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			PART ONE

			1223 CE. EXCEPT IN MAPUNGUBWE they didn’t count years that way. Those who lived on the lowlands – be it in the town below the hill, on the outlying farms and villages or at the mining compounds – counted them in carnivals of harvests and cycles of drought. The patricians on top of the hill counted them in generations of kings, of famous rain doctors and of important families about whose lineages bards sang; beginning from the timeless past when Mwali whimsically moulded the first human being with the black clay found only among the reeds of the Land of the Black Sun, and commanded her to life, using lightning as His hands and thunder as His voice. But for the traders from Arabia who came through Sofala and for the Swahili of Kilwa it was 620, counting from the year their great prophet Muhammad fled from Mecca to Medina. 

			It was the year of the mirror. Not that there was a sudden proliferation of them in the town. There were only two known mirrors in Mapungubwe, the most celebrated one a work of Persian craftsmanship with an ornate wooden frame and blown glass coated with gold leaf at the back. It transformed all who stood in front of it into golden figures. It was brought into the town by Abdul wa Salim, the Swahili trader. He gave it to the Royal Sculptor, Rendani son of Zwanga, in exchange for one of his three tame leopards and an elephant-load of ivory. It hung in one of the King’s chambers where members of the Royal House could admire their own silly grins in gold. The second mirror belonged to Chatambudza whose claim to fame was his bachelorhood, his flair for spinning a yarn and a floor that shone as if rock rabbits had peed on it. Men often joked about his finicky tidiness and women wondered at the secret of the shimmering floor. There was no secret really. It was made of a mixture of fine dolerite gravel and black clay, like a lot of the floors in the town. After plastering the floor he rolled over it a smooth granite rock that was normally used for grinding millet until the floor was compact and hard. And then he used marble pebbles from the Limpopo River to polish it until it was smooth and shiny. The secret, therefore, if you want to call it a secret, lay in his patience and in his strength, for he pressed very hard and rubbed for a long time. He did this every new moon to keep the shimmer fresh, and he did it with his own hands even though it was regarded as women’s work.

			Chata’s mirror – everyone called Chatambudza Chata – was also brought by the Swahili trader. It was part of a consignment that he was transporting to Mapungubwe, but due to poor packaging it broke into smithereens when his caravan of mounted oxen got bogged down in the rocky gullies of the land of the Makonde. Rendani’s was saved by the solid frame and thick glass. Abdul wa Salim could only retrieve one piece about the size of two hands. He disposed of the rest of the shards in the Sabi River. That was the mirror that Chata bought for a gold ingot. It was different from Rendani’s mirror. For one thing it was not framed since it was a broken piece of a larger mirror. But also the glass was not coated with gold leaf but with molten silver. It therefore did not render golden images but likenesses that looked more like real life. 

			The Swahili trader had promised to bring more mirrors on his next trip, which caused quite an excitement in the town. The maidens would no longer have to go to the pond to look at themselves. Many full moons later when the trader returned with a consignment of glass beads from India people were disappointed that he had not brought the promised mirrors. He had decided that they were too risky a business after all because on the long and rough journey they were likely to break again. It had been a great loss when the first consignment had broken, despite the fact that he had mitigated it with the leopard, gold ingot and elephant tusks. He could have got much more if he had been able to supply each one of the grandees on top of the hill with a golden mirror of his own, and cheaper hand-held ones to commoners like Chata who could afford the luxury. The townsfolk hoped that if wa Salim could not fulfil his promise, then other Swahili traders who frequented the region would be wise enough to see the profitability of mirrors and would meet the demand. 

			Despite the disappointment, Mapungubwe continued to talk of the year as the year of the mirror.

			For Chata it really was the year of the mirror. People observed that he had become much enamoured of his own image. Often he could be seen sitting on the veranda of his house admiring what he saw in the mirror. The wicked ones giggled and asked one another what there was to admire. He was a stumpy but muscular man with a broad face and a dark brown skin that looked quite thick, as if you would have to cut very deep to make it bleed. But he was not ugly. A man could not be ugly, especially if he was hoarding as much gold as Chata was reputed to be hoarding. 

			On one such occasion he sat on a stool under the shade of his thatched veranda shaving off his beard while smiling at the mirror. The white foam of the mixture of wood-ash boiled in lard (which he also used for bathing himself) made him look like an elder as he scraped the hair off his chin with an old iron knife. Occasionally he rinsed it in the water in a clay basin next to his stool. He looked up when he heard voices of children chanting and laughing; a gang of little girls was singing and mocking an older boy. The boy was all grey from head to toe as if he had been rolled in a midden; his tanned loin hide was all tattered and dirty. He was wide-eyed with fear and was trying to get away from his tormentors. Chata had seen a lot of him. Boys his age were already looking after cattle in the meadows or were apprenticed to smithies and miners. But he was considered too slow for any trade and so he spent the whole day wandering in the town. 

			“Chenayi Chenayi with twisted eyes . . . Chenayi Chenayi walks like a crab,” the little girls chanted as they followed him, dancing and clapping their hands. Chata thought the chant was rather silly; yes, the boy was bow-legged but he did not walk like a crab. He was cross-eyed, though. He should have been smart enough to take a different route when he saw the little girls playing house on the pathside because he knew that they always teased him. They were bound to find something funny in him, including his name which was a girl’s name. Chata’s eyes followed the kids for a while and then he resumed shaving his face with much deliberation and aplomb.

			“Hey, leave the boy alone. What kind of children are these who are so cruel?” 

			Chata looked up to see Marubini shooing away the children. They ran away, variously giggling and goofing about and guffawing. 

			Marubini was with two of her friends, Chido and Danai. They were all carrying big balls of brown clay. They must be from the quarry; somebody was going to make pots. Their legs, arms and tanned kudu-hide skirts were smudged with mud. Despite this, Marubini looked as beautiful and as graceful as a dancer at a harvest festival. Her smooth ebony skin highlighted the whiteness of her teeth and of her sclera. Her head was shaved on all sides except on its crown where long hair grew in strands that were locked in red ochre. Her limbs were long and sinewy like those of hunters who ran long distances chasing game. 

			“And Chata says nothing about it,” said Marubini to her friends, but loud enough for Chata to hear. “He sees the children playing cruel games on the boy and he says nothing.”

			“Marubini, leave the children alone; they’re just having fun,” said Chata, laughing.

			“Ask him to show you his mirror,” whispered Chido to Marubini.

			“You think playing cruel games on the poor boy is fun?” Marubini asked.

			“Ask him, Marubini. He has it right there with him,” whispered Chido impatiently.

			“O! Marubini of the eyes that twinkle like stars,” said Chata in an obviously sarcastic tone. “They would not be children if they were not cruel.”

			“He likes you,” whispered Danai, giggling.

			“Chata likes only himself,” said Marubini. “And what does he know of children when he has none?”

			That was the refrain in the town: Chata likes himself. But unlike Marubini the women of the town meant it as a compliment. The expression was used for those who were tidy and clean. 

			“I heard that,” said Chata. “I would have as many children as the stars in the sky if you were to marry me.”

			Then he broke out laughing. The two girls laughed as well, but Marubini was infuriated.

			“I told you he likes you,” said Danai.

			“He likes stars too,” said Chido. “To him everything is like stars.”

			“He’s a silly man,” said Marubini. “He thinks he’s the joker of the town. More like the idiot of the town, really.”

			“Can we see your mirror, Chata?” asked Chido after coming to the conclusion that Marubini had no intention of making that request. 

			“Of course,” said Chata. “Come and look.”

			“You know how the women will gossip that we were seen going to a man’s house,” said Marubini, trying to stop her friends.

			But for the two girls the allure of the mirror was too strong. They placed their balls of clay on the grass next to the footpath and tiptoed to the veranda as if that would shield them from the busybodies of Mapungubwe. Chata let them look at themselves while he held the mirror. He dared not give it to them lest they dropped it and it broke. Where would he get another mirror if that were to happen? Marubini stood on the road for a while, but when she saw how her friends were enjoying themselves giggling at their images she walked warily to the veranda and took a peek at her image. Pride swelled in Chata’s bare chest. It heaved excitedly, but the girls were not paying attention to its rippling muscles or its hairs that looked like grains of black corn scattered on its surface. They were enthralled by their own images and made silly faces and laughed joyfully. 

			Truly, a mirror was the bringer of happiness.

			FOR CHATA VERY FEW things were as satisfying as the gazes of the townsfolk – especially womenfolk – as he wove his way through the town. His gait was unhurried and confident; he waved at a group of women here and whistled a greeting to a young man there. He passed a compliment to a satisfied elderly man about the rich sorghum harvest piled on the threshing floor in front of a house. In turn, two grandmothers basking in the sun outside a neighbouring house passed a compliment on his attire. Younger women would not dare pass such compliments directly to a man lest they be considered forward or even loose. Three nubile girls whispered and giggled their admiration among themselves. But one of them was sane enough to bring her peers back to reality by observing: “Who would want to be Chata’s wife anyway? He loves only himself.” The second one concurred: “Why else would he still be unmarried at his age?” The third one added a new dimension to his faults: “In any case, he is born of the Vhasarwa people. Who wants to be a daughter-in-law of the Vhasarwa?” 

			But they all agreed that even though he was of the lowliest birth anyone in Mapungubwe could imagine he looked like royalty in the calf-length silk kanga wrapped about his waist and strings of cowrie shells and glass beads hanging from his neck across his bare chest and more cowrie shells making percussive music on his ankles. It was common knowledge that his mother was a !Kung woman, one of those cave dwellers who called themselves Zhun/twasi, which meant “real people”. As if Mapungubweans were not real people. Although folks generally were in awe of the !Kung because they were People of the Trance, everyone despised them for being lowborn midgets who owned no cattle, no farms, no gold mines and no property of any kind. The people of Mapungubwe called them Vhasarwa, the wanderers. Yet Chata carried himself about like a prince. As if his mother was not a blot on his life. As if he had a father who acknowledged him. As if he owned the world.

			He swung his knobkierie and his cowhide shield which he carried as accoutrements to the easy rhythm of his steps as he ambled on the pathways among the homes until he got to the western end of the hill. He climbed the stone stairway to the top where a group of soldiers were playing a count-and-capture board game on a rock that had a number of depressions carved out on its flat surface. A soldier was on the verge of capturing the “cattle” of the opposition – represented by smooth pebbles of different colours – when Chata stopped for a brief chat. 

			“I see it is a good life to be a soldier these days,” he said. “Somebody better create a war so that you men can see some action instead of wasting away playing games.”

			They laughed because they knew he was just ribbing them. They were members of the Royal Guard and were supposed to be on duty, but who of the people of Mapungubwe would want to harm the King? In these days of peace they were more of a ceremonial guard than a fighting force. Some of them were even beginning to show slightly bulging waistlines. 

			“Don’t wish for war, my brother,” said the one whose “cattle” were being captured, “because when it happens you too will be drafted into the army.”

			It was true. Every male in Mapungubwe was a potential soldier and could be called to arms in times of war. But there had been peace among the peoples of the region for so many years that few citizens had direct memories of the devastations of war. War lived only in the poems about the heroes of the nation that the bards recited. Or in the stories that Chata told, for he had seen war in his wanderings.

			Chata stood on a cliff on top of the hill and took a panoramic gander at the town below. Truly, this new capital was more awe-inspiring than the old town from which most of the citizens of Mapungubwe had emigrated. It spread out like an elaborately adorned grass mat on the southern terrace below the hill – the side that was within his range of vision. On the northern and eastern terraces it spread out likewise. Hundreds and hundreds of houses. Their uniformity of cone-shaped thatched roofs on cylindrical walls was broken only by the varied sizes and the verandas on a few of them. Some of these were adobe houses while others had palisade walls which were then plastered with clay. All were daubed with decorative patterns both on the inside and the outside. There were small granary huts – or hozi, as they were called – behind some of the houses. Most of them were full of sorghum and millet, and even beans and black-eyed peas. It was, after all, a period of prosperity and the rains were good. That meant that the King occupied a warm place in the hearts of the citizens – all five thousand-plus of the town dwellers and the roughly four thousand who resided in outlying areas where they cultivated the land and raised cattle and mined for gold and copper and iron and tin.

			But what was most impressive to Chata, which was also the pride of the rest of the citizens, was the stone wall on the southernmost edges of the town. After all, he had played a crucial role in its construction. 

			He never tired of the view from the top of the hill. But he did not have much time to linger on it. He had kept Rendani waiting long enough. He would be fuming because he hated to be kept waiting, which was why Chata took his time after receiving the message from one of Rendani’s teenage sons that his father wanted to see him pronto. Chata had performed his ablutions leisurely and then he had slowly chewed his millet porridge with sour milk and then he had unhurriedly changed into his best attire and then the easy walk through the town. Chata was certain that by then Rendani was already boiling with anger. But there was no need to make him spill over. 

			Chata continued to take it easy, though. He strolled among the houses. Here on top they were much larger than those of the commoners below the hill and all had verandas with wall posts. They belonged to members of the Royal Family and to the nobility of Mapungubwe. A special cluster of houses surrounded the stonewalled palace that afforded the King his ritual seclusion. The King’s wives had their own houses in the compound of the palace, and a short distance away were the abodes of sundry grandees, including the King’s Messenger, the Chief Diviner, and the King’s brother, lovingly known to Mapungubweans as Baba-Munene – Younger Father. The last was the most important member of this community on the hill because it was through him that the King exercised his power. The King reigned and Younger Father ruled and governed. The King lived in sacred seclusion and did not involve himself in such mundane activities as settling disputes and making laws. Baba-Munene was the man who dirtied his hands with all matters of state. He and his Council of Elders. The King was seen only during rainmaking rituals by those who had the status to participate in such ceremonies. 

			Chata walked to Rendani’s compound which consisted of his house surrounded by four other houses. Behind each one of the surrounding houses was a small hozi on stilts built in the shape of the bigger houses and thatched with grass like them. The last time Chata was here there were only three of these houses because Rendani had three wives. Could he have surreptitiously married a fourth wife? A short distance from the compound was a stone structure, roughly built and thatched with reeds. This was the cage of Rendani’s pet leopards, which he had brought up from the time they were tiny cubs after their mother was killed in a hunt.

			Chata stood in front of Rendani’s door and announced himself. No one responded. He was about to walk to the house of the senior wife to leave a message when Rendani appeared with his two leopards on leashes. He was wearing a muslin loincloth and a tanned leopard-skin kaross. He was imposingly tall and was beginning to develop a hint of flab on a once-sinewy body. Rendani looked at Chata from head to toe as if to size him up, and then fixed his gaze on the kanga. Chata observed him closely with an amused expression on his face. He shook his head subtly when he saw the leather band with a red feather on Rendani’s head, a preserve of members of the Royal Family, and chuckled; this man used to be as much of a commoner as any man below the hill. Until he wormed his way into the heart of power and consolidated his status by marrying Princess Dova, one of Baba-Munene’s daughters. To be fair to Rendani, initially he never had any intentions of marrying the Princess and was not even attracted to her in the first place. It had all been part of old Zwanga’s grand plan – he was keen to reinforce his newly minted patrician status and, like all the nobles on top of the hill who developed marriage alliances with other influential families, he plotted the marriage and paid Baba-Munene a lot of gold for the honour. Now Rendani never let anyone forget his royal connections and the red feather made sure of that. 

			“You took your time,” said Rendani. “I sent the boy very early in the morning, but you are only coming now?”

			Chata ignored his annoyance.

			“I didn’t know you took a fourth wife.” 

			“I was supposed to appear before the Council of Elders about the next palisade ceremony, but I had to wait for you.”

			“You took a fourth wife and you didn’t even invite me, mukomana?”

			Mukomana. My brother. They had always called each other that from the days they used to play silly boyhood games on the banks of the Limpopo River. Although the word was used specifically for an older brother or sister, the two boys called each other mukomana despite the fact that they were almost the same age. 

			“What makes you think I married a fourth wife?”

			“The new house.”

			“Oh, that! It’s just there in case I decide to do so.”

			“Have an eye on someone?”

			Actually Chata was wondering if Rendani had received Princess Dova’s approval. It was the tradition for men to obtain the approval of all their wives before they could marry another one. Indeed, a man could have an eye on one maiden only to find that his wives were keen on a completely different woman. Chata doubted if Princess Dova would be thrilled to lose her status as the youngest wife. As a princess she would certainly not want to be one of the nondescript middle wives. Only first and last wives had any semblance of power in a marriage. The middle wives were more like servants, not only of the man but of the senior and junior wives. Surely Rendani would not want to alienate the Royal Family by turning the daughter of the most powerful man in the kingdom after the King into a chattel. But Chata did not voice these thoughts.

			“I didn’t call you here to discuss my private life,” said Rendani abruptly.

			“Since when have your marriages been private, Rendi?”

			Rendani flinched a bit at the use of the nickname. Even his father no longer called him that since he had been elevated to the position of Royal Sculptor. 

			“I didn’t summon you here for chitchat, Chatambudza,” he said, stressing his full name. Chata chuckled to himself at Rendani’s choice of words. He used “summon” to assert his authority, to show him that he was no longer the Rendani of yesterday. In a not too distant past he would have used “invite”.

			Chata followed him as he led his leopards to their cage.

			“Ah, I see, mukomana, that you now wear silk like our King?” said Rendani as he tied the palisade door of the leopard cage tightly with a leather rope.

			He called him his brother. Now that was the Rendani of old.

			“Only when I come to see important people like you, mukomana.”

			Chata was trying to humour him; it sounded sarcastic instead.

			“You don’t think people will say you like big things?”

			Chata stretched his legs to display the silk in its full glory.

			“What is big about a kanga?”

			“You know how the people of Mapungubwe are, Chatambudza. They like to gossip. They see you wearing the same fabric as our sacred leader and they start saying that Chata likes big things. Chata this, Chata that. They may even see it as a sign of disrespect to our King.” 

			“I don’t think the people of Mapungubwe care about what Chata is wearing today or what he is not wearing. They have more important things on their minds . . . like whether the King will make enough rain next summer for the prosperity to continue.”

			“You are right. Since they made me the Royal Sculptor I sometimes become overly concerned about small matters of culture. And of course I always want to look out for you. It hurts me when I hear people gossip about you.”

			Chata smiled when he remembered that he was the one who used to look out for Rendani. Now he had power as one of the grandees of the kingdom, and he wanted Chata to know it. Of course, Rendani might be right. He shouldn’t judge him harshly. There was a lot of pettiness doing the rounds among the idle higher classes. But still, he couldn’t see a whole storm brewing over a fabric. Perhaps it was Rendani himself who was being petty.

			Chata could not tell Rendani that his was not the same cloth as the King’s because he did not know what the King’s looked like. In fact, Chata’s silk was a much cheaper type. It was the more trendy Yunjin cloud brocade in shimmering blue and white which he had bought at a market in Mogadishu two years before. It was during the days of his wanderlust. He had disappeared from Mapungubwe for many full moons – perhaps for four full seasons – and no one knew that he had sailed the Zanj seas in the Swahili dhows. The dhows always docked in Mogadishu to be taxed before proceeding to Persia, Arabia, India or China, or before returning to the Swahili coast and to Sofala further south. The Chinese cloud brocade was all the rage in Mogadishu and was swept off the stalls as soon as it was unrolled from the bales. 

			The King’s silk, on the other hand, was brought to Mapungubwe by Swahili traders who bartered it with members of the Royal Family for gold and ivory. It was the most expensive kind from a Chinese tradition that was more than a thousand years old – the Hunan silk embroidery with fire-breathing dragons in shades of red, blue and yellow. 

			Of course Rendani did not know the difference; to him silk was silk. A material fit only for royalty. A material that even he or his wealthy father Zwanga did not own. Rendani saw Chata as an upstart who needed to be put in his place. 

			“Let’s talk about what you summoned me for,” said Chata.

			“You don’t have to adopt that kind of tone.”

			“I can get you nice silk too, Rendi. Next time I sail with the Swahili I can get you the best material in Mogadishu, or even in Sidonia or in Persia.”

			He was just being nice. Even as he said this he knew that there would be no next time, not after his experiences in Mogadishu. If ever he was attacked by the wanderlust again he would head south, to the valleys, hills and deserts of his mother’s people, where the Zhun/twasi roamed with the animals of the wild.

			“Forget about the silk, mukomana. It is not what I wanted to see you about. I am sorry I even mentioned it.”

			He invited Chata into his house, but not before hollering to one of the wives to send a calabash of beer. They sat on stools carved out of baobab trunks, and in no time a girl of about eight, Rendani’s daughter, knelt before her father and placed a calabash of foaming marula beer and two gourds on the floor in front of him. Rendani scooped the beer with his gourd and drank. Chata did likewise with his. His face brightened with each gulp.

			“The hand of your wife is still excellent, Rendi,” said Chata as he wiped the foam from his lips and chin with his palm.

			The compliment tickled Rendani.

			“You’d be enjoying such pleasures too if you grew up and became a husband.”

			It was the same refrain that Chata heard from all and sundry. He didn’t understand why his marital status seemed to bother people – not only Rendani, who could claim some form of kinship with him, but total strangers. But then a bachelor at his age was not the most usual thing in Mapungubwe. Rendani, who was the same age as him, give or take a month or two, had already spawned sons and daughters, the oldest a son in his mid-teens. 

			Townsfolk believed that Chata did not marry because he was too selfish to share himself with anyone else. How did a man survive without a woman in his life? Leaving aside the lack of conjugal pleasures, how did he manage to go through his day cooking for himself and cleaning up after himself? And to cook for himself, remember, he had to place the millet or the sorghum on the large guyo grindstone and then mill it with the smaller huyo grindstone, and no man’s hands were ever known to have acquired expertise in that physically exacting labour. Chata, however, did not see how these chores could be beyond his capabilities. He had two hands and strong arms and a firm back as good as any woman’s in the land. He managed quite well, thank you, while at the same time mining gold both for his livelihood and for his pleasure. He did not farm but his hozi was full because he exchanged gold ingots for food, and bartered tools and implements that he forged from iron and tin and copper for the oxen that he occasionally needed to slaughter for the ancestors. He still enjoyed a good hunt, and most of his meat came from game – the warthog, the kudu and the wildebeest that abounded in the plains south of the town.

			Occasionally, perhaps once or twice a week, he was spoilt silly by Ma Chirikure, the old lady who lived in the dilapidated house next to his and had a soft spot for Chata because she knew his mother when they all worked for the master carver and blacksmith Zwanga. Ma Chirikure had this habit of announcing herself with a clay pot full of sorghum or marula beer early in the morning, which she would leave outside Chata’s door. Or sometimes she would surprise him with a steaming bowl of bean stew. In return, Chata shared some of his corn with her and gave her some of the meat after a successful hunt. 

			So, you see, Chata didn’t need to have a wife in order to have a regular supply of good beer. And Ma Chirikure had a beautiful hand too. Her beer was potent and had the stinging taste that remained singing in the mouth long after the last swig. She did not confine herself to sorghum and marula; in season she fermented baobab fruit and even leaves to make the kind of beer that left the heads of men buzzing and spinning after just a few gulps. 

			“I want to talk to you about the palisades,” said Rendani. 

			It was that time of the year when the palisade surrounding the house with the rainmaking medicine at the Royal Palace had to be replaced with freshly carved pales. The last time this ritual was performed Chata was being tossed by the storms of the Zanj seas. 

			“I cannot see how you can live with yourself when your carvings are not represented at the Royal Palisade.”

			“I was away at the time. The ancestors understand that.”

			“Well, you are here now and I am giving you the honour of being in charge of the carving.”

			“I will carve something and present it to you for the Royal Palisade.”

			“I’m not talking about your own personal carvings, Chata. I want you to be in charge of the whole ritual, from organising the carvers to installing the new palisade.”

			“You are the Royal Sculptor, Rendi. It is the work of the Royal Sculptor.”

			“As you say, I am the Royal Sculptor and I can delegate.”

			Any of the sculptors of Mapungubwe would feel honoured to be chosen for such a task. They would see it as a path towards greater recognition of their work by the grandees on top of the hill and a way of attracting rich patrons. They would seize the opportunity, already imagining themselves as the next Royal Sculptor on the demise of the incumbent. But Chata had no interest in positions within the establishment. He was a free spirit who wanted to create his own work in his own time, and Rendani knew that. He also remembered that even when they were boys Chata used to boast that he was destined to create greater works of art than the carvings of palisades; indeed Chata found the carving of palisades demeaning. That was exactly why Rendani wanted him to take charge of the ritual. This was his way of imprisoning him, at least for the period of the palisade ritual, which could last for days on end. Sometimes up to one full moon. Rendani knew that what would have been an honour to others was punishment for Chata. 

			“Our father did not delegate when he was the Royal Sculptor,” said Chata. “He did the work himself and gloried in it.”

			“Our father” was actually Rendani’s father – the master carver and blacksmith Zwanga.

			“It was his choice,” said Rendani. “Those who know the history of our people will tell you that some Royal Sculptors of the past did delegate some of the sacred duties while others did not. It just depends on the man who is holding the position at the time. I choose to delegate because I am not a greedy man. I want to share the glory of some of my sacred duties.”

			Rendani smiled and stood up to indicate that the meeting was over. Chata was fuming inside. But he dared not let Rendani see that he had succeeded in riling him. He smiled back at him instead, picked up his shield and knobkierie and walked out of the house.

			Rendani watched Chata as he walked along the stone-paved path until he disappeared among the neighbouring houses.

			Later that afternoon Rendani sauntered to his father’s house a short distance away. Zwanga was sitting on a mat on the veranda carving a knife handle from ivory. Even in old age the arthritic hands of the master carver could not stay idle. He no longer went to his mine though, nor did he undertake any more work in gold. His revered crucible rested in a place of honour in the very room where he slept. It shared his old age close to him and he had already made his wishes known to his children: when he was laid to rest the crucible must be right there with him in the grave. His wives and children and grandchildren tried and failed to make him give up his carving. Only the flare-ups of his arthritis managed to rein him in. But even that could not stop him from performing his duties as a member of the Council of Elders. He could be seen tottering to Baba-Munene’s compound to attend the meetings even in the midst of rain and hail and storms. 

			“What did I do to deserve a visit from the Royal Sculptor?” asked Zwanga.

			He gave his son a toothless smile. He was proud of him. He had manned-up so quickly. He never thought he had it in him to handle with such dignity the highest position any artist in the land could wish for. Rendani, on the other hand, had no illusions about how the position, previously occupied by his father, had become his. He knew that the old codger pulled some strings with the Council of Elders and even with Baba-Munene himself, despite the fact that initially he favoured Chata for the position. But for Chata’s wanderlust and his disdain for the shackles of power, there was no doubt in Rendani’s mind that he would have been the Royal Sculptor. 

			“I just want to get your opinion, father, on a matter of national import.”

			“I am listening,” said Zwanga as he resumed carving geometric patterns on the elephant tusk.

			“The rains were good last year. The people are happy with the King because their granaries are overflowing.”

			“It is a good thing the King is potent.”

			“It is because his ancestors are happy with him. We need to keep them that way by showing more respect to their representative on earth – the King.”

			“The King is sacred, my son, and everyone in Mapungubwe knows that. Everyone respects the King.”

			“Not enough,” said Rendani. “Now that there is all this wealth flowing in the land there may be some people who delude themselves that they are equal to the King, who may even want to dress like the King.”

			Zwanga gave his son a long puzzled look.

			“I am not saying there are such people already,” Rendani added hastily, “but I think it is our responsibility to stop bad things before they happen.”

			“I still don’t understand what you are suggesting, Rendani.” 

			Deliberately and respectfully, Rendani outlined his plan to the old man: in the same way that the Swahili merchants brought mirrors, glass beads, fine cotton cloth and ceramics into the town in exchange for gold, copper and ivory, they were bound to bring more silk sooner or later. Some wealthy commoners down the hill might get it into their heads to buy silk to wrap around their common bodies, which would be casting a slur on the King who should be the only one fit for that kind of material. His humble request, therefore, was that his father should raise the matter at the next Council of Elders meeting. 

			“We need a decree prohibiting any citizen of Mapungubwe from wearing silk,” said Rendani. “Silk must be reserved for royalty by law.”

			Zwanga squinted his eyes and gazed at his son’s face for a long time. And then he burst out laughing. Rendani stood there, fidgeting and looking stupefied. He could not understand what was so funny.

			“At least think about the matter, father, before you find mirth in it,” said Rendani finally. “And stay well.”

			Rendani left, still puzzled by his father’s amusement. It must be old age, he surmised. Zwanga never used to laugh even when there was cause for laughter. He used to be a stern taskmaster who had no time for frivolities. But there he was, laughing like a madman at nothing at all. 

			Rendani. He did not know that when Chata left his house after enjoying his wife’s beer, he went straight to Zwanga’s house to pay his respects before descending the hill to the town. The first thing Zwanga did was admire the cloth he was wearing. Chata told him that it was a very special material called silk and came from worms in China, although he had bought his in Mogadishu. Zwanga was fascinated more by the story of worms that could make cloth than the cloth itself. He didn’t care for cloth, anyway, whether it was the muslin woven by some of the women in the town or the imported cotton. He was an old traditionalist who dressed in tanned skins both for his loin-covering apron and his kaross. He did not care for fashion. His face did not hide the fact that he didn’t quite believe Chata’s story of cloth-making worms, just like many other tales that Chata came back with after his wanderlust. 

			They had then talked about the Royal Palisades and Chata told the old man that he had offered to help Rendani to organise the whole ritual. Yes, that’s how he put it to Zwanga; he, out of the goodness of his heart, had offered to take some of the load off Rendani’s shoulders.

			“It is a good thing that you continue to look out for your mukomana, Chata,” old Zwanga said as he waved him goodbye.

			And now here was Rendani coming with his story about banning silk. Did he think he had grown so senile that he would allow himself to be used as a tool in their silly rivalries? He burst out laughing. Whatever happened to these boys? They were not like this when they were growing up.

			CHATAMBUDZA AND RENDANI WERE brought up as brothers and saw each other in that light. They were born in the same year at the same mining compound a day’s journey south of Mapungubwe. They got to be known as the Zwanga Twins by the miners, even though only Rendani belonged to the Muvhaḓi Makone – the master carver and blacksmith. Chata was the son of Zwanga’s servant, a !Kung woman – and that was all she was ever called; she was of such low caste that no one ever bothered to know her name – who came to the compound some years back with her husband who herded Zwanga’s cattle when Zwanga still owned some herds, and then later became a rain doctor. Some of the !Kung people who had been routed out of their cave-dwelling communities, perhaps by hunger because of the depletion of wild animals and wild berries and roots, became cattle herders for the wealthy Mapungubweans in exchange for food and shelter. This, in effect, meant that they bonded themselves into vhupuli, as slavery was called. The grandees who had cattle posts out there across the Limpopo River relied on the !Kung, the Khwe and other hunter-gatherer people, who were generally called the San by the Khoikhoi, to look after their animals.

			The story is rather vague as to how the !Kung woman was widowed. Only a few months after her husband died she gave birth to Chatambudza. Many people thought she would take the baby back to her people. They had no idea that her people lived in the Kgalagadi desert, a journey of many moons south-west of Mapungubwe. How would a lone woman and a baby manage such a hazardous journey? The !Kung were hardy people and she could easily have survived on the roots of shrubs and eggs of birds and the caterpillars that fed on mopane and mango trees. But her safety could not be guaranteed in the wilderness for all those moons, and indeed even if she reached the Kgalagadi how would she find her kith and kin in that vast desert? The !Kung people moved and followed the migrations of the wild beasts on which they depended for their meat. All these were the !Kung woman’s concerns when she decided to stay at the compound. She found accommodation with Ma Chirikure, a woman who cooked for the miners and was rumoured to service the unmarried ones in ways that were only whispered about. 

			Those days Zwanga, who owned the mine, spent most of his time at the compound even though he had a home in town. He found it more convenient to process the gold on site and to create the jewellery and the gold ingots which he bartered for beads and other items that the Swahili traders brought. He also traded with other compounds, mostly across the Limpopo in the north and further south of Mapungubwe, that variously mined iron, tin and copper. From these assorted minerals he forged hoes and spears and knives and bangles. His smithy then was right there at his mining compound and not at his house in the town. His senior wife also spent most of her time at the mining compound while his other wives looked after the houses in the town. That was why her first son, Rendani, was born at the compound. 

			Chata and Rendi, as Rendani was then called, soon discovered each other and became playmates. No one knew why Zwanga took a shine to Chata, the son of a phuli or slave. But he did. When he began to train his son in the rudiments of shaping clay and wood into objects of art, and later in identifying the characteristics of various metals, he included Chata in those lessons.

			Chata impressed Zwanga quite early on. He was very curious about metals. He spent hours on end watching Zwanga smelting metal in his crucible and then shaping it into wonderful objects that were in demand by the town-dwellers. Rendi could not understand Chata’s fascination. He would rather shirk his lessons and sneak away to spy on girls as they bathed in the river. Of course, Chata enjoyed that pastime as well, and would therefore be torn between observing Zwanga’s craftsmanship and following Rendi to the river. 

			Chata was the smarter one in the ways of the wild. It was an instinct he inherited from his mother’s people. But the !Kung woman did not want the boy to rely only on instinct. She took him to the wilderness and taught him about the herbs and the shrubs and the bushes and their various uses either for healing or for eating. In the woods she taught him the dances of her people – those that sent the dancer into a trance where the dancer communed with the world of the dead and the unborn. She taught him how to alter his consciousness, not only for the purposes of entering the world of the spirits, but to inhabit the bodies of the graceful animals of the wild, such as gazelles and other antelope, so as to be able to run like them and dance with their grace. In Mapungubwe they reduced people to animals when they wanted to demean them. But Chata learnt that in his mother’s world view it was an honour to be compared to an animal; it spoke of one’s elegance and generosity, strength and cunning. 

			The !Kung woman taught Chata to guard these secrets with his life, for indeed his life depended on them. She impressed on him that if the people of Mapungubwe knew he had the power to visit the world of the spirits at will they would condemn him as a wizard and would stone him to death. Although there was nothing special about these powers among the !Kung, since any !Kung man or woman could dance himself or herself into a deep trance, the Mapungubweans worshipped a different God called Mwali and were bound to be suspicious of what they didn’t understand. The !Kung woman taught her son to respect animals because there was a time in the timeless past when animals were human beings with human characteristics and behaviours and habits and customs. People were therefore animals and animals were people. All creatures were kindred spirits. The spirit of humanity lived in all animals, especially the great meat animals: the eland, the kudu, the gemsbok, and the giraffe. The !Kung woman taught her son how to feel the pain of animals.

			When the boys were older Zwanga allowed them to roam around the bush as long as they had first performed their chores at the smithy. They spent a lot of time playing with shepherds and herdboys at the basin of the Limpopo and Shashe rivers where they displayed their skill in moulding animals out of clay. These red or black figures, depending on the colour of the clay, were about the size of a man’s hand. Rendi could mould oxen, bulls and cows that were so realistic that their legs had joints and their feet had hooves, whereas the cattle made by the other boys had only pointed stumps for limbs. Chata on the other hand created animals that never existed anywhere except in his imagination. Some of these were three-legged, had horns growing all around their necks, beaks like vultures and wings on their tails. Whereas the boys envied Rendi’s skill to render lifelike images of the cattle and goats that they interacted with in the meadows and at the cattle posts, they laughed at Chata’s inability to reproduce life as they knew it. Rendi joined in the laughter. “Where have you ever seen an animal like this?” he asked.

			“It is because he is of the Vhasarwa,” said one of the herdboys. “The Vhasarwa are lower than animals.”

			Rendi took offence at this.

			“Don’t you insult my mukomana,” he said, adopting a fighting stance.

			Chata took offence for a different reason.

			“Don’t you insult animals,” he said. “Animals are people too.”

			He also adopted a fighting stance. The herdboys stamped on their clay creations that were lying on a granite rock to be dried by the sun. When the boys came for Rendi and Chata and were about to surround them the two boys knew that they would not be a match in a fight and they ran away. The herdboys gave brief chase while hurling further invective at them. 

			On the way home Rendi tried to console Chata. “Don’t worry, mukomana. One day you’ll know how to mould beautiful things too. I’ll teach you.”

			He was chuffed by the discovery that at least there was something at which he was much better than Chata.

			The next day Rendi and Chata went hunting for ostrich eggs. When they hadn’t found any by the afternoon they decided to go moulding once again. Those insolent herdboys would not be at the river at that time of the day, they would have driven the cattle to the grazing lands further north. They only took them to the river at midday to drink. 

			The boys sat down to knead the clay with water until it was soft and pliable. Rendi tried to demonstrate to Chata how he could mould a bull that looked like a bull, but Chata did not seem to be paying much attention. He was bent on moulding his fantastical animals that were weird to look at and made Rendi laugh. But the laughter did not offend Chata at all. 

			“My hands won’t allow me to make animals that look like the animals that we see every day out there in the veld. They only want to shape the animals of my dreams.”

			This did not make sense to Rendi. Hands did what you wanted them to do. What good would any carver be if he were to be controlled by his hands? Surely Zwanga would not be the master carver and blacksmith he was, respected in all of Mapungubwe and beyond, if he allowed his hands to go rampant and shape any silly thing they wanted to shape? But Chata’s hands refused to see reason. He tried to reproduce the strange animal that had been destroyed by the herdboys the previous day. But it could not be exactly the same, though it had the three legs, the beak and the wings on the tail. This new one had more horns, even on its flanks. Rendi moulded a raging bull that looked like a raging bull.

			“I am going to ask my father to bake it in his kiln so that it lasts forever,” said Rendi.

			“I’ll ask him to do mine too,” said Chata. 

			Rendi knew that his father would never waste his time baking such an ugly creature. He did not say so, though, because he did not want his friend to feel bad about his lack of talent. 

			The boys gave their creations to Zwanga, and Rendi was surprised that his father didn’t break into a paroxysm – be it of laughter or of anger – when he saw Chata’s creation. Instead he stared at it with awe on his face. He took a quick look at Rendi’s bull and said, in what Rendi interpreted to be a dismissive tone, “This is very good, murwa, but I expect no less from you. You are, after all, a descendant of master carvers and blacksmiths who have been honoured by kings from the days of your great-great-grandfather.”

			But his eyes quickly went to Chata’s monster. 

			“Chatambudza, where did you see an animal like this?” he asked.

			“In my dreams, Father,” said Chata. His tone was very apologetic. 

			“You dream such dreams? Who taught you to dream like that?”

			He could not tell Zwanga that his mother had taught him to dance himself into a trance during which he interacted with spirit worlds where even more fantastical creatures pranced about.

			“I don’t know. It just happened. My hands just shaped it. I am sorry about it.”

			“He won’t do it again,” said Rendi trying to protect his friend. “It is not his fault. It is the fault of his hands.”

			“Stop prattling, boy,” said Zwanga abruptly. “I want to know how this phuli boy got to have such wonderful dreams.”

			Chata was so rattled by the fact that Zwanga called him a slave that he missed the part that declared his creation wonderful. But that did not escape Rendi. Wonderful? How could this monstrous creature be deemed wonderful? 

			“What imagination! Your mind is a wonderful place to be,” said Zwanga softly, as if to himself.

			Chata did not want to reveal that it was memory rather than imagination that was responsible for his creation. These were creatures he had seen when he had gone into a trance and had visited the dimension of the dead and the unborn. He had moulded them as he remembered them. In any event who could truly make a clear distinction between imagination and memory?

			Zwanga was lost in thought. He just sat and stared at the fantasy creature. The boys stood there for a while. Rendi was hoping he would have further comments about his bull. When he didn’t Rendi said, “Please, Father, fire my ox in your kiln so that it can last forever.” But the man didn’t stir. It was as if he had not heard his son. His eyes were fixed on the fantasy creature. The boys quietly left the house. 

			In the evening when Zwanga’s wife brought food and Rendi brought a gourd of mopane beer the man was still staring at the fantasy animal. Something was wrong with Zwanga, Rendi thought. He was rather irritated that it was not his well-shaped bull that had mesmerised his father but an animal that never existed anywhere in the known world. A tinge of resentment began to grow in him. Resentment against his father. Against Chata. Against all the !Kung people of the world, for who else but the !Kung woman could have taught Chata to bewitch the master carver with a silly-looking animal? This last bit was implanted in Rendi’s mind by his mother, for she and her son did discuss Zwanga’s strange behaviour when they got back to her house. She had a very simple and straightforward answer: witchcraft. The !Kung woman must be responsible for it. Her solution was that Rendi must stop playing with Chata.

			For a number of days after that Chata could not understand why Rendi had changed towards him, and why he avoided playing with him. But that did not last long because Zwanga wanted them back at the workshop at the same time. Whereas at first it was only Rendi who had an obligation to be there and learn from the master as the first-born son who would carry on the tradition of carving and blacksmithing – which included goldsmithing – Zwanga now decided to have Chata also work with him formally as an apprentice. So, the boys once more became inseparable, despite the reservations of Rendi’s mom. 

			Right from the beginning Zwanga observed that Chata was keen to learn the distinguishing properties of the various metals in the smithy. He came to work quite early in the morning, while Rendi was still asleep. Chata was always reluctant to leave at midday when Zwanga thought the boys had had enough of work and training for the day. Though he was a tough taskmaster and overworked the boys as a way of training them, he had to force Chata out of the workshop because he needed time alone to forge implements and weapons without being disturbed by chattering boys. He was also keen that the boys should learn other skills out there in the wild that only peers could teach. He was wise enough to know that boys their age needed to play as well for them to develop into real men.

			Rendi looked forward to those moments. He found the smithy very constraining. He wanted to be free in the bush to trap animals, an art that he had mastered thanks to Chata. He envied his siblings from his father’s junior wives who had no obligation to follow their father into working with wood, ivory and metal. They had instead pursued other interests, mostly in farming and cattle ranching, and were already serving apprenticeships with uncles – both on their mothers’ and father’s sides – who owned herds of cattle and tilled the land in the Shashe-Limpopo basin. 

			Sometimes Zwanga tested the boys’ manhood by sending them on a hunt. He would specify the animal he wanted to eat that evening, depending on the cravings of his palate. 

			“Vhatukana,” he would call the boys, “go get me an eland. And I want you to be on separate hunts.”

			Invariably Chata would come back with an eland and Rendi would not. Chata had learnt the spoors of various animals from the !Kung woman, and could easily follow eland or gemsbok or other antelope. Later Zwanga sent them on joint hunts, instructing Chata to teach Rendi how to be a good hunter. Unfortunately he did not put it that way. He said, “Teach him how to be a man.” This left Rendi feeling very small and absolutely mortified; he was obviously not a man in his father’s eyes.

			On their first day hunting kudu together Rendi was in awe at how Chata could tell the spoor of that specific animal among all the animals of the wild. They had their throwing spears and bows and arrows at the ready. They marched for a long time, and just when the horizon was pink with the setting sun they spotted a group of kudu grazing near a stream. Chata signalled to Rendi which animal they should aim for and swiftly he shot his arrow while Rendi threw his spear. The wounded kudu jumped up; the rest ran helter-skelter. Even before the kudu landed on the ground Chata had aimed right at its heart with a throwing spear. There was no need to chase a wounded animal for hours on end in the manner of the !Kung until it became weak from loss of blood or from the poisoned arrow and fell to the ground. In this case the animal fell to the ground instantly. Rendi wondered if he would ever attain such expertise.

			Chata performed a small dance around the animal and then knelt next to it and apologised for killing it. They had killed birds and rabbits and hares when they were younger and Rendi had never heard Chata apologising to the animal they had killed. He broke out laughing and said, “You, mukomana, you are full of strange jokes. You are like the swaswi, the court jesters.”

			“It is not a joke, mukomana,” said Chata. “All life is sacred. More so the Great Meat Animals. In the timeless past they were once people. We don’t rejoice in killing them. We do so because it is necessary for us to survive. We are grateful that they give us their meat, but we are sorry that they have to die to do so. We are honoured that they so gracefully allow us to eat them.”

			This did not make sense to Rendi. But he did not argue about it and they silently skinned the kudu. Chata insisted that they leave some of its parts – the head and the innards – on the ground for the birds of prey and the scavenging animals; they too must survive. 

			Zwanga was pleased with their work, especially when he heard that Rendi played a major role in killing the animal. He suspected, though, that Chata was exaggerating when he said the hunt would not have been a success without Rendi and his trusty throwing spear.

			The boys often frolicked with the zebras and giraffes. When stupidity got the better of them they provoked elephant bulls into a fury and then ran for their dear lives. But they never got near rhinos; they were respectful of them because they were sacred animals. Chata was nearly killed in one such adventure when a raging bull lifted him up with its trunk. Rendi screamed and hurled stones at the bull until it dropped Chata and went after Rendi. Both boys ran into a deep gully and the bull could not follow them there. It finally gave up and went back to join its herd. 

			“You saved my life, mukomana,” said Chata, out of breath. 

			There was no doubt in his mind that the elephant was about to hurl him against a tree which would have broken his body into two. Rendi was happy that for a change he was the one who had played a heroic role. His only sorrow was that he could not announce this to his father because he would be punished for taunting the elephants. Zwanga would know at once that the bull had been provoked and would have warmed their bums with a switch. He had been known to do that on occasion when he received reports that the boys had been naughty. Or when they failed to perform the chores that he gave them around the compound. If only Zwanga knew of his bravery he would have gained more respect from him.

			That’s what Rendi yearned for. His father’s respect. The same respect that he seemed to give in abundance to Chata. Rendi’s observation was accurate, even though Zwanga was trying to hide his favouritism and pretended to be even-handed. It was clear that the old man was more impressed with Chata and wished his son could be more like him. But Rendi could not live up to that expectation; Chata was simply too good at everything that they did together. Even when he, Rendi, was better, such as in moulding animals that looked like they did in real life, his father seemed to favour Chata’s monstrous animals solely because they were made by Chata. Rendi’s resentment of the low-born boy was gradually mounting. He didn’t understand how he could not be better than him; after all, he had the advantage of birth. He came from a long line of craftsmen and artists who gained their patrician position because they were smithies to the kings of Mapungubwe and of the old town from which most Mapungubweans had emigrated. How could he know that Chata had the advantage of the trance that he inherited from his mother’s people?

			Chata was smart enough to realise that Zwanga’s recognition and even admiration of his skills was causing some strain in his relations with Rendi. He tried very hard not to excel in the tasks that they were given, which caused even more resentment in Rendi because he could see that Chata was slacking purposely for him. He hated to be patronised in this manner. Chata even stopped moulding the fantasy animals lest Zwanga went all gaga over them. 

			The boys were age-mates, so when the time came for them to go to the initiation school Zwanga sent them both to be circumcised by a famous rain doctor and paid all the expenses, even for Chata. Together they beat the drums and recited praise poems; sounds that tickled the ears of the ancestors.

			On their return after a few moons they were both surprised to find that Zwanga had reproduced Chata’s fantasy animal in bronze. The original clay one stood there next to it and next to Rendi’s bull. Unfired. Rendi glared at the bronze creature while Chata just stood there, embarrassed. Rendi, blinded by tears, bolted out of the smithy to his mother’s house. It had been drilled into his head at the initiation school that real men did not cry. But the pain was too much to bear. 

			Rendi let tears run freely down his cheeks as he buried his head in his mother’s ample bosom.

			CHATA WAS A STORYTELLER. But unlike the fireside stories that were told by grandmothers about the eternal trickster, the jackal, known to the people as the pungubwe – after which Mapungubwe, meaning “the hill of the jackal”, was named – and other tricksters such as the hare and the tortoise that talked like humans and got into much mischief, and unlike the stories that the praise poets told about the prowess of kings both on the battlefield and in rainmaking, Chata’s stories professed to be true accounts of his travels in foreign lands. 

			It all began when he was attacked by the strange wanderlust disease. His feet itched and he was as restless as a guineafowl that wanted to lay an egg. The ailment became worse when Abdul wa Salim came with his caravan of mounted oxen laden with cloth, beads, ceramics and other goods that the Swahili traded for ivory and gold. In the evening the trader joined the men at Younger Father’s compound for some marula beer and told stories of his voyages across the Zanj seas to the city of Mogadishu, and then across the Arabian seas to Persia and Sidon, and then further east, a voyage of many moons, to India and China. These stories made Chata’s soles itch for the road even more. Whereas other men took these stories as relish that was merely meant to accompany beer and meat, Chata took them seriously. He wanted to see with his own eyes the wonders that wa Salim spoke about.

			At first Zwanga was infuriated when Chata told him that he was thinking of satisfying his wanderlust. The old man relied on Chata at the mine, especially since Rendani had been given the position of Royal Sculptor and was therefore no longer based at the mine but had moved to the top of the hill to be with other patricians. Zwanga himself was too old to mine and melt gold. Chata did all the work with the assistance of a young man called Anopa, and then shared whatever the mine yielded equally with Zwanga. Zwanga shared his portion with Rendani while Chata shared his with Anopa. That way everyone was happy. But if Chata wanted to satisfy his wanderlust, a journey that might take forever, who was going to mine the gold?

			“Anopa can look after things while I’m gone,” said Chata.

			“I don’t understand this disease that is eating you, Chatambudza,” said Zwanga. “I don’t understand why you want to be a mutshimbili – a wanderer – like your mother’s people. I brought you up for better things. You seem to forget that you are no longer one of the Vhasarwa. I made you a person.”

			Rendi felt betrayed when he first heard the news from Zwanga. By that time Chata had already left Mapungubwe.

			“Why didn’t Chata tell me?” he asked. “Is he not my mukomana? He must not get anything from the mine while he is away.”

			“Of course, he won’t get anything,” said Zwanga. “He only gets a share of what he has worked for. If he chooses to be a wanderer then he will eat his wanderings.”

			Rendani knew that Chata had been hoarding his share of the gold over the years. Perhaps he had been planning to abandon their mine all along, after exploiting it and the Zwanga family for all those years.

			“You shouldn’t have let him go, Father. He is ungrateful for everything we have done for him.”

			“I couldn’t hold a man who had the sickness of the vhatshimbili, Rendani.”

			“It is just an excuse, this wanderlust thing. I have never heard of anyone who suffered from it. When he returns he must not go back to the mine.”

			“Since when do you decide who works at my mine or not? Will you go down the hill and work there yourself?”

			“I am the Royal Sculptor, Father.”

			“Then Chata will work at the mine when he returns.”

			“If he returns.”

			“Mitshimbilo does not last forever. Wanderings come to an end. The arrangement that we have with him has been very profitable for all of us, Rendani.”

			“Except that we don’t know what he does with his gold.”

			“It is his gold.”

			Even as Zwanga said so he was wondering why Chata was hoarding all his gold. Often, when everyone else had run out of gold, they had directed Swahili traders to Chata’s house because they knew that he had a lot of it, but he always refused to sell it to them. What was the good of gold if it was not used to enrich one’s life with power and wives and the luxury items that the Swahili brought from across the seas? Chata had no wives to support. His only dependant had been his mother, but she had sneaked away one night a number of seasons ago to join the world of her ancestors. Perhaps it was this loss that infected Chata with the wanderlust disease, because it started soon after the !Kung woman was buried. He had been very close to his mother. 

			Rendani, on the other hand, was jealous that Chata was able to do whatever he wanted to do any time he felt like doing it. He himself could not afford the luxury of a pointless journey even if he were to be attacked by mitshimbilo, the disease of vhatshimbili – the wanderlust – because he was constrained by his responsibilities to the kingdom as the Royal Sculptor, and to the family as husband and father. 

			While father and son were arguing about him, Chata had crossed the Limpopo and was walking in a north-easterly direction towards the Sabi River. He did not want to be encumbered by baggage so he carried only his spear and a shield. Across his shoulder was a bag made of the tanned skin of a rock rabbit in which he had a few gold ingots. He wore a kaross of tanned wildebeest hide and front and back aprons made of tanned impala skins. He walked with confidence for neither man nor beast will challenge a man who’s sure of himself. Between the Limpopo and Sabi he came across sporadic gold mines and he stopped at some of them and was welcomed quite warmly by the miners. But he never lingered because the road ahead was still long. Kindly strangers gave him dried kudu meat as provision, which he put in his rock rabbit bag. He occasionally nibbled at the meat, but when he was really hungry he ate the roots of shrubs and berries that he had learnt about from his mother when he was a little boy. He quenched his thirst at the clear streams in which he also bathed. He still loved himself even on the long road and every day or two he dipped his body into the flowing waters.

			There were no mishaps on the road, and it took him two weeks to get to Sofala, a coastal town on the Zanj seas. 

			For a number of days he was seen loitering at the waterfront. Every time a Swahili dhow docked he rushed to negotiate for passage with the merchants. Thanks to his association with the likes of Abdul wa Salim he had a smattering of Kiswahili. But the merchants did not have a place for him in their dhows. He was amazed to see so many of the Swahili elite in their flowing robes throughout the town. More of them had settled and set up trading posts in Sofala since Suleiman Hassan, the Sultan of Kilwa, captured the town from the Arabs about forty years before. Not even the Arabs and Persians who came through the Buzi River from the market town of Manica and were ready to sail back to their countries with loads of ivory and gold after successful missions inland wanted to waste their time talking to him. They did not think they had any use for a Zanj – which is what they called all black people who were not Swahili or Arab – in their vessels. He gave up begging the arrogant sailors, and walked further north. 

			After another two weeks of crossing forests, gullies, rivers and valleys, and of climbing and descending hills and hillocks, he reached the Swahili capital of Kilwa. He repaired to the docks and spent all day long gazing at the dhows, yearning to be in one of them, and begging the sailors for passage. Again, he had a problem convincing them. He was seriously considering returning to Mapungubwe and settling down to marriage and respectability when he chanced upon Hamisi wa Babu, an old merchant who used to be a regular in Mapungubwe many years before. Hamisi wa Babu did not remember him though, because Chata was still very young when the trader last visited the town with his wares. But Chata remembered him very well; there had been some scandal about which the adults whispered. Chata never got to know the details, except that it involved one of Baba-Munene’s young wives. The Royal House hushed up the whole matter, but banished Hamisi wa Babu from ever again setting his straying foot in Mapungubwe.

			Hamisi wa Babu still had fond memories of the town and when he heard that Chata was from there he immediately took him under his wing. As they waited for the monsoon cycle that would assist the dhows across the Zanj seas he taught his new protégé the ways of the Swahili and the ways of the sea. With a gold ingot Chata purchased the white flowing robes of the Swahili with a matching turban. Hamisi wa Babu hoped that he was not only going to turn Chata into a sailor, but also convert him from his infidel ways into the ways of the book – the Koran, as given to the world by the great prophet Muhammad of Arabia. Chata merely went along with the teachings because he was determined to sail the seas; he did not pay any particular attention to their dictates and demands. He was a son of Mapungubwe and his God was not Allah but Mwali. Nevertheless he did not argue with his teachers.

			As soon as the monsoon cycle allowed it, Hamisi wa Babu’s dhow embarked on the voyage northwards. Chata got along well with the small crew of seven, though he could detect that the more arrogant ones viewed him as an inferior since he was first and foremost an infidel and then a Zanj. But when he acquitted himself well in all his tasks and they saw that their boss, Hamisi wa Babu, treated him with respect they changed their attitude. 

			In Mogadishu – a city of white-washed buildings and minarets, of willowy brown men who trod lightly on the brown earth in their white robes and gigantic turbans, and of tall slender market women in colourful kaftans and head scarves – Hamisi wa Babu’s dhow docked to pay taxes and replenish food supplies and water, and then proceeded towards the Red Sea. After a few days it docked at the port of Aden. Then began the serious business of bartering the ivory, animal hides and skins, carved doors and chests and gold that they brought from Kilwa for pottery, porcelain, silk, spices, cottons, swords and daggers, glass and stone beads and kohl from the Persian, Arab and Indian merchants. Chata had not been aware that their dhow was carrying such a lot of rhino horns and that they were so much in demand among Arab traders. These traders fell over themselves bargaining for the horns and Hamisi wa Babu was all smiles at the profit he was going to make just from the horns. Chata was very uncomfortable about the rhino horn trade. Where he came from rhinos were sacred and no one would dare kill them. 

			“What do they do with all these horns?” he asked a fellow crew member.

			“Arabs carve dagger handles from rhino horn,” explained the crew member.

			“They send some of the horns to China,” added Hamisi wa Babu. “Chinamen make panaceas from ground rhino horn. They say no ailment in the world can defeat their remedies. They also mix the powder with other herbs and foods to make potent aphrodisiacs.”

			None of the horns could have come from Mapungubwe, Chata concluded. Unless, of course, they were poached. Other peoples from the lands he had traversed did not have as much regard for the rhino.

			“I would make much more wealth if I took these horns to China myself instead of selling them to Arab middlemen,” lamented wa Babu. “But what can I do with a small dhow like this?”

			Indeed Chata was amazed to see large vessels – baggalas with crews of more than a hundred each – that dwarfed their small sambuk. 

			Though he marvelled at all he saw, especially at the merchants’ life of luxury, he did not envy them. He had no ambition to be one of them one day. He would rather have his life of freedom where he did what he wanted when he wanted to do it, a life that was not controlled by the cycles of the monsoon or the price of gold. Back in Mapungubwe he was in control of every aspect of his life, especially after Zwanga retired from active mining and handed the mine over to him and Rendani became the Royal Sculptor and lost all interest in mining. He was a free man in Mapungubwe; even the seasons had no power over him since he did not farm. The merchants, however, in all their finery of silk and gold jewellery, had to sail towards India and China in the summer and towards the Swahili coast in the winter. Their lives were planned for them by the seasons, by the winds and the waves and the stars. They deceived themselves into thinking they were free men, yet they were in truth in bondage.

			It was a successful trade mission for Hamisi wa Babu and his crew. It was a successful mission for Chata too for he had seen the world and satisfied his wanderlust. He had sailed in the vast ocean where his eyes could not see the end of the water and had become seasick. But only in the beginning. Soon his body had got used to the rough motion of the vessel as the monsoon tossed it around and to the fare of salted meat, millet that had been roasted and then ground, and rationed water. On the way back he was like a seasoned sailor and his loss of weight and weather-beaten face attested to that fact. 

			Once more the dhow docked in Mogadishu to be taxed and to take on fresh supplies. Chata and two of his mates walked to the market in the centre of the city. It was there that he bought his famous Yunjin cloud brocade. But it was also there that he was captured on suspicion that he was an escaped slave. The ruler of Kish – he may have been a sheik or a sultan; in Mogadishu they simply knew him as the King of Kish – had recently raided the east coast of the continent and ventured inland into the lands of such Zanj peoples as the Makonde further south, the Chagga, and the Gikuyu, and also of the Habash, to buy slaves from unscrupulous rulers and patricians and to capture some as they worked in their fields. When the slave baggala docked in Mogadishu to be taxed some slaves broke loose and escaped into the town. The slavers of Kish were searching Mogadishu for their escaped property and they believed they had found one of them in the form of Chata. The two crew members from Hamisi wa Babu’s dhow tried to explain that he was not one of the slaves but a fellow sailor from Kilwa. They made the mistake of claiming he was Swahili like them.

			“If he is truly a Swahili then he will know something about Islam,” said the leader of the slavers. “I’ll ask him a simple question that even a child will know. What was the name of Prophet Muhammad’s first wife?”

			Chata looked at his colleagues hoping for some help. But the leader of the Kish guards shook his head and indicated that there would be no help for him. He obviously did not know the answer. The men of Kish were enjoying themselves and they broke into laughter at Chata’s perplexed face. The leader of the slavers smiled. “Come on,” he said, “I’ll help you. She was the daughter of Khuwaylid, son of Sad, son of Abdul Uzza, son of Qusayy. Surely you’d know that.”

			But of course Chata was even more confused by the list of those strange Arab names.

			“We are not fools,” said the guard. “This man is no Swahili. He is a Zanj infidel. He is one of our slaves.”

			“He is one of us,” cried Chata’s mates. “Otherwise why do you think he’s dressed in the white robes of the Swahili?”

			It was obvious to all that the slavers were aware that Chata could not have been one of their escaped slaves. But what did it matter? He was a Zanj. They might as well capture him to replace at least one of the escapees.

			“Anyone can wear any robe,” said the leader of the slavers. “That doesn’t mean anything. You can take a Zanj out of his leopard skins and dress him in the finest of silk but he’s still a Zanj.”

			The leader of the slavers took Chata’s rock rabbit skin bag in which he kept his silk, a few gold ingots and a piece of dried meat. 

			“Ha! You must have stolen these from the market.” 

			He also confiscated his spear and shield. 

			“If I were you,” said the slaver to Chata’s Swahili mates, “I’d get out of here as fast as you can before I suspect you are also my Zanj slaves and take you to my ship.”

			Chata’s mates didn’t wait for a second hint; they hurried away without ever looking back. 

			Though Chata tried to fight, the slavers of Kish soon overpowered him. They frog-marched him back to the docks and bundled him in chains into the slave baggala. 

			Goodbye freedom, he told himself as the slavers stripped him of his robes, gave him a loincloth to cover his nakedness and pushed him down the hatch. He dropped on a group of men sprawled out in the hold. The slavers closed the hatch and there was absolute darkness. 

			People talked among themselves in tongues that Chata could not understand. Some were mumbling like madmen while others were talking to their Gods. Next to him were Azande men – from villages more than a moon’s journey from Mogadishu – who had been captured in battles and skirmishes with the Habash people and were sold to the Arab slavers by Habash generals. Chata struggled to understand their language, and after a few days a smattering of a conversation could take place. He was surprised that some of the words were similar to the words of his language and also of Swahili. 

			It seemed there was some problem. The slave baggala remained docked for more than a week and the slaves on board did not know why it was not sailing away. The crew and the guards kept mum, and the stench of sweat sent Chata’s head reeling. The chute through which waste matter was disposed of didn’t seem to do the trick and sometimes it was blocked until some brave soul tried to unblock it with his own hands. 

			Occasionally the slavers opened the hatch and the light flooded in. They threw chunks of bread and lowered some swill that looked like dirty water in bowls tied to strings. A kindly guard would leave the hatch open for some hours and from his angle Chata could see the guards walking on the deck. Once or twice he saw the guard who stole his rock rabbit bag strutting about with the bag hanging across his chest. When the hunger pangs attacked because of the meagre rations he thought longingly of the dried meat in the bag. The thieving guard must have eaten it by now. He doubted if his silk material and his gold ingots were still there. It was likely that the guard had sold them. 

			The crew was getting impatient. Chata heard them complain; he didn’t know what about because he didn’t understand their language. In fact, they were complaining about the long wait. There was a dispute with the port authorities over some taxes that the slavers owed from a previous expedition. There was a lot of anxiety in the dhow because the slaves were needed urgently by the rulers of Kish for the harvest of sugar cane in southern Mesopotamia. Some of them would be used as soldiers who would fight wars and defend the King of Kish.

			When Chata heard what awaited him he panicked. Unlike the Azande men who seemed to be resigned to their fate, Chata could not bear the thought of working in the fields of strangers or defending their king – things he never did even in Mapungubwe. He missed his carefree life and blamed his wanderlust for his predicament. He missed the familiar ebony faces of the townspeople and the way they ribbed him. Most of all he missed his gold. He imagined himself taking some of it out of the secret chamber in his house. He saw it shimmering in the morning light that sneaked in through the window. He saw himself touching it and caressing it. He missed his gold more than he missed the people and their town. It would be safe for now, he was certain. Ma Chirikure was looking after his house and Anopa was looking after Zwanga’s mine. Ma Chirikure would never let anyone into the house, and if people did enter they would never find the gold. Mapungubweans knew that he was a gold hoarder but no one knew where he kept it or how. For sure, if anything happened to him and he did not return to Mapungubwe Ma Chirikure would not look after his property for ever. For one thing, she would die one day. And since people would have given him up for dead Baba-Munene would allow them to go into his house and make a thorough search. Maybe one day they would become wise to the fact that the house was smaller inside than it was outside because of the secret chamber. They would find the secret entrance and discover his gold. Chata was certain that Baba-Munene would divide it in three equal parts among the King’s coffers, Zwanga and Rendi. The latter two, of course, would be regarded as his only kin and therefore his heirs. As these thoughts raced through his mind he admonished himself. He would not be resigned to his fate like his fellow prisoners. He was determined to escape. There was nothing he could do at that moment so he would pretend to be docile until he got to Kish. But once there, it did not matter if they sent him to the sugar cane fields or to the military, he would spend every waking moment planning his escape. His spirit would not rest until he was able to escape and find his way back to his gold.

			One night the slaves were woken up by a commotion on the deck. The baggala was under attack.

			“Dil caruurta Kish! Dil cadowga!” Kill the offspring of Kish! Kill the enemy! Yells resounded throughout the vessels.

			“The Barbaroi pirates!” the slaves heard a guard shout. 

			The Barbaroi were armed with swords, axes and spears and were hacking wildly at everything and everyone in sight. They opened the hatch and lowered the rope ladder. The captives fell over themselves climbing up the rungs. As soon as they landed on the deck they joined the skirmish though they were unarmed. Some took daggers and swords from the fallen slavers. The men of Kish had no chance. They were slain even as they raised their hands in surrender. Chata went straight for the guard who had his rock rabbit bag and found him lying in a pool of blood, with the bag still hanging around his neck. He grabbed the bag, the slaver’s scimitar, his cape and turban. He climbed down the hull and made his escape from the baggala. It seemed to him the Barbaroi were swishing their swords indiscriminately and did not care whether they slew slave or slaver. It was not for the love of freedom that they had stormed the dhow but for the love of loot. 

			Chata was able to escape the bloodbath with two Azande men. Although his rock rabbit bag was bloody, his silk cloth and gold ingots were still there. Obviously the guard regarded them as his personal booty; that was why the bag was with him all the time. 

			THE MEN TOOK SOME of Chata’s stories cum grano salis, as the ancient Romans used to say when intelligence was required to sift fact from fiction. His travels were indeed amazing, but the worlds he portrayed were so strange that the Mapungubweans failed to recreate them in their imaginations. Yes, he was gone for many full moons, for more than four seasons even, which meant that he had gone very far indeed; perhaps right up to the edge of the world. When he returned he was no longer the Chata they knew. He was a brooding Chata and a Chata who preferred his own company – more so than ever before. Then he started telling his stories. 

			As the fifty or so men sat under the gigantic baobab tree whose branches stretched out like roots in the air above Baba-Munene’s compound, and on the boulders that were lined along the stakes that formed a fence, carving pales into human and animal figures for the King’s new palisade, Chata regaled them with stories of how he and his Azande companions traversed the land of the Barbaroi, crossing rivers and forests into al-Habash, and then proceeded in a south-westerly direction until they got to the land of the Azande. By this time Chata’s feet were as hard as rock from all the barefoot walking. He had also gained some fluency in Pazande, the language of the Azande. 

			Throughout this journey he had been nagged by the regret that he could not recover his shield and spear from the slavers – the only items left that reminded him of his beloved Mapungubwe, save for the gold ingots, which didn’t count because sooner or later he bartered them for his survival. The pain caused by the loss of his weapons, which were more accoutrements than instruments of death, had been somewhat palliated by the scimitar. Not only was it handy in his defence against man or beast, it was his trophy. It would forever remind him of his experiences with the men of Kish and of his journey with the Azande. 

			Chata told the carvers how he and his companions joined the Azande army and participated in a number of raids on neighbouring peoples. And how he was struck by the ferocity of the Azande soldiers, by the attention they paid to their coiffures, by their fierce-looking scarification marks and teeth that were filed so sharp they looked like those of wild animals, and by their broad brown shields decorated with white crosses. He had marvelled at the range of weaponry that the Azande had in their arsenal, some of which he hoped to reproduce in Mapungubwe in the event there was a war. These included the makraka, a curved blade that the soldiers used for decapitating the enemy, and the makrigga, a long spear with backward-facing hooks that could rip a man’s stomach bringing back with it his intestines and all the other innards. There was also the throwing knife called kpinga that could kill the enemy from a distance. Chata had learnt the use of all these weapons, he told the carvers, including the bows with poisoned arrows that were reminiscent of his mother’s !Kung people. 

			But what floored the carvers of Mapungubwe most was the part where Chata told them that after every successful campaign, after every raid when the victorious army came back with spoils, there was a lot of rejoicing and the soldiers were rewarded with intercrural sex with teenage boys. The men of Mapungubwe didn’t believe that there were nations where such practices were sanctioned by law and custom. In Mapungubwe men who were inclined to such intimacies did them in secret and were laughed at if they were discovered; they were deemed to be the kind of men who were afraid of women. Or they might even be shunned for behaving like herdboys who were prone to such behaviour among themselves; why, some herdboys even did it with goats. Only certain orders of diviners and shamans were allowed sacred male-to-male or female-to-female sex in Mapungubwe. Yet among the ferocious Azande soldiers intercrural intercourse among males was an activity in which men participated as part of the victory rituals after battle. 

			“You also did it, mukomana?” asked Rendani, laughing.

			Everyone looked up to see him standing near the entrance to Baba-Munene’s palisade. No one had seen him arrive. He was resplendent in his leopard kaross and a royal feather on his head; not the kind of attire for a man who was ready to carve wood but more for a ndzhinga who was bent on showing off his status. He had been scarce since the men started carving the pales; he claimed that he had urgent and protracted business to settle with some members of the Council of Elders. That was why he had assigned Chata to do what he, Rendani, should be doing as Royal Sculptor in the first place – take charge of the carvings.

			“Oh, yes,” said Chata, “every soldier did it. It is the custom of the Azande. They told me it is what made them fierce and undefeated.”

			Chata told the carvers that he acquitted himself so well in battle that the Azande chiefs and elders wanted to reward him with wives and fields. 

			“Oh, they did not know that you are afraid of women?” said one man and the rest laughed. 

			Although they were ribbing Chata, most of the carvers did believe that there was some truth in it. Why else was he not married at his age? However, they did not doubt part of the story. His prowess in battle was well known, though many seasons had passed since there was any kind of war in the region. They also knew that Chata continued to excel in the war games that men played in times of peace. 

			His expertise in blacksmithing stood him in good stead with the Azande, and that enhanced his reputation among the people. But he couldn’t imagine himself living among them for the rest of his life. The shimmer of his stash of gold continued to flash before his eyes at the same time as he heard the call of the Mapungubwe wilderness. It was a different kind of wilderness with flat landscapes broken only by hills and hillocks instead of mountains, and by scraggy marula and mopane trees with an occasional ancient baobab instead of the lush and thick Azande forests that stretched for a journey of many days. Every wind that blew in his direction carried the call loud and clear. He imagined himself roaming the plains and breathing the air of his ancestors in freedom, or hunting the meat animals that once were people. He saw himself moulding creatures of his dreams in ivory and gold in Zwanga’s old smithy. 

			One night he stole away. 

			He knew that the Azande would feel betrayed and would send search parties after him. He used the ways of the !Kung to disguise his trail making it look like that of a leopard, and sometimes like the spoor of two wild dogs. To achieve this, he had to perform a specific dance of the !Kung, the contorted movements of which imprinted only his heels, toes, elbows and fingers on the ground. Even on those pathways that were carpeted with rotting leaves he continued the forward-moving dance; he knew that expert hunters could easily detect a spoor even in places where a novice’s eye could see nothing. 

			Deep in the thick forests he took refuge among the BaTwa people – the short folk who could easily be mistaken for Zhun/twasi, except for the fact that they dwelt in the forest from which they gathered fruit and roots and hunted monkeys for meat. The Zhun/twasi, on the other hand, roamed the plains and the deserts and the hills and found shelter in the caves where they left their sacred paintings for posterity.

			He kept on walking, armed with a makraka, a makrigga and an Azande shield – his silk cloth still in his old rock rabbit skin bag which had long lost its fur – until after a season of crossing more forests, mountains and rivers, he arrived back home in Mapungubwe.

			“We heard you had been eaten by cannibals,” said one carver.

			“What I heard was that he had become a phuli in the land of the Arabs,” said Anopa, Chata’s assistant at Zwanga’s mine.

			That’s what was spread by the Swahili traders who came to the town. Chata was an Arab slave, they said. Obviously they had heard from those who had heard from those who had heard from Hamisi wa Babu or from members of his crew.

			“What I heard,” said Rendani, “was that he was hiding with the forest people because he did not want to honour our King with his carvings of the pales.”

			Rendani said these words as if he was joking, but they stung Chata. He had missed the last carving of the King’s palisades because when the season came for the work to be done he was either enslaved in an Arab dhow or wandering in the lands of the Azande fighting their battles. It was not the first time that Rendani implied that he had been playing truant from his responsibilities as a man and a sculptor of Mapungubwe. On the very day of his return from the wanderlust he had gone to greet Rendani at his homestead and to tell him of the wonderful and terrible things that had befallen him. Instead of the joyful welcome that he had expected from his mukomana he received a tongue-lashing about the duties he had shirked in his absence: the sowing and hoeing of the royal tribute fields – the dzunde – which was the duty of every adult Mapungubwean before they attended to their own fields, the extension of the zimbabwes – the stone enclosures – that surrounded the southern part of the town and were intended to encompass the whole town eventually, and of course the carving of the palisades which was the obligation of every carver in the realm. Why, even amateur and apprentice carvers looked forward to this activity because that’s where they learnt new skills from the masters and also displayed their own skills for greater and wider recognition.

			The palisade that surrounded the sacred house at the Royal Compound where the King and his rain doctors conducted the secret rites of mixing rainmaking medicines had to be replaced every year during the sacred month when no farming was done and men were idle. It was the season that fell between harvest and the preparation of the fields for new planting. Another reason why people looked forward to this period was that the activity brought together carvers from various parts of the kingdom – from the town, from the farms on the floodplains, from the cattle posts, from the mining communities, and from villages that lay beyond the hills and were under sub-chiefs and headmen who paid tribute to the Thovhele of Mapungubwe, as the King was also called. This gathering was therefore valued for inculcating unity and solidarity among different clans. But what the carvers liked most were the festive atmosphere and the meat and beer that were served as they carved the pales. 

			Indeed, it was time for feasting and Rendani gave way to a string of women and girls carrying on their heads bowls of sorghum cooked with pumpkin leaves and beans, groundnuts and meat. They were followed by another string of women with clay pots of marula beer and gourds that the men used for drinking. 

			“Oh, that’s why Rendani has graced us with his presence,” said Chata. “He knew it was time for food.”

			The men laughed. Rendani pretended to laugh too. But he knew that Chata was trying to get even. It was obvious to him that his mukomana was still smarting for having been roped into taking charge of the carving ritual. Rendani knew that he had got him where he wanted him. In the previous years that Chata had participated he had quickly done his share by carving one of his creatures that did not look like any creature on earth, making it twist and turn along the long thin shape of the pale, and then leaving on his own business. This time he was bound to stay because he was overseeing the whole process. After the men had carved their pales, turning their tops into sculptures of animals of their choice, or of women with children on their backs, or of spears, battle-axes, ploughs and hoes, he had to see to it that they used the carved pales to build the new palisade. He had to be there as the men sang lamentations and burned the carved pales from the old fence, letting the smoke billow up as an incense to soothe the Great Mwali where He sat in the dimension of the dead and the unborn surrounded by the ancestors who were His councillors – ranging from the previous kings who reigned from the timeless past, even before the people migrated to Mapungubwe, to the dead father of the present King. The incense would also reach the second tier of ancestors, that of patricians, artists and artisans, and of course the third layer composed of the ancestors of all common men and women. They too had the ear of Mwali and their descendants on earth could speak to Him via them. No human being – be it King or commoner – could speak with Mwali directly. 

			A man piled up twigs and sticks a short distance from the carvers and soon five plump impalas were roasting.

			Rendani ignored Chata’s snide remark. As soon as the women placed the bowls on the floor he reached for a chunk of meat and began chewing, staring hard at Chata in a challenging manner. But Chata’s attention was drawn to the maidens who had brought the beer. They were from his neighbourhood below the hill. Among them were the three friends: Marubini, Chido and Danai. They were dressed in matching brown and white kudu front-and-back aprons; in addition to cowrie shells their jewellery included glass-bead necklaces and bands with geometric glass-bead patterns criss-crossing their chests and emphasising their firm breasts. They wore copper bangles and anklets that made rhythmic percussive sounds as they walked. All three had matching hairdos, displaying the latest fashion of shaving the head very smoothly on all sides except on the very top and locking the long hair that remained with red ochre or brown clay. It was obvious that they wanted to look their best because they knew that they were serving beer and food to the artists of the land, among whom were some of the most eligible bachelors in Mapungubwe. Others, of course, would be frisky married men who were still looking around to marry more wives – adding trophies to their collections – but those would not be the prime catch for any ambitious maiden who would rather be the first wife and wield power over the homestead, the husband, all the subsequent wives, and all the children, irrespective of which wife had given birth to them.

			Chata did not notice that Rendani’s gaze had shifted from him to Chido. His eyes spoke of nothing but desire for the buxom young woman whose chest heaved elatedly every time she laughed. Chata’s own gaze was fixed on Marubini. She did notice and began to fidget as his eyes seemed to penetrate deep into her bosom. Chata’s rude stare always made her uneasy; that was just one of the reasons she did not like him. He, on the other hand, thought she had developed into a true ndzhinga – a beautiful, well-groomed and well-dressed person. She had grown up and blossomed before his eyes and he had not noticed. He had not taken her seriously. Until last night when she visited his dreams unprovoked, she was the last person he spent any waking moments thinking about.

			At that moment the drummers interrupted his thoughts with their booming sound and a gigantic man blew the hwamanda, a bugle-sounding horn that sent the spirits into a tizz of exhilaration. That’s what people liked about the carving of the Royal Palisades. It became a festive occasion for everyone. Those families who valued tradition and could afford it cooked food and brewed beer which they contributed to Baba-Munene’s compound for the feeding of the carvers. Often there was so much food that the carvers would have their fill and the rest of the community, especially children, who came to watch the pounding of the drums and the dances that sometimes accompanied them were able to get some of the food as well.

			When the drums stopped without any dancers volunteering with their gyrations, except for a swaswi joker performing some silly dance here and there, the women lazily started a song while waiting for the bowls and other containers so that they could take them back to their homes. But the three friends did not join in the song. They stood to one side, a short distance away, and giggled among themselves, obviously gossiping about the others. Chata sauntered towards them and made a point of staring at Marubini’s chest with exaggerated admiration.

			“You are wearing nice beads, Marubini,” he said.

			“She made them herself,” said Chido helpfully.

			“I didn’t know you’re a bead maker?”

			“Why would you know anything about me?” 

			“Hey, I know more than you think,” said Chata, laughing.

			Chido whispered to Danai: “I told you he likes her.”

			“I’ve seen you in ways that you’ll never know,” said Chata.

			That unsettled Marubini. What could he have seen? Was he spying on her, perhaps when she was bathing in the river? Surely a grown man like him would not stoop to that kind of behaviour which was normally reserved for the kind of herdboys who had not been taught good manners by their parents.

			“What did he see?” asked Chido. “What did you see, Chata?”

			“Have you been spying on us, you idiotic man?” asked Marubini.

			“Only in my dreams.”

			“He dreams of you, Marubini,” said Danai, sighing longingly. 

			“You were in my dreams last night, beautiful one. You were dancing a cappella in a pool of purple water under a full yellow moon. There was utter silence. Not even your movements made the slightest sound. What could it mean?” 

			“It is worse than I thought,” said Marubini looking horrified. “He spies on me in his dreams.”

			“Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything. You gave me your back all the while.”

			“I hate you,” she said walking away. “I hate you, Chata.”

			“Why do you bother dreaming about her?” asked Danai. “You know she doesn’t care for you.”

			Marubini took refuge among the singing women and feebly joined them in their song.

			“I don’t control my dreams, Danai.”

			“How’s your mirror, Chata? Still working well?” asked Chido.

			“My mirror is doing fine, thank you. You can visit it if you like and see your beautiful faces. But come with Marubini as well.”

			“Not after what you did to her,” said Danai. “She’ll never talk to you again, ever.”

			“She didn’t say that.”

			“I know her; she’s my friend. You saw her naked body in your dreams. You must have seen things you were not supposed to see.”

			“I didn’t see anything. I swear I didn’t see anything.”

			The girls left him standing there. They joined Marubini among the singing women. Rendani had been watching with interest all along, while battling with a roasted leg of impala. He sidled up to Chata and, with a smirk on his face, said, “It looks like the maidens of Mapungubwe would rather stay as far away from you as possible, mukomana. I’d suggest that when they cleanse the land for rain clouds to gather they must cleanse you as well. Only then will your years of drought come to an end.”

			While Chata was busy searching his head for a riposte Rendani danced out of the fenced-in area to the rhythm of the women’s song and the throbbing drums. Those who were looking in his direction cheered and applauded and howled like the jackal after which the town and the hill were named.

			THE SMALL HOUSE HAD been deserted for some years before it was taken over by the strange people who came to Mapungubwe one dry summer. It used to belong to a widow – one of the old residents of Mapungubwe before the town was flooded by the newcomers who migrated from the settlements to the south. The aged lady passed on without leaving an heir and her property remained abandoned. Children used to play house in it. They stopped when drunks who were too lazy to go to the dongas on the outskirts of town began to use it to relieve themselves. Even though the thatch on the roof had a gaping hole and part of the wall had been eaten by the weather until it was so thin that it would tumble down if anyone leaned on it, the strangers made the house their night-time place of refuge. It must have taken a lot of effort to clean out all the waste matter in it.

			They called themselves the Namaqua; a woman and her ragtag brood of five children ranging from a toddler to a girl who was on the doorstep of maidenhood, as evidenced by the breasts that were beginning to emerge. They said they came from the furthermost west where the land met the sea and the sun dipped into the vast waters in a blaze of pink and purple in the evening. Over many moons hunger had driven them across immense tracts of deserts and hills and valleys until they reached Mapungubwe. The journey must have been a long one for the child who was now a toddler was born on this trek. When they started on the journey the husband and father was part of the group, but disease had killed him. Its real source must have been his broken heart after he lost all his cattle in a dispute with Damara neighbours. His wife buried him among the bushes and continued the long walk until the group arrived at Mapungubwe.

			During the day mother and children could be seen begging in the town. They must have been tired of living on wild berries, marula fruit and roots, and had become partial to the home-cooked delights of Mapungubweans. Kindly citizens ceremoniously placed victuals in their wooden bowls. When their stomachs were full they could be seen huddled together under an emaciated marula tree to escape the broiling rays of a relentless and rainless summer. 

			The people ridiculed them for their light complexion – a stark contrast to the ebony colour of the people of the kingdom. The latter had seen light-complexioned people before. Some of the Swahili traders were very light, almost as light as Arabs, while others were as dark as Mapungubweans. They came in a wide range of shades. Occasionally the Swahili were accompanied by men from Arabia and Persia whose hair was like the manes of lions. But the lightness of these Namaqua strangers was different. It was yellowish, like the ochre that young women used to beautify their faces. Their hair was not thick and woolly but grew like scattered grain on their heads. 

			Those Mapungubweans who had prospected for gold further west assured everyone that the strangers were not an aberration. They were a clan that came from a greater people who called themselves the Khoikhoi and were famed for their long-horned cattle that they used as beasts of burden.

			But the band that came to Mapungubwe that summer was so indigent that no one would have imagined they once were cattle owners. 

			One day, at about midday, Chata was sitting outside his house admiring himself in his mirror when he saw the ragtag lot coming from Ma Chirikure’s house. He had seen them before in the town and had not paid any particular attention to them. But as they passed in front of his house with their wooden bowls full of Ma Chirikure’s bean soup and sorghum bread his eyes followed them. He marvelled at the woman’s high cheekbones, her matted hair and her gaunt posture. He was struck by an impish idea and beckoned them to his veranda. He showed the mirror to the woman and let her look at herself. She grinned in astonishment at her image. He let her hold the mirror; it was no longer a big deal with him now and he could let someone else hold it. He shooed the children away and ushered the woman into his house.

			The woman was in the house for a long time. The children were seen huddled together on the side of the footpath for many hours. When hunger began to gnaw their insides they ate Ma Chirikure’s bean soup and bread. When the three friends – Marubini, Danai and Chido – returned from the river late in the afternoon they saw the children sitting there as if they were holding a vigil, their eyes fixed on Chata’s door.

			“What is the problem?” asked Marubini. “Where’s your mother?”

			The children uttered something in their clicky tongue mixing it with smatterings of Mapungubwean. The maidens understood very clearly that the Namaqua beggar woman was being held captive in Chata’s house, leaving her children stranded outside. They looked at one another in shock, shook their heads, and then broke out laughing as they continued with their stroll.

			“And this is the man who has stars in his eyes whenever he sees you,” said Chido to Marubini. Chido and Danai liked to tease Marubini about Chata and this infuriated her. The maidens went about their business, which was at that moment bead making at Danai’s home where they were being trained in the art by Danai’s mother, and forgot about Chata and the Namaqua woman.

			When the Namaqua woman left Chata’s house late that afternoon she was wearing a gift of tanned impala skin which she would use as a kaross from then on. On many occasions when Chata was not at the mine the beggar woman was seen entering his house when the sun was directly above the heads of women hoeing the fields, only to come out when the sun was about to hide behind the hills and the cattle were coming home from the grazing lands. The beggar children took to holding vigils outside Chata’s house, singing lullaby-sounding ditties in their clicks, until their mother emerged. Then they would walk in single file to the hovel where they spent the nights.

			People began to gossip about Chata’s activities. When men chose to stray from the path of virtue they did it at night when the eyes of the world were locked in slumber. But there was Chata, in the glare of daylight, doing things that his neighbours found hard to explain. No one knew what was happening inside that house, but imagination could not be restrained. 

			“Chata is a disgrace,” said Chido one day as they passed the singing children outside Chata’s house.

			“What makes you think he is a disgrace?” asked Marubini.

			“You’re defending him?” asked Danai.

			“Chata is not beholden to anyone. He is a khombe who can do what he pleases with himself,” said Marubini, emphasising that the man was a bachelor. 

			“She’s a beggar woman with a brood of five,” said Danai.

			“She’s a foreign woman,” added Chido.

			“What difference does it make?” asked Marubini. “His mother was a foreign woman too. Maybe his father as well, for all we know.”

			“This will only result in misfortune that will spread in all the land,” said Chido. “It is this kind of behaviour that is causing the drought we are suffering today.”

			She didn’t tell them, though, that this last part of her statement came directly from Rendani. They knew that Rendani had been showing a lot of interest in Chido lately, for what maiden would keep it a secret from her friends when one of the grandees of the land was casting his beady eye in her direction? But what she kept secret was the fact that her parents had been summoned to the hilltop where Rendani assigned them to spy on Chata. Rendani was the man they hoped would ask for their daughter’s hand in marriage. People were already talking about that. People were observant about such things. First he built an extra house indicating that he was ready to take the plunge one more time, and then Rendani’s senior wife invited Chido over to a pottery group of hilltop women. The patrician women on the hill did not socialise with the commoners in the town at the foot of the hill. It was obvious to everyone that Rendani’s wives wanted to know Chido better, to appraise her so as to ascertain whether she would be the right fit for a co-wife. There was gossip that the whole venture was vehemently opposed by Princess Dova who did not want to lose her status as the junior wife. This was all the more reason the other wives were eager to have Chido join their ranks and replace the proud Princess Dova in that favoured position. So, people talked about these things, and expected that any day now they would see Zwanga and his relatives descend the hill with appropriate gifts of beasts, beads, ivory and gold, to ask for Chido’s hand. They even started treating Chido with some deference, which embarrassed her no end and was a source of mirth for her two friends.

			Chido’s parents, therefore, were delighted to take reports of Chata’s activities to the man they thought would one day be their son-in-law. They observed the beggar woman walking down the path in her new kaross followed by her ragtag brood, and then stepping softly into Chata’s house while the children remained outside singing a lullaby. Chido’s father and sometimes his wife would then climb the hill to report what they saw. It was the same report every day, and the couple did not understand why the report should be made daily because nothing ever changed. They did not know that Rendani was making a tally of the number of times Chata had neglected his mining duties to spend shameless days with a foreign beggar behind closed doors.

			Chata’s routine did not change much even when the Swahili traders came for gold and ivory. He went to work at the mine once or twice a week and spent the rest of the days at home with the Namaqua woman. Behind a bolted door. Anopa faithfully continued with the mining, although the mine was no longer yielding as much gold as it used to when Zwanga was still active both in mining and in creating sculptures, weapons, tools and implements. 

			Since Chata spent so much time locked in his house he was not aware that a few days before the Swahili merchants arrived, the King had decreed that for one full year all gold mined in the kingdom and all ivory should be for export only; none should be used domestically. Those who were privy to royal affairs said that the Royal Household had accumulated heavy debts because of its addiction to the luxury goods that the traders brought from Arabia, China and India and the King needed more gold tribute from his subjects in order to repay the creditors, who happened to be the same traders.

			Chata got to hear of this decree from Anopa when he went to the mine after an absence of many days. He thought the King – or rather Baba-Munene who was the King’s mouth, ears and eyes – had gone mad. He paid enough nduvho – or gifts and offerings to the King – and it did not make sense that he was now prohibited from using his own gold to create either art or jewellery. Other sculptors and goldsmiths throughout the kingdom were just as unhappy about the decree. 

			Chata went to see Rendani as soon as he returned to the town. He found him at the leopards’ den feeding dead kudu to his two leopards. He threw chunks of meat through the open door and watched them reach for it and wrestle with it before they sank their teeth into it. He enjoyed their growls and snarls as they greedily devoured the carcass. Chata wondered what medicine he had used on these normally proud beasts to make them so tame that they did not leap out of the door, attack their master and dash for freedom out there in the wide wild world.

			“What is this I hear about the new decree, mukomana?”

			“Which decree? The one about silk or the one about gold?” asked Rendani. 

			Chata did not know there was a decree about silk.

			“The King has decreed that only he and Younger Father are allowed to wear silk in the kingdom,” said Rendani.

			This was a double blow for Chata. Not that wearing silk was a matter of life and death for him. In fact he had not worn his kanga since the last time he visited Rendani many moons ago. What irked him was that Rendani was getting his way in his silly games of rivalry with him. He knew immediately that the decree was all Rendani’s work. 

			He was right. Rendani had been working behind the scenes relentlessly to get silk banned. After he failed to obtain Zwanga’s support he had gone directly to his father-in-law, Baba-Munene, who did not see this as a matter of any importance in the kingdom but finally relented when his son-in-law pestered him and got the Council of Elders to endorse the banning of silk for common people. The only dissenting voice was Zwanga’s; he knew why his son was so determined to have silk banned. He was really fed up with him and what he saw as petty battles of jealousy. Rendani, on the other hand, took his father’s irritation as further evidence that he was firmly and blindly in Chata’s camp and was biased in his favour in everything. Well, the decree was passed and Zwanga could do nothing about it.

			Chata suspected that even the order on banning gold for domestic use was really aimed at him and had originated with Rendani. He was not totally correct on that score. The decree emanated from the King himself through Baba-Munene’s mouth. Because the Royal Household was in deep debt with the foreign traders it was necessary to get more tribute from the miners. The last three seasons had seen declining production in the gold mines and on two occasions the Swahili traders came and left with very little gold. It seemed Mapungubwe was unable to meet the insatiable demand of the countries beyond the Zanj seas. The King feared that the Swahili traders would stop coming if they were not getting the amount of gold they needed. Hence the decree.

			Although the decree was initially not part of Rendani’s machinations he welcomed it with great enthusiasm because it served his interests well. The law would stop Chata from hoarding any further gold and would force him to get rid of his stockpile when next the Swahilis came.

			“We have run out of gold, the person who has gold is Chata,” the miners told Abdul wa Salim when he came calling with his caravan of Makonde porters laden with such goods as porcelain bowls, cotton and woollen fabrics, stone and glass beads and carved chests from Arabia and Persia which were to be bartered for gold and ivory. He was able to acquire some ivory from elephant hunters and a few gold ingots from the miners. He needed more; he still had lots of goods to exchange. He also had some rhino horns, but these he had to hide because he had got them from poachers in the outlying villages, many of whom were renegades who had fled from Mapungubwean law. All law-abiding citizens knew that it was utmost sacrilege to kill a rhino. The rhino was a sacred totem of the kingdom.

			When Abdul wa Salim got to Zwanga’s mine only Anopa and a few apprentices were there. Chata had not been there for some days, he was told, and if he had any gold at all he didn’t keep it anywhere at the mining village. Abdul wa Salim then trekked to the town. The ragtag children were huddled together across the footpath. Their eyes were fixed on Chata’s door and they were singing their clicky lullaby. 

			“Do you know if Chata is in the house?” asked Abdul wa Salim’s interpreter.

			But the children did not answer. They continued with their song. Perhaps, thought the interpreter, they didn’t understand Mapungubwean. But he did not know their language. He only spoke the language of the kingdom and Kiswahili. Also a smattering of Arabic. 

			Abdul wa Salim walked to the door and called out Chata’s name.

			“It is me, your friend Abdul,” he said in Kiswahili. Chata was one of the very few people in the town who spoke some Kiswahili, which he had learnt that year he went sailing across the Zanj seas with Hamisi wa Babu. 

			Abdul wa Salim placed his ear against the carved wooden door to listen for any sound from the house, but moved his head away quickly when his nostrils were assailed by pungent smoke that leaked through the door. He sniffed the air once or twice and then stood away. He knew that Chata, or someone else, was in the house.

			“I have beautiful things for you, my friend,” said Abdul wa Salim. “I know you’re there; please come out.”

			Neighbours were beginning to gather. The Swahili caravan always attracted attention. Even those who could never afford imported goods, which was most people in Mapungubwe, gathered just to admire the rich foreigners and their wares. An added incentive in this case was Chata and the Namaqua woman. Hopefully the Swahili trader would goad them out of their shameless hole and finally people would get to see them in all their dishonour.

			“Maybe he is not there,” said the interpreter. 

			“He’s there all right,” said Chido’s mother. “When you see these children sitting here singing then you know their mother is in there with him.” 

			After a while Chata opened the door slightly and peeped out. He looked unperturbed even when he saw that the neighbourhood had gathered. He smiled at Abdul wa Salim, walked out of the door and stood on the veranda. He was wearing his silk kanga and his eyes were red as if he had been crying. More smoke leaked out of the door. That was another strange thing about Chata and the Namaqua woman. A few moments after she went into Chata’s house, smoke began to seep out of the door. Always. Perhaps she was cooking for Chata, people surmised. But why would she cook inside the house? And if the cooking was done at the hearth at all, then why would they close the door? Why were the children not allowed in the house? All these were questions that the people asked among themselves and of course provided their own answers drawn from their collective imagination. Whatever it was the two were doing in there, it was perverse. 

			“What ails you, son of Salim?” Chata asked.

			“Is that how you greet an old friend?” asked Abdul wa Salim. “Nothing ails me except for the fact that I hate to come all the way from Kilwa with all these beautiful things only to return with them.”

			“He is wearing a silk kanga,” said Chido’s father to Chido’s mother.

			“He is wearing silk,” repeated Chido’s mother to Chido’s father.

			They would have something new to report to Rendani. 

			“Not you, son of Salim,” said Chata. “Of all the Swahilis we see in this town you are the best trader. I am sure you’ll dispose of the goods in no time.”

			“I will not barter all of these just for ivory. I need gold, Chata. I am told you’re the only one with gold.”

			“Who’s spreading such falsehoods about me?” laughed Chata.

			“He hoards gold,” yelled a man from the crowd that was now beginning to swell. “We all know that.”

			Chata ignored the heckler.

			“When I have gold to sell, son of Salim, you know that I am the first in line as soon as you hit town.”

			“If I understand you well, you do have gold but you don’t want to sell it?”

			“Let’s not complicate our conversation, son of Salim. I don’t have gold to sell this time.”

			The Swahili trader begged and cajoled but Chata would not budge. Instead he advised Abdul wa Salim to take his caravan to the far north of the Limpopo River where new gold mines were being discovered and a new town of zimbabwes was said to be developing. He had never been there himself but some enterprising people were migrating from Mapungubwe to be part of the new development.

			The trader left without convincing Chata to part with any of his gold. Chata went inside and closed the door. The crowd remained outside for a while and then left. The children resumed their lullaby which they had halted while the trader was negotiating with Chata and the crowd was heckling and offering various commentaries on what might be happening in the house. Chido’s parents did not return to their home, which was near Ma Chirikure’s dilapidated house, but climbed the hill to report to Rendani. 

			CHATA’S TRIAL WAS A cause célèbre. He appeared before the Council of Elders under the baobab tree at Baba-Munene’s compound. As was always the case in such hearings Baba-Munene presided on behalf of the King. Many other men had gathered; it was incumbent upon all adult males to participate in the proceedings. For many this particular case was titillating since it involved some wrong-doing with a woman. So even those who had important business elsewhere cancelled it to attend the trial and hopefully bombard the accused person with questions that would elicit the true nature of his wicked activities.

			Baba-Munene, a tall sinewy middle-aged man in a tanned quagga-hide front-and-back apron, sat on a carved stool in front of the men directly under the sparse leafless branches of the gigantic tree. Because of the heat he was not wearing a kaross but had a few strings of glass beads around his neck that dangled between his pectoral muscles. His head was adorned with a crown of colourful feathers. He stood up and cast his eyes on the men sitting on boulders, stools, the adobe embankment and the grass. None of them was wearing a kaross. Their torsos shimmered in the sun, almost purple in colour. They wore a variety of cotton loincloths, tanned loin skins, tanned skin aprons and cotton kangas. Most carried accoutrements of shields and spears. 

			A man blew the bugle-sounding hwamanda. Baba-Munene raised his hand ceremonially and there was sudden silence.

			“Where is Chatambudza, the ward of our esteemed elder Zwanga?” 

			Chata stood up among the men who were sitting on the embankment near the palisade and responded that he was present and was ready to hear what the complaint of Mapungubwe against him was. It was obvious that he wanted to assert himself in the trial because he was wearing foreign garb, the white flowing robes of the Swahili and a big turban of the same colour. This was a defiant statement: if the powers-that-be were bent on dragging him to court for dressing in his own silk which he had bought with his own gold in Mogadishu and which he rescued with his own sweat and blood from slavers in the faraway land of the Barbaroi, then he was going to show them that he had more foreign apparel in his arsenal. He had acquired this particular outfit from a Swahili trader long after his return from his wanderlust.

			“Come forward and stand before the Council of Elders,” said one of the elders in the shaky voice of experience.

			Chata walked among the sitting men and stood in front of Baba-Munene and the elders.

			“In the name of the King,” said Baba-Munene averting his eyes from Chata’s blinding white, “you have to answer to the accusation that you have defiled the land, hence the lack of rain, despite all the work that our rain doctors have done. You have flouted our customs and our traditions and the rain-giving and therefore life-giving Mwali is not pleased with us.”

			“Who is the complainant in this matter? Why don’t I see the complainant in front of me?” asked Chata.

			“There is no specific complainant since you are not in dispute with any individual,” said Baba-Munene. “No one claims you stole anything of his. Your cattle have not grazed in anyone’s fields. You have not offended any specific person; it is the whole nation of Mapungubwe that you have offended. It is your behaviour that is on trial.”

			Baba-Munene then outlined the nation’s complaint. 

			“You have shown contempt for the King by wearing silk.”

			“If our Younger Father can explain for my hard head to understand, how is my wearing silk defilement of the land? How is it responsible for the absence of rain?”

			“Our Great Ńanga will give you an answer.”

			The Great Ńanga, who was the King’s spiritual adviser, diviner and traditional healer, stood up. He was resplendent in skins of different animals and horns of varied sizes and beads made from assorted seeds of trees and cowrie shells from distant seas. In soft patient tones he explained that when the Royal Ancestors saw Mwali’s representative on earth, namely the King, treated with disrespect they told Mwali to withhold the rain as punishment. It would not rain until the culprit made amends.

			“You, Chatambudza, disrespected our King by wearing silk in defiance of the King’s own decree. As if that was not enough, you defied yet another decree of our Royal Father. All the gold produced in the kingdom for at least four seasons should only be used for paying tribute to the King and for trading with the foreigners. None of it should be for domestic use.”

			When Rendani stood up Chata knew that he was going to add one more nail to his coffin. But he was surprised when Rendani said, “I do not want to appear to be defending Chatambudza. As the Royal Sculptor I must stay neutral in disputes that involve the sculptors of the kingdom. But the question I want to ask must be asked. What evidence is there that this man wore silk after the decree was made? Who saw him wearing silk? And about the gold, the decree says it must not be for domestic use. It does not say one cannot hoard it as Chatambudza is reputed to be doing. There is no evidence that he is creating anything with it. We only know that he keeps it and refuses to part with it. The decree says nothing about that, and therefore Chatambudza has not broken the law. We cannot punish a man for being a ṅame. We may laugh at his foolishness and condemn his greed, but it is not a crime to be a miser.”

			Baba-Munene’s expression could not hide his amazement at Rendani’s spirited defence of the accused person. His mind was reeling with questions: Was it not Rendani himself who convinced him to hold this trial? Was he having second thoughts about it? He gained new respect for his son-in-law. He was truly a wise man concerned only with justice. He didn’t have a wicked bone in his body. 

			Another amazed face was Zwanga’s. Surely he had misjudged his son. He was a man of integrity after all. Pride swelled in his aged chest as he sat there with the other members of the Council of Elders. 

			Chido’s father stood up and said that the Royal Sculptor was mistaken when he said there was no evidence for any of these things. He was present, together with other people of the neighbourhood, when the accused man emerged from his house to talk to Abdul wa Salim. He was wearing a silk kanga. It was long after the decree had been announced at a public meeting on the hill. He further heard him refuse to sell his gold to the Swahili trader. On top of all that he had seen him lock himself in his house with a Khoikhoi beggar woman for a number of days.

			“We have not come to that yet,” said Baba-Munene. “This thing about the woman is the worst of the complaints before us and we’ll address it shortly. So, people did see you contravene our laws, Chatambudza. How do you answer?”

			“They saw what they think they saw,” said Chata. “I do not acknowledge guilt.”

			“Which brings us to the woman,” said Baba-Munene. “You have heard your own neighbour telling these gathered men of the court that people below the hill have seen you doing very dirty things with a foreign woman in the glare of the sunlight. How do you answer these charges, Chatambudza?”

			“There is dirt in what I do,” responded Chata. “But it is the dirt of creation.”

			The gathered men growled their astonishment that Chata was in fact confessing his guilt. And was not evincing any shame about it.

			“I am not confessing any guilt. I did nothing wrong. I’m merely saying that whenever there is great creation there is bound to be dirt as a by-product.”

			“Are you therefore denying what we saw?” asked a man.

			“Are you saying we are lying?” asked another.

			“He’s talking in riddles, this man.”

			“Even children know that you do dirty things in your house with the strange woman while her children sing a dirge outside.”

			“A lullaby,” said Chata. “They sing a lullaby.”

			“There is no clearer admission of your guilt than that,” said a member of the Council of Elders.

			“I am not guilty of anything,” said Chata.

			“You insist you are innocent,” said Baba-Munene. “What do you do with that woman in your house?”

			“I refuse to say anything about that,” said Chata. “What makes me different from the other men of Mapungubwe is that I was taught by my mother how to be a man.”

			There was silence after he said this. No one knew what it meant or how it was related to the trial. Baba-Munene chuckled and everyone took his cue and burst out laughing. Chata noticed that Zwanga was not laughing. He looked very sad instead. Perhaps he was disappointed with him. He felt very bad that the old man must be thinking he had let him down.

			“Bring the woman,” said Baba-Munene.

			The Namaqua woman was ushered into the compound by two elderly women who left her standing in front of Baba-Munene, next to Chata. Despite the heat she was wearing the kaross that he had given her. Chata did not even glance in her direction.

			“Is she going to understand the questions?” asked one heckler.

			“She understands very well when she begs for food in the town,” said another.

			“She understands very well when she’s doing dirty things with Chata,” shouted yet another. 

			The court burst out laughing. Zwanga had a pained look on his face.

			“They took my children away,” said the Namaqua woman in a smattering of Mapungubwean combined with the clicks of her own language. “Where are my children?”

			“Your children are safe, woman,” Baba-Munene said. “All you need is to answer our questions truthfully and honestly and you and your children will be on your way.”

			The woman started whining and began a diatribe that the men could only fathom in snatches. She was talking of the abuse she had had to endure from her own people who called her family San, an insulting word that was reserved only for such people as !Kung and the !Khwe and all those puny people who were wanderers and owned no cattle and no property of any kind and survived on hunting and gathering wild fruit. But they were not born San. They were true Khoikhoi who had cattle and enjoyed the respect of their community. Misfortune could attack anyone, as it did in their case. They lost everything and became San. Until they got to Mapungubwe where they thrived on the kindness of strangers. Until now, when they were being blamed for the drought that was attacking the land. Until now, when their God, Tsui-goab, had abandoned them to the mercy of strangers.

			“It is not you we are blaming for the drought,” said an old man of the Council of Elders. “We believe that you were violated. It is the man who violated you who is responsible for the drought.”

			But another elder objected. “It is the man, yes, but she also must bear some responsibility. We heard from Chatambudza’s neighbours that she walks there herself willingly every day. If a woman flaunts herself before a man what do you expect him to do?”

			“But still she was violated,” said Baba-Munene. “Chatambudza is a respected sculptor of the kingdom. He should know better than to bring shame to his respected trade and to all his peers by dragging a foreign beggar into his quarters and doing things that we are ashamed even to mention in this court.”

			“She must tell us what Chatambudza did to her in that house,” said another man.

			“Yes,” said another one. “We want to hear every detail.”

			“Every detail?” asked Zwanga, opening his mouth for the first time since the proceedings started. “What difference is it going to make to the case to hear these things with our ears?”

			“None of us here are children,” said Baba-Munene. “If we find Chatambudza guilty at all it must be because we have all the details of his crime. What did you do with that man in his house, woman?”

			“It is sacred what happens in that house,” said the woman.

			From then on she refused to answer any questions. Even when the men assailed her from all directions with questions, statements and even insults she just stood there and stared unflinchingly and unblinkingly into empty space. Baba-Munene then turned to Chata.

			“What did you give this woman? What did you promise her? What did you do to her?”

			“What makes me different from the other men of Mapungubwe is that I was taught by my mother how to be a man.” That was all Chata would say.

			“What makes you different,” said Baba-Munene who had by now lost all patience both with the woman and with Chata, “is that you are the son of a phuli !Kung woman who didn’t teach you enough manners. You are being ungrateful to the man who took you under his wing and made you a person, our respected elder Zwanga. You are dishonouring even Zwanga’s children who took you as a brother, especially Rendani who is universally respected and beloved as the Royal Sculptor.”

			At this point Rendani stood up and pompously strolled to the front where he stood next to Baba-Munene’s high stool. He looked at Chata with eyes full of love and a smile that spoke of nothing but kindness and understanding.

			“Chata is my father’s ward; that is why we call each other mukomana even though different bloods flow in our bodies,” said Rendani. “He is a good person at heart. That is why this year I chose him to help me with the palisades. Of course, it was before he did these things that we are afraid even to mention. But I want to say that when he goes astray it is not his intention to bring death and destruction to the land. It is just his hot-headedness and lack of direction. We need to show him compassion. If he shows remorse and apologises and promises never to wear silk again, to dispose of all the gold he is hoarding, and to stop the perversion of locking himself in the house with strange women in the daylight when even the innocent eyes of children can see him, let us forgive him. Our ancestors will be happy and rain will fall.” 

			The men applauded Rendani’s good heart. He was a true scion of Zwanga, he who came from a long line of master carvers. No wonder the King appointed him Royal Sculptor. A selfless man like him, who even shared the honour of his office by putting the ungrateful Chata in charge of the palisade carving, deserved this important position.

			Everyone waited expectantly for Chata to apologise. He surely would take the lifeline that his mukomana had provided him, the men believed. But he just stood there obdurately staring at Rendani, Baba-Munene and those elders close to them. He avoided Zwanga’s gaze, though, and felt very sad that he had to put the old man who had believed in him through all this. Rendani on the other hand could hardly hide his smirk of satisfaction.

			CHATA SAT UNCOMFORTABLY ASTRIDE a quagga as it trotted on a footpath between fields of millet on the floodplains across the Limpopo River. Following him on foot were his two assistants, young men who were recruited for this special expedition by Ma Chirikure. They were driving a long-horned black ox laden with tanned hide bags of tools: dolerite hammers, iron crowbars, a ceramic crucible, iron chisels and a smaller alloy crucible. A tinier bag contained provisions for the road that Ma Chirikure insisted they take even though Chata told her that when men travelled they survived on the roots that the land provided and the fruits that the forests yielded, and the rabbits and rodents that were abundant in the wild and could easily be trapped or hunted down by agile young men like them. After all, Chata argued, part of the fun of long-distance travel was roasting on an open fire and savouring the little creatures, most of which were bound to be alien to Mapungubweans. But Ma Chirikure prevailed and gave them roasted sorghum that had been ground into fine powder and sun-dried kudu meat – part of the bounty that Chata had brought from hunting expeditions.

			The young men, Batsirai and Chindori, came from families of the old residents of Mapungubwe, those who lived there long before it became a bustling town. Although it was before these young men were born, their grandparents told the story of how Mapungubwe used to be a hill used only for rainmaking rituals. Those days only a few residents lived below the hill. No one lived on top of the hill for that’s where rainmaking ceremonies were performed. And then mass migrations happened, families from the southern settlements, perhaps trying to escape the drought, coming to live in Mapungubwe and establishing the town. The old residents felt marginalised and resentful. They were now a minority and indeed felt overwhelmed by the new residents. The new residents, on the other hand, despised the old residents because they were much poorer and were steeped in the old ways. There was no love lost between the two groups and the suspicion was passed to the next generation and to the present. That was why the only support that Chata got in Mapungubwe was from the old residents led by their doyenne, Ma Chirikure. To many of the old residents the conflict had acquired political overtones. Chata was being punished for being the son of a !Kung woman. They were making him an outsider even though he had been born in Mapungubwe like everyone else. It was nothing but the arrogance of the new residents of whom all the grandees – including every member of the Council of Elders – were composed. It was the same arrogance that consigned the old residents to the margins of society.

			The quagga broke into a canter and Chata tried to restrain it because his companions would have to run to catch up with it, which would not be good for them and the ox since the road ahead was still very long. To make it to their destination they had to keep to an unhurried pace. Their destination was not a predetermined one, though. They would know it was the destination only when they got there.

			Chata was still trying to learn how to control the animal. He bartered some gold ingots for it with a man to whom he had been introduced by Batsirai, the younger of his two assistants. The man captured quagga foals from the wild and trained them for riding and for carrying burdens. This was something new, really, because the only beasts of burden that were also ridden by men, but especially by boys, were oxen. Quagga were wild animals and people could not believe at first that they could be tamed. But then if Rendani could tame leopards, of all animals, why couldn’t the man tame quaggas? Man was the king of all beasts. The Swahili came with stories that in India men even tamed elephants and rode them as if they were oxen!

			Even as Chata and his companions trekked north he could not get old Zwanga out of his mind. Perhaps he should have gone to the hill to explain himself to the old man. Surely Zwanga would have understood. But it was too late to have any regrets now. 

			If only Chata had known that right up to that point Zwanga still hoped he would come and talk to him. After the trial the elder was a broken man, especially when the sentence was passed by Baba-Munene and the Council of Elders: Chata was ordered to vacate Zwanga’s mine forthwith. The old man had to go along with that. After all, he was as disappointed as everyone else by Chata’s behaviour. He blamed himself for not teaching the young man well. Perhaps he failed to carry out his responsibility of teaching him properly how to be a man. Otherwise why would he credit his mother for the role that should have been played by Zwanga since he had taken it upon himself to bring the boy up under his tutelage? Chata never knew that Zwanga sat outside his house, his frail hands refusing to cooperate even as he tried to carve something as soft as wood since he couldn’t carve ivory any more, waiting for Chata to come and explain himself and ask for his forgiveness. He was ready to forgive him, though he would not allow him back to the mine since that would be flouting the King’s order. He was ready to forgive him because he had a vivid memory of the wonderful creatures that the boy used to mould. They lived in his nightdreams and in his nightmares and in his daydreams and in his daymares. They were a relentless presence that haunted him at all times. How he would have loved to carve creatures like that. How he would have respected Rendani more if he had carved creatures like that. But none of them could because they were creatures of Chata’s trances.

			The second part of the sentence was that Chata should get rid of his stockpile of gold wherever it was hidden and give some to the King both as tribute and as placation to the Royal Ancestors for defying the King’s decrees. The rest he had to barter away. People thought that was the main reason he exchanged some of it for a quagga. But they were surprised that he had not yet taken the tribute to the King even though the sentence had been passed almost two full moons ago. Was he bent on defying the King? 

			There was no doubt that his name was dirt. Even the children in the town were singing about him. They said his new name was Ṅame, which meant Miser.

			But Chata’s mind was not on the gossip of Mapungubwe and their unmannerly children as he rode on his quagga. It was not on the Namaqua woman either, even though the woman was regarded as his partner in crime. He did not give the woman a second thought. No one in Mapungubwe seemed to care about her fate and that of her children. She was banished from the town, and the last time anyone saw her and her motley bunch of children they were trudging out of the zimbabwes that enclosed the southern part of the town. She was still wearing Chata’s impala kaross. No, Chata’s mind was not on any of these people. It was on Zwanga. 

			After a day’s journey to the north Chata and his companions found accommodation in a small mining village. He was told by the old man who sheltered them under his roof that about forty people or so lived in the village, all of them miners and their families. As was the case in Mapungubwe, some of the miners were women. The old man, for instance, no longer mined because of his advanced age, but his two wives and a daughter who was just at the door of maidenhood did all the mining for the family.

			But not even one member of his family was home that day. They had all gone to cook for a mass funeral that would be held the next day at a neighbouring mining compound. A mine had collapsed while men, women and even teenagers were working underground. Such cave-ins were not uncommon, said the old man, especially in mines with inadequate backfilling.

			“To whom do you pay your tribute?” Chata asked.

			“To the King of Mapungubwe,” said the old man.

			Chata knew that he would have to travel further north to be as far away from the jurisdiction of Mapungubwe as possible, while still maintaining his connection with the town where he had spent all his life. His homestead in the town meant a lot to him and he had no intention of migrating permanently to other places. All he wanted was a mine of his own where he could mine gold and do whatever he pleased with it. 

			After he was kicked out of Zwanga’s mine he had initially decided that he would forget all about gold and focus on a blacksmithing career. After all, thanks to Zwanga he had mastered the art of smelting copper and tin to produce bronze from which he created some of the bracelets, anklets and neck ornaments that were the toast of the town with the patrician women on the hill. For years he had neglected creating such bangles because of his obsession with gold. Like other master smithies in the town he would also produce spears, tools, implements and even the kind of weapons that he brought with him from the land of Azande and never got around to manufacturing. He could still be happy without gold, he tried to convince himself.

			But he was deceiving himself. After a few weeks he was spending sleepless nights rolling on his mat. At first he thought his wanderlust had returned. But no, it was not the wanderlust. It was the yearning for gold. It was like a thirst that could not be quenched. In the daytime he took his spear and his bow and arrows and went hunting. He came back with various meat animals on different days, until Ma Chirikure complained: “You keep on bringing this meat every day, but you can’t eat it all. Neither can I.”

			“Give it to the neighbours.”

			“I already have. But it is too much. I have sun-dried a lot of it and it will carry us through the winter. But some of it rots and has to be thrown away.”

			She didn’t want to tell him that some of the neighbours, especially the new residents, didn’t want to touch what was hunted by him because they feared that his disgrace would transfer bad luck to them.

			“Give it to the Namaqua woman and her children,” said Chata.

			It was the first time he had mentioned the Namaqua woman since the trial. Ma Chirikure wondered why he would even want to talk about a woman who had brought such misfortune to his life and changed his personality from sunny to murky.

			“They left the town. They were cast out.”

			“They left the town,” repeated Chata. How could he have forgotten that?

			After that he never mentioned the Namaqua woman again. He banished her from his thoughts. But he could not banish gold. He continued to roll on his mat at night and even entertained thoughts of climbing the hill and making peace with Rendani who would then influence his father and his father-in-law to forgive him and allow him to resume his work at Zwanga’s mine. He would even be willing to take a smaller share. As long as he got some gold. He needed gold so desperately! He would go insane if he didn’t acquire more and more gold!

			But even before he could go any further with the thought he dismissed it. Not the thought of his searing desire for gold, but of climbing the hill to beg for forgiveness.

			“Something big is eating you,” said Ma Chirikure one morning when she brought him the roasted paste of sorghum and cowpeas that she stamped together with a pestle on her stone mortar block. “And it is going to eat you until you do something about it. Look at you! You are wasting away; you’ll end up becoming nothing but bones. You don’t even eat any more.”

			Yes, he had to do something about it. He had to find a new source of gold. And the only way he could do that was to prospect for it. He would open his own mine. Ma Chirikure agreed to look after his house and she recruited Chindori and Batsirai who had always expressed a wish to go into mining but who, as old residents, didn’t have apprenticeship opportunities or the means to do so on their own. She convinced them that although Chata didn’t have a mine of his own yet, they would learn a lot from him and would acquire the skills of prospecting for gold and starting their own mine from scratch. 

			The three men and their two animals had walked for two whole days when Chata began to doubt if their prospecting would yield anything at all, and he expressed his misgivings to his companions. 

			“All we’re coming across are abandoned mines.” 

			These had been refilled with rubble and chips of ore for reasons of safety. While the men took a rest under a tree eating some of Ma Chirikure’s delights and the animals were grazing, the quagga fell into a mine shaft that had not been properly backfilled. It took the three men a lot of effort and a good portion of the day to rescue it. From then on they had to be very careful where they trod. Chata could no longer ride the quagga because its hindlegs were injured. Instead he led it with a leather strap tied around its neck. 

			The young men were enjoying the adventure, and the freedom from parental impositions, and they hoped Chata would not lose heart and decide to turn back to Mapungubwe. 

			“We’ve come all this way already,” said Chindori. “You cannot be discouraged now. We must find gold.”

			“We’re not prepared to go back without finding gold. We do not want to be the laughing stock of the town. Already people were ridiculing us for following you. Did you know that they now call you Name? They said our expedition would come to nothing because it is led by a greedy man who wants wealth for its own sake.” This was Batsirai. Chata was learning that he was the more brutally frank of the two.

			Chindori added, “We told them that it did not matter to us whether you want more gold only to hoard it, as all misers do, or to do whatever else with it. We want to learn from the master and become successful miners. We are not going back without fulfilling that dream.”

			Chata was ashamed that his assistants were showing more determination than he was. He apologised for his lack of faith and began to lead them with a renewed sense of purpose.

			The following morning the expedition crossed a narrow stream running through a terrain of crags and scented shrubs. The clear water was flowing spiritedly over the white rocks. It was a land of wild melons that hung suspended among the rugged rocks.

			The three men knelt on the low bank in unison and started lapping the water. It was as cool as if it came from a spring. Chata suddenly jumped up and started singing and dancing. His companions looked at him in bewilderment; undoubtedly their master was losing it. Perhaps the heat of the sun had taken its toll on him. It couldn’t be the water, otherwise they would all be jumping about, raising their knees up and down, kicking their legs and laughing like a hyena of the wild. When the song became clicky in what the young men identified either as the language of the !Kung or of the Khoikhoi – they didn’t know the difference – they were convinced he was possessed by the spirits of his mother’s people. Or of the Namaqua woman. What would they do with a madman in the middle of nowhere?

			Chata knelt in the water. Not on the low bank of the stream, but in the stream itself. He scooped the water in his hands and tossed it about and it splashed all over his body. Then he turned to his astonished companions and said: “There is gold in those hills.”

			He showed them sediment deposited by the flowing water; it had traces of what he identified as gold. It was the turn of his assistants to sing and dance. They jokingly tried to mimic his clicky song, but broke out laughing because theirs was obviously nonsense. The ox and the quagga ignored their antics and drank the cool water with its alluvial gold.

			The three men and their beasts followed the stream up the rocky slopes to its primary source. It was not a long stream and a few hours later they reached the reefs that Chata’s tutored eye knew at once contained gold. 

			“We’ll set up our mine here,” said Chata. “A mining village will grow on these slopes. We’ll pay tribute to whichever chief or king has jurisdiction over these lands.”

			Chata explained to them that the only kind of mining that was likely to succeed here was hard-rock mining, the same method used by Mapungubwean miners of copper ores. It was a different process of mining from what he was accustomed to at Zwanga’s mine in the southern escarpments of Mapungubwe. There, because of the terrain and the location of the gold ore deposits, mining was underground, with open stopes of horizontal excavations and vertical shafts with underground stopes. It was possible to do this at Zwanga’s mine because the mine was located in a valley that sloped only slightly. Chata’s new mine, however, would be on steep ridges. It would not be difficult to do hard-rock mining at first because some of the gold was visible in the quartz reefs. With crowbars and hammers and chisels the men would break the rock and start extracting the gold ore.

			But first they would build a house for themselves and a stockade kraal for the ox and the quagga. They would explore the neighbourhood and establish relations with whatever villages were in the vicinity and pay tribute to their headmen and chiefs. They would acquire cows for milk, and maybe even sheep and goats if there were any in the region. They would recruit more workers when the need arose and their village would grow into a thriving mining village like all the mining villages in Mapungubwe.

			“And, of course, to solidify the ties with our neighbours you must marry their maidens, which would mean more hands at the mine,” said Chata to his assistants.

			They chuckled and Batsirai said, “What about you? You should be having five wives by now.”

			“You leave me out of it,” said Chata, smiling.

			 

		

	
		
			

			PART TWO

			RAIN DOCTORS HAD DONE their work on distant hills. The King, as a living ancestor, had performed his role of entreating his fellow ancestors – those who were in the ground – to request Mwali to wet the land so rivers could flow, fields could luxuriate and cattle could fatten. He was truly the rainmaker, and rain doctors merely provided the rain medicine that was kept in a horn in a sacred rain house behind the King’s own quarters where he spent most of his life in sacred seclusion. When the skies failed to weep the fault did not lie with the rain doctors but with the King. Granted, the rain medicine must be strong for the King to use it effectively to provoke rain into falling and doctors with strong horns made it possible for the King to be a successful rainmaker. The King and his rain doctors depended on each other in the constant war to ward off food crises. 

			Drought was slowly squeezing the life out of Mapungubwe and the consensus was that the King had become weak. A strong King was a strong rainmaker. Of course, commoners could not complain to him directly; he lived in sacred seclusion and was seen only during rainmaking ceremonies. They complained to members of the Council of Elders who complained to Baba-Munene, the nation’s Younger Father. 

			“It is not the weakness of the King that is the problem here,” said Baba-Munene. “Our rain doctors’ horns have become too weak.”

			He could not say what had weakened them since they were kept in the medicine house all the time. 

			There was a lot of blame to go around. Some said because of the material wealth that pervaded the hilltop the grandees of the land were forgetting to honour their ancestors in the appropriate manner. Even at the bottom of the hill there were those whose lives had been taken over by greed, like the ṅame Chata who had flouted the laws and the traditions of the land, and even stubbornly defied the ruling of the Royal Court. But there were many Mapungubweans who insisted that the King, and the King alone, must take the blame. In the same manner that those who came before him took the blame when they failed to produce rain. In their view, this King was particularly guilty because after a bountiful harvest almost four seasons ago Baba-Munene – on behalf of the King – was supposed to preside over the thevhula rituals to honour the Royal Ancestors before the beginning of the new farming season. But because the members of the Royal Household were preoccupied with entertaining guests from Sofala, Kilwa and Arabia, and engaging in mercantile activities with them, the rituals were only made almost a season after the appropriate time. By then the ancestors were angry; they felt spurned and insulted. When ancestors were spurned and insulted they withheld the rain. What hurt the ancestors most was that they were being ignored because the grandees were more interested in feasting and drinking and impressing these foreign men for the civet and sandalwood perfumes that they brought to the kingdom. It was one long orgy on the hilltop while the ceremonies and rituals that sustained the land were in abeyance. As a result the whole rhythm of life was put off balance. 

			Chiefs and headmen in the outlying villages were only allowed to call rainmakers to conduct local rainmaking rituals after the thevhula rituals on the hill and since these were late that year everything else was late. By that time the ancestors, and indeed Mwali Himself, were occupied with other business and couldn’t waste their time on the Mapungubweans.

			The King fired his rain doctors. 

			Baba-Munene sent emissaries to the people of the south, the Khoikhoi and the Zhun/twasi, to find their reputed rain doctors and bring them to Mapungubwe. 

			“Chata will be the best emissary,” said Rendani. “After all, his mother was a !Kung woman. He will know how to convince his mother’s people to help us with their rain doctors.”

			Baba-Munene agreed. But Chata was nowhere to be found. Ma Chirikure did not tell them that he had gone prospecting for gold. All they knew was that he had left on a long trip and had been gone for that whole season. They suspected that he might have crossed the Zanj seas in the Swahili dhows again, perhaps to get rid of all his gold in the lands of the Persians and the Arabs. If that was the case he had not kept to the terms of the judgement; he was supposed to give at least half to Baba-Munene for the payment of the Royal Household debts. But all this was speculation of course. No one but Ma Chirikure knew where Chata had gone. 

			When one full moon had passed without anything being heard from the emissaries the Mapungubweans became restless. The planting season was upon them and there was no rain. Since the fields were far from the town men and women had relocated to the temporary field houses for the season. The fields had been set on fire to retard the growth of wild plants and turn them into ash that would fertilise the soil. But, alas, the soil was as hard as rock. Rain refused to come. 

			Finally, after days and weeks of agonising, a medium of a revered mhondoro – or ancestral spirit – from the new town of splendid zimbabwes that was emerging in the north, built in part by some of those families that had emigrated from Mapungubwe, came trudging along with a small group of acolytes. He had heard from the ancestral spirits of the plight of his old homeland and immediately decided to trek south to help his erstwhile people.

			The first thing he did was to entreat Baba-Munene to bring back all the rain doctors who had been fired. They were the ones who were better versed in the complex maps to the abode of local ancestors. Firing them was a mistake in the first place. Ah, exclaimed the pundits, the King was bungling in his desperation! A desperate King could not make rain. 

			At dawn the booms of cowhide drums and the sounds of kudu horns of various sizes could be heard some distance away. The people of Mapungubwe knew that the medium from the north was leading the rainmaking rituals. A long journey was beginning. The King, surrounded by the rain doctors, their acolytes, some noblemen and a few senior military officers, was trekking to a distant hilltop located a day’s journey from Mapungubwe where rainmaking rituals would be performed. Every member of the party, including the King himself, was dressed in tanned black hide from black bulls that had fallen in sacrificial rites over the years. Those who were partial to cloth were wearing black-dyed cotton. They were carrying black pots and black horns with rainmaking medicine brewed in secret by the medium from the north with the help of the local rain doctors. Everything was black to appeal to black rain clouds to form. 

			The rainmaking site had to be a distance away in order to separate the domestic from the sacred. Very few Mapungubweans had been to such hills because they were approached by the chosen few only as a last resort when all else had failed. But everyone knew that fires would be lit on that hilltop. The smoke that billowed to the sky did not only challenge the hiding rain clouds into showing themselves, but it transformed the old into the new and fresh. That was why old and dry grass was set alight in order for new grass to grow. People looked forward to the return of the rainmaking party for that would mark the beginning of the fire ceremonies in Mapungubwe where there would be songs and dances. 

			It was at this moment that Chata returned to Mapungubwe. He came riding on his quagga to the admiration of the neighbourhood children who had never seen a domesticated quagga before. The only quaggas they knew lived in the wild and would never let a human come close to them. Ma Chirikure was ecstatic to see him after so many moons, especially because she had run out of answers when people enquired after him. She was fearful that the Council of Elders might order that his house be searched to find out what might have happened to him and his gold. Up to that point they had not done so because of their respect for any man’s personal property. But if he did not show himself sooner or later they would justify the search with concerns for his whereabouts and his safety rather than their greed for his hoarded gold.

			“I would not have allowed them,” said Ma Chirikure. “They would have had to walk over my dead body to enter your house.”

			Whatever did I do to deserve a mother like this? Chata asked himself as he tethered his quagga to one of the poles of his veranda. Yes, Ma Chirikure was just as good as his mother. There were moments when he had a searing longing for the !Kung woman, but the sight of Ma Chirikure, she who knew the !Kung woman better than anyone else, always served as balm that calmed the ache. He took his sack inside and from it he retrieved a smaller bag made from a bull’s testicles. He opened it and looked at its contents with awe.

			It was fine gold grain from his mine. His own mine. Not a mine of which he was caretaker and overseer, but his own property. A mining hamlet had grown in the vicinity as men and women came to join his enterprise. Chata, who enjoyed the protection of a minor Karanga chief, personally trained them in the mining techniques that were suited to that region. Most of them were completely inexperienced, and those who had worked at a mine before were only familiar with underground mining where shafts were sunk – a method totally unsuited for Chata’s ridges. Gold was in the quartz reefs and Chata taught his miners how to stack wood and charcoal and hard cow dung dug from ancient kraals against the rock face. The pile was set alight, and the raging flames loosened the ore-bearing deposits as the brittle quartz cracked. He taught them how to harvest the quartz after it had cooled down and how to crush it so as to extract gold from it. This task was done by women who used the guyo and the huyo stones to grind it as they did millet and sorghum. Then they took the crushed ore to the very clear stream that first led Chata and his companions to these ridges of untold riches to wash away the quartz in shallow wooden bowls, leaving the gold dust at the bottom. 

			Chata could now afford to leave all these mining activities in the hands of his two faithful assistants, Batsirai and Chindori, and return to Mapungubwe to commune with the gold that he had left in his house and to introduce it to the new dust from the lands of the Karanga. He had trained them well and in his absence they would hold the fort and make sure that discipline was maintained among the workers. Each family of miners mined for itself provided it gave half of whatever it produced to Chata. His assistants would see to it that each one of them kept to their obligations.

			Later that day Chata rode his quagga to the top of the hill to see Rendani. He was greeted by women and children variously wailing, bawling, sniffling and weeping at Rendani’s compound. Some were his wives and children, while others were neighbours.

			“The elder has left us,” said Rendani’s senior wife.

			“Our grandfather woke up dead,” said Rendani’s daughter.

			Zwanga was gone. And he went without getting so much as an apology from him. Without getting his side of the story. He left believing that Chata had failed him.

			Chata rode to Zwanga’s house. Men had gathered outside, some standing in small groups while others were sitting on stools in front of the house. They were talking in soft tones, planning the ceremonial send-off of the revered elder and artist. They looked at him and his animal curiously. He could see hostility in the eyes of some members of the Council of Elders. 

			“Rendani,” called one man, “Chatambudza is here.”

			Rendani walked out of the house and went to meet Chata who was still sitting on his quagga. 

			“What happened, mukomana?” asked Chata.

			“What happened? You ignored the orders of the King, that’s what happened. You have not delivered the gold tribute to Baba-Munene as a sign of repentance for your misdeeds. That’s what happened.” 

			Chata paused, taken aback by Rendani’s vehemence. He also wondered at his choice of words. Tribute instead of fine. After all, he paid his tribute like all miners under the jurisdiction of the King of Mapungubwe. This was supposed to be some kind of punishment for imagined crimes: doing undefined things with a Khoikhoi woman and allegedly hoarding gold.

			“We can talk about that some other time. I want to know about our father.”

			“My father has left us to join the ancestors. I am tired of protecting you, Chatambudza. When you do these things, who do you think has to answer for them? Me! It was me who defended you when they wanted to give you a harsher punishment. They wanted to banish you from the kingdom once and for all, but I pleaded with them. My father-in-law had to make a special plea to the King to give you a much lighter sentence, to pay half the gold you are hoarding to the King. You have not done that. You continue to defy the King with impunity.”

			The father-in-law, of course, was Baba-Munene; Rendani wouldn’t let Chata forget his royal connection. This made him into an aggrieved party at a more personal level.

			“Do you know that it has not rained all this time?” Rendani shot the question at him as he sat on his animal at a loss for words.

			“It has nothing to do with me, Rendi. I don’t have any gold to give to the Royal Household.”

			“What about all the gold you have mined from my mine?”

			“From Zwanga’s mine.”

			“From my mine. Zwanga is dead. Everyone knows that you have been hoarding it.”

			“They think they know. But I don’t have any gold, Rendi. I have a mine of my own now. I came to tell you before I heard that our father has escaped us. It promises to yield a lot of gold and I will certainly give some of it as tribute to our King. And of course the fine.”

			“A mine of your own? Baba-Munene knows nothing about that. Otherwise he would have told me.”

			“It is in the land of the Karanga people. I pay tribute to their rulers. But I undertake to pay some of it to the King of Mapungubwe because I continue to be his subject.”

			Rendani accused him of lying. But Chata ignored his rant, dismounted and tethered the animal to a tree. He went to join men of his age-group who were standing near the hozi – the grain storage house – while Rendani followed him, fuming. The men fell silent when Chata joined them. The group began to break up; the men departed one by one leaving him standing there alone. He went to join another group, which also made it clear through an unspoken language that he was not welcome in their midst. 

			It was like that throughout that day. 

			When Zwanga was laid to rest under the ground with his favourite crucible and other personal items accompanying him, Chata was in his house behind a closed and bolted door bathing his exhausted body and battered spirit in the healing glow of gold. He never got to know that among the personal items that were buried with the elder was the bronzed fantasy animal that he, Chata, had created when he was a boy. Yes, the figure that had mesmerised Zwanga. It made Rendani sick to his stomach when he discovered that his father had kept this monstrous work all those years and had instructed that it be buried with him. Rendani had no choice but to comply because you build a kraal around the word of the dead. Chata also never got to know that the last words to escape the elder’s mouth as he was dying were “Chata . . . pass my greetings to him.” No one passed the greetings.

			THE HEAVENS HAD STUBBORNLY refused to open up despite all the sacred rituals on distant rainmaking hilltops. More had to be done to silence the refrain The King is weak, the King has lost all his potency. The only thing that would shut the wailers up and restore the dignity of the King was rain. It was more than just the famine that would follow in the next two years if it did not rain. It was the King’s authority and sovereignty that would be eroded by the drought. What good was a King who could not make rain? 

			Baba-Munene – the ears, the mouth and the eyes of the King – knew that his very position as the Younger Father of the Nation was at stake. He had to be seen to be doing something so that blame was removed from the door of the Royal Homestead. 

			“A rainmaking festival,” said Rendani. “That’s what we need. A festival that compares in splendour and glamour and plentiful food with a harvest festival.”

			It was a wonderful idea. People would see that the King was undaunted. And that Mapungubwe was prepared to laugh in the face of the evil forces that were responsible for the drought. The evil forces themselves would see that Mapungubweans were a defiant people. Rendani was indeed a genius. Baba-Munene felt that he was fortunate to have him as his son-in-law, his Royal Sculptor, his special adviser, and now also an esteemed member of the Council of Elders. He had fought a difficult battle to have him accepted into the Council of Elders by the other elders, taking his dead father’s place. Most of the elders felt that he was not old enough to be an elder. His hair had not greyed one bit. To them he was a baby who still smelled of his mother’s milk. But Baba-Munene had prevailed upon them by enlisting the help of the diviners and spirit mediums who said that the message they were receiving from the world of the ancestors was that Zwanga would be much more effective in interceding with Mwali on behalf of the people of Mapungubwe if his son took his place in the Council. This was paying off for Baba-Munene. Rendani was always a source of brilliant ideas and indeed his father, who never really appreciated him, would be proud of him.

			Despite the fear that food in the hozi granaries would not last long, and that soon the stockade kraals at the cattle posts would house fewer and leaner animals, people contributed millet, sorghum, beans, cowpeas and beasts for slaughter for a feast to beat all feasts. Women were seen marching in single file to Baba-Munene’s compound with clay pots of beer on their heads. The people of Mapungubwe were going to eat and drink drought out of their kingdom. Every family contributed something, even those who would not be attending the feast because they were at the cattle posts, or had relocated to the temporary field houses waiting to cultivate the land at the slightest drizzle, sent their children and relatives to the top of the hill with food. Chata sent Ma Chirikure with his own contribution of cowpeas and millet. She also brewed some potent sorghum beer and took it up the hill in a clay pot. Even some miners and the families from those mining villages that were less than a day’s journey from the town attended. After all, in this terrible drought mining was an almost impossible task; rainy seasons were also mining seasons. 

			The crowds were too big for Baba-Munene’s compound. They gathered instead on a slight slope just below the Royal Homestead. The older ones sat on the boulders while the youth stood among the shrubs or on the rocks to have a better view of the performances taking place on a clearing below. It seemed that people found their age-mates without any effort at all, as if they had an age-group detecting mechanism implanted in them. There was a lot of banter from those who had not seen each other for quite some time.

			Chata had been reluctant to attend, especially after the cold shoulder he had received after Zwanga died, but Ma Chirikure convinced him to swallow his pride and do his bit for the kingdom. After all, when it rained it rained for everyone. He too would benefit from the results of the rainmaking festival.

			The muscular bodies of the drummers glistened with perspiration in the sun as they pounded on the taut cowhide. The booming sounds sent tremors through the ground that could be felt even by the aged ones who could not climb the hill to participate in the festivities. Then an orchestra of mbilas, the xylophones of the spirits, and kudu horns joined in. A troop of dancers, young men newly graduated from initiation schools, took to the arena and their robust soles hit the ground so hard it was small wonder it did not crack. Young women sang for them and clapped hands. Among them Marubini, Chido and Danai stood out.

			Chata stood in the crowd a short distance from them. Whereas everyone else’s eyes were on the dancers and the antics of the musicians who were themselves moving to the rhythm of their music, Chata’s eyes were on the young women. They, of course, noticed this and started teasing Marubini about it. 

			“It is you he is eyeing,” Danai said to Marubini.

			“He dares defile us with his gaze after the things he did to that Khoikhoi woman,” said Marubini.

			“Oh, I hate that Chata!” said Chido.

			The others agreed that Chido had a much stronger reason for hating Chata. The story went that Zwanga was preparing to send a delegation to formally negotiate bridewealth with Chido’s parents when Chata was charged with crimes against the people of Mapungubwe. Zwanga’s mission had to be postponed as his focus was now on the case, not only as a member of the Council of Elders, but also as the man who brought up the ungrateful reprobate as his own son. When Chata refused to take responsibility for his actions like a man, and when he announced to the court that he had been taught to be a man by his mother, thus impugning the man who had brought him up, Zwanga was a broken man. He just seemed to lose the will to live, which made Rendani very angry. Not just with Chata, but with Zwanga himself who obviously was still very enamoured of Chata. The story further went that Chata had hastened Zwanga’s death. By so doing he delayed Chido’s marriage to Rendani, which up to that point had not happened because Rendani was now preoccupied with matters of state after taking his father’s place in the Council of Elders. Only Mwali knew when the marriage would take place. It was all Chata’s fault.

			Chata was oblivious of these grudges against him as his gaze moved from the women to the dancers and to the musicians. He was in awe of the musicians’ skills and regretted that he never had the opportunity to learn to play any of the instruments that produced such magical sounds. There was no place for music at Zwanga’s mining compound. His gaze returned to the young women and fixed on Marubini’s long arms and legs, and on her copper bangles and anklets. 

			A hwamanda player came to the fore and his horn bellowed like a wounded bull. The drums changed to a slower rhythm as the troop of young men left the arena. They were replaced by more mature dancers who moved with gravitas and aplomb. They were of Chata’s age-group and he did not hesitate to take to the arena with them. For a while he moved to their rhythm. Soon he was possessed by the spirit of the hwamanda, the mbila and the drums and he sprang upwards and spun in the air before landing on the ground on his hands. 

			“Oh, that Chata! He likes big things,” said Danai to the others.

			“There he goes, spoiling the men’s dignified dance with his silly antics,” said Chido.

			“He’s just showing off,” said Marubini.

			But the dancing men didn’t seem to think so. They gave him space and danced in their solemn manner to the sides of the arena where they maintained their rhythm. They had danced with him before and knew what he was going to do next. It was the dance that he had learnt from the brown and white gazelles of the wild, thanks to the !Kung woman. She used to tell him: “Our way of life is learnt from the animals. Observe the animals and learn.” Thus he had observed the brown and white gazelle and learnt how to dance from its leaps. He had improved on those leaps and added the suppleness of the snake, the power of the snorting buffalo and the playfulness of the vervet monkey. 

			Women broke into ululations and the musicians played a faster rhythm in keeping with his movements. A dirty urchin sprang into the arena and copied Chata’s movements. It was Chenayi, the slow boy who was the butt of the children’s cruel games. 

			“Get the boy out of here,” yelled some of the men.

			But Chata signalled to them to let the boy alone. 

			The boy imitated him as he danced the dance of the cantering quagga. It was very funny and left the people in stitches. 

			Chata’s dance was causing a lot of excitement in the crowd. Rendani watched and laughed with the rest of the elders, the youngest of their group. But inside he was not laughing. He knew exactly what Chata was trying to do – he was trying to win back the people’s favour after his disgrace. And the suckers were sucking up. Just one silly dance was enough to make them forget that he was responsible for the rainless plight of the nation.

			“He has the gall to prance around when he has not paid the fine,” said Baba-Munene.

			“Before we judge him harshly we must call him to the court to find out why he has not paid the fine,” said Rendani. 

			“You are such a good and forgiving man,” said Baba-Munene. “We are blessed to have you as one of our elders. But no, I am not going to demean the King by begging Chata to pay the fine. We’ll use other methods to discipline this son of a phuli.” 

			Rendani did not know what methods he could mean. But whatever they turned out to be he was looking forward to them with glee. He was going to savour the downfall of this impudent man to the very last morsel. 

			Chata made one final leap and disappeared in the crowd. Chenayi was left dancing alone until the music stopped a short while later.

			Marubini turned to her astonished friends and said, “Evil cannot reside in a body that harbours such exquisite dance moves.”

			None of them could pretend they were not moved by his dance. The two girls pretended they did not notice that Marubini’s eyes had become glassy with unshed tears.

			Chata was no longer there when the women served food and beer and the young men placed chunks of meat from spit-roasted cows and game on fresh hides before each of the age-groups of males and females. He was walking down the hill to feed his quagga and to bask in the shimmer of his gold.

			He missed the final dance of the festival. The dance that people would talk about for generations to come. He heard only the next day when Ma Chirikure walked in ankle-deep water from her house to his that when it was the turn of the nubile maidens to dance Marubini and her friends took to the arena. This was the Dance of the Virgins. At first there was nothing remarkable about the movements. They were the usual sensual steps that left men drooling. But something unusual happened. Marubini broke away from the carefully choreographed shaking of the breasts and the bottoms. She leapt up and then crawled like a hunter stalking quarry. And then she turned and became the stalked beast. Her dance proceeded like that; at one time she was the hunter and at another time the hunted, sometimes in quick succession. Some of the dancers thought it was great fun and followed her movements. When her movements became more frenzied it was as if the maidens were competing with one another to see who would get tired first. The drummers and the xylophones kept up with the frenzy. The hwamanda and the other horns were silenced. 

			“Is this the birth of a new dance?” asked Baba-Munene.

			“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” said Rendani.

			It was no longer the kind of dance that left the men drooling. It messed up their diaphragms, made their hearts beat faster, and left them fearful. They did not know what the cause of their fear was. They were just afraid. Very afraid. As the competition gained momentum many of the dancers gradually fell by the wayside until she alone remained. 

			Marubini. She danced for a long time, until the sun splashed the horizon with pink and purple and yellow and red. Until it set behind the hills. Until the stars and the crescent provided the light. Until men and women brought flaming torches to continue enjoying the festivities, and especially Marubini’s dance, into the night. It seemed to the onlookers that she was repeating some of Chata’s moves, but with more elegance and grace. She was a gazelle. And a snake. And a buffalo. She soared like an eagle and swooped like a kite on a hapless rodent. She became a mole hill. Then an anthill. Then a mountain. She flowed like a river, and became bubbly like the water at the confluence of the Limpopo and the Shashe. She was drenched in perspiration as if she had dived fully clothed into the river. So was the whole orchestra. Some of the mistlike drops fell on the people in the front like a drizzle. 

			And then there was a drizzle. A real drizzle from the sky. Because people were holding flaming torches they were not aware that the stars and the crescent had disappeared and the sky wore a blanket of thick black clouds. The revellers were shaken by a loud thunderclap and a flash of lightning. And then the drizzle became a downpour. The torches went out and there was darkness. People began to disperse. They took to their heels. Except for Chido and Danai who stood there waiting for their friend, transfixed by awe.

			That was all Ma Chirikure saw and narrated to Chata. She had scrambled with the throngs who walked in the downpour. There was so much exhilaration as they stumbled down the hill that the fear of being struck by lightning was completely banished. They were just grateful for the rain and the dance that brought it about and were chatting excitedly.

			For a while after the crowds had left Marubini stood breathless in the centre of the arena. There was more thunder and lightning, and in its repeated flashes Chido and Danai could see Rendani approach Marubini. He was holding a gold bracelet and he gave it to her. But she did not take it. Her arms remained dangling at her sides as she breathed fast and deeply. Rendani reached for her hand and held it with both of his hands. And then he put the bracelet on her wrist. He made to go, but before he could walk past Chido and Danai whose eyes were agog despite the fat drops falling from the sky, he returned to Marubini.

			“You cannot walk home in this rain,” he said. “We don’t want you to be struck by lightning. You can wait at my compound until it stops, and then I’ll ask some members of the Royal Guard to accompany you home.”

			He said this last part with appropriate pomposity because it spoke of the power he wielded in the kingdom; the young woman had to take note that even the Royal Guard was at his beck and call.

			“I’m with my friends,” said Marubini.

			“My compound is big enough for all of you.” 

			Rendani led Marubini, Chido and Danai to the unoccupied house that he had built for a prospective fourth wife and left them there.

			“They say this is going to be your house, Chido,” said Marubini as she sprawled on a grass mat. Normally the girls joked about Chido’s impending rise in status, but this time the two girls did not respond to the ribbing. Instead they were staring at the gold bracelet.

			“Just an appreciation for my dance,” said Marubini as she looked at the bracelet nervously.

			“You shouldn’t have taken it,” said Danai.

			“You saw I didn’t take it. He placed it on my wrist.”

			Chido stood there looking wounded.

			“He didn’t so much as look at Chido. You know he’s betrothed to Chido; you shouldn’t have accepted the gift,” repeated Danai.

			“He’s not betrothed to Chido yet. They’ll only be betrothed after his people have asked for her hand in marriage and have negotiated the bridewealth,” said Marubini defiantly. She was becoming exasperated by the insinuation that her friend was making.

			“You know that they’ll be betrothed. The whole town of Mapungubwe knows that,” said Danai.

			“Is that why you danced like a woman possessed by evil spirits?” asked Chido. “To impress him?”

			“To steal him away from Chido?” added Danai. She was always the crude one, the less subtle one.

			Marubini just shrugged at Chido’s insecurity, stretched her long limbs on the mat, and shut her eyes to rest her tired body. 

			“So it is true?” said Danai.

			“I was not dancing to impress Rendani. I was dancing for Chata.”

			The two girls could not help laughing despite the whiff of betrayal that permeated the room.

			“You hate Chata,” said Chido.

			“I don’t hate him. I think he is an idiot, that’s all. He performed his dance to show off.”

			“Maybe even to impress you,” said Danai.

			“I performed mine to show him anything he can do I can do better.”

			She didn’t know that Chata was not there to see her make that soaring statement.

			“That’s why I took his dance of the creatures of the wilderness and danced it better and longer. I am the dancer of Mapungubwe. Dance is my thing, not his. How dare he use it to atone for his transgressions against the people of this kingdom?”

			ABDUL WA SALIM BROUGHT a gift from Sidon by way of Kilwa, a concubine for Baba-Munene from Hamisi wa Babu who was keen to make peace with the people of Mapungubwe for some indiscretion that had happened many years before. Hamisi wa Babu would like to be allowed back into the kingdom to trade without hindrance and without threat of execution by the Royal Guard. He was confident that his gift would be much appreciated because she was a healthy well-fed woman who had been a courtesan to the Swahili and Arab merchant classes until they lost taste for her when younger ladies of pleasure flooded the market. She was therefore experienced in the ways of the bedroom. She had not aged that much either; only slight crow’s feet could be detected by the observant and she easily disguised them with bold kohl. 

			One did not refuse a present, especially if it was meant as a peace offering – the kind of gift that was called nduvho or homage to a chief. Baba-Munene therefore made a show of welcoming the woman in his homestead, but kept her in a dwelling all by herself away from everyone else. The only people who had any contact with her were his daughters who took turns to take her food and wild fruits and honey, and a swaswi joker who tried in vain to make her laugh. 

			Baba-Munene had no use for her. He was a traditional man who was steeped in the old ways. A foreign woman whose skin was so light she might as well be a ghost and whose hair was long and straight like the tail of a quagga did not capture his fancy. He therefore tried to pass her on to his favourite son-in-law.

			But first he had a clandestine meeting with Princess Dova to sound her out. Initially the Princess voiced opposition to the whole idea, in the same way that she continued her stand against any further marriage by Rendani.

			“Another woman after me will render me meaningless and powerless, Father.”

			“That’s precisely the point. She is not a wife. He hasn’t paid a single cow for her as bridewealth. A nice plump concubine will take Rendani’s mind from any idea of a fourth marriage, and you’ll therefore remain the youngest wife. A concubine is a mere diversion, a toy that some men need to pass time. This foreign woman serves your interests very well, my child.” 

			Baba-Munene made sense. 

			When Rendani visited her two nights later she broached the subject. He had been working very hard of late, what with his new responsibilities as a member of the Council of Elders in addition to being the Royal Sculptor. He needed to play sometimes and explore exotic delights. He needed a nice plump concubine just like the one her father had recently acquired. Rendani did not find the idea appealing, but just to make his junior wife happy he said he would consider it. 

			“I have a gift for you,” said Baba-Munene a few days later when Rendani arrived early as usual for a Council meeting.

			It was, of course, the concubine. But he had not reckoned with Rendani’s wiliness. He knew at once that his father-in-law wanted to unload his burden onto him. He had suspected as much when Princess Dova spoke to him about acquiring a concubine. 

			“I appreciate the gesture, Baba-Munene,” said Rendani. “I am grateful that you always think of me whenever there are good things to share. But you know that I cannot have that woman. She is a nduvho, and we all know that it bodes nothing but misfortune to pass a gift to another person.”

			In truth he knew that the concubine would derail his new scheme, a scheme that he had kept secret even from his most trusted confidante, his first wife. He wanted to marry Marubini. Chido was no longer part of his plans. He was going to use all his power, all his wealth, all his influence to get Marubini. Since the night of the Dance of the Virgins he had been mulling over the idea until it became an obsession. To own Marubini was to own the rain. To own the rain was to own power. Yes, one day Marubini’s rain would make him so powerful that the people would overthrow the weakened King and make him King of Mapungubwe instead. Marubini would give him the power of rain, and his father, now an ancestor, would be proud of him. Zwanga’s status among the ancestors would be elevated, for he would be the ancestor of a king. Zwanga would be for ever grateful to him and would regret that he had despised him when he was still walking among living men and that he had favoured Chata instead, even taking Chata’s monstrosity with him to his grave. For the first time ever Zwanga would be indebted to him. Marubini, therefore, would make him wield power both in the world of the dead and of the living and even of the unborn. This same Baba-Munene would be his servant if he married Marubini. 

			It was good that Marubini was a naive girl who did not know that her body was a source of so much power.

			“I don’t think misfortune will bother either the giver or the receiver,” said Baba-Munene. “After all, she is a foreign woman. A foreign gift from foreign givers.”

			“In that case let’s give her to Chata,” said Rendani. “I think he is wild and unmanageable because he is womanless. Since he is so much of a ṅame – he doesn’t want to part with bridewealth and marry a proper woman – a concubine will be a good thing for him.”

			“You are always looking out for him even when he really does not deserve it,” said Baba-Munene shaking his head in appreciation and wonderment. “You are his true mukomana.” 

			Baba-Munene sent the Royal Messenger to summon Chata to the Royal Court. Not only was he going to gift him with a concubine, he was also going to demand the payment of gold that had been ordered by the Royal Court, and of course a little bit more for the nduvho. Surely he could afford it now that he had his own mine in the land of the Karanga?

			“What if he refuses the gift?” asked Rendani.

			“I will not give him a choice in the matter. It is the King’s order that he should take the concubine.”

			“He has defied the King’s order to pay the gold.”

			“He claims that he has not defied it. He says he has no gold; he will pay when he has mined some.”

			“We know that he is lying. Everyone knows he has been hoarding all the gold he got from my father’s mine. I suspect he even took more than his share instead of the one-third he was entitled to.” 

			“He cannot insult the King by refusing this gift. What man in his right mind would refuse a royal gift? Anyway, we know that Chata likes foreign things, perhaps because his mother was a foreigner. He is a man of mirrors and silk. He will love this foreign woman who is white like a ghost in the same way that he loved the yellow-coloured Khoikhoi woman until we weaned him of her.”

			The Royal Messenger returned with the news that Chata was not in Mapungubwe. He had left for his mine soon after the rainmaking festival. Ma Chirikure had no idea when he would be back; most likely it would be after at least one season.

			Baba-Munene felt insulted. He ordered the Royal Guard to storm Chata’s homestead and search for gold. It was unheard of in Mapungubwe to enter a man’s house without his permission. The ten soldiers who invaded were accompanied by the Chief Diviner and his two acolytes who used brooms to splash water mixed with aloe juice and some secret herbs to neutralise the spirits that guarded the homestead. And then they performed a small dance on the veranda asking the ancestors to forgive them for violating another man’s property. The Chief Diviner impressed on the ancestors that the man had insulted a living ancestor, namely the King.

			Ma Chirikure stood at the door and said no one would enter the house unless they killed her first. But she was only a slight old lady; a soldier lifted her up as if she were weightless and placed her on the footpath that separated Chata’s house from hers. She ran back to the veranda and started yelling at the King’s men. But they were already inside the house.

			One thing that struck everyone was that the house was much smaller inside than it was outside. The soldiers were careful not to touch anything. Besides two stools, grass mats, clay pots, ceramic bowls and some tanned hides of giraffes, zebras and gazelles there was nothing else in the room. There was no sign of any gold. They closed the door and left. Ma Chirikure was relieved that they had not found anything. Not that she knew anything about what could or could not be found. She never snooped. She had decided way back that whatever Chata was doing in that house was his own business.

			The small crowd that had begun to gather outside dispersed in disappointment.

			Ma Chirikure’s relief was short-lived. The next morning the ten members of the Royal Guard returned. They were accompanied by Baba-Munene and Rendani. This time Ma Chirikure did not try to show any resistance. One could not be defiant in front of the Younger Father of the Nation.

			A crowd soon gathered. There was a lot of pushing and shoving. Those at the back stretched their necks to see what evil could be hiding in Chata’s house.

			After surveying the scene inside the house Baba-Munene said, “You’re right; this is a house within a house.”

			Rendani could have kicked himself. He had been here before. A few years back. Before he was elevated to the position of Royal Sculptor. It never occurred to him that the inside of the house was about half the size of the outside. 

			“We need to find the secret entrance to the rest of the house,” said Baba-Munene. “There must be a secret entrance somewhere.”

			They knocked on the wall with their fists but couldn’t hear any hollow sound. 

			“You’ll have to break the wall,” said Baba-Munene.

			The men cringed in consternation. This was going too far, wasn’t it? It was bad enough that they had barged into another man’s house without his permission. But to break his wall?

			“I said break the wall,” repeated Baba-Munene.

			“The King has spoken,” said the men in unison.

			But they had not brought any crowbars. They hollered at the neighbours who had gathered outside to provide crowbars and any tools that might be useful. In no time there was an assortment of tools. 

			“Let’s break it from the outside,” said Rendani. “We don’t want to mess up his things.”

			The men walked around the house to the back, that is if you take the door of a cylindrical house as being the front. High up on the wall opposite the hozi granary they noticed a hole blackened by smoke; obviously it served as a chimney of sorts. The architecture at the back was quite different from that at the front. Here a space had been left gaping between the wall under the veranda and the roof thatch – a source of daylight. 

			“This will be the right place,” said Baba-Munene pointing at the wall.

			It didn’t take much effort for the soldiers to bring the adobe wall down. There was indeed another room. It was not the mud kiln against the wall or the furnace hearth on the floor that left Baba-Munene, Rendani and the soldiers wide-eyed with astonishment, much as they were of a kind they had never seen before. It was not the number of metal and ceramic crucibles either. Nor was it the pile of elephant tusks against the wall. It was the Namaqua woman sitting under what at first the men mistook for a tree.

			She was made of gold and white ivory and was meticulously detailed right up to her grainy hair and the crow’s feet and the high cheek bones. Her smile was more like a sneer, with worn teeth peering out. She was wearing a tanned impala blanket, also in gold and ivory. She was not, however, the main feature of the piece, which in its entirety was the height of an average Mapungubwean man. What the onlookers first thought was a tree was in fact a tall sinewy woman, in fire-blackened ivory and gold. Her pose was that of a dancer, her arms stretched out in a graceful dance movement. That was what had initially given the impression of the branches of a tree. The dancer loomed over the Namaqua woman who squatted beneath the dancer with part of her body attached to the dancer’s leg. The dancer was not wearing any clothes, not even the back-and-front apron that dancers and young women in general wore. Grainy groin in all its glory. Another thing that struck the people was that the dancer had no head. Perhaps the magnificent chryselephantine sculpture was a work in progress.

			The men stood there, awestruck.

			The silence was broken by Rendani. He had a pained expression on his face; people thought he was crying. But no, he was laughing. It was painful laughter and none of the onlookers – who had now become gapers – joined him even though under normal circumstances laughter was reputed to be infectious. Though he did not say it, he was miffed because he, in his capacity as Royal Sculptor, had just created a gilded rhino for the King. It was the talk of the town because as usual it was a clear illustration of Rendani’s artistry. No one among the previous Royal Sculptors had ever created so real a rhino using a metal so difficult to manipulate at high temperatures. Bards created panegyrics about it and maidens composed songs. The rhino, and the gilded bowl and a gilded staff he had crafted earlier, silenced those who had been bad-mouthing him, saying that as Royal Sculptor he had not sculpted anything since his appointment and asking one another what good the Royal Sculptor was if he merely supervised and regulated the creativity of others in the kingdom. Now here was Chata, using the gold that everyone thought he was hoarding to create something much greater than Rendani’s famous rhino, not only from gold but from ivory as well.

			“I create for the King,” said Rendani finally. “For whom does Chata create? Is this not sacrilege?”

			“That’s an interesting point,” said Baba-Munene. “Let’s go consult with the sages of the land who may answer that question for us.”

			He assigned two soldiers to stand guard near the gaping hole in the wall and ordered that the curious spectators should not be allowed near the grotto, nor should they dare touch anything. At reasonable intervals the guards would be relieved by others so that at no time, day or night, would the grotto be unguarded. Then he led his delegation back to the top of the hill. But not before Rendani had thrown a long gaze at Marubini who was standing with her two friends in the group of gapers. 

			“Sacrilege? What makes it sacrilege?” asked Marubini.

			“He had eyes only for you,” said Danai looking at Marubini accusingly.

			“How do you know he was looking at me? Chido is the one who was promised to him, not me.”

			“He was not looking at Chido,” insisted Danai. “He was looking at you.”

			Chido did not say anything but her wounded look spoke louder than any words.

			“If he was looking at me at all I didn’t invite his gaze.”

			When the crowd began to thin a little the three friends were able to approach the mouth of the grotto and to take a closer look at the sculpture. 

			“I think Chata is a genius,” said Marubini. “The people of Mapungubwe with their dirty minds were accusing him of doing dirty things with the Khoikhoi woman. She was merely posing for him.”

			“You were one of them,” said Chido. “You said things about Chata and the yellow woman too.”

			“How do you know that they didn’t do things before she posed for him?” asked Danai, ever the sceptic. “See the look on her face?”

			“Or after,” added Chido.

			“Or after,” concurred Danai with a giggle.

			“He immortalises a Khoikhoi woman instead of creating to the glory of our King. That is why this is sacrilege,” said Chido.

			Marubini decided to shut her mouth. She was falling out with her friends for reasons that were beyond her control. She had tried to assure them that she had no designs of any kind on Rendani or any other man, but they didn’t seem to believe her. She did not want to lose the friendship of her age-mates and was prepared to do whatever it took to assure them of her sincerity.

			The three friends were silent for some time as they looked intently at the sculpture. The gapers, however, continued with their exclamations of amazement and disdain. 

			“It is Marubini’s body,” shouted Chido all of a sudden.

			“It is Marubini’s naked body,” emphasised Danai. “Chata has sculpted Marubini’s nakedness in ivory and gold!”

			The eyes of the gapers turned on Marubini. And then on the work of art. And then on Marubini again.

			Chido and Danai were going too far with their bitterness towards her, thought Marubini. Although she was herself looking at the sculpture and she could see the dance pose which was similar to the dance pose of any good dancer in the kingdom, she saw nothing in the rest of the body that could be hers. Granted, she had never had the full view of her body that others had. She had gone to look at herself in the pool with the other maidens at dawn or in the late afternoon when the rays of the sun and the pinkness of the sky made the images more beautiful. But one couldn’t get a perfect image of one’s whole body at the pool, especially when some of the playful maidens threw pebbles in the water to make ripples that distorted the images. She had even looked at herself in Chata’s mirror that one time. But even there she saw only her face and not her whole body.

			The gapers surged closer to see Marubini’s body with their own eyes. The soldiers at the door threatened anyone who came too close with the lashing of his or her life, so the gapers moved back. But they all agreed that, yes, indeed it was Marubini’s naked body. 

			This added a new dimension to the scandalous work.

			“Look at the dimples on the buttocks,” said Danai.

			The dimples. Marubini knew about the dimples. She liked feeling them with her fingers when she was in her bedding summoning stubborn sleep. The dimples. They were a source of amusement among her friends during those happy days when they frolicked naked in the river waiting for cloths and tanned animal hides to dry after washing them. Her friends made her self-conscious about them because they said they made her buttocks look like those of a baby, whereas her body was lean and sinewy like that of a hunter.

			“Look at everything else that should be covered in a maiden and hidden from the eyes of the world.” Danai really wanted to rub it in.

			“How did Chata know your body to sculpt even private parts?” asked Chido.

			Marubini just stood there, dumbfounded.

			CHATA STOKED THE CLAY furnace with wood and cow-dung bricks dug from sites of ancient cattle enclosures. He preferred the kind of furnace he had at home which was a dugout hearth on the ground. It produced much higher temperatures within a shorter space of time. But it would not have been possible on this rocky terrain. He had therefore built a clay furnace. He shouldn’t complain, he thought, because it still did the job very well. He put gold dust in the crucible and gingerly placed it in the furnace using a long shovel. Once melted, he was going to shape the gold into beads and ingots, some of which he intended to take to Baba-Munene as part-payment of the fine. Chata knew that he would not be satisfied because he believed that he was hoarding a lot of gold. But it would be a start. He would promise to give him more gold every time he came to Mapungubwe until the Council of Elders was satisfied that he had met his commitment. He really could not give him more gold all at once because he also needed some for his unfinished creation.

			He was scraping off the ash pile in front of the furnace while waiting for the gold to melt when Chindori arrived with a scruffy young man. Chata’s heart skipped a beat because the boy was not one of the locals; he was sure that he had seen him in Mapungubwe. Even before he could utter a greeting Chata asked: “Who sent you? Is there something wrong at home?”

			“Ma Chirikure,” said the young man.

			“Is she well? Is she sick? What happened?”

			“There is nothing wrong with her health. She’s only sick with anxiety and fear.”

			The young man told him about the raid on his house and how his sculpture had been discovered. And the crowds that gathered every day to marvel at it. 

			Chata suspected that it was all Rendani’s doing. Baba-Munene as the Younger Father, he reasoned, would respect the culture of the kingdom which dictated that no man, not even a thief, dared enter another man’s house without his permission for fear of angering the homeowner’s guardian spirits. Now daggers were drawn. He, Chata, would fight back on his own terms.

			He packed his bag and rode his quagga to Mapungubwe. His assistants, Chindori and Batsirai, would be in charge of his mine from then on. He would have the same arrangement with them that he had had with Zwanga. They would mine on their own behalf as long as they gave one-third of the yield to him and divided the rest among themselves and the other workers, and also paid tribute to the Karanga chiefs. The two assistants would take turns to deliver his share of the gold to him in Mapungubwe, once after every two full moons, and it was on those visits that he would get reports on the progress of the mine and the growth of the mining village.

			It took Chata many days to reach Mapungubwe. Even as he rode through the entrance of the southern zimbabwes he could hear strains of a solemn song coming from the direction of his house. 

			Ma Chirikure was sitting on the veranda near the door and as soon as she saw him riding slowly on his tired quagga, which was also laden with a tanned leather bag of his possessions, she sprang up and ran wailing to him.

			“They are refusing to leave! They have taken over and won’t leave!”

			Chata did not know what she was talking about. He dismounted and embraced Ma Chirikure. Together they walked towards the house while the quagga followed. Leaving his bag on the quagga while it waited in front of the door, he followed Ma Chirikure past his hozi to the back of the house. A crowd had gathered and was singing songs of divination, but the people weren’t dancing as would have been the case at a divination ritual. 

			“They call themselves the Community of Gapers,” said Ma Chirikure.

			The Gapers ignored Chata as he walked towards the gaping hole which did indeed look like a grotto. Two soldiers were standing on either side of the entrance, holding long spears and shields. They stopped from entering him with their shields. 

			“This is his house! This is Chata!” shouted Ma Chirikure.

			The song of divination stopped as people muttered and murmured among themselves. 

			“We know him,” said one soldier. “But we were not told to allow him into the house.”

			He did not argue with the soldiers. He stood there for a while looking at his sculpture.

			The song of the Gapers resumed as he mounted his quagga. He felt sorry for the animal because it had not rested after the long journey. But it was urgent that he spoke with Rendani and maybe Baba-Munene about the violation of his property. Ma Chirikure took his bag into the house as the quagga began a gentle trot. Just then Chata saw a young woman running towards him. It was Marubini.

			“You’re back,” she said. “They said you would not come back.”

			Chata did not know what she was talking about. He just stared at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

			“The people. The prophets of the Community of Gapers. They have turned your house into a shrine.”

			He couldn’t tell whether she thought this development was or was not a good thing. 

			“Mapungubwe is my home. Where did they think I would go?”

			But that was not what Marubini was concerned about. 

			“Is it true, Chata? Is it true that it’s my body you’ve sculpted?” 

			Chata laughed and said, “Did somebody notice that? How would they know that?”

			“Tell them it’s not me, Chata. I am getting insults from the whole town because they think you’ve seen my nakedness. Tell them it’s not me.”

			Chata was enjoying her distress and kept on laughing.

			“It’s no laughing matter, Chatambudza. Announce that it’s not me.”

			“I’d be lying if I did.”

			“Where did you see me? Did you spy on me?”

			“In my dreams. Only in my dreams. I told you that you dance a cappella in a pool of yellowness.”

			“I don’t want to be in your dreams, Chata.”

			She was almost crying. 

			“I can’t help it, Marubini. I don’t control my dreams.”

			At this he nudged the quagga with his heels and it cantered away, leaving her standing there helpless. 

			“You, Chata, you’ll see rock rabbits migrating,” she yelled after him. That’s what people in Mapungubwe said when they were angry with you and were threatening that something serious was bound to befall you.

			Chata rode to the top of the hill, choosing a pass that was more suited to a mounted quagga since it was used for cows and mounted oxen, rather than the rock steps that people climbed. Passers-by looked at him curiously.

			He rode straight to Rendani’s homestead and was surprised to see two quaggas tethered in front of his main house. Chata chuckled to himself. His mukomana couldn’t but have quagga as well. And not one but two. The children playing outside told him that their father was at Baba-Munene’s compound. Chata repaired there.

			The Council of Elders was in full session debating what they referred to as “the Chatambudza problem” under the baobab tree when they saw Chata himself approaching at the entrance of the palisade. “He can’t come here unless we summon him,” said Baba-Munene. Rendani stood up immediately and hurried to him; Chata stopped right there and waited.

			“You know that as a commoner you can’t approach the sacred baobab unless you’ve been summoned by Baba-Munene,” said Rendani in a low voice.

			“My house has been broken into; no, it’s been demolished. Do I need to wait to be summoned to find out why you did it?”

			“Why I did it?”

			“You and your father-in-law.”

			Rendani looked into his eyes and shook his head sadly.

			“You do me wrong, mukomana,” he said. “I was totally against the raid. I opposed everything they did there, but Baba-Munene insisted it was the King’s order. No one goes against the word of our sacred King.”

			“They say you were there, Rendi,” said Chata.

			“Yes, I was there only to make sure that your property was protected. I can assure you, because of me no one touched anything; not even your mirror. I made sure of that. That’s why they left everything as they found it.”

			“Except the hole in the wall.”

			“I even asked that the place be guarded by soldiers day and night.”

			“Soldiers who won’t allow me into my house.”

			“I am going to send the Royal Messenger right away to order them to let you have free access to your house.”

			“What about the hole in the wall?”

			“We’re trying to figure out how to deal with the matter. What complicates things is that now people gather there every day and seem to find your work fascinating. We don’t want to deprive them of the pleasure by rebuilding.”

			“It is my house,” said Chata, almost shouting with anger. “Where am I supposed to stay?”

			The elders raised their heads and looked at the two men anxiously.

			“Shhhh . . . you’re making the elders nervous,” whispered Rendani.

			He explained that at that very moment they were trying to solve “the Chatambudza problem”. They could easily drive the crowds away with whips but it was not as simple as that. The whole thing had taken on religious overtones, with the crowds now calling themselves the Community of Gapers. Many elders thought that they should be left alone. They were all from the community of old residents and therefore their schism was of no consequence since they had never really been integrated into the more sophisticated institutions that the new residents brought with them to the hill of the jackal. This might be a good diversion for them. But the diviners and sundry religious leaders did not look kindly on any schism. It was causing nothing but turmoil in the ranks of the sacred classes. If only Chata had not given the impression that he was hoarding gold this would not have happened.

			“So, now it is my fault that you invaded my house and broke its walls down, exposing my creation to the world? It is my fault that you have now created a situation that is beyond your control?”

			“You must admit that everyone believed you were hoarding gold. Not just the Council of Elders, but the whole town.”

			“And I told you I wasn’t.”

			“You didn’t tell us what you were doing with all the gold you were getting from my father’s mine.”

			“Do any of the carvers and sculptors and smithies announce to the world every time they are working on something?”

			“They make tools, implements and weapons of war. When they create works of art they create to the glory of the King. To whose glory have you created that work?”

			Chata thought it was useless to argue with the man. This squabble was not destined to get anywhere. He shook his head and walked away. 

			“Chata, wait,” said Rendani rushing after him.

			He caught up with him just outside the entrance of the stone wall.

			“Is it true what they say, mukomana, that it is Marubini that you sculpted?”

			“I have heard that too. I merely moulded someone from my dreams.”

			“Then you must stop the rumours. Announce to everyone that it is not Marubini.”

			“Why? What interest do you have in Marubini?”

			“I’m going to marry her.”

			This was news to Chata and he couldn’t hide his shock. 

			“You’re going to marry every maiden in this town? You’re going to marry Chido, and now you’re going to marry Marubini?”

			“Chido is yesterday’s news. I had not even asked for her hand in marriage. People like you just jumped to that conclusion. I am going to marry Marubini, so please stop creating her.”

			“It’s the Rain Dancer that I have created,” said Chata abruptly as he walked to his quagga which was grazing on the scanty patches of grass a few steps away.

			“Another thing, Chatambudza, where did you learn to shape things that look like real life?” Rendani called after him. “When we were growing up we all laughed at you because you could only carve or mould grotesque creatures that existed only in your head. Where did you learn to create people who look like people?”

			Chata did not answer. He mounted his quagga and rode away. 

			MOONS HAD PASSED AND seasons changed. The soldiers that had been posted by Baba-Munene had long departed. Chata sat in the grotto and worked relentlessly on his chryselephantine Rain Dancer every day. Even on those days that he went hunting because Ma Chirikure told him that the dried venison was finished, he worked on the sculpture before or soon after the hunt. He built himself a platform of rocks and stood on it as he worked on the face. The Gapers continued to come on certain days and at what appeared to be random times. Chata never got to know how they determined when to assemble to sing their songs of divination and when to attend to the general business of living – tending their fields and cooking for their children. When the Gapers were not there neighbourhood children came and played their silly games in front of the grotto. Often parents would hear children say, “We are going to watch Chata create,” and off they went to his compound. At first Ma Chirikure would shoo them away, but Chata asked her to let them be. The voices of children gave him even greater inspiration. This was a new Chata, Ma Chirikure observed to herself. The old Chata had no patience with children, especially if they dared play in the clearing in front of his house. He used to yell obscenities at them and hurl the nearest missile he could find in their direction.

			Most times he did not hear the Gapers and their hymns or the children and their screeches. His mind was focused on the sculpture. When problems of the world began to occupy his mind he danced himself into a trance, thus dancing them out of his head and replacing them with creatures from the dimension of the dead and the unborn. Only after that was he able to sculpt again. Often he created in a reverie. 

			Sometimes Marubini sneaked in among the crowd and furtively observed the creation. She came without her friends because the tension between them had mounted. They still met on some days at Danai’s home where her mother was teaching the girls the finer art of pottery, at the quarry where they mined clay, at Chido’s grandmother’s house where Marubini had recently joined cloth-making lessons, and at the river where they bathed and washed their aprons, karosses and cloths. And at every one of these places snide remarks were aimed like the poisoned arrows of the !Kung. 

			Some of the girls’ nasty remarks centred on Chata’s Rain Dancer. The name had caught on, confirming the suspicion that it was based on Marubini’s body. Since the last time when she had danced until it rained some of the townsfolk had taken to calling her the Rain Dancer, which embarrassed her no end. She didn’t want the rain to be attributed to her. She had danced and it had rained. Was that not what the ceremony was about – the rainmaking festival? Didn’t troupes from the various age-groups dance? Didn’t Chata as well? So why then should the rain be attributed to her? Instinctively she was rebelling against deification because she knew that it would imprison her. 

			Marubini watched the face develop slowly and hoped that it would not resemble hers. If he created her face it would confirm beyond any doubt that she was Chata’s Rain Dancer. She would no longer be able to claim that the secret parts that allegedly looked like hers were a coincidence and Chata was not privy to them. If Chata moulded her face she would wring his neck like that of a guineafowl and then run away from Mapungubwe, never to return. 

			As Chata continued his work unabated it became clear to the spectators that in fact his Rain Dancer was not all solid gold or solid ivory as people had thought. Yes, some parts were solid gold, for instance the necklace, the bracelets and the anklets that the dancer wore. The grainy hair on the head of the Namaqua woman and on the dancer’s crotch was solid gold as well. Most of the body, however, including the face that Chata was working on at that moment, was made of wood that he carved into a frame. He then covered it with sheets of gold leaf. It was painstaking work, melting gold dust in a crucible in the dugout furnace and then climbing the platform to cover parts of the frame before the gold cooled down. He attached carved ivory on some parts of the wooden frame. For instance, the kaross of the Namaqua woman was made of ivory slabs. The black body of the dancer was made of fire-blackened ivory, but the neck and arms were gold. As she furtively observed, Marubini wondered whether the face would be blackened ivory or gold. At the moment Chata was still carving it in wood. It had better be gold if it was her image at all.

			Chata didn’t seem to be in a hurry to finish. He hoped that the spectators’ patience, especially the Gapers’, would wear out and he would be left in peace to continue with his life as before. But to his surprise, and indeed to his consternation, he missed the Gapers on those days they did not come. He hated himself for missing this intrusion in his life. He did not hate himself for missing Marubini when she did not come. Her absences were more frequent than the Gapers’. But when she did come and he was not in a trance he pretended that he did not know she was there. She believed he did not know.

			One day Chata was woken from his usual reverie by the children’s chant: “Chenayi Chenayi with twisted eyes . . . Chenayi Chenayi walks like a crab.” He knew that the children of the town were torturing the slow-headed boy. He stepped down from his platform of rocks and dashed out of the grotto. There were the children rolling the boy in the midden, pinching his buttocks and tickling him under his armpits. His eyeballs bulged with fear like an animal that was being slaughtered. A girl was trying to undo his loin covering and he was holding on to it for dear life.

			“We want to see what Chenayi Chenayi is hiding,” said the girl.

			“Chenayi Chenayi, show us the wiggly little worm unless you’re a girl,” chanted the children.

			“Hey, you silly children, leave that boy alone,” yelled Chata.

			At the same time Marubini was slinking towards the grotto. She heard Chata admonish the children. At first they ignored him. Or perhaps they didn’t hear him in their excitement. He yelled once more and threatened them with the whipping of their lives if they didn’t leave the boy alone. He walked towards them and they ran off helter-skelter, laughing. He helped the boy up.

			“I hope they didn’t hurt you,” he said.

			The boy didn’t respond. He was still scared. Of Chata this time. Chata assured the boy that he wasn’t going to eat him; he ate only juicy guineafowl and the wild buck, but never boys. Chenayi missed the joke. But Marubini did not. She laughed nervously. She was calling his attention to her, but he merely raised his eyes in her direction and returned his interest to the boy. He led him by the hand to his grotto. 

			Marubini stood there for a while, astonished at what she had just seen. This was a new Chata. A Chata who was kind to others. It was not the selfish Chata she had seen many times sitting on the veranda admiring himself in the mirror, enjoying the spectacle of the children tormenting Chenayi, and even defending them when Marubini scolded them for being cruel. This was not the Chata who was reputed throughout the town, throughout the kingdom even, to be a man who was too much in love with his own self. Something must have happened to bring about this drastic change. Marubini suspected the sculpture. The Rain Dancer. Perhaps as he created it, it created him as well, making him into a much softer person, a gentler and compassionate human being. Yes, that must be it. Art creates you as you create it. It was this chryselephantine sculpture that made him soar in the dance of the creatures of the wild on that rainmaking festival day, which in turn inspired Marubini to be the Rain Dancer. 

			She liked this new Chata, although she was fighting hard not to like him. After all, this was the Chata who had just ignored her. It was also the Chata who had shamed her by sculpting her nakedness. The Chata who must have spied on her to sculpt it in a manner that those who knew her had declared was accurate. She could understand why they did not believe her denials. Part of the sculpture was an exact portrayal of the Khoikhoi woman; understandably accurate because she sat for him the entire time that people thought they were doing naughty things. By the same token, there was no way he could have made such an accurate portrayal of her body if it had not been exposed to him in a close and personal manner. She refused to believe that she posed for him in his dreams.

			While Marubini was standing there pondering these matters and Chata was showing a fascinated Chenayi his tools of the trade, things were happening in the neighbourhood. A delegation of Rendani’s uncles and other close male relatives was driving a fattened ox to Marubini’s home. They presented the beast to Marubini’s father to put him at ease so that he would be well disposed towards them and their mission. She did not know that her marriage was being negotiated as she walked away from the grotto to the house of Chido’s grandmother where the old lady was teaching the maidens the art of spinning cotton on a spindle into yarn and then weaving it into muslin. 

			When she returned home in the afternoon she was surprised to be met by ululations from an aunt she had not seen in a while since she lived in a village a day’s journey from the town where she, her husband and her co-wives farmed cotton. Perhaps, thought Marubini, she had brought her some cotton for her cloth-making lessons. But why was she greeting her with ululations? 

			“You have done well, our daughter, you have done well,” the aunt kept repeating as she pranced around Marubini waving a broom.

			Marubini learnt from her excited mother of the visitors from the top of the hill who had come to ask for her hand in marriage. The negotiations had gone well and soon the cattle for dzekiso or bridewealth – perhaps even some gold since Rendani was known to own a gold mine – would be paid and the marriage would be solemnised with appropriate rituals. Soon their beautiful Marubini would honour them by being a wife of one of the respected nobles, and the family would have a relative on top of the hill.

			“I am not going to marry Rendani,” said Marubini.

			Her mother and aunt recoiled in shock and surprise. 

			“Did I hear right?” asked her mother.

			“No one asked if I wanted to marry Rendani or not. I don’t. I hate him.”

			This was unheard of. A maiden was never asked whether or not she wanted to marry any particular man. It was between her family and the suitor. She had no say in the matter. It was not her business. Where did this girl get the effrontery to question decisions made by her elders on such an important matter as her marriage? Her aunt blamed the modern days where children had lost all respect for custom and tradition and for their elders. Her mother said even in these modern days it was unheard of for any girl to utter the kind of disrespectful nonsense that Marubini had just uttered. She sat on the mat and wailed, asking the ancestors what she had done wrong to deserve a child like this. 

			“You’re lucky your father is not here – he’s visiting friends to boast about this marriage – otherwise he’d give you a hiding you’d remember long after you and Rendani have produced a brood of children,” said the mother, sobbing and sniffling and then wailing again.

			“Look, look what you’ve done to my brother’s wife,” said the aunt. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

			“It’s because they now call her the Rain Dancer,” said the mother between sobs. “She has become so arrogant that she thinks she can say anything she likes to the adults.”

			“Any girl would feel honoured,” said the aunt. “Rendani is the Royal Sculptor. He is a notable and a grandee of the town. This is your opportunity to live the life of a lady on top of the hill. This is your chance to elevate your family to the high society of Mapungubwe. And you want to throw it out of the door just like that?”

			“She’s an ungrateful child.”

			Marubini felt guilty for doing this to her family. But she did not want to marry Rendani. She didn’t want to come between Chido and her high hopes. She did not want Rendani. Not just Rendani. She did not want any man. She wanted to dance the dance of the animals and of the rivers and of the birds. Once she was married she would not be able to dance such dances. She would be expected to perform only the staid and dignified dances of married women.

			She sat on the adobe stoep and wept softly.

			News does not sleep on the road, as Mapungubweans used to say. In no time the whole neighbourhood knew of what they called the betrothal, even though strictly speaking it was only the first step towards wedlock; a number of ceremonies and rituals were yet to be performed to make it that. Some congratulated Marubini, the daughter of a poor hunter, for catching such a big fish. Others condemned her for stealing Rendani from Chido. That was why she danced like one possessed by evil spirits that day of the rainmaking festival; it was all to attract Rendani’s attention and to impress him.

			Chido and Danai accused her of witchcraft. And they did so to her face. She was drawing water from a spring among the boulders at the foot of the hill when Danai and Chido confronted her. They also had clay pots which suggested that they had come to draw water, but Marubini knew that they had come because they saw her. There were other girls and young women there too because the fountain was the place to pass idle time and hear the latest gossip. 

			“So, Marubini, it is Chata on this side and Rendani on the other?” said Danai. “Two men all to yourself!”

			Chido didn’t say anything. She just stood with an aggrieved look, arms akimbo.

			“You know, Danai, I’m tired of your insults,” said Marubini, gearing for a fight.

			“Oh, you’re going to fight me now, witch? You’re not satisfied that you used your witchcraft medicine to steal Chido’s man, and you used it on that idiot Chata who is creating your nakedness. Now you’re going to use it on me too?”

			The other young women surrounded them hoping something more entertaining would develop. They were cheering Danai and egging her on to throw a punch or two to teach the arrogant witch a lesson. Marubini panned her eyes around the circle and saw women and girls she knew very well. They had laughed with her and she regarded them as her broader circle of friends, Chido and Danai being her closest ones. Yet none of them were on her side. She was an outcast but didn’t understand why. They were eager for some blood sport. But Marubini was not prepared to give them the pleasure. She pushed her way out of the circle. Although her clay pot was third in line to draw water she grabbed it, placed it on her head and walked away. She could not balance it properly because it was empty and therefore very light. Also she was so angry that her gait was unsteady on the rocky terrain. The pot fell and shattered into many shards. The young women laughed. She could hear Danai’s distinct guffaws and Chido’s delicate giggles as she ran home with tears in her eyes.

			The first thing she said when she found her mother kneading sorghum dough was: “Mother, I will marry Rendani.” And she threw herself in her arms. She didn’t care that her back was all smeared with the soft dough.

			“Of course you’ll marry Rendani, my child. It was just the jitters talking.”

			“What did she say?” asked the aunt, rushing into the house.

			“She’s going to marry Rendani.”

			“As if it was up to her in the first place! I knew she was going to come to her senses. She wouldn’t dare disgrace my brother’s family. She wouldn’t dare allow such a good marriage to escape her clutches. She is a good girl at heart.” 

			because news does not sleep on the road, Chata heard that very afternoon that Rendani was going to marry Marubini and that the girls had fought over Rendani at the fountain. As in most cases, the bearer of the tidings was Ma Chirikure. 

			“This Rendani,” said Chata, “he wants everything for himself.”

			“Go fight for her if you want her,” said Ma Chirikure.

			“Want who? I don’t want anybody.”

			“You created her image.”

			“It is not Marubini I’ve created. It is the dancer of my dreams. The Rain Dancer.”

			Ma Chirikure did not understand the meaning of it all. Everyone knew that he had shaped Marubini in all her femaleness. And since the great rain that followed her dance everyone knew that Marubini was the Rain Dancer. But Chata didn’t seem to associate the two: his dancing sculpture with a Khoikhoi woman under it was the Rain Dancer and Marubini was Marubini.

			“She may marry Rendani if that’s what she wants,” he added. “They deserve each other.”

			Then he chipped away furiously at the wooden face of the sculpture. Ma Chirikure feared that he would make a mistake and his chisel would go astray.

			She felt very sorry for him. It all became clear to her. Chata had never married because he had dedicated himself to his art; he was married to the dancer of his dreams. All those years he had locked himself in his house he was painstakingly actualising his dreams; he was consummating his marriage. “What a pity,” Ma Chirikure murmured to herself but loud enough for him to hear. “Marubini would have been the ideal woman for him.”

			“Once and for all, I have no interest in Marubini,” said Chata. 

			“Because you’re satisfied only with her image. Your mother would have loved flesh-and-blood grandchildren.”

			“She’s not here.”

			“She’s here. They are always here with us, those who leave us.”

			He did not want to argue. He wanted to be left alone to work on his Rain Dancer. Ma Chirikure stood there for a while. He pretended he was not aware of her presence and focused on carving the fine lines of the chin. She shook her head, shrugged her shoulders and exited. It was strange to walk out of the grotto and not find any of the Gapers or hangers-on outside. It was like that sometimes. A few moments of silence and emptiness. Neither Chata nor Ma Chirikure had established what determined them. Nor did they have any clue why sometimes there would be a flurry of activity with children watching him work and then getting bored and playing their games near the midden, or the Community of Gapers singing their hymns and making dire divinations, or both. There was no rhyme or rhythm to the comings and goings of these groups – at least none that Chata or Ma Chirikure could divine.

			The next day Chata took a break from his Rain Dancer and went to the top of the hill. He wanted to talk to Rendani, to understand what exactly he was up to, playing cruel games with the maidens of his neighbourhood, and what his true intentions were with Marubini. He went to his compound, stood at the door of his house and called his name. There was no response so he left for Baba-Munene’s compound hoping to find his mukomana there. He knew that he spent a lot of his time with his father-in-law even when there were no meetings of the Council of Elders. Chata suspected that he was worming his way right into the very heart of the Royal Homestead and therefore into the very heart of power. 

			Before Chata could reach the entrance of the palisade a boy came running after him.

			“Baba Chata,” said the boy. “Mmawe wants to see you.”

			He wondered aloud who his mother was and why she wanted to see him, but he followed the boy back to the compound, to the house of one of Rendani’s wives. He stood at the door and announced himself. A voice requested him to enter. There was Princess Dova sitting on a grass mat in front of the hearth with dying embers. She was chewing a snack of roasted millet in a dainty ceramic bowl. Even in the dim light Chata could see that she was quite plump, as all well-fed princesses should be, with ample flesh hanging in rolls on her stomach and under her arms. The room was tastefully decorated with skins of zebras and giraffes on the walls, and with pottery and imported ceramic bowls on the adobe ledges. Chata felt uncomfortable standing there in a lady’s room, but she remained seated and didn’t seem to be bothered.

			“The children told me you were in the neighbourhood,” said Princess Dova. “I’d asked them to watch out for you and let me know when you’re here.”

			“What could the Princess want to talk to me about?”

			“How are things between you and Marubini?”

			Ah, Marubini! He knew that Rendani’s junior wife would not be pleased about the intended marriage. She would not want to lose her status as the youngest and therefore most pampered wife. He knew immediately that she wanted to use him to foil the marriage. She was an ally. He, too, did not want this marriage to happen, for Marubini’s sake if not for his, but he had not known how to stop it. The best he had thought he could do was talk to Rendani.

			“There has never been anything between Marubini and me.”

			“You’re creating her in ivory and gold.”

			“I’m creating the dancer of my dreams.”

			“She’s the woman for you and you’re going to let Rendani take her away from you?”

			“If Rendani wants to marry her and her parents say yes there is nothing I can do about it. There is nothing she can do about it either.”

			“Where I come from men fight for the women they love,” said the Princess.

			“But you’re from here, Princess Dova.”

			“Exactly. In Mapungubwe men fight for the women they love.”

			“We have not established that I love her.”

			All along Princess Dova just sat there, looking him straight in the eye, chewing loudly on the millet, not showing any emotion. Now she burst into laughter. It was a mocking kind of laughter and it made Chata angry. 

			“You don’t know me, Princess Dova. You don’t know anything about me except for the palace gossip.”

			“You’re only deceiving yourself, Chatambudza.”

			“You can do something to stop the marriage. You are his wife. He has to get your permission before he marries anyone.”

			She had withheld her permission, she told him. But the other two wives who were senior to her were keen on this marriage. They were already making grandiose plans for it even though none of the betrothal rituals had been performed and no dzekiso or bridewealth had been paid. So far she was the lone voice against the marriage because even her father didn’t seem to see anything wrong with it. “You can’t stop a man from marrying when he wants to marry,” Baba-Munene had told her. Her own mother told her she would get over it soon enough; she could not change the age-old tradition of her people. With her mother, of course, there was a tinge of I-told-you-so. When Rendani had asked for Princess Dova’s hand in marriage a few years back her mother had objected. Her daughter was of royal blood and could have done well marrying one of the bachelor patricians on the hill and become the first wife. She would then rule supreme over all she surveyed in the household. But no one listened to her objections. Princess Dova and Baba-Munene were captivated by the swaggering Rendani who was a great carver and blacksmith and whose father owned a lucrative gold mine. She was going to be the youngest wife and therefore the most favoured of the lot. After all, the man had promised the Princess privately that he would not take another wife after her.

			Princess Dova had reminded Rendani of that promise when he first mooted the idea of marrying Chido. But he told her he had been young and foolish when he made the promise. As a man of substance, power and influence he had to marry more wives. How would the people of Mapungubwe respect him with only three wives?

			“You know what they want to do to you?” asked Princess Dova. “They want to saddle you with the ghostly concubine.”

			“That’s an old story,” said Chata. “They tried and I dismissed the idea outright.”

			“Well, they are not done with you yet. They are hatching a new plot.”

			When the Swahilis had last been in Mapungubwe they had expressed their displeasure when they discovered that their gift had not been used and had been kept in isolation and fed as if she was being fattened for slaughter. They threatened war if she was not being appreciated and utilised in the proper manner. It was Chata’s turn to burst out in laughter.

			“What power do they have to wage war?” he said. “They are only merchants.”

			“The Council of Elders takes any threat of war seriously.”

			“I didn’t know you had this keen interest in matters of state,” said Chata, still laughing.

			“I am a princess; I grew up surrounded by matters of state.”

			“It is just an empty threat. That’s how these merchants operate.”

			“The elders say some of these powerful merchants have a lot of influence at the royal courts of their countries. You should know that, Baba Chata, you have travelled in their countries.”

			Chata suspected that the traders wanted to extort something from Mapungubwe. Most likely rhino horns. He remembered his conversations with Hamisi wa Babu when they were crossing the Zanj seas in his dhow. He had told him how aggrieved the Swahili traders were that they could not get rhino horns from a region where the animal roamed in the wild in plentiful numbers. It did not make any sense to him that the pagan beliefs of Mapungubwe protected the animal as some kind of sacred totem. He pooh-poohed the whole idea of totems, especially for an animal like the rhino that could make Mapungubwe wealthy since its horn was in great demand in Arabia and in China. The rhinos of Mapungubwe, the merchant had said, were a waste of good resources and an affront to the human race. 

			“Whether it’s an empty threat or not, the ghostly woman cannot just sit there unused,” said Princess Dova. “Think how insulted she feels.”

			“Why do they think that is my problem?”

			“You’re the only wifeless man they know who can maintain her in the style to which she is accustomed. Also you have been to her land, so you’d know what to do with her.”

			Chata could see Rendani’s hand in this plot. But how were they going to foist the woman on him if he didn’t want her? He was grateful that Princess Dova had made him aware of the plot; he would be prepared to fight it if and when they sprang it on him. 

			He didn’t see Rendani that day. 

			As he walked down the hill he ruminated on his conversation with Princess Dova. He had never spoken to the woman before, except to exchange a greeting if she happened to be outside when he visited Rendani. She was interested in him only for her own selfish ends and had treated him with disdain all the time he had stood there talking to her. She had not offered him a seat or a calabash of beer or fermented porridge or even the roasted millet she was chewing with relish – hospitality that was accorded visitors as a matter of course. 

			For two days he worked unceasingly on his sculpture. He kept casting his gaze on the crowd outside, hoping somewhere in its midst he would spy Marubini. She was not there. He couldn’t summon the trance that helped him create. It was all Marubini’s fault, although he admitted to himself that he had never really considered his own feelings towards her. Princess Dova wanted to use him to foil Rendani’s designs on Marubini, but did he really want her for himself? He had never entertained any thoughts of marriage to her or any other woman because he was married to his art. All he wanted in life was to create a chryselephantine sculpture that would be a wonder of wonders. It had been his ambition since he was a boy growing up under Zwanga’s tutelage, perhaps from the very first day Zwanga was mesmerised by the creature of his dreams that he had moulded in clay. He had saved his gold over the years, while teaching himself new dances that would take him into a much deeper trance than usual; a trance that led him to a dimension of living chryselephantine beings that he never even knew existed. He had started his creation a few years earlier and had gradually worked on it until it consumed him and took over his life. He found himself living only for it. Everything else he did was geared towards making the sculpture a success. And now there was Marubini. The Marubini of flesh and blood, and not his Rain Dancer that people claimed was Marubini. He would like to talk to her, to find out if marrying Rendani was really what she wanted. If that was what she wanted, then Princess Dova had better forget it. He would not interfere. 

			Because he could not muster the trance and his eye kept on stealing towards the crowd outside he was making an error in his carving. It was not anything an observer would discern. But Chenayi immediately saw that something was wrong. 

			“Your carving knife went deeper here,” he said, pointing to the left cheekbone.

			No one had ever heard Chenayi speak. But he spoke when he was with Chata. He was not a chatterbox, but whenever he deemed it necessary he uttered a sentence. Chata took his utterances seriously. Chenayi hovered around as he worked and handed him the specific tool he needed without Chata’s asking for it. He just seemed to know instinctively what was needed at the time. He knew how to stoke the fire in the furnace and how to shovel in the crucible. He knew when the dust or the nuggets had smelted to the appropriate degree. He was also aware of the different levels of trance that his master was able to achieve. When a trance failed, as it did today, he knew that his master would need greater concentration since he was no longer operating under the guidance of the spirit world. He still looked as though he had been rolled in a midden, with his tattered loincloth and all, but to Chata he was some kind of idiot savant. 

			Chata corrected the error and then stopped carving. He just stood and stared at the wooden frame that was yet to be covered with gold leaf.

			“I can call her for you,” said Chenayi.

			“Call who for me?”

			“Marubini.”

			Chata stared at him and shook his head in wonderment.

			“Who said I wanted Marubini?”

			“I can call her for you.”

			At this Chenayi took the mirror from the adobe ledge and walked out of the grotto. He worked his way through the crowd.

			Chata danced the dance of his mother’s people – the !Kung – hoping to induce a trance so that he might carve unbothered by thoughts of Marubini. The crowd clapped hands and sang for him. He had danced only a few steps when realised that it was futile to chase after a trance that did not want to come. He stepped outside and sat on a stool in the shade of the veranda and watched members of the Community of Gapers as they turned their attention to his statue and sang to it instead of singing to his dead dance. 

			Those Gapers! They seemed to grow stronger by the day. They were gaining more followers, mostly among the common people. Chata had observed that in the beginning the diehards were members of the marginalised old residents of Mapungubwe. But now he could see some of the new residents as well. Indeed, he had seen an army general recently, and a young man who came from a well-known patrician family from the top of the hill. Whereas at first the Gapers seemed to get their thrills from watching Chata work, and as soon as he stopped working they dispersed, lately it was the statue itself that fascinated them. They gathered whether Chata was working on it or not and sang their songs that were either joyful or mournful, depending on their mood. Sometimes he would return from a hunt with a buck on his shoulders and find them outside the grotto doing what they did best. They were always respectful of his space. None of them, not even the unruly children, stepped onto the veranda, let alone walked close to the entrance of the grotto. Only the idiot savant walked in and out of the grotto as he pleased. His association with Chata gave him a new respectability even among the children who used to torment him. His stature was enhanced when Chata gave him his mirror. Chenayi could not believe that Chata was gifting him with his prized possession. When he was reluctant to take it Chata had said, “Take it, it’s yours.” The boy had shaken his head. Chata had pressed it into his hand. The boy had giggled and held the mirror close to his chest. He had danced one of his master’s dances, albeit not with the intention of inducing a trance but of celebrating his new possession. It was the first thing he had ever owned in his life. 

			The only two people who had mirrors in Mapungubwe were the King and the idiot savant. 

			Normally Chenayi did not carry his mirror around with him. He left it in the grotto even when he went home to sleep at night. Or hid it under his kaross if he thought he would need to visit his image before he slept. In the mornings he walked to Chata’s place grinning at his image. The other kids, his usual tormentors, dared not take the mirror from him for fear of Chata. 

			So, on that day after leaving Chata’s grotto he stood on the pathway near Marubini’s home and looked at himself making faces in the mirror. Soon the excited urchins of the neighbourhood surrounded him.

			“Chenayi Chenayi, let me see myself,” said one.

			“Please Chenayi Chenayi, can I see my teeth?” said another.

			“You don’t look like a crab, Chenayi, you don’t have twisted eyes.”

			But Chenayi’s ears were deaf to their pleas. He just stood there grinning at his image, turning his head to look at his profile, and then at his tongue, and at his teeth caked yellow with the food of ages. The urchins looked at his mirror longingly. He took pity on one and let him look at himself while he held the mirror. The boy tittered as if someone was tickling him. 

			“Me too, me too!” screeched the other kids, jumping up and down on the spot.

			The racket was sure to bring people out of the nearby houses. One of them was Marubini. 

			“Hey, stop tormenting that boy,” she shouted.

			“We didn’t do anything. He won’t let me look at his mirror,” said one tiny voice.

			Chenayi began to walk away guiltily and the children followed him. So did Marubini.

			“Chenayi, who gave you that mirror? You must have stolen Chata’s mirror,” said Marubini.

			“Chenayi Chenayi stole Chata’s mirror,” chanted the children.

			Marubini grabbed the mirror from Chenayi. He let it go without any resistance. 

			“We’ll see what Chata will say about this. You’re a bad bad boy who steals from his benefactors.”

			She looked at herself in the mirror and broke into a smile. She grabbed Chenayi by the wrist and unceremoniously dragged him to Chata’s homestead with the urchins following and chanting that Chenayi had stolen Chata’s mirror and he was surely going to get a good hiding from him.

			When they arrived at Chata’s homestead the Community of Gapers was still at it, albeit in a smaller group, and Chata was sitting on the veranda staring at them, having given up all hope of working that day. They were not, however, paying any attention to him. Their gaze was directed at the statue. Marubini dragged the wide-eyed Chenayi right to the veranda.

			“Marubini of the stars, what has the boy done to be frog-marched like this?” asked Chata.

			“Tell him what you have done,” said Marubini to Chenayi.

			But Chenayi just stood there with bulging eyes. And the urchins just stood there expecting Chata to burst out in anger and give Chenayi a well-deserved smack on the face. The Community of Gapers just stood there gazing at the statue and humming softly as if nothing else was happening. Marubini gave the mirror to Chata.

			“He stole it from you,” she said.

			“No, he didn’t. It’s his.”

			“You gave him your precious mirror, just like that? As if it’s a plaything?”

			Chata was enjoying this.

			“What do I need a mirror for?” he asked. “I don’t need to see myself; I know myself already.”

			The urchins were deflated. Marubini was dumbfounded for a while. And then she said: “It’s a waste, don’t you think? Giving a mirror to the boy?”

			“He is a person too,” said Chata. 

			This did not make sense to Marubini, just as it had not made sense to Ma Chirikure when she had discovered that Chata had given the mirror to the nondescript boy who was, in the view of the people, retarded to boot. Yes, the boy was a person too. But a mirror was such a sought-after thing that his possession of it had bestowed a lot of prestige upon him.

			“Those who called you a miser – a ṅame – don’t know your generous spirit.”

			“So, don’t tell them about this. You don’t want to spoil my reputation now, do you?” 

			Indeed this was a new Chata. Her earlier observation had been accurate. Was it true then that the more beautiful his sculpture was becoming the more humane the artist was getting? He remained seated on the stool while she stood awestruck in front of him. She had always known that Chata was compassionate towards animals because people talked about that and made fun of it. He preferred to hunt alone because fellow hunters laughed at him and ridiculed him when he apologised to the animal for killing it. For the bigger animals he performed elaborate dances in their honour after the kill. He apologised even to those he used as beasts of burden. Now the chryselephantine Rain Dancer had transferred his compassion to humans too. 

			The urchins lost interest in the whole thing now that no one was going to be punished. They melted into the crowd. Chenayi sat on the veranda and followed the conversation with his eyes, from one speaker to the other, while holding his mirror close to his chest. 

			“What will people say when they see you here?” asked Chata.

			“Your place has become a public place, Chatambudza. People come here to look at your Rain Dancer.”

			“You’re betrothed to Rendani.” He had not wanted it to sound reproving, but it did.

			“I’m not betrothed to him. He is yet to dzekisa,” said Marubini emphasising the dzekisa part, which meant he had not yet paid the bridewealth to make the betrothal official. 

			“He’s surely going to dzekisa, as soon as he passes the Princess Dova obstacle. You know that she does not want him to take another wife and she hates you.”

			Marubini laughed. “Hates me? I didn’t do anything to her. Why should she hate me?”

			“Trust me. I’ve spoken with her. You won’t be happy with co-wives who hate you.”

			“The two senior ones don’t hate me. They invited me over to their compound to get acquainted with me. They were very nice to me and I enjoyed their company.”

			“Was Princess Dova there?”

			“She wasn’t.”

			“Exactly. She disapproves of the marriage. And she’s Baba-Munene’s daughter. She’s capable of making life hell for you.”

			“It is not my decision.”

			“You can make it your decision. What will your parents do if you refuse to go along with this marriage? Kill you?”

			“What is it to you, Chatambudza? What does it matter to you?”

			“It matters, Marubini. It matters. Didn’t I once tell you that you are Marubini of the stars and that my wish was to walk with you among them?”

			“You always make such silly jokes, Chatambudza. You truly are an idiot,” she said, and dashed away. He didn’t notice that her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. Nor did he know that as soon as she was away from the crowd she let them fall unrestrained.

			Chata turned to Chenayi who was looking at him with a silly grin and said: “You brought her here. How did you do it, you rascal? How did you think of it?” 

			Chenayi waved the mirror as he walked into the grotto. Chata followed him. Somehow Chenayi knew what was expected of him, without any exchange of words. He reached for a small cowhide drum near the kiln and started pounding on it. Chata danced in circles around the Rain Dancer. Chenayi beat a frenzied rhythm until Chata’s head was spinning like madness itself and his surroundings were whirling before his eyes in a topsy-turvy manner. Chenayi suddenly stopped; he knew the master had achieved a trance. Chata started carving the wooden face in earnest.

			Later that evening Ma Chirikure found them sitting on the veranda near the front door. Chata had a distant look in his eyes and Chenayi was grinning at the mirror. She had brought them chunks of kudu meat swimming in gravy and sorghum meal cooked with pumpkin. Chenayi, ever a hungry boy, dived into the bowl without ceremony, and soon gravy was running in rivers down his pale arms to his elbows and down his chin.

			“I saw Marubini running from your house in tears. What did you do to her?” asked Ma Chirikure.

			“Nothing. I merely told her I wanted to walk among the stars with her.”

			Ma Chirikure chortled.

			“I knew it. You love her. And yet you want to let that good-for-nothing mukomana of yours take her right before your sleepy eyes.”

			“Everybody tells me I love her; maybe I do love her after all.”

			“Who’s everybody?”

			“You, Princess Dova, I suspect even Chenayi.”

			Chenayi was too busy battling to tear tough meat from a bone with his teeth to care that he had become the subject of the discussion.

			“What does Chenayi know about love?”

			“He’s human. Even the beasts of the wild know about love.”

			“But first you need to walk the ground with her,” said Ma Chirikure, leaving them to their meal. “You can’t float to the stars without first learning how to walk on land with her. Do send Chenayi with my bowls when you’ve had your fill.”

			ALTHOUGH MAPUNGUBWE ALWAYS HAD two kinds of diviners there was never a clash between them. There were those who depended on the divining bowl to predict the future, and the others whose forte was in the casting of clay tablets. It was not the medium of divination that mattered but the consistent accuracy of the predictions. The King always had both kinds at his palace, because they complemented each other. Some famous prophets actually employed both types of divination. A prophet would, for instance, use the divining bowl to begin with and then turn to the tablets to confirm the truth of the prediction. The two methods were never in conflict with each other until the prophets of the Community of Gapers adopted the tablets as their method of choice and started bad-mouthing the bowl prophets. They uttered heresies against bowl divination that left the ears of the listeners itching with shame.

			It all started when a prophet, an old woman called Anotida, emerged among the Community of Gapers and started seeing signs and symbols in the chryselephantine sculpture that she interpreted to the rest of the crowd. What was unusual about her was not that she was a woman. Many diviners were women. Through the generations some of the most famous rain doctors were female. Even at the Royal Court the King, through the agency of Baba-Munene, depended on the wise counsel of female diviners and spirit mediums to determine the political, judicial and economic direction of the kingdom. What distinguished Anotida from the rest of the diviners was that she was not descended from any line of diviners; her pedigree was not a distinguished one. She was a poor widow from the community of the old residents – those who were despised by the majority of Mapungubweans whose fathers and grandfathers had migrated with the current ruling dynasty to the hill of the jackal from the southern settlements. All these years no one ever imagined she had the gift of divination, or even the inclination to be a diviner. She had never served as an acolyte for any diviner, and therefore had not undergone the years of training which was the case with other diviners, prophets and shamans of the land. She started to frequent the grotto to gaze at the Rain Dancer and soon she became the most regular of all the Gapers and whenever they gathered she was always at the front. Her voice became the loudest when it came to the singing of mournful and joyful hymns. 

			Then one day, at the very time the rays of the sun shone into the grotto and reflected a glint from the gold of the Rain Dancer, Anotida began to talk in the language of the spirits. It took a long time for the crowds to fathom what the gurgling and groaning and grunting and roaring and belching were all about. It became clear that she was reading meaning from the reflections on the contours of the Rain Dancer, and was interpreting it for the spectators in ways that gave them great exhilaration, though no one could put what she was saying in the language that all Mapungubweans spoke and understood. It was not the language of the Karanga either, or of any known people in the world that Mapungubweans were familiar with. It was not even the clicky language of the Zhun/twasi or of the Khoikhoi. Nevertheless whatever Anotida’s message was it left them giddy with joy. The Gapers couldn’t get enough of her prophecies, and whatever good fortune came their way, they attributed to them. When misfortune struck it was simply attributed to people’s failure to heed Anotida’s presages.

			Chata observed the developments outside his house with detached amusement. He came and went as he pleased and continued to work painstakingly on the head of the Rain Dancer. When he cast his eye on the crowd he occasionally saw Marubini and knew that Rendani had not yet performed the dzekiso rituals, otherwise she would not be wandering about freely. He wondered if she had also become a member of the Community of Gapers and a believer in the vague prophecies of Anotida. He so much wanted to talk to her but didn’t know how to do it without arousing the suspicions of the crowd. So, he just went on with his work and pretended she was not there.

			Things came to a head when a young diviner from the top of the hill joined the Community of Gapers. Lutendo was the daughter of the Chief Diviner of the Royal Court. She had served as her father’s acolyte and everyone on the hill said she was showing great promise and would one day be a great rain doctor like her father. Initially she had been brought to the grotto by curiosity after hearing stories of the vigils there, but she was soon overtaken by the fervour of the place. She was overwhelmed by the beauty and the power of the Rain Dancer. She came again the next day. And the next. And soon she was a regular. She brought her four divining tablets, each with designs that represented the Man or the Father, the Woman or the Mother, the Girl or Unmarried Woman or Daughter, and the Boy or Unmarried Man or Son. These illustrations were not drawings of human figures but were symbols that would have no specific meaning to an untrained eye. They appeared only on one side of each tablet. The flip sides were blank. Lutendo taught Anotida that the Man symbol represented the life forces of water, rain and semen. The tablet with the Man symbol by itself stood for oppression and needed other tablets to ameliorate it. The Woman symbol represented the earth that held life within itself. But it was only with the rain that it was able to create life. This was a nurturing and caring and loving tablet that also stood for protection from the oppression of the Man tablet. The Boy or Son tablet represented fire and rashness and unbridled energy. The Girl or Daughter tablet stood for air. It was the symbol that fanned the flames and moved water across the earth and brought fortune and trust and innocence. It, above all, represented artistic creativity and talent. 

			Lutendo taught Anotida how to cast the four tablets on the ground and how to interpret the reading of those tablets whose symbols faced upwards. For instance, if the Man and the Girl symbols were facing upwards it was a combination of water and air, strength and zest, a clear indication something new was going to happen. What it was would of course depend on the question that was asked of the diviner.

			These symbols had been passed from generation to generation, and their interpretation had been kept secret within the circle of diviners. But there was Lutendo sharing them with self-styled prophets who had not been called into the vocation by the ancestors and had not served as acolytes of established diviners. This did not sit well with the grandees on top of the hill, especially when they heard that it was through Lutendo that the sacred knowledge was being transferred to a common woman of the old residents, and that the silly Community of Gapers was uttering heresies against revered prophets who used the bowl for divination – a more complex method which used a carved wooden bowl with symbols around the rim. The symbols represented such values as sacrifice, nurture, compassion, caution, prosperity and many others. The interpretation of these depended on where cowrie shells fell when the diviner shook the bowl. The diviners who used this method prided themselves on its complexity since an amateur could easily misread the combination of images selected by the shells. They were therefore a respected sagely lot who did not take kindly to the insults they heard were directed at them by what they regarded as unruly mobs outside Chata’s homestead. 

			Lutendo’s presence among the Community of Gapers increased their fervour tenfold, which caused great anxiety among the grandees on top of the hill. 

			Once more Chata was summoned to present himself before Baba-Munene.

			Before going to the Royal Court Chata decided to go to Rendani’s compound, ostensibly to find out from him first what the complaint was against him this time. The truth was he was hoping that Rendani would not be home at that time but would already be at Baba-Munene’s compound. He would therefore get the opportunity to talk to Princess Dova. And indeed he did not get any response when he made a show of calling Rendani’s name very loudly as he stood outside his door. 

			He strolled to Princess Dova’s house. Nervously at first. And then resolutely. Princess Dova was sitting on the veranda doing some beadwork. Obviously she was not expecting a visitor because she was sprawling carelessly, her muslin kanga hanging loosely and part of her ample thigh exposed. She glared angrily at Chata as she quickly adjusted the kanga and adopted a decent demeanour. 

			“What do you want?”

			“Rendi.”

			“You know where his house is.”

			“I also want to talk to you.”

			“We have nothing to talk about.”

			“You can’t say that, Princess Dova. You started the whole thing. You tried to enlist my help to stop your husband’s marriage.”

			The Princess sighed in resignation.

			“You have not given up on that, have you?” asked Chata, now becoming anxious.

			“There is nothing I can do about it. Tomorrow the dzekiso is beginning with Rendani’s uncles driving a herd of cattle and taking some gold ingots to Marubini’s home as bridewealth.”

			“So you gave them your permission after all.”

			“Who says I did? And what are you doing here? You’re making things worse for me.”

			It was clear the Princess was no longer an ally. He demanded to know why. When she refused to talk he threatened to stand there for ever if he did not get her answer. It turned out the senior wives had prevailed by accusing her of having a relationship with Chata. They claimed that they had seen Chata sneak into her house and the child who was once sent to call him confirmed that he had been the messenger. The senior wives blackmailed her; if she continued to withhold her consent to the marriage they would tell Rendani of her sordid affair. Because she knew it was a lie she refused to give in. The senior wives carried out the threat, and now Rendani was walking around the compound like a cuckolded husband who had to take another wife to cleanse himself of the betrayal of the previous favourite. Her voice had been totally neutralised.

			“Has he told your father about this?”

			“I don’t think he has, otherwise my father would already have asked me about it. I live in shame, and it is all because of you.”

			“But you called me. I was going on my way and you called me.”

			Once more Rendani had won. Chata suspected that he knew there was nothing going on between him and his junior wife. He must know that it was all the concoction of the senior wives to force Princess Dova to give in. Otherwise why did he not take drastic steps about the infidelity? Tradition demanded that he should send the offending wife back to her people in shame, and if no reconciliation was possible after protracted negotiations then the bridewealth would have to be paid back, even after many years. The offending man would also be fined a number of cattle or ingots of gold or a season’s harvest, depending on his economic status. None of this had happened, which meant that for Rendani and his wives it was all a ruse. Unless, of course, he did believe his wives and was just biding his time for the kill. Chata had long concluded that it was difficult to deal with Rendani because one never knew what he was going to do next; he had a mind that was always plotting. 

			At Baba-Munene’s compound Rendani and his father-in-law were battling with chunks of boiled meat served on the inside of a fresh goat skin. Rendani struggled to cut a piece with a knife that was too blunt to do the job properly. He threw the piece in his mouth and passed the knife to Baba-Munene who did likewise. When Chata arrived Baba-Munene passed the knife to him even before he could complete his greeting. He squatted over the goat skin like the two men and began to saw through the meat. The men chewed loudly and with relish.

			“They must learn to cook meat for longer,” said Baba-Munene. “My teeth are not what they used to be. In my youth when there was no fire out there in the wild I could tear through raw meat like it was soft porridge.”

			Baba-Munene used the same knife to dislodge pieces of meat stuck between his teeth. 

			“I have come to answer your call, Younger Father of the Nation,” said Chata. He didn’t want to waste time socialising with the idle rich. His Rain Dancer was waiting impatiently. 

			“A call? What was it about?”

			He looked at Rendani for a reminder. There were so many matters he had to deal with, including settling serious disputes that chiefs and sub-chiefs could not handle, perhaps because they had some vested interest. It became difficult sometimes, especially at his age, to keep these matters neatly arranged in his head. That was why the Council of Elders was such an important institution. But this time Rendani had convinced his father-in-law that Chata’s lapse of moral judgement should not be presented to the Council of Elders – at least not yet – but the two of them should deal with him as a father and a brother would. Unless, of course, Chata became too stubborn to heed their warning. This was one thing for which Baba-Munene continued to respect his son-in-law; his patience and generosity towards a man who kept spitting the phlegm of ingratitude in their faces.

			“About the mayhem at his house,” said Rendani, taking the knife from his father-in-law to use on his teeth.

			“Yes, the heresies. They must stop! We hear that the people who gather at your house are worshipping you. No one but Mwali can be worshipped. Even the ancestors are not worshipped, but venerated. The King, himself a living ancestor, cannot be worshipped. He can only be venerated. Who are you to set yourself up as a living god in Mapungubwe?” 

			“They don’t worship me, Younger Father,” said Chata. “I don’t think they even know that I exist.”

			“They worship your sculpture, which is the same thing,” said Rendani.

			“I haven’t seen them worship my sculpture. I see them admiring it and being overwhelmed by its beauty.”

			“What conceit!” said Rendani, spitting out a small piece of bone.

			“They utter heresies against certain kinds of prophets in favour of others,” said Baba-Munene. “That will not do. Who are they to decide who Mwali should make His diviners? They trade insults and call our revered prophets names at your homestead and you allow them to do that?”

			“Younger Father,” said Chata, bowing his head in contrition, “I have no power over what they do or say. I do not even follow their activities. They come and go as they please.”

			“It is your homestead, Chatambudza. Any abomination that happens there is on your head,” said Baba-Munene. “You’d better do something about it. Remove the sculpture from their view, tell them to go tend their fields and nurse their children. If the rain refuses to fall and there is famine in the land it will be on your head.”

			“All I do, Younger Father, is focus on my sculpture. When I am working on it I don’t even hear or see them.”

			Rendani laughed mockingly. “You don’t even see Marubini? I have heard that she frequents your homestead and you have been seen talking to her.”

			Of course, Marubini! Chata was certain that Baba-Munene’s concern with restoring religious propriety was genuine. But for Rendani there was always an element of self-interest.

			“And Lutendo belongs to the top of the hill. She is an embarrassment to her father. She must come back.”

			There was pain in Baba-Munene’s voice as he uttered these words. Chata felt sorry for him. But he did not know what he was expected to do and why this was supposed to be his problem.

			“May I go now?” asked Chata.

			“Yes, you may go. But if the nonsense at your house continues you will hear from me again. And it won’t be nice then. There won’t be any meat to share. I don’t know why you are bent on giving this kingdom so many problems. Every time it’s Chata this, Chata that.”

			He thanked them for the meat and left. But even before he had walked out of the palisade Rendani came running after him, calling his name. 

			“What now?” asked Chata.

			“I see that I have been making a mistake leaving you out of the negotiations with Marubini’s people, mukomana. You are practically my brother. Tomorrow I am paying the first portion of dzekiso to her people. I want you to be in the delegation with my uncles.”

			Chata looked at him and shook his head as if he pitied him. “You’re enjoying your moment, are you not, my mukomana?”

			“The great Zwanga will love your presence. He will be pleased to see that those he left behind still look out for each other.”

			“Don’t utter his name in vain.”

			“He’s my father so I can utter his name anyhow I like.”

			“You want me in your delegation only to humiliate me. You want to rub your victory deeper and deeper into my skin. I’m not going to allow you to humiliate me, Rendani son of Zwanga.”

			He walked away. Rendani followed him. Chata was getting more and more annoyed, but was determined not to lose it. Rendani should never get the pleasure of knowing that he managed to needle him out of his good sense. 

			“And another thing,” said Rendani gleefully, “Marubini is going to be my wife now. You must stop sculpting her image.”

			Anger flashed across Chata’s face. But he contained it before stopping to face his mukomana. 

			“She’s mine, Chatambudza, she’s mine. You’ve no right to sculpt her nakedness.”

			“I do not sculpt Marubini. I sculpt the dancer of my dreams. The Rain Dancer.”

			“Everyone knows that Marubini is the Rain Dancer. And she is going to dance for me. For my rain! I, Rendani, son of Zwanga, shall own the power of the rain. I’ll be the most powerful man in all of Mapungubwe. The most powerful.”

			At this he executed a few steps of the dance that warriors performed after victory in battle. Rendani’s was the version adapted by hunters when they returned with vanquished buffalo or lion. 

			“That is the only reason you want her . . . for the power that she will give you. That is why you rejected Chido for her. There is no honesty in anything you do, Rendani. I will see to it that you don’t marry Marubini!”

			Chata was yelling despite himself. A few inquisitive children watched from a distance. They dared not come close lest they be accused by their parents of disrespect and of being too interested in the affairs of adults.

			“What will you do, eh, Chata? What will you do? The same thing you are doing with Dova? You think I don’t know you’ve been sneaking into her house?”

			“You will not marry Marubini,” repeated Chata, and performed his own version of the dance. Even as he said so he had no idea what he would do to stop a betrothal that was only a day away. Rendani stopped his dance and said, “You can’t dance a victory dance. You haven’t won anything.”

			Chata danced even more furiously and Rendani broke into mocking guffaws.

			The uproar brought Baba-Munene out of the palisade.

			“What are you showing our children?” asked Baba-Munene.

			“You can own the image of her body; from tomorrow I’ll own the real thing,” said Rendani as he walked away haughtily. The two men watched him stride to his homestead, muttering things about a wretched son of a phuli. 

			“Are you jealous of your brother?” asked Baba-Munene.

			“I am not jealous of Rendani for anything, Younger Father.”

			“I think you are jealous because he is a successful man and is adding to that success with more wives.”

			Chata pleaded with Baba-Munene to give him his ear. The quarrel, he explained, was not about his desire for Rendani’s life or wives. He was satisfied with who he was and what he had. He was what he was by choice. He was merely trying to defend the honour of a woman who was about to be used as part of Rendani’s evil machinations. The only reason he wanted to marry Marubini was that she owned the gift of dancing for rain. Rendani had admitted that to him, which was what had led to the dance altercation. Rendani wanted to enhance his power on the hill. His scheming mind believed that to own Marubini was to own the rain, which would make him even more powerful than the King. Couldn’t Younger Father, with all his wisdom, see that Rendani wanted to usurp the King’s power? Rendani had his ear to the ground and knew that the populace below the hill was complaining that the King had become weak and could no longer make adequate rain. When it had rained on the occasion of the rainmaking festival people had praised Marubini for it instead of the King. No commoner had ever been praised for rain. Rain was the King’s responsibility and no one else’s. Rendani saw that as an opportunity to please and to spite his father at the same time. He believed that Zwanga had never thought highly of him. He wanted to prove him wrong. What better way to make his father eat his words than by installing himself as the ruler of the kingdom, hence becoming a living ancestor and elevating Zwanga into the ranks of the Royal Ancestors? Zwanga would indeed be indebted to him till the end of time.

			“Only you can stop this, Baba-Munene, unless you want this to be the end of your dynasty.”

			Baba-Munene listened to him attentively, his royal face expressionless. Then he slowly walked back to his compound, leaving Chata standing alone. Chata knew that his message had reached home. He had a song ringing in his head as he strolled down the hill.

			 

		

	
		
			

			PART THREE

			RENDANI AVENGED HIMSELF BY bestowing a national honour on Chata. He didn’t do it immediately after his betrothal to Marubini was abrogated by the King. It took him two whole seasons to hatch the plot while at the same time smarting over Chata’s victory. 

			Various Mapungubweans had proffered their own speculations about the King’s unprecedented action. Marubini, for instance, thought it was due to her throwing a tantrum before her parents on the eve of the dzekiso and announcing to all present that she was not going to marry Rendani and if anybody forced her to she would rather kill herself. That display of bad manners had enraged her kin. She had got completely out of hand, they said, and needed a thorough lashing by her father. It would instil some respect for her elders and their sacred traditions into her flighty head. “They call her a rain dancer,” said one uncle. “It has completely gone to her head and messed up a child who used to be so respectful.” The mother had assured the gathered relatives that there was nothing to worry about; their daughter was merely having last-moment jitters. Soon she would come to her senses and would happily marry the nobleman and the whole family would be joyful and exalted by it. But the father knew his headstrong daughter better. She was as stubborn as the hills that were unmoved even by the strongest of storms, and there was only one medicine for that. The switch. 

			While the father went to get a good and supple one from a tree a few steps from the compound Marubini had dashed out of the door and escaped. Ma Chirikure had seen her running away from the neighbourhood and had stopped her in her tracks. She invited her into her house where she gave her succour after hearing her story. 

			“You’ll stay here until we can figure out what to do,” she had said. “In the meantime don’t venture out at all, not even to relieve yourself.” 

			Marubini had done all her business in the house and poor Ma Chirikure had to dump the result in the gullies under cover of darkness. She had not told Chata of her secret guest because she knew that once transferred to a third party a secret was no longer a secret. It was only after five days that Ma Chirikure had returned home to tell Marubini of the rumours that were doing the rounds in the town: her betrothal had been cancelled. No one had advanced any reason for the cancellation. Marubini had therefore assumed it had something to do with her spirited resistance. Had she not run away from home, she believed, she would have been a resident of Rendani’s compound by then.

			The neighbourhood, on the other hand, had variously attributed the cancellation to the witchcraft of Chido’s grandmother, Marubini’s supposed big-headedness ever since people praised her for being the kind of dancer who made rain fall, the notion that she would be a disgrace to the nobility on top of the hill because she was alleged to have exposed herself to Chata who had sculpted her nakedness, the fact that she had frequented the boisterous crowds outside Chata’s house and maybe she had even joined the Community of Gapers . . . and many other speculations that ranged from the wild to the plausible. 

			Right from the beginning Rendani had suspected that Chata had something to do with the King’s abrogation. It had to do with whatever he might have told Baba-Munene that day of their dance confrontation. He could not fathom what it might have been. All he knew was that that very evening he had received an unexpected delegation of Baba-Munene and four members of the Council of Elders. As soon as he welcomed them into his house he had known that something was wrong; they were not making a social call. He also knew that it was something personal. If it had to do with matters of state they would have summoned him to Baba-Munene’s compound or to the Royal Court. Also, he had observed that none of the elders wanted to look him in the eye. When he had offered them a calabash of beer they had said they would drink it another day, their message was urgent and they didn’t want to waste any time. They had then expressed their regret that they had to be the ones to bring bad news to a fellow member of the Council of Elders. Baba-Munene had then ceremonially announced that the King was ordering him to cancel the dzekiso arrangements that were planned for the next day. The King did not approve of the marriage. 

			At first Rendani had thought it was a joke. But none of the elders was laughing. 

			“Since when does the King approve or disapprove of people’s marriages? Doesn’t he have bigger things to worry about? The lack of rain, for instance?”

			Rendani’s next thought had been of the people at his compound who were busy preparing for the festivities. His maternal uncles were there and already drinking beer near the cattle enclosure and looking forward to leading the mission the next day. His wives and their friends from the neighbourhood had started to brew more beer. The beasts that were to be slaughtered in the morning had already been selected, and the slaughterers were ready with their knives, already salivating for the pieces reserved for them by tradition, which they would roast as they completed the skinning of the animals. What would all these people say when they heard there would be no dzekiso? How was he going to live down the shame and the embarrassment?

			“The King’s decision has nothing to do with you personally,” Baba-Munene had continued. “It has to do with Marubini. She’s a national treasure as the Rain Dancer. She can’t be that and be married at the same time.”

			“She will be more of a Rain Dancer when she’s married to me. Doesn’t the King see that? She will belong here on the top of the hill. She’ll be ours; we’ll make her dance for us any time we need rain.”

			“Not as a married woman; no, she can’t,” said Baba-Munene.

			“Did you see the kind of dance she performed during the rainmaking festival? Did you see how rigorous it was?” asked one elder.

			“No married woman can do that dance,” said another.

			“Only maidens who have not been touched by men can do that dance,” said yet another.

			“And we know that when she is married she will have children,” added Baba-Munene. “No mother can or should do those dances.”

			“And who knows if motherhood will not take away her rainmaking powers?” said the first elder.

			Rendani was getting desperate.

			“What if I promise never to touch her? That she will stay a virgin as long as we need her as a rainmaker?”

			“Not a rainmaker, son of Zwanga,” Baba-Munene corrected him firmly. “Only the King can be a rainmaker.”

			“Rain dancer, I mean,” said Rendani.

			“Then what would be the point of marrying her? Just the prestige of having her as a wife?” asked an elder.

			There was some logic in what they were saying. He had not thought of all that. But how ridiculous it was that the King of Mapungubwe had been reduced to depending on little girls to make rain for him! How enfeebled and impotent could a King be? Rendani had kept these thoughts private. He had not wished to be accused of reviling the sacred being of a living ancestor. He had also wanted these men to be on his side so that they could plead his case for him. It no longer mattered to him if Marubini could make rain or not after marriage. All he had wanted to do at that point was to save face. 

			The King had not changed his mind even after Rendani’s representations through the Younger Father of the kingdom. For a few days Rendani had walked around his compound in a daze. He had even neglected his leopards; they could be heard from a distance grumbling and roaring in their cage. His wives had spilled all the beer in a nearby stream and had retreated into their houses where they sat on mats with heads bowed as if there was a bereavement. Princess Dova had done likewise, although deep inside she was rejoicing. The maternal uncles had returned to their homes in the town below the hill and at the outlying farmsteads.

			One day Rendani just snapped out of it. He returned to his duties as the Royal Sculptor and a member of the Council of Elders with renewed enthusiasm. He gathered the sculptors of Mapungubwe for the carving of the new palisades for the King, and he joked and laughed boisterously with everyone, including Chata. He had not shirked this time and supervised the ritual personally while also carving even more palisades than the rest of the sculptors. Once more Baba-Munene was proud of him; he even believed that perhaps it had all been Chata’s imagination that his son-in-law had ambitions of usurping the power of the King. Yet during all that time Rendani was hatching a plan to get even with Chata.

			That was when he was struck by a bright idea: give Chata an award for his chryselephantine work of art. Crown him Carver of Carvers. Place him on a pedestal and that would take away his freedom to create at will.

			EVEN AFTER CHATA HAD completed most of his work on his sculpture the Gapers continued their vigil. We’ve seen that they no longer gathered to watch him work, but to gaze at the sculpture as it stood impassively in the grotto, which was now more of a shrine. They sang their joyful songs that could, however, turn mournful at the snap of Anotida or Lutendo’s fingers. 

			Lutendo had brought some of her drummers from the top of the hill, causing further disgruntlement in the ranks of the religious leaders. The prophecies were continuing unabated. When the rays of the sun shone on the Rain Dancer Anotida read her predictions in the language of the spirits. Lutendo confirmed the divinations with her tablets. She no longer used clay tablets. Chenayi had carved her new ones from ivory – the first time Chata noticed that he had learnt to carve ivory from watching him. Chenayi had used some of his prime ivory without his permission. He returned from a hunt one day to find Chenayi carving. At first he had been angry, but he let it go with a warning when he noticed how skilfully the boy was handling the tools, as if he had been born with them in his hands; how smooth and accurately rectangular the completed tablets were; and how fast he had accomplished the job.

			“Next time please ask if you want to use any of my things,” he had said.

			“I am making these for Lutendo because she is beautiful,” Chenayi replied.

			So now Lutendo could cast the tablets on the ground with the forcefulness of a dance without any fear that they would break. And Chenayi was right. She was beautiful. The young men who salivated whenever they saw her said hers was wasted beauty because she would never marry any man, as was the tradition in her order of diviners. She could only marry other women, in the same way that male diviners of that order married other men.

			The presence of an esteemed diviner with such strong royal connections at Chata’s compound brought along more people who were not necessarily captivated by the Community of Gapers but were eager to have their fortunes told and their ailments healed. 

			The increased traffic was beginning to get on Chata’s nerves. Once he had been irritated enough to ask them to leave. He had threatened to close the grotto and restore his house to what it had been before it was destroyed by the King’s men. “This must stop!” he had cried. “I want to get on with my life.” But Anotida had responded: “It’s not up to you any more.” 

			Those who saw the Community of Gapers as lunatics wondered why Chata had let things go this far. For instance, what was in it for him? Some were impudent enough to ask. He laughed it off and told them that he had nothing to gain from the gatherings. He did not subscribe to whatever their teachings were, if they had any. He did not tell the people that he had rejoiced at the presence of the Gapers in the beginning because it was wonderful that people were admiring his art. Artists are needy beings who thrive on approval. To create to the roar and applause of such fervent audiences was orgastic for him. But as time went on the excitement had worn off and he merely tolerated the crowds. He hoped that one day they would get bored and go home, never to return; the novelty of the Rain Dancer would wear off. But it never did. 

			Later Chata realised that the grandees on top of the hill were exercised by the presence of these people at his homestead. They were seen as a source of instability and a disturbance to the peace and security of the town. To crown it all, Lutendo had descended the hill to join them as did more renegades from the well-bred sectors of the community. People said she no longer returned to her home on top of the hill but was sheltered by Anotida at her dilapidated house. These blue-blooded devotees mixed with the common people from the despised old residents’ sector of the town in defiance of the natural divisions that had been determined by Mwali Himself. The fact that the grandees were unsettled by these developments was reward enough for Chata. He covertly rejoiced that Baba-Munene and his circle were squirming in their juices because they did not know how to deal with Lutendo’s apostasy. They couldn’t drag her by the hand up the hill or whip her to her senses; she was a diviner and they wouldn’t want to enrage the spirits that inhabited her body. Only her father could take disciplinary measures against her. But he was so devastated by his daughter’s desertion that he was not speaking to anyone. His spirits were deflated; they were not ready for a showdown with her spirits. 

			Though Chata had no power over the Gapers – to them only the sculpture mattered and its creator might as well not exist – in the presence of Rendani he pretended that he commanded influence over them. Not that he had socialised with Rendani since the confrontation of seasons before. But in a town like Mapungubwe he was bound to bump into him somewhere. For one thing, Rendani was the Royal Sculptor and therefore Chata was under his jurisdiction. He had an obligation to answer his call when he summoned sculptors, carvers, blacksmiths and goldsmiths – more often than not the same people – to the hill to outline the needs of the kingdom and the comings and goings of the Swahili traders. And during the carving of the King’s palisades they had spent a number of days working together. They had both made a show of cordiality, but those who knew them from the days when they were growing up under Zwanga’s wing could sense the tension between them. Rendani made jokes that were on the surface self-deprecating but were really meant to teach the misguided that he was not defeated and was still a powerful man in the kingdom who could marry whoever he wanted any time of the day. Chata laughed heartily to show his appreciation of Rendani’s jokes, but those present could sense his insincerity. Chata had also made jokes of his own about his Gapers. He imitated some of their songs and Anotida’s arthritic dance. Rendani had joined in the laughter, though his seemed exaggerated in his attempt to feign conviviality.

			Besides feeding mopane leaves to his quagga and going for an occasional hunt, there wasn’t much work for Chata after he completed the major work on the Rain Dancer. He had no gold left since he had used the last of it on the head. He was contemplating going back to his mine. His assistants, Batsirai and Chindori, had not brought him his share of gold for a while. The last time Chindori came he claimed that things were difficult as the mine was turning out to be not as productive as before. A mining village had emerged and the yields had to be shared among too many people. He and his brother were even thinking of prospecting for gold further north. But they promised to wait until Chata returned. 

			Even if he had had some gold he would not start on another sculpture. The Rain Dancer had drained him. He felt empty inside since completing it. And yet he went back to the grotto from time to time and just stood there looking at it. Most times Chenayi would be with him. People said Chenayi was Chata’s tail because he followed him everywhere. It was just fortunate that Chata never went courting otherwise the idiot savant would be there as well with his mirror. When they had had their fill of the Rain Dancer they sat on the veranda and watched the antics of the Community of Gapers.

			Chata’s hope of seeing Marubini among them had long died. Ma Chirikure told him that her parents had sent her away to live with relatives to the north, in the land of the Karanga, after the ignominy of the cancelled betrothal. She had not returned since. Maybe she had found a man there and had married and forgotten all about the pain of Mapungubwe.

			By the time Chata completed the head Marubini was already gone, so she didn’t get to know whether it was her face or not. What he created, however, was not a human face at all. The only features that were recognisable as human were the chin and the lips. From there, the face extended in many directions like the branches of a baobab tree. When Rendani heard of it he said it confirmed Chata’s distorted and aberrational vision, which could only be expected of the son of a Zhun/twasi. Each branch took the shape of a grotesque creature of the artist’s dreams. Chata had not given up his dream creatures after all. When people saw how real the body of the Rain Dancer looked and how the Namaqua woman, sitting under the dancer and holding her leg, looked as though she was ready to stand up, reach for her begging bowl and walk the pathways of the town, they had concluded that Chata had outgrown the creatures and had learnt to mould and carve life as it was. They didn’t know that Chata could portray both the world of the living Mapungubweans and the dimension of the dead and the unborn, depending on whether or not he was in a trance, or how deep the trance was. 

			There was a sigh of relief when the neighbourhood saw that the face was not Marubini’s after all. Maybe it was just a coincidence that the body looked like Marubini’s and that those who were privy to her hidden parts recognised them in the sculpture. Even Chido, who had nursed a grudge against Marubini for a long time, felt bad that her erstwhile friend had been bad-mouthed for nothing. But Danai was a hardliner. “Only one person is called the Rain Dancer in this town, and that is Marubini.” Chata, she insisted, was only saving face by creating an ugly head with many faces. He was belatedly trying to restore the honour of his partner in depravity – Marubini. 

			The differing perspectives of the two friends extended to the betrothal and its cancellation. Chido was more charitable towards Marubini than Danai. She believed the version of the gossip that said Marubini ran away because she didn’t want to betray her friend by marrying Rendani. Danai tried to convince her that it was in fact the opposite. Marubini ran away to escape the shame after Rendani decided he wouldn’t marry her after all because she had displayed her nakedness to Chata. 

			Chata, on the other hand, appeared to be unperturbed by Marubini’s disappearance. But Ma Chirikure could see through the pretence. So could Chenayi. 

			“Let’s go and look for her,” Chenayi said one day. 

			Chata did not know where that had come from or why it came at the very moment he was imagining how things might have been if he had just come right out with it and proposed to Marubini. He did not respond to Chenayi but just stared fixedly into empty space. 

			After a long moment of silence he said, “Instead of looking for her I must go to my mine. I need gold more than I need her.”

			Chenayi said nothing. It was as though he had not heard him. It was his turn to stare fixedly into empty space.

			“It is not for its own sake that I need gold, Chenayi. I need to create. The Rain Dancer shall never be complete as long as there are yearnings in my life.”

			Chenayi only frowned.

			On another occasion Ma Chirikure confronted him when she saw him wandering on the footpath in the moonlight. 

			“People will say you are involved in vhuloi when they see you wandering about in the night,” said Ma Chirikure after catching up with him.

			“Yes, they will accuse me of witchcraft,” said Chata. “It is the only thing they have not accused me of so far.”

			“Why are you beating yourself like this, my child?”

			She invited him to her house. He perched on a stool made from the trunk of a tree. The tallow lamp gave a soft yellow glow. It struck him that he had never been inside Ma Chirikure’s house all the years he had known her. Ages ago, when he was a little boy at Zwanga’s mine, she had shared a house with his mother; he was born under that roof. Ma Chirikure was the midwife. It was strange how this home captured the aura of that old house at the mine. Except for the smell of old age. Even the way things were arranged was the same. The bowls on the adobe rack, the clay pots on the floor, the grass mats, the tanned animal hides, the patterns on the wall. It was as though his mother would suddenly appear and say, “What is wrong with you, Chatambudza? You’ve not practised your trance dances today.” He remembered how sometimes he would avoid dance practices because none of the other children his age were expected to perform such strange rituals. They made him the butt of their jokes and he felt very foreign. But later, as he mastered the trance, he felt special, especially when he was able to draw on the world he visited in his reverie to mould with clay the wonderful creatures that entranced a Muvhaḓi Makone like Zwanga. 

			“Beat myself? I don’t know if you can call it that. I need gold, Ma Chirikure.”

			She gave him a bowl of fermented sorghum porridge.

			“You have a mine. So why don’t you go and get it?”

			He took a gulp and exclaimed that she had excelled herself.

			“I’ll tell you why, Chatambudza. You are torn between your gold and Marubini.”

			“You and Chenayi are bent on foisting her on me.”

			“That’s another thing. Chenayi. You’ve become attached to each other and you don’t know what will happen to him if you leave him here.”

			He couldn’t understand how Ma Chirikure had got to know him so well, how she had such a clear understanding of things about him that he had not admitted even to himself.

			“He’ll feel betrayed if I go.”

			“And so you must sit in your house and waste away?”

			“Your hand is always so beautiful, Ma Chirikure. I pity those who have not tasted the wonders that you cook.” He said this between slurps. “I don’t know where I would be without the delicacies you spoil me with.”

			“You’d be with Marubini. You’ll be a fulfilled man if you bring Marubini back from wherever she is and marry her. Your mother would be a happy ancestor. She yearns for grandchildren.”

			Chata could only respond with a dismissive snicker.

			“You cannot deny that you yearn for Marubini,” insisted Ma Chirikure.

			Ah, Ma Chirikure did not know him that well after all! He had always yearned for something. That was what made him a great creator. He yearned for a father, a real one. One he could idealise without feeling guilty that he was taking someone’s place; he yearned for a mother who had died even before he went to initiation school; he yearned for a woman to love when he became a man. He could easily have fulfilled that last yearning. But he feared he would lose his flair to create. He had discovered that his power to create lay in unfulfilled yearning. 

			“Maybe I do,” Chata said. “But once my yearnings are fulfilled my creativity will seep away.”

			Ma Chirikure stared at him in astonishment.

			“Your father used to say that too. You are truly your father’s son.”

			“I didn’t know you knew my father. I never heard you mention him before.”

			“I am not talking of the Zhun/twasi man. I vaguely knew the Zhun/twasi man who was your mother’s husband. I am talking of Zwanga. He’s the one you take after because you’re of his blood.”

			The disclosure had not just slipped out. Ma Chirikure had made a conscious decision that it was time the young man knew the truth. The atmosphere that night was right. The truth had been eating away at her for many years. 

			“Why do you think you are not as short as the Zhun/twasi?” asked Ma Chirikure when Chata seemed to be lost for words.

			“You knew this and you said nothing about it?”

			“I promised your mother that I would never mention it. But there comes a time when one must break a promise even to the dead, especially when it involves a secret that perpetuates the pain of the living.”

			“I refuse to believe that Zwanga was my father.”

			“Why do you think he cared so much about you? You were of his loins.”

			“And the Zhun/twasi man . . . my mother’s husband?”

			The story that Ma Chirikure narrated left Chata feeling very angry towards Zwanga. His mother had been Zwanga’s phuli – one of a number of slaves – at the time and his mother’s husband had become a rain doctor who travelled to small chiefdoms helping the rulers create rain. Zwanga coveted the petite !Kung and forced himself on her, as he had forced himself on many others who laboured at his mine. She became a muimana. Ma Chirikure whispered the word for a pregnant woman as if she was ashamed some eavesdropper might hear it. Indeed, the whole matter was hush-hushed at the mining compound. Ma Chirikure did not know whether the husband ever found out about the wife’s “indiscretion”. He was waylaid on a journey back from some chiefdom and was slain. There were rumours that Zwanga had something to do with it, but nothing ever came of them. He never spoke about it. But even if he had stood on top of a mountain and announced to the world that he had murdered the man with his bare hands no one would have bothered him for killing a !Kung man. 

			“I honoured Zwanga for all those years, yet he is the man who killed my father.”

			“Zwanga was your father. He may have killed your mother’s husband. We don’t know about that. You don’t blame a man who is with the ancestors when you have no proof of his transgressions. He may turn your ancestors against you and you’ll be dogged by misfortune throughout your life.”

			“The man never acknowledged me.”

			“He treated you like a son.”

			“And pretended it was charity. I don’t want to be treated like a son; I want to be a son. He can keep his charity.”

			He stood up to leave. He was not feeling very fond of Ma Chirikure at that moment. He wished he had known about this before Zwanga’s death. He would have confronted him. He would have given him an earful.

			“Make peace with Rendani; he’s of your blood,” said Ma Chirikure. “I told you all this in the hope that you will see your conflict with him with new eyes.”

			Chata feared he would have terrible dreams that night. He believed he was too angry to rest. Angry with Zwanga for forcing himself on his mother. Angry with his mother for . . . he couldn’t figure out why he was angry with her, but he was still angry. Angry with Ma Chirikure for keeping all these secrets from him. Angry with Rendani for being the acknowledged one. And with all the other siblings from the wombs of Zwanga’s wives, those who never saw him as a human being but as the son of their father’s phuli. 

			But he had a peaceful sleep.

			When he woke up in the morning Chenayi was sitting on the veranda waiting for him, as he did every morning. Chata did not know where he spent his nights and Chenayi seemed determined to keep that a secret. The Gapers were not at the grotto yet. They came towards midday after performing their household chores. 

			Chata no longer bothered to greet the boy because he never returned his greeting. Instead he took the bundle of mopane leaves that the boy brought with him and went to the old cattle enclosure where he kept his quagga. The boy followed. He loved to watch the quagga eat. But even before they got to the enclosure the boy became agitated, uttering sounds Chata couldn’t understand. The boy bolted ahead of him to the enclosure. He stood at the entrance and wailed.

			The quagga was gone. 

			It had done this before and Chenayi had followed its track and brought it back. He was jumping about excitedly and repeating: “I’ll bring it back. I’ll bring it back.”

			“Let’s leave it alone. A quagga belongs in the wild.”

			He chastised himself for having kept it captive in the first place. Clearly he had adopted the ways of Mapungubweans who enslaved animals and used them at will as beasts of burden. Young men rode oxen and used them for transportation. His mother’s people frowned upon the practice of keeping animals for selfish reasons. They never raised animals of any kind. If they needed meat they chased a wild animal, killed it, apologised for killing it, and then ate it. They despised the neighbouring Khoikhoi clans who kept cattle for milk and meat, and as beasts of burden. He regretted that he had taken a different direction from the path laid down by his mother’s people and had followed that of his father’s people – now that he knew who his father was. Never again would he keep animals. 

			“Let’s forget about the quagga, Chenayi. It will have a beautiful life with its kind. It will have to learn to be free. It’s not easy to be free but it will have to learn. Let’s rather visit animals of our own kind this morning.”

			Chenayi looked at him questioningly.

			“I am talking of my brother Rendani on top of the hill. I need to have a long-overdue conversation with him.” 

			Chenayi became agitated again. It was clear that the thought of going to the top of the hill distressed him greatly. Chata remembered why. After the rainmaking festival where Chenayi had performed a dance after him, he had wandered among the homesteads of the grandees scouring their middens for anything that fascinated him. The Royal Guards got hold of him and gave him the beating of his life. They told him he was an abomination and shouldn’t be desecrating the ground on which the nobility walked. Some said, as they whipped him, that he must have been sent by enemies to plant witchcraft medicine in the middens to harm the owners of the homesteads. They left him for dead on the side of the path. Fortunately that was not his chosen day to join the ancestors; he was saved by passers-by. The beating had traumatised Chenayi. The very thought of venturing to the top of the hill left him shaking.

			“You’ll be with me, Chenayi, no one will touch you.”

			Chenayi grabbed his mirror and dashed away.

			“Come back, Chenayi, I’ll not force you to accompany me,” Chata called after him.

			He did not stop.

			Chata went up the hill. As he got close to the compound he could hear the leopards roaring in their cage. He stood on the veranda and called out Rendani’s name. Rendani opened the door and his mien instantly turned hostile when he saw Chata. So, when it was just the two of them he was not welcoming, whereas when there was company around he pretended to be the big man with a big heart who had no room for grudges.

			“What do you want?”

			“We must talk,” said Chata. 

			Princess Dova walked out of the house. It had been her turn last night to visit Rendani. She did not greet Chata, which was rather rude, but just walked past him to her house a short distance away. 

			“What do we have left to talk about, Chatambudza?”

			The grunts and growls of the leopards got louder. Perhaps they were feeding.

			“First of all about releasing your leopards. They belong in the wild. You must set them free, Rendi.”

			“They’re going to suffer if I let them go. They don’t know anybody but me. They have never hunted for themselves.”

			“I can introduce them to the wild for you. I can teach them how to hunt.”

			It dawned on Rendani that he didn’t have to stand there explaining himself to Chata.

			“You came all the way from the town to give me lessons about my animals?”

			“It’s not a lesson, Rendi. I am begging you on their behalf: show them kindness by setting them free. It will make you more human. And, while you’re at it, set free your two quaggas as well.”

			“The quaggas escaped long since. I show the leopards kindness by feeding them and letting them laze about. Do you know how many goats I have to kill to satisfy them?”

			“Free your goats too. Free everything, Rendi.”

			Rendani decided that Chata had gone mad. He went back into his house and closed the carved wooden door after him. 

			“I also want to talk about our father, Rendani,” Chata called after him.

			“Let my father rest in peace,” Rendani yelled.

			“He’s my father too, you must know that.”

			“I only know that you’re the son of my father’s phuli.”

			He suddenly flung the door open and stood right in front of Chata, looking down on him. 

			“There’s no inheritance left. Do you hear that? No inheritance.”

			“I’m not after anyone’s inheritance, you silly man. I am not after anything at all. I don’t even want to know any of you, Zwanga’s children. His memory is soiled in my head; I don’t want to have anything to do with anything that smacks of Zwanga.”

			“You insult the dead, Chatambudza. The ancestors don’t look kindly on that.”

			“They know that sitting among them is a man of dishonour.”

			He walked away. Rendani watched him go; he was seething at the man’s temerity. But Chata decided he was not done with him. He needed something with which to annoy him even further. Marubini. That should get his goat. He stopped and waved at Rendani.

			“Hey, mukomana, I forgot to tell you. I am going to look for Marubini. The time has come for me to think seriously of marriage.”

			“Silly dreams of a silly man,” Rendani yelled back. “The King won’t allow any silliness between the two of you. She’s a national treasure.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			MUVHAḒI WA VHAVHAḒI. CARVER of Carvers. No one had ever been awarded that title in the kingdom’s history. There had been great carvers in Mapungubwe before, but none held that title. The highest honour ever received by those who had attained the highest level of expertise was Muvhaḓi Makone, which simply meant Master Carver. That had been Zwanga’s title. There were few others, and all of them were grey-haired men who had accumulated vast experience in working with wood first and foremost – the spirits of the dead and the unborn inhabited trees – but also in moulding clay and shaping gold, iron and other metals. It was unheard of for a young man of Chata’s age to hold that title. Even Rendani, the Royal Sculptor, wouldn’t qualify to be Muvhaḓi Makone. In fact, it was clear to everyone that he would never even come close enough to the title to get a whiff of it. He was no longer bothering to create any art. The only time he did anything with his hands was during the carving of the palisades. He found more joy in strutting around as Royal Sculptor, dispensing orders and relishing the prestige of being a member of the Council of Elders. Even if he had wished to be a Muvhaḓi Makone he wouldn’t have been able to confer that title on himself. It was an honour bestowed on a carver (sculptor or smith) by other carvers. It usually went to those who had had great artists serve under them as apprentices. No carver in Mapungubwe had developed under Rendani’s tutelage. Nor under Chata’s.

			It came as a surprise therefore to other carvers when they were invited to Baba-Munene’s compound to celebrate the granting of a title to Chatambudza. What puzzled them most was that it was a title no one had ever heard of in Mapungubwe. The gathering was therefore well attended. Most carvers came from the town below the hill, but quite a few others were from the mines almost a day’s journey from the town and from those outlying villages that paid tribute to the King of Mapungubwe. Usually such great numbers of artists were seen only at the carving of the palisades. 

			Curious townspeople also came, but of course kept their distance from the revered personages sitting under the ancient baobab tree. These spectators were not part of the proceedings but, as Mapungubweans liked to say, the ear is a thief. They listened with interest as if the words were addressed to them and laughed when the speakers made jokes.

			The meeting was opened by the King’s Chief Diviner who called upon the ancestors of all present to look after their progeny and pass the message to Mwali to bless them with great fortune, and of course with rain. He used his quagga tail whisk to splash the gathering with water mixed with juices of aloe and other secret medicines. 

			Baba-Munene then addressed the carvers. They were gathered there, he said, to honour a carver who had created a sculpture of gold and ivory that was a wonder to behold. It was currently at his house where its beauty had overwhelmed the people so much that some were even worshipping it. The sculpture had caused such a sensation that even in lands far away people were talking about it. The Swahili had come, seen it, and marvelled. They said they had never seen anything like it even in Arabia or in India or in China, lands whose carvers portrayed life as if they were Mwali Himself.

			Chata sat on a stool next to Rendani and other members of the Council of Elders as Baba-Munene sang his praises. He was puzzled by these developments. Not so long ago Baba-Munene was hoping he would stop the heresies at his compound by commanding those who broke the wall to build it back, hiding the Rain Dancer from public view. But as soon as the soldiers had done so, the Community of Gapers had removed the fresh adobe and the wall had its hole again. It was their shrine, and no one could interfere with it. Not even the owner of the house and creator of the Rain Dancer. There was nothing further that Baba-Munene could do; it was Chata’s property after all. If he wanted a hole in his wall no one could stop that. And now he was being honoured for that very sculpture? 

			Perhaps it had to do with the Swahili. Abdul wa Salim and his colleagues had come to his compound once, even though they had heard he no longer had gold. Their intention had been to negotiate with him to take ownership of the concubine which Baba-Munene had forced them to take back since none of the patricians on top of the hill were interested in making use of her. Alas, they were stuck with her and would have to take her back to Kilwa with them; Chata was not interested in any woman. Instead he had taken them to the back of the house, past the Gapers to the grotto, and showed them the only woman he was interested in. They had marvelled at the Rain Dancer. They had stood in the grotto for a long time looking very closely at the fine artistry, at the detail on the gold and the ivory, and at the elated expression of the Khoikhoi woman and the heads of the fantastical creatures that grew from the face. The Swahili wanted to take Chata with them to carve for the great potentates of Arabia, India and China. He was not interested. Later he had heard that Rendani had suggested he be captured by force and be sold to the traders. Baba-Munene had laughed at the joke; he had never heard of human beings being sold. Even the phuli who worked as miners or cattle herders could not be bought or sold. They had either been captured in some war or had bonded themselves to their master in exchange for food and security. 

			Was it because of the fame his work had received that they were putting him through the embarrassment of an honour he did not deserve? He hoped the speech that was unfolding would explain that. He sat expressionlessly and listened with the rest. He wished Chenayi was there, squatting at his feet. He had been with him watching the antics of the Gapers when he was suddenly summoned to the top of the hill. The Royal Messenger ordered him to look presentable because the King had decided to honour him. He did not believe the Royal Messenger; he thought it was one of Rendani’s tricks. One never knew with Rendani. When the Royal Messenger insisted Chata said he was going to go as he was. He asked Chenayi to come with him, but the idiot savant bolted from the compound. He had been surprised to find the gathering of carvers. They must have known of the meeting days before. When he was offered a stool near the Council of Elders he realised that it was not a joke. The only time he had been in the presence of these revered figures was when he was the accused. He was glad that he looked rather shabby in the company of these well-attired grandees. It asserted his defiance.

			“It is not because people are using Chata’s sculpture as inspiration for false prophecies that we are honouring him today,” continued Baba-Munene. “Those who do so are misguided and now that Chata is being honoured like this by the King he has the obligation to stop that heresy.”

			This honour was Rendani’s idea, said Baba-Munene beaming at his son-in-law. He responded with a beatific smile of his own. This magnanimous son of Zwanga made representations to the King through his esteemed father-in-law that this man, who used to be Zwanga’s ward and learnt the craft at Zwanga’s feet, be honoured in this manner. Rendani even invented the new title: Muvhaḓi wa Vhavhaḓi, Carver of Carvers, so that it would not be confused with the time-honoured title that was given to the great masters who had had great students at their feet: Muvhaḓi Makone. The King had listened to these presentations carefully, and granted them. Since this was a new honour it came with new responsibilities. The Royal Sculptor would lay them down to Chata later that day.

			“It is a sacred trust that this kingdom is giving you,” added Baba-Munene. “Carry it with pride and with the respect it deserves.”

			He ordered Chata to stand up. He gave him a beaded staff and placed across his shoulders a kaross made of tanned leopard, zebra and giraffe skins patched together. Henceforth he would be known as the Carver of Carvers. 

			A man blew the hwamanda horn and another one played mbila, the xylophone of the spirits. This was a signal to the women of the compound that the serious part of the ceremony was over. They appeared in a line carrying on their heads clay pots of marula and sorghum beer. Soon foaming gourds were being passed around.

			Chata sat between two armed guards. He was bemused. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. Many carvers couldn’t believe it either. Some even left abruptly without partaking of the beer. Both those who left and those who remained talked in low tones, asking one another what the significance of the honour was. It sounded like it was more important than the Muvhaḓi Makone honour that many carvers would die without attaining. Chata was a young man whose gift was only in creating strange creatures. He had not trained a single carver. How could he be Carver of Carvers, which implied he was the best of the best? 

			“Were these Zwanga Twins, as we called them when they were little, not mortal enemies? Didn’t we hear stories of their rivalry and skulduggery?” asked one aged carver.

			“It shows that Rendani has a big heart,” responded another greybeard. 

			The rest mumbled their agreement. Indeed Rendani performed his duties as the Royal Sculptor without fear or favour. But that did not answer the question about the name and therefore the meaning of the honour. At that moment Rendani was doing the rounds among groups of carvers, and accepting their congratulations with grace and humility. 

			“How do you answer that, Rendani, since you are the instigator of this?” asked a carver. “Does it mean that in the eyes of our living ancestor Chata is the best carver among us all?”

			“It was the King’s decision,” said Rendani. “I merely suggested it.”

			“Carver of Carvers? Perhaps it says exactly what it means; the man will carve other carvers,” joked another. 

			“That indeed is one of the things he is required to do,” said Rendani with a twinkle in his eye. “He will start by carving the Royal Sculptor for posterity. He has shown with his Rain Dancer that he has the gift of capturing the true image of a person.”

			“I haven’t seen this Rain Dancer thing that people are talking about, but they say its head is composed of the faces of many monsters. How can you say then that he knows how to capture real images?”

			“The Khoikhoi woman sitting under the dancer looks exactly like the woman we saw begging in the town with her brood of children. Go see it and you’ll believe me.”

			The carver shook his head vigorously.

			“No, not me, I’m not getting close to the mad people who call themselves the Community of Gapers.”

			“They won’t last for long,” said Rendani. “Their owner is now the Carver of Carvers and therefore owes his total allegiance to the King and will carve only those things that glorify him and his kingdom.”

			Chata thought that since the ceremony was over and those who remained were merely socialising he could return to his abode down the hill. In any event, he was not part of the bonhomie because the carvers seemed to keep their distance from him. He couldn’t say whether it was because they were resentful or were in awe of his new status. The two guards, armed with spears and shields, followed everywhere he went, and as soon as he joined a group that was engaged in animated conversation it suddenly fell silent. 

			“I’m going home now so I no longer need a ceremonial guard of honour,” said Chata to the guards. “It was nice meeting you.”

			“You cannot go back to the town,” said one of the guards. “You belong to the hill now. Those are the orders of the King.”

			“The King spoke to you and gave you those orders?”

			“Don’t be silly. As a Mapungubwean you should know that no one speaks to the King but Baba-Munene. Okay, maybe his wives when it is their turn to visit him.”

			“And his children,” said the second soldier.

			“Surely he must speak to his children!”

			“Baba-Munene gave us the King’s strict orders. Our duty is to protect you at all times. You are the Carver of Carvers.”

			Despite his attempts to resist, he was not allowed to return home. He was told that the King had ordered that he be accommodated at the far end of Baba-Munene’s compound where all his needs would be catered for. His new home was the house that had been occupied by the unwanted concubine. It was beautifully decorated with patterns on the outside and inside walls. On the walls and floors were tanned hides of zebra, giraffe and leopard. A few steps from the house were a newly built kiln and a furnace. There were all the tools that a carver and smithy would need.

			Deep in the night when only witches are abroad, members of the Royal Guard went down the hill and cleared Chata’s house of all his precious possessions, including his silk material, his Swahili garb, his ceramic and clay bowls, his tools, his Azande weapons, his tanned skins and hides, and his shields and spears. They took all these to his new abode on top of the hill. A group of them carried the Rain Dancer. As they struggled up the hill with the sculpture it broke and the Namaqua woman was separated from the dancer. 

			They set his house on fire.

			When Chenayi, Ma Chirikure and the Community of Gapers got there in the morning only smouldering ruins were left. And pungent fumes.

			The Gapers wailed for their Rain Dancer. For a number of days they went to the ashen site to mourn. When they heard that she was on top of the hill with Chata who was now a pampered Carver of Carvers they cursed him and vowed that he would reap a harvest of perpetual sadness. But they dared not go to the top of the hill to demand the return of the Rain Dancer or to sing and prophesy at her new quarters. The number of mourners dwindled until no one came again. Anotida died of a broken heart and a repentant Lutendo returned to the fold of her beloved and forgiving family of diviners.

			Chenayi and Ma Chirikure were left with the feeling that Chata had betrayed them. The boy went back to his scavenging around town, with only the mirror to remind him of Chata. Ma Chirikure sat outside her house all day long, looking at the boulders on the hilltop, hoping that one day she would see Chata rolling down.

			IT HAD NOT RAINED since Chata was confined by his title to the top of the hill four seasons before. The drought was on everyone’s lips. Once more the rain doctors were busy mixing their rain medicines and chanting their incantations to the ancestors, begging them to appeal to Mwali to release the waterways of the sky. The King emerged from sacred seclusion and undertook the long journey to distant rainmaking hills with his praise singers, diviners and rain doctors in tow. He returned after many days. But the rain refused to fall.

			Baba-Munene ordered that Marubini the Rain Dancer be summoned. The messengers came back with the news that she no longer lived in Mapungubwe. Even her parents said they didn’t know where she was since she ran away from Rendani’s dzekiso. They denied the rumours that they had sent her away to live with relatives. They would long ago have fetched her with a whip if they had any inkling of her whereabouts. 

			Chata did not show any concern even when the Royal Feeders brought him morsels of gossip as relish for the food and beer that they served him. Every day at about midday a line of maidens made its way to his quarters with bowls of delicacies ranging from fried mopane worms served with sorghum meal cooked with pumpkin leaves to marula fruit in season. One of them would also carry a small clay pot of marula beer. Sometimes there would be freshly roasted game. Every time he ate such meat he felt sick because he knew that the hunters had not apologised for killing the animal. That was why he preferred meat he had personally hunted. But now he was not allowed to go hunting. He was not allowed to go anywhere. He was the Carver of Carvers.

			He hoped Rendani would broil in his own guilt since it was his greed for power that had sent the Rain Dancer away, and now the whole kingdom was suffering for it. But Rendani never mentioned Marubini at all when he came to gloat over his victory. Of course he didn’t put his visits in those terms. He came to make sure that the Carver of Carvers wanted for nothing. He entered the house as if he owned it, without first announcing himself at the door as was the custom. Or if he found Chata outside playing a count-and-capture board game with the two soldiers whose sole function was to protect him, he called Chata into the house and reprimanded him for associating with common soldiers. “You are Muvhaḓi wa Vhavhaḓi,” he said. When Chata protested Rendani reminded him of the responsibilities of his position, and that he was denigrating an important honour if he didn’t treat it with respect. And that wouldn’t make the King happy, would it now?

			Rendani paced the dolerite concrete floor, stood next to the Rain Dancer, now in two pieces and lying on the floor next to the wall, and sneezed. It made him sick that all that gold had been wasted on creating a monstrosity and a Khoikhoi woman. It was self-indulgent to create the body of a woman he had committed immorality with, and it was sacrilegious to create a beggar woman in gold instead of works that glorified the King. As the Carver of Carvers he would henceforth create only work that sang the praises of the kingdom, the King, and the important families on top of the hill.

			“In fact, as your title indicates the first person you must carve is me, the Royal Sculptor. You are the Carver of Carvers. Then after that you can carve the King’s sacred totem, the rhino. Maybe the jackal as well, since this is the hill of the jackal. Then carve other carvers to immortalise them – the Vhavhaḓi Makone.”

			This was not the first time Rendani had demanded that the gold of the Rain Dancer should be melted and part of it should be used to create his image, while the rest should be used for making objects for the King and, of course, for Baba-Munene: sacred bowls, sceptres, bracelets and anklets. That was what a Carver of Carvers was supposed to do instead of moping over the broken pieces of a sacrilegious sculpture. 

			At first Chata had ignored these demands, but Baba-Munene came in person and reinforced them, after gently admonishing him for not wearing his ceremonial kaross in public, and not carrying his beaded staff. What Rendani demanded was exactly what the King expected of the kingdom’s first Carver of Carvers. 

			Chata had gone ahead to perform his first task as the Carver of Carvers – the carving of Rendani’s image in wood, which would then be covered with gold leaf. Rendani had to sit for the carving and Chata had chiselled the wood very slowly. Rendani discovered to his consternation that having his image carved needed much patience and took too much of the time he should otherwise be using to resolve disputes as a member of the Council of Elders. He had brilliantly worked out a scheme where Chata had become his prisoner. But through this sculpture the jailer had become the prisoner’s prisoner. Rendani had sat for many hours and yet Chata made very little progress on the stump of wood. He was not too pleased that his day had been wasted. 

			“I started carving you already, Rendi, but you never came back to sit for the sculpture,” said Chata, perching on the stool and watching Rendani sneer and sneeze at the prostrate Rain Dancer.

			“Don’t make me an excuse, Chatambudza; you’ve not even started melting this gold.” 

			“This is my gold. If I have to create for the kingdom then the kingdom must supply the gold and the ivory.”

			“I’ll come back and sit for the sculpture, but don’t think I’m not aware that you chisel slowly on purpose,” he said and stormed out.

			Chata followed him and was walking back to his game with the soldiers when Rendani yelled at the soldiers: “Your job is to protect the Carver of Carvers, not to play with him.”

			“Protect me from what?” Chata yelled back.

			“Protect you from anyone who would want to harm the Carver of Carvers. People out there are evil. Protect you from yourself even.”

			Chata sat on a rock ready to play. But the soldiers stood up and walked away from the board game.

			“Surely, you don’t take Rendani seriously,” said Chata.

			“You’re an important person,” said one of the soldiers. “We can’t play with you.”

			Chata muttered: “It’s true that nothing imprisons like a throne. Or a pedestal of any kind. Once you’ve been placed on a pedestal you can wave goodbye to freedom.”

			He walked into the house to contemplate the Rain Dancer. The soldiers stood guard at the door. One said: “I’d rather be a slave with a pedestal than a slave without one.” 

			“Like us,” said the other one.

			“Yes, slaves like us. This man is fed and pampered and can bask in the sun all day, yet he is complaining. He even has guards to protect him as if he were the King himself.”

			Although they were talking softly Chata could hear every word. Pity the men. They thought they were his protectors. They were not aware that they were his jailers.

			Chata was bound to get bored. They expected him to produce works of art yet they were not providing him with the materials he needed. All he had were the tools. Apparently Rendani had given up the idea of being carved because it was too onerous to sit still for hours on end. For a while Rendani and Baba-Munene seemed to forget about him. He heard from the new guards who had been assigned to relieve the regular ones that there were visitors from Kilwa. A few days later Rendani brought them to him. He was surprised to see that one of the Swahili traders was Hamisi wa Babu, the man who had taken him in his dhow to Aden and Mogadishu. As far as he knew, the man had been banned from Mapungubwe for some indiscretion he never got to understand. He didn’t know that the trader had paid reparations and was now embraced by Rendani, who was only a boy when Hamisi wa Babu was banned.

			“When next are you joining us, Chata?” asked Hamisi wa Babu.

			“Oh, he can’t join you any more. He is now the Carver of Carvers and can’t leave this compound,” Rendani quickly answered on his behalf.

			Hamisi wa Babu looked at his kaross and his beaded staff and the two soldiers who stood behind him. “Have you been elevated to some kind of a pagan deity?” he asked. 

			“Something like that,” said Rendani, and he led the visitors away.

			Chata had not said a word except to return the greeting. 

			Later he heard from the Royal Feeders that Rendani had taken Hamisi wa Babu and his entourage game hunting. He would be gone for a couple of days. 

			Chata was idle and it was driving him crazy. Things got worse when his soles began to itch. A few days later the itch turned into a burning sensation. He knew at once that this was the onset of mitshimbilo, the disease of the wanderers. And he could do nothing about it. He took to pacing the clearing in front of the house, pleading aloud with mitshimbilo to leave him alone. His guards thought it was either madness or he was possessed by spirits – in his case they would be evil spirits because only diviners were possessed by good spirits. When he thought he was going to explode with real madness and scream obscenities at everything sacred the burning pain subsided until it became a mild itch. It was tolerable enough and he soon learnt to ignore it. The mitshimbilo had listened to his plea.

			If he couldn’t create then he would have to de-create. And then create again. He decided to melt the gold of the Rain Dancer and her Namaqua-woman attachment. It took him days to do so but he was in no hurry. He wasn’t going anywhere. He separated the ivory as well. Tears ran down his face in rivers when the wooden frame became a bonfire. He melted the gold and reshaped it into many tiny ingots. At least he was busy again, although this time de-creating – he refused to see it as destroying – what had taken so long to create. 

			There was no Rain Dancer any more. Only ivory and gold. He was attacked by pangs of loss. He missed the Rain Dancer. He started to re-create her once more, but this time in ivory only and in miniature. He was very deliberate and meticulous and it took many days for the shape of a woman to emerge.

			Baba-Munene came one day to check on him and found him working on the miniature dancer. “I don’t think Rendani will like this,” he said. “You are supposed to carve our royal symbols and totems. This is not a rhino but a woman you are carving.”

			“This one I am carving only for my fulfilment,” said Chata.

			“You are the Carver of Carvers. You cannot carve anything for your own fulfilment. That’s self-indulgence.”

			He patiently explained that Rendani’s presentations to the King stated in no uncertain terms that the person granted the honour of Muvhaḓi wa Vhavhaḓi should create to the glory of no one else but the King. His art should serve the important function of nation-building and moulding social cohesion. If at all he created a sculpture to celebrate the love or beauty of a woman, as Chata seemed to be doing, then that would be “mbisili”, a word created by the Royal Sculptor himself and accepted by the King as part of the vocabulary of the kingdom. Henceforth it would be used for any work of art that was both abominable and strange, and that worked against social cohesion and nation-building. Because these rules were outlined to the King and he accepted them, they were therefore the King’s word. It would be foolhardy to defy the King’s word. It had never been known to happen. 

			“What you are carving now is a mbisili that is not befitting a Builder of the Nation and a Moulder of Social Cohesion like yourself. You must therefore cease and desist before the spirits are offended.” 

			MBISILI. CHATA WAS TO hear that word many times after that. His urge to continue carving miniature ivory dancers was called that by Baba-Munene, by Rendani and even by the guards and the Royal Feeders. When he asked what it meant exactly he got no clear answer. From then on anything that the rulers did not like was mbisili. If it did not satisfy their aesthetic tastes it was mbisili. The word now went beyond works of art to any other activity of an artist. His yearning to visit the town and see Ma Chirikure was declared mbisili. His attempt to find out from the guards who either lived in the town or frequented it of the whereabouts and well-being of Chenayi was called mbisili after the guards revealed it to Rendani. Chata had not known that every conversation he had with them was transmitted to Rendani. In fact, his whole relationship with Chenayi was declared unnatural, an abomination, and therefore a mbisili. The word caught on, and other people fell victim to it. A dancer who tried to come up with innovative choreography, hoping to be the new Marubini, was accused of mbisili and was condemned and ostracised. When she couldn’t take it any longer she jumped to her death from the highest cliff on the hill. Many people were demonised on the basis of that word irrespective of the nature of their art work, its meaning and intention. Rendani, in his capacity as Royal Sculptor, was very active in determining what was or was not mbisili. It seemed all so arbitrary to Chata. Just that label itself was enough for people to support his decision. They didn’t need to see the work that had been condemned or know the person. If it was a mbisili it was an abomination that no one wanted to associate with. It was a shameful thing for anyone to be caught looking at a mbisili.

			“If you don’t stop this mbisili the King will hear about it. It will be a scandal for the Carver of Carvers to be involved in creating mbisili,” said Rendani to Chata one afternoon. He came to warn him because he had heard from the guards that he was continuing to carve the ivory figurines of female dancers. Hamisi wa Babu stood a few steps away talking to the guards about the recent hunt. At the same time he was straining to hear Rendani’s badgering of Chata, because the ear is a thief. 

			Chata was sitting on a stool on the veranda carving some detail on a miniature sculpture. He did not respond to Rendani, and this infuriated him no end. Chata knew that there was nothing Rendani could do. The only possible punishment for mbisili was chastisement and isolation. People were ostracised until they punished themselves either by banishing themselves from the town or, like the innovative dancer, by killing themselves. As it was, he was already enduring enough chastisement from Baba-Munene, Rendani and everyone else with whom he came into contact to drive a weaker man to madness. As for isolation, his title of Carver of Carvers had already ensured that. So he would continue to carve exactly what he wanted to carve until they got sick and tired of him and took their title back. Surely they would not tolerate mbisili in their midst for ever. Perhaps his defiance was his path to freedom.

			So, he sat there and continued to carve while humming a song to himself and tapping his foot to its rhythm. 

			“I am warning you, Chatambudza, you’ll not toy with the title that I worked so hard to invent. You’ll not cheapen it by creating mbisili. A Carver of Carvers must create only works that enhance social cohesion and nation-building, works that are to the glory of the living ancestor, our King.”

			He walked away in a huff. Hamisi wa Babu waved goodbye to Chata and followed Rendani. 

			The guards looked pityingly at Chata. They had developed a very low opinion of him since it became common knowledge that he was stubbornly creating mbisili. Pity they had to protect such an unsavoury character. Even new guards who came to relieve them already had that attitude towards him. They no longer shared the latest gossip of the town with him. He had vicariously participated in the life of the town through such snippets. Even the Royal Feeders who brought him the delicacies that made him fat kept mum. They no longer entered the house but placed the food on the veranda. They did not want to be contaminated by mbisili.

			Later that evening the Swahili trader came back to see Chata on his own. They sat on the veranda and shared gourds of marula beer. 

			“What happened, man?” asked Hamisi wa Babu. “Your people have made you into some kind of deity. I had to get a special dispensation from Baba-Munene to spend some time with you after Rendani totally refused.”

			“Yes, Rendani is very angry with me,” said Chata.

			“He’s angry with everybody today. Even with me.”

			The cause of all this rage? Rendani had revived his interest in Chido. That morning he sent a delegation of his uncles to her home to ask for her hand in marriage. They returned with downcast faces and heavy hearts. Chido, with the support of her family, had turned them down. This, of course, was an insult to Rendani. He vowed that the family would rue the day.

			The two men drank and talked about the old times sailing the seas. Hamisi wa Babu was keen to know what happened to Chata in Mogadishu after he was captured by slavers. Chata narrated his exploits with the Azande with drunken relish. He went into the house and came back with his Azande weapons to show the trader.

			“We would have done wonderfully with weapons like those on our rhino hunt the other day,” said Hamisi wa Babu.

			He realised too late that he had let slip a secret. But Chata pretended it was no big deal because he wanted to hear more. He actually gave the impression that he would participate in a rhino hunt, given the opportunity. Hamisi wa Babu expressed a view that Chata had heard before in the dhow on the Zanj seas that it was silly for the rhino to be protected in Mapungubwe, just because of the kaafir beliefs that it was sacred. Although Chata was himself an infidel in his eyes, he saw him as an open-minded one who had seen the world. He therefore opened up and told him about the great hunt. Marula beer also greased his tongue nicely. They had travelled south with their entourage and had spent days in the bush with only the sky as their roof. They had slaughtered quite a few rhinos and cut off their horns. 

			Hamisi wa Babu bragged that his first trip to Mapungubwe after many years of estrangement had paid off and he would be going home with rhino horns that would fetch quite a good price in Aden. 

			It was late in the evening when Hamisi wa Babu staggered to the house that Rendani had built for a new wife. It had turned into a guest house since he was having problems finding a woman to marry. 

			Chata was troubled by Hamisi wa Babu’s revelation. He had to do something about it. He regarded Hamisi wa Babu as a friend, a man who had given him the greatest opportunity in his life by taking him in his dhow to foreign lands. Hamisi wa Babu also took him for a friend, otherwise he wouldn’t have told him about the rhino hunt. He felt very bad that he would have to betray his trust. 

			Although Chata’s quarters were in Baba-Munene’s compound, albeit at the far end, he could never just walk to his house and say “Hello, neighbour.” He sent one of his guards to request an audience. “It is something very urgent that I must discuss with Younger Father. Your very life depends on it,” he told the guard when he seemed a bit hesitant. A few hours later Chata was led to Baba-Munene’s house. The Younger Father was sitting on the veranda drinking sorghum porridge. He didn’t offer Chata a stool but asked his guards to stand out of earshot near the palisade entrance. 

			“I shouldn’t be talking with you at all, Chatambudza, because I am told your mbisili is getting worse.”

			He was talking of it as if it was a disease.

			“I understand, Younger Father, but I must talk to you about rhino horns.”

			Reports had already reached Baba-Munene from travellers who had come across sporadic carcasses of rhinos that there were strange things happening in the kingdom of late. All the dead and putrefying animals had their horns missing. Diviners had attributed this to some evil spirit that was roaming the land. It was a curse that was closely related to the relentless drought. No one could imagine that human beings could actually kill rhinos.

			Chata told Baba-Munene what he had learnt. As he had expected, Baba-Munene did not believe him. “How can you invent such lies about a man who has bestowed such great honour upon you? You owe it to his father, the great Zwanga who also brought you up, to have some loyalty to him. Is it because Rendani exposed your mbisili?”

			Chata understood this reaction. No one could imagine that a Mapungubwe nobleman could kill a rhino, let alone get involved in the wholesale slaughter of rhinos so that foreigners could have their horns.

			“Remember, I once told you of Rendani’s lust for power. Even though you didn’t believe me you took precautions; you stopped his betrothal to Marubini.”

			“It was the King’s order,” said Baba-Munene defensively. 

			“The King is wise,” said Chata. “All I am asking today is that you take similar precautions. Hamisi wa Babu is still here. He will be leaving soon, though. Have his baggage searched. The future of Mapungubwe may depend on this. We need rain, O Younger Father! But how can it fall when the land is drenched with the blood of our sacred totem?”

			Instead of answering him Baba-Munene yelled at the soldiers: “Accompany this man back to his lodgings.”

			MA CHIRIKURE COULDN’T BELIEVE her eyes when Chata approached her house, walking slowly like a man with a sickness. He was carrying a heavy tanned hide bag in one hand and his Azande weapons – the makraka and makrigga – in the other. He had another bag over his shoulders and it contained some of his precious possessions, including his silk kanga. He was not the Chata she knew, a nimble man with an athletic body and a spring in his gait. He dragged his feet; perhaps it was because of the weight of his baggage. He wore his Carver of Carvers kaross of patchwork hides like a cape, so she could see his flabby stomach. The chest that used to be rippling muscle now had breasts that were almost hanging like those of a woman. Even his face was full and round like a baby’s. Ma Chirikure squinted her cataracted eyes to make sure they were not making a mistake, and she said to herself: “Why should I be surprised at all? He is now one of the idle rich on the hill.” 

			“You shouldn’t be seen here,” said Ma Chirikure even before Chata could open his mouth in a greeting.

			“My eyes wept, there’s only rubble where my house used to stand,” said Chata.

			“They said you’d never come back, that you were now a nobleman on top of the hill. Why would your eyes weep for a homestead that you asked to be destroyed since you no longer wanted to be associated with us commoners?”

			Ma Chirikure did not invite him into her house, and didn’t welcome him with a bowl of fermented porridge. They just stood there in the clearing in front of the house, anger in her eyes and perplexity in his. 

			“I’m almost your mother,” said Ma Chirikure. “I ushered you through the passage of life. But I don’t want you here. They say you have mbisili.”

			“And what is this mbisili that I’m supposed to have, Ma Chirikure?”

			“Who knows what it is? All I know is that people like you who create things with their hands or with their bodies are sometimes possessed by evil spirits that make them create mbisili instead of beautiful things. And then they kill themselves as punishment by the ancestors.” 

			Chata couldn’t but bow to the genius of his brother. Rendani had created an idea specifically to be used against him and now it had caught fire and had become part of the culture of the people of Mapungubwe. Chata tried to explain that mbisili lived only in the minds of the gullible. He told her how it came about. But Ma Chirikure’s anger did not abate. 

			“We were proud of you when we heard that now you’re an important person,” she said. “But you abandoned us. You abandoned a child who had faith in you.”

			“I had no choice in the matter. I was confined to the hill by my Muvhaḓi wa Vhavhaḓi title. I could not defy the orders of the King. A Carver of Carvers is not allowed to go anywhere. He just sits there being fed like an ox that is being fattened for slaughter.” 

			His escape was facilitated by the drought. The weakened King had become desperate because he could not produce the rain. His only hope was that the Rain Dancer could be found before the famine finished his people. Chata had then offered to find Marubini if he was allowed to go and look for her. From his Zhun/twasi bloodline he had inherited their famed tracking ability and he was confident that he would return to Mapungubwe with the Rain Dancer. The rain festival could then be made, she would dance up a storm and a downpour would quench the thirsty land. 

			Baba-Munene was faced with the difficult decision as to whether a Carver of Carvers was allowed to undertake such a mission. He could not consult the other elders of the village as to what tradition said on the matter because there had never been a Carver of Carvers before. There was therefore no precedent to follow. The only person who could decide on the matter was the Royal Sculptor. He was the one who had been directed by the ancestors to invent such a title, and therefore he was the one who could definitively make a ruling on the matter, one way or the other. But unfortunately Baba-Munene was not talking to Rendani at that moment. Not until he came up with a good explanation for the rhino horns that were found in the guest house that was used by Hamisi wa Babu. On their discovery Hamisi wa Babu had fled before he was killed by what he referred to as infidels. Rendani was left alone to endure the shame. Baba-Munene was not going to consult him about anything until his case was resolved. He therefore erred on the side of rain and allowed the Carver of Carvers to go on a quest to bring the Rain Dancer back. But since the Carver of Carvers had to be protected at all times the guards would have to go with him. Chata insisted that he would either go on this quest alone, or not at all. His tracking powers were very sensitive. They would not work if he could sniff the smell of other people around him. 

			“That is why I’m here, Ma Chirikure, and I need your help. I suspect you know where Marubini is.”

			Ma Chirikure had listened attentively, her body swaying gently from side to side. 

			“Come inside,” she said. “I do not mind if your mbisili contaminates me. You’re my child after all.”

			He placed his heavy baggage on the floor and sat on a stool. Ma Chirikure apologised for not giving him a bowl of fermented porridge as she used to. Things were difficult for her and she didn’t have much to eat. Chata told her it didn’t matter, he would drink the soft porridge another day. 

			“What makes you think I know where Marubini is? I told you once that her parents sent her to the land of the Karanga.”

			“I believed you then, Ma Chirikure. But I have since heard that her parents don’t know where she is. They had nothing to do with her disappearance. You must be the one who knows.”

			Ma Chirikure did not respond to this, which confirmed to Chata that indeed she knew where Marubini was hiding.

			“There are gold ingots in this bag,” said Chata. “They used to be the Rain Dancer. I want you to have them. You’ll never go hungry again.”

			“You melted the Rain Dancer?” She was shocked. 

			“I am going to look for the real live Rain Dancer, if you will guide me. I no longer need an image of her.”

			“I’m old. What will I do with all this gold? You are young; you can use it. I don’t need gold to help you find Marubini.”

			“I’m not giving it to you to help me find Marubini. You will help me find her in any case. You will do it for the sake of my mother and the grandchildren you told me she wants.”

			Ma Chirikure was not convinced. She shook her head vigorously and said, “They want her because they want rain. They must leave her alone. The King must make rain and not depend on a little girl to save him. What good is a King who can’t make rain on a regular basis?”

			“The King is weak,” she moaned. “He is not as potent as the ancestors who founded this town. How could he be so weak when he acquired the power of the hill?”

			She told him that before the hill of Mapungubwe became the capital town of the kingdom it was a rainmaking hill. 

			“We, the old residents, lived here from the beginning of time. Our parents told us how chiefs from neighbouring and distant towns and villages and rain doctors of all sorts used to gather here to perform rainmaking rituals on top of the hill. Our people never went to the top of the hill because it was a sacred place. And then the new residents came and overwhelmed us old residents. Their King and nobility built their compounds on top of the hill because they themselves were sacred and the King was a living ancestor. The King thought he would acquire the rainmaking power of the hill. And for a while he did. But now it seems his rain doctors are impotent.”

			“Some have left for the north to the fast-growing kingdom of the stone enclosures – the zimbabwes – across the great river.”

			“That is not Marubini’s fault, is it? She cannot bear that burden.”

			“I want her for herself, not for the rain. I’m never ever going back to the top of the hill.”

			Ma Chirikure mulled over the matter for a while. 

			“If it is true you want her for herself I’ll help you,” she said finally.

			Marubini had found refuge with Ma Chirikure’s relatives who farmed on the floodplains but were also salt traders during the off-season. They travelled north-westerly for days to the salt pans of Makgadikgadi and returned with bags of salt that they sold in town. Chata had seen the salt traders occasionally in town and had bartered with them, trading some of his carvings or gold ingots for salt. Of course Marubini was never with them. She remained in hiding on the floodplains. 

			Chata’s next mission was to find Chenayi. He owed him an explanation. He would not go on his quest in peace if he was being nagged by the fact that Chenayi thought he had abandoned him. He had to make things right between them so that the ancestors could clear his path.

			Chata had no idea where the boy lived. He used to spend the whole day with him but in the evenings he left and Chata never knew where he was going. It became obvious quite early in their relationship that Chenayi did not want him to know where he spent the nights. Chata respected his privacy. He walked all over the town looking for him. Whenever he met people he asked if they had seen Chenayi that day. Those who recognised him quickened their steps away from him. They did not want to be tainted by his mbisili. Only children who were playing their games on the pathways were helpful. They pointed him in the direction they saw Chenayi go. He followed their directions and later that day he found Chenayi sitting on a rock on the outskirts of the town. He was holding his mirror for a beautiful maiden to look at herself. A number of maidens and young men were standing in line waiting for their turn to look at themselves in the mirror. Chata was glad to see that the mirror had made Chenayi quite popular.

			MARUBINI FOLLOWED CHATA WHO followed Chenayi. Chenayi always led the way, skipping about like a rabbit, never getting tired. Marubini admitted to herself that she had lost her head. She allowed herself to be persuaded to return to Mapungubwe by this man and to dance for rain to save a nation; she lost her head over the man. What woman would not lose her head over a man who undertook a journey of many days in foreign lands to search for her? And, of course, when he later confessed that it was not really for rain that he wanted her back but for himself she realised that she had always loved him but had never wanted to admit it to herself.

			She told her hosts at the salt pans that she was going home. She had established a reputation already of having a mind of her own. Men said she was headstrong and stubborn while women saw her as tenacious and assertive, so no one tried to stop her. The older women expressed their unease that she was leaving with a man. One of them made the rest feel better when she observed that the man was with a boy, albeit a slow-headed one. He wouldn’t dare do dirty things to the girl in the presence of a child.

			“This is not some ogre of a man who’s going to eat me on the way,” Marubini assured them. “He’s Ma Chirikure’s son.”

			Those who knew of him from Ma Chirikure agreed.

			She left everything at the salt pans and followed him.

			Chata was not in any hurry to get back to Mapungubwe, so he slowed the boy. He had a mild tingling feeling on his soles which got sharper on his heels. He knew those signs very well. It was mitshimbilo, the disease of the wanderers. It was catching him. He wondered what they would do when they got to the town. Marubini would have to dance for rain at the rainmaking festival for sure, and he would have to return to the solitude of his Muvhaḓi wa Vhavhaḓi title. He would not stand that isolation. He had tasted the wild once more and it had reminded him who he really was. Of where he actually belonged.

			They set up camp under marula trees and ate the emaciated fruit. Chenayi went to trap birds and came back with guineafowls which they roasted on the open fire. Chenayi discovered that the mirror had more uses than just for looking at one’s face. He could use it to direct the rays of the sun onto dry grass until it caught fire. When they came across streams the two males went bathing downstream while Marubini took a dive upstream where boulders shielded her from their gaze. They avoided villages because they did not know what their reception would be. Some peoples were known to be hostile to strangers while others welcomed them with open arms, food and drink. But one never knew beforehand, so it was best just to avoid villages altogether. 

			Sometimes they came across travellers who shared their provisions of dried meat and sorghum bread with them; at other times they encountered travellers who hurled insults at their foreignness or challenged them to a fight. Chata was armed with his Azande weapons and those who challenged him ran away at just the brandishing of the curved makraka that could decapitate a man with one swoosh or the sight of the makrigga with its backward-facing hooks that could drag out a man’s intestines while he was watching. Chata was still agile despite his heavy body and had lost some of the fat because of the walking and the running after animals for meat. 

			When the sun set and the air cooled a bit they hid their possessions under the leaves and frolicked about like little children. 

			One day Chenayi went chasing a buck he had successfully shot with a poisoned arrow. Sooner or later it would fall, so he ran after it. It was what he had learnt from Chata during the hunts on their way to the salt pans. Chata had also taught him how to finish off the animal after it had fallen, how to apologise to it, and how to skin it and share some of its parts with the birds of prey and other scavenging animals. Chata knew that the boy would be able to track his way back and that later that day or the next he would return with the carcass that they would roast and feast on. So they might as well make the marula tree their home for a day or two.

			Marubini worried about the boy even though Chata assured her that he would be fine. “You made him into a person,” she said. “When others were treating him like an animal, you showed us all that he is a person.”

			“He’s more of a person than most of us,” said Chata. 

			He was a bit embarrassed by the praise; he wanted to change the subject. He took a green worm from the leaves of the tree and chased Marubini with it. She took off at full speed and Chata went after her. She had the sprint of a hunter and he was having trouble catching up. The terrain was semi-arid but her strides led her to an oasis. It was a pond of stagnant water. It had been a much bigger pool during the rainy days. Perhaps it was a diminishing lake.

			They frolicked around the pond and then she jumped into the water. He followed. Soon their frolics turned into dance. They both danced a cappella in the water for some time, using their feet and hands to splash each other. She followed him in the steps of the Zhun/twasi, her lithe body twisting and turning. Then she recalled the movements she had learnt from Chata that day at the top of the hill, the movements she had refined, and she began to perform them. He jumped out of the pool and watched her become a charging buffalo and a slithering snake and a swooping vulture. He sang for her and clapped his hands, which sent her into a much more frenzied dance. 

			Drops of rain began to fall. First a drizzle and then a downpour. He did not stop his song. She did not stop her dance. Even thunder and lightning did not stop the performance. A deep rumble shook the earth. And then a clap that suddenly silenced Chata. Marubini stood in the middle of the pond and screamed and moaned while embracing her own self tightly and then stretching her arms out and stamping her feet in the water, creating splashes that rose up to confront the downpour. Chata did not move. It was obvious to him that if he went into the pool he would be interfering with something bigger than himself. Her screams were not screams of pain but of pleasure. Another clap brought more screams and moans from her. Now she raised her hands as if in supplication. There was a farewell clap. She got out of the pool. She was exhausted.

			The downpour became a drizzle once more as they walked back to the tree where they had set up camp. 

			“My body tingles with pleasure when it thunders,” said Marubini. 

			She sounded apologetic. She didn’t tell him that she actually got orgastic from thunder. 

			That night they sat under the tree on wet leaves and shrubs and fell asleep. 

			They were awoken in the morning by Chenayi who had returned with half of the buck’s carcass on his shoulders. That was all he could carry. The rest he left for other meat-eating beasts and birds of the wild. 

			Marubini was quiet throughout that day. She was ashamed that Chata had seen what thunder could do to her. 

			MANY FULL MOONS HAD passed and Ma Chirikure believed that Chata had got lost in the wild or been eaten by wild animals after being slain by the bad people who were known to waylay travellers. She was therefore surprised when she saw three ragtag people approaching her homestead. She was sitting on the ground removing small stones and other useless fragments from a small hill of cowpeas on a grass mat. She squinted her eyes and immediately identified the man as Chata. The old Chata that she used to know with a muscular body and a bouncy gait. All the flab was gone. The boy was Chenayi. She had not been aware that Chata had travelled with the boy. The woman was of course Marubini. When they got to the clearing in front of the house she realised that Marubini’s body was round and glowing. 

			Ma Chirikure almost ululated because the children had returned safely, but she stopped herself. Ululations would call the attention of the neighbours who would come to share her joy at whatever had happened. She didn’t want to be explaining things to Marubini’s parents. Or to be accused of harbouring mbisili. They all went into the house to escape the neighbourhood eyes that would surely be gawking in no time at all. 

			“She’s with child,” said Ma Chirikure. “What are we going to do? She’s with child.”

			She was panicking and shaking.

			“Whether it’s a boy or a girl we’ll call the child Mubvumo,” said Marubini unperturbed by Ma Chirikure’s state.

			“Child of Thunder,” added Chenayi.

			“Yes, Child of Thunder,” said Chata.

			Ma Chirikure’s concerns were that the King would not be happy that the Rain Dancer was with child. How would a mother dance for rain? It was for the same reason that he had abrogated Rendani’s dzekiso of her. Not only did Chata and Marubini have to face the wrath of the King. There was the community as well. A girl’s pregnancy was a disgrace. Even a headstrong girl like her would not be able to survive the sharp tongues of the other women in town, especially her peers. Also, her parents would be shunned.

			“I am staying out of their lives,” said Marubini.

			The soil was wet; Mapungubwe had seen some good rains lately. The King was being praised for finally creating the rain. Perhaps his anger against them would abate. 

			“Perhaps you should go now while the land is still drenched and throw yourselves on Baba-Munene’s mercy and ask him to plead with the King on your behalf,” said Ma Chirikure.

			“We’ll not be staying in Mapungubwe, Ma Chirikure,” said Chata. “We came only to fetch my things and to ask you to come with us.”

			“This is your home, my children. You have no other home but this town.”

			“I cannot be the Rain Dancer,” said Marubini. 

			“And I cannot be the Carver of Carvers,” said Chata.

			“I can always be Chenayi,” said Chenayi.

			They laughed at this, which lightened the mood a bit. Chata and Marubini clapped their hands and chanted “Chenayi Chenayi with twisted eyes, Chenayi Chenayi walks like a crab . . .” and Chenayi performed what could be interpreted as the dance of the crab. Ma Chirikure almost died laughing.

			As they ate the evening meal Ma Chirikure told them of the big scandal that had rocked the top of the hill while they were away. Rendani and his Swahili friends were caught with a number of rhino horns. Chata listened quietly. He didn’t tell them that he had something to do with that. Rendani was stripped of his position as Royal Sculptor and kicked out of the Council of Elders. He and his family were banished from the hill. His whole homestead, including the houses of his wives, was set on fire to cleanse the earth of the abomination, especially because the rhino horns were found in one of the houses. The whole homestead was therefore tainted with the blood of the sacred rhino. 

			Chata was saddened by all this. After all, Rendani was his brother. 

			“So, what happened to my mukomana?” he asked.

			“He was saved from worse punishment by the fact that he is married to Baba-Munene’s daughter.”

			Rendani freed his leopards and went back to Zwanga’s mine. There he mined gold as his father had done before him and created wonderful works of art and jewellery from ivory, copper and gold while those who worked for him manufactured implements and tools from iron, tin and copper traded from other mines in the vicinity. 

			“He was always a talented artist,” said Chata. “It is a shame that power went to his head and he stopped creating.”

			The next morning Chata wore his silk kanga and said goodbye to Ma Chirikure. She was not joining them in their wanderings. She was too old to be a wanderer, she said, and would stay at the place of her ancestors. Chata insisted on leaving her most of the gold. They would take only a few ingots in case they needed to barter for something on the journey. Their needs were few; they had lived in the open wilderness for many moons. His Azande weapons had served them well and would continue to do so.

			Ma Chirikure gave them her blessing. 

			As they exited the stone walls of Mapungubwe Marubini, Chenayi and Chata were all seized by mitshimbilo, the disease of the wanderers. Perhaps they would settle for a while at Chata’s mine in the land of the Karanga. Or perhaps they would follow the songs of the insects and the grass to the fabulous new town of the zimbabwes further north. 

			One never knew with mitshimbilo. 
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			Synopsis

			In the timeless kingdom of Mapungubwe, the royal sculptor has two sons, Chata and Rendanie. As they grow, so grows their rivalry – Rendani mastering the forms of the animals that run in the wild hills and lush valleys of the land, Chata learning to carve fantastic beings from his dreams, creatures never before seen on the Earth.

			From this rivalry between brothers, Zakes Mda crafts an irresistibly rish fable of love and family. What makes the better art – a perfect likeness or creation fulled by inspiration? Who makes a better wife – a princess or a mysterious dancer?

			Ageless and contemporary, deceptive in its simplicity and mythical in its scope, The Sculptors of Mapungubwe encompasses all we know of love, eny and the artist’s primal urge to forge art from nature and nature into art.
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