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      “You don’t have to finish a thing to keep an honest record of it. You just have to write down, plainly, where it stands the day you stopped looking — and trust that whatever’s still moving underneath will still be moving when you look again.”


    

    
      — Noah Botha


    

  






  Foreword



I did not set out to write a book about Mars, or about a broken machine, or even, really, about a boy. I set out to write about a place I know the way you know a person — the particular quality of light in Namaqualand in September, the quiver trees holding their old question on the ridge line, the red earth that means something different at every hour it’s looked at.




Everything else followed from that. Max is a book about attention — the slow, unhurried kind that a landscape teaches you, if you let it, and that people are capable of giving each other when they’ve learned to give it to something else first. It is not a book in a hurry, and I would ask you not to read it in one.




The South African words and places in these pages are real, even where the story is not. I have tried to use them honestly, the way Noah Botha would — plainly, without decoration, trusting the reader to meet them halfway.




This is the first of three books. Not everything here is finished. Some of it isn’t meant to be — not yet.






I

Part One: Max

Eleven-year-old Kia Botha, quietly friendless at boarding school, finds a broken six-legged machine dumped near his father’s Namaqualand reserve and begins repairing it, leg by leg. Max turns out to be far more than scrap — a Mars observation unit with a buried origin. As Kia rebuilds him and faces down bullies who nearly destroy his work, he learns that some things worth saving refuse to stop watching the sky, even shattered, even alone, even at fifty-one percent.







  
  
  Chapter 1: The Red Earth

  
  




The Namaqualand sky in September is a specific shade of blue — not the deep blue of coastal places, not the pale grey of cities, but an arid, high-altitude blue that has had all the softness removed from it, leaving only clarity. Under it, the veld was doing what it did every spring: transforming. The succulents along the road to school had been grey and patient all winter, and then, on a single week’s decision, they had covered themselves in orange and white and yellow that went from the fence line to the horizon without interruption, a continent of colour spread under that relentless sky, as if the land had decided to prove something.




Eleven-year-old Kia Botha walked the fence perimeter of Springbok Combined School with his hands in his pockets and his eyes on the ground, which was the posture he had developed for moving through spaces that didn’t want him.




It was not that the school was unkind to him. It was that the school was indifferent, which was a different and more complete thing. The other boarders moved in groups he had never learned the grammar of — the particular way they spoke to each other that was mostly not about what they were saying, the codes of who sat where and who was allowed to look at whom and what it meant to laugh at the wrong moment. Kia had spent two years at this school and understood these codes the way you understand a language you have only read and never spoken: well enough to translate, not well enough to use.




He read. This was the truest thing about him. He had read every book in the school library that was worth reading, which was not as many as the shelves suggested, and he had read the rest anyway, because once you have started reading everything you cannot easily start selecting. His mother brought books from the reserve on his fortnightly visits — from her shelf, from the small library at the information centre, occasionally ordered from town. His father brought field guides. Kia read the field guides the same way he read novels. Every page had something in it. Everything had something in it, if you looked long enough.




His father was a conservationist at Goegap Nature Reserve, twelve kilometres from the school. Noah Botha was the kind of man who moved slowly through a landscape and understood it — not because he had studied it, though he had, but because he had the quality of attention that a place trusts. He could stand at the edge of a dry riverbed and tell you what had moved through it three days ago. He could look at a succulent and explain what the summer had cost it and what the spring was returning. Kia had grown up watching this and had absorbed it without knowing he was absorbing anything. He simply found, as he grew, that he looked at things the same way his father did — carefully, from a distance, without rushing to name what he was seeing.




The school had AI tutoring interfaces that most of the boarders used for their homework. Kia used them occasionally and found them tedious. They were very good at giving you the answer you needed and very bad at giving you anything else. He preferred the books.




On Saturday afternoons, when the other boarders played sport or congregated in the common room around screens, Kia walked. Springbok was a small town and he had learned it thoroughly over two years — the streets, the low houses, the aloes in front gardens, the way the afternoon light came in from the west and turned the red earth a shade that had no proper name in any language he had read. He had found the old section of town where the buildings were from a different century. He had found the dry riverbed that came to life briefly after rain. He had found the municipal dump.




The dump was three kilometres east of the school, past the last of the houses, where the road turned to gravel. It occupied a natural depression in the red earth — the town’s accumulation of unwanted things, sorted loosely by category: building waste, household discards, electronics. The electronics section had grown in recent years, as it had grown everywhere. The things people had once kept until they stopped working and now replaced on a cycle of obsolescence: devices, terminals, small domestic machines, the occasional commercial-grade unit that had been deemed redundant.




Kia came here most Saturdays. Not for any reason he could name. The same instinct that sent him to the dry riverbed — the sense that discarded things said more about a place than the things it kept.




He had been coming for three months when he found it.




It was half-buried under a section of collapsed shelving from what had been, judging by the markings, a small laboratory. The shelving had come down at an angle, which had protected what lay beneath from the worst of the sun and weather. Kia saw the edge of it first — a curved surface, the wrong colour for anything he could identify. Not plastic. Not the standard casing of a domestic unit.




He moved the shelving aside. It was lighter than it looked.




What lay beneath was approximately knee-high. Compact and deliberate in its design — not the rounded ergonomic shape of household machines but something more purposeful, built for function over comfort. Six articulated legs, two of them bent at angles that were clearly wrong. A central body no larger than his school bag. A head unit — the word came to him automatically — with a cluster of sensor arrays where a face would have been, most of them dark, one faintly and intermittently catching what little light reached the bottom of the depression.




The casing was marked. Worn, scratched, the surface oxidised in a way that was not consistent with anything Kia associated with the local climate. He looked at the markings for a long time.




On the front of the body unit, below the sensor cluster, a designation plate. Most of the text was scored away or corroded. But three letters were still legible.




M. A. X.




Kia crouched in the red earth of the Namaqualand dump and looked at the small broken machine, and felt the particular quality of attention his father had taught him — slow, unhurried, not yet naming.




He looked for a long time.




Then he took off his jacket and laid it carefully on the ground, and began to work out how to move Max without causing further damage.








  
  
  Chapter 2: What Was Broken

  
  




He came back the following Saturday with a plan.


He had spent the week thinking about logistics the way his father thought about relocating an injured animal: carefully, without rushing, accounting for what could go wrong. He borrowed a large wheeled duffle bag from the equipment store on the pretence of needing it for a sports trip. He packed it with his jacket, a small multi-tool from his bedside drawer, and two folded towels from the bathroom shelf.


The dump received him as it always did — without interest, simply continuing to be what it was. His jacket was still on the ground where he’d left it. Nobody had been here in a week. Nothing at the dump ever had anywhere to be.


Max was exactly as he’d left him.


Kia worked methodically. He cleared the remaining debris from around the unit, checked each component for further damage before attempting to move it, and then lifted it — carefully, with both hands under the central body — and settled it into the duffle bag on the folded towels. The weight was more than he’d expected but manageable. He zipped the bag most of the way, leaving enough gap for air, and wheeled it back along the gravel road toward school.


Three kilometres. He took his time.


The dormitory room he shared with two other boys had a corner that was functionally his: a bed, a desk, a shelf that ran the length of the wall and held every book he’d been given or found in two years. He worked at the desk with the door latched and his dormitory-mates at sport, and the Namaqualand afternoon came through the window at the angle it always came, turning the edge of everything gold.


He laid Max on the desk under his study lamp and began, properly, to look.


The six-legged design was unusual. Domestic units were wheeled or bipedal — built for smooth floors and human spaces. These legs were articulated differently, jointed in a way that suggested uneven terrain, loose surfaces, the need for grip and balance over a landscape that couldn’t be counted on to behave. Two were bent at angles that were clearly damage rather than design. He noted this without touching them yet.


The head unit held a cluster of eight sensor arrays, each a different type — optical, thermal, something he didn’t have a name for, the housing of a fourth cracked across its face. Most were dark and unresponsive. One, at the left side of the cluster, caught the light from his desk lamp and held it for a fraction of a second longer than it should have.


He opened the access panel on the rear of the body unit with a flat head from his multi-tool. The interior was dense and organised — compartments for what he estimated were data storage arrays, a power cell housing, and three components he couldn’t identify from any catalogue he had read. The power cell was present but showed visible damage along one edge. Depleted, he thought. Not dead. The difference mattered.


He worked quietly. He made notes in the back of a field guide his father had given him, sketching each component, recording what was intact and what wasn’t. His father kept field journals the same way — exact, without decoration, trusting the diagram to hold what words couldn’t.


He did not know what Max was. The designation plate said M.A.X. and nothing else legible. The build was unlike anything in any product catalogue he had read, and he had read most of them. Whatever Max was, he had not been designed for a kitchen or an office or a school corridor. He had been designed for something else, and designed well, by people who had thought carefully about what he would need.


Kia found himself respecting this without quite deciding to.


He worked until supper call. He covered Max with a towel, put the field guide in his drawer, and went to eat with the other boarders. He sat at the end of the table and ate what was in front of him and did not think about anything in particular, or appeared not to, which was a skill he had developed early and practised often.


He worked for three weeks before anything happened.


He had sourced a compatible charging cable from a second-hand electronics dealer in town — the port on Max’s power cell was an older standard, not difficult to find if you knew what you were looking for, and Kia had known what he was looking for after two evenings of research. He had straightened one of the damaged legs with careful pressure and patience. He had cleaned the sensor housings with a soft cloth and a small amount of contact cleaner from the school workshop.


He had talked to Max while he worked. Not constantly — he was not the kind of boy who needed to fill silence. But sometimes, in the particular quiet of the dormitory after lights out, with his study lamp angled low and Max laid out on the towel, he said things. What he was doing. What he had found. What he thought the component he was looking at might be for. He said these things in a conversational tone, the way his father narrated his work in the field — not to be heard, but because saying a thing clearly helped him understand it.


He had been charging the power cell for four nights when it happened.


He was cleaning the cracked sensor housing with a soft brush, working around the crack rather than into it, when the sound came. Not speech. Not any recognisable word or tone. The softest possible sound — a held breath releasing, somewhere in the interior of the body unit. A single quiet exhale of mechanism, barely louder than the lamp’s hum.


Then nothing.


Kia set down the brush. He did not move. He waited, the way his father waited at
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