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The thrilling finale to the fast-paced and witty Afrofantasy series following twelve-year-old Adia Kelbara, who must ally with a snarky goddess and a knife-wielding warrior to save her kingdom once more.

Power-hungry god Olark has been banished to the realm of the dead…but Adia Kelbara’s troubles are far from over.

When a boy with godlike powers escapes a hidden prison and appears in Zaria, Adia’s world begins to unravel. The powers he carries were stolen from Adia’s mentor, the Alusi Ginikanwa, and now the once-powerful goddess is fading from existence.

Then Adia uncovers a secret project is putting everyone in Zaria at risk, so to set things right, she makes a desperate deal with the dark shamanic mastermind behind it – her own Aunt Ife. But when her choice inadvertently sends her best friend, the ancient warrior girl Thyme, back to the past, it causes a series of timeline-altering events that results in Olark being free once more – and stronger than ever.

Adia must harness the power of a god to mend a fractured world.




PROLOGUE

“Zina, take your sister and get out from under my feet,” Margot snapped. “And don’t come back muddy this time!”

Before her little sister Ife could complain, Zina grabbed the smaller girl’s hand.

“Yes, stepmother,” Zina said, pulling Ife along.

She knew her father wanted her to get along with her new stepmother. And Zina had tried – really, she had – but within just a few months, it had become clear that he had placed a terrible burden on her. She couldn’t fathom what had possessed him to marry this woman, to bring her into their quiet home. When he’d announced his engagement, he had gushed about how wonderful it would be for Zina to have a mother again. He must have noticed the way her face fell because he’d tried to frame it as a gift, a blessing. But living with Margot felt more like a curse.

Then Ife had been born, and Zina had genuinely been excited to have a younger sister. And at first Ife had followed her around like a little shadow, but now that Zina was fourteen and Ife was ten, Ife was turning out just as spoiled and sour as her mother.

“Let’s go, Ife,” Zina said, ignoring the sulky look Ife tossed her way.

Ife sighed with every step as the sisters walked down the muddy main road of their village. They’d been told to go and play, but Ife hated being outdoors. Unlike Zina, who loved anything to do with nature.

“Look,” Ife said. “Naya’s house is just down that road. I want to see if she’ll let me borrow that pink-and-gold scarf she wore at the new year’s celebration last week.”

“But your mother wants us to get some fresh air,” Zina said. She stopped herself from adding that Ife was just going to badger poor Naya into giving up her scarf. No need to provoke her sister into a tantrum.

“And we did,” Ife said. “We’ve walked for ten minutes already. That’s all the fresh air I need. Plus Naya’s older cousin Eric is visiting. I want to meet him, don’t you?”

“Not particularly,” Zina said. “I heard he’s a bully.”

Ife’s mouth twisted into a pout. “It’s not like you’re going to play with me anyway,” she muttered. “I don’t see why you won’t let me go. I know you don’t want me around.”

“That’s not true,” Zina said quickly. “We used to play together all the time when you were younger. Don’t you remember? We’d sit by the fire away from the grown-ups and I’d tell you stories.”

Ife gave her a look. “I remember,” she said quietly. “I wish I didn’t.”

Zina startled. “Why do you say that?”

“Because your stories always came true,” Ife said. “And when I asked you to teach me how you do that, how you predict the future, you said I was imagining things. Eventually I realized you’d never tell me. You don’t want anyone else to be special.”

Zina stopped walking and turned to her sister in shock. “Ife, what in all the stars are you talking about? You think I’m some sort of fortune teller? I can’t predict the future.”

Ife’s face contorted into an angry scowl.

“All you ever do is lie to me. I’m going to see Naya.”

Zina shook her head in confusion. “Ife, I promise I have no idea what you’re talking about. What do you mean the stories I told you came true?”

Ife frowned. Did her sister really not know? Zina always had this dreamy look on her face as she stared into the fire while telling Ife a story. As though she was watching something and then describing it more than making something up from her imagination. And when she was finished, Zina did always seem a bit disoriented. One time she’d even been about to topple into the fire. Their father had shouted and someone dashed forward to grab her before she fell into the flames head first. Maybe Zina really didn’t remember the stories she’d told Ife over the years. But Ife did.

That was Ife’s secret. She remembered everything. Everything she saw, everything she heard, everything she read – it was all burned into her memory. But she would never tell anyone. She kept her test scores good, but not the best in class, so no one would think she was too bookish. She was one of the most popular girls in her year. It wouldn’t do for her classmates to think she was a freak. And she was a freak. Because try as she might, she seemed incapable of forgetting anything. Which was why everything Zina had ever told her when she went into a trance was seared into her brain.

“Well,” Ife said, “sometimes the stories were funny. Like the one you told about Naya’s grandmother getting mad at the fish vendor and waving her arms so much that she knocked over his cart and sent fish flying all over the market. And then that very thing happened the next day! But sometimes they were scary. Like when you said Farmer Floyd was going to go out in a storm and never return. Then two weeks later that’s exactly what happened and no one ever saw him again.”

Zina stared at her with such shock that Ife realized she’d got it completely wrong. Zina really didn’t have any idea what she was doing.

“But not all of your stories come true,” Ife said quickly. “Some of them do seem like they’re just wild tales you make up. Like the one about some demonic creature who wanted to be an Alusi and killed everyone who lived on a star so he could claim it for himself. That one’s a little scary. I like the one about the magical water land better – the world that you say the women in your family come from. Even if we’re sisters because of Father, I think I should still count as being from that world too. If it was real and you found it, of course you’d take me along. Right, Zina? Zina?”

Ife glanced up at Zina. Her sister looked dizzy. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you,” Ife said slowly.

“No, it’s fine,” Zina finally said. “I’m all right. I just need a minute to sit with this.”

Ife nodded, then tilted her head.

“I have an idea,” she said, trying not to sound too excited. “Why don’t we practise? You can sit in front of the fire and tell me stories. Now that I know you really didn’t realize what you were doing, I’ll write down everything you say so you’re not in the dark about it.”

Zina looked nervous. “I was thinking more that I should never be allowed near fire again,” she said.

Ife scoffed. “Don’t be silly. You can help people with your powers. I didn’t realize back when Farmer Floyd vanished that you were predicting the future, but if I had – if we had – maybe we could have saved his life. We could have warned him not to go out in that storm. I can help you – and together we can help everyone! Let’s just give it a try. Right now. If you think about it for too long, you’ll get nervous and back out. What do you say?”

Zina didn’t look thrilled, but she sighed and gave Ife a hesitant smile. “All right. You haven’t wanted to spend time with me in a while. I guess I shouldn’t turn you down when you do.”

As they walked towards the forest, Ife smiled to herself – a small, secret smile. Yes, she would help her sister. But Zina…Zina didn’t even understand what she had, the power she wielded without realizing it. Would it be so wrong if Ife decided to keep some of what her sister said to herself? After all, wasn’t it only fair to ask how she could have some of Zina’s power too? To ask if the land Zina mentioned – Imo Mmiri – was real. A place so full of power that even creatures from the stars wanted to find it? What could Ife do if she was the one to find it instead? And besides, Zina wouldn’t feel so alone if they were both special. Ife was doing this to help.

Ife grabbed her sister’s hand. “It’s going to be so much fun!” she said. “And don’t worry. I’ll tell you everything you say so that you won’t be in the dark any more.”

Ife’s eyes flickered to the ground, a cold thrill running through her.

Well, she thought, maybe not everything.




CHAPTER 1

Soul retrieval.

When Adia Kelbara had first heard the term, she had thought she’d finally found the answer to her problem – how to bend the laws of nature to bring someone back from the dead. But soul retrieval, as she soon discovered, wasn’t about resurrection. It was about finding the missing pieces of a living person’s soul – fragments hidden away by fear, grief or trauma – and coaxing them home. And it was apparently a skill that could only be performed on the living. Adia had learned this the hard way, after every spirit in the realm began begging her to help their still-breathing loved ones instead of the one soul she truly wanted to save. Just like the spirit currently droning on in front of her.

“…and after those children made fun of her that day, she blocked off her heart and now won’t let people get close to her. I need you to clear the block so that she’ll agree to let this nice young man take her to the village festival. I think he’s lovely and—”

Adia groaned and looked up at the sky. “Auntie, I really can’t help you with getting your granddaughter engaged.”

The spirit in the fire scowled. “What use are you, then? You call yourself a shaman yet refuse requests! I’m asking you to help my granddaughter retrieve the part of her soul she’s blocked off after those children made fun of her.”

Adia glared at the hunched, grey-haired figure yammering in the flames. “First of all, I’m an apprentice shaman,” she said. “Second, if she ever seeks out a shaman herself for a soul retrieval” – and pays me for it, Adia thought – “I’ll do what I can. But have you considered that maybe she just doesn’t want to get married?”

The spirit sputtered, “Of course she does. She just needs a push in the right direction. But I can see you’re one of those modern young ladies who doesn’t take these things seriously. Fine! You’re not the only shaman in Zaria. I’ll find someone else.”

“You do that, then,” Adia snapped as the spirit winked out of view. “Best of luck to you.”

With a huff, she stood and stormed towards the fire. “Wasting my time with matchmaking nonsense.” She grabbed the bucket of sand by the fire pit and tossed it onto the flames, not caring that ash and soot clung to her hair and clothes. “I’ll find someone else,” she mocked.

It was true that she wasn’t the only shaman in Zaria. There were two. One served Olark, a power-hungry demon. The other was Adia – a thirteen-year-old girl who didn’t know what she was doing.

“You’d better pray you don’t find the other shaman,” she muttered. “Uncle Eric will probably chop off your granddaughter’s head as an offering to Olark instead of helping her.”

Both she and her traitorous uncle were trying to manipulate reality and bring back the dead. On paper, that might make them seem equally reckless. But unlike her uncle, she was doing this for the right reasons – not to resurrect a murderous demon and rule the world, but to bring back a friend.

Nami Watson should never have died. Not at thirteen. And not while trying to stop Olark and Uncle Eric from turning Zaria into a land of living corpses.

Adia closed her eyes for a moment, fighting off a wave of dizziness. Entering the spirit realm was never easy, and today was worse than usual. The threads of Nami’s soul that she could still sense were thin, fraying – slipping further away each time she tried to grasp them. Every attempt left her more exhausted, more desperate. But she couldn’t stop. Every day she failed was another day Nami remained trapped where he didn’t belong. Trapped in the realm of the dead when he should be alive.

“Why won’t you speak to me?” she whispered. “Every other spirit in a five-realm radius seems to find me just fine. So why can’t you, Nami?”

She stared at the pile of ashes at her feet. Not for the first time, she wondered whether she’d be trying so hard to contact Nami’s soul if things had ended on a better note between them.

When she’d first arrived at the Academy, Nami had become her first and only friend. Sure, she found him overly talkative and incapable of understanding that she preferred quiet, and the company of her cat Bubbles to that of most people. But still, they’d become friends. And then he’d accused her of terrible things, looked on while she’d been thrown in a dungeon, and betrayed her trust. All because he’d been obsessed with bettering his position and helping his family escape the poverty his father’s gambling had put them in.

When he realized his mistake, he’d spent months begging Adia to forgive him. And somehow, she had. More for her sake, really, as the anger she’d been holding onto felt like it was eating her alive – though she still hadn’t let him back into her life. But then he’d used his last breath to help her. He had regained her trust. And she’d never got the chance to tell him.

“Just hang on a bit longer,” she said. “I’ll figure this out. I promise. I’m going to bring you home.”

The faint clang of the dinner bell carried through the forest. It was time to go. If she missed another dinner, her best friend Thyme would come hunt her down.

It was a cold night – colder than usual for the dry season – but she’d take it over the blistering heat that usually came from the lack of rain. Although the leaves on the trees looked a bit brown, as if they’d benefit from a good storm. As Adia walked out of the woods, branches bent to brush her shoulders and roots shifted aside to clear her path. A year ago, a sight like that would have sent her running. The first time her powers had manifested, she’d caused an earthquake, fled her home in the Swamplands, and ended up working in the Academy kitchens. Now, her connection to the plants felt as natural as breathing.

Another thing that had once seemed strange but now – for better or worse – felt like home was the decrepit building looming ahead – the Academy of Shamans.

The Academy’s dreariness was nothing new. When Adia had first arrived at the school – scared, exhausted, and clinging to the hope of a better life – she’d been shocked. She’d imagined trimmed lawns and polished limestone halls. Instead, she’d found a building that looked five minutes from collapsing yet somehow remained upright out of sheer spite.

“Hi, Kelbara!”

Adia waved hello, though she was baffled by the bright expression of the student who’d just darted in front of her. It was one of Mallorie Amber’s friends. And Adia and Mallorie hardly ran in the same circles. There were probably no two students at the Academy who disliked each other more.

As for the rest of her classmates? The spoiled, talentless, conceited students of the Academy of Shamans were the reason the school seemed to be constantly annoyed.

The Academy had been founded centuries ago to train anyone in Zaria who possessed a shamanic gift. The land it stood on had been blessed by the Alusi – guardian gods from the stars who had once worked closely with shamans, sending them messages to heal the sick and guide lost souls. The sacred trees and stones used in the Academy’s construction had given it a pulse of its own – a living, intelligent presence. Yet not a single student there had any real power. Except Adia Kelbara, former kitchen drudge.

Adia climbed the long staircase to her chambers. She needed to wash up before dinner; showing up covered in soot wouldn’t do. She’d expected everyone to be in the dining hall by now, but a group of students lingered in the corridor, giggling and watching her with gleaming eyes.

“So obvious,” Adia muttered. “What are you all up to?” She narrowed her eyes, scanning the area for toads, tripwires, or whatever other ridiculous prank they might have planned. But she made it to her door unscathed. Turning the heavy key, she stepped inside – and crashed straight into someone.

“Mimi?”

Mimi Darling had recently joined Adia’s small circle of friends, often spending time in her and Thyme’s chambers between classes – and frequently sleeping over. A rare girl from the capital who wasn’t a complete nightmare.

“Why are you standing in the middle of—”

Adia froze. Whatever prank she’d expected, it wasn’t this.

KELBARA THE KILLER

The words were scrawled above her bed in jagged, angry red letters.

Thyme appeared from her bedroom, clutching a rag. “Adia,” she said, shoulders sagging. “We wanted to clean this up before you saw.”

She leaped onto the bed and began scrubbing, but the red only smeared, spreading across the wall.

Adia blinked until the room stopped spinning. Did everyone really blame her for Nami’s death? In the Swamplands, people had called her ogbanje – a demon child who died and was reborn over and over only to bring misfortune and misery to its family. Apparently, her classmates had taken it one step further. They thought she was a murderer.

“Thyme, you’re making it worse,” she said. She straightened her shoulders and tried not to sound as shaken as she felt. “Unlike you, I don’t like my room being a mess.” It was a weak joke, but Adia didn’t want her friends to know just how much this had devastated her. “We need to clean it properly.”

She rushed to the table and grabbed the pitcher of water. Her hands shook as she poured it into a bowl, water spilling everywhere. She grabbed a scarf and mopped off the table, then walked over to the bed and held the bowl out to Thyme.

Thyme dipped her cloth in the water and did her best to wipe off the angry words.

“I think it’s red clay, not blood,” Mimi said. “It smells like clay, doesn’t it? At least they didn’t skin a rat and bleed it dry just to make a point.”

“Well, I’d like to find whoever did this and punch them in the nose to make my own point,” Thyme replied as she worked. “I used to think rich people must have the prettiest manners. That they’d be the picture of elegance. Then I met these beasts. No offence, Mimi.”

“None taken,” Mimi said wryly. “They are beasts.”

“Next time some disaster happens I say you let them all get turned into mind-washed peones or walking corpses,” Thyme said. “Just ignore them, Adia.”

Easier said than done.

Of course, no one knew the real story of how Nami Watson had died. They knew he’d been with Adia when it happened, but not where they’d been: chasing down a collector of power objects known as the bone thrower so they could get a map to show them the way to a dead queen’s tomb. Still, they knew that Adia had been involved in his death. And even though none of her classmates had paid Nami any mind when he was alive, Adia had spent the last two months watching everyone pretend he’d been their best friend.

Their grief wasn’t entirely fake. Even if they hadn’t been close to Nami, his death was still a terrible thing. Someone their age, who’d had his whole life ahead of him – gone. Just like that.

Adia would have to live with the memory of Nami falling to his death for the rest of her life. It wasn’t the type of thing anyone would forget, but Adia never forgot anything. If she read a book, every word stored itself in her brain. A useful skill for doing well in school – she barely studied, but to no one’s surprise, when the results from yearly exams had come in a few weeks ago, Adia had claimed the number one spot. (Mallorie Amber had come in second, but Adia assumed that was because once Mallorie found out Adia had more money than her, her parents had doubled their donation to the school, which came with better grades for Mallorie.)

But a brain that couldn’t forget anything was a special kind of prison from which there was no possible chance of escape. Adia was trapped by her terrible memories, and now there was a new one to add to the collection.

Kelbara the Killer.

“I think we should tell Mbari,” Mimi said. “He’s still interim headmaster for the next two days. He’ll put a stop to this.”

“No,” Adia said quickly.

Mimi was a friend, and Adia and Thyme had told her what they could. The constant supernatural occurrences in Zaria were getting harder to explain away with lies, and Mimi was no fool. She’d figured out a lot of it on her own anyway. But they hadn’t told their new friend everything. Like the fact that their interim headmaster was an Alusi, holding down the fort until Gini, another god, returned to Zaria.

Ginikanwa, headmistress of the Academy of Shamans by day, crotchety goddess by night, was currently back at her home in the stars. A necessity, as Alusi could only be away from the heavens for three months before they became completely untethered from reality and eventually forgot who they were. Mbari, Gini’s brother, was running the school until she returned.

“Why not tell him?” Mimi persisted. “We can’t let those brats get away with this. And beating them up isn’t the answer, Thyme. So stop suggesting violence.”

“It’ll only get worse if I get a professor involved,” Adia said, taking the bowl from Thyme.

She went to the window and dumped it out.

“Hey!” someone shouted from below.

Adia ignored the screech, not caring which of her horrible classmates she had just doused with dirty water.

“Also, it’s true enough,” she said. “Nami would still be alive if he’d never met me.”

Thyme gaped at her. “Adia, don’t think like that. You didn’t get Nami killed. He died because of Olark.”

This part they had told to Mimi, even though she was still struggling to accept it.

“I still can’t believe,” Mimi said, bewildered, “that Olark the Tormentor isn’t just a myth. I mean, of course I believe you. I’ve seen enough to know supernatural things happen in Zaria. Possessions, the dead showing up. It’s just so outrageous.”

“Not just Olark,” Adia said. She slammed the bowl back onto the table. A few months ago she’d thought the only thing she had to worry about was the tyrannical demon who was obsessed with using her to find the lost land of Imo Mmiri. A land that contained the power of a star and thus could give Olark the godlike power he’d always wanted. But the land had been hidden centuries ago; only someone descended from its people would be able to see through the shamanic shield cloaking it from view. And Adia was its last living descendant.

What she hadn’t told anyone – not Thyme, not Darian, not Gini, or EJ – was that she now had the map to get there. She figured the best way to keep Imo Mmiri hidden was to never seek it out and to keep the map locked away in her brain where no one else would ever find it. Her ancestors had known that the smartest option – the safest option – was to hide. From now on, Adia would carry on her family’s tradition of staying out of danger’s way. Her only focus was bringing Nami home and stopping the person who’d got him killed.

Because as much as Olark had tormented her, he wasn’t who kept Adia up at night and filled her with all-consuming rage. That honour went to her uncle.

Thyme knit her brow. “Adia, I know you’re certain your uncle is Olark’s shaman, but EJ swears up and down that it’s not possible. You’ve had him spying on his father for the last two months and he hasn’t seen anything suspicious.”

Adia shook her head. She was starting to think EJ was too close to the situation to see things clearly. Uncle Eric didn’t treat either of them well, and she knew EJ would never say his father was a kind person, but maybe it was too much of a reach for him to believe his own parent was capable of this level of evil.

“Then he’s either missing something or Uncle Eric is really good at hiding it.” She pursed her lips as she stared down at the pile of letters from EJ on the table. “I know he’s involved. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Olark’s shaman is someone who’s been close to me my entire life.”

“But—”

“We’re going to be late for dinner,” Adia said. “Let’s go.” She didn’t want to talk about this any more; it always ended in frustration. “It’s our last night of relative peace before Family Week.”

Family Week – which was really just three days – would see the students’ families visiting the Academy, followed by the Academy closing for a week for the spring holiday. Thankfully, since Aunt Ife and Uncle Eric had already made the trip to Chelonia a few months ago, they weren’t repeating the visit. But EJ had managed to convince his parents to let him come. Good. Maybe if they talked in person she could finally convince him that his father was a dark shaman.

“Are we supposed to spend three days pretending we have magic powers?” Mimi asked as they walked to the dining hall. “This entire programme sounds so embarrassing. And my mom is staying in my and Rusty’s chambers. I’m not looking forward to three days of her telling us to clean up after ourselves.”

“Well…” Thyme’s voice was smaller and more hesitant than Adia had ever heard it. “I’d give anything to hear my parents yelling at me again.”

Mimi came to a halt. She spun around, her face wracked with guilt.

“Oh no, I didn’t mean…I…” Mimi stammered in mortification. “I’m so sorry. To both of you. Here I am complaining about having to see my mom when you and Adia…”

When Thyme and Adia were orphans.

The thing was, for Adia, she had no memory of her parents. It sounded terrible to say, but it didn’t really hurt. She couldn’t miss what she never knew. But Thyme? Of course Thyme would give anything to see her family again. A family that had been ripped away from her because she’d been brave enough to steal the bloodstained stone from Olark and weaken him for five hundred years.

Adia put a hand on Thyme’s shoulder. Thyme smoothed her expression and stood up straight.

“Sorry, sometimes I just miss them. And…well, tomorrow would have been my mom’s birthday so I guess she’s been on my mind. She always made a big deal about her birthday. We’d have cake for breakfast every day for the entire month.”

“Oh, Thyme,” Adia said. “I didn’t know that.” She wanted to say more but they were approaching the dining hall.

“It’s fine,” Thyme said with a quick grin that didn’t quite meet her eyes, but Adia knew Thyme well enough to know that she wanted this conversation to be dropped. “Don’t mind me. Come on, I’m starving.”

Everyone stared as they walked by, but Adia ignored the whispers and glares. If Thyme could push her pain down and keep going, so could she. It would have been easier to take a secret passageway, but she wasn’t going to hide. Not after the message her classmates had left in her bedroom. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of showing how much they’d hurt her.




CHAPTER 2

Pink ribbons and ruffles blocked Adia’s path as she entered the dining hall.

“What’s the matter, Adia?” Mallorie Amber said. Her eyes were wide with fake innocence. “You look a bit shaken. Is everything all right?”

Mallorie’s friends tittered around her. Any doubt about who’d left the message above Adia’s bed vanished.

“Oh, get out of our way, Amber,” Thyme snapped. But instead of moving aside, Mallorie fell into step with them.

“Now, I personally don’t believe Adia actually killed someone,” Mallorie said, her voice loud enough to make sure everyone in the dining hall would hear her. And indeed, everyone turned their heads to stare. “But obviously, she was involved – though she has yet to reveal how we came to lose our beloved Nathaniel.”

Wren Ashford, one of Mallorie’s most loyal cronies, cleared her throat and gave a subtle shake of her head.

“I mean…” Mallorie said, tilting her head in confusion, “Na…Namannuel?”

“Stars help us,” Thyme muttered as Wren leaned in and whispered in Mallorie’s ear.

“I mean Nami!” she shouted. “Poor, obscure, little Nami. Doing his best to join the ranks of the Gold Hats. And instead, he lost his life because he was friends with the school delinquents. Honestly, Mimi. I don’t know what you’re doing hanging around these two. Sit with me tonight.” Mallorie tried to loop her arm through Mimi’s, but someone blocked her.

“Oh, shove off, Mallorie. Stop playing these silly pranks on Adia. And leave my sister alone too.”

Adia glanced at her newest protector. Rusty Darling – Mimi’s twin brother.

Unlike Mimi, Adia would never go so far as to call Rusty a friend, but she supposed he was an ally. With the factions beginning to form around her and Mallorie, Rusty was firmly on Team Adia – mostly because he wanted her to teach him magic.

“I don’t see how asking Mimi to sit with me is bothering her,” Mallorie said with a raise of her eyebrow. “But fine. Sit with your new friends, but if you come to your senses anytime soon, here’s an invitation to my birthday party.” She whipped a bright-pink envelope covered in glitter and gold flourishes from her pocket. “It’ll be at my home in the capital over the holiday.”

“Just take it so she’ll leave,” Thyme mumbled under her breath.

Rusty grabbed the envelope, and Mallorie gave a satisfied nod before flouncing off.

“Come on, I saved seats for us,” Rusty said, leading them to a table near the front of the room. “Adia, you can sit next to me!”

Normally Adia would have sat as far from him as possible, but Rusty had come to her defence. She plopped down next to him and lowered her head to the table with an exhausted thump.

“There, there,” Thyme said, patting her on the head as Adia moaned. “Hey, Rusty, let me see the invitation. Maybe I’ll crash the party. I’d love to see how you rich capital people throw a bash.” Thyme plucked the sparkly invitation from Rusty’s hand and read it out loud.

“An Evening Celebrating the Birth of Our Beloved Angel. Good grief.” Thyme flung the envelope onto the table as if it had bitten her.

A gong sounded at the front of the hall. Mbari was standing at the podium next to Professor York – the Academy’s Master of Plants and professor of herbology – who wore a peevish expression. Adia supposed she was still seething over not being named interim headmistress in Gini’s absence.

“Ahem!” Mbari said, coughing gruffly. “Er, listen up, all of you. I’d like to go over the Family Week schedule. Where did I put that list?” He fumbled around in his pockets as York tossed him a withering stare, clearly unimpressed with Mbari’s lack of authoritative presence.

“Over the next three days, you are to comport yourselves in a manner reflecting the prestige of this school,” York said. “You are from the finest families in Zaria. Well…” she said, casting a look of dismay in Adia’s direction, “most of you are, anyway.”

A snort of laughter came from Mallorie Amber’s table. Adia fought the urge to stick out her tongue.

“We expect you to be on your best behaviour,” York said, her voice more than mildly threatening. “Under your chairs you will find the schedule of activities.”

Everyone rustled around to find the slip of paper.

“Required activities are marked with a star,” York said as she stepped in front of Mbari. She had fully taken over the announcement now, not that Mbari seemed to mind. Adia knew he hated public speaking. It was funny that an Alusi had such a mortal fear, but she had learned from being around Gini that gods weren’t even close to being perfect.

“While you are not required to attend every event,” York continued, “it is highly recommended that you attend as many as you can. Your families are coming to see all that you’ve learned and how their tuition money is being spent. We’re also going to have a surprise guest.”

Adia bit back a grin. She knew who the special guest was. Darian, emperor of Zaria and one of her best friends, would be delivering the welcome remarks. It was the perfect excuse for him to visit.

Thyme stared at the itinerary. “Who came up with this schedule?” she asked, bewildered.

Adia lifted her head and leaned over to glance at the page.


The Academy of Shamans’ Annual Family Week

A Three-Day Celebration of Spiritual Excellence (and Light Refreshments!)



What followed was a lengthy list of activities that absolutely no student other than Adia would have even a chance of pulling off – guided spirit walks, charm-making booths, communicating with ancestors – all described with flowery language and too many exclamation points.

“Wait, what’s that in the really tiny writing?” Mimi asked, squinting to try to make out the words. Adia pushed up her glasses and leaned closer to the paper.


Formal Notice of Lack of Accountability*

Please note that the Academy bears no responsibility for minor injuries, major injuries, spiritual displacements, temporary possessions, or walking dead within one league of school grounds.

*Attendance constitutes acceptance of these terms.



“Well…” Adia glanced at her friends. “York definitely wrote this.”

“I’ve been practising all week.” Mallorie’s voice carried through the hall. “I’m leading the ancestor circle, of course. One of my great-grandmothers is already visiting me in my dreams. She said I’m destined for greatness and that my name will be remembered throughout history.”

“Well, that’s one activity I’ll be sure to skip,” Thyme muttered.

Mimi gave them a mournful look. “I got picked to lead the guided spirit walk. What exactly am I supposed to do? Point at thin air and pretend I see tree spirits prancing around?”

“You can borrow Bubbles,” Adia offered. “I’m pretty sure he’s haunted, what with all the screaming at nothing that he does.” And the screaming had been worse than usual lately. Maybe she should take him to a horse doctor. Most of them also knew how to treat dogs and oxen. Maybe they knew about cats too. “You can pretend he saw a spirit and you’re interpreting it for him.”

“No one’s going to believe me,” Mimi sighed. “I’m such a bad liar.”

Rusty nodded. “It’s true,” he admitted. “Whenever we break a rule at home, me and our big brother Liam basically have to lock Mimi in her room so she doesn’t confess everything to our parents.”

Mbari thumped his staff on the floor, interrupting the excited chatter.

“Now then,” he said, “your families will be arriving after breakfast. Since there’s no class for the next three days, and most of you will be leaving with your family for the holiday after the festivities, I suggest you use tonight and tomorrow morning to straighten your rooms and take care of packing so you’re not rushed when…when…”

Mbari frowned.

“Headmaster?” Professor York said. “Have you lost your train of thought? Shall I continue with—”

“Quiet!” Mbari said sharply.

Adia shot out of her chair and turned to Mbari, whose eyes were wide as he stared at the ceiling in the silence.

Thyme turned to Adia. “What’s the matter with—”

“Quiet…” Adia repeated.

She’d become so used to the pulse of life and power that constantly emanated off the Academy’s walls that she didn’t pay attention to it. Like how you didn’t pay attention to your breath until you were swimming and about to run out of air. It was the sudden absence of the Academy’s pulse that made her feel like the air had been sucked out of her lungs. Clearly Mbari had felt the wrongness of it too.

“Adia, what is it?” Thyme whispered urgently.

“Is she having a fit?” Mallorie’s shrill voice called out.

In the same moment, Mbari held out his staff and Adia called to her power.

Nothing happened.

She took a step back in shock. Her powers had never – not once since she’d accepted them – failed to come to her the second she called. Had she done too much trying to enter the spirit realm to find Nami? Had she accidentally broken herself?

“Please,” she whispered, trying not to panic at the sudden and surprising feeling of helplessness. She would never push herself so hard again if only her powers would answer her in this moment. Then she felt it. She exhaled in relief as a thin stream of purple unfurled from her fingertips. Usually, it would have been discreet enough that she could have tucked her hands into her skirt. But the light spilled out and engulfed her entire body as she struggled to contain it.

Gasps sounded from around the room as she lit up like a violet flame. She’d never let her classmates see her powers unleashed – but the Academy was flinging out a distress signal that only she and Mbari could hear. She didn’t have time to question what was going on with her ability right now.

The hairs on Adia’s arms stood on end as the ceiling groaned. She could feel the old wood shifting – the ancient power that had held it together for so long, that gave it life, moaning as if it was dying.

Mbari’s eyes met hers, and Adia knew her classmates were about to witness what an Alusi could do.

“Everybody back!” Mbari roared. He lifted his staff, twisting it in a wide arc. A sudden gust of wind burst forth, shoving aside tables and benches like feathers caught in a storm. Students screamed, ducking and clutching each other as the hall trembled.

Mallorie got the worst of it as several bowls of noodle soup toppled onto her one after another. “What are you doing?” she shrieked. But before she could carry on, a loud wheeze came from above. Everyone looked up in horrified unison as, above them, the ancient ceiling of the Academy of Shamans groaned and splintered.

A massive plank broke free, tumbling down towards tables that Mbari hadn’t blasted back far enough.

Clenching her fists, Adia called to the plants. From the edges of the hall, the creeping agrias vines that lined the walls shot up with astonishing speed. They twisted and coiled, wrapping around tables, curling under benches, and – just in time – snaking upwards to catch the falling plank in mid-air, halting its deadly arc with a sharp, snapping thud.

“Stars save me,” Rusty breathed, staring at Adia with an expression dangerously close to worship. “Are the two of you some sort of gods?”

“Fire!” someone screamed.

Adia spun towards the shout. The chandelier had fallen, scattering molten wax and a dozen candles across the floor. One had rolled against a curtain, which now blazed with fast-spreading orange light.

All her weeks of practise speaking to spirits through the hearth had paid off. Adia leaped onto a table, thrusting her arms towards the burning fabric. She steadied her breath and let her power unfurl as her spirit reached into the blaze. A figure took shape in the shimmer of heat: the hunched, grey-haired woman from earlier.

“Matchmaker auntie,” Adia gasped in relief. “Perfect timing. Could you maybe put out that fire?”

The spirit pursed her lips. “Will you help with a soul retrieval so my granddaughter will talk to that nice boy in the village?”

“If you stop this place from burning down,” Adia said through gritted teeth, “I’ll consider asking her if she has any blocks in her heart that she wants me to clear.”

The auntie gave a satisfied nod – and the curtain was instantly doused, smoke hissing from the blackened fabric.

Adia lowered her arms, every muscle trembling as the world tilted around her. Thyme darted forward to steady her as she climbed down from the table. Between the strain of her earlier summoning and saving her classmates from being crushed, she felt as though she could sleep for a week straight.

The hall was thick with smoke, dust, and the sharp tang of agrias vines. Adia’s classmates clung to one another, sobbing and wide-eyed, as professors gaped in disbelief at the ceiling above. Breathing hard, Adia turned to Thyme, who was looking at her in concern.

“I’m all right,” she said.

Thyme stared at her for a second, then grabbed a napkin off a table.

“No. You’re not. Your nose is bleeding.”

Adia blinked, then quickly grabbed the napkin and wiped her face. Using her powers usually made her feel more alive than ever. But right now, she was struggling not to collapse. For a minute she almost hadn’t been able to do anything at all. And now, a nosebleed? She’d thought it was just overexertion, but could something else be going on?

Whatever had caused this loss of power, the Academy appeared to have regained control of itself. For now. Adia just hoped she’d regained control of herself too.

“And…and that concludes dinner,” Mbari said. He jumped back as a chunk of wood landed by his feet. “Miss Kelbara, see me in my office.”




CHAPTER 3

“She saved our lives!”

Mallorie’s head whipped towards Wren, who flinched as the noodles in Mallorie’s hair flew through the air and landed on her cheek.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mallorie said, her voice brimming with warning. “It was Professor Mbari who blasted us back.”

But Wren didn’t back down. “Oh, come on, Mallorie,” she said, wiping Mallorie’s dinner off her face. “She was glowing! She muttered something and put out the fire! Headmistress Inika couldn’t have done it any faster.”

The students around them murmured in agreement.

Wren continued in excitement. “I read that the most powerful shamans of Zaria were masters of three elements – plants, fire and water. And that there was one who was also on her way to mastering death but then she died young. Adia just showed she’s already got plants and fire down. And we all know something was going on with the dead last year. She’s only got one more to go before she’s the most powerful shaman who ever lived.”

“The only thing Adia has to do with death,” Mallorie snapped, “is getting poor Naveen killed!”

“Nami!” several people shouted.

“AS I SAID,” Mallorie yelled. She was really in a mood. “This girl isn’t a hero. She’s a chaos demon!”

But no one paid her any mind. Mallorie’s jaw dropped as Wren, along with the rest of her flock, shoved her aside and rushed towards Adia.

“Poor Mallorie,” Thyme said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “This really isn’t your day.”

Adia didn’t care about Mallorie. She just wanted to get out of the dining hall as quickly as possible.

Mimi pushed her way to Adia, clutching her arm. “Do you know what just happened?”

Adia shook her head, her heartbeat still hammering. “It’s like the Academy lost its power for a second,” she whispered. “But it’s holding – for now.”

“Holding isn’t the word I’d use,” Rusty muttered as another piece of plaster fell from the ceiling. He glanced upwards warily. “I know the school hates us. Is it throwing another tantrum because someone dropped soup on its favourite table again?”

Rusty had a point. The Academy had moods – frequently petty ones. It flung open windows in the middle of exams, locked doors when students were late, and once turned an entire staircase upside down because someone tracked mud through the hall. But up until now it hadn’t outright tried to murder anyone. So no – Adia didn’t think this was one of the Academy’s tantrums.

“Miss Kelbara,” Mbari called again, his deep voice cutting through the confusion. He was already halfway to the corridor, staff in hand, the hem of his robes trailing soot.

Rusty moved in front of Adia, blocking a few gawkers trying to follow. “You heard him. Give her space.

“I told you all,” he added, turning on Mallorie’s group, “she’s the real deal. Not Mallorie Amber. You picked the wrong side, and it’s too late to join us now.”

Adia bit her tongue to stop herself from snapping who’s us, instead letting her friends herd her to the door. Thyme hovered close, nervously scanning the cracked ceiling above them.

The hall behind them buzzed with chaos as the professors barked orders to clear the debris. Adia slipped out into the corridor. The air was cooler here, the stone walls vibrating faintly as though the building were breathing again after a moment of suffocation.

“I’ll find out what I can from Mbari,” she said. “Stay together and be careful. Actually, Thyme, could you—”

“—check on Lebechi and Maka? On it,” Thyme said with a nod, knowing Adia would be worried about their friends in the kitchen. The students weren’t the only kids at the Academy; half the staff was under the age of eighteen, working while taking their own classes at the local school in Chelonia.

“Bubbles is probably with them,” Mimi said. “He associates the dinner bell with stealing fish from the kitchen. We’ll catch up with you later, Adia. Come on, Rusty – let her talk to Professor Mbari in peace.”

Adia rushed down the professors’ wing, keeping her head down until she reached the office of the headmaster. She lifted her hand to knock, but the door flew open of its own accord. She’d barely taken a step inside when a chair flung itself across the room in front of


























































































DISCOVER HOW ADIA KELBARA’S STORY BEGAN…

[image: Adia Kelbara and the Circle of Shamans front cover which includes a girl standing confidently with sparks of magic powers coming out of her hands]
Life is tough for twelve-year-old orphan Adia. Her aunt and uncle believe she’s a child that brings misfortune, possessed by a demon, and Adia can’t disagree. When she suddenly manifests mysterious powers, causing an earthquake in her village, she flees to the faraway Academy of Shamans.

Joining forces with a snarky goddess, a 500-year-old warrior girl and an annoying soldier-in-training, Adia must travel through hidden realms to save her kingdom. But to succeed, she must first come to understand the powers inside her…as the fate of the world hangs in the balance.




[image: Adia Kelbara and the High Queen’s Curse front cover which includes a girl standing determinedly with one hand balled in a fist and the other holding a flaming torch]
Adia may have defeated the power-hungry god Olark, but now she must face something even more terrifying: her first semester at the Academy of Shamans. But when a strange affliction starts making everyone fall asleep and reanimated corpses start climbing out of the ground, Adia realizes school is the least of her worries.

Someone is draining energy from the living, creating cracks between the realms of the living and the dead. Adia has to travel to the tomb of the ancient High Queen in search of answers.

But rising corpses aren’t the only thing in Adia’s way – there’s a new enemy out there, and if she can’t defeat them, Zaria may soon become another realm of the dead.
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