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Prologue
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Gee Whizz! Am I glad that this Trade Fair has finally come to an end! You will recall that I, Ah-to – or Naka Robotto 15.20.20.15 – Medium Robotto, Otto – was last seen in action on the IBA Trade fair for bakers and confectioners in Munich, Germany. There, on the last day of the fair, a dark-haired, smartly dressed gentleman, by the name of Uwe Fischer had come to the Exhibition stand and introduced himself to the factory owner of Advanced Intelligence Robotics (AIR), Mr. Suzuki Shushumi, and handed him a small box. At that time, I was extremely busy in assisting our ten robots with demonstrating the 3-D confectionery printers. It was only after some hours later that I

had a chance to ask Suzuki: “What’s in the box?”

“The Next Generation, Ah-to,” was his enigmatic reply, “the Next Generation.”

That’s all he said, clutching the box as if it were filled with precious jewels.
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Chapter One
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My life with the Gushiken family is working out well for me. Kamin, the bright son – near enough my own size – and I, an escaped robot, have become inseparable friends. No, much more than friends, more like brothers – like each other’s shadows.

The boy’s father, Gushiken, Akio, a software programmer, tweaked me shortly after the family adopted me. He doubled my battery pack and installed a one-Terabyte hard-drive with a database capacity that makes me, almost – yes, almost – human.

But you know all that. Let me get on with what transpired after we returned from Germany with that small box in Suzuki’s possession.

“Ah-to,” Akio says to me one morning on his way out, “can you come to the factory in an hour? Suzuki and I want to talk with you about your future.”

“My future? Why? There is nothing wrong with the here and now. Why do you need to look into a crystal ball and predict my future? Why not let things play out naturally?”

He looks at me sharply, as if to say: One more peep out of you, and I put you into snooze mode. So I bow my head, press the palms of my hands in front of my chest, and say: “Yes, sir.”

Kamin and his mother Keiko look at each other and after Akio is out of earshot, enquire: “Ah-to, what was that all about?”

I shrug. “How am I to know? I am not clairvoyant?” Allow me to digress here for a moment. The name “Otto”,

my given name, is a very common name in Germany. When Akio first deciphered my name from my final inspection sticker #15.20.20.15 – OTTO, Keiko pronounced it the Japanese way: “Ah-to”, which means wealth, or rich. To cut a
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long story short, I decided to use, the far more melodic, “Ah-to” in its written and spoken form.


Meanwhile, back to the story.


Spot on, one hour later, I walk into the reception foyer of the AIR factory. A smiling receptionist waves me through with a cheerful: “Good morning Ah-to, go on up.”

(Did you hear that? “Ah-to”, not “Otto”. Oh, it’s so good to be back in Tokyo!)

“Good morning, Ah-to, they are expecting you,” says Mr. Suzuki’s well coifed, elderly secretary, who guards his inner sanctum.

“Here you are,” says Suzuki, pointing to a chair in front of his desk, while smoothing down his long, white hair. Seated at right angles, on the short side of the desk, Akio is playing with the small box, now open, which I had first seen in Suzuki’s hands in Munich. The contents consist of a slim, rectangular, dull-grey block with two terminals, which now lies on a blotter between them.


“Is that my future?” I can’t help myself asking.


“Not just yours: all of our futures are in there,” says Suzuki, gleaming with excitement, “the ultimate, solid-state battery. With that small box you will run forever – well, not quite forever, but close to it and recharge in minutes.”


“No need to snooze, then?” I give Akio a pointed look.


“No need to snooze ever again. You just switch from one to the other and keep on going.”


“Is that my future? To keep on going?” I ask Akio.


“That’s part of it, but there is more,” he replies, aware of the curved ball I am throwing at him, but not up to catching it.

“Can you please tell me more?” I ask, the suspense creeping up on me like a caterpillar climbing a small twig. If only I might know what’s coming my way.


Even with my advanced databank, my head is starting to spin.


It’s as if I’m listening to a lecture in a foreign language.

“Stop, please, slow down,” I beg, after looking into their feverish eyes and listening to their excited voices for close on an hour.


“Hold it,” cries Suzuki, stopping Akio in mid-sentence. “He is


only a computer, not a scientist; he hasn’t seen what we have seen in the last couple of days.”


Now I have heard it all: “Only a computer? Only a computer?


After all I have done for you?”

“Sorry, Ah-to, I did not mean it like that,” Suzuki quickly amended, “It’s just that you have not seen what we have witnessed with our own eyes: robots moving as graceful as ballerinas, picking up miniscule parts and massive loads of over 50 kilograms.”

Akio adds: “Soft, pliable body parts – all 3-D printed from composite light-weight materials. I’m sorry, but we can’t take you there for fear of contamination. We ourselves had to strip right down; I mean right down to stark naked. Then we were disinfected in a shower of scalding hot water; stuck into sterile clothing; and given hair nets, face masks, and gloves to wear. Our cleanliness in this factory is like a scrapyard by comparison.”


“Oh, wow,” is all I can reply to that much fuss.


Akio continued. “The lady robotics research scientist said, however, that we must all come to Hiroshima, to their Institute. There it is less critical; here in Tokyo they print and assemble all the inner, moving, parts.”

“When can we go?” I urge, now also becoming curious as to what this is all about. OK, I am not a ballerina – more like a careful, mature human being – but I can move. Kamin even taught me to skip. I do all my chores and I don’t have to be a ballerina to clean the apartment or carry the Special’s board of the bakery up and down the arcade. If it means a trip to Hiroshima, I will not complain. Then I stop myself. “Did you say, a lady robotics researcher? A lady designing robots? She must be very smart.”

“The smartest, most knowledgeable woman – in fact, not just a woman, I can say ‘human being’ I have ever met.”

“Smarter than you?” I ask Suzuki. I mean, he designed me, he is my creator – and she is smarter than him? Wow! I can’t wait to tell Kamin about her when he gets home from school.

Back in the apartment, after my lengthy outing, I quickly make up the futons and tidy the kitchen. Kamin comes in, out of breath as usual, because he insists on running up the stairs, instead of taking the elevator to the fourth floor. I hand him a glass of water, as he shrugs off his satchel.
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“Better sit down,” I tell him, “guess what?”


“No need, because you are going to tell me anyway,” he grins, scrounging around in the refrigerator for something to eat. Personally, I think it is a terrible human habit – eating and drinking! If they had batteries like me, it would save so much time. Seeing that he is in one of his flippant moods, I say nothing, turn, and go to our own room. He follows me like a puppy dog.

“Are you going to tell me, or must I let your batteries go flat?” he demands.

Now that I have his undivided attention, I stretch out luxuriously on his freshly made futon. I normally snooze in one corner of our room, next to a plug, where I can recharge my batteries. I can see that he is starting to boil, so – not looking for trouble – I get up and say, “We, your parents, Suzuki, you and I, are going to Hiroshima.”


“What?! When?! Why?!” he bellows.


“That’s three questions,” I say. “What? You heard me right. When? As soon as your father can get you out of school for a day. Why? To look at our future.”


I can see he is grappling with what he thinks I have told him. “You aren’t joking, are you?” Kamin says.


I raise my right hand toward the ceiling, “Nothing but the truth,” I swear solemnly, but then feeling sorry for him, I proceed to tell him the whole story; verbatim, word for word.


I realise that I have lost him when he asks: “A lady robot?” “Not a lady robot,” I correct him, “a lady robot researcher.” “Smarter than my father and Mr Suzuki?”

I nod. “Yes, that threw me as well – I can’t wait to meet her.” “I would not be so sure, if I were you. She may just see you for


what you are – one big dummy!”

It is just as well that Akio walks in and separates us, before any damage is done.

“Boys, boys, stop it at once, he says. How can we possibly take you to the Institute in Hiroshima if you behave like this?”

“Are we really going?” asks Kamin, pushing his shirt back into his jeans.

“Yes, we are going on Sunday,” Akio confirms. “The Institute is open seven days a week to give members that have full-time jobs

elsewhere a chance to study. It is also good for us, because your mother and I don’t lose time at work, and you don’t miss out on classes.”

“Shame,” I hear Kamin mutter under his breath, but that mood soon passes.

Because I do not need to eat, I am asked to repeat the whole story for Keiko’s benefit at the dinner table. It turns out that her biggest concern is what she might have to wear.

This is another human trait I cannot understand. I look exactly the same every day and yet nobody has ever asked me if I only possess one outfit.


Humans!
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Chapter Two
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At 4.00 a.m. on Sunday morning, Kamin takes me off snooze. “Rise and shine!” he shouts, pulling on his blue jeans with one hand, while groping for his sneakers with the other. “The Nozomi Shinakansen, the bullet train to Kyoto and Hiroshima leaves from 6 o’clock, hurry! Suzuki will be downstairs with a taxi at a quarter- past five.”

I walk to our shared desk, pick up a spare, fully-charged, battery pack, and walk to the, still dark living-room to do my thing: lights on, kettle on, teapot out, green tea in, three cups on the centre table – done. Boiling water into the tea pot, stir twice, place on the mat in the centre of the table – done. Like clockwork, day in, day out – just like a robot, I think, suppressing a smile.

“Good morning, Ah-to,” says Akio, closely followed by an always-smiling Keiko, beautifully dressed in tan slacks and a floral blouse, with a pullover draped across her shoulders. Sipping their tea, they peruse the timetable.

“It’s going to be a long day,” Akio remarks. “Four hours gets us into Hiroshima by 10.00. The last train leaves at 7.30 p.m. It will be well after midnight before we get back.”

“Do I have to go to school on Monday?” Kamin pleads, forever chancing his luck. Like a glance from the Medusa, a sharp “yes” from his father turns that subject stone dead.

Smartly dressed in a black business suit and tie, Suzuki is waiting for us in a minibus-taxi at the kerbside.

“Good morning all,” he greets us cheerfully as we climb in behind him.

The driver knows from which platform our bullet departs and drops us off well in time. I have never seen a bullet train before; only the Metro underground trains. At least now I know why it is called a “bullet”: one could not find a better word to describe this train. It does not stand like a Metro train; nor does it sit on the rails: it crouches next to the platform, ready to explode in a burst

of controlled power.

Our seats are spacious and comfortable and, once we have left the station, we pass through the suburbs at a reasonable speed, enough to feel oneself being pushed back into the seat.

“Check the speedometer up there.” Kamin points to a large dial, mounted onto the partition wall of the compartment in front of us: 220 ... 250 ... 280 ... 300 ... finally settling down at 320 kilometres per hour. The landscape becomes such a blur that it is hard to separate the different shapes, unless I look ahead or behind. Looking to the side, I see nothing but horizontal streaks. What a beautiful sensation is such a speed! I think to myself. And yet so quiet, nothing like the slow (not really), rumbling (not really) Metro trains. On the bullet train one loses ones sense of perception.

Four hours later, we are met at the station by a road transport driver holding up a signboard which reads: Suzuki/ Gushiken.

“That’s us,” Kamin waves and, since we have no luggage, we pile straight in. Once out of central Hiroshima and its high- and low-rise business buildings, our drive takes us through beautifully maintained suburbs with tree-lined streets, before stopping at a security gate at the entrance to a wide driveway. Our minibus is surrounded by laughing, strolling, skate–boarding, and cycling young people, some on electric scooters, all dressed in blue or black jeans and T-shirts displaying a circle with three bold central letters: OMI, which (we are told by our driver) stands for the Open Mind Institute. None of us could have known what a massive impact this day will have upon all of us.
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Chapter Three
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Our transport stops outside a large circular building with an imposing glass entrance portal. There to greet us is a youngish man, maybe in his thirties, dressed like all the others, in jeans and OMI T-shirt.

“Good morning,” he says, “welcome to the OMI, I am Noriaki. Please feel free to use my given name, which is customary here because we like to keep things informal. Our egos are normally left at the gatehouse.”

As he is about to continue, an elderly gentleman with a shock of unruly white hair reminiscent of Albert Einstein passes by but then stops and makes a double turn.


“Shushumi,” he beams, “how good it is to see you again.” “Jacques,” replies Suzuki, “I had not dared hoping to see you


today, your being such a busy man.”

Turning to us, Suzuki says: “Please meet Professor Jacques Sagan, the last remaining founder and soul of this institute.”

We come forward, one by one, and shake the gentleman’s hand. Gripping my hard, plastic hand, he says: “We can change that for you, if you like.” I did not really understand what he meant until later in the day.

After barely two minutes of pleasantries, however, he excuses himself and rushes off. Noriaki looks after him fondly, like a son would look after his father.

We step through the glass portal, to be confronted by an immense and translucent sculpture of the human brain resting on a globe of our planet: The Open Mind. This picture
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