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Prologue 
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The Memory That Arrives Late People think a photographic memory means you can replay life like a movie. Mine works more like a courier service with terrible timing. 

The images arrive eventually, perfect, detailed, undeniable. But always after the moment they would have been useful. Like receiving a fire extinguisher in the mail three days after the house has burned down, with a polite note that reads Sorry for the delay.

I don’t forget things. 

I misplace them in time. Faces, sounds, patterns, expressions. My mind photographs them all, then shelves them somewhere deep and unhelpful. Days later, sometimes weeks, the memory drops into place with a heavy click, and suddenly everything makes sense. By then, of course, the argument is over, the decision has been made, or the danger has already passed.

It’s a frustrating condition. Also, as it turns out, a survivable one. My name is James. Jimmy, if you like. “Neuron” if you’re trying to get a rise out of me, which Johnny Bravado almost always was. And this, this improbable, ridiculous, occasionally terrifying story, is how three boys from a quiet harbour at the top of the world accidentally helped shape the future of another one. 

I am telling it now from a body that no longer needs sleep, sitting on a deckchair engineered to survive acid rain, staring at a star that used to be Earth. I’m a robot. That still feels strange to write. But the important thing, the thing I need you to understand from the start.

Is that, even now, at the far end of this saga, my memory still arrives late. Some warnings only make sense after they’ve already come true. 
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​CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]





​The Boy Who Watched Corners

(Establishes childhood, observation, delayed memory, NZ grounding)

Two Friends, One Bad Idea, and a Beautiful Place to Hide It Whangaroa had a way of making the world feel both enormous and impossibly small. Enormous, because the harbour opened its jaws to the sea, blue and wide and fearless, while the bush climbed the hills as if it were trying to wrap the sky in green. 

Tiny, because if you sneezed in the wrong direction, someone’s aunty would hear about it before you’d finished wiping your nose. That’s where I met the other two points of what would become a very unbalanced triangle. Johnny Bravado was motion given human form. If something had wheels, an engine, or even the faint promise of danger, Johnny believed it was incomplete without him at the controls. 

He had the confidence of someone who’d never fully met consequences, and the charm to talk his way out of the ones that caught up with him. Eddie Kennedy was the opposite. Calm. Observant. The sort of person who looked like he was already planning three moves ahead while the rest of us were still deciding where to stand.

Eddie didn’t rush. He accumulated. And then there was me. I wasn’t the fastest or the loudest. I didn’t come from money and I didn’t come from chaos either.

Just a house that needed constant fixing and parents who believed work was something you did because it needed doing, not because anyone was watching. I liked understanding how things fit together. When other kids were kicking balls, I was pulling apart radios. When teachers said “don’t touch that,” I heard “there is something interesting happening inside.” It earned me a reputation I never quite shook. Too Snobby. 

That was the word people used. As if curiosity were a kind of arrogance. Johnny once clapped me on the back and said, “You think too much, mate.” Eddie smiled and added, “But when he’s right, he’s very right.” They didn’t know it yet, but the thing I was thinking about most at the time was a robot. Not a movie robot.

Not a shiny hero with glowing eyes. A small one. Quiet. Useful. A machine that could do the jobs nobody wanted to do and maybe, if I was clever enough, do them without being noticed at all. That was the year I drew my first proper blueprint on the back of a bank slip while Mum spoke to a teller and told me not to fidget. 

I wasn’t fidgeting. I was designing the future. 
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​Things That Break Quietly

(Family, environment, early loss, the idea that failure often whispers)

The Heist That Never Happened (But Started Everything) The thing about growing up somewhere small is that boredom becomes a powerful fuel. In Whangaroa, boredom didn’t mean nothing happened. It meant everything could happen, if you were willing to poke it with a stick. 

My first robot was born out of that boredom. I was four years old, which meant my understanding of robotics was optimistic at best. What I did understand was fairness. Adults had money. Kids didn’t. Banks had lots of money and nobody ever seemed to miss just one coin.

The logic was flawless. I decided to build a robot that could roll into a bank vault, quietly collect a single gold coin, and return it without causing any trouble at all. No alarms. No drama. Just redistribution with wheels. 

I called it SNEAK-O-TRON. SNEAK-O-TRON was made of cardboard, tape, two mismatched wheels, and a level of confidence that far exceeded its structural integrity. It couldn’t sneak. It couldn’t roll properly. And it absolutely could not reach a vault. What it could do was start something. 

I drew diagrams everywhere, on scrap paper, old envelopes, the margins of books I probably shouldn’t have been drawing in. One afternoon, while Mum spoke quietly with a bank teller and told me to sit still, I used the back of a deposit slip to sketch a better wheel assembly. 

I remember the teller’s keys swinging from her belt. At least, I remember, remembering them. Two days later. That’s how my memory works. The images arrive late but fully formed, as if my brain insists on perfect clarity over punctuality. 
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