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“A perfect blend of ambition, familial love, perseverance, hope, and magic, set in an incredibly riveting world.”

— Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe, Ignyte Award winner.

“In ‘Illegal Carpentry’, Nwaka builds a world of gods, gates, and forbidden craft, but beneath the fantastical premise is a story about the things we do to survive and the people we are willing to do them for. Nwaka uses this fantastical world to channel familiar realities, bringing us into a world where even the gods have demands to make of the vulnerable, and love, however genuine, cannot always protect us from the systems that keep us trapped. ‘Illegal Carpentry’ reminds us that sometimes, the things we do to save the people we love are also the things that bind us to their suffering.”

— Nana Sule, author of Not So Terrible People.
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If this is your first, welcome to the ZamaShort series!

If not, welcome back!

What is ZamaShort?

From the publisher StoryTime that brought you the StoryTime Magazine, African Roar anthology series, and AfroSF anthology series, ZamaShort is a new imprint focused on the amazing powerhouse that is the short story. We give each single short story its own publication so that it may have its own spotlight. To be read and savoured as a stand-alone publication.

ZamaShort is decidedly genre agnostic. We are keen to publish all fiction stories that resonate with us no matter the genre, be it contemporary, satire, science fiction, africanfuturism, fantasy, etc.

The ZamaShort series will only publish original fiction.

ZamaShort works in equal partnership with each author.

All ZamaShort selections for editing and publication are made from submissions. We also have a strict no-genAI policy and accompanying blacklist.

ZamaShort publishes one story a month.

As per the StoryTime mandate initialised in 2007, with the ZamaShort imprint we will continue to champion and add to the ever-growing canon of African literature excellence and diversity.

With all that said, welcome again, we hope that you will enjoy this short story and all the ones in the series!
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Uchechukwu Nwaka is an Igbo medical student at University of Ibadan, Nigeria. His works have appeared in venues such as Clarkesworld, Escape Pod, Fusion Fragment, FIYAH, Omenana, and others, and collected in Year Best Anthologies – The Year’s Best African Speculative Fiction, We’re Here, and The Best Weird Fiction of the Year. His works have been nominated for the Utopia and BSFA Awards. He is the winner of the Locus Award for Best Novelette in 2024. When he’s not writing short fiction, he can be found reading manga, streaming TV shows, playing amateur volleyball, or trying to catch up with his endless schoolwork. He still stalks X as @uche_cjn.
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I struggled with ‘Illegal Carpentry’ for the longest time.

It wasn't because I didn't know what to write. Far from that, I knew exactly where I wanted to go with the story. The main challenge was that I didn’t believe I had the skill to actually execute this vision of my story into an engaging reality. This was in 2021. Back then I had just started writing fiction seriously and pushing the limits of my imagination. Reading through my editor’s notes now, in anticipation of Illegal Carpentry’s release in 2026—nearly 5 years later, by the way—I can’t help but draw parallels between the writer who penned Akachi’s world, and the writer I am now. These days I’ve been so tired, perhaps burnt out, even. The words don’t come as easily to me anymore, nor do the worlds that used to whisper to me beyond my conscious thought. Where before, I was petrified by my supposed lack of skill to pull a story off, these days I daresay I have become a prisoner to my own talent. And all I do is ponder about writing, without writing anything at all.

This is turning gloomy, but that’s not the plan.

I have always loved to experience the wonder of fantasy worlds. When I was a child, I would try to recreate stories or movies that had dashing heroes or mighty dragons. That initial hunger is what pushed me into writing. In fact, worldbuilding is my favourite aspect of the writing process. The promise of turning those imagined worlds into reality would become an irresistible hymn. The idea itself playing the role of something like a seed. One that begins to proliferate, its roots branching out infinitely to occupy the space of my thoughts. Even though my journey has metamorphosed into a struggle with existential what-ifs, I still find that—in a handful of fleeting moments—the hymn still reaches out to me, beckoning.

My journey with short form was one which really helped me play around with the many ideas I conceived over the years. Since the days of drafting ‘Illegal Carpentry’, I have found the most amazing family of storytellers, artists and editors. I have been exposed to so many different forms of art beyond what I grew up with. Beyond the lens of Western-style fantasy, short stories have helped me connect intimately with the broad definition of African speculative fiction. Short stories became my window into a world that I previously did not even imagine existed. Our gods, our tricksters, our very own sci-fi, right there on the page, for us.

Beyond the connection, this exposure helped shape my writing. Every contact shaped my style, my ego, my desire. Each new story or discovery fanned the flames of my desire. I must admit that I have not been reading much, letting myself fall slowly into a kind of literary winter. I imagined experience to be interaction. The more styles I read, the more possibilities opened to me as to what writing could be. Then shouldn’t I go back into that wilderness of uncertainty? Like an explorer trailblazing new frontier, face my fear.

and.

write.

After all, merely being here in the short story sphere has provided so much exposure into the world of publishing. And... most fascinatingly, simultaneously serving as a confidence boost. There are people out there who are reading my stories, and enjoying them. It is a truly humbling experience. There will always be stars in my eyes whenever I get to experience a great story. And even though right now I do not know how long this writer’s block will last, I still want to write amazing stuff. What else can I do but take my hammer to it, like Akachi, and work my future carpentry on my craft. There are millions of stories yet to be told in this world.

No challenge!
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The first time I met the Plantain God he was reclined under a copse of palm trees, drinking August’s late afternoon sun. When he noticed me by the Gate a few seconds later, he jumped, fairly startled, and evening sun spilled past his lips and stained his shirt in splotches of luminescent brilliance.

‘Ah, hi,’ he said, and awkwardly rubbed the drops of sunlight off his shirt. It was a black Ankara that twinkled like shooting stars. ‘A Carpenter.’

The needle on my egometer skittered wildly, tapping furiously against the far end of the glass where the scale ended. A ten-plus ego! A breath I had no idea I’d been holding escaped my chest.

It... it worked!

‘I’m the Plantain God, who are you?’

I was too stunned to speak. Akunna had said that higher spirits were prideful and condescending, but he only stood there beyond the doorway, under his trees, surrounded by a twilight of purple and orange. His skin was a rich dark loam, and the shafts of sunlight that peeped from the leaves fell on him in bubbles of excited will-o-wisps. When was the last time I even saw sunlight?

‘Akachi,’ I said excitedly.

‘Would you like to come in?’

A sudden shiver licked down my spine. From the doorway spread ajar, I stared at the spirit. This time, all I saw was Akunna’s face. Once a lustrous shade of black, it was now bloated around the eyes in purple-black patches of pherrium-corroded skin. A testament to ignorant girls who took honeyed offers of invitation into the unknown.

‘Oh, right. Once you Carpenters cross the doorways carelessly you get sick. That’s cool.’

My wariness had begun to cool off my enthusiasm. ‘Who are you?’

‘The Plantain God.’

That was some ego, I thought. According to Orjika’s Guide to Sentient Gates and Interdimensional Interaction with Spirits, this “Plantain God” seemed like one of the naïve ones. He probably just attained his own domain and was eager to interact with humans. Just my luck.

‘I’m looking for a Forever Fruit,’ I said. Confidently. Foolishly.

‘I can’t give you that,’ he replied sheepishly. ‘We only just met.’

My wariness gave way to sudden desperation. Of course, there was no way it was going to be that easy.

‘I have barter,’ I offered quickly, stuffing my egometer into one of the numerous pockets in my overalls.

‘I doubt it,’ he crossed his legs in his small island. ‘You don’t look very well off.’

And straight to the insults. He saw right through me. What was I thinking?

This was the moment I should have closed that Gate. Turned back and forgot about the Plantain God. That’s what Orjika would have advised. If you cannot play on the spirit’s intelligence, or barter, then run. Unfortunately, I was not so smart. I hesitated.

The Plantain God reached into nothingness and pulled out a fruit. A purple berry that looked so ripe, I thought merely touching it would rupture it.

A Forever Fruit.

‘However, you can do something for me.’

‘What?’ I blurted out, a little too quickly.

I shouldn’t have asked.
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I opened a Sentient Gate on my first try.

I remember using Akunna’s gear for the test, and there was something particularly intimidating about using hand-me-downs at the examination hall. Many of the wealthier families that owned the mining companies and forges and whatnot all wanted their kids to become Royal Carpenters. And they were willing to pay good money for it. Their overalls had this sheen to them, their egometers and gear boxes brand new. They hadn’t taken the exams yet, but they already looked like a part of the RC apprenticeship. It didn’t help that the walls were very high, the examiners looked like iron sculptures, and my palms were more humid than the wet season.

Akunna had blown all her savings to get her gear. When she didn’t meet the apprenticeship quota that first year, she was transferred to pherrium mining. It wasn’t the manual kind, just that she had to manage Gates formed in the mines. Too much pherrium caused spontaneous Gate appearance... when it wasn’t ruining your lungs.

I was determined to meet the quota. Royal Carpenters—even mere apprentices—got better coin than the miners.

But as these things go, meeting the quota only mattered when you were extremely talented. Or rich enough to be seeded in
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