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If this is your first, welcome to the ZamaShort series!

If not, welcome back!

What is ZamaShort?

From the publisher StoryTime that brought you the StoryTime Magazine, African Roar anthology series, and AfroSF anthology series, ZamaShort is a new imprint focused on the amazing powerhouse that is the short story. We give each single short story its own publication so that it may have its own spotlight. To be read and savoured as a stand-alone publication.

ZamaShort is decidedly genre agnostic. We are keen to publish all fiction stories that resonate with us no matter the genre, be it contemporary, satire, science fiction, africanfuturism, fantasy, etc.

ZamaShort will only publish original fiction that has never before been published.

ZamaShort works in an equal partnership with each author, so you can know that 50% of the revenue share you have paid for this story will go directly to the author.

All ZamaShort selections for editing and publication are made from submissions. We also have a strict no-genAI policy and accompanying blacklist.

ZamaShort publishes one story a month.

As per the StoryTime mandate initialised in 2007, with the ZamaShort imprint we will continue to champion and add to the ever-growing canon of African literature excellence and diversity.

With all that said, welcome again, we hope that you will enjoy this short story and all the ones in the series!
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Bongani Sibanda is a novelist and short story writer based in Johannesburg, South Africa. He is the author of the collection of short stories, Grace and Other Stories (Weaver Press, 2016), and the children’s fantasy novels, Jimmy and the Giant Insects and The Goat that Refused to be Slaughtered. He has published short stories in magazines and literary journals such as Munyori, Lolwe, Kalahari Review, and many others. In 2018, he attended the Caine Prize workshop held in Gisenyi Rwanda, where he wrote the story ‘Ngozi’, which was published in the Caine Prize anthology, Redemption Song and Other Stories. In 2015, he was longlisted for the Elizabeth Jolley Short Story Prize for his story ‘Musoke’, a fictionalised account of the Ugandan rebel, Dominic Ongwen.
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On ‘Everyone is a Robot until Proven Otherwise’ and more.

––––––––
[image: ]


I grew up in a small, remote village in rural Zimbabwe. There were no books, no TV, and even the school ones were torn and missing pages. The only thing that satisfied my curiosity was an illustrated Watchtower Bible. I loved the story of Samson and Delilah, David and Goliath, and how Jephtha commanded the sun to stop while he fought a war. 

At grade five, my parents split and I moved to my maternal grandparents where, luckily, one of my uncles was a reader and had Zulu and Ndebele novels in abundance. I read everything there was, and at one point began to wonder where such interesting stories came from. When my aunty told me that someone like me writes them, I began to write mine on that day. The first was in grade five, at Nyashongwe Primary School, a story titled, ‘It’s Unknown what Fattened Pig’, which is a Ndebele idiom warning parents about discriminating against children as you never know who will look after you in old age. This was a little protest directed at my grandparents, and the longhand manuscripts disappeared under my late grandmother’s bed.

Throughout primary and high school, the writing continued, but there was no guidance, no clear route to publication, and everything I wrote disappeared.

As someone who came of age in the late 2000s, during Zimbabwe’s worst political and economic crisis, there was no money for university after high school, no job prospects in Zimbabwe, and like everyone else I headed south soon after writing my last high school paper.

The short-term goal was to work a year, save enough to go to university but it didn’t work. I ended up in Johannesburg, working as a gardener while using the pen to try and escape poverty, a feat that hasn’t worked so far, and I would not advise anybody to try.

I published my first book, Grace and Other Stories, in 2016 through Weaver Press, Harare. In 2018, I self-published Jimmy and the Giant Insects, a children’s fantasy novel.

While Zimbabwe is riddled with poverty, South Africa has its own demons. Freedom is limited if you are a Black from neighbouring countries. Blacks are warring due to entrenched inequality. I have never been illegal in South Africa, but I have been arrested and detained more than three times, accused of being in the country illegally, and required to produce my passport—a document one cannot carry all the time in a country one has lived in for more than fifteen years and considers home.

I conceived the story ‘Everyone is a Robot Until Proven Otherwise’ while detained. It is an allegory of the harassment of Black foreign nationals by vigilante groups like Operation Dudula in Johannesburg, with a tacit approval of the government. The tragedy is that everyone is being stopped to show their passports, even South African citizens, especially darker skinned ones as this is associated with Blacks from neighbouring countries. One must pay a bribe or risk getting your time wasted.
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There was no mistaking it. The globular eyes on the young man’s shiny forehead confirmed Dube’s suspicion that he was a godforsaken robot sent to infiltrate Operation Shanela. Wearing an inscrutable visage, Dube shook hands with him.

‘Ncube?’ he inquired.

‘That’s right,’ Ncube replied, taking a tour of Dube’s spacious office with his enormous eyes.

‘I hope this early meeting is not an inconvenience to you?’ Dube asked guardedly, the air too thick for his clogged nostrils.

‘Not at all! Not at all,’ came the confident answer, delivered with the calmness of one who was sure of his business.

‘In your application you said you are a vet of the Zarnaira war?’ Dube said. ‘I was commander of the Limpopo infantry, and I never knew you?’

‘I was with the Khumalo battalion in Richards Bay,’ Ncube replied. Hands in his tight-fitting trousers, he strolled leisurely, examining the identikits, drawings, and writings, pasted on the white wall. ‘I’m very excited to be joining Operation Shanela, General Dube, and I assure you, I’d run it with the integrity that it deserves.’

Dube moved closer and peered keenly into Ncube’s eyes. ‘How has it been run so far? Whisper me, please.’

‘Very well! Very well! Quite effectively, I should say.’

‘Is that a fact or just lip service?’

‘Both,’ came the answer, accompanied by a sly wink that threw Dube into a momentary rage.

Trying very hard to restrain himself, Dube thumbed his e-smoke and took a long drag. He could feel Ncube’s eyes sitting on him, and they were as alert as daylight. Obviously, this devilish little robot had a strategy, and it wasn’t just throwing a few quips at him. He had to be smart. Exposing and busting it wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought.

‘You’re aware,’ he said cautiously, ‘that you’re still supposed to take the Human Confirmation test before you assume the job, right?’

‘Yes, yes, absolutely,’ Ncube replied without hesitation.

‘And if you fail the test, if we discover you’re a robot, we’ll ship you to Mangaung?’ He took another drag of his e-smoke.

Ncube nodded, his expression still guileless. ‘I understand.’

‘Excellent. I thought I should make that clear, you know–’

‘From the get-go,’ concurred Ncube. Earnestly, he asked: ‘Can you take me to the testing station? I’d like to get it over with and perhaps start the job right away.’

As they walked along the brightly lit corridors, Dube said, ‘You’re well acquainted with our basic tasks here at Operation Shanela? I assume we can take that for granted?’

‘This and that,’ Ncube said. ‘Using the powers bestowed on you by Section 46 of the Constitution of South Africa, you’re arresting, testing, and detaining 2nd generation 2099 humanoid robots to prevent the feared rebellion and subjugation of humans predicted by AndroidsWatch.’

They entered a lift. As it carried them swiftly upwards, Dube said, ‘And you’re aware of the shaft of litigations from Avaaz and other postliberal organisations, who are accusing us of committing crimes against humanity?’

‘Read about that. Pure madness if you ask me,’ Ncube countered with conviction. ‘Robots aren’t humans, surely.’

‘But we can’t prove that, can we?’

‘The HC test does just that, doesn’t it?’

‘Well, that’s exactly what bolsters our detractors. You can tell a monkey from a human being without deploying a sophisticated machine, can’t you? But in this case, we have to employ machines to prove the inhumanness of conscious humanoid beings who can laugh, smile, cry, and love, just like us.’

The lift let them out, and they again paced down a white corridor.

‘We call them robots. But they’re so technologically advanced at the nano level that their composition of melded organics and circuitry seems almost identical to ours. The only measurable difference is in their cerebral cortex processing speeds which gives them superior intelligence, which we’re now abusing to target and persecute them.’

Doors opened and closed, and they were in the testing room. Ahead of them rose impressive banks of equipment—the data receptors and the computing mechanisms that tested, measured, and calculated the brain’s processing speed. And beyond the machinery queued a group of uniformed men and women, almost lost to view behind platforms.

‘Here we are,’ Dube said. ‘What do you think?’

The altar-like testing machine, boasting an enormous computer screen mounted on one side of the wall cast the room in an eerie dream-like blue light. Dube pocketed his e-smoke and strode to the back of the queue, motioning for Ncube to follow him. They walked past three positive-tested suspects, who were handcuffed, and being led away, protesting and fighting. Then Ncube’s face lost its bright cheerfulness. Fear and wonder crept into his eyes. ‘They...’ he stuttered, his pitiful eyes lingering on the handcuffed robots. ‘They look so... so...’

‘Human, you mean?’

‘Yes. They look so human...’

‘Perhaps a little more human than us humans, don’t you think?’ Dube teased, joining the back of the queue.

‘And what if the machine gets it wrong? Surely it does, sometimes. I mean, no machine is perfect.’

‘We have an identical one at K. Moyo Biotechnologies, where we send all positive suspects for corroborative testing,’ Dube assured him. ‘In my memory,’ he added after an awkward pause, ‘there has never been a false positive.’

Nodding to the machine, Ncube inquired, ‘And how does it accurately determine the difference anyway? How can we trust both machines’ infallibility? This is one huge gamble with innocent lives.’

Didn’t you bother with a bit of research? Dube thought impatiently. But loudly he said, ‘The machine tests by comparison to humans.’

‘Meaning that we could be sending our more intelligent brothers and sisters to Mangaung?’ Ncube countered, not letting up.

Dube swallowed, but outwardly, he maintained a calm expression. Ncube was hard to place. Before the warning from AndroidsWatch, these conscious 2
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