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            Prologue

         
         Captain Perpetua Edochie was known throughout Zaria for many things, but patience wasn’t one of them. She was a sharp woman—with
            an even sharper sword—who had no qualms about yelling at anyone who accidentally set her off. And it didn’t take much to set
            her off. Perpetua hated tardiness, laziness, vanity, and tepid water. She hated cowards, braggarts, people who spoke too softly,
            and people who were too loud. Anyone who’d known her for more than a few days wondered if there was anything or anyone Perpetua
            did like. Because it was plain as day that she didn’t even like her own son—and Darian Edochie, the Warlord Child, was an emperor.
         

         
         An emperor who was currently trying not to sigh as his mother flew into a rage.

         
         “Do you know what people are saying about you?” Perpetua snapped. Her soldiers would have cowered at the anger coming off her, but Darian didn’t so much as flinch. She had to give the boy credit. He was the only person alive who didn’t seem to be afraid of her. Good. It would have reflected poorly on her if she’d given birth to a weakling. 

         
         “I asked if you know what they’re saying about you?” Perpetua repeated. “About your latest decision.”

         
         “Who’s they?” Darian asked, his face blank.

         
         Perpetua let out a slow breath and tried to speak in a calm, reasonable tone, despite her son behaving in such an unreasonable
            manner. “The nobility, your council members, everyone in the capital who matters.”
         

         
         “Oh. Them,” Darian said, his tone unconcerned. “I’m sure they say many things. What critique is it that concerns you the most, Mother?”
         

         
         Perpetua would have pinched his ear if she didn’t think it would knock off his crown.

         
         “They say,” Perpetua said through gritted teeth, “that ever since you got back two months ago it’s as if you’ve been possessed
            by a demon.”
         

         
         She’d hoped Darian would feel some level of embarrassment that being under the influence of dark magic was the best explanation
            people could come up with for his recent decision-making. But his only reaction was a raised eyebrow.
         

         
         “And what would you do if I was possessed by a demon?” Darian asked, walking over to a window and peering out over the land he ruled. “Would you travel the world to find a cure? To find someone who could exorcise me? How do you think you’d even know? Could you look into my eyes and know it wasn’t me?” 

         
         Perpetua gasped. “What are you talking about? I’m your mother. Of course I would know. That’s why I’m here now. Something is clearly wrong with you. You’ve had a meteoric rise to power
            and now you’re trying to throw it all away with this plan of yours to outlaw Drops. You’re going to have to help me make sense
            of this.”
         

         
         “It’s a pretty straightforward decision, I would think,” Darian said with a shrug.

         
         “Straightforward?” Perpetua gaped at him. “My dear child, you were the one who came up with the idea to give Drops to the
            peasants. It might go down as your greatest achievement. They never stop wanting it. Drops make them happy, submissive, and
            easy to control, which makes the nobles rich, happy, and easier for me to control. Truly a win-win scenario. No one is getting hurt. So I can’t understand why you would want to stop production.”
         

         
         Darian frowned. “Have you ever taken Drops, Mother?”
         

         
         Perpetua blinked. “Only once,” she admitted. “To see what all the fuss was about. I’ll admit it made me feel foggy for a few
            hours, but it didn’t harm me in any way, if that’s what you’re worried about. And you know it’s a completely natural substance—nothing
            more than a medicinal tonic made from agrias vines.”
         

         
         She’d hoped her answer would calm whatever concerns the boy had about Drops and was annoyed when his face remained as unreadable
            as ever.
         

         
         “I never have, you know,” Darian said, his voice sounding older than his thirteen years. “Taken Drops. And I never will. They do more than make you foggy. They make people weak and susceptible to outside influences and . . .” His voice trailed off. 

         
         Darian knew that his mother would think he’d lost his mind if he’d finished his sentence. That, in reality, Drops weren’t
            the calming tonic to make you more receptive to the Bright Father’s love that the missionaries claimed they were. They were
            a poison that drained victims of their energy and power. And then gave that power to a demon.
         

         
         “You admit you wouldn’t take Drops yourself,” he said, collecting his thoughts, “but you want to ship it all over Zaria for
            the peasants to drink? To villages just like the one you grew up in?”
         

         
         “Darian,” Perpetua said with a sigh. “I rose to this position so that my people would have someone in power who could help
            protect them. If having to deal in Drops will keep me in that position, that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. But my concern
            right now isn’t the peasants of Zaria. It’s us. Our family.”
         

         
         Darian rubbed his forehead, his exasperation clear. “We’re never going to see eye to eye about this. I have a council meeting
            in a few minutes. I’m sorry, but my decision is final.”
         

         
         “Darian.” Perpetua tried again to reason with him, but Darian held up his hand, signaling that their conversation was over.

         
         “It was good to see you, Mother.”

         
         Perpetua raised an eyebrow. “Come now, Darian. We may not understand each other, but we never lie.”

         
         That was true. He and his mother had always been too honest with each other.

         
         “All right,” Darian said. “It’s been bloody awful seeing you. But you’re the only family I have in this world so . . . don’t
            be a stranger.”
         

         
         Perpetua narrowed her eyes. “I know there’s nothing I can do to change your mind. But be careful. No one is happy about this.
            Which means it’s going to happen sooner than I’d thought.”
         

         
         “What’s going to happen?”

         
         “A rebellion,” Perpetua said. “A coup. A mutiny. Whatever you want to call it. Be careful, my boy, because mark my words,
            they’re coming for your crown.”
         

         
         “Is that a promise?” Darian muttered, pulling the crown off his head and tossing it on a table after his mother left his chambers.
            “So they think I’m possessed by a demon? It’s a little late in the day for them to put that together.”
         

         
         No, he wasn’t possessed by a demon.

         
         Not anymore.

         
         There were only a few people in Zaria who knew the truth. And his mother wasn’t one of them. The truth was that Darian Edochie was no emperor, and never had been. He was a boy who had been possessed by Olark—the most dangerous and murderous demon the world had ever seen—for the better part of a year. And he had only agreed to keep pretending he was an emperor so he could help clean up the mess Olark had made while possessing his body. But cleaning up after a demon was turning out to be more difficult than Darian had imagined. Because even with the demon gone, the people who’d benefited from Olark’s reign had stayed. And they had no interest in giving up their newfound power. 

         
         He glanced at his pocket watch. His mother’s unannounced visit had delayed him, and he was about to be late for a council
            meeting where yet more people would yell at him about banning Drops and thus effectively ending the surplus of money the capital
            had been collecting from sending that poison to the poorer citizens of Zaria. But to Darian, every coin that came from Drops
            represented someone like him—someone who’d had their free will taken away. Maybe not as violently as a demonic possession.
            Drops were a subtle poison—so subtle you wouldn’t even notice that you were susceptible to someone else’s suggestions. Or
            that if you had any trace of shamanic power, Drops made it easier for Olark to see and steal it.
         

         
         With a heavy sigh, Darian reached for his crown, but it slipped from his hands as a thunderous boom rattled the windows so
            hard a potted plant fell off the sill. It sounded as if a hundred horses pulling heavy wagons had crashed through the palace
            gates all at the same time.
         

         
         “What was that?” Darian muttered, rushing to the window. Were they under attack? His mouth fell open as he took in the scene
            below.
         

         
         “Mother!” he yelled. He ran out the door, dashing down the long staircase that led to his private entrance. But before he could take a step outside, someone jumped in front of him. 

         
         “Majesty! Please wait. We’re not sure what happened. We don’t know if it’s safe.”

         
         “Move!” Darian yelled. “My mother was just there.”

         
         The ground where Perpetua had been standing was gone, replaced by a massive crack that extended as far as the eye could see.
            A cloud of smoke rose in the distance as everyone near the chasm ran away in panic. Darian didn’t know which emergency needed
            his attention more—the sudden split in the earth, or the concerning amount of smoke that was now rising from beyond the tree
            line. Whatever had just happened looked to be a widespread disaster. But before he could do anything else, he needed to make
            sure his mother was unharmed.
         

         
         “Darian!”

         
         “Mother!” Darian sagged in relief as Perpetua pushed her way through the growing crowd to get to him. Somehow she’d managed
            not to fall into the chasm. Of course she had. She would have jumped out of the way the second she sensed something was off.
            He looked up at the sky to say a quick thank you to Alusia and all the guardian gods who dwelled on the ancient star, but
            then he froze. For better or worse, everyone around him was too busy focusing on what was going on with the ground to notice
            what was happening in the sky.
         

         
         “It can’t be,” Darian whispered.

         
         “Your Majesty. Captain.” A Gold Hat pushed his way forward, approaching Darian and Perpetua. “Permission to send riders to find out what happened and assess the damage? It appears to be a massive earthquake.” 

         
         “How could it be an earthquake when the earth didn’t quake?” Perpetua asked sharply. “Did it, Darian. Darian?”

         
         Darian ignored them as he stared up at the clouds in a daze. But all that was left was a trail of gray that looked like a
            heavy rain cloud about to storm. And a storm was coming. Because nothing good ever followed what he’d just seen, written across a background of blue.
         

         
         
            Hear my words throughout the world

            And read them in the skies. . . .

         

         There was only one fallen celestial who was powerful enough to weave Words of Power in the sky. But Olark had been killed
            months ago.
         

         
         “Darian!”

         
         His mother’s sharp call drew him out of his stupor. He turned from the sky and met his mother’s steely gaze with one of his
            own. He couldn’t let fear overtake him. Not now. Not when it was clear the nightmare he’d thought he had been freed from was
            about to begin all over again.
         

         
         “No. The earth didn’t quake.” Darian turned to the Gold Hat. “Send out the riders.”

         
         “Of course,” the Gold Hat said. “But, um, did any of you by chance happen to see . . .” He ran a hand through his hair, accidentally
            knocking off his golden helmet.
         

         
         “What’s the matter with you?” Perpetua didn’t have time for the men around her to fall apart. “Do as your emperor commands,” she said, her voice fierce. 

         
         “Yes, of course, Captain,” the Gold Hat stammered as he quickly picked his headgear off the ground and fumbled to put it back
            on. “It’s just that . . . You’ll call me a fool if I say it.”
         

         
         Darian’s shoulders tensed. Had the Gold Hat seen the writing in the sky too?

         
         “Speak quickly,” he said. “What did you see?”

         
         The Gold Hat straightened. “It’s just that I was standing over there,” he said, pointing to the tree line. “As soon as the
            ground split, I saw someone run into the forest. They were carrying a flaming torch.”
         

         
         Darian looked at his mother.

         
         “It’s not even close to evening. The only reason someone would be carrying a torch right now would be to start a fire. That
            might explain the smoke coming from the forest.”
         

         
         “Can you describe who you saw?” Perpetua asked.

         
         “Well, that’s the thing, Captain. I can describe him perfectly. The person I saw was Lucas Grim.”

         
         Darian had no idea who Lucas Grim was, but his mother clearly did.

         
         “You’re right,” Perpetua said after a moment of consideration. “You are a fool. This one is in shock, Darian.” She pointed
            at another Gold Hat. “You there. Send out the riders. Your companion here is relieved of his post.”
         

         
         Both Gold Hats rushed away as Darian raised an eyebrow at his mother.

         
         “Lucas Grim?” he asked.

         
         “A trainee who died two years ago,” Perpetua muttered. “During a routine patrol. His horse got spooked and he fell off a cliff.
            The ground is splitting open, a forest fire is raging, and a Gold Hat thinks the dead are walking among us. What is going
            on?”
         

         
         Darian wanted to know that too.

         
         “Mother, go with them and report back to me. And remember, we’re to provide aid to people. Keep the Gold Hats in line.” The
            elite group of soldiers weren’t known for helping the people of Zaria so much as extorting money from them. They were a menace—and
            next on his list of things to clean up as long as he was stuck wearing this crown.
         

         
         “And where are you going?” His mother stepped in front of him, forcing him to stop. Darian glared at her in frustration.

         
         “I have to take care of something.”

         
         “Take care of something?” Perpetua stared at him as if he’d grown horns out of his head. “Darian! We’re in the middle of a
            natural disaster.”
         

         
         “Trust me, Mother,” Darian said, his eyes so fierce that Perpetua faltered. “There’s nothing natural about what just happened.
            Please do what I ask.”
         

         
         Perpetua looked as if she was about to argue, but something in Darian’s eyes stopped her. She nodded and stormed over to her
            guards.
         

         
         “You two, with me. The rest of you will go to the nearby districts and see if they were affected. Jonah, delegate who goes
            where.”
         

         
         Darian breathed a sigh of relief as everyone ran to do his mother’s bidding.

         
         “And you,” Darian said, once his mother was out of earshot. “I need to get a message to someone. Have your fastest rider deliver
            it.”
         

         
         The Gold Hat stood to attention. “Of course, Your Majesty. Where will the message be going?”

         
         “To the Academy of Shamans,” Darian said. “I need to get a message to Adia Kelbara.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         An orange cat jumped straight into the air, his fur standing up in about fifty directions as he let out a horrible wail.

         
         “Good grief,” Adia muttered, peering up from her book and shaking her head at how hideous Bubbles looked. Living in the dangerous
            wasteland that was the Horrorbeyond might have made the pair of them a little too feral. They could both do with a haircut.
            And a bath. When Bubbles hissed again, she glanced around to see what was upsetting her cat so much.
         

         
         “What’s the matter with you?” Her lips twitched in amusement when she saw the cause of his distress. “Oh.”

         
         A vine was slinking its way through the sand in a snakelike fashion. Adia couldn’t blame Bubbles for mistaking the agrias vine for a limbless reptile. It stood up like a cobra about to strike and shot toward her. But Adia only laughed as the vine wrapped itself around her torso, giving her a squeeze. 

         
         “I guess this is a goodbye hug,” she said when the vine finally untangled itself. “You know we’re leaving tomorrow, don’t
            you.” Her mood immediately dropped as reality sank in.
         

         
         After saving the life of Emperor Darian, Adia had agreed to go from kitchen cleaner to student at the Academy of Shamans,
            but she’d regretted that decision almost immediately. The only reason she’d been offered a spot at the prestigious school
            and cleared of suspicion of any wrongdoing was because Darian had declared her a hero of the realm. The Academy professors
            had been mortified to find out the girl who’d been honored by Zaria’s ruler worked downstairs scrubbing pots and pans and
            she’d been given a full scholarship right then and there.
         

         
         But since part of her “act of heroism,” as the headmaster had called it, involved rescuing a bunch of kidnapped students,
            the Academy had been shut down for months pending an investigation to make sure it was a safe place for parents to send their
            children. Which is why she was here in the Horrorbeyond instead of there.
         

         
         “As if anyone learns anything at the Academy.” Adia sighed as she huddled under a tree, trying to avoid the rain.

         
         As if anyone would be safe at the Academy while she was there.

         
         A familiar feeling of guilt crept into her stomach. She was the reason Darian and those kidnapped students had needed rescuing in the first place. They had been innocent pawns in the fallen god Olark’s game to find the one person in Zaria who could give him everything he’d ever wanted. 

         
         The way to Imo Mmiri.

         
         Created from waters so powerful that fire couldn’t burn there, Imo Mmiri was the only place in the mortal realm that contained
            the power of a star. And Olark the Tormentor had wanted to use that power to turn himself into an indestructible god. But
            the mythical water kingdom was guarded by powerful shamans, and Viona, Adia’s doppelganger ancestor, used her immense power
            to cloak Imo Mmiri in a veil, forever hiding the land so that only someone from her bloodline of shamanic protectors would
            be able to see it. As the last direct descendant of that bloodline, Adia was that someone.
         

         
         Olark’s original plan had been to burn Zaria to the ground until the only thing left standing was the one place that flames
            couldn’t touch. But when he’d learned of Adia’s existence, he realized it would be faster to possess Adia and use her eyes
            to find Imo Mmiri. But by some twist of fate, when the two of them had finally come face-to-face, Adia had been the one left
            standing. And Olark had vanished.
         

         
         The rain was getting heavier now. The palm tree above Adia bent at an angle so that not even a drop of water touched her head
            or the textbook she was skimming.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Adia murmured, burying her nose back in her book. Even without trying, she was in tune with every living plant around her. Herbs, shrubs, trees, flowers—anything that drew energy from the sun gravitated toward Adia, whether she wanted it to or not. She knew that shamans were supposed to have mastery over their specific ability, but more and more she felt like it was the other way around. That the plants didn’t listen to her so much as they dragged her along for the ride. They were in control, not her. 

         
         She set the book to the side and let her mind drift as Bubbles snuggled against her hip, the sound of the rain and his purring
            making her drowsy. She hadn’t slept well last night. Ever since Olark had briefly possessed her, she’d been plagued with nightmares.
            Sometimes she’d force herself to stay awake just because she was scared what she might see when she closed her eyes. But right
            now, it was impossible to keep her eyes open. She wrapped her arms around Bubbles and let herself drift off.
         

         
         Almost immediately, reality gave way to a lush rain forest. Colorful birds flew overhead, singing in unison as Adia slowly
            walked through a dream world. She stuck out her hand and let her fingers run along the branches and leaves, smiling when some
            of them curled up against her fingers. The only clue that she was in a dream was that the butterflies Bubbles kept trying
            to catch would vanish, then reappear above his head.
         

         
         But suddenly the birds went silent as shadows rose from the ground like giant claws all around her. The dark, smoky hands
            stretched forward, quickly swallowing the forest and sky and casting Adia into the darkest of nights. But the darkness faded
            as quickly as it had come, giving way to a flash of light. No, not light—flames. The forest was ablaze. And she was standing
            in the eye of the fire.
         

         
         With a cry, she clutched her head and fell to the ground as whispers hissed at her from every direction.

         
         “You woke her up.”

         
         “Someone help me!” Adia screamed, her eyes watering from the smoke. She could feel the heat from the fire. She couldn’t breathe.

         
         “She’s coming.”

         
         A huge clap of thunder sounded, and Adia woke with a sharp gasp. Her heart raced as she tried to catch her breath. It was
            just a dream. But the fire felt so hot and real she couldn’t help looking down at her arms to make sure she hadn’t been burned.
         

         
         “You’d better scream,” a voice called out. “You were this close to getting singed a few seconds ago, you know. How many times have I told you not to be out here when it rains? Lightning
            loves to strike the Horrorbeyond.”
         

         
         Taking off her glasses, Adia breathed a sigh of relief as Thyme glared down at her. Her friend was right to be annoyed, and
            Adia knew not to take Thyme’s warning lightly. No one knew the Horrorbeyond better than the warrior girl. Thyme had spent
            a whole year living in this hellscape before Adia had rescued her—actually it had been more like five hundred years, seeing
            as how she’d been carrying the blood-stained stone, a celestial object that had taken her out of space and time. She was Adia’s
            best friend now, but Adia never forgot for a second that Thyme was from a different period of Zaria’s history, when creatures
            who no longer existed used to roam free.
         

         
         “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” Adia said. “If it makes you feel any better, I was having the world’s worst nightmare. I was about to be burned alive.” She cringed as she pushed herself up, realizing she was emitting a purple glow. And not just from her hands. 

         
         Adia worked on calming her power as Thyme frowned at her. It took a few seconds but, finally, the glow disappeared. “That’s
            the second time this week,” she muttered.
         

         
         “Third,” Thyme said. “Last night when I got up to throw Bubbles out—he was screaming at ghosts or something and I couldn’t
            take it anymore—I passed by your room. You were glowing so much in your sleep that I could see the light from under your door.”
         

         
         Adia blinked. She’d had no idea her powers were coming out in her sleep.
         

         
         “I must have been having another nightmare.” Thyme knew all about the dreams that had plagued Adia these last few months.
            In her dreams she had no choice but to relive the moment when she and Olark had wrestled for control of her soul over and
            over. But she didn’t want to think about that right now. And she didn’t want to think about the strange phrase from this latest
            hellmare: You woke her up.

         
         “This storm looks serious,” she said, deflecting. “Let’s get out of here.”

         
         “It’s never been this bad,” said Thyme, peering out at the turbulent waters of the Serpentine Pass as they walked back to their cottage. “Not even the year I was trapped here. I don’t know why the weather’s been so angry lately. How are we going to get out of here in one piece? Do you really think we can sail through this?” 

         
         “Maybe it’s a sign that we’re not supposed to. Get out of here, that is,” Adia said. “Maybe we should just stay forever.”

         
         She was only half kidding. The Horrorbeyond had been a safe haven for them for the last two months and she wasn’t in a hurry
            to leave it.
         

         
         “You know Gini would never allow that,” Thyme said.

         
         Adia winced as she thought about Gini. Right now, the circle of people in Zaria who knew the full extent of Adia’s shamanic
            ability and her powerful ancestry was contained to Thyme, Darian, and her cousin EJ.
         

         
         But the Alusi knew of Adia’s existence too. Three of the powerful guardian gods had come down from the stars to stop Olark
            as he ran around possessing people so he could search for her. Who knew what would have happened if the most powerful Alusi,
            Ginikanwa, hadn’t decided enough was enough and descended from the stars to stop him.
         

         
         “You need to learn how to control your ability better. Until you do, Gini wants you at the Academy,” Thyme continued. “Besides,
            maybe it’ll be fun to be back. I bet everyone is going to suck up to you now. They’ll probably pretend to be your friend so
            you can get them into palace dinners with Darian and all the rich people. Just like—” Thyme cut herself off when she saw the
            stricken expression on Adia’s face.
         

         
         In the time that they’d lived in the Horrorbeyond, there had been next to no rules. They woke up when they wanted, they did chores when they wanted (which in Thyme’s case was never), they ate when they were hungry, and they went to bed when they were tired. A freedom most almost-thirteen-year-olds could only dream of. There had been only one unspoken rule that, up until that moment, Thyme had never broken. 

         
         Don’t. Mention. Nami.

         
         “Sorry,” Thyme said with a wince. “I didn’t mean to bring him up.”

         
         Pulling herself together, Adia shrugged. “It’s all right,” she said. “I need to get used to acknowledging Nami’s existence.
            He’ll probably be back at school too.”
         

         
         “I still say you and Darian should have thrown him into the same prison cell he put you in,” Thyme muttered.

         
         Adia took a deep breath and looked up at the sky, letting the water run down her face. Wishing it would douse the anger inside
            her. She stuck out her tongue to catch a few drops.
         

         
         “Come on. The storm’s getting worse, and we need to pack,” Thyme said, picking up her pace.

         
         Adia closed her mouth and hurried after her. Thyme was right. They needed to finish packing. It was officially time to face
            facts. In a few days, they’d be back at the Academy.
         

         
         Where everything Adia had spent the past two months avoiding would be waiting for her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         When they reached the door to the house Thyme had built, someone was standing outside.

         
         “Ferryman!” Adia said, smiling at the cloaked figure. Even though he stood tall and straight, she knew there was nothing behind
            the cloak—no face, no limbs, no person. A fact that had taken her some time to get used to. He was what Gini called a Soulless,
            and he was also the one who ferried them to and from the Horrorbeyond.
         

         
         “Come on, we’re getting drenched,” Thyme said, hurrying to push the door open.

         
         They stepped inside and Adia shook her hair, sprinkling water all over the room as Thyme patted down the soft fuzz on her once-bald head. As a warrior of Nri she’d had to shave her head to show her dedication, and she’d kept it shaved until she met Adia. When she realized that she’d been trapped in another land and time for centuries and that everyone she’d ever known was dead, Thyme had decided that she would never cut her hair again, and it was growing in fast. Though she would still have to cover her head with a scarf while she was out and about on account of her pointy ears. They were a dead giveaway that Thyme wasn’t Zarian. Or even fully human, for that matter. 

         
         “It’s good to see you,” Adia said, “but why are you here so early? We’re not leaving until tomorrow morning.”

         
         She didn’t expect an answer. Gini seemed to communicate with Ferryman telepathically, but Adia’s conversations with him were
            usually one-sided. This time, though, she heard something. Not a human language, at least not one that she recognized. More
            like vibrations and hums. But somehow she understood.
         

         
         “Go now?” she said in disbelief. “We can’t leave tonight! Look at this storm! We’re leaving tomorrow.”

         
         More vibrations in her head. Louder this time, repeating that they had to leave immediately.
         

         
         “I know you’re not human, but there are certain things you need to understand. Like how unacceptable it is to tell someone
            they need to show up to school early,” Adia said. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning like we planned.”
         

         
         “Adia . . .” Thyme’s eyes were wide, and her ears were pinned back. Bubbles did the same thing when he was nervous.

         
         Adia pointed at Thyme and gave Ferryman a self-satisfied smirk. “See! If even Thyme doesn’t want to do something, you know it’s not safe.”
         

         
         “No, Adia, I don’t care about leaving tonight,” Thyme said, ruining Adia’s argument. “Although Ferryman had better have some
            way to turn himself into a covered boat if we have to go sailing in this rain. But how do you know all this? You’ve never
            been able to talk with him before. Only Gini can do that. And Mbari and Ikenga and the other Alusi, I guess. So how are you
            talking to a creature who has no soul?”
         

         
         “I—” Adia blinked. She’d been so annoyed about going to school early that she hadn’t even processed what she was doing. There
            was no denying it anymore. Ever since her battle with Olark, her shamanic powers had been growing and changing. She wasn’t
            the same girl she’d been before. Though she still wasn’t ready to admit that out loud.
         

         
         “Maybe Ferryman’s always been able to communicate with me but needed a while to decide if I was trustworthy?”

         
         It was a weak excuse, and Thyme wasn’t buying it.

         
         “I don’t like this,” she said with a shake of her head. “You’re getting too strong, and you have no idea what you’re doing!
            Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Sometimes you’re here and other times it’s like you’re in a different dimension. It’s . . .”
         

         
         Her voice trailed off.

         
         “Dangerous,” Adia finally said, looking at the floor. If anyone had a right to be concerned about Adia being a threat, it was Thyme. Adia still felt ashamed when she remembered how, as she was first coming into her powers, she had gone so far into a trance that she’d almost hurt her friend. She’d almost become the ogbanje her family and village thought she was. A demonic child who brought misery and misfortune wherever they went. Doomed to reincarnate over and over to release untold horrors into the world. 

         
         “I just think maybe you shouldn’t use your powers so much until we get to the Academy,” Thyme said quickly. “Why does Ferryman
            want us to leave now anyway?”
         

         
         Adia turned back to him to ask but to her shock, Ferryman flopped to the floor, becoming nothing more than a pile of fabric.

         
         “Ferryman? Are you all right?”

         
         She knelt and touched the crumpled fabric. There were no more vibrations. There was nothing. Ferryman was gone.

         
         “Thyme!” she cried. “Something’s wrong.” She held up the cloth and tried not to cry.

         
         “Do you think he’s . . .” She couldn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t want to say it out loud.

         
         “No,” Thyme said quickly. “He’s not technically alive so it’s not like he can die. But I don’t know what’s going on. I say
            we do exactly what Ferryman told us to do and get out of here.”
         

         
         Thump. Thump. Thump.

         
         Adia stood up slowly. Thyme put a finger to her lips and motioned with her head. Adia nodded and quietly got behind her as
            Thyme slowly picked up her bow and notched an arrow, ready to let it fly if she didn’t like who was on the other side of the
            door.
         

         
         The banging grew more insistent. Thyme narrowed her eyes and pulled the arrow taut as the door flew open.

         
         “Oh, for the sake of the stars, Hiroma,” Thyme said as she lowered her bow. Adia exhaled in relief at the familiar, if disconcerting, sight of Hiroma the Headless, carrying her head in her hands. “You would be wandering around in this hurricane. What are you doing—”
         

         
         “You have to go,” Hiroma said, her voice strange and terrible. She may have looked like an eight-year-old, but Hiroma was
            ancient in her own right. Whenever Adia asked the girl to explain how it was that she had come to rule the Horrorbeyond—and
            more importantly, how she’d lost her head—Hiroma would skip off, saying in her usual singsong voice that she’d tell her when
            she was ready to hear it. But now her voice was that of an ancient and powerful creature. Low and deep, and vibrating with
            such force that the chairs rattled.
         

         
         Even Thyme took a nervous step back.

         
         “Hiroma?” Adia said shakily. She couldn’t keep the fear out of her voice. She’d dealt with too many people possessed by demons,
            herself included. If Hiroma getting possessed was the reason Ferryman had wanted them to make a run for it, they might as
            well just curl up in a ball and accept death.
         

         
         Hiroma’s eyes softened. “Sorry,” she said, her voice back to its usual soprano. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. But I have
            to get you two out of here. Now.”
         

         
         “What’s going on?” Thyme asked, lowering her arrow, but only barely. If even Hiroma was spooked, then something was definitely
            wrong.
         

         
         “I’m not sure,” Hiroma said. “But something is reaching out, trying to find Adia. I was redoing my braids, and the ground where I was sitting split in half. My head almost fell in. Imagine! I’ve spent three days on this hairstyle, only for my head to fall into a chasm? But almost ruining my hair isn’t the most pressing matter.”
         

         
         “It’s not something that matters at all,” Thyme snapped.

         
         “Wait, I don’t understand,” Adia interjected before Hiroma and Thyme could start fighting. “You think something or someone
            bad is trying to find me just because there was an earthquake?”
         

         
         “No. I want you to leave because there’s only been two earthquakes in the history of the Horrorbeyond. The first was one year
            ago when the bald one showed up,” Hiroma said, tossing Thyme a sour look. “And just like that wretched day, I can sense a
            new presence on the island. The ground only cracks when someone who shouldn’t be here—in our land and time—shows up. And whoever
            just arrived belongs here even less than Thyme did. Can’t you feel it, Adia? Can’t you feel the wrongness and the chaos in
            the energy? Honestly, open your eyes!”
         

         
         Adia was startled by the annoyance in Hiroma’s tone.

         
         “I—” She tried to focus on whatever it was Hiroma was talking about, but she didn’t feel anything. “I don’t see anything,”
            she said, giving a helpless shrug. Hiroma couldn’t hide her look of disappointment, and Adia blinked back tears, feeling like
            she’d just failed an important test. She was useless if her powers only decided to work when she was terrified and in mortal
            danger.
         

         
         “It’s not your fault,” Hiroma muttered. “Ginikanwa taught you nothing about your abilities. She was probably too busy staring into a mirror admiring her own reflection, the peacock. You haven’t even scratched the surface of what you can do yet. But never mind that. We need to get you out of here.” 

         
         “Agreed,” Thyme said. “I don’t understand a single thing you just said but it’s clearly time to go.” It might have been the
            first time the two of them had had a conversation that didn’t descend into yelling within thirty seconds. But Hiroma and Thyme
            seemed to have some sort of silent agreement that their usual bickering would be put on hold if Adia was in danger. “Adia,
            get Bubbles. Leave behind whatever you haven’t finished packing.”
         

         
         “I packed everything already,” she called over her shoulder as she ran into her room and snatched the cat, stuffing him into
            her bag. He screamed and swatted at her in protest, but she paid his claws no mind.
         

         
         “Thyme, your bag,” she said. Thyme hadn’t moved from her warrior’s position.

         
         “Forget it,” she said. “Getting you to safety is what matters.”

         
         “Oh, for the sake of the stars,” Adia said, running into Thyme’s room before anyone could argue. Thyme hadn’t had any earthly belongings until they’d met, but Adia knew her friend secretly loved the colorful little cloth dolls she bought every time they stopped at a market. She grabbed Thyme’s half-packed bag and quickly swept all the dolls into it then ran back out, putting both bags on her back so Thyme wouldn’t be weighed down by them if she needed to fight. But Adia winced at how heavy it was. What exactly had Thyme packed in there? 

         
         Thyme gave her a small smile before shifting back into position again. “Let’s go.”

         
         “But what about Ferryman? How are we supposed to leave here without him?” Adia still didn’t know what happened to him or why
            he’d vanished. She hoped he was all right, wherever he was.
         

         
         “You’ll have to sail yourselves,” Hiroma said as she shoved them out the door. “I have my own boat. You can use that. It’s
            the only way out of here except via Ferryman, so you shouldn’t be followed. Hopefully, once you’re on the water whatever is
            trying to reach Adia won’t be able to sense her.”
         

         
         “What do you think it could be?” Thyme asked. “Some sort of monster or demon who’s come up from the Underworld or fallen from
            the sky like Olark?”
         

         
         “I have no idea,” Hiroma said with an irritated shake of her head, which she held in her hands. “It’s like something is stretching
            out a great big hand trying to grab her. Like—”
         

         
         “Hiroma!” Adia gasped and pointed behind them, where orange flames shot up several feet above the tree line. “The Horrorbeyond
            is on fire!”
         

         
         “What in all the hells is that?” Thyme shouted. “How could a fire have started when we’re in the middle of a monsoon?”

         
         “Stop talking and run!” Hiroma shouted.

         
         Thyme and Hiroma didn’t break a sweat as they raced to the shore, but Adia could barely breathe by the time they reached the water. Running—or anything athletic—had never been her strong suit. She was agile of mind, not body. But she mustered up as much strength as she could to help Thyme drag the small boat Hiroma had waiting for them into the water. 

         
         “Get in!” Hiroma shouted.

         
         Adia shook her head stubbornly. “No. We can’t leave you. Come with us.”

         
         “It can’t hurt me,” Hiroma said, staring down the fire. “Besides, I’m not what it wants. I’m guessing the second you get on
            the water it’ll put itself out. I left food in the boat for you. Get in.”
         

         
         Adia sloshed back out of the water and bent down to give Hiroma a quick hug.

         
         “Are you sure you’ll be safe?” Adia asked as Hiroma shoved her toward the boat. “If this thing already knew we were here—”

         
         “I can take care of myself,” Hiroma said in a cheerful voice, sticking her head back onto her neck. “I’m almost as old as
            the dawn of time, you know!”
         

         
         “Yes, you’re the spitting image of primordial evil,” Thyme sniffed, but she dug into her pack and pulled out a dagger, tossing
            it to Hiroma. “Here. I’m sure you know how to use this.”
         

         
         As baffled and terrified as she was about what was going on, Adia couldn’t stop a small smile from creeping to her lips. As far as she knew, she was the only person Thyme had ever gifted one of her weapons to. It meant something that she was giving one to Hiroma. 

         
         “A Nrian blade,” Hiroma said slowly. “There are only a few left in the world.”

         
         While Hiroma pretended not to be moved as she examined the dagger, Adia quickly knelt and touched the ground. Thankfully,
            she felt her body heat up and her hands glowed purple as the earth responded to her.
         

         
         “Protect Hiroma,” she whispered.

         
         The trees around her rustled as their branches bowed in her direction. She knew they had heard her. Yes, Hiroma could take
            care of herself, but there was no harm in asking the plants to protect her as well.
         

         
         “The boat will find its way back to me,” Hiroma said as she pushed the girls toward the water. “Go now. The Serpentine will
            keep you safe.”
         

         
         Adia hugged her bag and Bubbles close as Thyme grabbed the paddles and started rowing.

         
         “Look, Adia,” Thyme said. “Hiroma was right.”

         
         They watched the Horrorbeyond grow smaller as they rowed away, but that wasn’t the only thing growing smaller. Within minutes, the fires had completely extinguished. Adia was relieved for Hiroma’s sake that the fire was gone, though still shaken that it might have happened because of her. She closed her eyes, willing herself not to cry. The Horrorbeyond had been her refuge for months but, in the end, darkness had still tracked her down. And who knew what they were sailing into now. She took a deep breath and gave Thyme a brave smile, repeating Hiroma’s parting words. “Whatever is going on, we’re all right for now. The Serpentine will keep us—Ugh!” 

         
         A huge wave crested over the boat, knocking Adia out of her seat and filling the boat with water and snakes. Thyme rolled
            her eyes as Adia leaned over the side and coughed up the seawater she had just swallowed. She knew she had about a dozen river
            snakes in her hair, but she tried to channel Gini, straightening her shoulders and presenting herself as a picture of calm
            and grace.
         

         
         “The Serpentine will keep us safe,” she coughed out.

         
         Thyme shook her head and sighed as she continued rowing. “Yeah . . . we’re definitely doomed.”

         
          

         Underneath the boat, something pulled itself up out of the water. Enough so it could breathe, but not so much that the two
            girls would notice they had a hitchhiker. It was going to be a difficult journey, clinging to the underside of the boat and
            dealing with the snakes of the Serpentine, but it had to be done. Everything was set in motion now.
         

         
         Smiling to itself, the creature whispered, “You woke her up. She’s coming.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         The girls walked down the path to the Academy gates in silence. It had been a tense boat ride through the Serpentine, and
            they both had been lost in their own thoughts on the walk over from the dock at the Macobar Jetty. Without Ferryman’s speed
            to propel them through the Serpentine the trip had taken four days instead of the usual three. Adia had been annoyed to leave
            the Horrorbeyond early, but with the delay, they’d barely made it back to school on time. As it was, they would barely have
            time to unpack before tonight’s orientation dinner.
         

         
         Adia had been so anxious about their frantic departure from the Horrorbeyond and the fiery scene they’d left behind that she’d
            forgotten to be anxious about school. But there was no avoiding that now.
         

         
         They’d arrived.

         
         “Is it just me, or is this place even uglier than when we left?”

         
         Adia winced at the volume of Thyme’s observation. Was her friend wrong about the Academy of Shamans being one of the ugliest
            structures in the known universe? Of course not. But loudly voicing that sentiment wasn’t something a person should do—at
            least not within hearing distance of the school. “The walls have ears” wasn’t just a proverb when it came to the Academy.
            It was a legitimate warning.
         

         
         “Could you please lower your voice before a window decides to slice our heads off?” Adia sighed when Thyme gave an unconcerned
            shrug. Her friend hadn’t spent enough time at the Academy to truly fear its personality. But she would learn soon enough.
            “Besides,” Adia continued, pushing up her glasses. “So what if it’s hideous? Beneath the beams that slap students over the
            heads and the doors that hold themselves shut so teachers can’t leave the toilet beats a heart of gold.”
         

         
         She gave Thyme an earnest smile. Unfortunately, the Academy decided that was the perfect moment to let out a groan of agony
            as part of the building collapsed to the ground with a thud. The weight of having students back in its hallowed halls must
            have been more than it could take. Adia could hear her classmates screaming all the way from out here. One boy almost fell
            out a window, and two of his friends had to grab his arms to pull him back up.
         

         
         “A heart of gold.” Thyme mimed pushing up imaginary glasses as she mocked Adia, who was currently coughing from all the dirt and debris the school had kicked up with its theatrical display. “Our school is literally trying to kill its students.” 

         
         But Adia paid Thyme no mind as she took in the Academy. 

         
         The first time she’d seen the decrepit school, she had been nothing more than a runaway. Back then, apprenticing in the kitchens
            had been the only way out of her horrible life as an orphan in the Swamplands.
         

         
         But now Adia had been invited to attend the Academy. She was here as a first-year student, not a dishwasher in the Academy kitchens.
         

         
         She couldn’t say she was thrilled about having to attend class with the rich, mean students of the Academy—like her nemesis
            Mallorie Amber—or the most useless teachers ever to grace the field of education. But Lebechi and Maka were there too, and
            she was excited to see her old friends.
         

         
         With a purr, Bubbles jumped from his perch on her shoulder, dashing into a small hole and disappearing into the school.

         
         “Happy to be back, are you?” Adia said. She turned to Thyme. “I bet he’s going straight to the kitchens to steal fish.”

         
         As much as she hadn’t wanted to come back, now that she was standing in front of the school again, it felt like home. Her
            ugly, weird, crotchety home.
         

         
         “Let’s go. Our room assignments should be listed in the main hall.”

         
         Adia ignored the stares and whispers as they entered. Any hope of the other students forgetting what had happened two months ago was dashed. People gawked at her as if she was a carnival attraction as she walked over to the room assignment list. She kept her eyes trained on the paper, refusing to acknowledge her new classmates. 

         
         “I’ve got our room number,” she said, turning to Thyme. But Thyme was focused on something else.

         
         “Umm, Adia . . . They seem to have added some new decor to the place.”

         
         Adia turned to look at what Thyme was pointing at. Her mouth fell open.

         
         A wall that used to have gold tapestries on it was now covered with a mural of poor Darian when he was still possessed by
            Olark. Except he wasn’t alone in the mural.
         

         
         “What is that monstrosity?” Adia said slowly.

         
         She was standing underneath a life-sized painting of herself, smiling serenely down at Darian, who appeared to be wounded.
            He gazed up at her as though she was an angel who had come to bring him back from the dead as a group of people in long gray
            cloaks raised their hands to the heavens.
         

         
         Thyme moved her head back and forth. “Wow, the artist is really talented. It’s like your eyes are following me wherever I
            turn.”
         

         
         “Thyme!” Adia said in exasperation. 

         
         Thyme cleared her throat. “Right. Not important. Let me read the plaque.” She leaned forward.

         
         
            In honor of the Academy Council for rescuing Emperor Darian Edochie.

         

         “Who rescued Darian?” Adia said, her voice strangled.
         

         
         “Wait, there’s more,” Thyme said. “I almost missed it. The print is really tiny.”

         
         
            Adia Kelbara was there too.

         

         Adia stared at the mural in disgust. “Oh, was I? I’d almost forgotten. And what am I putting in his mouth? Is that a bottle
            of Drops?” She took a deep breath to stop herself from screaming. “You know what? I don’t care. Come on,” she said, spinning on her
            heels. “Let’s go.”
         

         
         “Go where?” Thyme asked in confusion.
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