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    To my granddaughter, Annabelle —May you always listen for the whispers of the earth,follow the hum of your brave heart,and grow wild and golden like the flowers of Etango.
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​Prologue
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The Last Hivekeeper

The wind swept gently across the thornveld, rustling the dry grasses and whispering through the branches of the camelthorn tree. The old man walked barefoot along the dust path, his hands steady despite the weight of the gourd he carried. Behind him, the village huts of Omatati glowed under the light of Etango — the great sun.

Tatekulu Kambonde, keeper of the bees, paused near the stone-ringed grove. Twelve woven mokolo hives stood nestled in the shade. They were old, patched with palm fronds and beeswax, but alive with a soft hum that vibrated through the soil.

The old man knelt beside the central hive — the Queen’s Hive, known in whispered stories as Ombidi yoShilongo, the Heart of the Land.

He placed the gourd gently on the earth. Inside was honey — not ordinary honey, but thick and golden, flecked with something that sparkled like the early morning sun. Golden wax. Sun-forged nectar. A gift from the bees of Etango.

He whispered, “Oonyushi yandje, my bees... this land has forgotten the old ways. But you remember. You always do.”

He poured the honey slowly into a carved hole beneath the hive. The earth drank it in.

“I was your Warden. Your Keeper. But I am tired now,” he said. “Soon, a new one must come. Someone with a clean heart and strong hands.”

A single bee landed on his forehead.

He closed his eyes.

“May she be ready.”

Then he stood, his shadow long in the rising sun, and walked back toward the village.

Behind him, the bees hummed louder — singing their ancient song to the sky.
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Chapter 1
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The Bees of Tatekulu

The sun had only just peeped above the mopane trees when Aina Nandago reached the edge of her late grandfather’s homestead. Her breath puffed in the cool morning air, and her bare feet kicked up little clouds of dust as she walked the red-sand path past the empty goat kraal and the clay grain hut.

The bees were humming again.

Aina stopped. Listened.

It wasn’t just a sound — it was a vibration, a low, steady rhythm pulsing beneath the silence of the bush. She remembered that hum. It used to lull her to sleep during the long school holidays when she stayed with Tatekulu Kambonde in Omatati.

Now, a full year had passed since his funeral.

They had said prayers, shared oshikundu, and burned mopane bark to guide his spirit. His bees, once gentle and glowing, had grown restless since then. Some neighbours whispered that they were cursed. Others said the hive had died with him.

But Aina knew better.

“Tatekulu used to say the bees are smarter than people,” she murmured aloud. “They remember everything.”

She pushed open the squeaky gate and walked past the old fig tree to the hives hidden behind the hut. The twelve mokolo hives, suspended between forked wooden posts, stood just as she remembered — only now they shimmered faintly in the morning light.

Her heart skipped.

One of them — the central hive — was leaking.

She stepped closer.

A golden drop slid slowly down the woven surface and landed on a flat marula leaf. It sparkled. It glowed.

“Etango’s honey,” she breathed, eyes wide.

She crouched beside the leaf and dipped her finger into the drop. It was warm. Sticky. Sweet — and tingling, like something alive.
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And then, as if summoned, a bee appeared.

It hovered in front of her face, wings vibrating so fast they were invisible. But it didn’t sting. It didn’t fly away.

It simply... watched her.

Aina froze. “Are you testing me?” she whispered.

The bee drifted toward the hive, then looped back. Slowly. Purposefully.

She followed it with her eyes. Then turned her head toward the hut. Her late grandfather’s old chest — where he kept his books and bundles — still sat untouched by the door.

She knew what she had to do.

Inside the cool darkness of the hut, dust hung in beams of light. Aina knelt before the chest and unfastened the thick leather straps. She lifted the lid.

Inside lay Tatekulu’s old leather-bound journal, a beeswax candle, and a carved wooden pendant in the shape of a sun rising over a hive.

The first page of the journal bore a line in faded ink:

“To the next Keeper of Ombidi yoShilongo. The bees will choose when the time is right.”

Aina’s hands trembled.

She looked down at her finger, still sticky with golden honey.

And she knew. The bees had chosen.
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Chapter 2
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The Golden Drop

By the time the sun had climbed above the acacia trees, Aina had read half of her grandfather’s journal. Her eyes were wide. Her heart, louder than the bees.

The entries were not just notes about beekeeping — they were secrets, written in a careful mix of English, Oshiwambo, and symbols Aina didn’t recognize.

She read aloud:

“The honey from Ombidi yoShilongo is not meant for trade. It is sacred. It holds memory. Spirit. Light. The gold it carries is not of the earth — it is a message from Etango, to be guarded with honour.”

She flipped the page.

“Only the chosen may take. Only the selfless may keep. If the hive is abused, the balance will break. The bees will disappear. And with them, the land will suffer.”

Aina sat back on her heels. Her hands were dusty, her feet numb from crouching so long, but her mind was buzzing.

Could this really be happening?

Could her grandfather’s bees — her bees now — really make golden honey?

She needed to be sure.

That afternoon, while her mother rested and her uncle worked in the fields, Aina slipped behind the hut, carrying an old calabash ladle and a tiny clay jar. The bees buzzed more gently this time, as though they recognized her.

She stood before the central hive. “I’m not here to steal,” she whispered. “I only need to understand.”

Slowly, she reached out with the ladle.

Aina had learned to handle bees before she could tie her own shoelaces. But this time was different. These weren’t just bees — they were watchers. Guardians.

They parted silently as she dipped the ladle into the hive’s lower comb. 
[image: ]

The golden honey oozed slowly, thick and gleaming, with tiny glimmers like sun flakes suspended inside.

She gasped.

It was gold.

But not hard like metal. It was alive. Glowing. Vibrating softly against the clay as she poured it into her jar.

A single bee landed on her wrist. It vibrated for a moment, as if scanning her.

Aina held her breath.

Then, with a hum like a blessing, it flew away.

She exhaled shakily.

“Thank you.”

That night, Aina sat by the fire with her mother, pretending to drink oshikundu, but her thoughts were far from the homestead. The jar was hidden under her sleeping mat. The journal, wrapped tightly in cloth and tucked in her satchel.

As the stars gathered above, the bees began to hum again — a deeper, layered tone, like music made from wind and memory.

And Aina knew.

She wasn’t just a beekeeper anymore. She was a Warden.

And the hive was awakening.
[image: A child walking towards bees
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