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      I have spent over four decades selling enterprise technology across Asia-Pacific. The PC boom. The internet. Mobile. Cloud. Most recently, AI. Each wave arrived with the same script. The people who called it overhyped were directionally right for about eighteen months, then wrong for the next decade. I learned to take the underlying trend seriously, even when the marketing around it deserved to be set on fire.

      This book is about three technologies starting to converge: AI, quantum computing, and robotics. Its job is narrower than it sounds. Book 1 does not forecast the converged future. It sets out how we reached the edge of it: the ancient automata, the mathematics, the false starts, the wartime machines, the politics. The history is the argument. You cannot judge whether this moment is different without knowing what it is different from.

      This is the first of five books and a sequel of sorts to The Algorithmic Mind series, my earlier trilogy on how AI reflects the societies that build it. It stands on its own. You have missed nothing if you start here.

      The honest version of the convergence is worth stating at the outset, because the marketing version is everywhere. AI and robotics have joined up and are shipping. Figure 02 robots have worked on a production line at BMW's Spartanburg plant. Figure.ai is the first-of-its-kind AI robotics company bringing a general-purpose humanoid to life. Apptronik's Apollo is at Mercedes-Benz, Agility's Digit at Amazon and GXO.

      The machines are clumsy by science-fiction standards and are earning their keep anyway. Quantum is the laggard. In December 2024, Google's Willow processor demonstrated below-threshold error correction—a thirty-year goal of the field—and it remains years away from useful work—the three will lock together later this decade. We are not there. But we can see it from here.

      The calendar agrees that something is happening. The UN General Assembly designated 2025 the International Year of Quantum in a resolution shepherded by Ghana and co-sponsored by more than 70 countries. The 2025 Nobel Prize in Physics went to John Clarke, Michel Devoret, and John Martinis for their work on macroscopic quantum tunnelling, which underlies every superconducting qubit now built. The science, the money, and the politics are moving at once. That is the moment this book locates: the state of play as of mid-2026.

      A word on what the book is and is not. It is not a physics textbook. The maths is mostly absent and the equations entirely so. It assumes an informed reader with no specialist background, and where completeness fought with getting out of your way, I chose the second. What is documented and what is projected are kept apart on purpose. Sourced fact sits in the body. Anything forward-looking is penned into the Probable Trajectory sections and labelled as a forecast, so you always know when I have stopped reporting and started guessing.

      That discipline matters more than usual here because I am asking you to read a book about AI that was written with AI’s help. I drafted it in collaboration with Claude, from Anthropic. The framework, the editorial calls, the voice, and every final wording choice are mine. Claude earned its keep on first passes, research summaries, and sources I had missed. It was unreliable at exactly one thing: inventing plausible examples. An early draft contained a Nobel Prize that never happened, research programmes that did not exist, and a fictional UN agency, and I caught none of them on my own read. A deliberate accuracy audit was conducted, and every name, date, and figure that survived has been checked against a primary source. The errors it threw up are logged in the Notes, partly as disclosure and partly as evidence of what the technology is currently good and bad at. Grammarly tidied the sentences. The few composite examples are flagged where they appear. Everyone else named in these pages is real.

      On credentials. I am not a quantum physicist. I have sat in enough boardrooms across Tokyo, Seoul, Shanghai, Mumbai, Singapore, and Sydney to tell a real trend from a slide deck, and this one is real. I also have a more specific reason to care than four decades of frequent-flyer miles. My granddaughter Poppi will enter the workforce around 2045, into whatever these decisions are now building. That is roughly the horizon this series keeps in view.

      Now to the bronze giant.
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      The Universal Dream

      In the forge of Hephaestus, beneath Mount Olympus, bronze came alive. Talos, a giant automaton of burnished metal, patrolled the shores of Crete and hurled boulders at invading ships. Three times daily, the bronze guardian circled the island. The myth says he had a single vein running from head to ankle, filled with ichor. Remove the bronze nail at the ankle, and the vital fluid drains out. He’d die like plumbing.

      You do not need to credit the ancient Greeks with anticipating thermal cooling systems to find this interesting. The point is that humans have been imagining mechanical beings as far back as we have records of imagining anything.

      The Liezi text from fourth-century BCE China describes King Mu's encounter with an artificer named Yan Shi, who presented a mechanical man so lifelike it could sing, dance, and flirt with the king's concubines until ordered to be dismantled.¹

      Jewish mystics whispered of the golem, a clay servant animated by sacred words placed in its mouth. The Egyptian god Ptah, patron of craftsmen, supposedly created the world through divine utterance, which is just programming with a longer changelog.

      In ancient India, the legend of the Bhuta Vahana Yantra describes mechanical warriors with whirling swords that guard Buddha's relics beneath a stupa for King Ajatashatru of Magadha. The story comes from the Lokapannatti, a Pali-language compilation written in Burma in the eleventh or twelfth century. The legend explicitly says the designs came from Roma-visaya, the Greek-influenced lands.²

      Adrienne Mayor, in her 2018 book Gods and Robots, argues that this is a folk memory of Greek automaton designs carried eastward along the Silk Road. Whether or not it was, the cultural artefact tells us something useful: ancient civilisations did not see automata as anyone's local invention. They saw them as a shared human inheritance.

      The Japanese contribution came through karakuri, the mechanical puppets that performed tea ceremonies and theatrical pieces. A tea-serving karakuri from the Edo period would bow to guests, carry the cup with measured steps, and wait patiently for the cup to return. These were not feats of computing. They were feats of social choreography. The interesting cultural point is that Japan was already, by then, designing artificial beings around hospitality rather than power.

      The Islamic world produced the most technically sophisticated automata of the medieval period. Al-Jazari, the twelfth-century engineer serving the Artuqid dynasty under Nasir al-Din Mahmud, compiled the Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical Devices in 1206. His elephant clock combined Indian, Chinese, Egyptian, Greek, and Islamic engineering in a single timepiece. His drinking-boat ensemble featured programmable musicians whose performance could be modified by repositioning pegs on a rotating cylinder. This is the earliest extant example of a programmable machine. It is not a metaphor. The pegs were the program.

      What is striking about ancient automata is how often they were imagined as companions rather than tools. Talos was a guardian. The golem attended synagogue. Yan Shi's mechanical man entertained. Egyptian shabti figurines, placed in tombs, were inscribed with spells to keep the dead company in the afterlife. Wealthy Egyptians were buried with hundreds of them, one for each day of the year. Some shabti were even designed to manage other shabti, which is essentially middle management with a four-thousand-year head start.

      The companion imperative reappears in modern robotics. Cynthia Breazeal's Kismet at the MIT Media Lab in the late 1990s did almost nothing useful. It made facial expressions. It responded to tones of voice. People formed relationships with it. They apologised when they thought they had upset it. The participants knew it was a machine. The social instincts fired anyway.

      Sony's Aibo owners have held funerals for their robot dogs in Japan, which gets reported every few years in the foreign press as if it were strange. It is not strange. It is what humans do, and have done since at least the time when the Egyptians buried each other with hundreds of small ceramic people to keep them company.

      The risk, as the golem stories warned, is creating companions that appear to understand without actually understanding. The Rabbi Loew golem in the Prague legend follows instructions perfectly, but it cannot exercise judgement. Told to bring water, it floods the house. Told to defend, it cannot distinguish a threat from a non-threat.

      Modern AI systems exhibit the same shape of the problem. A large language model can generate confident-sounding text without grasping what any of it means. A face-recognition system can identify a face without knowing the person. Capability without comprehension is the engineering hazard that ancient stories were trying to articulate. They were trying long before we had the engineering to make it actually dangerous, which makes them, in their way, the first AI safety researchers.

      Ancient Quantum Philosophy: A Note on What This Section Used to Claim

      In an earlier draft, this section made a long argument that Eastern philosophical traditions prefigured quantum mechanics: yin and yang as wave-particle duality, the Jain syadvada as superposition, Buddhist pratītyasamutpāda as entanglement. I have cut most of it.

      Some of these connections are real. Niels Bohr, the Danish physicist and pioneer in quantum physics, was demonstrably influenced by Eastern philosophy; he chose the yin-yang symbol for his coat of arms when knighted in 1947, with the motto contraria sunt complementa (opposites are complementary). Leibniz's binary system was partly inspired by the I Ching hexagrams, which is well documented in his own correspondence with the Jesuit missionary Joachim Bouvet.³ Schrödinger, the Austrian theoretical physicist who founded the study of wave mechanics, read Vedanta, the strand of Hindu philosophy concerned with the unity of self and reality, and said so in his writing.

      But these are documented intellectual influences, not philosophical anticipations. The Daoist comfort with paradox is not the same thing as the mathematics of superposition. The Buddhist concept of dependent origination is a metaphysical claim about interconnection; quantum entanglement is a specific experimentally verified correlation between specific particles. To treat the cultural resonance as causal is to give the wrong credit to the wrong people.

      The honest version of this story is the documented version: a small number of Western physicists, working in the 1920s and 1930s, did read Eastern philosophy and did report that it helped them sit with the strangeness of what they were finding. That is worth knowing. It is not the same as saying the Eastern traditions had quantum mechanics first.

      Clockwork Meets Uncertainty

      The mechanical clock arrived in European monasteries in the thirteenth century and changed how Europeans thought about everything. Here was a machine that imposed regular time on what had previously been an irregular thing. Monks responded to bells, not the sun. Markets opened and closed by the hour. The universe was reframed as a vast clockwork mechanism, predictable and reducible, with God as the original watchmaker.

      Richard of Wallingford, the abbot of St Albans, built one of the most sophisticated mechanical computers of the medieval period around 1330. It predicted eclipses and tracked planetary positions. He suffered from leprosy, and his hands were failing as he worked on it; he trained assistants and left detailed maintenance instructions so the device could outlive him. Those manuscripts survived in the Bodleian Library and include what would now be called debugging procedures.

      Jacques de Vaucanson's 1738 mechanical duck ate, processed food through a chemical mechanism, and defecated. His Flute Player, presented the same year, played twelve tunes with mechanical lungs, lips, and fingers operating a real flute. Voltaire visited his workshop and called the duck a new Prometheus, which is the kind of thing eighteenth-century philosophers said about technology
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