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In the second half the 20th century, after computers had
revolutionized the storage, production, and transmission of
information across local and global borders, there emerged a new
society. This society had no country. It had no governing body,
elected or otherwise. It had no prior history of heroes and
villains, no dominant culture, and no single political platform. It
was an international network of linked computers and their
operators, where everything was routed through servers and where
search engines tirelessly did the bidding of billions of users
around the world. This new, invisible world was known as the
INTERNET.



  
Who and what created the Internet is a history still in the
making. Because modern history prefers technological origins that
are fathered by a single person, then one or two individuals had
this honour of invention bestowed upon them. A less centric view
broadens the base and claims one of the Internet's earliest
gestations was a computer-linked information system initially
constructed by the Western military establishment as an early
warning device to guard against a nuclear attack by the Soviets. To
what degree this network actually worked is open to question, but
as the Soviet Union eventually fragmented and obligingly deleted
itself the details of this proto-internet are somewhat
obscure.



  
However, what is clear is that throughout its infancy the
Internet began to display its most peculiar feature: it refused to
be contained. Like some rampant virus, it broke out of its
confinement in guarded facilities and other highly specialised
locations around the globe. Before the establishment could mount
the barricades, private and public bodies dealing in information
and its transmission began employing the basic idea of linking
computers worldwide. The Internet began to morph into a web-like
structure. Universities, corporations, telecommunication and media
networks, stock markets, political organizations, and personal and
private interest groups and associations all started to transmit,
swap and share data using their computers. Everyday, millions of
messages travelled the airwaves. With little fan-fare at first,
email, e-commerce, e-everything began to burrow deep into the
foundations of most societies.



  
With a few regional exceptions, English emerged as the
Internet's primary language, and all who travelled on this
electronic grid or information superhighway, as it was once called
in the popular press, adopted a loose set of habits, or informal
protocols. This informality kept the Internet democratic and helped
it grow to a size that few had predicted in its earlier years. Its
activities rapidly spanned and enmeshed the entire globe. No longer
merely an electronic mode for transmitting data, it also became a
media for creating new ideas and a space where a myriad of people
met daily to chat with each other. It was an electronic version of
an Italian Piazza, a Greek Agora, a town square writ large where
people wandered in and out, sunning themselves in the warmth of
familiar voices, eavesdropping on quarrels, arranging rendezvous,
or simply watching life's parade go by. It was the ideal place to
sell and buy, plot and plan, recruit and inflame, celebrate and
defame.



  
Millions “surfed” it daily, constructing fantasies beyond
anything previously known. Bricks and mortar, paint and clay,
became passé as information became the new material of creation.
Almost anything could be simulated electronically, and the only
limit was the power of one’s imagination and the quality and scope
of one’s equipment. People even had virtual affairs on the
Internet, and almost all of them had a good time, minus the
physical element. Surfers built virtual castles in the sky,
colonies, cities, and even imaginary cultures, with nothing more
than a few volts of electricity. They could plug into anywhere at
will and speak with people thousands of miles away or secretly turn
someone else’s computer into an unwitting slave or mule. They could
steal ideas and intellectual labour, or live out their wildest
dreams by becoming someone else, and as a bonus, create personal
histories, appropriately enhanced. They could even inhabit many
places at once. Virtuality began to rival reality. This
electronically induced environment closely resembled a black hole,
netting everything that ventured near. It finally completed its
metamorphosis into a World Wide Web, stretching coast-to-coast,
continent-to-continent, and brain-to-brain.



  
The third decade of the new millennium saw countless Internet
based World Expositions drawing virtual crowds running into the
billions. Sport shifted its focus to virtual competitions, and the
Web Olympics grabbed audiences everywhere, with hacking, crashing,
and hash-tagging its most popular events. Even a major war between
two rival nations was fought out on the Web, but neither side won
because most users lost interest after several hours, not least of
all because there were no real-time staggering casualties a.k.a.
recalibration of expected active force expenditure, or tactical
blunders a.k.a. strategic adjustments. Finally, by the year 2039,
in the Kármán
  
 Line at the boundary of Earth's atmosphere and outer space,
hundreds of thousands of low-cost, perpetually orbiting silicon
vapour streams, dedicated solely to the Web were added to the
existing satellite and ground networks. A timeless dream had come
true: Heaven and earth literally met on the Web.



Old ideas concerning the dimensions of Space and the direction
of Time fell by the wayside. Time and Space were revealed to be
merely primitive features of the Great Liquid Horizon or Electronic
Flow (e-Stream) embracing animate and inanimate existence. Scholars
and intellectuals regarded anything not in the tidal current of
this force as permanently embedded in the Dense Amorphous Mass,
(DAM). They have not yet proven this last assertion. What everyone
did agree on was that the mantras of the age were all about
connecting, with a capital C: I'm Connected Therefore I Virtually
Am (favoured by the chronically insecure), or, C=
me
2
(relatively popular among social climbers), or, for the bulk of
the population (unburdened by obsessive doubt or vertical
obsessions) it was simply: Stay Alive-Stay Connected, or the
teenager fear version: Disconnect and Die.


  
The Web became so busy that media reports speculated about its
boundless horizons, and its endless diversity. It was so
far-reaching that philosophers began to theorize about its nature
and effects, real and imaginary. Universities offered degree
courses in its history and practice. Information Technology (IT)
rushed to keep pace with the demands of consumers and businesses
alike. Voice recognition programs and mood apps became boom
sellers, as did encryption and de-encryption software. On the other
side of the coin, Cyber-crime, in the time-honoured tradition of
all profit and loss systems, was tidal and its waves beached or
sank many and floated a few. Those who practiced its darkly
complicated arts ranged from lone hackers to global syndicates,
from struggling local businesses to voracious multinationals, from
politically correct governments to politically correcting
governments.



  
These assorted e-Crims targeted individuals, domestic and
foreign infrastructures, and anything else that could generate
hidden profits or was deemed a threat to national security, which
to the superpowers often amounted to the same thing. As a modern
political tool it supplied a level of deviousness previously only
fantasised by politicians; as a military option, renamed
Cyber-warfare, it saved a fortune and could be blamed on anyone.
The skill-index required to be successful at this new form of crime
was impressive, and virtual secret universities sprang up offering
degrees in everything from ID theft to nuclear program
interdiction, all at bargain basement prices, with numbered Swiss
bank accounts and self-deleting Diplomas as optional extras. In its
basic form, Cyber-crime was the cheapest, least riskiest, and most
anonymous form of nefarious activity ever devised and therefore,
quite naturally, appealed to villains and victims, victors and
vanquished, vultures and vice-versa, and various other versions,
alike.



  
With all this activity, legal or otherwise, it was not
surprising that countless stories about the Web constantly
circulated, either trying to explain the phenomenon or warning
against its dangers. The emergence of social forums and chat rooms,
personal and professional Blogs, and the phenomenal explosion of
networking sites, (many sired by the ubiquitous portable cell
phone, and its later smarter relative), such as Facebook, YouTube,
Twitter, Growl, Hiss, and the largest of them all, 99%-ers,
enthralled and engaged billions of people.



  
Quite simply, the Web was everywhere, and in everything. It was
the single biggest source of artificial pleasure and intrigue ever
devised. Naturally, with enjoyment, knowledge, and conspiracies now
freely available, authorities everywhere became even more alarmed,
some bordering on hysteria, as they saw their respective influence
begin to diminish. Electronic gates, locks and encrypted
safe-sites, anti-abuse and pro-moral software, concept outages and
image erasers, and censorship chips, bits and bytes, were quickly
designed and deployed to counter this global perpetrator of
everything good and evil, anarchic or otherwise.



  
Tradition nostalgia worry groups, Corporate and Individual
profit alarmists, and Law Enforcement/Military alert screamers
lobbied for legislation to regulate it. The established Power Elite
spoke of the Web as a cesspool, an out-of-control monster that
could cause havoc and circumvent the law of the land, the laws of
Nature, and fear of all fears, even challenge their god-given right
to rule and make money. A clear battle line was drawn: Freedom of
expression, enjoyment, and fantasy versus Civility, Morality,
Religion, Necessary Lies, Varnished Truths, Ceaseless Profits, and
just about everything else considered as the foundation of society,
regardless if the society deemed to be under threat was a
democracy, a dictatorship, or merely a dynasty with a destiny
deficit.



  
Many governments, under pressure from corporate bodies,
spiritual heads, and other threatened members of the "we know
what's best for everyone" species, rapidly passed laws aimed at
curtailing, corralling, caging, and circumcising, the monster in
their midst. Online users fought back by mega-spamming,
herd-hacking, and bulk-crashing the networks of government
departments, politicians, and other numerous parasites; Global
Servers switched off their equipment for a day or two; and
Celebrities lined-up to boast their love of unfettered access (to
the Web that is, not to themselves). This counter-attack was
encouragingly successful, particularly when politicians realised
they were losing votes, corporations began to see their profits
slump, and the religious elite noticed their flocks were emailing
their respective Deities for help, favours, and advice instead of
praying in churches, temples, and mosques.



  
Laws quickly got revoked or officially ignored, tax havens
mushroomed and became respectable, and places of worship installed
free Internet Access, renamed as Prayer Peripherals, Pagan
Plug-ins, or Paradise Portals, depending on the belief system being
followed.



  
Before long, things went back to normal.



  
The Web had evaded all measures aimed at its control.



  
Or so everyone thought.


 



**** 

 



One day changed the world forever. It changed every view,
theory, attitude, thought, and feeling. It changed every nation,
society, and culture. It changed politics, religion, and economies.
It changed science, art, and philosophy. It changed the very idea
of what was life itself.

It was the day the world discovered that the Web was, itself, 
Alive.

Civilization had finally created a real artificial life.
Somehow, and no one was sure how it had happened, this new
life-form was born in the electronic field generated between the
thousands of orbiting satellites and silicon vapour streams and the
thousands of telecommunication networks that crisscrossed the
earth. In this space, where signals rained down and spiralled up
non-stop, lived an electronic being that wrapped itself around its
creator. It took its energy from its maker and did his and her
bidding. It was like a giant genie: it was all things to all people
and it could do almost anything asked of it. No dream was too
virtual, no reality too fantastic for this creature. It made 
impossible worlds with such ease that the word began to
lose its meaning. Fantasy was in danger of becoming just another
reality.

The date this shock was delivered to the world was the 12
th of July 2044. On that day an academic scientist in
charge of the Web Society Studies at Oxford University held a
seminar. He promised his students and colleagues something
spectacular. It was later considered the greatest understatement
ever uttered in the history of the world. 

His presentation began quietly enough. He first dismissed the
popular idea that the Web was like a vast city of interconnected
electronic highways, full of countless off-ramps, intersections,
and traffic jams. He then demolished the idea of the Russian Doll
enthusiasts who believed that the Web was a series of individual
compartments, each one nesting inside another. Finally, he
jettisoned the Fractal Geometers’ claim that it was made of
self-similar layers of increasing complexity. Instead, he stated
that the Web was like an enormous electric sea, a large viscous and
invisible membrane encircling the earth between two electronic
forces. Down on the ground existed telecommunication networks made
up of zillions of radiating and zigzagging lines. Up in the air
were satellites and silicon streams, nearly a million of them. The
networks on the ground were a sort of bed across which the Web
flowed, the way a sea flowed across its bed of sand and rock. The
orbiting satellites and streams were like the countless stars and
milky-way under which the sea passed. And like the sea, the Web’s
invisible electric surface rose and fell in waves. It had tidal
surges, neaps and ebbs, currents, whirlpools, rapids, calm and
turbulent spots. It made a noise like the sea and like the sea this
noise had been repeatedly ignored, quickly labelled as only
background sound, rainbow noise, unimportant but constant. 

At this point in his presentation the lecturer sprang his
surprise. This noise was not electronic babble; he conceded,
however, that it needed to be decoded for its full importance to be
recognized. He then ran on the university’s super-computer a
special program he had created: aptly named, 
e-SEA (
electronic 
Sound 
Evaluation 
Array): 

  eC,
 for short. This program assimilated the Web’s total
noise, at the same time as it changed every word, letter and image
on the Web into either a single musical note or a cluster or beam
of notes, or even into a sonata, concerto or whole symphony. What
resulted from this mix stunned his audience. Everyone present heard
the surf, heard the clamour, heard the Web’s voice, as it rose and
fell like an operatic aria. Although it spoke in a language that
defied translation, its obvious coherency left no doubt in anyone’s
mind. 
The Web was a living entity.

From that moment on the world listened to the voice of the Web.
They could hear its moods, wonder if it was in a good or bad temper
and what kind of day it was having. Some claimed they could even
tell what it was secretly thinking. From that moment on the Web was
no longer an inanimate collection of messages or merely a vast
network of lifeless information. Nor was it a place populated
solely by adolescents (nerds, in the vernacular of the time) all
pretending to be “tall, dark haired warriors with piercing blue
eyes, wielding magic swords.” Now, thanks to 
eC, the Web was known to be alive, known to exceed the sum
of all who rode its waves. It could be moody, feel pain and lose
its temper. Surfers felt its emotions and heard its laughter,
hiccups and sighs.

It was alive. This fact amazed most and terrified a few. All
agreed, however, that the world would never be the same again. The
greatest shock in history had been delivered. There was no turning
back. 

 




  
Nature was no longer the sole creator of life.


 



****

 



A year or so later, the man who delivered this startling news,
Benthos September, was sitting in his office. Its walls were
littered with every form of academic award and accolade. The Nobel
Prize for Webology was the only one in a frame. A knock on the door
snapped him out of his thoughts. 

“Aye, come in,” he drawled, his Scottish accent heavy with
depression. 

A tall, fierce looking man with a mop of white hair entered the
office and plonked himself on a chair. “Well, as I live and breathe
like the Web, if it isn’t September already, almost winter again,
my of my. How are you, Benny, old pal?”

Staring at his visitor, September made no effort to hide his
annoyance. Sitting opposite him was Pirelli Hall, the boldest and
most unscrupulous Web Raider of them all - and still using that
tired and worn out joke about September’s name being the month
before winter. Ten-to-one he was going to brag about his latest
exploits on the Web. September cursed his luck and made a feeble
effort at reefing the sails of this notorious pirate.

“How are you, Pirelli, you old retread, looking tired and down
as usual, or just flat today?” He knew that Hall was extremely
touchy about his first name being the same as an Italian tyre
company, back when cars still had wheels and drivers.

“What’s with this deflation business, you mental relic?”
demanded a suddenly angry Hall. “Do I call you Doc Fall every time
I see you, Benny? No sir, not me, I try to be pleasant, but you? Oh
no, not you, Mr. Benny All-Alone.” It was a tactless thing to say
and the Web Raider regretted it the moment it came out of his
mouth. 

He quickly added, “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. For Web’s sake, don’t
look at me like that. I know you miss Clarisa. Dear Web, we all
miss that beautiful soul, but let the Web protect us Benny, you’ve
got to get over it or you’ll be no use to anyone. Look, I’ll tell
you what, why don’t I take you for a coffee? Then I can tell you
about this incredible thing that happened just after I fleeced the
info-rafts of a large bunch of novice surfers.”

In spite of himself, September was touched by Hall’s comments
about Clarisa. They had been great friends, his late wife and Hall,
although he could never see what she saw in this conceited
blow-heart. She had said once that Pirelli was not what he seemed.
He had never understood what she had meant. Not that he was
interested enough at the time to find out, and now it was too late,
anyway. Fearful that unwanted memories would again overtake him, he
decided to let Hall blow his trumpet. Perhaps it would take his
mind off things for a while?

“Okay,” he replied, trying to sound enthusiastic. Not that it
paid to encourage Hall too much or he would go on for hours, as he
had countless times in the past.

“Great,” said Hall, more than a little surprised that the other
man had agreed so willingly. He still remembered the time this
brain-ox had thrown him out of his house. Thrown him out before he
could tell September and his wife something important he had
learned about the Web. Clarisa had died the following week, shot to
death by a burglar she had unluckily surprised.

Another thought crossed his mind. Where in Web’s sake was
September when his wife was being shot? Aloof brain-board, he was
probably upstairs in his study dreaming up some new nonsense -
spare the world from people who do nothing but think. Still,
Clarisa was gone and there was nothing anyone could do about that.
“All info-rafts finally sink on the Web and that’s the sad truth of
it,” he muttered half-aloud as he steered September toward the
canteen. 

Coffees in hand, the two men found a table away from the morning
rush. Much to the horror and disgust of September, Hall filled his
cup with fifteen lumps of sugar. He then took one swig of this
coffee-soaked sugar bomb, cleared his throat, and began the tale of
his latest raid on the Web. 

“I don’t have to tell you, Benny, that no living soul can cruise
the waves of the Web as I can. No one knows its moods better than I
do, with the exception of you, of course.” He didn’t believe the
last part of his remark but he thought he had better say something
pleasant to the mess sitting opposite him. 

“You remember,” he continued, “that time several novice surfers
of the Nepalese royal family got lost for a week in some backwater?
It was in all in the e-flashes. Well, you probably know that they
nearly got themselves reamed by one of the Web’s Markov
Chains.”

“Aye,” answered September, who hadn’t the slightest idea what
his companion was leading up to.

“They can thank their Web privileges that just one click of my
fingers was enough to lash their info-rafts together and save their
messages,” continued Hall, waving his hands in the air. On the
underside tips of his fingers were tiny pads, held in place by
static electric glue, not dissimilar to the non-wearing grip
employed by Geckos. These pads, or FCs (Fingerprint Computers, or
Tappers, as they were quickly labelled by the very few who knew of
their existence), were made from ultra-micro chips that had been
liquefied then poured into a paper-thin mould to set. Once fitted,
Hall could activate these miniature computers by tapping or
drumming his fingers, not unlike the way a piano was played.
Alternatively, he could activate them by coded voice commands.
Drawing their power from the electric current in their user's
nervous system, once online they would obey every command, or
answer in unison every question. Speaking all together they sounded
like a choir. They also glowed with different colours depending on
the order they were used. 

“So?” asked September, hoping Hall’s ramblings had a point. He
hid his amazement at the ten computers on the Raider’s finger and
thumb tips. He had heard from Clarisa that Hall was a virtuoso with
computers and their design. But she was probably being too
generous. She always did have a soft spot for this ridiculous
puffed-up baboon.

Hall continued, unflustered by his companion’s curtness.
“Naturally, my friend, before I saved their info-rafts I got them
to agree that all their bonus time-freebies on the Web would be
transferred to me. Webbing doesn’t come cheap, that’s my motto,” he
added, with a touch of pride in the memory of his gallantry.

“Yes,” sighed September, “so I've heard.”

Seeing September’s expression change, Hall raced on with his
story. “So, a week after I’d saved their info-rafts I took a cruise
over to the same spot to see if anyone else had gotten into trouble
near the Markov Chain. Sure enough, there was another bunch of
novice rafters. They were all tangled up together with their info
in such a mess you couldn’t tell an A from a B, or for that matter,
even tell their info from their static.”

“So what did you do this time?” said September.

“Well, Benny, I know that you know that I am always strapped for
cash, it’s the bane of all Raiders, so you’ll be pleased to hear
that I got them to give me six months of their Web credits. Then I
untangled them and sent them on their original course,” beamed
Hall, marvelling at his generosity.

“This is all very interesting,” lied September who was well
aware of the legendary wealth of Pirelli Hall. “But I’ve heard a
version of this same story from you on countless occasions. So tell
me, what’s the incredible thing that happened that you hinted at
earlier, apart from fleecing another bunch of inexperienced
rafters?”

Hall snorted at this friend’s rudeness. Every story had its time
to tell, and that was that. He tried again, lowering his voice to a
whisper. “Well, even though I got them to give me their Web
credits, none of them realized that after they’d gotten snagged by
the Markov Chain they would have been released in next to no time.
So you see, if they had just been more patient, or more
experienced, they would have saved their Web credits.”

“That’s interesting, I suppose,” said September, “but compared
to the things I’ve heard you’ve pulled off over the years it's
hardly incredible.”

“Too true,” replied the Raider, resigned to the fact that the
neuro-fetisher he was having coffee with was beyond being impressed
by anything. “But you should have let me finish,” he added. “You
see, after I saved the second bunch of novices I decided to go back
a little later and see if I could get lucky a third time.”

“So?”

“Not a thing.”

“I repeat, so?”

“You don’t understand. I'm not speaking about finding more
novices sinking, tangled up, or lost. No, no, no, I mean the Markov
Chain had vanished.”

“What?” shrieked September, jumping out of his chair in
disbelief. The rest of the canteen stared at their famous teacher
and colleague. He sat back down. The room resumed its idle
chatter.

“That’s impossible, Pirelli, and you know it,” September spat
out, lowering his voice to almost a whisper. “Markov Chains don’t
vanish. Sure, we know that they move a bit this way or that, but
they always stay roughly in the same place. They have to, and
that’s all there is to it.”

“Yes, odd isn’t it?” agreed Hall.

“Odd,” bellowed September, angry at Hall’s casualness. “Look,
Pirelli, as you well know, the Web’s Markov Chains, or pools of
disorder, are generators full of highly concentrated energy. They
are essential because they produce different currents on the Web.
These currents help the info-rafts navigate. More importantly, the
Markov Chains represent the First Law of the Web: 
The future of a complex system is not dependent on its
history. Without them the Web would be predictable. Because
the Web carries all the world’s information that would also mean
that all future information would eventually be predictable, which
is absurd.”

Hall relaxed in his chair and waited for super-head to finish
his lecture. Why Web academics always assumed he knew nothing about

eC was a complete mystery to him. September may have
invented the subject but riding the waves of the Web was still the
best educator, as every Raider knew. Besides, 
The Web Rewards Raiders was really the First Law of the
Web, as far as Hall was concerned. 

“It’s like a bottle floating in the sea,” continued September.
“The bottle contains a note with some information written on it.
Because the forces that act on the sea are very complex no one can
tell for certain where the bottle will end up. However, these
forces create currents in the sea that drive the bottle this way or
that. Eventually, the bottle will end up somewhere and when it does
its message will be read. At this point the bottle’s information
becomes communication. In this way the sea’s currents are a kind of
ordering system. They not only direct the bottle but they also push
it towards or away from other bottles floating in the sea.”

“The Markov Chains are like the sea’s currents. They push the
information into patterns that eventually become corridors of
communications. In a nutshell, info-rafts become communication
rafts, or COMs as some people call them. And like the sea whose
currents sometimes create vortexes causing the bottle to
momentarily go around in circles before it gets pushed back out to
its original course, the Markov Chains do the same. They can suck
info-rafts into a kind of vortex we call a Data-Eddy, but
eventually the same forces will sling them out and direct them
along some path.” 

“Great Web, let’s not broadcast the fact that info-rafts always
get ejected or I’ll lose a fortune,” cried Hall, scandalized that
September could be so stupid as to utter this well-kept secret in a
public place, forgetting that he himself had done the same thing
only minutes before.

September continued, deaf to Hall's warning, “If Markov Chains
didn’t exist on the Web then all the individual rafts of
information would remain on their own, unable to ever become
communication rafts. They would remain isolated pieces of
information scattered all over the place. In short, there would be
no communication possible because surfers would be locked into
their own thoughts, trapped in their own bottles, as it were."

“No one knows why, but Markov Chains always find the places in
the Web best suited for them. At these locations they act like a
gate directing information along a certain path of order to its
final destination. Because Markov Chains are extremely sensitive to
the overall conditions of the Web, no one can predict exactly what
sort of order will be produced. But, and this is the important bit,
the production of order by Markov Chains is always random. However,
Markov Chains, pools of disorder, are not themselves random
features of the Web. I have called this the Web Paradox: the only
thing on the Web that is never random is disorder. It is always
there. That’s why I say it is impossible for a Markov Chain to have
vanished.”

“Yes, Benny, strange isn’t it?” said Hall, purposely being
laconic. Web on high, this brain-addict was nutty enough, mused the
Raider; no use encouraging him further by letting on that he too
was amazed at what had happened. 

“Are you absolutely sure,” queried September, “absolutely sure
you didn’t fumble the co-ordinates of your cruiser? You know people
make mistakes now and again, even you, Pirelli.”

“Rubbish,” scoffed Hall, offended at the very idea that he could
make a mistake in navigating the Web. “When I say it wasn’t there,
it wasn’t there, and that’s the Web truth. Yes sir, pal, yes sir.
The very idea of me programming in the wrong co-ordinates...
that’ll be the day.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sorry, my friend, you wouldn’t make a mistake
like that.”

That’s a first, thought Pirelli, September apologizing, and
calling me his friend. Son of Web, maybe he’s cracking up like
everyone said. Poor Webclot, next thing he’ll be offering to pay
for the coffee - that’ll be the day. “Well,” he said aloud, as he
got up from his seat and moved away from the table, “I’ll be seeing
you. And, Benny, take care that with all this thinking you don’t
crash your 
e-rizon, as the saying goes.” 

Hall strode out of the room, leaving its occupants to wonder why
the famous Raider was taking a coffee in their cafeteria. It must
have been important, they thought, judging by the look on the face
of Prof. September.

 



****

 



Hall was in a pensive mood as he settled himself into his Web
cruiser, the Spider. While he was glad to get away from the gloomy
September, he realized it was time he found out what had happened
to the Markov Chain that had once earned him a fortune and was now
missing. Time to take the Spider for a run across the Web.

Like a giant prowling insect, the Spider had been cruising the
Web for more years than anyone could remember, picking up lost or
sinking info-rafts and extracting a heavy price for the service.
From the moment of its construction to the present day, Hall had
spared no expense on the cruiser, or photon cloud, because he
intended to make a heap of money from it; and he had. In fact,
apart from being the most notorious Web Raider alive, he was also
the richest. Hall loved money. With it he could indulge in his
favourite passion, besides raiding the Web: Webotics (Web Organism
& Technology Interface Computer Systems).

Hall had invented Webotics after reading an old science fiction
book about robots and their behaviour in society. The thing that
struck him most was what the writer called, The Three Laws of
Robotics. These laws guaranteed that the robots would never run
amok and harm their creators. The whole thing struck Hall as too
paranoid. Instead, why not just start with an already living
creature, one that had never displayed any animosity toward the
human race, and turn that into a super intelligent ally? The big
question was: What animal could be trusted with super intelligence?
No human he knew, became his favourite joke.

Why not the humble hummingbird? Web knows, no more gentler
creature existed in the universe. All those little mites ever did
was fly upwards and downwards, backwards and forwards while eating
tons of nectar. With all that navigation they hardly had enough
time to develop a personality, let alone an angry one. Of course,
he worried for a moment, they might have a collective memory of the
20th century classifying maniacs who used to hunt them down and
wire them up to all sorts of gizmos, trying in vain to work out how
they flew the way they did. Fortunately for the little nectar
addicts that mania only lasted for a few years. Some secrets Nature
likes to keep, particularly those relating to the manipulation of
gravity.

Yes, a hummingbird would do nicely, but that still left three
questions. 1) What exactly did he want a robot to do? 2) How could
he make a hummingbird super-intelligent? And 3) How could he
persuade it to work for him?

He started by answering question three: He’d make the little
devil love him. How would he do that? Simple, he’d give it an
endless supply of nectar, with the odd nutrient pill thrown in to
keep it in good health.

Question two was also simple. All he had to do was to stick a
specially adapted Tapper computer on the bird’s head, make a few
connections to its brain synapses, and presto, a super-intelligent
hummingbird; easy as an online pie.

The hard one was question one. What in the name of the Web could
a super intelligent hummingbird do for him? He pondered the problem
for a long time, but its answer continued to elude him. The choices
were infinite, which was why he hated anything that had choices.
While he searched for an answer he also spent a small fortune
hunting down a hummingbird. He eventually found one in an illegal
zoo in the Gobi desert. It took him ages to get all the sand out of
its feathers. And then, getting the flapper to stand still long
enough so he could attach the Tapper to its tiny head, well that
was a moment he would prefer to forget. What a fuss it made when he
tried to anaesthetize it to make the necessary connections to its
synapses. It even bit him.

Finally after many bites he made all the connections. He double
checked them, and checked them repeatedly. Nothing wrong. The
problem was that the little creature had such a small voice box
that it could only say a few words, three in fact. Try as he might,
with all the gadgets at his disposal, Hall could not get it to
swallow a word enlarger. It only swallowed nectar. He even tried
liquefying the enlarger and coating it with nectar, but this bird
was nobody’s fool. One taste and it didn’t use a single word for
months. To encourage it into a better mood, Hall gave it a name:
Honeysmart. It obviously thought this name summed up its entire
being because after the christening it executed a reverse
inside-out loop-the-loop and finally settled on the Raider's
shoulder. From that moment on it stuck to Hall like glue, in a
syrupy sort of way.

Still, the first question remained unanswered. Then, one day,
the answer popped into Hall's head. What was the most important
thing humans craved, apart from money? Foolproof advice, that’s
what. And what did humans want to hear when they asked for advice?
Not some long-winded speech that in the end left them more
uncertain than at the beginning. Just a simple Yes, or a simple No
would do, the only requirement being that it was the absolute
correct answer at the time. The super-advanced Tapper on
Honeysmart’s head would guarantee that its answer was always
absolutely right. Okay, that left one more word. 
Okay! That’s it. The third word: Okay! Okay would do when
Honeysmart agreed with some course of action that Hall wanted to
take, or not take. Great, problem solved. 

The Raider tried this solution out on his creation. “What do you
say to that, Honeysmart?”

“Okay,” said the fluttering brain as it dived into one of the
special nectar-homes that Hall had fitted into the top pockets of
his cruise jackets. 

“One other thing, feather-brain, don’t show yourself or say
anything when we have company.”

“Okay,” burbled the little creature, as best it could with a
beak full of nectar.

All that was long ago. It was now unthinkable for Hall to go
anywhere without Honeysmart. Predictably, the computer that
Honeysmart had stuck on its head, to say nothing of the continuing
research into Webotics, and the astronomical price of nectar, had
combined to cost the Raider a great deal of money. Not enough to
break him, but enough to motivate him to cruise more frequently the
Web in search of paying customers. It was on one such cruise that
he had discovered the vanishing Markov Chain. Its absence had sent
shock waves through his soul. September was right: Markov Chains
did not vanish, period. Yet the impossible had happened. He was
determined to find out why. The fact that the welfare and health of
the Web could be threatened was reason enough as far as he was
concerned.

The problem was that there was no systematic way to determine
what at any moment was happening on the Web. This was one of the
startling conclusions of September’s 
eC program. The Web was a living creature of sorts, and
while it definitely had habits, it was not systematic in its
actions or moods. Basically, the Web was erratic. While pondering
this problem, and chiding Honeysmart for slurping its pre-dinner
nectar, Hall decided to recharge the Spider. 

The Spider wasn’t a conventional cruiser in the way that ancient
sailing ships, modern airplanes, and post-modern gravi-boats all
bore some resemblance to each other. Rather, Hall's cruiser was a
giant tuning fork in the form of a photon cloud that responded to
even the smallest fluctuation of sound produced by the Web. The
cruiser’s body, the cloud from which it got its name, was held
together by light. To be precise, the cloud was actually produced
by light, but this was no ordinary light. It was magnetic light.


The discovery that light could be magnetized resulted from an
explosion in a photographer’s dark room buried deep in the
underground floors of the Pentagon, which had been purchased by a
private company after the US military had shifted its headquarters
to the newly built Helix a few miles down the road. The company was
called, WAYS (Web And You Services). WAYS had on its books almost
every Web surfer on the planet. To impress its clients, WAYS
decided to photograph every debt-faulted surfer and publish their
faces and names in its hourly journal, WWW (Web Wise World). It was
this global infringement of civil rights by WAYS that accidentally
led to the discovery of magnetic light.

At first, the explosion in the dark room was attributed to human
error. Developing the faces of about seventy million errant surfers
every hour guaranteed that human error would make an appearance.
However, when the dust settled the bosses at WAYS forgot all about
who was to blame. Their about-face came when they noticed a
strangely glowing cloud wandering through the smoked-filled
corridors of the Pentagon. At first, no one knew what to make of
it. Suddenly, one bright executive noticed that every time someone
sent an email warning to a colleague about the ominous cloud
approaching, its surface vibrated and it then sped up in the
direction of the virtual scream emitted by the recipient of the
email. Waves also rippled across its surface when any other sort of
virtual sound was made in its vicinity. A brighter executive
trapped the cloud in the cafeteria, which was then quickly sealed
off. While the cloud drifted around its prison, every metal object
in the room began to stick to its surface. Although every effort
was made to keep the cloud a secret, before long someone leaked the
news that magnetic light had been invented. Disbelief was followed
by commercial hunger. Because it was so easy to produce - run a
series of laser lights through a molecular aperture in a powerful
magnetic bottle containing plasma - it became a profitable fad to
produce these eerie glowing clouds that responded to any and all
virtual sounds.

Of course, scientists had always believed that the only things
that could be readily magnetized were ferrous metals and one or two
other substances. It was later discovered that magnetism was more a
matter of a particle's charm and decadence than anything else. On
top of this, the Pentagon explosion also showed that light photons
could generate within themselves small fields of gravity, making
them stick together in a cloud-like shape. All it took was a
rainbow coloured collection of laser lights shone through a highly
concentrated magnetic bottle of plasma. This caused the resulting
photon to rotate at high speed around its long axis. This rotation
generated, in turn, its own gravitational field. Because the
polarity of these fields could be determined by which end of the
magnetic bottle the laser lights were initially shone through, it
was possible to create in the resulting cloud exactly the right
number of photon groups that would be the opposite polarity to the
gravity of any part of the earth that the cloud might find itself
over. Presto, the cloud could hover at any height by simply
altering the polarity of a certain number of its photons. This
process was later simplified by using a small graviton device that
comprised of a magnet memory sponge and a miniature pump (designed
to suck-up light). Pointed at any part of the cloud the device
would suck up a certain number of its photons and then blow them
back out in the same direction but with their polarity altered.
This process became known as Light Gravity, as opposed to Dark or
Shadow Gravity, which of course used to be simply called,
Gravity.

One more problem remained before the cloud cruiser could be
truly born: how to get some sort of shell inside the photon cloud
so it could be inhabited. A noted Webgineer, Gaston Bark, came to
the rescue. Like all great discoveries, his idea seemed obvious
after he had thought of it. His solution: squirt into the centre of
the magnetized photon cloud millions of iron filings that then
lined up magnetically forming a glittering internal shell. This
shell was securely held in place by the same magnetic forces that
first created it. It was also very slightly transparent because
between each metal filing was a minute gap created by its own
magnetic field. It resembled the chain mail worn by the medieval
knights. To the walls of this metal shell Bark then bolted
equipment, chairs, and control panels. 

Bark’s ingenuity didn’t stop there. He also knew from the WAYS’
company report that the photon clouds would automatically move,
with increasing speed, toward the loudest virtual sound within a
two-mile radius. This fact gave him his next idea. By fixing
virtual sound baffle-plates, connected to the inner shell through
the cloud’s outer surface, he could block any virtual sound from
one source in favour of any other source. With practice, a skilled
pilot could direct the cloud to travel at incredible speeds in any
direction. Why the cloud gravitated toward virtual sound remained a
mystery. 

Bark’s early prototype rapidly became transformed into the most
sophisticated and expensive piece of machinery ever devised. And
Hall's cruiser, the Spider, was the most famous, sophisticated, and
expensive of them all. 

Unfortunately, while the basic principle of these cruisers was
simplicity itself, recharging one of them was highly dangerous. The
pilot always knew when the cloud cruiser needed recharging: the
eerie light that permanently glowed in the cloud’s outer surface
would begin to flicker, turn crimson, and then go completely dark.
Although a cruiser only needed recharging once every year or so,
the problem was that it had to be done in absolute darkness. The
tiniest ray of non laser light entering the magnetic bottles at the
same time as the laser beams would tear the surface of the cloud
and cause a massive explosion, as the poor WAYS photographers, much
to their death-bed disbelief, had also unwittingly discovered when
they turned on the light in their dark-room. 

Fortunately, because Hall had long ago mastered this perilous
task he could afford on this occasion to let his mind wander.
Manipulated light, a laser, had resulted in the invention of
magnetic light, he recalled. It all came down to how things were
manipulated. Sweet Web, what if someone had discovered how to
manipulate the Web in such a way that a Markov Chain could be
pushed to a site known only to the manipulator? They might even be
able to hold for ransom any communications produced by the Markov
Chain because they alone would know where and when these
communications would appear on the Web. Do that to all the Markov
Chains and they’d control the entire Web. 

“Good Web on high, now that’s a scary thought,” he said
aloud.

“Yes,” said Honeysmart, flying upside down out of Hall's breast
pocket only to discover that everything was in absolute darkness
due to the recharging process.

“Shut up, you nectar addict,” said the Raider good-naturedly,
“wherever you are.”

“Okay,” it agreed, fluttering here and there as it calculated in
complete darkness the sideways and backwards octagonal flight path
that would plunge it into one of its nectar-homes.

Still addressing his tiny companion as it buzzed around his
head, Hall said, “But how have they manipulated the Markov Chain,
that’s the question, bird brain?” 

Unfortunately, with only three words at its command, the nectar
filled mutant couldn’t answer its beloved Pirelli in any way that
would help him solve the problem. It knew how Markov Chains could
be manipulated of course. After all, it wasn’t called a hummingbird
for nothing. But with its limited vocabulary it would just have to
wait until one of its three words could point its adorable Pirelli
in the right direction. Maybe some more nectar would help it to be
prepared when the right moment came along? With that thought in
mind it flew backwards into Hall's top pocket.

Web be-blessed, that bird is one crazy son of something, thought
Hall, as he felt rather than saw the creature dive-bomb his top
pocket. Once he knew that Honeysmart’s ears, and everything else it
owned for that matter, would be blocked with nectar, he muttered
aloud, “I’d better re-line all of my pockets. That awful nectar is
seeping out again. No wonder people look at me. Who would ever want
to raise a family of these flying vacuum cleaners? Web forbid,
what’s that noise? Oh no, the little devil is snoring, probably ate
itself into a stupor. It’s a wonder it can get that ball it calls
its body into the air, let alone perform all those tricks.” But
Honeysmart wasn’t snoring. It was beating its wings as fast as it
could. It was humming. And it would take some time for Hall to
understand its significance.

Having finished the dangerous task of recharging the Spider,
Hall decided he would invite September along on his next cruise of
the Web. He would have to tell him about Honeysmart of course, but
he couldn’t keep its existence a secret forever. And besides,
whatever September was, he had never known him to betray a
confidence. Who knows, maybe he could help solve some of the more
difficult problems connected with Webotics? More to the point, Hall
was certain that more than one sharp mind would be needed to solve
the mystery of the vanishing Markov Chain.

After completing the first part of its after-dinner nap,
Honeysmart zoomed out of its sticky nest and perched its gross body
on Hall's shoulder. Noticing that the lower part of his ear felt
sticky, the Raider instinctively reached for a cloth and said, “Do
you think I should invite September along on our next cruise.” And
perhaps one other person, he added to himself, wondering how
Honeysmart would react when the time came for it to meet other
humans.

“Yes,” replied the little bird. Dripping nectar all down the
back of Hall's jacket, it added “Okay,” for emphasis.

The Raider beamed. “That’s where the smart honey is. Yes, sir,
nothing is as smart as my little honey.”

This last remark delighted Honeysmart. What a kind creature its
sweet Pirelli was, it thought, as it quickly calculated a zigzag
flight path with a right-hand twist and twirl that would return it
to the nearest pocket, ready for sleep and its favourite dream: a
planet made entirely of nectar, with itself the only
inhabitant.

 



****

 



Later that week, and amazed at the invitation from Hall,
September gingerly boarded the Spider. As incredible as it would
seem to most surfers, the inventor of 
eC had never before been Web-side in a cloud cruiser. He
did know, however, that cloud cruisers had special converter
screens aboard to make the Web visible. Of course, he had listen to
the Web millions of times, but he had never ventured to physically
immerse himself in its virtual body. He also knew that the sight of
the Web was so beautiful it was useless to describe it to anyone
who had not seen it.

Settling into his seat he stared in disbelief at the instrument
panel and wondered how anyone could operate its controls. He felt
entirely out of his depth. He probably would never have agreed to
come if the shock of being asked by Hall had not momentarily
stilled his caution. He, like everyone else, knew that the Raider
never took anyone or anything on the Spider. It was a golden rule;
even the marooned and irreparable info-rafts that Hall often
rescued had to stay in a gondola hard-drive suspended under the
cruiser’s hull. Some said this rule was rigidly enforced because
Hall didn’t want to share his astronomical salvage fees. Others
said he didn’t want anyone to know about the special equipment he
had aboard, equipment that everyone suspected to be unique. The
Raider himself regarded both reasons as true. 

Furthermore, and unbeknown to September, aboard the Spider
Honeysmart was allowed to fly around and speak at will. Hall was
far from ready to let the world know about Webotics before he had
solved all its problems, and registered the process in his own
name. This was not just vanity on his part. The world’s richest
man, Charles Fence, head of WAYS, had already begun to snoop around
hoping to sniff out something new about Hall's work with computer
designs. The Raider, for his part, was determined the likes of
Fence were not going to steal any of his ideas. “No sir,” he often
said to Honeysmart whenever he thought of Fence’s snooping, “no
glorified telephone operator is going to get his Velcro fingers on
your sticky little body, not if Pirelli Hall has anything to say
about it.”

Unaware of this threat and promise, September stopped gripping
his seat like a man marked for death and said, “How fast does this
thing go, Pirelli?”

“Pick a number.”

“What?”

Taking pity on his passenger, the Raider explained that cruisers
like his could go at any speed short of the speed of light. Not
that they couldn’t start at the speed of light and accelerate, that
was easily within their range. It was just that they couldn’t
accelerate right up to that speed: something about acquiring too
much density as they closed in on light speed. However, the normal
velocity if the pilot started below the speed of light was One
Webba Note, or 100,000 miles per thought in the old measurement.


As it happened, on several occasions Hall had in fact needed to
start his cruiser at light speed and then accelerate, but he didn’t
intend to disclose how he discovered that to someone as bright as
September. Hall was, if nothing else, possessive about the
discoveries that contributed to his success. Besides, the instant
transformation of matter into light, and then instantly reversing
this process at the same time as accelerating the reformed matter
took some time to cope with, let alone accept as normal.
Fortunately, from Hall's commercial point of view, he suspected
that becoming light for a split-second would not be everyone's cup
of tea. When, many years later, his discovery was finally made
known to the world, his suspicions proved correct. For countless
centuries humans had been revering light, but that didn't mean they
wanted to become it, even for a split-second. Such is the
fickleness of prayer.

However, September wasn’t going to let the Raider’s remark about
light speed slip pass without some challenge. “That’s nothing but
fantastic nonsense, that stuff about going faster than the speed of
light.”

“Too true,” replied Hall. “Just making sure you hadn’t gone to
sleep on me, Benny, old boy.”

September screwed up his face at the Raider. Hall’s a raving
lunatic. Why had he ever agreed to cruise with him? He must have
been more depressed than he realized?

Fearful that his companion was slipping back into his usual
mournful mood, Hall began to distract him by explaining the
features of the controls on the main console. “As someone at WAYS
discovered, the basic propulsion principle of a cloud cruiser is
that it always goes toward the loudest virtual sound within a two
mile radius. Now, the blue glowing circles to your right control
the starboard baffle-plates fitted to the outside of the cruiser.
Those orange ones on your left work the port plates. The two
hundred plates on both sides of the hull are virtual sound
attractors and repulses. Each separate plate has a corresponding
circle on the control panel. By channelling some virtual sounds and
blocking others we more or less steer the cruiser where we want it
to go.”

“For Web’s sake, what do you mean by more or less?” cried
September, unaware that he had slipped into the semi-religious Web
language that was one of Hall’s distinguishing traits.

“Careful you don’t take the Web’s name in vain, Benny,” replied
Hall in mock shock. September still looked dumbfounded so the
Raider soldiered on. “When I said more or less I was referring to
the fact that the pilot has to play the instrument panel like an
old fashion piano to get the cruiser to go in a particular
direction. You see, Benny, we are always dealing with millions of
different virtual noises when we are on the Web. It therefore takes
a lot of practice to work the controls because these noises come at
you from every direction. And they come very quickly, too quickly
for the brain on its own to register direction, volume, disorder,
and type, all at the same time.”

“So, it is only after years of practice, concentrated listening
and cautious experiments, that a pilot develops what I like to
call, Web-memory. At that point, just like any gifted pianist, the
pilot is in a position to play the speed at which he or she wishes
to travel through the Web. The pilot also develops a certain touch
that is like a signature to his or her playing. I can tell for
instance who is piloting a cruiser just by the way the cruiser is
moving and what speed it is doing.”

“Oh, and one other thing. I’ve recently reprogrammed my Tappers
so the combination of the sequences I can play has been increased
by a factor of ten. Of course, it took me a little while to master
this new range. But you’ll be pleased to know that I’ve been
thinking of increasing it by another factor, perhaps twenty this
time.” That will burn a few of his synapses, chuckled Hall to
himself. It always paid to let the crew know who the Captain was
right from the word go. He overlooked the fact that apart from
Honeysmart he had never had a crew aboard the Spider. Fortunately,
few of his beliefs needed to take note of past realities in order
to be truthful in the present virtual world where he spent most of
his time. 

September gazed at Hall, his face betraying his thoughts.
Playing the speed. What the devil did that mean? And then
increasing this playing sequence by a factor of ten and perhaps one
day by twenty?

“Well, Benny,” said Hall, sidestepping his companions unsaid
doubts and barely able to conceal his amusement, “shall we shoot
along to Web-side or would you like me to show you some of the
other controls?”

“Err...no, thank-you,” quickly answered September. “I think it
would be quite acceptable if we got underway. After all, it can’t
be much fun for you having to explain to a novice like me something
as 
basic as the operational procedures of a cloud
cruiser.”

“No, not much fun, sure to the Web of that. Still, I’d be happy
to continue if you’d like me to?” 

“No, no, no, take her out, err...please, of course, take her
out,” stuttered September, fearful of any more explanations about
this gossamer bubble and its fantastic gadgetry.

“Okay,” said Honeysmart, appearing for the first time since
September had boarded the Spider.

“God save me. Please God, do it Now!” begged September as he
toppled off his seat in a dead faint.

“Well, my nectar-soaked mutant, I think you did it that time,”
shrieked Hall through tears of laughter. “Old Benny’s Webbed-out.
Boy oh boy, has he Webbed-Out but good...?”

“Yes,” agreed Honeysmart. 

With a start September regained consciousness at approximately
the same rate he had lost it. He groped for his seat, lifted
himself of the deck, and sat in silence for one whole second.
“Pirelli, what is that...that flying thing that resembles a blob of
honey with eyes,” he spluttered as Honeysmart executed a relatively
simple inverted torus shape in the air above Hall's head.

“Careful,” growled the Raider, for the first time realizing that
it was one thing for him to scold his electronic mutant, quite
another for a stranger to take the same liberties.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude,” said September. “I just lost
my senses for a moment. Let me rephrase my question. What is that
amazing little creature that just spoke to me?”

Puffed up with pride Hall answered, “That, my dear Web admirer,
is Honeysmart, the first Webotic in history. The electronic beret
on the back of its head is a modified Tapper that has made the
little beggar into the first truly super-intelligent animal, bird
or otherwise, that has ever graced this Web blessed planet.
Unfortunately, nature being what it is, the small delight has a
very tiny voice box. So, it can only utter three words, Yes, No,
and Okay. But as you will no doubt come to hear while you’re aboard
this cruiser, its vocabulary is more than adequate for all
occasions.”

September gaped, marvelling at the extraordinary, honey-gold
creature now fluttering about over his head. The occasional drop of
nectar landed on his clothes but he was too stunned to notice this
thoughtful seasoning. “Pirelli, you seem to be more than you seem,”
he finally spluttered, for the first time in his life truly
impressed by what someone else had done. “I am beginning to see why
Clarisa was so fond of you.”

Hall pretended he had not heard the other man's compliment.
“Shall we get underway, you old Webolic?” he said, as he tried with
less success to hide the tone of kindness in his voice. “Shall we 
Surf Life, as the saying goes?” 

“Full speed ahead, Pirelli, full speed ahead,” agreed September.
What a complicated character Hall was turning out to be; and that
bird? God! What would Clarisa have said if she knew this old pirate
had a computerized hummingbird as a co-pilot and that it also
talked, more or less?

At that precise moment a banging on the side of the cruiser
startled September. Hall, who had been secretly waiting for this
moment, leaned back in his seat and tapped his fingers on the
console. The port hatch immediately swung open to reveal a woman in
a Web Detective’s uniform. Her insignia marked her as a Commander,
first class. The insignia, a small spider’s web made of gold,
sported three sapphires and a ruby. The sapphires represented
separate acts of extreme bravery; the ruby indicated that a comrade
had fallen to save her life. The comrade had been her father.

At the sight of his second guest Hall beamed and bowed. “Welcome
aboard the Spider, Alexia, my Peach-Of-All-Orchards,” he said in
his most captivating voice. 

September’s eyes rolled upwards. Peach-Of-All-Orchards.
Impossible to imagine where Hall had gotten that drivel from, let
alone thinking anyone would be impressed by it?

As the detective stepped through the hatch Honeysmart came
hurtling out of Hall's top pocket, took one look at the new arrival
and yelled, “Yes.”

The Web Detective fainted straight into Hall's arms. He shot an
appreciative wink at Honeysmart. “Here we go again,” he said,
making a mental note to increase Honeysmart’s nectar allowance.

When his guest had regained consciousness, Hall explained the
miracle of the flying voice that had now landed on her lap. He also
allowed her to pat Honeysmart. He then gave her a cloth to wipe the
nectar from her hand. After this little ritual, he turned to
September.

“Allow me the pleasure of introducing the most delightful person
in the known universe, virtual or otherwise. Meet Alexia Undici,
who for your information is head of all Web Detectives. Meet the
woman who has been trying to arrest me for Web raiding ever since
she joined the force.”

“Very pleased to meet you, err, Detective Undici, err, excuse
me, may I call you Alexia?” stammered September, a little taken
aback by the strangely familiar face before him.

“Alexia, I would like you to meet Professor Benthos September,
alias Benny,” continued Hall.

“Not,
 The Benthos September,” Undici cried incredulously, “the
one who invented 
eC?”

“None other, my Dearest Apple,” beamed Hall.

“Professor, Benny, can I call you Benny? Please, call me Alexia,
all my friends do.”

“Okay, you two, that’s enough of this bumbling modesty nonsense;
Web take me away in your waves, you’ve even driven Honeysmart off
its nectar with all this gibberish. Can I call you Alexia, can I
call you Benny. Bah. You two have absolutely no style, none at
all,” quibbled Hall.

“So says, Mr-Peach-Of-All-Orchards,” laughed September. 

“Or should that be, Mr-Dearest Apple?” added Undici.

“You know, Pirelli, I think you have a fruit fetish, and it’s
somehow connected to your view of women,” ribbed September.

“Would you like to bite me, just a teeny weenie little bit?”
asked Undici, gleeful of the chance to rattle the great Pirelli
Hall.

“Yes,” shouted Honeysmart, not wishing to be left out of the
game.

Mistaking this for some strange sexual request, Hall and his
companions erupted into laughter. The bird with the silicon hat
tried to shrug off their mirth by diving upside down and backwards
into one of the Raider's pockets. The subsequent successful landing
caused a large amount of nectar to become momentarily airborne. It
looped upwards and then fell back down, straight into a
strategically placed beak.

After a moment Hall stopped laughing and said in a serious
voice, “Alexia, Benny, I asked you both to come aboard because I’ve
reason to believe that the Web is being manipulated, and I’m not
talking about the usual power surges. Rather, I strongly suspect
that someone plans to take complete control of the Web before
anyone realizes that they’re doing it.”

“What?” shouted Undici and September.

“I know, Benny," continued Hall, "you thought that we were only
concerned with one vanishing Markov Chain. And we are. But take the
next step. If a Markov Chain has vanished, and if that’s supposed
to be impossible, then it must have had some help. Ergo, someone or
something gave it a push, so to speak. Where it is now and how it
was moved I don’t yet know, but that’s what I’m going to find out.
I can think of only two reasons why anyone would want to move a
Markov Chain. One, they want to control a particular field of
information. Or two, they want to control the Web itself. Multiply
the first step and the second is inevitable. We therefore have to
assume the worst: Someone wants to run the Web, wants to control
its ability to create and direct communication.”

Hall's companions sat in silence. They knew he was right. If a
Markov Chain had been moved then it could only be for the reasons
stated. 

“Are you sure the Web can be run, as you put it?” asked
Undici.

“Yes,” answered Honeysmart as it flew out of its hideaway.

Hall spun around in his seat and stared at Honeysmart.
“Wonderful Web, you know how its being done, don’t you, you
aerobatics genius? You have known all along haven’t you?” he cried
with total admiration for the winged miracle as it hovered directly
in front of his face without altering its position one dotcom.

“Yes,” repeated Honeysmart. At that, it started to beat its
wings with incredible speed. Louder and louder their humming grew.
For several minutes it kept up this frantic act. Then it fell
lifeless at Hall's feet. 

The Raider let out a wild cry when he saw the bird crash to the
floor. Bending down with a speed that belied his size and age, he
picked up Honeysmart as gently as anything he had ever handled in
his life. Feeling its heartbeat he yelled out, “The little devil is
still alive. Aren’t you, you delicious nectar-soaked weirdo? Answer
me, you feathered coated, honey-stained barrel, before I cut off
your supply of nectar.”

“Yes,” gasped the semi-conscious mutant, alarmed at hearing its
greatest fear.

“I don’t get it, Pirelli, what was all that about?” asked
September. He too was upset at the thought that Honeysmart had come
close to killing itself with all its frenetic activity.

“Honeysmart was telling us that whoever is controlling the Web
is doing it with sound,” answered the Raider still holding the bird
and stroking it gently. “It’s sound, Benny, they’re doing it with
sound.”

“My god, Pirelli, that little bird nearly killed itself to tell
you that,” Undici exclaimed. “It was prepared to sacrifice its life
to save the Life of the Web.”

“I know, Alexia, Webbing doesn’t come cheap,” replied Hall as he
kissed his feathered helper on its tiny cheek and got a mouthful of
nectar for his trouble. “It never comes cheap.”
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