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Adinkra Symbol: Owuo Atwedee

Meaning: “The ladder of death.” This symbol gets its name from the proverb, “Owuo atwedee baakofoo mforo,” meaning, “Death’s ladder is not climbed by just one person.” It is a symbol of the certainty and universality of death. (adinkrasymbols.org)
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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 equal partnership with each 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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Chisom Umeh is a Nigerian fiction writer and poet. When he's not watching movies or writing about fantastical things, he's tweeting about movies and fantastical things at izom_chisom. His short stories have been featured in Omenana, Apex, Clarkesworld, Year’s Best African Speculative Fiction 2023, African Ghosts anthology, Isele, Mythaxis, Scifi Shorts, and elsewhere. His short story, ‘Ancestor’s Gift’ won the 2024 Tractor Beam short story contest. He was a finalist for the Seattle Worldcon Short Story Contest and is winner of the 2025 Nommo Awards for Best African Speculative Fiction Short Story for ‘From Across Time’.
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MAKING SURVIVAL

I think a lot about access, especially as it pertains to short fiction writing. How the barrier to entry is often so high when you’re starting out that you almost give up submitting to pro magazines, or you settle for non-paying ones, which are also difficult to get into, but at least present a better chance of accepting your work. Just to get your name out there. Foot in the door.

You have to really be passionate about storytelling to come back to submission portals with a new story in hand after previously getting a painful, form rejection, having waited anxiously for three months or more to hear back. The temptation to say “Fuck this shit, I’m done,” is often so high. In fact, many times, you’re going to say just that. I did. But if you have some love for the craft as I do, you’re going to eat your words many times and show up unashamed, stain on your nose.

It’s crazy.

The first iteration of ‘Fly, Flightless’ was written two years ago for an anthology. I had seen a call for submissions like two months prior and it was one of those calls where more than half the slots had already been filled with established authors. They needed like five or six regular writers to publish alongside the popular ones. Most of the writers there were my faves. People who had written books that were dear to my heart. The thought of sharing a table of contents with them made me really excited, so I got down to writing the best story I thought I could. I believed what I came up with afterwards was a work of pure genius. Something I was really proud of.

The masterpiece got rejected, of course. No surprises there. Dreams shattered. I kept an eye on the anthology though. When they published the final TOC, I realized that the writers they had accepted were almost as popular as the ones already announced. So, I started asking myself what exactly gave me the audacity to think I could ever get accepted into such an anthology. What was I thinking? Who was I?

As a short fiction writer, when you’re just starting out, you have to crawl on your hands and knees. You take whatever you get. Your prospects improve over the years as your writing gets better and you develop an eye for what magazines want, but only so slightly. You’re still going to be waking and sleeping on a squeaky mattress made from rejection letters.

Just a few days ago, I submitted my story to a magazine and the submissions tracker informed me that mine was the 1058th submission in the queue. What are the odds that what I’ve written is good enough to best 1000+ other entries? These are the kinds of daunting odds you have to contend with daily if you wish to publish in pro or semipro magazines. At some point, you’ll have to ask yourself how sustainable this is. If you really want to make a living from this, then what you’re going to make wouldn’t be much of a living. It’ll be more like surviving. Making survival, if you may.

Don’t get me wrong. These are the same tough odds you’ll also face when hunting for a job or doing many other things these days in our twenty-first century reality. Still, the job market is filled with hundreds, if not thousands of options for you to pick from. Submitting to many places at once greatly improves your chances. How many such venues are there in the short fiction market that are willing to pay you anything significant enough to live by? The answer to that question is a very small number.

In general, as a creative writer (poet, screenwriter, novelist, whatever) the odds of surviving on your earnings are crazily small. But at least, as a novelist, if you get an agent and manage to publish your first book with a decent publisher, you have some sort of security publishing-wise. There’s some assurance that you’re going to keep getting your books out and getting paid for them. Your publisher could like you enough to buy your next three books. And if they don’t, your agent would still be there to fight for you and ensure you get another publisher. Not so in the short fiction ecosystem. If you do the hustle long enough, you may get to that place where magazines solicit stories from you. And you, alongside other “established writers”, fill up TOCs even before anthologies are announced publicly. But the chances of ever getting there are as slim as your bank account will be if you do get there and think you’ve arrived somewhere.

I wish there were hundreds of pro-paying speculative fiction magazines out there to enable everyone to get a decent chance at well-paid publication. But, unfortunately, we don’t live in that world. The few venues that exist are struggling under the weight of myriad problems: lack of funding, proliferation of AI-generated “stories”, constantly changing publishing landscape, and more.

After the rejection, I kept my masterpiece to myself, tinkering with it over the years till it transmogrified into something new. Whether this new version resembles a piece written by a master is left for you, discerning readers, to decide. But I’m happy it has found a home with a wonderful publication. And at least I get to continue the hustle of writing and hoping my work finds its readers.
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Nneka knows they’re coming to kill her. It is written in the Harmattan wind turning her skin pale and cracking her lips. It is as true as the dust coating everything left out in the open in golden film. They’re there when she comes home and opens the door, welcoming her into the vacuum of her room, then leaving before she can return their greeting. She hears them whisper in the backyard. Sees them conspire in the gutters. And today, on Amah Road, when she sees a body sprawled on the roadside, its clothes shredded and entrails on display for the passersby who barely spare it a glance, she sees them buzzing, singing, laughing.

They tell her she’d be worse than this man when they’re done with her. This thief, whom the market boys kept beating long after there was no life left in him. Compared to her, they say, he’d have been treated to a kingly funeral. Their voices are small, but their words are big, and their threats even bigger.

Nneka stands there staring at the body, listening, powerless against their buzzing.

Then someone taps her on the shoulder.

She breaks from their hold and turns, mechanically.

‘Madame, wetin you dey look?’ The woman who speaks is old and frail-looking. Yet she wears the hardest scowl Nneka has ever seen. She holds a slipper in one hand, as though Nneka were a fly to be warded off, like the ones congregating on the body of the dead man. ‘Come on, move away from there osiso!’ she barks.

Nneka lowers her head and walks away in the opposite direction from the market. She no longer wants to buy meat and dried fish and vegetables to make soup. She’s sure that if she eats the meat, it’ll suddenly take the shape of the dead man’s hand. No. She mustn’t eat meat today. Not with what she just saw. She keeps her head low as she walks away, knowing that if she went on to the market, the flies over the crisp mangala fish would frown at her. The ones in the tripe seller’s stall would threaten her. They’d haggle, make bargains, negotiate, as though she were the wares and they, the customers.

No. She can’t stand them now. She’d be better off surviving on bread and tea this weekend.

––––––––
[image: ]


At home, they scatter when Nneka parts the curtains. She doesn’t bother chasing after them or making an effort to keep them out. Both actions will be futile. She wouldn’t find them if she scours the nooks and crannies of her apartment. And they don’t need open doors and windows to come in. They just... come. As permeable as the very air in the room. They murmur as they fly off to the parts of her apartment that exist in this world and the next. She catches snatches of their conversation as they go. Something
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