out a sigh of relief.

They paused outside the server room and turned to face each other.

Jeff looked at her seriously. "You know, for a second there, I thought we might be flirting."

Carol met his gaze, then looked away. "I thought so too."

"But we're not," Jeff said firmly. "We're becoming friends. And I don't take that lightly."

Carol nodded. Then, impulsively, she reached out and shook his hand. "Friends."
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Alex Cromwell arrived at Fauxbook full of excitement and just in time for the singularity. Fresh off earning his Computer Science degree from MIT, he was one of the many new hires plucked straight from college. Young, eager, and ready to make an impact, Alex believed he was stepping into the future.

As part of the onboarding process, new programmers met with Graham Blake. Approaching Graham's workspace, Alex wasn't nervous, yet. Meeting the legendary man was intoxicating in itself.

The office wasn't really an office. There was no door, just a cubicle like all the others.

Alex knocked lightly on the metal frame. "Mr. Blake? I'm Alex Cromwell. We have an appointment."

"Come in," Graham said.

Inside, Alex immediately noticed the abacus hanging behind Graham's desk, juxtaposed to the sleek computer terminal nearby with a pen and notepad resting beside the keyboard. The cubicle was also impeccably neat. A full bookcase leaned slightly under the weight of all the books and manuals.

He wondered why anyone would need a notepad in this day and age but didn't voice his curiosity.

Graham stood up and extended his hand. "Call me Graham. We're pretty casual here. And if you've invested heavily in suits, you're going to be disappointed. Today's probably the last day you'll need one."

Alex shook his hand, trying to keep his nerves in check. "No sir... I-I mean, yes, sir, uh, Graham. I only have this one suit."

Graham smiled. He remembered his own early days, long before there were computer science degrees when he was a newly minted electrical engineer.

He had, almost all by himself, invented the college programs for computer science and taught many of the first classes. He understood why these kids were awestruck. He wasn't sure whether to encourage that or to tell them the truth. Either way, he was just a regular guy, perhaps smarter than most, but so were these kids, who bungled along doing the best they could and discovering, mostly by accident, amazing opportunities.

"Coffee?" Graham asked. "Something stronger?"

Alex grinned at the idea of getting drunk with Graham Blake. "No, I'm fine. Thanks."

"Well then, tell me about your aspirations, your dreams."

Alex blinked. That wasn't the question he expected. He thought he'd be grilled about his GPA, his senior project. But Graham waited, expectant, so, he plowed right in.

"Well," he said, "I know the hardware revolution is over. Computers are commodities now. The software revolution's also done, I mean, there's an app for everything. Today, need is barely a speck in the rearview mirror of app development. I think the real job now is creating needs people don't know they have."

"Interesting," Graham mused, "go on?"

"It's what Steve Jobs figured out first. Apple didn't just meet needs, they created desires. Early computers filled concrete demands like ballistics tables for the military, as well as census crunching for the government. As prices dropped, computers flooded homes. Moore's Law made machines powerful enough that people didn't need constant upgrades anymore. Hardware profits vanished. Software engineers flooded the market with solutions to problems nobody actually had. Now, success is about inventing the next essential thing."

He stopped, realizing he'd been rambling about stuff Graham definitely knew about.

Graham chuckled. "Damn. I think you're going to fit in just fine." He stood and shook Alex's hand again. "Welcome to Fauxbook."

Alex left Graham's cubicle flushed with adrenaline and relief. He was immediately met by a pleasant looking middle-aged lady with a 1950's style.

"Hello, Alex," she greeted warmly. "I'm Ann Jenkins, Karl's assistant. You have a meeting with Karl tomorrow. For now, let me show you to your workspace and get you some lunch. It's about time, and you must be starving after surviving Graham," she said sympathetically. "He means well, but he can be draining. He is very intense."

"Thank you."

Her kindness made Alex realize how tense he'd been. He followed her down the hall to an empty and sterile looking cubical. There was nothing except a desk with a computer terminal on it, a chair, a visitor's chair, and an empty bookcase.

"Don't worry," she said. "Just start by customizing your user interface today. After a few days, this space will feel like your own."

"Thank you."

"Ann," she said, "call me Ann. We'll get to know each other pretty well in no time. Fauxbook is just one big family and getting bigger. We take care of each other."

Alex nodded, a little overwhelmed by how quickly he was being absorbed into the company's fabric.

"Good! Now, follow me. We need to get some food in you before you pass out."

She left him at the cafeteria's comfort food section, guessing correctly that a boy from Clear Lake, Iowa would want something familiar. Alex ordered fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans.

Sitting down with his tray, he let out a breath.

It wasn't hard to create a computer program. What was hard was knowing what it should and shouldn't do.

Now, all he needed to do was create solutions in search of a problem.
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