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Nobility and love: she never compromised.

Preface for
The Hacker and the Ants,
Release 2.0

I finished the first version of
The Hacker and the Ants
in early 1993. At that time I'd recently been laid off after three pleasant years of work at the computer software company Autodesk, Inc.

It's worth mentioning that in Silicon Valley, the word “hacker” is often still used in its original sense of “a fanatically dedicated and inventive programmer” rather than the modern, corrupted sense of “a computer criminal.” The protagonist of
The Hacker and the Ants
is mostly the former, with only a touch of the latter.

The “ants” of the title were inspired by a program called boppers.exe which I wrote for Autodesk. The program was designed to demonstrate the principles of artificial life, and is now available for free download from
www.rudyrucker.com
. The program shows artificial ant critters which evolve and get better at their tasks. What kinds of tasks? In one of the program's settings, the red ants try to bump into the green ants' trails and avoid the blue ants' trails. Not quite like designing industrial robots, but it's a start.

True to the tinkering hacker spirit, I've freely revised
The Hacker and the Ants
for its republication by Four Walls Eight Windows. It seems reasonable to refer to this edition as “Release 2.0.”

One change was to remove any anachronisms that might have made the book seem twentieth rather than twenty-first century. Given that the basic ideas of the book are futuristic, I wanted to at least keep it contemporary.

A second change was to clarify the descriptions of how to evolve better robots. In doing this, I drew on some useful suggestions made by my friend John Walker. I did not, however, use all of John's ideas; when you've finished reading
The Hacker and the Ants
, you might enjoy looking at his alternate ending for the book posted on his website
www.fourmilab.ch
.

A third group of changes had to do with making Jerzy Rugby a more pleasant person and giving him a more coherent emotional life. But don't hope for too much in the way of self-awarenessâ€”Jerzy's still just a hacker.

A final change was to add a sentence indicating the path by which the robots of
The Hacker and the Ants
lead to the robots of my novel
Software
.

It's a special pleasure to have this new edition out with a cover by my daughter, Georgia Rucker, of
www.pinkdesigninc.com
. Many thanks to John Oakes of Four Walls Eight Windows for his support.

Â 

Rudy Rucker
Los Gatos. California
August 18, 2002

ONE

The Dark Dream

M
ONDAY MORNING WHEN I ANSWERED THE door there were twenty-one new real estate agents there, all in horrible polyester gold jackets. They came swarming in and scattered to every corner of my great dry-rotted California manse. Several of them had video cameras. What a thing to wake up to.

I'd been tenaciously renting the place for two and a half years despite the fact that the Indiana owner (a Mr. Nutt) continuously had it up for sale. I tried to make it hard for people to get in to look at the house, and even if an agent did manage to bring a client inside, the place had enough flaws (termites, bad foundation, bad plumbing) that nobody had wanted to buy it yet.

Sooner or later, each agent gave up, but then before long a new Realtor would stumble over the listing and come bustling in, eager to make a fat commissionâ€”perhaps as much as forty thousand dollarsâ€”by moving me out. The one here today was a frozen-faced five-foot-four yuppie blond. She'd been here before. Her name was Susan Poker and she was blandly bent on making
my life so miserable that I would move out to make her activities easier.

“I appreciate your working with us on this, Mr. Rugby,” she told me after herding her twenty-one agents in through my door. She wore a dark blue skirt, a frilly white blouse and, as a mark of rank, no gold blazer. She had a gold watch and small but heavy gold earrings. She stood on my front stoop, her sunglasses impenetrable in the bright April sun, her face a mask of peach and tan makeup with thin, bright red lips. She showed her joined teeth as a gesture for a smile.

If I describe Susan Poker so particularly, it does not mean that I found her attractive. My emotions toward her were the opposite of love at first sight. This feeling for Susan Poker was of such intensity that had it been love, I would have proposed to marry her. But as things truly stood, it was my fervent wish never to see her again or, failing that, to crush her like a bug.

Actually, I'd been feeling that way about lots of people lately. My wife Carol had left me two months ago, the bitch, and I was having trouble adjusting to life alone. One of our teenagers was at college, and the other two had gone with Carol, who was living with her boyfriend in a cheesy condo on the east side of the Valley. She had a job teaching English as a Second Language to Latinos and Vietnamese. I'd kept the big house so the kids could still have their own rooms here when they visited or stopped by after school, but this weekend the two highschoolers had stayed with Carol, the brats. Being all alone, I'd hacked all day every day as usual. Sleep was the only slack I ever had, and Susan Poker had woken me up too early.

“Why did you bring so many agents?” said I, essaying a tone of testy befuddlement. “And why do they have cameras?” My personal robot Studly sidled up behind me
to peer out at Susan Poker, and then whipped around to tag after our unwanted guests.

“Some of them are new,” said Susan Poker. “We're using your property for training today. It could set off some networking. The property's been so terribly slow to move . . . I think heroic measures are called for. And the videocams? We want to get a data base so we can give browsers a virtual walk-through to decide if they want to view.” Her well-shod foot tappity-tapped the metal lockbox that she'd recently bolted to the outside of my house, down on the ground next to my front door. “With the key in here, agents will be able to come and go when you're not home. We'll be as little bother to you as possible.” She rummaged in her double-jointed beige leather purse and drew out a gold stylus and a digital assistant. “What are your work hours? I want to put some times in the listing; times when you'll be out of the house.” She poised her stylus and glanced up at me. “Another thought. If I can get it cleared with the branch office, I want to set up an Open House for as many Saturdays and Sundays of this month as you and I can handle.” She scrunched her nose to indicate pluckiness.

“That's impossible!” I exclaimed. “It's all impossible. I work at home; I never leave. And I don't want Realtors letting themselves in. And as for an Open House . . .”

“Looky out back, Donny,” yelled one of the novice Realtors, a lean bumpkin with a Western accent. “Thar's a crick!” Far from a creek, it was a dry gully. This overlaying of idiotic errors onto my own perceptual space was insufferable.

“I have a rental contract!” I shouted at Susan Poker. “If someone wants to come in here, they have to call me twenty-four hours in advance, and set up an appointment. It's in my contract! No exceptions!”

“Mr. Rugby, I'm friends with a young couple who are
looking for a place to rent. If you're unwilling to cooperate, I'm sure I can move them in here.” She turned huffily and strode to her idling Mercedes diesel, there theatrically to pick up her cellular phone. The really killing thing about this performance was that Susan Poker had not yet even talked to Mr. Nutt, the home's owner. She was a plastic-faced scavenger with no moral authority to harass me.

The voices and footsteps of the twenty-one new agents went on and on. Several of them handed me cards, gave encouraging winks, or tried to start conversations. Though but larvae and pupae of the species Realtor, they were frighteningly reminiscent of the adult vermin. Several of them commented on Studly the personal robot, marveling at his ability to follow them up and down my stairs. They'd never seen anything like Studly before, and no wonder, as he was an experimental prototype for a product that had yet to reach the market.

Finally the front door slammed and it was over, though two raggedly linked knots of Realtors lingered outside, chatting. I went and dead-bolted the doors, lest. one of the agents gets the house key from the lockbox and comes back in.

I headed back toward my computer, located in the sun porch off the rear master bedroom. Time to hack some more.

My current job was with GoMotion Incorporated of Santa Clara, California. GoMotion got its start selling kits for a self-guiding dune buggy called the Iron Camel. The kit was a computer software CD that was like an interactive three-dimensional blueprint along with assembly instructions. GoMotion kit software used electronic mail to order all the parts you'd need, and it guided you step-by-step through the assembly, calling in registered building helpers if you needed them. Once you
got the thing built, our kit would load intelligent software into the vehicle's processor board, and you'd have a dune buggy that could drive itself. Various models of the Iron Camel had sold one and a half million units worldwide!

GoMotion had hired me a year earlier to help develop a new product: a kit and software for a customized personal robot called the Veep. The preliminary design work was all being done in virtual reality; instead of building lots of expensive prototype machines, GoMotion liked to put together computer models of machines that could be tested out inside cyberspace.

My contribution to the Veep project was to use artificial life techniques as a means of evolving better algorithms for the Veep. The idea behind artificial life was to create a lot of different versions of a program and to let the versions compete, mutate, and reproduce until eventually a winner emerged. In certain situationsâ€”like figuring out the best way to set a thousand nonlinearly coupled numerical parametersâ€”a-life was the best way to go, although not everyone in the business believed this. I owed my job at GoMotion to the fact that Roger Coolidge, the superhacker founder of the company, was a vigorous a-life enthusiast, actively engaged in a series of experiments with electronic ant farms.
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