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I’m an author who creates future worlds inspired by current realities. Writing my novel, Certainty, I spent years studying cutting-edge developments in computers and Artificial Superintelligence.

I placed most of this information in a speech made in Berlin by a 92-year-old character named Jack Lewis. For several drafts, this speech appeared in an appendix found at the end of the book. But the international popularity of my non-fiction e-book, Against Authority, convinced me that the most effective publishing platform was to offer the speech to my readers as an e-book.

I hope that you enjoy reading Machine Thinking. I’m including a prelude from Certainty that describes Jack Lewis and his Berlin location. I’ve lived an unusual life, and I hope that I can survive as long as this crippled, elderly philosopher spinning around in his electric wheelchair.

—John Twelve Hawks
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Prelude
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Arriving in Berlin, Wilson and Laura passed a Stem-flu virus test and left the terminal. “Now what?” Wilson asked. “Where do we go?”

Laura looked around at the passengers exiting the terminal and getting into taxis. “I sent our flight information to someone named Gretel. She told me to turn on my burner phone when we arrived.”

“All this sounds incredibly vague.”

“Get used to it. These are smart people living paranoid lives.”

Laura’s phone beeped a few minutes later and Wilson read a text message: Drachenbrunnen 1800h.

“That means ‘dragon fountain’ in German. There’s a dragon fountain at Oranienplatz in the Kreuzberg district. We need to show up there at 6PM.”

It was late Autumn, and Berlin was cold, grey and rainy. They took a train to Alexanderplatz and walked west. “Keep your e-mask on,” Laura said. “We’re being scanned by the city’s face recognition system.”

Oranienplatz was a large open area with a cluster of modern apartment buildings on the eastern edge of the plaza. After walking around for a while, they discovered the Drachenbrunnen. Instead of a fearsome creature cast in bronze, it was a scaly serpent created from molded concrete. Before the Fall, the dragon’s mouth spat water into a concrete pool, but the pump had been stolen, and the dry pool was filled with a wrecked motor scooter and two discarded baby carriages.

“I guess dragons aren’t what they used to be,” Wilson said. “Now, what do we do?”

Laura sat down on the edge of the foundation. “Wait.”

A half hour before sunset, young women and men wandered across the square and gathered near the dragon. Most of them wore e-masks and red flannel hunting hats with dangling ear flaps. While friends exchanged a variety of complicated handshakes, a green bus with a metal grid on the windows rolled onto the square and a squad of riot police got out. They wore face masks, bulletproof vests and stomper boots, and carried clubs and shields that made them look like Roman legionnaires.

Wilson turned to Laura. “What’s going on?”

“See the red hats? There’s going to be a hunting party.”

“Hunting what? Dragons?”

“Berlin still has a Hard-Edge movement. First, they’ll march around the city, then they might break into small groups and attack nubots who look like humans.”

“And that’s why the police are here?”

“I don’t know what the rule is in Berlin. In some cities, the police will let you destroy nubots if you stay away from rich people.”

When streetlights began to glow, a plump man with a red beard arrived pushing a shopping cart filled with glass bottles that could be thrown at the police. Finally, two drummers appeared and began to thump out a steady beat. Both women and men unzipped their jackets, revealing hammers with handle straps slung around their necks.

“Maschinen sind nicht unsere Meister!” The crowd began to shout. Machines are not our masters. The crowd cut across the square and marched west up Leuschnerdamm, followed by the bearded man pushing his shopping cart.

Concealing himself in the crowd, Wilson noticed that two marchers appeared to be following him. The young woman and man wore fox masks with pointed noses. Their long hair was braided so it resembled a fox tail.

When the protestors turned onto Waldemarstrasse, the foxes approached Wilson and Laura and guided them into an alleyway. “Guten Abend,” said the young man. “I am Hansel, and this is Gretel. Tonight, Herr Lewis is speaking to some Japanese visitors. You are invited to join this group.”

“Why the masks and fairytale names?”

“Some people involved with our collective have suffered Kafka Deaths.”

“Kafka? The writer? What are you talking about?”

“Our friends wake up one morning and realize that they have disappeared from the system,” Hansel explained. “The government, the banks and their employers tell them that every database lists them as being dead.”

“Well, that’s not a big problem. Just walk into the tax office and say: ‘Look! Here I am! I’m alive!’”

“That doesn’t work in Germany,” Gretel said. “Once you’ve been cancelled, it’s very difficult to return to the living. Your employer can change the file in their computer, but a few hours later you’re back to being dead. After months of this, you give up and stay deceased.”

“How do these people survive?” Laura asked. “What do they do?”

“They get jobs with an off-the-grid business like a sex-positive nightclub. If they get sick, they tell the hospital that they’re foreign workers. It’s like a...”

“...a Kafka story,” Laura said. “We get it.”

A few minutes later, they turned onto a street lined with modern glass buildings. Hansel pointed to a steel plate, about four inches wide, that ran down the center of the cobblestone street. “The line shows where the wall stood when Berlin was divided into sectors.” Hansel pointed upward. “All these glass and steel structures were built on the Dead Zone. If you were trying to escape over the wall, the border guards killed you when you entered this area.”
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