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The Swamplands were not a place most people in Zaria ever thought about. In fact, if an atlas bothered to mention the Swamplands at all, it was sure to include a footnote stating that “the affairs of this village are not worth discussing.” But the affairs of this particular day were of great importance to twelve-year-old Adia Kelbara.

Adia stood outside her house, clutching a letter so tightly her nails dug into her palm. A letter that could change her life and get her out of the swamp . . . so long as her aunt and uncle didn’t kill her first.

“You have to go in at some point,” she told herself.

Normally after school she went straight to the forest. The mosquitoes and tsetse flies were relentless in the Swamplands and even worse in the forest that surrounded the village, but it was the only place she could draw and read in peace—at home, Uncle Eric was always annoyed by the sight of her reading, and her cousin Ericson was forever hiding her sketchbook of maps. Today, however, she needed to tell her aunt and uncle about the letter. Slipping it into her pocket, Adia opened the front door.

Aunt Ife stood in the middle of the living room dusting a table and humming a hymn. Aunt Ife was always humming a hymn.

“Hi, Auntie.”

Her aunt’s only reply was a distracted nod.

Adia swallowed and took a deep breath. She might as well get it over with.

“So . . . I received the placement letter today for my year of practicality.”

Every twelve-year-old in the Zarian Empire was required by law to have a year of practicality, where they worked as an apprentice and learned a useful skill. No classrooms, no teachers, no memorization of ancient epic poems or complex mathematical formulas—just practical things that would be useful when they were adults.

Her aunt spared her a glance.

“Year of practicality? Don’t be silly. That’s for twelve-year-olds. You’re nine.”

“I’ve been twelve for three months,” Adia said.

Aunt Ife blinked.

“If you say so. Well, your uncle will be happy to put you to proper work harvesting agrias full-time. You’ll be doing what you’ve always done, but more of it.”

Almost every kid from the Swamplands stayed in the Swamplands for their year of practicality—it was convenient for everyone if your family just trained you in their trade. But there was no rule saying she couldn’t request to be placed overseas. And Adia wanted a placement outside the village for many reasons. The first being that she hated harvesting agrias. The creeping plant grew wild in the Swamplands and was so fond of creeping that, more often than not, it would creep off before anyone could get to it. But it had to be harvested because everyone in the Swamplands over the age of thirteen wanted agrias and the tonic that was produced from it—Drops.

The missionaries said it was holy communion. If you were old enough, you were given a dose of Drops before entering church to make you more receptive to the Bright Father’s love. More obedient. But Adia had noticed some unfortunate side effects. One Drop never seemed to be enough to keep anyone calm and obedient for long, and people got downright mean if their next dose didn’t come quickly enough. Her uncle and cousin more so than others. And Adia was sick of dealing with their anger.

She looked at her aunt. “I didn’t receive a home placement.”

Aunt Ife put down her rag, finally giving Adia her full attention—and a hard stare.

“What are you talking about? Did they mix you up with another student? Don’t tell me I have to go down to the schoolhouse.”

“There wasn’t a mix-up,” Adia said, dropping her bag onto a chair next to a chubby orange tabby that was fast asleep. “I’m going to apprentice in a kitchen.”

Adia bent down and gave the kitten her cousin had brought home to be a rat catcher a quick scratch behind his ears. The family cared so little about the animal that no one had bothered to name him, so Adia had named him Bubbles. He seemed grateful for it and had taken to sleeping in her bed.

She moved away from Bubbles and stood tall, bracing for what she knew was coming. It wasn’t the thought that Adia was planning to leave the Swamplands that would send her aunt into a fit of hysterics. It was where she was planning to go.

Aunt Ife frowned. “Your uncle isn’t going to like you not being placed at home—I know that much. No one can find agrias as fast as you.” Her eyes narrowed. “No one can find anything as fast as you.”

“I’ll show Ericson the best places to go,” Adia quickly replied, although she knew her cousin would be furious at having an extra chore. “I don’t have any secret trick. I’m just familiar with the forest.”

Aunt Ife still eyed Adia with suspicion, but she let it go.

“Well, I don’t know what your uncle will have to say about this, but it’s a fine enough thing to apprentice with a cook. Which chef are you training with? Elder Bunam? You’ve been helping him in the market after school for a while now. That man cooks better with one arm than most people do with two. You’d be lucky to train with him.”

Adia picked up a pitcher of water from the table. She poured two glasses, taking one over to her aunt as the words tumbled out of her mouth.

“No, not with Elder Bunam. I haven’t been placed in the Swamplands at all. When Cousin Avery visited a few months ago, I asked if he could put in a word for me in Chelonia since he delivers goods to lots of estates there. Turns out he’s friendly with a head cook and she agreed to take me on and . . . and I’ve been placed in Chelonia. At the Academy of Shamans.”

Her aunt froze, then wheezed like Bubbles did when he was trying to cough up a particularly difficult hair ball. Adia handed her aunt the glass of water.

“The . . . the Academy. Of Shamans?” Aunt Ife said in between gasps for air and gulps of water. “What have I done wrong? Oh, what have I done wrong?!” She rushed over to the prized possession of her household, a white marble statue of the Bright Father that the missionaries had installed in everyone’s homes.

Her aunt and uncle used to have a shrine to the Alusi—the guardian gods from the stars who protected nature and her people—same as everyone in the Swamplands. But then the missionaries showed up a few years ago with smiles on their faces and explained to the village that only uncivilized people kept shrines to the old gods. That the Bright Father was the only god civilized people prayed to. Books with the Bright Father’s teachings were handed out (“for free!” Aunt Ife exclaimed), and everyone over thirteen was offered a communion of Drops. Aunt Ife had been one of the most enthusiastic converts, eager to demonize the shamans she’d always hated and be part of this modern, civilized world that promised riches, freedom from suffering, and no mosquitoes.

Not that Aunt Ife’s old Alusi shrines had done anything for Adia either. The guardian goddess Ginikanwa, who was said to have vanquished evil with nothing but her pure heart and a song of love, sounded about as believable as the missionaries’ promises of riches for those who did as they were told. The shrine had been pretty and full of flowers, but ultimately useless.

Adia didn’t want anything to do with gods, old or new. But she knew she was about to witness a spectacle of nonsensical devotion.

Aunt Ife flung herself to her knees in front of the statue and cried, “Bright Father, please give me your strength. I’ve failed you. My sister’s child wants to cook for demons! Demons who probably dance around and chant for Olark to come crawling out of hell and burn us all.”

Adia was used to her aunt’s rants about demonic juju and all the sinful things the missionaries had purged from the Swamplands, but she had hoped that the opportunity to get rid of the unwanted orphan who’d been dumped on her would be enough to keep Aunt Ife calm. Clearly, Adia had forgotten who her aunt was.

“The shamans aren’t demons, Auntie,” she tried to say as her aunt’s wailing reached a fevered pitch. “And no one is an Olark worshipper. They’re just able to go into trances and communicate with spirits, not summon the king of all evil. They relay messages from ancestors. Maybe make some tonics if they were trained as healers. It’s not like they can move mountains or set things on fire. Besides, I’ll be in the kitchens. I’ll never even see them. And you just said cooking is a fine apprenticeship—”

“Stop speaking!” Aunt Ife shouted. She took a long, deep breath, then smiled so calmly and serenely that Adia took a step back. There was nothing comforting about her aunt’s sudden display of teeth.

“We’ll have no more talk of this. I’m to blame. I can see that now—I’ve let you get away with not going to church for far too long. You just put up such a fuss that your uncle told me to let you stay at home, but there’ll be no more of that. Come now, Adia. Come here. I said COME HERE!”

Adia slunk next to her aunt, taking her outstretched hand.

“Let’s sing. You remember your hymns, don’t you? Of course you do. I know you’re a good girl deep, deep, very deep down inside.”

Aunt Ife began to sing, and the first note woke Bubbles from his nap, his orange fur standing on end. With an arched back, he jumped from the chair, ran for Adia’s room, and gave a hiss at the door before disappearing. Adia stared mournfully after the kitten as her aunt, who had never in her life managed to land on the correct key of a song, squeezed her hand, smiling as she sang—

“Bright Father, I long to be perfectly whole.

I want Thee forever to live in my soul.

I give up myself, and whatever I know.

Now wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.

Whiter than snow, yes, whiter than snow.

Now wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.”

Her aunt beamed, waiting for her to join in, but Adia pursed her lips and stared down at her shiny black school shoes. Any other day she would have kept her mouth shut. Years of being an unwanted presence in her aunt and uncle’s home had taught her that there was no point in disagreeing with them. Aunt Ife would either tell Adia to go pray or dismiss her with a roll of her eyes. But unless her family chained her to the table, she was getting on that ship. Once she did, she wouldn’t see them for a year—there was nothing to lose.

“According to my atlas,” Adia said, pushing up her glasses and looking back at her aunt, “the Swamplands have never reached a temperature lower than eighty degrees. It’s never snowed here.”

“Why do you insist on being such a disagreeable girl?!” her aunt said, roughly dropping her hand. “It doesn’t matter if it’s never snowed here. The missionaries came to the Swamplands to show us the path to a better life. So we’re to trust their words and their hymns without question.”

“But where did the missionaries come from? All they say is that the Bright Father sent them,” Adia continued as her aunt looked like she was ready to smash something. “Either way, I don’t see why they’re all so concerned with washing us into whiteness.”

“It’s a metaphor,” her aunt spit out. “For piety.”

Adia couldn’t stop herself. “How do we know snow isn’t pink?” she said as she plucked an imaginary piece of lint off her school dress.

“Oh, you this child!” her aunt snapped. She always said that when Adia was talking in a way she called disturbing.

Oh, you this child.

The front door opened, and Adia’s desire to rebel disappeared. Her uncle was home.

Her aunt rushed to her husband. “Thank the stars. Eric, I can’t deal with her anymore. I can’t! You have to do something. This child managed to get herself placed in Chelonia for her year of practicality.” She glared at Adia before spitting out, “At the Academy of Shamans.”

Uncle Eric stared at Adia, and she stared back. She faked a confidence she didn’t feel as her heart raced. Her aunt’s theatrics, annoying as they were, didn’t frighten her. Her uncle’s rage, on the other hand? Terrifying.

“Ife, why are you working yourself up about something that’s never going to happen?” Uncle Eric said in the calm, low tone he used when he was beyond furious. “Who’s paying for the girl to go all the way to Chelonia? You? Because I’m certainly not.”

Adia held her tongue. She was paying for it. She’d saved every cent Elder Bunam had given her for helping him with his food stall in the market—information she decided to keep to herself. Uncle Eric very well might chain her to the table if she told him she had the money for the ship. She’d underestimated her aunt and uncle’s fear of anything that didn’t come from the mouths of missionaries—she should have known the word shaman would send Aunt Ife over the edge. Along with losing a free source of labor. Her aunt reminded her about how good they were to take Adia in when her mother died almost as often as she reminded her to get back to work.

Aunt Ife stared at her uncle, then gave a relieved laugh.

“I’ve been so silly. Yes, of course. No one is paying for her to cross the sea.” Aunt Ife gave Adia a self-satisfied smirk and pointed at the large basket on the table. “All right, then. Since you chose to be so unpleasant today, go to your precious forest and gather some agrias. They’ll give us less Drops if we don’t bring in a good harvest this season.”

Adia’s stomach growled, and as much as she wanted to remind her aunt that she hadn’t eaten yet, getting out of her uncle’s path was her top priority. She grabbed the woven palm basket she used to gather agrias, cautiously eased past her uncle, and then rushed out of the house. Better to be in the forest than to witness the explosion that was about to happen.

Sure enough, Uncle Eric’s voice followed after her as she walked down the muddy path.

“It’s not just that she won’t go to church,” he yelled. “It’s all that reading! You never see Ericson reading, do you? No. Because I raised my boy to think for himself. He knows not to put someone else’s thoughts in his head. But look at the girl—she’s needed glasses since she was six because of it. It’s why she’s so strange! I’ll have no more of this behavior. It all ends today.”

Adia quickened her pace. She didn’t want to hear them arguing and insulting her. But at least Uncle Eric had only called her strange. When she was younger, skinny and sickly and having tantrums whenever the missionaries came to collect them for church, he had called her something else.

Ogbanje.

A child demon. An evil spirit who was born sick, heaped misery on their family, then deliberately died young out of spite.

But Adia had a perfectly good reason for being sickly and skinny and an even better one for why she threw fits around the missionaries. And neither of those reasons was that she was a spiteful child. In fact, she was a rather lovely and remarkable child. The only such child currently living in their house. But there used to be another.

Eric Jr.

Eric Jr., first son of Eric and older brother of Ericson, was dead. And there wasn’t a day since he’d died that Adia didn’t miss him. Sure, he’d had the occasional episode where he’d fall in a faint while his body shook and his eyes rolled to the back of his head, but EJ had been gentle, smart, and kind. As opposed to his brother, Ericson (second son of Eric one), who was ugly, dull, and a brute.

But it wasn’t being gentle, smart, and kind that had made EJ Adia’s favorite relation. It was that she’d felt a true kinship with him. Because her aunt and uncle couldn’t stand EJ any more than they could stand her. His shaking episodes sent Aunt Ife into constant bouts of hysterics, and Uncle Eric couldn’t believe he’d fathered a weakling as his first namesake.

EJ had vanished one day when they were at the lake. One minute, Adia had been reading a book in the grass while he swam, and the next, he was gone. Maybe he’d left to go for a walk and had one of his shaking fits and hit his head. Or maybe he’d been bitten by a spitting cobra while he lay unconscious. No one knew. Adia didn’t even blame Aunt Ife when she’d called her a stupid girl for having her head buried in a book when EJ needed help. He’d always protected Adia, and she’d completely failed him. And she would have to live with that failure for the rest of her life.

The missionaries had spent days searching for him. Adia searched too, but she came back empty-handed. The missionaries came back with EJ’s body.

They said he was an ogbanje. That if the family didn’t find and destroy the stone totem EJ had most likely hidden somewhere in the house, his evil spirit would use the stone to travel back from the realm of the dead and return to the world of the living. And that if he did, he would bring even more misery and stress to the family.

The accusation added a level of rage to Adia’s mourning. Not that she believed a word of it. She and EJ had spent every second together. He was her best friend and the best person in that house. Besides, if he’d really been some sort of otherworldly bringer of misfortune, she would have been the one who died that day, not him. Nevertheless, Adia had to listen to people attack her cousin even in death, and she and Ericson were told never to mention EJ again.

Without EJ around to protect her, Ericson upped his torture, stealing her lunch at school every day, causing her to look even more frail and catch more colds. And then the new rumors began.

Maybe Eric Jr. jumped into Adia’s body, villagers whispered, not caring if Adia heard them as they pulled their children close when she passed by. She’s always looked ripe for possession. And that memory of hers, it’s unnatural—she never forgets anything she reads or hears. Something is wrong with her. Mark my words, she’ll be the next child to die.

But Adia didn’t die.

She started helping Elder Bunam, the one-armed cook, with his stall in the market. There she would snack on deep-fried akara and plantains to make up for the lunches Ericson stole. She went from skinny and sickly to a tall, strong girl who everyone begrudgingly admitted was turning out rather pretty. And no amount of searching Adia’s room ever led Uncle Eric to an ogbanje’s stone. She swept every day to make sure she never dragged so much as a pebble inside the house.

The thickening cloud of mosquitoes as she walked deeper into the forest snapped Adia back to her present situation. All right, so her aunt and uncle weren’t going to walk her to the port and send her off with a smile. But did she really need their permission?

She reached EJ’s grave. Uncle Eric had buried him deep in the forest, where his grave would be out of sight. Adia put down her basket and touched her cousin’s headstone. An agrias vine was creeping around it. She let it wrap around her, pretending it was EJ who was holding her hand.

“How can I stay here?!” she cried. “They’ll burn my books and my maps and make me go to every single prayer meeting and every sermon. That’s five days a week of sermons! I can’t survive it!”

Her hands lowered to her sides, clenched in two stubborn fists.

“You would run away too. Wouldn’t you, EJ?”

Silence. Had she truly expected the dead to answer?

Adia gave a heavy sigh and picked up her basket, feeling more alone than ever as she walked into the forest. Yes, running away was the answer. EJ hadn’t made it to twelve. He would forever be in the Swamplands, swallowed by the mud. But she was getting out.





Two
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Feeling confident, Adia walked home with renewed determination and a basket full of agrias. Just a few more days and she wouldn’t have to see her family for a year, so long as she could sneak out of the house without waking anyone up. A dream come true! But her confidence faded when she opened the door.

“What are you doing?” she asked in shock.

Her hateful cousin Ericson was perched on a chair just inside, holding her schoolbag with a smug look on his face. He must have been waiting for her to return.

“Daddy took your money,” he sneered. “I figured you’d have a way of getting on that ship, so I searched your bag. You think you’re the smartest one in this house, but you’ll never be as smart as me.”

Adia lunged at him, but someone pulled her back. She whipped her head around and met Uncle Eric’s angry eyes. Aunt Ife strode into the room, along with someone else. A cold face stared at her from above a black robe.

“Why is a missionary here? Where’s my money?” Adia gasped, wrestling herself free of her uncle’s hold. “Isn’t stealing wrong?”

“No one stole anything,” Aunt Ife snapped. “You’ve been making money working for Elder Bunam. And you’re not excused from paying a ten percent tithe to the missionaries. Your uncle thought it was time you paid your fair share, so he invited Sister Claudia over.”

Uncle Eric gave Adia a patronizing smile as she furiously blinked back tears. That money had been her only chance to get out, and he’d taken it away.

Her aunt turned to the missionary and gave an apologetic bow of her head. “It’s my fault, Sister Claudia, for not making sure she paid her tithes, but this will more than make up for it.”

“I can see you’ve had quite a challenge with her,” Sister Claudia said with a shake of her head as Adia glared. “What a willful girl! But you did the right thing in taking her in. Your sister’s child?”

“Half sister!” Aunt Ife said, eager for any opportunity to be declared a saint. “She’s not even a full-blooded relation. Sleeping sickness took her mother, and no one’s heard a word from her father since she was born. I knew the Bright Father would want us to welcome this poor orphan into our home and treat her like one of our own.”

If anyone heard Adia’s snort of disbelief, they ignored it.

“Of course,” the missionary said with a solemn nod. “But didn’t you have another child?”

“We don’t talk about him,” Uncle Eric said quickly.

Sister Claudia’s eyes narrowed, and then she smiled.

“Ah, I remember now. The child turned out to be an ogbanje, yes? While we don’t know why these evil spirits come in the form of a child, I always tell parents to be grateful, for at least they die young. You didn’t have to suffer for long. And once this girl learns to control herself, you’ll still have extra help around the farm.”

Adia didn’t know if she’d ever hated anyone as much as she hated Sister Claudia in that moment.

“At least they didn’t have to suffer?” she said quietly. “At least EJ died young?”

“As I said.” The missionary sniffed. “Now, let’s get to the matter of the money.”

Uncle Eric finally let go of Adia so he could hand her small bag of coins over to Sister Claudia. Adia clenched her fists and tried to stay calm, but inside she felt like she was about to explode. Not for the first time she wondered how grown-ups could get everything so backward.

“Yes, yes,” Aunt Ife said, eager to change the topic. “We take full responsibility and hope that you’ll forgive our family if she pays her tithe as one lump sum. Along with her apologies for being a scheming, devious little—”

Something crashed through the window, making everyone shriek. Adia jumped back as glass flew everywhere. But when she saw the source of the destruction, she only rolled her eyes. An agrias vine now lay calmly on the floor among the broken glass. Sometimes the vines’ creeping led to accidental acts of vandalism. A nuisance usually, though today she appreciated the timing. But then the vine began to creep in her direction.

She eyed it warily. It was taking a very determined path toward her. And it was dragging something behind it.

Everyone in the house froze as the vine deposited a stone directly in front of Adia, then slithered its way back out the window. The silence dragged on as everyone stared at the stone in horror. Aunt Ife recovered first.

“Oh dear. What a mess,” she said in a strained voice. “I’m so sorry, Sister, but you know we can’t control where an agrias vine decides to creep. Or—or what it decides to drag in with it.” Aunt Ife was clearly worried about having another child in her care declared an ogbanje. Her reputation would never recover. “Adia, sweep this up.”

Adia moved to get a broom, but Sister Claudia held out a pale, thin hand.

“Wait a minute. Aren’t you that girl who freed the goats that were due for slaughter last week?”

“She—she has a strange aversion to eating meat,” Aunt Ife said, her voice coming out strangled. “She thought the goats were her friends. I assure you she was properly punished for the chaos she caused in the market.”

“But I’ve heard other disturbing things about her,” Sister Claudia said, staring intently at Adia. “That she can look at a book for a few seconds and recite the whole thing back to you. Is that true?”

When Adia didn’t answer, Sister Claudia turned to Aunt Ife.

“How old is this child?” she asked.

“Nine. No, wait. Twelve,” Aunt Ife said, correcting herself.

“She’s a bit young, but I think she should receive her first dose of Drops. Today.”

Her family stared at Sister Claudia in confusion.

“Why?” Aunt Ife said. Adia looked at her aunt in shock. She had never heard her dare question a missionary before.

“Drops, as you know, bring you closer to the Bright Father. A gift to humanity to make it easier for us to practice his teachings and free us from sin. And what is the main teaching that we missionaries were sent here to share with you in these poor, wretched lands?” Sister Claudia asked in a singsong voice.

“Obedience without question,” Eric, Ife, and Ericson said quickly.

Aunt Ife pinched Adia’s arm.

“Say it,” she hissed.

“Obedience without question,” Adia mumbled.

“Precisely,” Sister Claudia cooed. “And taking Drops helps with that obedience. It helps keep our pride in check. So I hope you will consider it a gift if I give your orphaned relation her first dose right now. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, my dear?”

“Yes, of course,” Uncle Eric said, answering for her. “Whatever you think is best. Our family would be honored. We obey the teachings of the missionaries. No trouble here.”

For a moment, Adia felt sorry for her family. They could pretend all they wanted, but it was clear that, on some level, the missionaries scared them too.

Sister Claudia reached into her pocket. The familiar nausea at seeing the vial of black liquid churned Adia’s stomach. Would those Drops turn her into someone like Aunt Ife, who could only parrot back sermons and barely thought for herself? Adia didn’t know. But she knew she wouldn’t be herself anymore if she let a missionary shove the contents of that bottle down her throat.

“We really should give it to newborn babies in my opinion,” Sister Claudia murmured. “It would make everything so simple.”

Uncle Eric looked gleeful at the prospect of a subdued niece. “Come here, girl.”

“No,” Adia whispered as she backed away, but there was nowhere to go. Ericson was already blocking the door, his beefy arms crossed as he smirked at her.

She didn’t know why she couldn’t just take the Drops like everyone else. Or why the dull look in everyone’s eyes after they had a dose seemed to frighten only her. But she would kick and scream before taking them herself.

“Curious that you don’t want to take them,” Sister Claudia said. The missionary leaned down and pinched Adia’s ear, making her wince in pain. “Scared I’ll discover something you’d rather keep buried?” she whispered.

Adia shoved Sister Claudia. Hard. She wasn’t proud of it, but she was delighted when the woman toppled backward over her robes, landing with her legs sticking straight up in the air. She fell on Bubbles, and Adia grinned as the cat took a swipe at the shrieking missionary.

“Adia!” her aunt screamed in horror.

A breeze came in through the shattered window, blowing in dust and leaves and adding to the chaos. Several leaves landed on Adia’s hair and settled around it like a wreath.

“Mommy, she’s glowing!” Ericson said.

Adia looked down at her hands. A purple light surrounded her. It narrowed into a straight line like a staff before disappearing into the floor.

“I didn’t do that,” she gasped. “It was a trick of the light. I didn’t—”

Her words were swallowed up as the ground shook, almost to the same rhythm as her frantically beating heart.

Almost as if she was causing it.

There were screams from outside the house as people ran.

“EARTHQUAKE! EARTHQUAKE!”

“That’s impossible,” Adia said, shocked. “According to my atlas, we’re not on a fault line. The Swamplands have never had an—”

“Ogbanje,” Uncle Eric hissed. “Meant to bring misery to our family over and over again. It wasn’t my son who was cursed. It’s her! She’s the demon! She’s what killed my boy.”

He lunged for her, but mud bricks began falling from the ceiling—bricks hard enough to strike anyone dead if they landed on their head.

“Daddy!” Ericson wailed.

Uncle Eric glared at Adia one last time before running back to his family. His real family.

“Get to safety, Sister!” her uncle said, grabbing Ife and Ericson and, as always, forgetting about Adia.

Sister Claudia righted herself and started jumping around, trying to avoid the falling bricks. The entire house was a few seconds away from becoming nothing but rubble.

Adia couldn’t believe what was happening. A few hours ago, she’d had a well-thought-out plan to get away from her family. But now that plan was literally crashing down on her head.

“I’ll be back for the girl,” Sister Claudia said, running out of the house. The missionary was so panicked, she didn’t notice that something had fallen out of her pocket when Adia shoved her. A small pouch lay on the floor, about to be buried by mud bricks.

“My money,” Adia gasped. She scooped up the pouch with one hand, grabbed a furious Bubbles with the other, and ran to the door just as a new pile of bricks came tumbling down. Her family was already outside, probably hoping she’d get killed in the earthquake.

Adia stared at the village in disbelief. Their mud house wasn’t the only one in ruins. People were crying and screaming. No one looked badly hurt, but Elder Bunam, who let her work at his stall in the market, had an ugly gash on his forehead. He was using his sleeve to stop blood from dripping into his eyes. Adia turned her eyes away from the fear and panic around her and looked down.

It wasn’t the ground that was shaking—it was the roots of the plants and trees and bushes. Roots were everywhere, as if they’d clawed their way out of the dirt like a feral cat trying to scratch its way out of a house to freedom. They whipped back and forth like the vines the kids in the village used for jump ropes, moving so fast everything around them shook—the houses, the people, the ground beneath her feet. She’d never experienced an earthquake before, but she couldn’t imagine this was a normal one.

“Adia!”

She snapped out of her trance. Her family was huddled in an open space with several others. Uncle Eric tried to pull her aunt back, but for once Aunt Ife pushed him aside. She stretched out her hand.

“Adia,” she called again. “Get over here! It’s all right; just come here where it’s safe. We’ll figure this out.”

Adia felt a lump in her throat. Maybe she and her aunt had never understood each other—and they definitely didn’t like each other—but Aunt Ife had never been outright cruel to her. Not like Uncle Eric. She gave Adia the same amount of food as Ericson (even if he stole it), and she made sure she had clothes (even if they were itchy church dresses). For the first time, Adia realized that Aunt Ife would probably protest if anyone tried to lock her up. But would Aunt Ife be strong enough to stop them? To go up against the village for her orphaned half niece?

She looked at her aunt and shook her head.

Aunt Ife lowered her hand. She understood.

Adia had to run.

She took off. To her shock and horror, the ground around her stopped shaking and the roots moved out of her way, parting as though she were their demon queen. If anyone had any doubt that she was the cause of this unnatural disaster, the ground standing still just for her sealed her fate.

Getting placed at the Academy of Shamans for her year of practicality was a bigger opportunity than she’d ever realized. Because her family was right. The village was right. The ground was shaking because she’d gotten angry. Houses were destroyed. People were hurt. And EJ . . .

“He died because of me,” she whispered as tears spilled down her cheeks. If she hadn’t been with EJ that day at the lake, he would have come home, same as he always did. But he’d been best friends with a literal harbinger of doom. He had never stood a chance.

“I’m a curse. I really am an ogbanje.”

Bubbles had thankfully stopped squirming and purred in her arms. They were at the outer edge of the village now. No one would be able to go after them. The village was still shaking. She angrily wiped the tears from her face. This was no time to cry.

She tucked the money into her pocket and took a deep breath.

“But if anyone can figure out how to break a curse, it’s a shaman.”





Three

[image: image]

Three days later, Adia sat in a cramped ship cabin. Bubbles was not enjoying their maiden sea voyage, and his yowling was beginning to set her teeth on edge.

Until now, she’d never stepped a foot outside the Swamplands. And she hadn’t planned on venturing far from her tiny cabin either. She’d been too scared that she’d look out at the Ginian Sea and find Uncle Eric and Ericson rowing behind the ship in a dinghy, ready to drag her back home. But she had been cooped up in the tiny cabin all day, and she needed to stretch her legs.

If no one’s stopped me by now, I should be fine, Adia thought, more to convince herself that no one was chasing after her as she walked above deck.

She ignored a cheerful grin from a pale boy with freckles and reddish-brown hair who looked around her age. Maybe he was bored and looking for conversation, but Adia wasn’t in the mood for anyone cheerful. She carried on walking until she found an uncrowded spot.

Hanging over the ship’s rail, she let the seawater spray her face. As they sailed past small villages and fisherfolk, a few smiled and waved at her and she waved back. But soon there was nothing but the vastness of the Ginian Sea and the Sunless Mountains far off in the distance.

Adia got lost in the hypnotic shimmer of the water. She pretended it was caused by multicolored jeweled fish as she sailed through the magical rain forest of Imo Mmiri. She’d been reading a legend about Imo Mmiri that day on the lake when EJ disappeared. That miserable thought shook her out of her daydreams. Nothing good ever came from them. Time to go back to her cabin before someone could ask where her parents were.

She straightened and was about to head back down, when an island with a shore covered in a thick layer of dark gray ash caught her attention.

“Burned lands?” she said in surprise, pushing up her glasses. Zaria had a dense ecosystem of woodlands, marshlands, wetlands, greenlands. But there were also the burned lands. They covered every map of Zaria like ugly smudges, as if a mapmaker had dropped charcoal on the parchment and tried to rub it out, leaving stains all over their work. Adia frowned. Either her eyesight was getting worse than it already was or a trick of the light was making it seem like sun didn’t touch the scorched island.

The burned lands were ancient villages that had been burned down during the reign of Olark the Tormentor. A demon of shadow and rot who rained fire on Zaria, only to be stopped when—according to legend—the Alusi Ginikanwa descended from the heavens and sang a song of love. Her pure heart made Olark so ashamed of his murderous tendencies that he vanished, never to be seen again.

The sight of the burned lands made Adia depressed—the Swamplands weren’t exactly in great shape right now either. Olark and Adia, both destroyers of villages.

“Ugh,” she said, suddenly exhausted. “Time to go back inside.”

If she’d believed in the Alusi she would have asked Gentle Ginikanwa to keep her safe. But as Adia took one last glance at the island of ash, she shook her head. A goddess’s songs of love hadn’t saved that village from Olark any more than it could have saved the Swamplands from Adia.

Every day that they sailed farther away from the Swamplands, Adia felt a little bit safer. From the rare book about the Academy she had found in the small village library, she knew it was supposed to be one of the most impressive sites in Zaria aside from the emperor’s palace. She wondered whether it would look like a museum of oddities with whatever tools shamans used to cast their souls into other realms, or more like a giant magical garden with students running around with arms full of plants as they learned how to make medicines.

By the time Adia stepped off the boat and onto the dock, she felt something dangerously close to hope. She was going to a place in Zaria untouched by missionaries. They only bothered to show up in the poorer parts of the empire. But this school was a place where people still practiced the old ways of seeking guidance from nature and ancestors and the spirit world. Where a shaman might give her help, not a baptism. But as Adia stood in front of her final destination and took in the famed and ancient school, her hope plummeted.

The Academy’s grounds were huge and intimidating, with students in colorful kaftans wandering around carrying curious-looking staffs and rattles. But the school itself was nothing like she’d imagined. It wasn’t a marvelous sight. It wasn’t even a decent one. It was hideous.

The wooden panels of the Academy were different colors. Some had the deep rich mahogany of the bark of khaya trees; others were a pale gray wood that could only have come from an iroko. The mismatched color pattern didn’t look intentional, but more like a haphazard quilt someone had sewed together with whatever scraps of fabric they could find.

She didn’t understand it. Only rich kids got to go to the Academy. For all the money the students paid, couldn’t the school at least afford to hire someone to cut the weeds? It was as if the ground was trying to swallow the buildings back down into the earth.

A board flew off the side of the school as if someone had punched it straight through the wall. Then another. Then another.

“What . . . ?” Adia gasped, ducking out of the way.

All three boards landed on the ground straight up, then spun away, end over end, like tumbleweeds into the dense forest that surrounded the school, as if they were trying to escape from whatever was inside. A few students ducked out of the way but didn’t seem put out to see pieces of their school trying to escape.

I guess that’s why the building’s so patched up, she thought in dismay.

Everything she’d read about the school’s magic had made it seem like a place of wonder: a place where the walls literally breathed with possibility, filled with murals that came to life, rain that would fall inside but get no one wet, stars shifting on the ceilings, stairs that moved around and led to secret rooms full of books, games, and who knows what else.

But the school in front of her looked one strong gust of wind away from becoming a pile of rubble.

Bubbles yowled and clawed to get out of her arms. As soon as Adia dropped him, he dashed off after the fleeing boards, disappearing into the woods. She shrugged. Bubbles was half-tame, half-feral, and she didn’t try to keep him contained. He’d show up when he was hungry. He always did. She was less worried about him than she was about herself.

“I think I’ve made a mistake,” she muttered.

Adia reminded herself that she hadn’t come all this way for the school’s magic—she’d come for the students and the teachers, the shamans who were said to have ancient knowledge that ran through their blood, letting them communicate with the realm of spirits. They were the ones who could fix whatever was wrong with her, not some grumpy school, no matter what shape it was in.

Then another piece of the school flew toward her and nearly took off her head.

Just as she was considering running into the forest too, a flash of color caught her eye. A man in a green-and-gold uniform approached and she took an involuntary step back, but he just walked past and didn’t pay her any mind. Still, she stayed frozen to the ground. Those were the colors of the capital soldiers. The Gold Hats.

She had only seen them once before, shortly after Darian Edochie won the battle for Zaria’s throne a year ago. The Warlord Child had come out of nowhere, successfully defeating seasoned warriors and making everyone kneel to him. Why Emperor Darian’s soldiers had appeared in the Swamplands, no one could say, and they left as quickly as they came, but the entire time they were there, Aunt Ife had been in hysterics. Well, more hysterics than usual. The minute the Gold Hats arrived, she’d sat Adia and EJ down.

“You might think you’re too young to hear what I’m about to tell you,” Aunt Ife had said as she paced up and down. “And you’re probably right. No one’s telling kids in the capital a horror story like this, but . . . you’re not from the capital. And we need to have a talk.

“When I was a little girl, a boy in the village stole a plantain from a market stall. Just one plantain. A Gold Hat caught him. Dragged him to the village center for all to see and asked him, ‘Long sleeve or short?’”

Aunt Ife looked at them and wrung her hands.

“Either of you have any idea what that means?”

Adia shook her head and looked at EJ. He also shook his head, shrugging.

“The boy didn’t know what it meant either. He was younger than the two of you are now.”

Aunt Ife took a deep breath and walked up to Adia.

“Long sleeve,” Aunt Ife said, touching her wrist, then moving her hand up to the top of Adia’s arm, “or short. The boy said short. Probably because it was such a hot day. Who would want to be in a long-sleeved shirt? So the Gold Hat chopped off his arm just underneath his shoulder. Gave him the short sleeve.”

EJ’s hand had grabbed Adia’s under the table, and she’d given it a tight squeeze. She knew what EJ was thinking because she was thinking it too. The presence of the Gold Hats had gone from interesting to terrifying in the span of twenty seconds.

“That’s why the two of you aren’t so much as to spit on the ground when the Gold Hats are around,” Aunt Ife said. “That’s why you’re
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*the affairs of this village are not worth disciissing.
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