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      Fiction typically needs no foreword. It stands alone, availing itself to the reader through a contract known as the suspension of disbelief, aloof to the literary graces sometimes required of its factual counterpart, Non-fiction.

      

      Edifice Abandoned is unusual.

      

      The description of the Great Zimbabwe in this novel is not entirely fictionalized, and neither are certain salient facts about this edifice, for which the country is named. The cover background, for instance, is a photo of one of its portals. The size of the complex at eighteen hundred acres is factual, as is the estimate of twenty-thousand people housed there at its apex.

      

      In my fictional peregrinations, I have found it easy to delve into cultures having solid representation in the pantheons of western literature and the liberal arts education: Japan, Russia, Persia, and India, among others.

      

      Not so with Edifice. The history of Zimbabwe and its peoples are virtually ignored in western education. With the exception of Egypt, the ancient history of Africa is all but unknown to most people in the Americas. It is not a stretch at all, in fact, to assert that the history and archeology of sub-Saharan Africa has been studiously neglected.

      

      I have not in these pages attempted to remedy that neglect. It will take a considerable number of scholars and a concerted effort by our educational institutions and media to do that. What I have tried to do is to represent the Shona culture and language as faithfully as I could and to tell a compelling story in the process.

      

      If I've fallen short in either regard, I take full responsibility, for which I ask the reader's forbearance.

      

      Many thanks to the beta-readers:

      

      
        
        Anne Potter

        Scott Skipper
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      “Attention, everyone, this is your captain. We hope you've enjoyed your interstellar flight from Alpha Caeli. We'll be landing on Achernar Tertius in approximately twenty minutes. At this time, due to the unique conditions, we do require that all passengers return to their seats …”

      The announcement waking her, Archeologist Nosuma Okande sighed, the trip nearly over. She wondered what conditions the pilot referred to, wanting to ask the stewardess but reluctant. The flight hadn't started well.

      Nosuma's view from the middle seat consisted of the seat back in front of her and the backs of several heads, nearly all having straight, lifeless hair, so unlike her thick black curls. She counted herself among five individuals of African ancestry on the flight. An isolated planet in the Achernar subsystem adjacent to Triangulum Australe, Achernar Tertius sat above the galactic plane like some abandoned stepchild.

      Nosuma wasn't terribly happy with the position she'd taken. Known to its primarily African inhabitants as Babwe, Achernar Tertius was considered a relative backwater among archeology sites along the Perseus Arm. And if the flight hadn't begun so badly …

      Among the first to board, the seats unassigned, Nosuma had chosen an aisle seat three-quarters of the way back and had read her Archeology journal while the cabin had filled. Someone had taken the window seat, leaving the middle seat free, while a similar configuration had assembled itself in the row in front of hers. Inevitably, minutes before departure, last to board was a couple, the last two seats beside Nosuma and the seat directly in front of it.

      The couple exchanged a glance, looked at the two seats, and then looked at the stewardess. “Is there any way we could sit together?”

      “The seats aren't assigned, Sir, my apologies.”

      The couple again glanced at each other, and then the man said as if addressing a group, “My wife and I would like to sit together, please.”

      No one moved, and no one looked at them.

      The couple looked at the stewardess, as if expecting her to do something.

      “I'm not able to ask anyone to move, Sir.”

      The lady looked at the four people seated around the two empty seats and cleared her throat. “Forgive me, but my husband and I are going on our honeymoon, and we would like to sit together, please.”

      Again, no one moved. Only Nosuma looked at them.

      “The flight is preparing to depart,” the stewardess said. “You're welcome to have a seat in the available spaces, or you can take the next flight. Which would you like to do?”

      The couple exchanged a glance but neither moved.

      “My wife and I would like to sit together, please,” the gentleman said. His voice hadn't changed, but it was clear to Nosuma that he was willing to cause a delay in their departure.

      “This flight isn't able to accommodate that, Sir. You'll need to take the next flight.”

      “I'll move,” Nosuma said, standing and moving into the aisle.

      Once everyone was settled, Nosuma in the middle seat, the woman leaned over from the row behind her.

      “I just want to say thank you. I'm Lucy Muluba, short for Lusiba. Your kindness won't be forgotten.”

      “You're welcome, Lucy.” Nosuma wondered at the other woman's name, her features Caucasian. “Are you Babwean? Your name certainly sounds like it.”

      “I am by adoption, yes. And you?”

      Nosuma introduced herself, and they shook. “Enjoy your honeymoon.” She could feel the stewardess's baleful glare, the red seat-belt sign flashing imminently.

      The woman had then sat down, and Nosuma didn't exchange another word with them throughout the ten-hour flight, sleeping and reading by turns.

      Now, the flight ending, she tidied her tiny space in preparation for landing. Nosuma saw something in the seat-back pocket right in front of her, wondering why she hadn't seen it before.

      Slim, a half-inch through, just the top protruding above the pocket edge, the pole sculpture was instantly recognizable. The rounded top was carved with intricate interwoven lines, representing braids. Nosuma already knew what the remainder looked like, even before she reached for it. A female procreation figurine, with face, breasts, and abdomen vaguely emphasized, and the pubic area highly detailed.

      She grasped it between her thumb and forefinger, and the interstellar ship fell away.

      The vast interior plateau of Babwe's major continent spread before her, a single chain of mountains to the west, the plains extending nearly all the way to the eastern seaboard, spidery branches of two major rivers splayed across the mostly-grasslands terrain, barely a tenth of it forested. Bright points glowed across the plain, like cities at night.

      The Zimbabwe, or as translated from Shona, “Large houses of stone.” The archeological sites Nosuma had come to study.

      She knew she was seeing far more sites on the plains below her than any map would indicate. She gasped and let go of the pole sculpture.

      The passenger cabin snapped back into place around her. The ship shuddered as it entered the Babwean atmosphere, the wings outside the window aglow with the heat of reentry.

      She snatched the figurine from the seat back pocket and slipped it into her bag, but as quick as she was, the figurine still jerked her from the cabin briefly.

      What is that thing? she wondered, sweat beading on her forehead.

      “Are you all right, miss?” the stewardess said.

      “Fine, thank you. Touch of anxiety, is all,” Nosuma said, not meeting the woman's gaze. The stewardess continued down the aisle, checking seatbelts and trays.

      The flight landed without incident.

      Standing to disembark, the couple invited her to deplane first. Nosuma saw the woman glance at the pocket where the pole sculpture had been.

      After gathering her luggage in the terminal, Nosuma approached the couple. “How was your flight?”

      “Quite pleasant, thanks to you,” the gentleman said. “Greatly appreciated, your changing seats to accommodate us, Ms. Okande.”

      “You're welcome,” Nosuma said, nodding. She looked directly at the woman. “I'm grateful for the little gift, Lucy, something I'm sure to treasure.”

      Lucy Muluba's eyes widened. “Gift? What gift?”

      “The pole carving? The figurine in the seat-back pocket in front of me?”

      Again, Lucy looked at her blankly, shaking her head. “I don't know what you're referring to.”

      Nosuma dug into her bag. “This little mother-goddess figurine…” She didn't see it and dug a little farther. “Don't know where it went. Braided hair, carved from teak.” She saw the woman's complete bewilderment. Did I just imagine it all? Nosuma wondered, becoming uncomfortable, sure she put it in her bag in the outside pocket right beside her blush compact, the only two items in that pocket. Now there was only one item, the compact.

      “Sorry, uh, I must have been dreaming. Very nice to meet you, enjoy your honeymoon,” she said and abruptly took her leave, heading for the terminal entrance.

      In the hovertaxi, en route to the hotel, Nosuma checked her bag again.

      The figurine was tucked under her blush compact.

      She stared at it, knowing there was no way she could have missed it in the outer pocket, leaving her with only one conclusion: It hadn't wanted to be found.

      That's ridiculous, she told herself.
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      Nosuma looked over the map on the wall, where five excavation sites were marked, edifices of stone abandoned by the native people some six hundred years before the restoration of interstellar travel. Not one percent of the number she'd seen entering the atmosphere, when she'd first touched the figurine.

      She sat in the corridor outside the office of her new supervisor, Otiji Benguela, dressed uncomfortably in skirt, blouse, jacket, and pumps, the clothes insubstantial. Slender to the point of skinny and just five-five, Nosuma didn't have the figure for business formal. She couldn't wait to get into her khaki digs and get out to the Zimbabwes, spread across the main continent on Achernar Tertius. In her tool satchel at her feet was a pair of boots, but she hadn't brought khakis, not on her first day.

      Institute Headquarters was utilitarian in design, its purpose to support the teams at the dig sites. The speckled tile showed wear in the center, buildup along the edges. The off-white ceilings might have once been brighter, dust and time having tinged the paint. The waist-high wainscoting was chipped and scored from specimen carts. A patina of dust speckled the light fixtures, lintels, and picture frames.

      Through the supervisor's door she heard voices. “There's little more here to be found. Why bring her on? It's Chaos throwing his weight around, butting heads with the board, I tell you.”

      “Keep your voice down, for Mwari's sake. She's out in the corridor.”

      “Chaos” was Doctor Tugulu Kaonde, Chief Archeologist at the Institute, called such behind his back for multiple reasons, primarily his blizzard of journal articles, books, and vids on the Zimbabwes. Doctor Kaonde had also peer-reviewed Nosuma's doctoral dissertation.

      The door opened, and two men came out.

      Nosuma stood, trying to act as if she hadn't overheard.

      “Doctor Okande, I presume?” said the taller man in a pretentious English accent, mocking a famous event on Earth. “I'm Otiji Benguela, and this is Laurentius Sese Nyari, President of Shumba Industries, a member of our board of directors.”

      “President Nyari, a pleasure to meet you,” she said, extending her hand.

      He shook. “Pleased, Doctor Okande. I pray you find Babwe as exciting as Doctor Kaonde paints it.”

      “I'm sure I will. The view from the incoming flight was magnificent.”

      “See any aliens, Doctor?” Nyari asked. “According to a small group of crackpots and conspiracy theorists, Babwe was occupied by aliens some millennia ago.”

      “No sightings from space,” she replied. “Any chance I might happen upon an artifact or two, President Nyari?”

      “No one has yet, Doctor Okande. Thanks for your time, Mr. Benguela,” Nyari said to the other man. “I'll see you soon, I'm sure, Doctor Okande.” And he strode down the corridor.

      “Come in, Doctor Okande, pardon the delay.” Otiji led her into his office, where another map hung on the wall, similar to the one in the corridor.

      She sat across from his desk, setting her satchel at her feet. “I'm sure there are a hundred formalities to get through, but I want to know whether you received my message.”

      “I did, Doctor Okande.” Otiji Benguela frowned at her, his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “That's an unusual request, Doctor. Why twelve-hour shifts? Nearly everyone else works eight-hour days.”

      “Simply put, I can get more done, Mr. Benguela,” she replied, making an effort to keep her eyes on him. Her gaze kept going to the map and the paucity of sites marked upon it.

      “Are you sure, Doctor? The work is grueling, quite a contrast to research, content analysis, and the like.”

      Nosuma gazed at him, seeing little of the weathering common to their ilk, who spent year after year in the trenches. The amusing phrase, a legacy from a bitterly fought war on the planet Earth some two centuries before the diaspora, had fallen out of common use but was still in vogue among archeologists and excavation crews, its literal meaning highly relevant to their profession. The man across from her bore little sign he spent any time in the trenches, his face baby-skin smooth, his hands soft, his fingernails clean.

      Hers weren't much different. She saw him glance at his bookshelf, where a copy of her dissertation sat, protruding from among the other literature as if recently consulted. A hard-bound copy, she thought, Benguela still adheres to the old ways. Print editions were extremely expensive, bulky, and difficult to find. Two and a half years of her life had gone into its composition, and four years of university curriculum before that. Definitely not the grueling work to be found in the trenches, but grueling in its own way.

      She held up her hands. “Many a night I soaked these hands in cold water, they were so sore and swollen from research, content analysis, and the like. Yes, Mr. Benguela, I'm sure.”

      He blinked at her and sighed. “Very well. I'll see if I can find a crew who'll be willing to work such hours.”

      “I appreciate that, Mr. Benguela. Where will I be starting out?”

      “First, I'm going to have you orient with Doctor Kaonde, our Director of Research. He's fluent in Shona and negotiates labor contracts with the local villages. Perhaps he can help you find a twelve-hour crew.”

      “Doctor Chaos,” she said, as he was known in academia, his research brilliant but his writing style somewhat prone to chaotic elaboration.

      Otiji blanched and coughed. “Not a welcome moniker, Doctor Okande, something I'd suggest you keep to yourself if you wish to preserve the integrity of your anatomy.”

      Dr. Kaonde also had a reputation for an acerbic wit and an intolerance for ineptitude.

      “Too late, Mr. Benguela. He was one of the peer reviewers.” She threw a glance at her dissertation.

      “Oh? And what part of your anatomy are you missing?” Otiji smirked. “He was quite gracious when it was announced you were joining us.”

      “Grooming me for slaughter, I'm sure.”

      The man across from her suppressed a laugh. “He'll be here in an hour. In the meantime, Sesotho in HR has a few formalities to review with you, and a hundred or so forms to sign. Good day.”
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      Nosuma hadn't told Otiji the real reason for her request. Three twelve-hour days would give her four days at a stretch to do some exploring on her own. But he doesn't need to know that, she thought.

      She spent a perfectly good hour pushing a stylus across a signature pad. Sesotho kept apologizing for the inordinate number of forms to be signed, and the experience might have been less onerous if he hadn't stammered his every word.

      “You're here, finally!” Dr. Kaonde shouted from the doorway. “We hired you six months ago. What took you so damned long!?”

      Nosuma realized he really didn't want an answer. “You're here, finally! What took you so damned long?” She stood and shook his hand, imitating his accent. “Thank you, Doctor, for such an effusive and memorable welcome—and for sparing me more of Sesotho's drudgery. Oh, and it's a pleasure to see you again, incidentally. Shall we go? I'm looking to put some miles between my backside and that awful chair. Thank you, Sesotho, you've perfected the art of toil!” And she was out the door before either could object, satchel in hand.

      “Don't you want to change into digs?” Kaonde asked, catching up with her in the corridor, looking over her skirt, blouse, jacket, and pumps.

      “Just going to tour a site, right?”

      “You won't get far in those pumps.”

      “Boots in my satchel to match my skirt. Girl's got to accessorize. Where's the vehicle?”

      “Out back,” Doctor Kaonde said, zipping down a side corridor.

      Playing the game of who could keep up with whom, she thought, following.

      “Doctor, wait!” called a voice from behind them.

      “Pay no attention,” the Doctor muttered to her, slowing not at all. They'd just made it out the door when the person caught up with them.

      “Looking for these, Doctor?” He jiggled a set of keys, and then whipped them behind his back when the Doctor tried to grab them. “Signatures first, Doctor Kaonde.” The man turned to Nosuma. “I'm Rufiji Duala, Doctor Kaonde's administrative assistant. Welcome aboard, Doctor Okande. You want anything, supplies, driver, vehicle, shovel, axe, murder weapon, you see me. If you ask Doctor Kaonde, you'll be waiting so long, you'll contemplate homicide. Everyone around here has wanted to kill him at one time or another, right, Doctor?”

      He looked up from the device Rufiji had shoved in front of him. “Eh? Stop spreading nasty, well-known facts about me. Of course. Not doing my job if anyone likes me. Being obstinate's the only way to get things done, right, Doctor?” He grinned at her.

      “Nice should never be underestimated, Doctor,” she retorted. “But you've never tried it, so how could you know?”

      “Touché, touché,” he said, shoving the tablet at Rufiji and taking the keys. “Back this afternoon, Rufi.”

      Nosuma followed him to the hover and climbed in the passenger side.

      “Helluva dissertation, Doctor,” he said as they roared away, Nosuma clinging to her seat as he swerved recklessly between other vehicles.

      She was sure he was doing double the speed limit. The yellow caution lights atop the vehicle and the Institute emblems on the doors gave it the air of officialdom, but she was certain they weren't a license to drive hazardously.

      On the main highway out of town, he took the hover to its top speed, the occasional tree whisking past. He drove with one hand on the wheel and the other on the horn, bleating it so often that speech was impossible. She wished the vehicle had had a set of five-points, the shoulder and waist strap almost inadequate to keep her in her seat.

      “Here we are,” he said, pulling onto a side road.

      They dropped to a stop at the base of a small rise where other vehicles were parked. Ahead, just over the rise, Nosuma glimpsed the top of a wall—or at least a stone escarpment too straight and even to be natural.

      She opened her bag and pulled out her boots. “You go ahead if you like. I'll be along in a moment.”

      “I'll wait. Your dissertation was a welcome reminder to us all that acceptance of conventional wisdom is the alluring trap of complacency. We build these ivory towers for ourselves and end up prisoners of our own devices, wondering what happened.”

      She allowed herself a small smile. “I continue to ask myself if I've done the same.”

      “Bless that you do, Doctor Okande. Maybe you'll be able to swing back the pendulum of knowledge so violently, you'll have expanded its boundaries.”

      She tied the last lace, gratified at his praise. She swung her snug, calf-high boots out the door and shouldered her tool satchel and handbag. “Ready.”

      They trudged up the hill.

      At the crest, the full wall was visible. Nosuma stopped, awed.

      This first, outer wall of the Great Zimbabwe soared easily thirty-five feet, made of blocks of native granite fitted without mortar, curving gracefully away on either side, the narrow end of a weaving ellipse, a well-worn track at its base, the whole structure looking indomitable. At multiple points along the base were portals, each framed with planters protruding from the wall.

      “It's magnificent.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “You know its dimensions.” Dr. Kaonde said. “Eighteen hundred acres of interlocking walls, buttresses, berms, and towers, occupied by twenty thousand people in its heyday. A magnificent structure, left behind by the ancestors without a word as to how or why they built it.”

      She recognized other structures in the compound beyond the wall. A conical tower poked above it, the individual stones visible, and the entire tower looking as if it defied gravity in standing so tall. Other shapes of unknown purpose jutted above the wall, the outer barrier just one of many walls within the compound.

      “Why don't you go ahead, Doctor?” she said.

      “I'll be at the main encampment over there.” He pointed to the northwest, nodded, and descended the knoll.

      Nosuma returned her gaze to the complex.

      This was what she'd worked for, to study a place long past its zenith, so ancient and glorious, one which retained its majesty long after its builders had died off, leaving behind only their bones and the artifacts of their daily lives. Nosuma could almost see the traffic, people bustling about as they conducted their commerce and explored their potential from within the security of such a monumental edifice.

      The Shona people who'd emigrated from Earth in the diaspora had landed on Achernar Tertius, a mostly-grasslands planet circling a hot blue star in the Eridani Constellation, and then had been forgotten when war had erupted along the Orion Spur. Interstellar trade had collapsed and halted further human expansion, leaving thousands of settled planets isolated for nearly a millennium, many colonies dying off for lack of vital manufacturing, while technological levels fell below pre-diaspora levels, spaceflight prohibitive to all but the most-densely populated core systems. Humanity had nearly bombed itself back into the Stone Age.

      Among the colonies left to fend for themselves had been those on Achernar Tertius, or Babwe, as it was known to its inhabitants. The Shona had thrived on the planet in spite of the sudden collapse in trade and technology, adapting readily to local conditions, despite their reversion to early Iron Age levels of civilization.

      The hills surrounding the Great Zimbabwe were granite ridges devoid of all florae but the hardiest of tree and grass. As such, it was the perfect building material for a people suddenly left to fend for themselves. The paucity of large forests had practically forced them to build in stone.

      From this vantage, Nosuma could just see the outlines of the entire complex, portions visible as it rolled across the hillsides, slumbering under the early morning sun, as it had since being abandoned nearly six hundred years before.

      The reason the Zimbabwes had been abandoned was still an enigma.

      Built across a relatively short span of one hundred years, the great Zimbabwe had been occupied for an equivalent period, and then abandoned by its occupants suddenly and mysteriously, conjectures pointing to overgrazing, shifting trade routes, depletion of local mineral resources, and the like. In her dissertation, Nosuma had argued that these posited theories were nothing more than conjecture, and no one really knew why a city the size of the Great Zimbabwe had been abandoned.

      She scanned its far edges, just visible along the slight rise across the valley, where lesser outlying structures stood outside the main wall. These were a people who hadn't feared incursion, she knew. The walls had multiple portals, each framed by a pair of bulging pillars, garden planters atop those pillars. The lintels of each portal were made of multiple beams laid crosswise. Unlike structures on other planets, the Shona had used not a single arch across Babwe, and yet every single portal stood preserved as built, defying the depredations of time, erosion, and subsidence.

      Nosuma felt the presence of those ancient builders and their perseverance in the face of isolation. To them, she thought, tales handed down by word of mouth from generation to generation of strangers who came down from the sky in fantastic machines must have proved entertaining at nighttime hearths, their society having forgotten even the simple skill of writing.

      She glanced east, toward the morning sun. The sun rose in the east and set in the west, no matter what world humanity had colonized, as ingrained to their evolution as the flight-or-fight response. Nosuma dug out her compass. The double arrows spun crazily around the dial, first one direction, then the next.

      She wondered if this were among the “unique conditions” that the pilot had referred to on the inbound flight. Something awry with the planet's magnetic field? Nosuma shook her head, bewildered. Planetology had been her mother's field of study, not hers. I'll have to ask how people know which direction they're going, she thought.

      Then she remembered the pole carving in her bag. Somehow, from the upper atmosphere, it'd given her a glimpse of thousands of ancient sites.

      She reached in and grasped it, and the world fell away. Nosuma floated on nothing more substantial than a thought. Below her lay the Great Zimbabwe, all eighteen hundred acres, the figurine growing warm in her hand. The glow of ancient artifacts sparkled like diamonds in the rough landscape below her, each flaring with light as though scintillating in its effort to tell its story to these interlopers from the sky.

      One artifact glowed brighter than the rest. Nosuma marked its location, and then forced herself to let go of the figurine.

      She snapped back into her body, feeling a touch of vertigo, her forehead covered with sweat.

      “Are you all right, Doctor Okande?” croaked an old voice.

      The relic in front of her was so old, she might have once occupied the Great Zimbabwe. Braids of black and gray stuck out at odd angles above a forehead as wrinkled as rhinoceros hide. The braids stuck out from beneath a beehive headdress, and a bright shawl started at her shoulder and wound around and down past her knees, her legs no more than two ungainly sticks holding up a tent. A perpetual stoop freighted her shoulders. A half-toothed mouth grinned, looking like the windows of a long-abandoned factory. The grin might have been a lecherous leer, except that the poor old soul looked as if she would fall apart at the thought of sex. Bracelets rattled on both twig-like forearms, and earrings tinkled against the shoulders beside a neck built of corded pillars. A desiccated claw clutched a staff smoothed by years of handling. In the other hand was a trowel.

      “Am I all right?” Nosuma repeated, wondering how the old woman had managed to get up the hill. How did she even get out of bed today? “Am I all right?”

      “Well, if you can't answer your own blessed question, the answer must be no. Anything I can get you, child?”

      “A new pair of glasses,” she retorted, “since I can't believe I'm seeing someone as old as the Zimbabwe itself.”

      “No respect for the elders, these days,” the old woman muttered in Shona, and she turned to descend the hill toward the wall, picking her way carefully with the staff, bracelets rattling.

      “Forgive me, Mother, I spoke rashly,” Nosuma said in the same language. “You're right, of course, and I apologize for speaking disrespectfully. Lend me your guidance that I may return to the true path of our ancestors.” She bowed elaborately and held it.

      The rattling stopped.

      Nosuma looked up at the silence.

      The old, yellowed eyes regarded her doubtfully. “You speak the ancient tongue and ask for ancestor guidance. You are not like these other strangers from the sky who speak from the sides of their mouths. How do I know you're not a spirit, a mudzimu newly departed from among us and come to bedevil me with your mischief?”

      “Me? An ancestor spirit?” She laughed lightly. “You dig alongside the others with that trowel, yes? Show me where you dig, and I'll guide your hand to richer ground.”

      One graying brow wrinkled the forehead further. “Follow me, Shona-speaking one.”

      Nosuma straightened and realized the older woman was already entering the compound. She hurried to catch up. “What's your name, please?” she asked, ducking through the portal despite its easily clearing her head by a foot.

      “Teke Bapoko,” the old woman said, throwing a glance at her. “I am N'anga of the Madziva Mutupo.”

      Medium of the hippopotamus totem, Nosuma translated, but the way she'd said it didn't sound quite the way Nosuma heard it. “Doctor” or “priestess” were also possible translations. “Mother Bapoko, forgive me my ignorance, but when you say 'N'anga,' do you mean you worship the hippopotamus?”

      “ 'Worship' is an odd word, child Nosuma. No, it is more apt to say I intercede with the Madziva to bring healing to members of our totem. The Madziva requires no worship, other than we respect its watering holes and its young.”

      A threatened hippopotamus was no easy adversary, Nosuma knew. “Thank you, Mother Bapoko.” Nor a displeased N'anga.

      They passed numerous trenches, one or two workers in each. All glanced up at the woman in the professional business suit and dirt-stained digging boots. “Greetings,” she said in Shona, nodding at each, some replying and others looking surprised.

      “Rare to hear a person in your dress speaking our difficult tongue,” Teke said, stepping to a small pit in the shadow of a thirty-foot wall. The red-brown soil had been dug from a trough a foot wide and two feet deep. Six inches from the base of the wall, diagonal stakes held thick planks in place, buttressing the trench wall right below the fitted stone. She was surprised they'd excavated so close, but she also knew some walls were as thick as eight feet and fitted so well that they could be tunneled under if need be.

      “I've turned up a dozen artifacts from this trench alone,” Teke said proudly.

      “How long have you been working it, Mother Bapoko?”

      “Six months, child.”

      Nosuma wondered how the frail old woman had lasted that long.

      “But before that, I dug another trench over there for a year, but with less luck. This has been a fruitful dig, this one.”

      Subtly, without letting the old woman see, Nosuma touched the pole sculpture in her handbag, peering in as if looking for something. Several spots on the ground lit up for her, one of them flaring with the brilliance of a spotlight. The one she'd seen from the ridge before entering the compound. She released the figurine and grabbed a miniature trowel from her tool satchel.

      “Is that a Di Maniago?” the old woman asked, reverence in her voice.

      Nosuma always carried a set of Di Maniago tools, de rigueur for the discriminating archeologist. She knelt beside the trench. “Mother Bapoko, you must focus your attention here.” She indicated the place a foot from the trench, outlining it with a swipe of her trowel. “I'll stake it off.” She traded her trowel for a hammer and a sack of small stakes, knelt, and set stakes around the area.

      The old woman raised that gray eyebrow at her again. “The child who descends from the sky and speaks the language of the ground sees deep into the hearts of our ancestors.” Teke smiled at someone over Nosuma's shoulder. “Doctor Okande already advises us with second sight, Oh Great Kaonde,” she said, bowing.

      Nosuma stood and turned.

      “You mustn't pay attention to the old woman,” he told her in English. “She prattles on all day about Mitupo and ancestors. Come, let me introduce you to the site supervisor.”

      Nosuma tucked her tools back into her bag and bowed. “Bless, Mother Bapoko. I will praise you to our ancestors,” she said in Shona.

      “And I, you, child of the skies.”

      She followed Doctor Kaonde through another portal into a denser section of the complex, where the smoothly-undulating walls varied in height and enclosed what looked to have been a central gathering area, a fountain at its center. The bare, weed-strewn earth and sere, dry stone gave no hint to the lush garden that once must have surrounded the fountain, its multiple cascading pools stepping downward beside a grand staircase, the fountain now dry. Atop the stairs flush with the platform were round planters, now devoid of plants, and between the planters was a table, a holomap hovering above it, a few artifacts on the table beside the holojector.

      At one corner was a carved headrest, its pillars shaped in Xs, ridges carved along them in relief. Beside it was a blocky female figurine tapered at its lower end to a point, elaborate crosshatching across its abdomen. Nearby was a nearly-intact gourd, remarkably preserved, etchings in a band around its middle, a single split cracking one side all the way down.

      “Mr. Thuto Lungu, lead supervisor for the Guru Zimbabwe dig, this is Doctor Nosuma Okande, just off the ship from Alpha Caeli.”

      Thuto Lungu stood six-foot-nine and was thin as a rail. He took one look at her and knelt. “You have been blessed and praised by Mother Bapoko, our N'anga. Welcome, Doctor Okande. We are honored.”

      Dr. Kaonde glanced between them.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lungu,” she said in Shona. “I feel quite welcome.”

      Thuto climbed back to his feet, a seemingly impossible distance, a look of awe on his face. “It is we who are honored. Rarely does a Shona-speaking person descend from the sky. As if beyond this world, our language is rare, our beliefs unknown. Our legends talk of these strangers, but many among us dismiss them as tales meant only to delight the children. Perhaps there is substance to our other legends, too.”

      “I'd be curious to hear them, Mr. Lungu, hopefully soon.”

      “You must come to gathering, if Dr. Kaonde doesn't take you too far afield.”

      “I'd like that. Thank you, Mr. Lungu.”

      “You seem to have found your way into their hearts quite quickly, Doctor Okande,” Dr. Kaonde said in English. “An admirable trait, to establish empathy so fast.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      On the map of the compound, he showed her the major points of focus, many of these locations visible from their promontory. “We stand on what we think was a temple,” he told her. “But of course any wooded structure has long since rotted or burned away. Post holes indicate it was a rather large building, perhaps visible from most places in the Great Zimbabwe. As you know, the numerous portals in the perimeter indicates fairly heavy traffic to and from the compound, indicating that the Zimbabwe was a center of commerce, perhaps government or manufacturing—”

      “Or worship,” she added, having argued in her dissertation that traditional archeological theories frequently neglected possibilities outside mainstream thought.

      “Or worship,” Dr. Kaonde conceded. “To the west, here—” He pointed at the map, and then that direction to a particularly sinuous wall— “inside that enclosure, we found evidence of concentrated heat, as in a foundry, the surrounding granite block glazed on one side and a thick layer of carbon on everything.”

      From her glimpse earlier on the ridge, through the vision given her by the figurine, Nosuma knew that not a tenth of the Zimbabwe had been explored, despite its having been under active excavation for nearly a century.

      “Two factors have inhibited the pace of excavation. One is the native people's insistence that each dig be restored to its previous condition once artifacts have been removed,” Dr. Kaonde said. “Hence, before digging begins, each site is photographed and measured carefully. A second factor is the insistence of the village mediums—the Svikiro, the Vatete, the Shave, and the N'anga—that the ancestors be praised in elaborate ceremonies before a single shovel splits the dirt.

      “Here at the west end, where the entrance portal is as grand as it is intricate, we delayed excavation to accommodate local requests. Much of that end is given over to tourism. The scale and scope of the Guru Zimbabwe brings in much-needed revenue. We've negotiated ways to excavate the portions most popular to the tourists without interfering with the crowds. Not an easy task, to say the least. And certainly not fast.”

      Nosuma remembered as a child seeing stills and vids of the west end, and feeling enthralled at the ingenuity required to build such an edifice. “The Great Zimbabwe was among the sites that inspired me to enter archeology, Doctor Kaonde. It was just by chance I referenced it in my dissertation.”

      He smiled, nodding. “Certainly captures the imagination, doesn't it?”

      A shout from the east, and workers began to converge at the base of the main outer wall. Nosuma checked both left and right to confirm, saw it was Mother Teke Bapoko's dig they converged on.

      Doctor Kaonde glanced at her and headed nimbly down the stairs.

      Nosuma followed, getting glimpses of Teke on her knees in between other workers. A holographer stepped in and started imaging, Teke leaning back, her form blocking Nosuma's view as she approached. She heard gasps, murmurs, whispers.

      “It was Doctor Okande who told me to dig here,” Teke announced.

      Gazes riveted her, and she glanced among them. “What have you found, Mother Bapoko?” she asked in Shona.

      “Come and look, child,” Teke said, shooing the others back.

      Nosuma stepped forward beside Dr. Kaonde.

      Six inches down, inside a narrow trench off the larger trench, was a creamy-white face with the humanized features of a hippopotamus.

      Being extruded from a human birth canal.
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      “Why shouldn't you be credited with the find?” Dr. Kaonde asked her back at Institute Headquarters.

      “Because it was N'anga Bapoko who dug it up.” Nosuma realized it was the third time she'd made the argument, and she remonstrated herself for engaging in such futility. It was clear he wouldn't relent.

      He just looked at her. “It isn't remarkable at all to me that in your brilliance you should discover on your first day in the field an artifact of such profound importance that it rewrites everything we ever knew about the Shona peoples and the Zimbabwes they occupied.”

      She bit her lip, tears threatening to pour down her cheeks. “But did you see them? The way they looked at me? Their utter revulsion? As though I'd spat in their faces?”

      As though she herself had given birth to the monstrosity.

      He too, she could see, was blinking back tears. “Yes, Doctor Okande, it's true,” he said, his voice sympathetic, “The figurine casts them in an unflattering light.”

      “I don't want Mother Bapoko blamed for the find,” Nosuma said. She turned to the window, the city of Harare spread out before her, the bustle of a major metropolitan center evident even from this distance, the flare of ships launching and landing at the spaceport, people and commerce shooting through sky tubes like corpuscles in veins, helos like birds darting between towers.

      How odd, she thought, to be so warmly received in the morning and to earn their silent, scathing castigation by afternoon.

      Outside the building near the entrance, a cluster of media hovers had gathered, their antennae poking in all directions, reporters clustered in knots at the vehicles, an empty podium awaiting Doctor Nosuma Okande, stills and vids of the find already spreading across the galactic news wires, the obscure planet Achernar Tertius and its equally isolated Shona peoples launched to prominence by an archeological find that the tabloid media had already seized upon as human-alien interbreeding.

      And all the media hype brought them no closer to the mystery of how or why the Great Zimbabwe and all the lesser Zimbabwes had been abandoned.

      She turned to him, stilling her inner turmoil. “You'd like me to take credit for the find.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You have a condition.”

      “That circus down there,” she said, nodding at the media hovers sprouting their insect antennae. “I didn't sign up for that. You handle them. That's my condition.”

      Doctor Tugulu Kaonde smiled broadly. “My pleasure.”
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      She left out the back door and drove to her hotel a few miles away. During the year-long interview process, she hadn't been able to make inquiries into accommodations any more comfortable than a hotel room. She hoped none of the property owners had seen today's news.

      The first one she tried, a kind-faced gentleman with a small selection of cottages muttered a profanity and disconnected the call.

      Nosuma's face on vidscreens throughout the constellation, she wondered as she contacted another prospective property owner whether she'd get a similar response.

      “I'm of the Mbizitembo Mutupo,” said the second one, “I don't care one way or another.”

      The Zebra Totem, Nosuma translated instantly. He was available later that evening and she made arrangements to look at the property. She ordered a room service meal, exhausted and caring little about the cost, wanting only to rest an hour or two before venturing forth into Harare. She stood at the window, looking out across the twilight city, waiting for her food.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      Forty-five minutes later, she called room service to inquire into the delay.

      The manager's face appeared on the com. “Forgive me, Doctor Okande, but there is no one willing to bring it to your room. They've all seen the news.”

      “And what about you?” It sounded like a demand.

      His lips went white, blood draining from his face. “Alas, I cannot. Further, I am advised I must ask you to leave the premises in the morning with all your belongings.”

      “And not return.”

      “Yes, I'm afraid so.”

      “I'll be down in a moment to get the meal myself.” She made no effort to hide her fury.

      No one looked at her when she appeared at the kitchen door. Just inside the door was a box with her name on it.

      The food was good but even so she barely tasted it. She supposed she wouldn't have found the notoriety so distressing if she weren't herself a member of the Madziva totem. On her home planet, Alpha Caeli, a moderate climate world, her family had practiced few of the old ways, and it had only been by chance she'd even discovered her totem. The rejection of the hippopotamus clan stung nonetheless.

      She sighed, eating mindlessly, looking out over the city, the darkened suite behind her.

      On her way out the door, she left the tray just outside her room and made her way to the parking lot. The hover she'd rented took her into a city ablaze with nightlife.

      At the address she'd given stood a set of six bungalows. She parked directly under a streetlight. Occasional hovers whined past, only two vehicles parked along this stretch. A few passersby strolled along the sidewalks, one couple greeting her as they passed.

      Good, it's quiet, she thought.

      “Certainly they're small,” said the landlord, showing her the premises. “For widowers, pensioners, single individuals, or newly-wed couples, they're perfect.”

      It was perfect. Tall ceilings, narrow rooms, quaint wainscoting. The furniture was drab and spare, the washed-out pastel fabric able to absorb personal effects without clashing.

      “Please,” she said. “I'll take it. Can it be ready tomorrow?”

      “It is ready now, Doctor Okande.” He brought out a holopad. “Here's the contract.”

      “Dishes extra, utilities not included,” she read aloud, “including holovid.” She glanced at the living room wall, where a blank screen sat dormant, brooding.

      “There's a three-day grace period to get the utilities into your name. Initial here, here, and here. Sign there, and I'll need a thousand galacti, which includes first, last, and security deposit.”

      She initialed and signed and delved in her purse for money. “You said you're of the Mbizitembo Totem. Why are the totems so important here?” She thought she knew, but wanted to hear it.

      “Some cling to the old ways out of familiarity. We are only a hundred years out of isolation, Doctor, and there are just three large cities on Babwe. Ninety percent of the populace still lives as they did before the travelers came down from the sky.” He gave her the key and took his leave.

      Nosuma wandered for a few minutes through the three rooms, looking at ways to make it her own. A yawn struck her, reminding her she'd had a long day.

      Might as well do the hotel manager a favor, she thought.

      Nosuma pulled the door shut behind her and walked toward her hover.

      “Don't believe their lies.”

      She whirled.

      An older man was sitting on the stoop of the bungalow next door, lit from the side by a streetlamp and from behind by a holoscreen inside the house. She felt his gaze on her, even from a distance.

      How does he know who I am? she wondered. “I'm Nosuma, your new neighbor.”

      “Bakele Thumodi,” he said. “My second new neighbor in as many weeks. A newly-married couple moved in on the other side of you not long ago.”

      She saw he was older, swatches of gray at both his temples, cascades of wrinkles along his jowl. His breathing was heavy, as though from a medical condition. The holoscreen behind him played the news, her face flashing upon it briefly as she approached the bungalow. “What do you mean, 'Don't believe their lies'?”

      “Those fat hippos are just throwing their weight around. They don't want you to know the truth.”

      “What truth is that, Mr. Thumodi?”

      He snorted and looked away. “The hungwe soar above the savannah and see far more than the fat, lazy hippopotamus.”

      Fish eagle, she translated, deciding he preferred his innuendo and aphorism to anything more explicit. “How do I regain their trust, far-seeing Fish Eagle?” she asked in English.

      He grunted, returning his gaze to her. “You must seek your truth out there, away from that blather.” He gestured first toward the Guru Zimbabwe, and then over his shoulder at the holoscreen playing relentlessly behind him.

      “And you?” she asked. “What is your truth?”

      “Mine? That I'm a broken old man, too old and broken to live among my people, awaiting my time to become an ancestor. Go, Doctor Okande, and become the vision seeker that your people and mine sorely need.” He threw his head back and laughed, openly mocking her.

      Bemused and bewildered, Nosuma strode to her hover, reminding herself never to dismiss the wisdom of the elderly, particularly among a people who had lacked a written language for nearly a thousand years.

      At the hotel, she gathered her things. Seeing her dinner tray still outside her door, untouched, she wondered whether to alert the management. Leave it, she told herself. Tell them I'm departing? she wondered, and decided she'd do so only after she'd left the building. Flying her hover out of the parking lot onto the wide boulevard, Nosuma commed the hotel.

      As she unloaded her belongings at her new digs, she left her heaviest satchel, her archeology tools, for last.

      The old neighbor was gone from his stoop, his bungalow dark.

      Realizing how late it was, she readied herself for bed, wondering what she'd find at the office the next day.
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      Something woke her in the middle of the night.

      Nosuma lay there a moment, wondering what had awakened her. Disoriented by the unfamiliar bungalow around her, she rose, the wooden floor cold on her bare feet, chill air seeping under her nightie.

      Slipping on a robe, she went to the window and parted the curtain. Twenty feet away was her neighbor's window, dark, the old man probably dreaming in innuendos. Nosuma went to the opposite side of her new residence and peeked out.

      The window on the newlyweds' bungalow was lit up, the couple silhouetted, doing what newlyweds did.

      Nosuma smiled, wondering what they'd do if they knew.

      A diaphanous mist surged around the silhouette.

      She blinked and looked again.

      The mist dissipated, absorbed into the bungalow wall.

      She shook her head, wondering if she were dreaming. Shaking her head, she dismissed it. So tired I'm seeing things, she thought, retreating to bed.
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      Tool satchel slung over her shoulder, Nosuma approached the building entrance, dressed in her digs. The loose khaki cloth did little to beautify her appearance, the drab, shapeless garb nearly obscuring her already thin physique. Boyish, she'd always been called.

      The two security personnel at the door demanded her ID. They exchanged a glance and waved her through. Nosuma didn't remember seeing them the day before.

      She found Doctor Kaonde in his office. “Where to, today, Doctor?”

      Tugulu Kaonde looked over from a holoscreen filled with text. The image collapsed, and he pushed away from his desk. “We'll forego touring other sites for now, Doctor. We've received several threats overnight.” He gestured at a map on the wall. “I'm assigning you to Naletale, north of here, halfway up the continent. No major cities nearby, few holos, little communication with the outside world, and the native populace predominantly of the Tsoko Mutupo, the monkey.”

      “The playful totem,” she said.

      “And keen of wit,” he added. “Naturally, the Institute will buy out the lease you just put on that bungalow—”

      “How'd you know about that?”

      “The police tried to contact you at the hotel, didn't find you, and ran a trace on your rental hover. They posted a guard outside the bungalow all night, at the Institute's expense, of course.”

      She frowned, wondering whether they were reconsidering their contract with her.

      “Don't worry,” he said. “Your find yesterday has already brought far more attention to the Institute than any previous publicity effort to date. Donations have spiked accordingly. Anyway, you're to leave immediately.”

      “My belongings at the bungalow?”

      “Rufi is retrieving them. He'll be back momentarily. The three of you will make the trip overland.”

      “Rufi and who else?”

      “Your guard.”

      She stared at him, dismayed. “What kind of threats were they, Doctor?”

      He met her gaze. “Threats of death, and worse, of sending midzimu yavo to pursue you.”

      Their ancestor spirits, she translated. Worse than death. The Shona believed that a person's spirit continued to influence the lives of the living and events in the community. Right after death, the spirit was dangerous and unpredictable, but did eventually settle down to guard the surviving family. The recently deceased were often invoked to pursue one's enemies.

      “Hopefully, they aren't Muroyi threatening to change shape into lions to chase me across the savannah.” Mediums who channeled ancestors and solicited their advice on behalf of family or totem members were sometimes reputed to change shape while in trance.

      “None of that goes on here, Doctor,” Tugulu said. “Don't listen to the old folk tales.” He pulled his holocom from his pocket. “Rufi is downstairs now. You'd better go.”

      “Naletale, it is then. It'll keep me out of the spotlight, anyway.”

      One of the smaller Zimbabwes, Naletale had been picked over by archeologists for all its significant finds, and now all that remained was the tedium of completing its excavation.

      As she made her way from the building, the feeling of rejection wouldn't leave her. First, relegated to Babwe, a backwater planet whose excavation sites were of little significance to the profession. And now relegated to a backwater site whose significant finds had all been excavated.

      A backwater site on a backwater planet.

      The sting of rejection was like the lash of a scorpion's tail.

      Nosuma bit back her tears, her jaw rippling.

      Rufi was driving, she saw, a female guard in the back seat. She stowed her tool satchel in the trunk, keeping only her handbag with her as she climbed into the forward passenger seat beside Dr. Kaonde's assistant. “Why you, Rufi? Surely, they could have found someone else to drive me.”

      “I have family near Naletale, and I needed a few days off.” Then he grinned at her. “Doctor Chaos wasn't too happy with me, strong-arming signatures in front of you that way.”

      She stifled a laugh, relieved to hear she wasn't the only one causing Dr. Kaonde conniption fits. “What do you think of all this mess?”

      “I think in order for you to have caused such a commotion that you must have powerful ancestors guarding you. Not only have you offended almost a tenth of the populace on Babwe, you've caused an uproar at the Institute. There's an entrenched faction in our bureaucracy adamant we've outlived our purpose and intent on closing the Institute, or at least downsizing it.”

      “Proved them wrong my first day of work,” she quipped.

      “And slapped a gigantic exclamation point onto your dissertation.”

      She certainly had. Whatever ethnographic and historical interpretations had been affixed to the excavations at the Great Zimbabwe and all the lesser Zimbabwes had been thrown into chaos by the statuette unearthed yesterday.

      Nosuma squirmed in her restraints to look at the guard in the back seat. “Doctor Nosuma Okande,” she said, sticking out her hand.

      “Kwena Amakosae, and my totem is the antelope.”

      “Mhara Mutupo,” she said, not surprised that the guard would volunteer her affiliation. “I'm of the Madziva Mutupo.”

      Kwena's eyebrows rose. “Your clan isn't happy with you, Doctor.” She had a directness to her uncharacteristic of the Shona peoples.

      “No, I suppose they aren't.”

      “I would be very upset if I were told my ancestors had given birth to antelopes.” Kwena looked to be young, not more than twenty-five.

      “It's said that the younger generation tends to believe less stringently in the ancestral ways than their forebears,” Nosuma said in Shona.

      Kwena nodded. “Except in outlying areas with little exposure to the people who come from the sky. You speak Shona well, Doctor.”

      “Thank you. Where are you from, Ms. Amakosae?”

      “Mutare, Doctor Okande, near the east coast.”

      “Near Vumba, isn't it? An early Khami Period settlement,” Nosuma added, “where the arrangement of granaries symbolized the distinctions between men and women, elderly and young, rich and poor.”

      “The lines of ancestral authority are strictly enforced in Mutare to this day, Doctor. It can be … difficult there.”

      She sensed the young woman wanted to say more. “Glad you're along. It's an eight hour trip? Perhaps you'll tell me a little more about your people.”

      “I'd be honored, Doctor.”

      The hover banked and turned onto the highway heading north out of town.

      From her handbag at her feet, the pole sculpture peered, sitting beside her blush compact, the female face below elaborate braids looking at her sternly, as though displeased with her.

      Assigned to a planet where the people revere their ancestors as though their spirits remain with us to influence our actions and our environment, she thought. Ironic that I would happen upon a teak sculpture which gives me a glimpse of the spirit world. Or some world beyond the five human senses.

      In her dissertation, Nosuma had argued that modern ethnographic, archeologic, and anthropologic interpretations imposed severe limitations on researchers' views of the lifestyles, languages, and customs of the ancient Bantu peoples who'd occupied the five Zimbabwes. She'd become an expert on the Zimbabwes not necessarily out of choice, but simply that the Zimbabwes seemed the most obvious example of this type of theoretical blindness, partly because of the culture's lack of a written language, and partly because of the vacuum of information surrounding these ancient sites. Five hundred years of inoccupancy had cloaked them with a thick veil of mystery. She'd only meant in her dissertation to encourage her colleagues in the field to be more open-minded about their work in general.

      In doing so, she'd succumbed to an analogous trap, that of specializing in the Zimbabwes. I wish I'd tried for a post elsewhere, Nosuma thought, the landscape rushing past the vehicle windows.

      Multiple theories as to the abandonment of the sites had been postulated, each citing artifacts unearthed in various locations, some citing local legend, but none of them able in Nosuma's thinking to establish definitively the reasons these edifices were no longer in use.

      She looked over her shoulder. “Kwena, what do your people say about the Zimbabwes? Why were they abandoned?”

      “Vumba, our elders say, was invaded by a clan of Muroyi—yes, Doctor, an entire clan of witches—who cursed the people living within the stone walls, giving them sicknesses that no N'anga could cure, no matter what ritual was used. Before then, people did what their forebears had done, farming, stone-masonry, herding, and they were satisfied with the possessions their parents had, using their parents' gourds, living in their parents' houses. After they occupied the Zimbabwes, they yearned to do things their forebears had never done and to gather at their hearths things their parents had never had, desiring more for themselves than their mothers and fathers had ever possessed.”

      “I've heard of that illness,” Rufiji said. “It's called greed.”

      “I have heard that a sickness is spreading among the youth in Harare, the sickness of dissatisfaction,” Kwena said. “There is wealth all around them, and yet they demand more. It is what happens, the Vumba elders say, when too many people live in one place.”

      “Why would the Creator, Mwari, curse his people for that?” Nosuma asked.

      “It is not the Creator who curses his people,” Kwena replied. “Mwari only created us, and his creation is far too complex for him to worry about something so insignificant as people. We do not pray to God himself but always to the lesser clan or family spirits. Since they live in the spiritual world, they are in communication with all the other spirits, including God. Mwari has made them all and everything in this world, the good ancestral spirits and the evil ones. Therefore, it is much better to appeal to and place one's trust in the good spirits in the first place.”

      “They say this about Vumba?” Nosuma asked.

      “And Naletale, Regina, Dhlo-Dhlo, and the Guru Zimbabwe itself.”

      “Rufi, what is your Mutupo?”

      “The Tsoko, or monkey,” he replied, “the most clever creature amongst all the animals, a quick-minded, mercurial animal, agile and limber in both mind and body, unpredictable and highly intelligent. Our Mutupo reminds us to adapt ourselves to our environment, and to give thanks to the infinite miracles occurring in every moment of our lives. My father is the Svikiro, the tribal spirit medium, for the village of Shurugwi, near Naletale, a position that will come to me when he passes into the spirit world.”

      Nosuma looked at him with increased respect. “Quite a bit different from what you're doing now, isn't it?”

      “Au contraire, Doctor Okande,” Rufiji said. “The similarities are astounding. It will be a minor transition to intercede with Tsoko on behalf of Shurugwi after so many years of interceding with the evil spirit Doctor Kaonde on behalf of the Institute.”

      Nosuma threw her head back and laughed. “And what does your Svikiro say about the Zimbabwe at Naletale?”

      Rufiji looked suddenly somber, his eyes fixing to the road ahead and his hands gripping the controls. “It is a sad tale, Doctor. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “If it wouldn't disturb you to tell it, Rufi. But if you're reluctant, surely another time or place will suffice. Perhaps your father can tell me the tale. I'm looking forward to meeting him.”

      The administrative assistant nodded, looking remorseful. “It would be better if he were to tell it, Doctor Okande. I would feel … that I'm encroaching upon my father's duties, and I don't wish to speed his journey into that great beyond.”

      Nosuma smiled and nodded, settling into her seat, watching the passing scenery, the rolling hills brown with late summer grasses. She glanced at her bag sitting on the floor at her feet.

      The stern expression on the figurine was gone.
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      A jostling awoke her.

      The sky was in twilight, and the first thing Nosuma noticed was the absence of motion. The near-silence was disconcerting.

      “We're here,” Rufiji said.

      She blinked the sleep from her eyes and climbed from the vehicle.

      Kwena stood to one side of the hover, one hand near her sidearm, her eyes roving the surrounding savannah.

      They were parked near a large rondavel, a mud-and-wattle structure with a thatch roof some thirty feet across. Attached to one side was a granite section, similar in materials to the mortarless walls at the Zimbabwes. Above the door was the Institute emblem, the same as that on the hover doors.

      “You and Kwena will be staying here,” Rufiji said. “Shurugwi is just a mile down this road. I'd better go see my family or they'll be worried. The Naletale Zimbabwe is that direction, about two miles. I'll be by in the morning to pick you up and take you to the site.”

      “Thank you, Rufi. Give my greetings to your father and your family. I hope to meet them soon.” She pulled her belongings from the back, her satchel of tools, two suitcases of clothes, a smaller valise for her cosmetics, and her handbag. All her worldly possessions.

      “You're welcome, Doctor.” He got back in and the hover roared to life.

      After quartering the area, Kwena helped her in with her belongings.

      Unlike the outside, the inside of the rondavel looked like a conventional modern house, not terribly different from the bungalow she'd briefly occupied. The granite-walled portion was a bedroom, a window somehow fitted into a gap between bulky granite slabs, and the room adjacent to it was a bath. The large room under the thatch roof was a combined kitchen, dining, and living area, the inside walls finished with sheetrock, three light fixtures hanging from the ceiling, one near the hood over the stove. A counter jutted from one wall beside the kitchen, creating extra counter and cupboard space. The furniture was utilitarian, its fabric coarse with a dense variegated pattern covering the couch and armchair. A small bamboo dining set completed the ensemble, its glass top revealing the slightly-darkened dining-area carpet underneath. In need of a thorough shampooing, she thought. Devoid of personal possession, it exuded the same impersonal feeling as the bungalow.

      “It's really only large enough for one person,” Nosuma said. “Surely they can't expect us both to occupy this tiny place.”

      “I'll sleep on the couch, Doctor,” Kwena said.

      “I wonder if there are better accommodations at the Zimbabwe.”

      “Tents under stars, I'm willing to guess, but not much more. Don't worry, Doctor, I'll be comfortable. After all, I'm sharing a house with a wonderful person who honors me with her curiosity and compassion.”

      The sting of rejection abated a bit. “Thank you, Kwena. Please, call me Nosuma. In a space as small as this, we'll probably get to know more of each other than we realize.”

      “Probably. Thank you, Nosuma. I praise you to my ancestors.” She bowed.

      The fleeting acceptance she'd felt at the Guru Zimbabwe returned. Curious, she thought, that it would come in these unfortunate circumstances.
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      Nosuma balked at seeing the envelope in her tool satchel.

      It was morning, and she and Kwena had navigated sharing the single bath for their morning ablutions, the space cramped and inadequate to sustain any degree of privacy.

      It was a delicate dance in various stages of dishabille with Kwena, whose top-notch physical condition and finely-sculpted physique inspired admiration. Nosuma's petite figure and slim, almost-boyish hips inspired nothing remotely similar, she was certain. Somehow, she maintained an attitude of amusement and kept her equanimity. The situation reminded her somewhat of her early college years, sharing limited dorm space with a fellow student. The close proximity had alerted her to desires she hadn't known she possessed, she and the other student having eventually become intimate.

      After the dance, she fixed them both a simple breakfast of sadza, a white maize porridge with cinnamon, and then she had reached for her tool satchel to prepare for the day. Rufiji was expected to arrive at any moment to take them to the Naletale Zimbabwe.

      Inside her satchel was an envelope, the object inside it bulky and angular.

      How did that get in my satchel? she wondered, staring at it, knowing what it was even before opening the envelope, but not knowing why it was there.

      Across the room, Kwena looked up from the parts of her sidearm strewn across the table.

      Nonchalantly, Nosuma took her satchel into the bedroom and opened the envelope.

      A soapstone hippopotamus face emerging from the vulva of a mother goddess statuette stared at her. From the envelope fell a note on a diaphanous sheet of flim.

      She laid the statuette reverently on the bed and picked up the note.

      “Tell no one you have the artifact. I've imaged it thoroughly, but as you can see, it hasn't been properly cleaned. This artifact is safest in your hands. I fear that my colleagues here at the Institute do not wish it studied or information about it disseminated. I would have smuggled it off planet, but my activities are scrutinized far too closely. Please keep it safe until I'm able to make arrangements. I would be remiss not to tell you that your having it places you in danger. I beg your forgiveness for having to do that. Thank you, Doctor, I praise you to my ancestors.” The note was unsigned, but she was convinced Doctor Kaonde had written it.

      Outside, a hover approached, its whine growing louder. All she wanted to do was to study the statuette, but now she had no time.

      Digging around in her voluminous tool satchel, she put the artifact into a specimen bag and that into a padded sleeve. An empty endpocket seemed the likely place to keep it.

      She shouldered her satchel and stepped from the bedroom. “Rufi's here, sounds like.”

      Kwena was just holstering her reassembled sidearm. “Ready, Doctor.”

      Satchel on one shoulder, handbag on her other, Nosuma stepped out the door.

      The hover was just settling to the ground, dirt devils spinning away from its airjets, the morning sun glinting off the windshield, Rufi grinning at them from the driver's seat.

      She stowed her tool satchel in the back and climbed in front beside him, Kwena climbing into the rear passenger seat. “Good morning, Rufi.”

      “Morning to you,” he said. “How were the accommodations?” The craft lifted and moved toward the road.

      Nosuma threw a grimace over her shoulder at Kwena. “Downright palatial.”

      “And the maid service was the best I've seen,” the bodyguard added.

      Rufiji laughed and shook his head. “Best we could do, given the circumstances.”

      “How is your family?” Kwena asked.

      “They're well. My parents send their regards. My father wishes to welcome you in ceremony tomorrow evening, Doctor Okande. Tonight, he welcomes me home properly, and tomorrow he would be honored to meet you and praise you to our ancestors.”

      “Please tell him that an elaborate ceremony is far too much honor for this humble person and that I look forward to making his acquaintance. His welcoming me is quite an unexpected gift.” She watched his face for some sign that he knew what Doctor Kaonde had smuggled into her satchel.

      “In our village, we tell the tale of a traveler from the sky who blesses our fields with bountiful yields, with cattle that grow fat from lush grasses, with wombs that grow turgid with child.” He beamed at her. “Father wishes to secure your blessings for our village.”

      “Simply because I'm a traveler from the sky?” Nosuma laughed lightly, bemused. “I doubt I'll be able to grant any of those blessings to anyone.”

      “But you'll certainly be asked to intercede with the spirits, if only in praise.”

      “I'd be honored to praise such praiseworthy people, if they're anything like you.” If Rufiji knew about the figurine in her tool satchel, he gave no indication. She glanced at the scenery, the rolling savannah seeming vast, a small blot on the horizon ahead.

      The blot on the horizon was the Zimbabwe itself, growing larger with their approach.

      Among the smallest of the ancient Zimbabwes, Naletale consisted of a colossal wall constructed from the native granite, and several smaller walls branching away from it. Six hundred feet long and fifty feet at its tallest point, the main wall snaked along a ridge top, the smaller walls almost buttressing the main wall. Highly decorated and topped by plinths along most its length, the main wall featured major designs from the Zimbabwe architectural tradition: Chevrons, cords, checks, and ironstone-colored bands.

      The instant Nosuma stepped from the hover, the wind sat on her chest with intense heat, like the slap of a hot hand.

      “This hot mhepo kicked up just a few minutes ago,” said a khaki-clad woman who came toward them from a set of three canopies. “I'm Nyankore Ganda, site supervisor here at Naletale.”

      “Doctor Nosuma Okande,” Nosuma said, shaking her hand. “Pleased. This is my companion, Kwena Amakosae.”

      The two women greeted each other, Rufiji setting Nosuma's tool satchel at her feet.

      “Come on over and have a look, then,” Nyankore said, gesturing at the canopies. “Call me Nia, by the way. Not terribly stuck on formalities out here.”

      “Call me Nosuma, Nia.” Satchel on shoulder, she looked over the artifacts spread across several tables, all in the process of cleaning, piecing together, measuring, documenting.

      “I'm afraid that the sirocco is going to make things unpleasant for the next few days,” Nyankore said. “In these conditions, we'll be mandating breaks every hour, enforcing regular hydration, invoking exposure protocols. No one works in direct sunlight during a sirocco, heatstroke likely to fell even the hardiest worker. These protocols are strictly enforced, Doctor, which I'm afraid will cut into your twelve-hour days.”

      Nosuma shrugged. “I hadn't anticipated such conditions. You said you expect them to last a few days?”

      “Most siroccos last at least that long, sometimes longer. And the winds continue even at night, which makes sleep nearly impossible. Welcome to the interior of the continent.”

      “Well, let's have a go at it then. Rufi, will you be joining us?”

      “Sorry, got some business to take care of in the village,” he said, his palms open at his shoulders. “I'll check in by holocom around lunchtime, though.” He headed for the hover.

      “Soft-palmed bureaucrat,” Nyankore muttered, turning to Nosuma. “Yours don't look much tougher, Doctor, but at least you have the tools.” She gestured at her satchel, the Di Maniago emblem visible on the side. “They train you to use those?”

      “I've got an inkling,” Nosuma said, grinning, “but always willing to learn.”

      “Quite a stir you caused at the Guru Zimbabwe.”

      “Even more of one at the Institute,” Nosuma said, looking the woman over carefully.

      The weathered leather of Nyankore's complexion and heavily-calloused hands spoke to years of field work. “I read your dissertation. Sounded like theoretical Bantu to me.”

      “And you don't speak a word of Shona, do you?” She smiled at the site supervisor's nod. “It really wasn't about the Zimbabwes at all, just happened to feature them as a prime example of the blindness that we archeologists frequently succumb to.”

      “Doesn't that just make us human?”

      “Indeed it does,” Nosuma said.

      “What about your bulldog?” The site director hooked a thumb toward Kwena.

      The pot calling the kettle, Nosuma thought, not endeared to the site supervisor at all. “Institute-assigned guard, probably knows the business end of a trowel, but not trained in excavation.”

      Nyankore chuckled, shaking her head. “Even out here, eh? Not a soul with a political axe to grind within a thousand miles, and only a few members of the Madziva Mutupo in the village. She can work, even so.” The site supervisor turned toward the Zimbabwe and gestured. “We've excavated most the likely deposit areas, Doctor, the wall base yielding a considerable trove of artifacts. What would you like to do, a little digging, some cataloguing, a bit of clean-up?”

      “If I may, I'd like to walk around the Zimbabwe first, get a sense of its scope. We'll see what happens then, eh?”

      “Certainly.” Nyankore gestured to a young man. “Rori, take Doctor Okande around the wall, would you?”

      “Yes, Miss Ganda.”

      “All right if I set this here?” Nosuma asked. She eased her tool satchel to the ground and half-slid it under a table, keeping her handbag on her shoulder.

      “It'll be fine, no one around for miles.” Nyankore was already bending over a multi-piece puzzle of bone fragments.

      “This way, Doctor, and here, take a parasol.” The young man—a boy, really, not more than twenty years old—handed her a white parasol.

      “Thank you, Rori. What's your surname?”

      “Chwana, Doctor. We should go this way, it's much more impressive.”

      Nosuma followed him by a pace, letting her gaze take in the monumental wall to their left, Kwena following by several paces, her eyes on the surrounding bush.

      She half-listened to the young man's chatter as he led her uphill, the wall following the ridgeline. The adjacent walls which abutted the main wall, she realized, weren't placed as buttresses, but looked to be stairways, their steps upward regular and even.

      In the outer pocket of her handbag, the female figurine stared at her.

      Nosuma put her hand over it, and the Zimbabwe lit up, points of light flaring all along its length, thousands of artifacts beckoning to be unearthed.

      “We've nearly finished excavating this entire side,” Rori was saying. “In a week, we're moving base camp to the other side.”

      Barely able to see beyond the brilliance of the still-buried items, she let go of the figurine.

      “Are you all right?”

      Sweat poured off her, in far greater amounts than the morning heat should provoke. Her heart hammering in her ears, Nosuma nodded at him. “It will pass,” she said, indicating he continue. “What is your Mutupo, Rori?” she asked in Shona.

      “Tsoko, Doctor, like most of us here. My wife isn't, of course, and a few other staff aren't. Nearly all of us are from the village where Rufi's father is the Svikiro. Why do you have a guard?”

      “The Institute thinks I'm important.” She grinned and winked at him. “I haven't found a way to tell them I'm much too humble for that.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “People from the sky behave strangely sometimes.”

      “How long have you been married?” she asked, thinking he didn't look old enough to marry.

      “Just a few months,” Rori said. “You'll probably meet her at dinner. But you'll recognize her instantly. She's the most beautiful woman in creation.”

      Nosuma grinned, seeing how besotted he was.

      The northern end of the Zimbabwe was a rounded turret tapering to a cap nearly sixty feet in the air, looking to be just a few feet across at the cap, its base almost twenty feet through. The conical structure, like all the Zimbabwe structures, was granite sheaves fitted together without mortar. The turret surface looked to be so smooth and the gaps between stones so small that it couldn't be hand-scaled, except by the most expert of climbers.

      Postulated to be a watchtower, the turret was perched at the highpoint on the ridge and commanded a view of the surrounding terrain for several miles.

      From her vantage, Nosuma saw to the northeast a collection of buildings some miles away.

      “That's our village, Shurugwi. From up there, you can almost see the capital, Harare.”

      She sensed he was exaggerating. “So you tell tales too, eh?”

      He grinned at her.

      Along the backside of the Zimbabwe, the terrain was more rugged, the abutting walls fewer, the plinths atop the wall spaced closer together like crenellations or battlements.

      Stepping back from the wall so she could see most of its six-hundred-foot length, Nosuma touched the pole sculpture briefly. Fewer points of light flared from the wall, significantly fewer artifacts awaiting excavation on this side.

      As they strode the length of the wall, she continued to get the impression of its having had a defensive purpose, versus the Guru Zimbabwe, whose multiple portals in its outer wall had lent it the air of commerce.

      She wondered what enemy Naletale was intended to defend against, if indeed that had been its purpose.

      They reached the lower end, in both elevation and height. Like the upper end, the lower end was also capped with a rounded turret, but this only ten feet tall, twenty feet through at its base, its sides smooth.

      As they came around the lower end, a dig came into view, an old man under a canopy, wearing khaki trousers, his chest bare but his head swathed with a sweat-stained white cloth. He knelt in the trench, a small trowel in hand. He looked up at them, and his eyes went wide.

      “It is the Svikiro of the Institute,” he said, bowing. “You must be Doctor Okande. I am Tumai Adouma.”

      She sensed in him an awareness that transcended the corporeal. “Pleased, Mr. Adouma.” She decided it was his direct gaze, uncharacteristic of the Shona, in whom an averted gaze was a sign of respect. This man has been educated off-planet, she thought. In Shona, she said, “Praise Tsoko for your work here.”

      He cocked his head, his gaze growing briefly distant. “Please, call me Tumai. I'm not of the Tsoko Mutupo, the Monkey Totem, but thank you anyway, Doctor,” he said in English, nodding. “You bring change from the sky to the liking of neither the native Babweans nor the Institute itself. You are a hot mhepo across a glacier of inflexibility.”

      A hot gust of wind buffeted them, and she smiled. “I've had a little experience in thawing ideas that have become fixed and frozen, Tumai.”

      “As your dissertation indicates. Welcome, Doctor.” He nodded and returned his attention to his dig.

      She briefly touched the pole sculpture in her handbag. A scintillating object flared just inches from his trowel, as bright as the artifact she'd located at the Guru Zimbabwe. “Tumai, a little to the left,” she said.

      He looked at her, bewildered. “That's compacted decomposed granite, unlikely to yield anything.”

      She frowned and shrugged. “Yes, of course, you're right, I can see that from here. Forgive me if I'm presuming to tell you what to do.”

      Again, his gaze grew distant. “We all have our glaciers, Doctor.” And he resumed his work with the trowel, now scraping gently away at the place she'd indicated.

      “As long as we know that, Tumai.” She bowed to him and moved on, wondering why a man of his caliber was doing the grunt work of excavation.

      As she rounded the lower end turret, she caught sight of the Zimbabwe as it snaked up the ridge, its upper surface just visible to her.

      “Step back over here, Doctor Okande,” Rori told her, standing on a boulder behind her.

      She hadn't seen him scale it. She held out her hand, and he helped her up. There was just room on the boulder for them both.

      From here, the sinuous wall revealed the uniformity of its undulations, each curve deviating consistently from the midline, its top flat and angled up at approximately ten degrees, like a giant wedge or ramp. The plinths atop the wall were nearly intact along the western, more forbidding side but missing at regular intervals along the eastern side.

      Kwena looked up at her from below. “I don't like your being up there, Doctor Okande. You're much too exposed.”

      She bent down, extending her hand toward Kwena. “Help me down.” Nosuma looked for a foothold, saw a narrow ledge, felt for it, and began to lower herself. Then her foothold slipped and she fell, but Kwena caught her by her midriff and lowered her gently to the ground.

      “Got you.” Kwena held her a moment longer than necessary.

      “Thank you,” she said, briefly meeting the other woman's gaze, feeling a tingle of attraction. She's my bodyguard, Nosuma reminded herself.

      Walking up alongside the wall to the three canopies, she passed several tents, one emitting the clamor of a kitchen. “Rori, do some of the workers live here at Naletale?”

      “Yes, Doctor. Old man Adouma, a few others not of the Tsoko Mutupo, a handful who aren't from Shurugwi. And my wife and I. That's our tent over there.”

      She saw it was to the north and somewhat separated from the other tents.

      He leaned close and whispered, “Miss Ganda says it saves the Institute from having to hire guards.”

      She smiled, the three of them approaching the canopy. Her tool satchel remained where she'd left it.

      Nyankore looked up from her bone puzzle, a fine-bristled brush in hand. “What do you think?” She gestured at the Zimbabwe.

      “Certainly enigmatic, gives me the impression of either a defensive wall or some sort of ramp,” Nosuma said. “The other side looks as if it's hardly been touched. Mind if I stake off a few promising areas?”

      “No, please do. I was wondering when I was going to get the time to do that before we moved over there. Rori told you we've excavated nearly all the areas on this side, yes?”

      “He did, yes. Nia, I did spot a place or two worth exploring. Would you mind?”

      This time, Nyankore looked bewildered. “Really? We've done resonance imaging of this entire length. I can't imagine how we might have missed something.”

      Nosuma shrugged and smiled, gesturing over her shoulder. “I pointed out one such place to Mr. Adouma at the south end.”

      A shout went up from that direction, as if on cue.

      Turning, Nyankore looked that way, workers beginning to converge on the spot. “He appears to have found something. Shall we go have a look?”

      Following her, her tools slung over her shoulder, Nosuma realized the toll the heat was taking, her satchel seeming much heavier than usual. Then she remembered the artifact in the endpocket.

      And wondered what the old man had found. Anxiety crawled around in the pit of her stomach like a venomous worm seeking exit. Kwena, she noticed, drew closer, as if sensing Nosuma's anxiety. Probably just dislikes a large number of people, she thought, such as those gathering around the old man.

      A videographer was filming the scene, the equipment visible over everyone's heads. From among the workers surrounding Tumai, she heard gasps, murmurs, whispers.

      “Doctor Okande told me to dig here,” he said.

      Glances lanced her from among the onlookers.

      “What is it, Tumai?” Nyankore asked. “What have you found?”

      Nosuma stepped forward beside the site director.

      Inside a narrow trench in the compacted decomposed granite was the creamy-white, humanized face of a monkey.

      Being extruded from a human vaginal canal.
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      “They're saying it's the birth of Tsoko Mutupo.”

      They're saying a lot more than that, Nosuma wanted to blurt. She supposed their calling it the birth of the totem was a bit more gracious than the way the other figurine had been received.

      Work at the site had ground to a halt while Tumai Adouma had finished excavating the statuette. Among the most meticulous of the diggers, he worked slowly and methodically, the entire encampment on edge as he'd loosened the soil from around the artifact.

      Lunch had come and gone while he worked.

      Nosuma and Nyankore had watched him from the command canopy, a vid piped to them of the excavation process. The canopy gave them scant relief from the oppressive heat, their clothing splotched with sweat.

      As the figure took shape from the sediment around it, Nosuma could see it was nearly identical in materials and form to the one unearthed at the Guru Zimbabwe two days ago, except for the monkey face.

      Seems like so much longer than that, she thought, not daring retrieve the first figurine from her tool satchel.

      In mid-afternoon, once Tumai had freed it from the earth, Nyankore had called an early halt to the day's work, sending everyone home. As at the Guru Zimbabwe, the unearthing of this artifact was causing quite a stir among the workers.

      Nosuma felt the burn of their gazes as they left the site, though few of them looked at her directly, a direct stare among the Shona considered rude. She sensed scorn and vituperation in the set of their shoulders, the narrowing in their eyes, and the lack of mirth in their faces.

      A fine-bristle brush in hand, Nyankore looked up at Nosuma. “You mustn't let it upset you.”

      “I wish I knew how to do that.” She was remembering what she'd said to Dr. Kaonde after the first artifact had been unearthed.

      The people of the Tsoko Mutupo looked at her with utter revulsion, as though she herself had given birth to the monstrosity. This second time around, without a media to create a circus, it seemed somewhat easier to bear, but not much. Nosuma blinked back tears.

      “It's a valuable find, Doctor,” Tumai said, leaning back in a chair across the table from her. “Not a single artifact has been unearthed at this site having anywhere near its significance.”

      She gave him a small smile. “Thank you.”

      Kwena had stood aloof since its unearthing, her eyes darting everywhere. She clearly knew what it meant to the workers from the village.

      The hum of a hover became audible.

      Rufiji, Nosuma thought.

      The hover settled just beyond the mess tent, and she went to meet him. The Institute emblem on the hover door looked damaged.

      Rufiji got out and came toward her. “I came as soon as I heard something was amiss.”

      She nodded, again glancing at the hover door. “Come and see.”

      Rufiji looked around as they walked through the nearly-deserted encampment. “I was told everyone was sent home early. I saw many of them on the road as I flew here.”

      “Work had stopped anyway. Might have been better if they'd been sent home even earlier.” She watched him closely as he approached the canopy where Nyankore was bent over the figurine on a sloped, enclosed examination table, gently brushing away dirt and other detritus, capturing the detritus for later analysis.

      Rufiji's lips went pale, and his gaze grew hollow. He threw a glance her direction. “Another one.” He stepped closer to the table to examine it more thoroughly. “Tsoko Mutupo,” he whispered, staring at the statuette.

      She nodded, frowning and searching his face for the least sign of condemnation.

      “I have to sit down,” he said hoarsely.

      Tumai whisked a chair under him before he fell.

      “I didn't believe it when they told me,” Rufiji said, his voice faint.

      Nodding to thank the older man, she looked at Rufiji, reminding herself that he was the eldest son of the village Svikiro, destined to follow in his father's path. His fellow villagers will look to him for leadership, Nosuma thought, and he will have to abide by any pronouncements that his father makes. She remembered the hover door. “What happened to the hover door, Rufi?”

      He swallowed heavily, runnels of sweat coursing down his face. “Someone defaced the emblem.”

      “Perhaps you'd better leave the hover here,” Nyankore said.

      Rufiji nodded, meeting her gaze. “Someone can drop me off outside the village.” He brought his gaze around to Nosuma. “My father will not be pleased.”

      She frowned, looking away. “At your welcoming ceremony tonight, will he ask about the statuette?”

      “Most certainly.”

      “And you'll have to describe it to him, won't you?” Nosuma asked, imagining how that would go. “What is his obligation as village Svikiro, the medium? What will he do?”

      “He'll call for another type of ceremony. He'll ask for musical gourds and drums to be played. He'll enter trance and summon the Mhondoro, the tribal spirit. He'll become a bridge between the present and the spiritual worlds. When the spirit possesses him, the Mhondoro will speak to the village through him and advise us what to do.” Rufiji looked among them. “The Mhondoro won't be happy.”

      Tumai Adouma stepped toward Nosuma. “Perhaps it's better for you to stay here at the Zimbabwe tonight,” he said, his voice low. “I'll take the hover to the rondavel to get your things.”

      Nosuma nodded, knowing he was right. She looked at Kwena, glad to be in such safe company.
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      “But you can't go into the village,” Kwena said. “If they catch you, they'll crucify you!”

      “I have to,” Nosuma told her, having expected she wouldn't understand. “Everyone will be watching the Svikiro, and I'll stay in the shadows. No one will see me.”

      “I'm coming with you.”

      “You can't. You're of the Mhara Mutupo. They won't take kindly to an outsider. Besides, one person is less obtrusive than two.”

      Speaking in low voices, Nosuma and Kwena were conversing under a canopy erected just for them, adjacent to the tent where they intended to sleep, their belongings already inside. Their tent had been set up toward the high end of the Naletale wall, away from the command center and mess tent, a stand of trees in between. The nearest tent to them, just visible through the stand of trees, was the tent of Rori and his new wife, Nakai, whom Nosuma had met at dinner.

      The sirocco from the south squeezed them with its oppressive heat like a giant hand, unabated even with the onset of evening. Their clothes were soaked through with sweat.

      “I'm not letting you go there alone,” Kwena said, staring directly at her.

      Nosuma smiled, feeling the force of the other woman's concern.

      Kwena fished her holocom from her pocket and summoned map on the device, a topographical map. She moved its focus over the terrain between the Zimbabwe and the village. Beside the village was a wash, a dry gulley that flooded during the rainy season. “Here,” she said, poking the holo. “I'll bring the hover in low and land here. Just a short walk up to the village. I should be able to fly in along the wash, low enough to escape detection.”

      “Can you get me an overhead view of Shurugwi?”

      Kwena moved her hands above the holocom, zeroing in on the village. “Real-time from space,” she said.

      Impressed, Nosuma looked at the placement of the huts, most of them wattle-and-daub structures, thatched roofs predominant. Three sturdier structures of block and steel sat on the perimeter of a central plaza. “What are those buildings?”

      “There, that one is a small hospital, only one for hundreds of miles in any direction. This one is—”

      “The hospital is perfect. I'll act like a patient. Where is the next nearest village?”

      “Gweru, which is here.” She shrank the map to include the surrounding terrain. Gweru was north-northwest of Naletale, Shurugwi to the north-northeast.

      “I'm a patient from Gweru.” Nosuma turned her gaze on Kwena and took her hand. “But you can't come with me into the village. I'll be all right, I promise you.”

      “You'll have your holocom on at all times, so I can listen in, and you'll call for help if need be.” Kwena grasped her hand with both of hers. “I'll be close by. I'll come to get you if something happens. Just give the word, all right?”

      “Thank you.” Nosuma smiled, reassured by Kwena's strength.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Nosuma leaned against the railing on the hospital steps, and watched the elaborate dance in the village square. The hospital's elevated steps gave her a view of most the goings-on. A bandage covered half her head, a sweat-soaked gown tied in back doing little to clothe her slim, boyish physique. In her pocket was her holocom, already on with an open channel to Kwena. Beside it was the pole sculpture figurine, the slim maiden figure made of teak.

      Another patient settled near the opposite railing, the man's arm and shoulder in a sling. “I see there's someone else wanting to watch,” he said, looking her direction. “What bed are you in?”

      She didn't look at him, pretending to be enraptured by the ceremony. “I don't know,” she said, shrugging listlessly, “Just got here today.” The sirocco lent her a listlessness she didn't have to fake. Even here in the village, its intensity was unabated.

      The man grunted. “Tonderai Gitonga,” he said, extending a hand.

      Nosuma nearly wet herself. “Chido Nyanga,” she said, summoning the name of a childhood friend. “Pleased.” They shook, and she turned her attention back to the dance.

      Across the square, on the far side, stood two rows of musicians playing ngomas, mbiras, and marimbas. The mélange of rhythms from the ngoma drums and gourds infected her with their calls to dance. The tunes plucked from the mbira tines wove their melodies into the percussion of mallets against the resonant, wooden marimba bars.

      Chanting, two lines of dancers in dried-grass skirts weaved their way around the square, male and female lines writhing sinuously from one side to the other, their headscarves elaborate and multicolored. The lead dancers carried spears with long streamers in dark blue and white, the tails stretching back along the snaking line. Step forward, step left and stomp twice, bow from the waist, step right and stomp twice. Step forward, step left and stomp twice, bow from the waist, step right and stomp twice. Around the square in this pattern they gyrated, dancers and spectators changing places frequently, dancers choosing spectators to replace them, spectators pleading with dancers to choose them, the new dancers taking up the chant.

      To the west side stood a man watching everything with amusement.

      Nosuma recognized Rufiji Duala beside him.

      That must be his father, she thought, the man's mode of dress and air of detachment separating him from the revelers.

      Headman of Shurugwi village, Bushong Duala, the Svikiro of the Tsoko Mutupo, the medium of the Monkey Totem, wore an elaborate headband of interwoven beaded strings, a cape made of red fox pelts, a skirt of tiger hide, boots fashioned of a zebra-striped material, and a curled wildebeest horn across his back on a thong.

      As Nosuma watched, he pulled the horn from his back and put it to his lips.

      A low, reverberating blare grew gradually louder and increased in pitch. The chanting, dancing, and music subsided.

      He lifted the horn above his head. “Praise Mhondoro for the blessings of today!”

      “Praise Mhondoro,” the villagers called back as one.

      “Among the spirit blessings is yesterday's return of my son, Rufiji.”

      “Praise Mhondoro,” the villagers called as one, Rufiji waving to everyone's cheers.

      The elder Duala returned the horn to its place on his back. “We are gathered tonight to celebrate his return from Harare, where he intercedes on our behalf with the spirits from the sky. Praise Mhondoro.”

      “Praise Mhondoro,” the villagers called back as one.

      The headman's gaze swept the assembly. “You have heard tidings today from Naletale, that a natal figurine has been found. My son has shown me an image.”

      Murmurs rippled through the villagers.

      “Hear me, you who praise me to our ancestors,” he said quietly, and the murmurs ceased. “We know not what this statuette portends. You have heard it is Tsoko Mutupo being birthed by a human! Abomination, some of you say. Those who proffer these words would presume to speak before Mhondoro has spoken. Not even I, Svikiro to our totem, would venture to say what the artifact means, not without consulting our Mhondoro!”

      And a single drum began to beat. A simple pattern, tat-tat and tat-tat, tat-tat and tat-tat.

      “My son's return brings us good tidings, and with him comes other tidings of unknown import. Let us confer with Mhondoro, and learn what it means. Praise Mhondoro.”

      “Praise Mhondoro,” the villagers called back as one.

      And Bushong Duala began to dance to the single drum.

      At first his dance was identical to the one the villagers had just abandoned. Then he began to improvise. A bongo joined the beat at a slight increase in tempo. He swung in a circle, one arm snaking upward. A hollowed-out maranka gourd jiggled with him. A leg leapt outward; a deep drum thumped. He spun, and a chokoto drum rattled out a rhythm.

      His dance and the drums reminded Nosuma of the call-and-response traditions in church choirs. With each change in dance, the drums changed their rhythms.

      “This could take hours,” said the man across from her.

      She glanced at him.

      “Spirit possession sometimes takes awhile.”

      Possession? she wondered. Is that what's going on? She didn't think they still practiced it.

      “Where are you from, anyway?”

      “Harare,” she mumbled, the dance intensifying.

      “Probably never seen one, then, eh?”

      She didn't respond, hoping he would just go away.

      The village elder was now dancing with the full involvement of all his limbs, a full complement of drums weaving a thick, solid wall of percussion. Shauro, tsinhiro, mhito, mitumba miviri, chimudumbana, and chigubha poured out their hearts from high to low, just as the Svikiro poured his heart into his dance.

      Sweat flung from his brow in a spray with every gyration, his fox pelt mantle flying off into the crowd. Bare now to the waist, the elder Duala raised his face to the sky, his mouth wide in a rictus of ecstasy.

      Then his arms leapt upward, and he froze. As if on cue, the drumming ceased.

      “Tsoko of Shurugwi,” said a voice, deep and reverberating.

      At first, Nosuma thought someone else was speaking, the voice so very different from the Svikiro's. Is he addressing the Mutupo? she wondered.

      “Tsoko people of Shurugwi, do you hear me?” Again, the deep voice, almost guttural, the words slurred. Bushong's head was thrown back, his eyes closed, spittle frothing from his mouth. The eyes snapped open, blank white balls without iris. “Do you hear me?” he demanded.

      “We hear you, Mhondoro,” the villagers said.

      “The Tsoko Mutupo tells me a portent has been found. People of Shurugwi, is this true?”

      “Yes, it's true, Mhondoro,” the villagers said.

      “Ruler of heaven and earth, the goddess Dzivaguru Korekore, appears to you in stone, buried out of sight and out of mind for five hundred years.” The guttural speech issued forth from a throat full of phlegm. “Buried! And why? People of Shurugwi, do you know why?”

      “Tell us why, Mhondoro,” the villagers said.

      “Bane and shame, it was. The Mitupo falling out of favor, and traditions abandoned. Yes, people of Shurugwi, cousins bred with cousins when totems were abandoned. You who seek the untold wealth in Harare brought by the strangers from the sky, be forewarned, for with that wealth they bring untold suffering, disease and plague, a sickness of the mind, a cancer of the spirit. People of Shurugwi who have lived in the shadow of Naletale these five hundred years, do you not wonder why the stone wall sits alone? Why the wind and rain eat away the abandoned rock? People of Shurugwi, do you know why?”

      “Tell us why, Mhondoro,” the villagers said.

      And the Svikiro dropped to his knees, face still bared to the sky. His arms slowly spread. “Abomination birthing forth from our wombs. Our loins sprouting deformed creatures of half-human form. But now, the goddess of heaven and earth, Dzivaguru Korekore, has brought us truth in the sight of an offworlder, a stranger from the sky, she of our blood but not of our upbringing, she who speaks our tongue but knows not our customs. Dzivaguru brings us truth in a stranger. We must choose with care never to be a stranger to truth.”

      The Svikiro of the Tsoko Mutupo, Bushong Duala, collapsed in a heap. Rufiji ran to his side, and other villagers converged on them.

      “What's that in your pocket?” asked the man opposite her.

      A glow shone through the thin fabric of the hospital gown. The pole sculpture! she thought, realizing it was hot against her skin. She'd been so enthralled with the ceremony that she hadn't felt it.

      In the village square, the tight knot of people around the headman thickened.

      Now is as good a time as any, she thought. Having scouted out her escape route on her way in, she stood.

      “Hey, where are you going?”

      Ignoring the man's entreaty, she retreated into the hospital, heading for the rear entrance.

      One nurse looked up from a desk near the back entrance. “Where's your ID band?”

      She pulled the fake bandage from her head and deposited in the trash on her way out the door, breaking into a run as she descended the steps, clasping the figurine and her holocom against her breast to keep them from flying out. The wind of her passage felt good on her sweat-soaked body.

      The path became more difficult to follow the farther she got from the square, the light fading and the night encroaching, the huts fewer and farther between. The trail faintly visible as it wound down toward the wash, she slowed to a brisk walk, glancing back occasionally to see if anyone followed her.

      Ahead, in the dry wash, sat the hover, the Institute emblem a dark blot on the door.

      She climbed in, her breathing somewhat rough.

      “Ready?” Kwena asked, grinning and powering up the hover.

      Nosuma nodded and pulled the pole sculpture out of her pocket.

      The hover disintegrated around her and the village square materialized beneath her.

      A small group was carrying the prostrate headman toward the hospital.

      No! she thought, seeing that the elder wasn't moving on his own. Not on my account, Nosuma thought, and she willed her spirit to drop toward him.

      Like a wraith, she slipped into his body, searching for his soul.

      There, a spark!

      Slowly, she nurtured the spark, fanning it alight, the glow brightening, and then a flame leaped into being.

      His eyes snapped open, his lungs drew a huge, gasping breath, and his limbs jerked into motion.

      Nosuma was ejected, her spirit lifting above the square again, the area visible below.

      “He wakes!” Rufiji said. “Bless Tsoko, you're alive!”

      “Of course I'm alive, no thanks to that Muroyi out at Naletale!” the elder Duala snarled. “Son, my only son, listen! She who speaks our language but knows not our customs must be driven out! Banished! And the sculpture she dug from the ground must be destroyed! They're harbingers of evil! Tell me you'll drive Muroyi away and destroy the abomination! Promise me, Rufi!”

      “Doctor Okande? But she's …”

      “Upon the spirits of our ancestors, swear!”

      Nosuma's head spun, the hover cabin snapping back into place.

      “Are you all right?” Kwena was leaning over her, Nosuma's seat tilted back, the vehicle on auto-pilot. Somewhere, a warning beep began to sound.

      For some reason, the side of her face stung.

      “Sorry, I had to slap you.”

      The figurine in her hand had grown cold.

      Kwena returned to her seat and buckled herself in. The beeping ceased. “What is that thing?”

      Nosuma let her hand fall open. The subtle outlines of breast and belly, and the clear details of the pubis obviously represented the mother goddess Dzivaguru Korekore. She wondered why she hadn't recognized the goddess before now.

      “Are you going to be all right?”

      She nodded, staring at the figurine, wondering just what it was.
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      Back at the campsite, she changed into a nightshirt and planted herself at a light table, the two unearthed statuettes and the pole sculpture in front of her, a cantilevered exam lamp shining brightly upon them. Further, the light table was illuminated from below, its lumens adjustable. Nosuma had insisted on drawing all the shades and curtains, Kwena in the next cubicle, not able to see what she was doing.

      The unfortunate side effect was that virtually no air got in or out. The heat from her body and the lights began to accumulate, and she knew she'd be sopping wet before she was done.

      It was the first opportunity she'd had to examine any of the artifacts.

      Neither artifact had been thoroughly cleaned. A proper cleaning was difficult in the current conditions anyway, different detergents and solvents sometimes required, only a few available out in the field.

      Brushes of increasingly fine bristles were lined up, and a vid recorder was aimed at the table. She adjusted its view to keep her upper body out of the picture, her already sweat-soaked top showing her small breasts underneath. Sometimes big-breasted women inadvertently dumped their cleavages into these vids, many of which she'd seen in her research. The light table would catch the surface soil, which she'd collect for analysis later, such soil often bearing clues as to the object's origin and usage.

      Before cleaning each artifact, she examined them and described for the recording what she was seeing. Dr. Kaonde had begun this process at the Institute for the figurine unearthed at the Guru Zimbabwe, but she was convinced he'd not been able to complete the examination, such narratives multi-staged, continuing throughout the cleaning and any attempted restoration or reassembly.

      She repositioned the adjustable rulers and picked up a pair of large calipers. She turned her head toward the holocam. “Start recording.”

      A red light flared to life, and the machine beeped. A computerized voice recited the date and time.

      “This is Doctor Nosuma Okande recording at the Naletale Zimbabwe near the village of Shurugwi on the planet Babwe, otherwise known as Achernar Tertius, examining two artifacts.”

      She carefully measured the first artifact, placing the calipers where its markings were visible to the holocam.

      “The Madziva specimen, catalog number as yet unassigned, excavated approximately sixty hours ago at the Great Zimbabwe outside Harare, is composed of soapstone of yet unknown talc density, is six and three-eighths inches in length, two and a quarter inches at its widest, and two inches at its deepest. Based on preliminary examinations, it appears to have been fired, as its surface hardness exceeds five-point-five on the Mohs scale. Further hardness tests will have to wait until the artifact is returned to Institute Headquarters.

      “The sculpture is of a human female giving birth, the baby's head just emerging from the birth canal. The female is positioned with her legs drawn up on either side. Outlines of her arms indicate she is clutching her legs tightly to her body, each knee near the shoulder, her legs spread laterally to accommodate the swollen abdomen. Her face is indistinct, the eyes, ears, nose, and mouth vaguely suggested. The upper body is also vaguely articulated, the breasts mere lumps. The distended abdomen evinces an impression in the middle that appears to represent a navel, and in back between buttocks is the suggestion of an anal opening. There is a notable increase in detail in the genital area, with pubis, labia, and clitoris all easily distinguished.

      “The baby's head protruding from the birth canal exhibits greater detail as well, the baby in the posterior position, face upward. The face in particular is intricately detailed, its nose protrusive, almost like a snout, and the nostrils spaced widely above a large, wide, protrusive jowl, the eyes small and sitting far back, the ears fluted and positioned higher than expected. The overall impression is that of a hippopotamus. The greater detail in the baby's facial features indicates that the baby is the primary focus of this sculpture. It appears to represent the Madziva Mutupo, the Hippopotamus Totem.”

      Nosuma moved the first sculpture to one side. “Recording off.”

      The machine beeped, a computerized voice recited the date and time, and the red light died.

      She then repackaged the sculpture in a specimen bag and sealed it, and then swept the soil that had sloughed off of it into a smaller specimen bag. She cleaned the surface meticulously, and then positioned the second sculpture in the examination area where the first had been. She picked up the calipers. “Recording on,” she said.

      The red light flared to life again, and the robotic voice time-stamped the recording.

      Nosuma measured the sculpture carefully. “The Tsoko specimen, catalog number as yet unassigned, excavated approximately eight hours ago at the Naletale Zimbabwe near the village of Shurugwi, is composed of soapstone of yet unknown talc density, is six and three-eighths inches in length, two and a quarter inches at its widest, and two inches at its deepest. This sculpture also appears to have been fired, its surface hardness exceeding five-point-five on the Mohs scale. Its dimensions and composition exhibit a high degree of similarity to the Madziva specimen.”

      “The sculpture is of a human female giving birth, the baby's head just emerging from the birth canal. The female's positioning is nearly identical to that of the Madziva specimen, the level of detail similarly indistinct, with an increase in detail in the genitalia.

      “The baby's head protruding from the birth canal exhibits a similar increase in detail, the baby again in the posterior position, face upward. The face is composed of a short, rounded snout and small, close-together nostrils perched atop the snout, a wide rounded jaw, forward-facing, close-together eyes, and rounded ears on either side of the head. The overall impression is that of a monkey. The greater detail in the baby's facial features indicates that, similar to the Madziva artifact, the baby is the primary focus of the Tsoko specimen and appears to represent the Tsoko Mutupo, the Monkey Totem.”

      Nosuma paused. “Recording off.”

      The holocam beeped, the computerized voice recited the date and time, and the red light died.

      With the same exacting deliberation, she repackaged the Tsoko artifact in a specimen bag and sealed it, and then swept its leavings into a smaller specimen bag. She cleaned the surface meticulously and reached for the pole sculpture.

      Her hand hovered above it.

      Every time she touched it, she suffered dislocation and disorientation, as though the figurine removed her mind from her body.

      Or, she thought, it extends my senses to the spirit world that surrounds us all.

      The rational, scientific part of her mind told her she was thinking nonsense. Her parents both academicians, agnostic in belief, Nosuma hadn't grown up devout in faith. Some of her friends had come from families with strong religious ties, and she'd gone to church, synagogue, or temple with them, but had never given herself over to a study of spiritual mysteries. Humanity's myriad religious beliefs occupied an important niche in archeological study, devotional objects frequently among excavated artifacts, but Nosuma herself subscribed to no particular belief. She didn't doubt the existence of God, per se, merely hadn't committed to any system of belief or organized worship.

      But to believe that the pole sculpture somehow facilitated her transcendence of corporeal limitations stretched even her own credulity, given her scientific upbringing.

      “Stretch minimizes it somewhat, don't you think, dear?” she could hear her mother saying. Idai Okande was a Planetologist on Alpha Caeli V, a relatively older planet at six billion years, where fossilized remains indicated multiple eras of evolution, including glaciation cycles so deep that the planet had been wrapped in ice for nearly a quarter of its existence.

      I should com her, Nosuma thought, wondering how much her mother had seen of the news and what she'd make of events on Achernar Tertius.

      Her hand perched above the pole sculpture, Nosuma sighed, wondering what it would do to her this time.

      She picked it up. Her vision warped and yawed, but quickly settled back into place, the vertigo and nausea mild and dissipating in moments.

      Under the lamp, the rich teak wood almost glowed with the thick oils embedded in its fibers. An object subject to repeated heat—the figurine warming every time she used it—tended to dry out an object or at least make it exude its lubricants, but the figurine exhibited none of the desiccation that she would have expected.

      She picked up the calipers. The cylindrical diameter was a half-inch exactly along its three-inch length. The rounded head had intricate cross-hatching, indicating braids or plaiting. The face was vague, the orbital sockets merely shallow depressions, the nose a gently-protruding nub, the lips absent, the chin a small hump, and the ears just small ridges. The neck was no more than a slight narrowing, the shoulders a slight widening. The breasts were more emphasized than that, the nipples turgid, the belly rounded with a small depression for a navel. The hips were the widest point, more detail emphasizing the pubis than elsewhere, fine lines indicating hair, the labia protruding as if swollen in arousal.

      She's ready to mate, Nosuma thought, or so it appears from the turgid nipples and swollen labia. She glanced at the two soapstone sculptures, then back at the figurine.

      The female essence in two different stages.

      Coincidental? she wondered.

      How many male figurines in full, flowering tumescence had been unearthed? To her knowledge, only one or two from the Zimbabwes, but sites excavated on other planets had all turned up multiple male procreation figures, many ithyphallic, with exaggerated organ size.

      Contextually, at least, female figurines with emphasized genitals or giving birth were common in most cultures. What Nosuma didn't understand was the ability of this one figurine to grant her access to a world beyond the five senses, where items revered in ancient times became prominently visible to her, even buried ones.

      She sighed and put it in the nightshirt pocket, and then meticulously checked the table, tools, and artifacts. Nosuma shut off the table lamp and checked to see that the holovid had archived her recordings before putting it away. The two sculptures stowed in her tool satchel, she stood.

      Only then did she notice she was drenched, every detail of her anatomy outlined beneath the saturated nightshirt. A shawl hung beside the outer enclosure doorway. She draped it around her upper body artfully before stepping outside.

      The relatively cool air was a welcome relief. But it's still bloody hot, she thought. To the south, through the stand of trees, was the outline of Rori's and Nakai's tent, just visible.

      Something caught her glance.

      A wisp of mist or fog or dust shrouded the couple's tent. Mist in this heat? she wondered. As she watched, the shroud sank into the tent itself. For a moment, she wondered if she were seeing things. Must be from spending hours under the bright examination lights, she thought. Shaking her head, Nosuma stepped toward the ridge top, the upper end of Naletale blocking out the stars.

      From this vantage, Shurugwi was easily visible, a few lights still on even at this hour. Probably the hospital, she thought.

      The stars shimmered in waves, blankets undulating in the glittering distortion of solar and atmospheric winds. Without a lunary, Babwe was dark at night for seven years out of every fifteen. Achernar's companion orbited the primary every fifteen years, visible the other eight years, lighting the planet with a soft blue glow. Achernar's secondary wasn't visible tonight, and wouldn't be visible for another three years, eclipsed by the fiery brilliance of the primary.

      Nosuma dried off quickly in the hot wind, surprised it continued to blow at all hours with only a slight decrease in temperature at night.

      “It's still bloody hot, isn't it?” Kwena stood behind her, having approached soundlessly.

      “Terribly,” she said, throwing a smile over her shoulder.

      “You should go to bed. It's late.”

      “Probably.” She'd been hoping for a few quiet moments, and continued to stare at the stars above and the village below. Nosuma hadn't realized Kwena was so close. She took a step back and laid her head on Kwena's shoulder. “The villagers will come in the morning to drive me away and destroy the sculpture.”

      Kwena's breathing quickened. “Why didn't you tell me sooner? We need to leave, Doctor. Now, as soon as possible.” She remained where she was, letting Nosuma lean against her.

      Why didn't I tell her sooner? she asked herself.

      She hadn't wanted to acknowledge it. Looking down on the faint, few lights of Shurugwi, she couldn't deny it.

      “Where will we go?”

      Nosuma shrugged, leaning against the larger, stolid woman, feeling at peace. She pulled away to look at her. “Which of the other three sites is closest, Regina, Dhlo-Dhlo, or Vumba?”

      “Regina is the closest, two days south southeast by hover.”

      She'd seen Kwena's eyes narrow at the mention of her natal city. “We'll leave Vumba for last, all right?”

      The brows rose. “Each one, eh? And so you predict we'll find a specimen at each Zimbabwe?”

      Nosuma knew it. “Each a different totem.”

      “You seek to displease all the clan spirits?”

      “No, it's not what I seek. I didn't ask for any of this.” Nosuma looked toward the village, strangled a sob, and wiped away the sudden tears.

      Kwena put her arms around her.

      And she let it all come pouring out of her. All the isolation, the rejection, the condemnation. There was inevitability to what was happening, and Nosuma knew why she resisted it.

      Because it meant bringing into daylight a secret long buried in the darkness.

      The secret of why the Zimbabwes had been abandoned.
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      Nosuma held the holocom on her knee, the device projecting an image of Doctor Kaonde's head right in front of her, obscuring her view of the passing terrain. “Doctor, we're on our way—”

      “I don't want to know where you're going,” he interrupted. “It's better I don't know. Shurugwi is in an uproar, and excavations at Naletale have been suspended for lack of workers. What did you do to them?”

      “I didn't—” Nosuma stopped herself. He doesn't want an answer, she told herself, the sting of castigation fresh. Doctor Tugulu Kaonde had an unerring aim for a person's jugular. “What are they accusing me of doing?”

      “They say you spied on a village ceremony disguised as a patient. From there, you took possession Bushong Duala's soul and passed yourself off as a Mhondoro through him. They're calling you a Muroyi, a witch.”

      Nosuma gasped. “What?! Ridiculous!”

      “And when they went to confront you at the Naletale basecamp, you'd just fled in an Institute hover with the Tsoko sculpture.”

      “They were coming to crucify me and destroy the artifact.”

      “Perhaps, but what they intended is immaterial. So you did disguise yourself as a patient and spied on them during the ceremony?”

      His words were a searing accusation. “It saved the sculpture! And perhaps my life!”

      He recoiled visibly, looking away. “Doctor Okande, I'm afraid I must ask you to return immediately to the Institute with the Tsoko artifact.”

      Of course, he has to ask, she told herself. He's in an untenable position. “My apologies, Doctor Kaonde. Yes, I know you have to follow the dictates of your position at the Institute. But I disagree with your conclusions. I'm afraid I can't do that.” She noticed he didn't mention the first artifact, the Madziva specimen.

      “Removal of an artifact from an excavation site without authorization is a violation of Institute policies, Doctor. Again, I must ask you to bring the artifact to the Institute immediately.”

      She remembered the quiet but adamant refusal of the couple aboard the interstellar flight. Nosuma wondered where they were. “I'm afraid I can't do that, Doctor Kaonde.”

      “If that is the case, then I'll have to ask for your resignation.”

      As much as she wanted to curse him to a tortured afterlife, she refrained. “My apologies, Doctor Kaonde, I decline.”

      “You leave me no choice but to dismiss you.”

      “I encourage you to follow your conscience—as I'm following mine.”

      “Very well, Doctor. Consider it done.” The image peered at her, the head leaning forward. One eye winked. “Good day!” and the image collapsed.

      Nosuma threw her head back and laughed.
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      Lusiba “Lucy” Muluba didn't exist.

      Or that's what her search told her. Of the three main municipal directory listings on Babwe, none contained her name. Databases on Alpha Caeli, where Lucy and her husband had boarded the interstellar flight, didn't contain her name either. Nosuma couldn't remember the husband's first name.

      If I could just check the flight records, she thought, wondering how she might gain access.

      Or get someone else to access them.

      “Know anyone on Alpha Caeli?” Nosuma looked over at Kwena.

      The other woman glanced at her, her hands resting near the controls, the savannah streaming past her window. On an autopilot course toward Regina, the hover practically flew itself. They were nearly eight hours into the two-day trip, the sun well into its afternoon plunge. “I'm afraid I don't,” Kwena replied. “Why do you ask?”

      Nosuma described the incident on the interstellar flight before takeoff from Alpha Caeli. “I suspect Lucy put the figurine in the seat-back pocket in front of me while I slept.” She also recounted Lucy's denial at the Harare baggage claim.

      “And you can't find any information for her on Babwe or Alpha Caeli?” Kwena whistled softly, frowning.

      “I'm convinced she knows something. The figurine didn't just appear out of nowhere.”

      “I saw it glowing through your fingers as we were leaving the village. Why is it so important?”

      “I see things with it.” She looked at Kwena for signs of disbelief. “I see the artifacts in the ground.”

      “You saw the Tsoko sculpture before the old man dug it up?”

      “And the Madziva artifact. And hundreds more, at both sites.”

      Kwena's eyes widened. She returned her gaze to the road, shaking her head.

      “And when I first touched the figurine, when the flight was just entering the Babwe atmosphere, I looked down on the continent and saw hundreds of locations, each shining like a star. Locations not on any map.”

      “Locations of what?”

      “Of places the Shona once lived, now abandoned.”

      “You say you saw them? From the window seat?”

      Nosuma shook her head, visualizing in her mind what she'd seen. “As if the starliner disappeared from around me, as though I floated above the continent, disembodied.”

      Kwena shifted in her seat, her jaw rippling.

      Not disbelief, but something in the other woman's face, caused Nosuma to be quiet. She sensed she was mulling something over rather deeply. She turned her attention to the passing scenery, willing herself to be patient. The natives know much more about the planet than I ever will, she thought. Even if younger generations didn't believe the old tales, they still knew them.

      And ninety percent of the Babwe populace lived outside the three major cities.
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      Nosuma belched and pushed away from the table. A full belly, a day of travel, nearly no sleep, and the hot wind, all threatened to wrap her in a swoon of delirium.

      “Go to bed,” Kwena said.

      She didn't need to be told twice. If she slept now, they'd start earlier in the morning. With luck, they'd reach Regina by tomorrow afternoon.

      They'd parked in a copse of trees at least a mile from the main road, gathered branches to camouflage the vehicle, and set up a small camp under a make-shift lean-to, their two bedrolls on the ground. Kwena had just enough energy to fix them a meal, but neither had had energy to make their campsite more livable.

      After toileting, Nosuma stumbled into bed, barely able to get out of her day clothes and barely cognizant she lay down without night clothes.

      She awoke at the feel of someone beside her. The touch welcome, she went right back to sleep.

      Her bladder woke her, and with only the constellations as a nightlight, she found a place to relieve herself and returned to bed. The sirocco swirled lazily around her as she looked down on Kwena's magnificent form in its entire splendor. The larger woman had also gone to bed without clothes.

      Kwena opened her eyes, smiled, and extended a hand.

      Nosuma slept peacefully afterward, dreamless.

      When she awoke again, a faint glow had crept into the eastern sky. She rose, dressed, set about packing their camp.

      “What about breakfast?” Kwena asked, sitting up, her physique as magnificent as it had felt under Nosuma's hands.

      She dragged her gaze away. “That wonderful maid service will get us something once we're on the road.”

      The larger woman laughed and stood.

      “Not in a hurry this morning, eh?” Shaking her head, Nosuma turned to busy herself with packing.

      Once they were back on the road, she fixed them cold sandwiches. “We'll need water soon,” she noted, the hot winds drying everything rapidly, even inside the air-conditioned hover.

      “We'll need more than that,” Kwena said. “There's a village ahead. Esimbomvu, it says on the map. Looks to be of the Tsoko Mutupo.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I can't, really. We may have crossed into the Chipembere region, but I don't know.”

      Rhinoceros, Nosuma translated. “If they're Tsoko, hopefully they haven't heard about Naletale.”

      Kwena threw her a glance. “They've heard. Word of events like that spread quickly.”

      They rode in silence awhile, Nosuma wondering whether she'd been fired and what else might be happening. If she were Dr. Kaonde, she'd have reported the vehicle and the artifact stolen. But that wink …

      And he'd placed the Madziva artifact in her care. New to the political geography, Nosuma knew little about Institute decision-making, only that Dr. Kaonde was its Director of Archeology. Her three interviews had been with various members of its board of directors and its Chief Operating Officer, but beyond that, she had little idea what political theaters the Institute had to navigate, or how the guerilla bureaucracy really operated.

      A splendid lassitude from the night before helped allay much of Nosuma's anxiety.

      Kwena gestured to the southwest. “I think that's it.”

      A blot off the road against a ridge was all she saw. The granite spine stuck its vertebral boulders up every few thousand feet, like some gargantuan Ankylosaurus. The blot she'd pointed out nestled up against one vertebra poking a hundred feet above the surrounding savannah.

      A small herd of cattle grazed placidly to one side of the village, Nosuma saw as they approached, the cluster of ten huts beginning to disgorge their inhabitants, the sound of the hover bringing them out.

      Nosuma reached for her pole sculpture. Dim points of light glowed within the village itself, and one or two on the ridge behind the village, but no large, luminous objects such as those at Guru Zimbabwe or Naletale.

      The headman and an old woman stood at the fore of a group no larger than thirty.

      Kwena settled the hover with the passenger door facing the group.

      Nosuma stepped out, smiling. “Praise to your ancestors,” she said in Shona, bowing, the whine of engines dying behind her. “I am Doctor Nosuma Okande of the Madziva Mutupo, and this is my assistant, Kwena Amakosae.” Kwena stepped around the vehicle prow.

      The old woman was clearly the village N'anga, multi-colored beads braided into the thick white hair, thick circles of chalk around her eyes, a patch of ochre across the forehead, broad stripes of aureolin down the cheeks, bands of ochre and aureolin running down the arms and across the chest above desiccated breasts. Her dress was comprised of softened animal skins, a whole fox pelt across her shoulders, strips of leopard pelt hanging from a waistband of dried fibers and leaves, a necklace of bird feathers, rat's teeth, small tinkling bells, and rattling seedpods hanging around her neck, multiple bracelets of similar materials adorning both arms. Her appearance bespoke the authority she carried within the tribe.

      The headman stepped forward and gave her a cursory bow. “Welcome, N'anga Okande, child of the skies, assistant Kwena, I am Upenyu Isikula, headman of Esimbomvu. Praise be to your ancestors.”

      “And I am Danai Cetywayo, N'anga and Vatete of our humble village,” said the old woman, staying put where she stood, offering no obeisance. “I too am of the Madziva Mutupo, and I am bewildered by what the talking device tells me of events at Guru Zimbabwe. Tell me, N'anga Okande, what brings you and your assistant to Esimbomvu?”

      Nosuma translated “Vatete” as medium or intercessor to the family spirit or ancestor, noticing that the N'anga had not welcomed her with praise. “I am gratified to find a member of my totem on my journey. I too find events bewildering, as it is difficult to withhold judgment in circumstances that evoke such strong feelings. I ask forbearance and forgiveness from the ancestors for any disturbance I may have caused our peoples.” She let some of her feelings show on her face, and she dropped her gaze to the ground.

      “It is good to hear that the child from the skies knows something of the consternation she has caused,” Danai said. “Come, child, have kapenta with us, rest for a time, and perhaps tell us your tale.”

      Nosuma's mouth watered at the thought of dried fish, she and Kwena having packed nearly no food. “Thank you, Mother Danai, praise Madziva for your generosity.”
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      Belching unobtrusively, Nosuma looked around the small hut, N'anga Danai having taken them alone into her dwelling.

      Nosuma was sitting on a hand stool, Kwena and Danai on similar stools, the three of them around a low table. The stool she was sitting upon was carved from a single piece of marula trunk, recognizable by patches of gray, mottled bark around its upper rim, three pillars carved from its center, one of them protruding to make a handle.

      Dried mud walls rubbed smooth kept the dwelling somewhat cool in the oppressive heat of the sirocco. Sedimentary pigments splotched a large swatch of wall, a crude palette on a shelf nearby. The swatch appeared to have been painted over many times, a palimpsest of images.

      “My divining wall,” Danai said, seeing how Nosuma was engrossed with it.

      Another wall was adorned with multiple shelves, myriad philters and vials clustered on each, their profusion verging on confusion, their purpose eluding Nosuma. Against another wall was a clay hearth filled with cold ashes, licks of old fires scoring its upper rim. Beside it was a propane stove of off-planet manufacture. The fourth wall held a talking device, a battery-run holoscreen. The two devices of modern manufacture were incongruous in the otherwise rudimentary dwelling.

      “The talking device brings me images like those I see during a trance,” Danai said. “It sometimes holds us enthralled as though in trance,” she added with a cackle. “The Madziva artifact certainly held us enthralled. The ancient wisdom passed along to me by my ancestors speaks of a time when strange portents disturbed all the totems.” She adjusted herself on the stool and brought her yellowed, wizened gaze around to Nosuma.

      “I have been hoping to hear the ancient wisdom since I arrived, Mother Danai. Being a child of the sky, I am N'anga not in the traditions of our people, but in those of the Institute. Mother Danai, bless me and share with me the ancestor wisdom in your sacred keeping.”

      The old woman gave a single nod but remained silent.

      Nosuma knew without being told. “Kwena, my friend, would you see to our provisioning?” she asked with a small shrug.

      “Of course, Doctor, immediately,” she said, nodding to them both, her face impassive. “I praise you to my ancestors for such wonderful sustenance, Mother Danai.” And she took her leave.

      “She is not of the Madziva Mutupo,” Danai said.

      “No, Mother, she is not.” Nosuma looked at the older woman, wondering if she knew. “But she has become family.”

      “I see the familiarity and affection between you, although you refrain from displaying it. Many among us would frown if they knew.”

      She hadn't realized it was so obvious. Nosuma wondered whether Kwena had encountered censure for her orientation from among her family near Vumba. “Yes, Mother. I seem to be destined to displease many people.”

      “You see beyond the simple façade that circumscribes most peoples' lives. Like me, you know of worlds in the interstices between the senses, worlds here in front of us, if we have but the eyes to see and ears to hear.

      “One such ancestor, Anoona Olumbali, saw other worlds as you do. She was a medium who transcended our usual divisions, our five ways of interceding with the spirit world.”

      Nosuma knew there were differences but wasn't clear what they were. “Would you indulge this ignorant child, Mother Danai, and tell me about them?”

      “Certainly, Child Nosuma. We have five types of medium—Svikiro, Vatete, Shave, N'anga, and Muroyi. Yes, even a Muroyi is a medium. They all mediate between our mundane existence and the incorporeal worlds, but the Muroyi, unlike the others, specializes in mediating with evil spirits, our cursed ancestors. The distinctions between them matter little to the Creator, the omnipotent spirit whom some call Mwari, others call Chikare or Musikavanhu, who presides over all spirits equally, evil and good. The Svikiro intercedes with the Mhondoro, the clan spirit, the Vatete with the family spirit, the Shave with one's personal spirit, the N'anga with the healing spirits, and the Muroyi with the harming spirits.

      “Mother Olumbali transcended these distinctions and spoke to spirits at many levels, commanding access to broad swathes of Mwari's domains. It was said she even spoke with the Creator himself, but mere humans are far too insignificant a part of his creation to merit his attention directly.

      “Mother Olumbali lived at the Great Zimbabwe at its heyday, when thousands of cattle were herded daily through its gates, and where travelers from the far reaches of Babwe traveled to hawk their wares. As spirit medium for Prince Nyatsimba Mutota, she ministered to all the totems, the population nearly twenty thousand people. She supervised a cadre of priests and priestesses some five hundred strong, and ceremonies were held throughout the Zimbabwe every day. It is said that the ancestors were constantly being praised at any given time, day or night. Mother Olumbali officiated at several major ceremonies each day, as well as attending to Prince Mutota's personal spiritual health.

      “And all this before she reached her third decade.

      “An amazing achievement, and one that inspired a groundswell of opposition, rooted in jealousy. We no longer know the sequence of events but only its result. She was cast out and banished from the Zimbabwe, some say at the order of Prince Mutota, and others say despite his earnest opposition.

      “All that we know is that as she was leaving, she ascended a knoll at the south end of the Great Zimbabwe and commenced the dance of a Muroyi, delving into the depths of the spirit world, where evil itself fears to tread, so vile the creatures there that they no longer have names. Intricate beats rang out from the skins of many drums played by unseen musicians, as though she'd summoned drummers from the spirit world itself. As it happens, Prince Nyatsimba Mutota died as she danced, and she unleashed his wandering spirit upon the Great House of Stone, which he himself had once ruled.

      “And then she vanished in a flash, some say in a strike of lightning. Some myths say she was taken into the sky by a star faring race of superhuman beings. Whatever happened, she was not seen again, Anoona Olumbali. They say she became an evil spirit herself, bedeviling the Zimbabwe in a loving, deathless embrace with the restless spirit of Prince Mutota, for the next hundred years.

      “Thereafter the streets within the city were rife with manifestations, diaphanous ghosts who haunted the environs at night, wandering disconsolately, and lingering outside the bedrooms of newlywed couples, whose cries of joy in procreating as the Maker intended were echoed by the manifestations just beyond their walls. Joy that they changed to pain.

      “And when within the year many mothers gave birth, the innocent babies who issued forth were transmogrified, their faces half-animalized, as if sculpted by the clan totem into its likeness, looking like …”

      Danai Cetywayo was suddenly silent, her gaze distant.

      Nosuma didn't need to be told what she was going to say. Looking like the Madziva and Tsoko artifacts. Probably the reason the Zimbabwes had been abandoned.

      After a few minutes of silence, Nosuma cleared her throat. “Pardon, Mother Danai, a question, if I may ask?”

      Danai's face ashen, her gaze remaining distant, the N'anga sighed deeply and brought her gaze slowly toward Nosuma. “Yes, child?”

      “The Great Zimbabwe is one of five archeological sites being excavated by the Institute. What happened at the other sites?”

      “I've heard similar legends from sister and brother N'anga elsewhere. Different people, but similar themes. A priest or priestess grows too powerful or too wealthy, a jealous underling or supplicant incites evil thoughts among followers, accusations are made, secular authority is brought to bear, spirits are invoked. It isn't difficult to imagine, such tensions having arisen from time immemorial, since the time three people sought to live peaceably at the same hearth.”

      “But this is different, Mother Danai.”

      “It is different, child. And these stories of haunting, of babies born with animal faces, they exude a horror we find difficult to confront.”

      “A horror my artifacts remind them of,” Nosuma added.

      N'anga Cetywayo shot her a look. “A horror we fear may be returning.”
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