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  “The future arrived in Africa differently than predicted. Not in a single wave, but in layers — solar panels on thatched roofs, drone shadows over cattle kraals, AI assistants speaking fluent Shona and Ndebele and Tonga. The continent did not become like elsewhere. It became more thoroughly itself.”

  — Tendai Mwangi-Osei, The African Digital Frontier, 2029




  For every woman who kept going when the sensible thing would have been to stop.





Chapter I — The Man in the Upper Pod

Bulawayo, May 2041

I came back to Zimbabwe in the dry season, somewhere in the middle of May 2041, feeling thoroughly done with everything.

My name is Rudo Hanyani. I grew up in Bulawayo — Suburbs, which is what the old residential district has always been called with the affectionate literalness that Bulawayo applies to most things. My mother was a nurse at Mpilo Central. My father was a data engineer who left for Nairobi when I was eleven and came back for shorter and shorter visits until the visits became messages and the messages became silence. You do not grow up in Zimbabwe without learning to absorb that particular category of disappearance. The country has had a great deal of practice with it.

I built a career in environmental data consultancy, working across the region from an office in Gaborone. The work was real and occasionally important: modelling water stress in the lower Limpopo catchment, predicting soil carbon depletion patterns for the smallholder belts of Zambia and Mozambique, feeding numbers into the kind of reports that sometimes influenced the kind of people who sometimes made the kind of decisions that occasionally changed things on the ground. I was good at it. Methodical, careful with data, capable of writing for audiences who needed to understand without necessarily wanting to.

I earned a reasonable salary and had a flat in the new Gaborone Eastlands development — one of those mixed-use vertical complexes built with passive cooling design and rooftop solar and a resident AI building manager called Thabo who spoke in a calm Setswana-inflected voice and sent gentle reminders about recycling and water usage and whether you had remembered to charge your commuter tag before the weekly carbon audit. Thabo was very good at his job. Sometimes too good. I would come home at eleven at night after a fourteen-hour fieldwork day and Thabo would murmur that my balcony plants were indicating stress and I would say: yes, Thabo, so am I, good night.

It was a fine life. It was also not quite my life.

When my mother’s health became persistent in its inconveniences — the slow kind that requires presence, continuity, someone who knows where she keeps the specific brand of Madagascar vanilla biscuits and which physiotherapist she trusts and which doctor she does not — I asked my firm for a six-month reassignment to Zimbabwe. They agreed. There was a climate resilience audit needed across Matabeleland and the Midlands, and I was the logical person.

The autonomous Intercape from the Gaborone transit hub deposited me at Bulawayo’s new South Gate terminal at just past two in the afternoon. The coach had taken four hours — the A14 was fully autonomous-optimised now, convoy protocols keeping average speeds high and fuel consumption low. I had worked for most of the journey and slept for an hour and watched the landscape change through the panoramic glass: the flat Botswana savanna giving way to the more broken, red-earthed terrain of Matabeleland, the granite outcrops appearing, the msasa and mopane trees thickening, and then the first delivery drone crossing our path at altitude, the ZimPost livery catching the afternoon sun, and I thought: I am back.

Bulawayo in 2041 is a city that has done something remarkable with the gap between expectation and reality — always the gap that Bulawayo has had the most practice navigating. The old CBD, those extraordinary wide streets designed for ox wagons to turn full circles, had been reimagined. Two lanes of every major street were dedicated to the electric AV fleet: the blue-and-white Zupco Autonomo minibuses, the green ArriveSafe shared rideshares, the occasional private AV from the Msasa assembly plant outside Harare. The remaining space had been given back to people. A covered traders’ market ran four blocks along Fife Street, the roof a continuous solar canopy that powered the market’s cold storage units and charged vendors’ equipment and fed surplus into the micro-grid. The market smelled, as markets in Zimbabwe always have, of mangoes and roasting maize and engine-warm electronics and the dusty sweetness of the traditional medicine stalls at the eastern end that had declined to be reorganised by anyone.

I had, in my first six weeks, established a routine. Mornings: fieldwork or analysis. Evenings: visit my mother in Suburbs, or dinner ordered through ZimEats — sometimes the Chicken Inn drive-through, which had been on Herbert Chitepo since 1995 and outlasted every economic shock the country had produced, sometimes the third-generation Gujarati biryani place on Robert Mugabe Way that I had rediscovered in my first week and returned to with an enthusiasm that surprised me. The city had more options than I remembered. I did not investigate all of them. The biryani was enough.


The fieldwork had taken me out across the Midlands twice that first month. I had passed through Kwekwe on both occasions, and on the second I had stopped long enough to eat and walk a little. The city had surprised me. The Chahwanda Stadium — the Heart Main Arena, as it was formally known, though nobody in Kwekwe seemed to call it that — had opened in 2026 and had changed the feel of the town centre in the way that a ten-thousand-seat venue tends to change a place: not just the building itself, which was visible from the A5 on a clear day, its curved roof catching the Midlands light, but the hotels and food stalls and the general sense of a city that has acquired something it can invite people to. I had passed it on a quiet Tuesday and it had still managed to look purposeful. My cousin Fungai, who farmed near Esigodini, had been for a football match the previous December and had talked about it with a specific civic pride that was distinct from ordinary enthusiasm — the pride of someone whose region has been given a thing it deserved and had been waiting for.

The visits to my mother helped. Her house in Suburbs was the same house she had lived in for thirty years — the jacaranda in the front garden that had lifted one corner of the path, the kitchen that smelled of cooking oil and the particular soap she had always used, the sitting room with its two armchairs angled towards the television and its shelf of nursing textbooks she had not opened in a decade and would not remove. She was smaller than I remembered, or I had been away long enough to lose the calibration. She moved carefully now, the way people move when they have learned that the body has a daily budget and is not interested in negotiations. But her mind was entirely herself — precise, dry, not prone to complaint. We drank tea and she asked about the audit work with the specificity of someone who had spent forty years in a technical profession and respected other people’s technical work. She asked about Gaborone with the careful neutrality of a woman who has decided not to say what she actually thinks about a place that has kept her daughter away for six years. She did not ask about the future. My mother has always understood that the future is a subject best approached obliquely, if at all.
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