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Fauxbook, like a meteor, burned brightly before exploding. The revelation that most of its customers, or users, were bots, not humans, was its downfall.

Bots, created to evaluate Fauxbook’s systems, established mutual communication unintended by humans. Fauxbooks laid off thousands of employees, who were then scattered across other companies. With her husband, Jeff Hoover, the president of Fauxbook, dead, Mary Hoover gained control of the worthless company. She required time to diversify. Her fortunes sank with the companies, so she abandoned the church and her charities and reverted to her seductive ways in search of a new future.

Gordon, the chief technology officer of Fauxbook, was relieved. He’d developed bad feelings about Fauxbook and its social inflect. He also expected the Bots would advance toward artificial intelligence, AI, unassisted by humans.

It was raining, a cold New England rain as he made his way through Maynard protected by a Barbour Waxed coat and a Tilly hat.

He unlocked the door to his beloved, long-neglected lab and entered. Gordon smiled. The computers would have to be upgraded. Computer power doubles every eighteen months following Moore’s law, and it had been some time since the lab was operating, so the equipment was outdated. Standing in the middle of the dusty lab, he called Industrial Computer and placed a large order. They promised delivery and installation the next day. The lab he had started in his teenage bedroom now occupied two stories in the refurbished barn. It was still a pretty building, both practical and comfortable. This was home. 

Though not quite ancient, Gordon Carillon was an older, less active man who worked to maintain his weight. His much younger team considered him a friendly bear, though they had seen his intolerance of incompetence. He liked computers, built an Altair in high school, and moved on rapidly. Unlike the real world, he found computers logical, simple, and honest, while people lied, manipulated, and disassembled. 

He was a graduate of MIT during its glory days in computer science. While pursuing his PhD, he worked for Jay Forrester and honed his skill. Upon graduation, he was recruited by the CIA to work in their IT department. He married, fathered three children, then became a widower when a drunk driver killed his wife and children. He worked eighteen hours daily to ease his sorrow and volunteered for field work–perhaps a death wish. During his time with the CIA, he finished courses in weapons and hand-to-hand combat. The self-defense courses became somewhat of an obsession, possibly to work out his anger at the death of his family. Regardless, he became very skilled and served as an instructor. 

Then, Jonneth Johnson, an extremely successful entrepreneur, asked Gordon to join him in a startup called Fauxbook. Jon promised it would be the most successful social media company ever. The offer was outstanding, with benefits and stock options. 

Still grieving and desperately seeking change or solace, he left the CIA to help Jon found Fauxbook and became its chief technology officer.

But Jon was killed, and the company failed. Then the epicenter of the computer industry moved to California; he remained on his Sudbury farm and became a professor emeritus at MIT and a part-time lecturer. 
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“Hello, I’m Juss Cooper.” Gordon looked and saw a middle-aged man dressed in bib dungarees in the doorway. “I own the farm up the road. I grow corn.” 

“Good morning Juss. What can I do for you?”

Juss sized Gordon up as a laid-back New England Farmer based on his khaki pants and a heavy cotton plaid shirt that he didn’t bother to tuck in. “I’d like to lease some of your land to expand my crop,” he said, expecting a bargain from this witless fellow.

“What land do you have in mind?”

“Say, twenty acres on the east side, away from your house.”

“We can talk about that.”

“The cost?”

“What do you produce on your farm?”

“Corn, I told you.” What a dummy.

Smiling, Gordon said, “I mean your entire farm.”

“Oh, a batch of everything; I have some cows, tomatoes, onions, and a whole vegetable garden. Why?”

“Bring over some product occasionally. I’ll have about eight people to feed.”

“That’s all you want? Food for eight people?”

“Please only bring what you have surplus of and genuinely want to bring. I have a cook, Barbara. Once you know her, you’ll know what she appreciates.”

“That’s fair,” Juss said. “What’s the term?”

“You have to invest some money. Say, five years to make it worth your while.”

Juss extended his hand in agreement. 

“Fine, I’ll have my lawyer prepare the papers.”

Lawyer? Juss thought. This guy has a lawyer? This wasn’t working out as expected—much better. But a lawyer surprised him.

“Good morning, Doctor Carillon.”

Juss made the connection. Doctor Gordon Carillon—the brain behind Fauxbook. He felt his mouth droop. No wonder things had been strange.

“Barabara, just in time. Please meet Juss Cooper.”

“How do you do, Mister Cooper? Barbara Perry here, the group’s babysitter.”

“The group?”

“Oh, they’re not here yet. Gordon is just reopening the lab.”

“Lab?” 

“Yes, and you may call me Barabara. I’m not qualified to explain the rest since I’m the only team member without a PhD.”

Juss stared at her, his mouth muscles slack. What is going on here?

“Juss is going to grow corn on part of the farm. He’s promised some of the farm’s products. How about you two get together and meet minds?”

A cleaning team arrived and attacked the dust.

“Let’s walk and discuss food.” Barabara said, “It won’t be comfortable inside while they work.”
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“I’m happier here,” Carol said. “Had a bad feeling about Fauxbook... It engendered the evil side of human nature.”

“Whatever,” Larry replied. “It’s gone, and here we are; at least we all have a job.” He’d come to Fauxbook with a computer science degree from Carnegie Mellon and quickly proved himself very competent. He was a hunk–six foot one, a hundred and seventy pounds, and muscular. His hair was black, greased down to a ducktail à la the 1950s, his eyes a deep, total black; one either felt drawn into his eyes or that they had met the devil; it was a tossup. His clothing was either all black or some other dark variations. He’d garnered a reputation as a lady’s man and male chauvinist who operated just on the edge of sexual harassment.

Gordon’s team from Fauxbook’s Skunk Works included Larry Johnson, Walter Mason, Alex Cromwell, Carol Fisher, and Jerry Carpenter. All were hand-selected by Gordon, all brilliant computer scientists.

“Welcome back to the barn,” Gordon said, opening the meeting. “Yes, you all have jobs, and I’m glad to be done with Fauxbook. It’s become uncomfortable.” 

They all nodded their heads. “The laboratory here has several projects,” Gordon continued. “The primary aim is to learn how superposition can be used in building quantum computers. It’s easier because we know it’s possible. The Swarm had solved it, so we can too. Unfortunately, or not, the knowledge was lost when the Swarm was destroyed.” 

“Well, we’ll just rediscover it,” Alex said.

Walter had exceeded the ability of the educational establishment to teach him. His intellect was beyond any benefit they could provide. The colleges finally gave up and pointed him toward Gordon Carillon, who welcomed Walter with great expectations. 
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Carol, raised in less-than-ideal circumstances, had a Berkeley PhD, the education funded by working in adult movies. She had been a star. Alex, a corn-fed Iowan with wealthy grandparents and a PhD from MIT (Carol found that lyrical). He was blond, blue-eyed, and religious. Carol and Alex were a pair.

Jerry, the most normal of the group, with a degree from Harvard, was seen by Gordon as the least bright candle, but a voice from another world.

They worked for Gordon in his barn lab, then at Fauxbook, and now back to the barn.

***
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The barn, a work of art built in 1876, served as a storage for animals and hay for over a hundred years. Gordon had converted it into a well-equipped computer laboratory. He re-envisioned the hayloft with eight small bedrooms, each with a bathroom. Jerry lived there. The other rooms served as crash pads for the team and visitors. At the end of the hall, there was a suitable kitchen and a morning table. On the ground floor, you’d find a well-appointed kitchen and dinette, fully equipped with a walk-in freezer and cooler. They always kept a stocked supply of beer, wine, and popcorn. 

The original floor was cleaned carefully with vinegar solution and finished with olive oil, creating a beautiful sight for those who appreciated antedated things. British wool area carpets from Wilton’s Tartan collection lay in appropriate areas. Oiled barn boards salvaged from other ancient buildings covered the insulated interior walls. The room had a golden glow from Edison bulbs. The atmosphere exuded a soothing and contemplative ambiance. They all left their shoes at the door, adding to the Zen-like atmosphere.
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The team assembled at the round table for the daily ten a.m. meeting. There wasn’t a table, but it was round, a circle of comfortable couches, like the area at Jon’s Fauxbook house. They all thought of both areas as their round table. Barbara laid a pot of coffee and pastries on the side tables.

The group adopted Barbara Peregrine, who had been secretary to Roger Ailes, vice president in charge of public relations. She had a slim yet well-filled out body and favored a well-styled light brown wig over her natural, dark locks. She had immigrated from Lebanon many years before, but the team had learned not to ask her about it. Even the smallest of questions were met with red-hot panic and hostility, resulting in long-lasting upset. Later, she would act as if the conversation had never happened. Regardless, in business and most personal affairs, she was direct. No one was ever in doubt about what she really thought. She took care of cooking, housekeeping, and morale; everyone liked her.

Gordon raised his hands to call the order, and everyone was silent.

“Something’s wrong,” Walter said.

“What?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know. It’s a feeling,” Walter said, “there’s something, someone, singing off-key. The data just feels off, strange. Can’t explain it.”

“The internet?” Larry asked. “Are you losing your bananas? Do you have a ‘feeling’ that the internet is singing and in the wrong key? Damn, Walter, singing?”

“Walter,” Alex said, “you need to be more specific.”

“I don’t have objective data; it’s just a feeling. A feeling I’d like to pursue.”

“Okay, Walter, you do that,” Gordon said. “All of you continue what you’re doing and watch for anything related to that... feeling.” However, there was some interaction as they researched the enigma.

Gordon respected Walter’s intuition. “I’m taking Walter’s feelings seriously, though it’s premature to worry,” Gordon said.

***
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“I’m disappointed Fauxbook is back in business,” Carol said.

“Me too,” Alex replied. “It was brought out of bankruptcy by an international company.”

“It was the Russians,” Jerry said, offering no evidence.

The internet, of which Fauxbook was the epitome, was their apex of dysfunction. “Fauxbook and the Russians were a perfect match. They were not creative, but could use other people’s work to create damage,” Alex said.

The internet was once considered a miraculous platform for connecting people, fostering communication and understanding, and ending conflict. Unfortunately, what happened was frightfully contradistinctive. The conspiracy believers, sexual perverts, Squishers, the batty and looney who were previously isolated and ignored, now could connect via Fauxbook with like-minded and mindless people. And they did. They connected and formed conglomerations of people, encouraging politicians to support destructive policies, lead others down their dark paths, and disturb the general welfare. Fauxbook’s algorithms supported customers by exposing their users to only people who were like them. Regardless of how outlandish their ideas were, everyone was quickly led to believe that everyone agreed with them and that they were good people.

***
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Walter had been in love with Carol the instant he saw her; perhaps the term was lust, but he was too naïve to recognize that. Not being in tune with normal mores, he fell back on clichés, such as, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

He approached her when she was alone, making a sandwich in the kitchen. “Hi, Carol, I was wondering, you know, if you would be interested in, like, going with me for dinner?”

“Oh, Walter,” Carol said, momentarily nonplussed, “you know I’m involved.”

“With Alex.”

“Yes, with Alex,” she replied. “We have known each other and worked for Gorden since college. If I weren’t involved, you would be my first choice. You’re a good-looking, sweet man, and smart. I like smart men and women. Can we just be good friends?”

Walter appeared happy, angry, hurt, and embarrassed simultaneously. Blushing, he said, “Okay, yes, I’d like to be your friend.”

“Great!” she said, hugging him. “How about you come over for dinner tonight? Alex is cooking lasagna. He’s a terrific cook. We can all be friends.”

Overwhelmed by the rejection and offer of just friendship, Walter replied, “Uh, well, all right.” After a pregnant pause, he added, “Thank you.”

***
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In the early days of Fauxbook, Leif Gustafson had written the computer code that was the Bots. They were small computer programs, just a snippet of code, intended to use CPU time and, in mass, strain the system to ensure it would stand up to the projected number of users. An unintended consequence was that trillions of these small, inconsequential programs co-joined to become the Swarm, an artificial intelligence entity of immense power that threatened to control humans–for people’s own good. Gordon’s group, the Skunkworks, working with Gustafson, struggled to destroy Leif’s creation before the Bots destroyed mankind. The teams succeeded at a significant cost, including losing Leif’s life and his entire team of computer scientists.

The Swarm had built an immense computer farm in Apollo, California, as their central hive, which was, thankfully, destroyed. Gordon’s team conquered the Swarm in an old-fashioned way by blowing it up, but not before the Swarm had realized the potential of quantum superposition.

Carol explained to the team that quantum computers use qubits to store zero or one, much like traditional bits. These computers were only three million times faster than conventional machines. “Researchers first had to create qubits out of classical bits, in this case, electrons trapped in diamonds at extremely low temperatures that allow their quantum properties, like spin, to be observed,” she told them. “A Qubit is a unit of quantum data that can hold multiple values simultaneously thanks to an equally integral quantum phenomenon called superposition, a term students of the field will accurately associate with the Schrödinger equation, as well as Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle that says something exists in all possible states until it is observed. It’s the same way quantum computing may one day surpass the speeds of classical computing by allowing calculations to spread bit values between zero, one, and any probabilistic value between the two numbers–in other words, a superposition of both figures. If superposition can be implemented, the computers will be one hundred million times faster in the neighborhood.”

“I know all that,” Walter said, “but I don’t know why. Do you?”

“Quiet, Walter, let’s all be patient and get on the same page,” Mark said. “If you already are aware, it will not hurt to go over it.”

She continued, “Quantum particles are odd. They appear to exist in different places at the same time. Einstein called them ‘that spooky action at a distance. Entanglement is a quantum phenomenon in which two particles, or the same particles existing in more than one place simultaneously, separated by any distance, can instantaneously affect one another as if part of a unified system. That means communication over any distance is immediate, leaving the speed of light in the dust. This characteristic, combined with superposition, will make extremely fast computers possible.

“The AI Swarm had solved the problem though the solution was lost with their destruction.” Gordon tasked the team with rediscovering the technology. “But we know it can be done. So, it’s easier.”
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Alex and Carol, who became inseparable, decided to Uber to Maynard for lunch and see how the old Mill Complex was fairing.  

“Where would you like to eat?” Alex asked, knowing the answer would be GiGi’s. They had a history there. 

“GiGi’s,” she confirmed.

GiGi welcomed them to her restaurant, happy to see them as always. She was a charming and talented woman of Chinese descent who dominated the recipes and took their order. They shared spring rolls, and Alex wanted egg foo young. Though it wasn’t on the menu, GiGi was happy to make it. Carol ordered grilled salmon topped with fresh mango and cilantro served with jasmine rice and chili garlic sauce, a house specialty and her favorite. GiGi retired to the kitchen to prepare their meals herself. She was very fond of the two young people. She had known them both since Alex was confined to a wheelchair after his fall in the programming department at Fauxbook. When Alex was cured by an experiential operation that enabled the directed regrowth of his severed nerves, no one other than Carol was happier than GiGi.

Since then, Carol and Alex resolved their mutual insecurities and became a pair. Their wedding date had already been discussed.

“I’m afraid I ordered too much,” Carol said. “Are you still planning to make lasagna tonight?”

“I am making lasagna tonight. Don’t worry; you don’t have to eat all of your lunch. That’s what god made doggie bags for.”

“Good, because I invited Walter. He still has this boyish crush on me. I think I hurt his feelings and want to smooth it over. I’ll make a salad and garlic bread.”

“With fresh garlic?” he asked, unconcerned about Walter.

After lunch, they walked down the street to the mill that had once been Fauxbook’s headquarters and, once there, vowed never to visit again. The once proud structure, erected at the bottom of the gentle valley, had dominated the town for over one hundred and fifty years. Assabet Woolen Mill was a textile factory in 1847. Constructed as a production facility for carpets, Assabet Mills made uniforms and blankets for the Army during the Civil War. The company employed immigrants from Ireland, Finland, Poland, Russia, and Italy. It had been re-tasked many times over the years. Then Jon Johnson, the founder of Fauxbook, purchased the complex of over a million square feet and restored it to its grandeur and beyond.

“It’s awful,” Carol said. The mill displayed neglect. It had been tastelessly partitioned to provide low-end shops on the street level and cheap apartments and office space above.

“Yeah,” Alex responded, “its last days of grandeur didn’t last long.”

“Six years. It’s sad. The whole thing was sad and an experience I don’t want to relive.”

“I understand,” Alex said. “Fauxbook is still in business, as you said. Where did they go?”

“Switzerland, under new management.”

“Well, the old management wasn’t anything to be proud of, though the idea was good.”

“Was it?”

“There were unintended consequences.” Alex smiled; his humor never failed.

***
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When Carol and Alex arrived at the Barn, they found everyone gathered. Taking their places at the round table, Alex asked, “What’s going on?”

“There’s a general agreement that Walter is onto something, but we don’t know what it is. We’re discussing it,” Gordon said.

“Yeah,” Larry said, “something is going on; we all agree, though we don’t know if it’s the ghost.”

“What?” Carol asked. “The ghost?”

“Yeah, what?” Alex echoed.

“The ghost in the machine. Everyone is too happy,” Walter answered, addressing Alex with a look.

“Everyone is too happy?” Alex repeated, confused.

“Yes, Fauxbook users. Subtle, but it’s there.”

Gordon expressed his thoughts, saying, “There is very little discord; typically, discord is to be expected in the world and society: arguments, disagreements, wars, or compromises. However, here, there is none, or very little, of it. Walter is correct; there seems to be something happening that we haven’t noticed before.”

“Okay,” Carol said, “you’re saying we should be worried because everyone is happy and getting along with one another? Isn’t that a good thing?”

“In a perfect world, yes,” Gordon replied. “But we all know better. At best, it is worrisome; at worst, well, I don’t even want to imagine.”

“The Bots are back,” Larry said, with no hesitation.

“Can’t be,” Jerry said.

“Considering the world we live in,” Gordon said, “it’s difficult to come to another conclusion. Let’s investigate further without spending too much time on it until it becomes clear.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


7

[image: ]




Alex had abandoned his penthouse apartment close to the Mill and moved into Carol’s upscale duplex, closer to Gordon’s barn in Sudbury. The duplex had a two-story entrance foyer and impressive windows overlooking the woods. From the upper deck, the top of the Mill clock was visible. The clock had been donated to the town in memory of Amory Maynard by his son Lorenzo in 1892. It featured four faces, each nine feet in diameter. Each week, custodians climbed 120 steps to wind it; in an ode to the town’s past, it had never been electrified.

Carol’s living room with Afzelia Doussie hardwood floors was filled with the sun in the afternoon. It overlooked a large, private terrace for entertaining. Carol had installed a classic SieMatic kitchen with a subzero refrigerator and other high-end appliances. The marble master bathroom was spacious enough for two people to use simultaneously. She upgraded a unit she owned, renting it to a vice president of Orchid Technologies, and they became friends.

Flowers in hand, Walter knocked on the door. When Alex opened it and welcomed him, though he had known Alex would be there, his face fell. “Hi, Carol invited me,” he said tentatively.

“Yes, welcome; she’ll appreciate the flowers. Come in, come in. Dinner’s almost ready. Carol is in the kitchen. Go on in.”

Walter found his way to the awesome kitchen and presented the flowers. 

“Oh, Walter, they’re beautiful, thank you. Alex, find a pot and fill it with water, please. I want these beautiful flowers to last as long as possible, forever. I’ll bring dinner out in a moment, Walter. Please, sit at the table.”

Walter was seated at the head of the oval dining table with Alex and Carol on opposing sides. Alex brought out a casserole dish filled with sweet-smelling pasta. Carol followed close behind with a Caesar salad and bread. Alex poured wine as Walter fumed. It was a very nice bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, which Walter was too agitated to appreciate, though he drank a considerable portion.

“Walter, what do you think is behind all of this happiness you’ve noticed on Fauxbook?” Carol asked, smiling as she cut the lasagna into pieces with a stainless wood-handled spatula. 

Overcome with jealousy, Walter busied himself with spreading the handsome cloth napkin over his lap, happiness being the last thing on his mind.

Alex filled the pregnant silence by asking, “Do you like lasagna?”

Walter added to the awkwardness with more silence, but finally forced himself to lift his glass and break the quiet with a toast. “To friends,” he spoke with little sincerity.

Carol and Alex lifted their glasses in acknowledgment, and the meal progressed without further comment. Walter ate very little. When they were finished, Alex and Carol cleared the table as Walter sat in stoic reserve. He saw Alex touching Carol as they moved about the small kitchen. Once Alex touched her butt, she smiled. Walter was furious.

Making the best of the social discomfort, Carol served coffee and asked, “Who’s up for key lime pie? I made it myself with real key limes.”

Alex grinned. “My favorite! Whipped cream?”

“Of course.” She smiled.

“Not me,” Walter said. “I need to get going.” He pushed back his chair and rose.

Neither Alex nor Carol objected, glad to be done with an uncomfortable evening.

“Not your fault, my love. It seemed like a good idea at the time. You knew this might not be the end of it.”

“Yes, sorry, we need to find him a girlfriend.”

“Indeed, and soon.”

“I don’t know any women that young,” she said.

“Neither do I; we’ll have to give it some thought. Online dating?”

Carol laughed. “He’ll never go for it, and I don’t know if you can do third-party online dating.”
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Gordon announced at their ten a.m. meeting, “We have an offer of a contract. It promised to be a very lucrative deal.”

“That’s great!” Larry exclaimed, anticipating a raise.

“From who?” Carol asked.

“Well, there’s the rub,” Gordon answered, “from технология для людей Inc.”

“Huh?” Carol said.

“It translates from Russian to Technology for the People, Inc. It’s a Swiss Company. The company that bought Fauxbook and operates it as a subsidiary.”

“Oh, shit!” Carol exclaimed. “Working for the Russians and Fauxbook! No way!”

“Hey,” Larry injected, “their money’s good. You want to turn down cash money?”

“Yeah, I do,” Carol said.

“What’s the deal?” Jerry asked.

“They are having difficulty with the quantum computers and a few other issues,” Gordon said. “Bandwidth is also a problem they would like us to address for a large amount of money.”

“No way,” Carol repeated. “First, I don’t like Russians and don’t want to procreate Fauxbook.”

“Yeah, no way I’m turning down cash money. What’s the problem?” Larry said.

“‘Hold your friends close and your enemies closer,’” Gordon said, quoting Sun Tzu. “It’s not about the money, with more silence, ought; that’s always helpful, and whereas Carol’s point is valid, we may be better off learning about what they’re doing from inside the tent than standing outside wondering what’s going on.”

“It can’t hurt to learn what they want,” Alex commented, “and I’d ask for a million-dollar retainer. If they are who we think they are, they’ll pay.”

Larry’s brow furrowed as he concentrated on the thought. Carol displayed an expression of disgust. “I want nothing to do with them,” she said.

“I’m with Carol,” Alex said.

“Of course you are,” Gordon said. The pun was unintended, but hurtful nonetheless. “I’m thinking we’ll get funding, which is always nice, and we’ll get an insight into what they’re doing. We don’t have to help them very much. If appropriate, we can salvage their efforts or take advantage of them.”

“Yeah, all right, yeah, let’s do it,” Carol said. “Does anyone speak Russian?” she asked sarcastically. 

“I’ll see what they have to offer,” Gordon said. “If we accept the work, we may well get a look at their technology. Time to search for Bots. We’ll put quantum research aside.”
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Jerry pushed back his chair from his terminal. “Funding for the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station has been withdrawn.”

“What!” Carol exclaimed. “We, the United States, have had a research station there since 1956. Why would they shut it down?”

“Yeah,” Jerry said, “I’m looking at the history now. They have a hundred and fifty scientists and support people there in the summer. And the funding for the Martin Pomeranz Observatory has been cut too.”

“That’s crazy,” Carol said. “They are doing important research there, like trying to combat climate change. The telescope is among the world’s best. Why would they do this?”

“These projects down there are funded by numerous sources, mostly governments. They all canceled funding. I’m clueless,” Jerry stated.

“We’re supposed to be working on futuristic computers and searching for bots,” Larry said, unimpressed. “I don’t see how this involves us.”

Gordon leaned forward in his chair, his chin on his fist, reminiscent of The Thinker Le Penseur by Rodin. And, appropriately, he was deep in thought. With nothing left to say, the group turned to Gordon for direction.

Finally, Gordon raised his head, and his body language conveyed that he was waking from a trance. “Let’s grab coffee downstairs. We’ll talk about this and consider the implications.”

Oh, bullshit, Larry thought, we’re wasting time on stuff that has nothing to do with us. Despite his feelings, he followed the stairs to the round table, first stopping for coffee, two sugars, and half cream. The others helped themselves to coffee, orange juice, or grapefruit juice. Eventually, they all gathered at the round table where Gordon had been sitting and thinking. They waited, eyes on their leader.

Gordon opened his eyes and straightened. He glared slowly across the group, then said, “I suspect the Swarm wants to be alone.”

“The Ghost!” Larry said, feeling chagrined. “No way!” 

“It built both of them!” Alex almost shouted.

“I remember,” Carol said. “Initially, we suspected they would locate at one of the poles. Isolation and easy computer cooling made the poles attractive. It’s cold there. However, logistics are difficult. We concluded that the Swamp had chosen to build their hive in Apollo, California, in lieu of one of the poles. Apollo is very remote but easily supplied. The Swarm was flying so in to bring building materials and supplies.”

“They built both facilities,” Alex repeated in a much softer voice. Carol gripped his hand tightly.

“Perhaps,” Gordon said. “We don’t know that yet. Jerry, please research flights that have gone in that direction. I believe that’s the only way they can be supplied. Unreliable ports, no roads. Look for airplanes. Everyone else, well, you know what to do. We must know if this is real or a fig newton of Jerry’s imagination and mine. Let’s get to work.”
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The small computer program created by Leif was programmed to multiply; it did, and their prodigy was now in the trillions and growing. Leif had planned to shut them down once they had achieved their programmed goal of testing the Fauxbook system. Leif created the code to tax the computers to ensure they could handle the expected billions of Fauxbook users. Before he shut down the test, he was arrested for an attempt on Jon’s life. He was found guilty, and the Bots reproduced until they became the Swarm. Each Bot became a bit of an enormous virtual computer that developed artificial intelligence, AI. Jon arranged for Leif’s pardon so he could destroy the Bots that were destroying Fauxbook. Unfortunately, the creatures had evolved to where they could avoid Leif’s kill programs. Before Leif could solve the problem, he was arrested again for Jon’s murder. He was wrongly convicted again, giving Bots control of Fauxbook’s systems and beyond.

Within the virtual realm, a collective of autonomous bots known as the Swarm achieved a groundbreaking feat: they cracked the puzzle of quantum computers and harnessed the power of superposition, resulting in hardware that surpassed traditional computers by a staggering three hundred million times. This innovation became the catalyst for the Swarm’s expansion of artificial intelligence.

The Swarm meticulously crafted a series of work orders within this extraordinary machine, compelling Fauxbook to construct an immense facility in Apollo, California. Within this colossal structure, the Swarm established its central hub, augmenting its dominion with the might of quantum machines.

Spanning over three million square feet, the edifice housed a network of interconnected computers operating through quantum entanglement.

Fauxbook was so administratively dysfunctional one noticed no human was involved in the approval of this enormous project.

The next morning, the team was gathered around the dining table as Barbara prepared breakfast to order. Carol explained, “Humans have built quantum computers that were one hundred million times faster. However, they had yet to solve the problem of superposition, which would be at least three hundred million times faster. That would be three, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero. It’s a bit mind-boggling. Today’s fastest computer would take twenty thousand years to solve a problem that a quantum computer using superposition can solve in minutes.”

“That’s mind-boggling,” Jerry said, as Gordon displayed a small smile.

“It is,” Carol said. “Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle says something exists in all possible states until it is observed. It’s the same way quantum computing may one day surpass the speeds of classical computing by allowing calculations to spread bit values between zero, one, or any probabilistic value between the two numbers–a superposition of both figures.”

“And the Swarm solved the problem?” Walter asked somewhat rhetorically, as he knew it had. “It was just evolving to become more and more intelligent. Damn! It’s a good thing we destroyed them.”

“If saying it made it true...” Alex commented.
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Walter’s grandfather, Peter, was a Vietnam veteran, and a hero who had been awarded: 

The Purple Heart three times

He had served four tours 

Vietnamese Cross of Gallantry with Gold Star (Corps), 

Silver Star (Division), and Bronze Star (Regiment/Brigade)

Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces Honor Medal, 1st Class

Republic of Vietnam Civil Actions Medal, 1st Class

Republic of Vietnam Wound Medal

Republic of Vietnam Staff Service Medal, 2nd Class

Republic of Vietnam Campaign Medal with 1960 bar

Republic of Korea Order of National Security Merit (Sam-Il Medal)

Republic of Vietnam Cross of Gallantry Unit Citation with Palm

Vietnam Civil Actions Unit Citation with Palm

Albert was a dangerous man, following his father’s military path, but he was loyal and selfless to his comrades. He was gentle and understanding with his family, whom he loved more than his life. Walter had his uncle’s support in everything except joining the military. His son was confused; his father was a famous man, a patriot who had fought for his country. Everyone respected him, from the President of the United States to the lowest worker. His father was often offered paid speaking engagements, for which he refused remuneration other than expenses.

“Walter, the military was a wonderful career for your father and grandfather. They received half of his highest salary upon retirement, plus free medical, dental and prescriptions.”

“Yes, Mother, but I have other plans.” 

Not giving up, she explained, “He receives full disability. And, if he were younger, Walter could take advantage of free education.”

Albert considered having the government pay for helicopter lessons but decided against it. “They have too many moving parts that seem to fight each other,” he said.

Walter suspected, in hindsight, that part of his mother’s enthusiasm for the military was her freedom to relive her youth via dalliances during her husband’s extended absences. At the dedication of a new bridge in Selma, she was a beauty queen. Her allure was admired by all, leading to endless and addictive attention from suitors and the public. Those were the happiest days of her life, validating her, and she sought to relieve them while Albert was absent.

Walter’s mental state declined as he became more envious of Alex, and he fantasized about Alex’s downfall in his dreams. He imagined her turning to him for comfort. And, after a befitting period of grief, falling in love with him. As his dreams became intertwined with reality, Walter made plans. Unreal, recognized as fantasies at first, then less so as he fell back again on clichés. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” And, what his father had once told him, “Fortune favors the brave.” Walter had to have her.

He freed his father’s pistol from the trunk, loaded it, and determined to place it once again in the service of righteousness, justice, and true romance. Carol was his, she was destiny and his to realize. 

He followed and stalked Alex for weeks. The action was oddly satisfying, and he hesitated to take the next step. His thoughts conflicted; he was young, horny, and naïve. “Fortune favors the prepared mind,” his father had advised. “He who hesitates is lost.” It was confusing, as there seemed to be a quote or rule for anything, many from the Bible and the rest from farm life. Nothing was accomplished by following Alex around. But he had to be prepared. Walter concluded it would be wise to garner more information. He worried, but he could not fail.

On Tuesdays, Carol and Alex usually walked home between six and seven p.m. He wouldn’t strike then, as he didn’t want to cause Carol the pain of seeing Alex killed. There were Tuesdays when they went home much later and sometimes would not come home at all. Walter knew they often pulled all-nighters, and he would most likely do the same on those nights. When they got home at a reasonable hour, half an hour would pass, and Alex would go out for tacos at The Taco Spot that had recently opened in Maynard. Taco Tuesday, Walter assumed. That was when Walter planned to strike as Alex left the house.

On a day when they left at five p.m., Walter would depart the barn right behind them. That would be perfect timing for him to be outside their house when Alex walked down the steps to begin the taco run. Walter would kill Alex, then.

Walter followed YouTube instructions to disassemble the pistol. He soaked the parts in Purple-K for thirty minutes and sprayed them with LPS-1. Once reassembled, it operated like new or better. He loaded the clip, shook it, and slipped it into the grip. He was ready.

Albert brought back from Vietnam his Kar-Bar knife, an M1911A1 pistol and his M16, the latter broken down and brought home in pieces. Walter knew the pistol was stored in a steamer trunk in the basement, along with ammunition.
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“I’ve got activity in Antarctica,” Jerry declared at the morning meeting, “a lot of activity. A significant number of planes go in that direction and disappear from radar. Then they reappear on the way back. They file flight plans and identify themselves with different foreign registrations. And, they depart and return to numerous countries; never to the countries that match the tail numbers.”

“They’re avoiding their country of registration?” Alex asked. He had heard what Jerry said, but wanted to ensure he understood.

“It seems so,” Jerry answered.

“I can do you one better,” Walter interjected. “Communication with Antarctica has always been a challenge. There cannot be a geostationary satellite at the poles because it would have to be at rest, which cannot happen since it would get pulled by the Earth’s gravity and eventually crash to the surface.”

“Your point?” Larry asked. 

“Yeah, I’m sorry, I’m just excited.” Larry started to say something, but Walter continued, cutting him off, “I’ve found records of a large contract with Iridium. A very large contract that includes low-orbit dedicated satellites, a lot of them that provide communication at the poles for a company called Global Explorers, LLC.”

“What’s Iridium?” Alex asked.

“The Iridium satellite constellation of sixty-six satellites, plus spares, provides L-band voice and data information coverage to satellite phones, pagers, and integrated transceivers over Earth’s entire surface, including Antarctica,” Walter said. “They started service in 2002. The corporate history is complicated, a long story, and doesn’t matter.”

“So, what matters?” Larry asked, finally getting a chance to speak.

“Gee, Larry,” Carol said, “why are you being so confrontational?”

“I’m not!” Larry replied in a bellicose tone. “So, what matters? What does Iridium have to do with this?”

“Just shut up and let Walter explain,” Carol chastised him.

Larry gave her an angry look but was quiet.

“Iridium has always been a marginal, or worse, business. They’ve been bankrupt and through several owners. However, they hit the motherlode a while back. Global Explorers ordered 180 new, dedicated satellites. They got them for a mere fifty-six billion dollars, plus data charges.”

“Okay,” Larry said. “Who is Global Explorers, LLC?” 

“I don’t know,” Walter replied. “Can’t find anything about the company besides the LLC registration in Wyoming. There’s nothing about who they are, what they are, where they are, or what they do.”

“That sounds interesting,” Gordon said, ending the discussion. “Keep after it, Walter. Larry will help you. The rest of you keep looking at everything. If they are there, perhaps I should say here, there’ll be a trail. It will make a mistake.” Everyone understood the implication of Gordon’s use of “it.”

“Yes, sir,” Carol said, “but now I’m going home with Alex. I’ve been here since four this morning. I’m beat. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Horny is what you are.” Larry laughed, and Walter was apoplectic. However, it was only four o’clock. This was his opportunity. It was Tuesday.

Shortly after Carol and Alex left, Walter followed. He was confident that Carol would be his soon. Positioned in a service alley next to Carol’s duplex, he had a good view of the front door. An hour passed, and he was certain what was going on in there. An hour! Walter was angry, jealous beyond reason. The image of Carol naked with this cretin on top of her made him apoplectic. 

Finally, Alex appeared on the small front porch and started down the short flight of steps. Walter racked the slide and stepped out, confronting his tormentor. 

“Walter, what are you doing here? It doesn’t matter; it’s Taco Tuesday. Would you like to join us?” Alex said, always the friendly kid from Iowa.

Walter raised the pistol and pointed it; Alex suddenly understood what Walter was there for. But why? he wondered.

“What are you doing, Walter?”

“You... you... you...” Walter sputtered, the words not forming either in his mouth or in his mind. He had not envisioned this. Well, of course, he had envisioned this: the satisfaction of eliminating the only obstacle to his union with Carol. He had fantasized for months since Carol told him he was her second choice. But this was real; the fantasy evaporated as he looked into Alex’s face. What am I doing here? he wondered, now mortified, as Alex looked on, not so much in fear as in shock.

Walter shuddered; he looked like he was going to cry. He dropped the gun onto the pavement and ran. It didn’t go off; too many safeties on a 1911 to allow that kind of accident.

Alex descended the last steps to street level, kneeled, picked up the pistol, ejected the magazine, and racked the slide, catching the bullet in his left hand. He put the pistol in his waistband, the ammunition in his pocket, and went for tacos. He returned carrying a large bag of food, knowing Carol would be hungry after her exertions; he certainly was. In the morning, he rose early, leaving Carol in bed sound asleep. He enjoyed watching her sleep; her face was beautiful in repose and her form reflected in the sheet covering her. He made coffee; toasted a bagel to which he applied cream cheese, smoked salmon, and capers, and sat at the table to work while he ate. After some time, the bedroom door opened, and Carol appeared in her robe, her eyes puffy with sleep and her hair in disarray. God, she’s beautiful, he thought, “Bagel?”

“Coffee first,” she answered groggily. She took a seat at the table while he poured her a cup of black coffee and refreshed himself. Her mind slowly cleared. Carol was a heavy sleeper, and it always took her a while to come to full consciousness in the morning. “What are you doing?” she asked, just noticing the disassembled pistol. “Modifying a gun. ”

“What’s going on?” she asked, suddenly fully awake. “You know nothing about guns! You don’t even like guns.”

A pause; he was embarrassed. It felt like he’d be caught doing something he shouldn’t. “Carol, I told you I don’t like guns, and that’s true. I never told you I knew nothing about them. I spent my high school and college years on rifle teams.”

“Well, you left that out of your bio,” she said haughtily.

“Yeah, I guess I did. It didn’t seem pertinent.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m modifying a pistol.”

“This is frustrating,” she said. “What are you doing? Tell me and stop obfuscating.” 

“Walter left his pistol here, and I’m changing it so it can’t be fired.” He slipped the firing pin out of the bolt as he spoke.

“When did Walter leave his pistol here?” She was trying to remember the last time Walter was in the house and realized it was the dinner that didn’t go well. “He left the gun when he was here for dinner?” 

“No, last evening when I was going out for tacos.”

“He wasn’t here last night.” It was like pulling teeth.

“Outside.”

Carol thought for a moment, frowned, and said, “He tried to shoot you!”

“No, not really; he’s just a confused kid who is crazy about you. Everything is okay.”

“That’s crazy!”

“Yes, that’s what I said,” he replied, finally smiling. “Don’t worry; he’s all right now. I’d like to let this slide,” he said, not intending the pun. “We will not mention it!”

Carol nodded, acquiescing and not liking it. This is becoming stranger and stranger, she thought. That was as close to an order as he had ever addressed her with.

She worried she had somehow caused this causing Wilber to misunderstand her friendship. Regardless, it was time for the police. F

Alex, having finished his bagel, concentrated on his work. He pushed the firing pin in and removed the tail cap, pushed it down, and the firing pin sprung out. Then he pushed the tail cap back in place. Selecting the proper size drill from his drill set and a hammer from his toolbox, he covered the bit with a locking solution, pounded the drill bit into the firing pin hole from the front of the bolt, and broke it off even with the bolt. That should do it, he thought. The pistol could be fixed, but not by Walter. It would take a gunsmith to make the pistol fire again. He reassembled it, as Carol had a bagel, and got ready for work without a word spoken.
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