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Chapter 1 – Storm Over Manhyia

Sankofa – “Return and fetch it.”

To move forward, one must first remember where one stood.
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Rain hammered the school bus roof until the sound became a drumline. Adoma Nyarko pressed her forehead to the window, tracing a crooked line in the fogged glass. Outside, Manhyia shimmered, trotros hissing through flooded streets, vendors shouting “ɛban no yɛ fɛ!” as they dragged buckets under the awnings. A billboard blazed through the storm.

NOVAcorp – Preserving the Past with the Power of Tomorrow.

Adoma’s mouth twitched. The words sounded so pretentious.

Inside the bus, half the class wore AR headsets, their laughter muffled behind projected worlds. Adoma’s headset stayed zipped in her bag beside her sketchbook. She preferred paper, the weight of charcoal under her thumb, the smear of graphite that refused to be edited away.

“Ei, Adoma,” Serwaa called, nudging her. “You won’t wear yours? The guide says we’ll meet the Ashanti kings!”

Adoma didn’t look up. “I’ll meet them when we get there. The real ones.”

Serwaa laughed. “You’re strange, paa.”

Miss Boadu’s voice cut through the noise. “Remember, this is the Manhyia Palace, not TikTok! Behave like scholars.”

Adoma smiled faintly. Tourists in their own story, more like.

The bus jolted over a pothole. She looked out again—billboards that read HERITAGE IS DATA.
Her chest tightened. She could almost hear her father’s voice.
“When the wrong men get the right tools, even the soul becomes merchandise.”
He’d died three years ago, on the road to Techiman, they said. But she’d seen the notebook he’d left behind, maps of sacred sites, sketches of the Golden Stool, and that cryptic line: The shadow holds the soul. Auntie Adjoa told her to let the dead rest. Adoma had never been good at resting.

She drew a tiny Sankofa bird in the condensation. The one looking back to pick up its egg. Return and fetch it.

The driver shouted, “Ten minutes, scholars!” Cheers filled the bus. Adoma closed her eyes and let the rattle of the tires become her father’s old typewriter, hammering out a truth no one wanted to listen to or print. His father had never trusted technology.

When they reached the Manhyia palace, the rain had softened to mist. Manhyia Palace gleamed ahead, white walls bright against the red earth. The students spilled out, umbrellas flaring like petals. The smell of wet earth hit her.

Guides waited at the entrance. Holographic banners shimmered above their heads: ghostly kings, golden crowns, swords that hummed with fake power. Adoma stayed a step behind.

“Why aren’t you wearing your headset?” Miss Boadu asked.

“I want to see with my own eyes, madam.”

The teacher sighed. “Don’t wander.”

Adoma nodded, already sketching the curve of the roofline. Kweku Anokye, always bringing trouble, sauntered to her side, uniform shirt untucked.

“You look like you’re plotting,” he said.

“Maybe I am.”

“Let me guess, secret treasure? Hidden passage?”

She tilted her head. “Maybe I’m planning a heist.”

The thunder rolled again. For a heartbeat, a strange light pulsed at the far edge of the courtyard, a flicker of gold. When she blinked, it was gone.

The guide called them inside. Adoma tucked her pencil behind her ear and followed, unaware that on the page she’d left open, the stool she’d been sketching cast a shadow just a little longer than before and that the shadow seemed to be reaching for her.
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