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            For Bun, Shadow, Smalljoy,

and Smoke.

Small gods, you are safe in

God’s hands.vi
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1
            Prologue

         

         MAMA ALWAYS SAID THAT EVERYTHING STARTED THE DAY THEY came for Nkadi, her firstborn, the golden leopard of our family. My twin, Jayaike, would disagree – he says it started before we were even born, that it started with the Split, the great breaking of the earth – that it started with the war. This was the kind of thing he said quietly, when we were lying in our bed with our legs thrown over each other, whispering under the heaviness of night. In our town, talking about the Split is not something you do when the sun has woken up, or in places where ears can hear you. In fact, left to me, I wouldn’t be talking about the Split at all. It’s so far away from us in time, what can it matter now? The past has happened; leave it alone.

         Jayaike says I sound like Mama when I say things like that, as if I’m afraid of looking over my shoulder. Maybe he’s always been the brave twin – after all, he’s the one who used to catch 2our grandmother Ahụdi on the moonlit nights when he knew she wouldn’t refuse us stories. That’s when he’d ask her about the Split, and the Starvation War, and her husband, Kesandụ, our dead grandfather. Since Jayaike is one ear and I am the other, I always listened to the stories, even when some of them turned into streams from her eyes, even when they hurt her. Jayaike would press his mouth to Ahụdi’s hand when this happened, but I could have told him he didn’t have to worry. Our grandmother never stopped a story just because it was breaking her heart.

         Ahụdi told us things they refused to teach us in school, things that Papa pretends not to hear when you ask him, things that Mama will slap you for even bringing up. I’m not the only one who doesn’t like to talk about the past – I learned it from somewhere, but my twin challenges the silence I want. Jayaike and I can’t tell other people the things Ahụdi tells us, that’s how heavy they are. I tried it once with one of our teachers, when I thought I could be brave like my brother. I told the teacher that she was wrong, that war was never necessary and it was certainly not noble, not when so many people died. The teacher didn’t even allow me to finish class. She sent me home immediately with a warning, and Mama shouted at me, told me I shouldn’t be contradicting my elders. This was part of how I learned to be quiet.

         When I told Ahụdi, she just shook her head. ‘Some people 3don’t want to hear true things, Sọmadịna. You have to be careful which air you speak it into.’

         In school, they tell us things as if they’re true. They tell us that nothing happens beyond the Split, the yawning chasm that breaks our islands away from any other part of the world. And even if it did, they add, it is impossible to cross the Split, so why disturb yourself with this nonsense? All we need to know, the teachers say, is that the Split ended the Starvation War, that we lost hundreds of dịbịas, and that we are now free because of it.

         It was Ahụdi who told us about the decision the dịbịas made to create the Split, when too many children had swelled and died of hunger, when the war was a mad thing rampaging through our land. The dịbịas had always been our masters of medicine and spirit, our guides to the primordial mother, the deity Ala. She was the earth, the underworld, the sacred crocodile crawling up the banks of the river, and we were her children, two-legged and fumbling on land. The dịbịas were responsible for us; they could not fail. Our grandfather Ke sandụ had been one of them.

         ‘We tried to keep magic out of the war,’ my grandmother explained. ‘It is always too dangerous. One person brings their magic and another brings a more powerful one, and the next thing you know, there is no land left to even fight over and who is going to explain that to the deity?’ Ahụdi folded her 4legs on her mat, and in the hushed evening, our little fire threw sheets of light across her face. Jayaike and I were roasting cashews in the coals, our eyes wide as we ate our grandmother’s story.

         ‘Magic can remove everything,’ she told us. ‘It can remove everything you have ever loved or wanted or seen. Like that!’ She snapped her fingers sharply, and we jumped in alarm. The night felt wide and dark at my back. I tried to imagine our compound being removed, Mama and Papa gone like a snap, let alone the whole of our town, the thick forests that encircle us, the water past the forest. It was beyond the stretch of my mind, but I believed our grandmother. Jayaike and I always believed our grandmother. She told us that the war started because when we were all one land, our neighbors got greedy and tried to take our land from us. We fought back, but our enemies poisoned the waters of our rivers and destroyed our crops and livestock until our people were dying of hunger. That’s why it’s called the Starvation War, for the bodies of children floating black in our dead rivers. The crocodiles ate the corpses and blasphemy lived everywhere. The dịbịas decided that in order to save us, they would have to break the earth and invite in the sea to separate us from those who were killing.

         ‘What if we had all drowned?’ I once asked Ahụdi. ‘When the water came in.’ 5

         She had held my hands and smiled. ‘Then we would still be free,’ she replied. ‘We would still be free.’
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         The Split changed everything in our history, but to understand what our world became, you have to understand what our world was before. I wish I could imagine it, but all I had were fragments of stories from Ahụdi, whispers of truth in what they told us at school, and it wasn’t enough to put together a correct picture. What I know is that we were always a powerful people, some of us with gifts from the mother deity. That is what we called magic, when the deity touched you, when a piece of the spirit world found its way into your flesh and gave you an ability beyond what was normal, the tooth of the crocodile working its way under your skin. The Split changed all of that.

         When the dịbịas broke the earth, one of the deity’s bodies, it caused a ripple of power beyond anything that had been seen before or since. The land shattered into islands, and our enemies fell into the water, where if they didn’t die in the crocodiles’ jaws, they drowned. Magic tore through the air, far too much of it, and it clawed its way through our towns and villages like a god’s rampaging anger. It was as if we had angered Ala by breaking the earth and in return she suffocated us with 6gifts, those abilities we used to pray for; she forced them down our throats. Not everyone can survive being touched by a god, and a person can only hold one gift at a time, except for the dịbịas, who can hold several. So, if you already had a gift before, either your body closed itself off to refuse the influx of magic, or you died.

         If you didn’t have a gift and lacked the capacity to hold one, you died. It didn’t matter if you were young or old, sick or healthy, you died. Infants, elders, the strong and the weak – they were all reduced to one thing: if their spirit could handle the deity’s hand.

         Ahụdi said this is what war did, it killed people from start to finish; it killed people in consequences that don’t pay attention to time. When the shock wave from the Split had passed, everyone on our island had gifts – at least, everyone who was still alive. I never knew if we used to be many more than we are now. I just knew that everyone in the world I was born into had a gift, a blessing bitten into us by the unforgiving jaw of a god, and it would never leave our lineage. It passed on through the blood, to the children, and their children, and in this way, we belonged wholly to the mother deity, the survivors scarred with her heavy favor. My grandmother was a healer, and she never forgot what that wave of magic did to our people, both those it killed and those who had the magic forced on them. She knew how a god’s touch can ravage your flesh, and she told 7my twin and me how no one goes near the Split till today. It lies somewhere beyond our sight, abandoned and unknown.

         I was one of the children born in the generation after the Split. My parents were very young when it happened, and Ahụdi told me not to ask them what it was like to have the magic enter. ‘The crocodile may bless us,’ she said, ‘but its bite still hurts.’ She knew how true that proverb was. She’d known it since her husband, Kesandụ, died at the Split and left her to raise my father.

         As for the magic, I knew what to expect, for myself and my twin. At some point, my body would start to change, just like my older sister, Nkadi’s, and then my gift would come in. When that happened, I’d go to our town elders so they could make a record of it. Our elders liked things to be in order, as if organization could erase the trauma of the war, as if that would keep us safe. They liked to know exactly what everyone in our town was capable of, but I never met anyone who turned their gift toward violence. Most people just used their gifts in their work, like messengers who traveled through time and space, or builders with extra strength. My parents didn’t. Jayaike thought it was because they both had dịbịas as parents and didn’t want to shape their whole lives around the magic. They both chose to become farmers, even though Mama could travel anywhere in a second, even though Papa could speak without words.

         The only people who never had to report their gifts were the dịbịas, the ones who held our medicine, who had the 8deity’s ear, who acted as the deity’s mouth. They were blessed, or cursed, depending on who you asked. I had always been painfully curious about them because both my grandfathers were dịbịas, but a dịbịa was made up of secrets, and people sewed their mouths shut when I asked. Ahụdi told me a few stories about Kesandụ, but they were all gentle human things that made me wish I had met him, that Papa hadn’t lost his father. There were no dịbịa secrets in those stories. Mama’s father was the real enigma, mostly because he was still alive. We never saw him and Mama never spoke of him, didn’t even allow Ahụdi to tell us his name.

         We knew he lived in the Sacred Forest, because that’s where all dịbịas lived, south of the river where we never fished because the crocodiles lived in those waters. Every dịbịa retreated into the Sacred Forest when their gifts appeared, to train for years before they started offering their services to the people. If a dịbịa ever turned their back on the deity to become a ritualist – a person who sacrificed humans to amplify their gifts for the sake of power – then the other dịbịas would kill them and abandon their body in the Sacred Forest. No one had seen this happen in a long time, not even Ahụdi, but I still wondered what kind of bones lay decaying on that con secrated land. I had never stepped foot in the Sacred Forest, but I heard stories that the birds inside there spoke with human voices and that the trees were so old and tall, clouds formed at their crowns. Our own forest – the People’s Forest – seemed boring 9in comparison, just trees and leaves and bushes and streams, springs of clear water and birds that did nothing but sing. Back when I was too young for a gift, my whole life seemed boring. I wanted more than stories.

         The dịbịas had always been strange, and after they broke the earth, they became even stranger. Some people thought they had too much power – how else could they have decided to wound a god by creating the Split? Rumors were whispered that in doing so, the dịbịas had stopped obeying the deity and taken matters into their own hands, and that was why we were culled by the gifts – because they had skirted too close to ritualist disobedience. Other people claimed that although the dịbịas could communicate with the deity, that wasn’t the same as serving her, and that if the deity ceased to be useful, the dịbịas could destroy her. I never knew which one was true; how could you destroy a god? What I did know was the taste of fear every time a dịbịa came to our town, like bitter kola crushed between my back teeth.

         Years later, I wondered if Mama was right, if my fear was a prophecy or an announcement, if our world did fall apart on the day the dịbịas came to collect my sister.10

      

   


   
      
         
11
            Chapter One

         

         THE FIRST TIME I MET MY MOTHER’S FATHER, JAYAIKE AND I WERE thirteen. I remember that morning well. It was cold, and I was making pap in the big pot, stirring it with the long wooden spoon as it thickened. Jayaike was frying the akara on another fire next to me, lifting them out with a metal ladle and draining the oil before collecting them in a bowl and then dropping in the batter for the next batch. We were quiet because sometimes talking spoiled things. It was better to breathe in the cold morning air and enjoy the way Mama would stroke our cheek when she walked past with a basket of wrung clothes. She was stringing up the drying line when the first apprentices walked into the compound and hesitated at the gate, calling out a greeting. They were wearing red cloth and their faces were half masks, with white chalk covering the left side. The rest of their skin was fully coated in the chalk, and some of it 12had cracked into jagged lines running over their bodies. Their feet were dusty.

         Mama turned her head at their greeting, then stood very still for a few seconds. She bent down to put the spool of thick thread next to the basket, and she looked so old when she straightened slowly.

         ‘Where is he?’ she asked, beckoning for them to enter and come closer to her. The two children came and knelt at her feet, touching their fingertips to her big toes and murmuring more greetings. She touched their shaved heads absentmindedly, her eyes blinking quickly as she looked toward the gate.

         ‘Where is he?’ she asked again, with more force this time.

         I stopped stirring the pot and looked at Jayaike in confusion – who was she talking about? My twin stood up, unfolding with a small frown of concentration as he scanned the compound. He looked like he was expecting trouble. I had already heard trouble in Mama’s mouth, so if that’s what Jayaike was looking for, I could have easily told him where to find it. It was everywhere in how her voice broke when the tall man entered our gate without a pause, striding in as if he owned our land.

         ‘No,’ Mama whispered in a small, scared voice. ‘Biko, no.’

         I swear the air shifted in that moment. Our compound looked just the same as it always had – the goats eating a patch of grass in a corner, a chicken scratching in the sand, white flowers climbing over our fence – but something inhuman 13exhaled and inhaled, a cold breeze brushing past my cheek. The stranger who had walked in was bald and his face was shaved to show the folds of his skin. His cloth was a deeper red than the apprentices’, and he threw it over his shoulder with a smooth ease. When he glanced in my direction, I felt my skin prickle. I immediately put down my spoon and turned to my brother.

         ‘Quick, help me take the pot off the fire.’ My twin didn’t waste time asking me for reasons. He helped me lift the pot onto the ground; then we took the pan of oil off the fire, covered the pap and the akara, and reached for each other’s hand in the same moment. The touch of Jayaike’s hard fingers helped my feet feel better about the ground we were standing on.

         ‘Go and get Papa,’ I said, squeezing his hand and keeping my eyes on our mother. She was trembling, but I think I was the only one who could notice. Her shaking was so fine and delicate, like rain on a spider’s web. Jayaike nodded and ran off to the back of the house, and I walked closer, trying to stay quiet. I wished I could disappear so that the stranger wouldn’t see me, but Mama had never shaken like this before, so I had to come and make her stop. That kind of shaking is never good.

         The man was speaking to her as I walked up. ‘By the river, is this how you greet me, Ngọzị? I don’t even get an embrace?’

         Mama put her hand to her chest and pressed down. ‘Do you know how long it has been since I heard your voice?’ she asked.14

         Her voice was doing that shaking thing like her body. I didn’t like it. The man’s eyes did something soft and he put his hand on my mother’s cheek. I had never seen a man who was not Papa touch my mother, and it alarmed me, so I ran forward and grabbed her other hand, the one that was not helping her chest. They both looked down at me and the man smiled. He was much older than I had thought; he was definitely an elder, yet I had never seen him at any of the gatherings. The faint stubble on his cheeks was white with age.

         ‘Who is this one?’ he asked, and Mama pushed me behind her.

         ‘Whoever you are looking for is not here!’ Her voice was harsh, unwelcoming. ‘You have the wrong compound.’

         The man dropped his hand and looked very sad. ‘Well, it cannot be her; she is too small. I have the right compound, Ngọzị. I’m here for the Ada.’

         Mama’s hand tightened on my flesh, but I squirmed away, now curious.

         ‘It’s our Ada you want? It’s not me. I’m not the first daughter.’ I narrowed my eyes at this stranger. ‘Who are you? Why do you want Nkadi?’

         Mama made an annoyed sound and pushed me toward the house. ‘Go inside!’ she shouted. ‘And tell your sister to stay inside as well!’

         Her order left her mouth too late. Jayaike had already come 15back with both Papa and Nkadi. Our senior sister was fifteen years old at the time. Her black hair was threaded neatly and her brown eyes were calm above her sharp cheekbones, her dark gold skin glistening with oil. She had just finished having her bath. Even though she was older than us, she was small and agile, our young leopard, our gleaming one. Papa had his hand on her shoulder but his eyes on Mama, and there was a sadness there that resembled that of the stranger’s, who had leaned forward toward me, speaking softly.

         ‘My name is Zerenjọ,’ he said. ‘I am your mother’s father. What is your name?’

         I frowned and looked for my mother in his face. He was a stranger, but if he was telling the truth, then he was also a dịbịa, and that thrilled me. ‘Sọmadịna,’ I said. ‘Did you come from the Sacred Forest?’

         Mama slapped me behind my head when I said that.

         ‘Don’t ask him questions,’ she hissed, and I thought she would grab or push me again, but she didn’t. She just stood there, looking at us like she was falling. Jayaike came and stood next to me. We had always been precisely the same height, and Mama let us wear our hair in the same way: fist-tight tiny curls stiffly reaching up. We weren’t exactly identical, but the way we wore our faces and moved our skin made it clear to people that we were one person. Jayaike was the color of red soil, the kind that turns so smooth when you add water to it, while I 16was like dark loam, Papa said, the rich, almost-black earth that grows everything. It made me an especial child of our mother deity Ala, he said, very much a farmer’s daughter. My hair was black like Nkadi’s hair, and Jayaike’s was the same dark gold as her skin. We loved to find ourselves in her, just like finding our long fingers on Papa’s hands and our thick eyebrows on Mama’s face. Apart from our different shades, it was like they used the same tools to build us – our features and bones were identical. Like I said, we were one person.

         Our grandfather rocked back and looked at us intently. ‘Your twins are growing well, Ngọzị,’ he said slowly, scanning first my face, then Jayaike’s.

         We stared straight back, skin prickling, and our fingers found each other as they always did. We had a bond that Ahụdi first sensed when we were babies. Even if we were separated, we cried and laughed at the same time, as if we could feel each other’s emotions. Ahụdi said it wasn’t a gift, that it was just part of being twins. In my head, the bond was like a soft rope connecting us, bleached white like an old bone.

         ‘Is it now you’re seeing them?’ Mama spat out. ‘Did you even know you had a family? You have been gone for years!’ She threw the words as if she hoped to hurt him more than she was hurting. Papa had his arm wrapped around her, but she still stood like a trembling and lonely tree. ‘And now you want to come and collect my firstborn, just like that? Not even here to see your family, but to take mine from me?’17

         Zerenjọ stood up and dusted his red cloth, then let his hands fall so the palms opened out and faced Mama.

         ‘I know how hard this is, Ngọzị. I watched my mother cry when they took me, and I prayed no one would come for my children. I do not have the words to tell you how sorry I am to be coming for yours. I wish I could apologize for the ways I have not been here, but it would be an old, old conversation. We do this every time. I have never loved you any less, never spent a morning without you on my mind, never stopped wondering if the things that happened had not happened, so that I could be with my family, here. But things happened the way that they did, and we are where we are.’

         ‘What things?’ I asked, annoyed. He was upsetting Mama and he was keeping dịbịa secrets, talking in circles instead of telling me things I was dying to hear. What was his mother like, our great-grandmother? Did being a dịbịa mean that Mama lost him completely? If he was here to take Nkadi, how much were we about to lose her?

         Nkadi touched my mouth and shook her head at me. When I looked at her, her eyes were shining with water and the air around her was vibrating like it does when she’s excited, a thing that only started a year or two ago. I reached up to trace the marks Mama had put in her skin from the last time she was born and died. She always belonged to Mama more than she belonged to any of us – she was our mother’s most precious thing because she was alive, because she was a spirit child 18who passed through other bodies before this one, children that Mama bore, children that died until Nkadi decided to stay. Some people would say this means she’s not really Mama’s firstborn, but Mama would point out that the dead children were all Nkadi, and so the spirit is still her firstborn even if the flesh is not.

         ‘Are you going to go with him?’ I asked Nkadi. Did she have a choice? Would she choose us over the forest and this strange man?

         ‘Stop asking questions,’ whispered Jayaike. ‘Of course she is going. That’s why Mama is crying.’

         Our mother hid her face in Papa’s shoulder and sobbed without sound. Papa was silent as well, his face turned toward her and his hand making circles on her back. I knew his voice would be soft in her head, soothing her. He glanced over at Nkadi and smiled at her, nudging her to go to our grandfather. She looked at Mama, worried for a moment, but then she took cautious steps toward the dịbịa.

         ‘Grandfather,’ she said, and knelt at his feet, touching her fingertips to his toes. He held her shoulders and pulled her up into an embrace.

         ‘My child.’ His voice was thick and he cleared his throat. ‘You know why I am here.’

         ‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘I’m becoming a dịbịa.’ Her voice started out strong, but then it stumbled. ‘I— I have to go and train 19with you in the Sacred Forest.’ A spike of jealousy ran through my chest.

         ‘What if it’s all wrong?’ Mama was desperate now, pleading. ‘What if that’s not what’s happening to her?’

         ‘You know better, Ngọzị.’ Grandfather adjusted his cloth again, and I suddenly realized the color was that of dried blood. What did he need to hide? ‘Her powers will be too strong to manage at home, too dangerous for your other children. I wish I could have left her with you for a few more years, but it has become very clear that she needs to start training now, no later.’ His voice gentled as he looked at Mama. ‘I saw how powerfully you fought to keep her in this world, Ngọzị. Trust me, I have no intention of letting her gifts take her out of it. The girl will be safe with me.’

         Mama crumpled a little against my father, and her voice was so tired. ‘It is too much. First her deaths, and now this? Will I ever sleep at night?’

         Nkadi ran into her arms and pressed her head to our mother’s chest. ‘I am alive,’ she reminded her. ‘I will learn so much from Grandfather and then I will come back. I promise. I will come back to you.’

         Mama gave her a small smile and held her tightly. ‘Ah, my daughter. If there is one thing you know how to do well, it is to come back to me.’

         Jayaike and I put our arms around them as we listened 20to Papa’s voice in our heads, whispering words of comfort. I wondered if any of this made Papa think of his own father, the dịbịa Kesandụ, Ahụdi’s husband who had died in the Split.

         Zerenjọ bowed his head slightly and gestured to his apprentices that it was time to go. ‘I will leave you to say your goodbyes. Send her to the tallest palm tree after the sun reaches its peak. We will wait there for her. May we all see tomorrow.’ He left quietly, the two boys walking side by side behind him.

         When Mama said that it all started that day, she meant that some of her joy went out with Nkadi, and it left behind the suffering that gifts can bring, a suffering that grew and grew until it overflowed our compound and went wild. But we didn’t think about all that in that moment. We didn’t know what was about to happen. We just stood in the middle of our compound with our arms around each other, breakfast cold in the pot and clean cloths lying unhung in the basket, and we stood there for a long time.

      

   


   
      
         
21
            Chapter Two

         

         OUR MOTHER WASN’T A COLD WOMAN. MAMA WAS MANY OTHER things – stern, disciplined, patient – not cold, but she didn’t run hot either. If anything, she was cool like settled iron, steady and strong. Papa was the one who brought heat and warmth, and sometimes, like iron, she took on his heat and you could see it in her smile. She rarely held us, but she was always there, always constant. I think with all of Nkadi’s past deaths, Mama became guarded with how she showed her love, just in case her children would be taken away again. When my grandfather took Nkadi, something in Mama shuttered closed. She didn’t take on any of Papa’s heat. She smelled like sorrow, and her silence felt like someone who had either just stopped screaming or was about to start. I missed Nkadi too, but at least I cried about it, my twin and I weeping and Papa wrapping us in his arms. Mama’s eyes floated away when she saw us. We kept 22going, day after day, without our golden leopard, and that was how we settled into a new, slightly emptier way of living.

         Mama said Jayaike could move into Nkadi’s old room, which meant he and I would no longer share a room. She had tried separating us years ago because people said it was somehow for us to still be sleeping in the same bed. They said Nkadi and I should be sharing a room while Jayaike slept alone, but when Mama tried it, Jayaike and I simply stopped eating. No amount of threats or beatings could change our minds, and after three days, Papa stepped in and gave us back our room. Mama gave us separate beds, but we pushed them together and slept cuddled with each other as usual. Eventually, she just ignored it all: our disobedience and the neighbors’ talk. After Nkadi left, Jayaike refused her room again, and this time, Mama didn’t try to force it. She just turned it into a spare room, and I swear I saw the light in her eyes dim.

         On the third full moon, Nkadi came home for a visit, surprising us when she walked into the compound, and Mama lit up like a wildfire. She clutched Nkadi to her chest and wept over her, then killed a chicken and made pepper soup. Jayaike and I ate out of the same bowl as our sister and stared at her. Her head had been shaved and traces of white chalk clung around her ears, like she had washed hurriedly before coming to see us. I wanted to ask her everything. I wanted to crawl into her head and explore everything she had seen.

         ‘By the river, if your eyes fall into this soup the way you’re 23looking at me, I will just eat them up,’ she warned. We giggled in delight and exploded into questions, tired of holding them in.

         ‘What did they use to shave your head? Did it hurt?’

         ‘Have you seen the god? Have you spoken to Ala?’

         ‘What is our grandfather like? Does he beat you?’

         ‘Do they make you drink crocodile blood?’ I asked this last one in a whisper. It was a rumor I’d heard at school and I was scared of what the answer might be, scared of who my sister might have become.

         Nkadi just laughed and ate a piece of liver. ‘I can’t tell you anything about training. It’s a secret.’

         Jayaike frowned. ‘But you can tell us about Grandfather, no? Is he like Mama?’

         Nkadi thought for a moment. ‘He’s softer,’ she said finally. ‘And sadder.’

         I almost scoffed. How could anyone be sadder than Mama had been since Nkadi left?

         ‘Mama only lives for you,’ Jayaike told her, as if he could read my mind. ‘She’s the most sad when you’re gone.’

         Nkadi cast a worried look in our parents’ direction. Mama was leaning against Papa as he laughed and fed her bits of tender chicken like she was a queen.

         ‘I’ll come back every third moon,’ she promised, but my twin pouted.

         ‘It won’t be enough,’ he said. ‘We’re not enough for her.’24

         I looked at him, surprised he would say that out loud, and Nkadi frowned. ‘You don’t know how much she wanted you both,’ she said. ‘Don’t talk like that, you hear?’

         He fell silent, but I knew he wasn’t convinced. When Nkadi left after two days and Mama lost all her spark again, I wasn’t convinced either.
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         Nkadi kept her promise and came every third full moon, but each time she seemed less and less like our sister and more and more like a dịbịa, smelling of secret powers and with eyes that looked too far away. Jayaike and I got used to her absence, got used to the dimness of our mother’s eyes, and pressed even closer to our father because Papa always saw us. In some ways, it felt like we were more his children than we were Mama’s. He was the one we told about the little sagas that unfolded in school, where we learned how to make things, how to turn clay into vessels, how the crops cycled with the seasons, things we could go and apply at home.

         There was this boy in our age group called Ụwafụlamiro. He was different, but not in the way Nkadi was different, where everyone knew she was a spirit that had come from somewhere else. Ụwafụlamiro was different in a way that made people want to throw stones at him. He was the color of chalk, from his hair to his eyelashes and skin, and they called him a ghost 25behind his back. Some people said he was cursed and that it would bring unhappy things to your house if you spoke to him or looked into his eyes. The other children at school didn’t like Ụwafụlamiro, and sometimes they teased him or walked in wide circles to avoid him. Jayaike and I didn’t pay much attention to him until the day of the fight.

         It was a wet, rainy afternoon after classes and we were preparing to walk home when we heard noise and shouting from a tight knot of students in the far corner of the playground. When we pushed through everyone, we saw Ụwafụlamiro in the center, sitting on top of Chidị, one of the well-liked boys in our age group, smashing his swollen face with cracked knuckles. The other students were shouting for him to stop, but no one was actually stepping in to stop him, and there was blood soaking into the mud below them.

         I was horrified. It was the first violent thing I had witnessed, and it made my stomach twist. Before I realized it, I was grabbing his pale arm and wrenching it away from Chidị’s pulped face.

         ‘Are you mad?!’ I was shaking with anger. ‘What kind of animal are you to start behaving like this?’ I put both hands on his chest and shoved him off Chidị, wanting to watch him fall into the red soupy soil. Instead, Ụwafụlamiro rolled and was back on his feet, baring his teeth at me.

         ‘Who do you think you are, small girl?’ There was an ugly cut on one side of his face, and blood was crusted down his 26cheek and neck. He looked like a wild animal. ‘Get out of here before I show you pepper!’

         No one had ever dared to speak to me like that before, and I reacted sharply, aiming my hand at his wounded face, thinking to rake his cut open further. I never made the strike – Jayaike stepped in front of me and pinned my arm to my side, giving me a reproachful look.

         ‘It’s enough now,’ he said to Ụwafụlamiro. ‘The teachers are coming. Go home.’

         The ghostly boy looked at Jayaike for a brief moment, his white eyelashes flickering; then he turned and walked away. The students cleared a path as he moved through them, murmuring like a swarm of flies, but no one would look at him. He treated them as if they were invisible too, his back straight as if he was walking in empty air.

         Jayaike grabbed my arm and dragged me away, toward home. I went with him, silent and resentful. I could feel his irritation through our twin bond, but I just felt annoyed that he was annoyed with me. We walked for a few minutes in the light rain until I couldn’t take it anymore.

         ‘I didn’t do anything wrong! He was beating Chidị!’

         The self-righteousness in my voice was like fire to dry thatch, and Jayaike exploded.

         ‘You don’t think, Sọmadịna! And you don’t see anything! You just march over everybody like a mad elephant!’27

         I stopped in my tracks. ‘What did you just call me?!’

         Jayaike threw his hands up in the air. ‘Did you even see the knife?!’

         That took me by surprise and I blinked a few times. ‘What knife?’ Jayaike actually looked at me with contempt, and I felt it sear me. ‘What knife?’

         ‘By the river, you’re a fool.’ He shook his head. ‘Chidị cut Ụwafụlamiro first.’

         I scoffed at my twin, ignoring a prickle skimming over my skin. ‘You’re lying. How do you know?’

         ‘There was a knife lying next to them, if you had used your eyes. It’s Chidị’s knife; he’s brought it to school before to show off and you know he comes from a closed-minded family. He’s always saying wicked things about Ụwafụlamiro and now he tried to cut up his face, so who’s the one behaving like an animal?’

         He shook his head at me and started walking away. I stood alone as the taste of guilt washed up my throat. Jayaike was right. Chidị’s father was the local blacksmith and his family did hold some beliefs that were very old and very closed. I had heard rumors that they thought twins were evil and should have been left to die, thrown into the Sacred Forest. I ran after Jayaike and grabbed his hand.

         ‘I will say sorry to him tomorrow, Jayaike.’

         He just nodded tightly and we went home.28

         The next day, Ụwafụlamiro’s face was sewn up and my mouth felt thick as I apologized to him. He was gentler when he was not angry, and he stammered as he accepted my apology. Jayaike invited him to come to our house, and from there, we became friends. When we told Papa this story, he looked at me gravely and cupped my chin in his hand as he spoke silently into my mind. Be more like your brother, Sọmadịna. He takes his time.

         I knew Papa was right. When we turned fourteen, we thought our gifts would arrive soon. It would be dangerous to be someone who couldn’t control themselves, who was rash and impatient like I was. It was already dangerous for us in ways that our parents wouldn’t talk about, but I wasn’t a fool and I wasn’t born yesterday. Jayaike and I were the first twins born in a few generations and we weren’t that far away from a time when twins would be killed for being blasphemous. The dịbịas had stopped the practice, but people take longer to forget. I heard the whispers at school, that Mama only gave birth to abnormal things, like twins, or like a spirit child who turned out to be a dịbịa. The whispers were only whispers for now, because Mama and Papa kept their heads down and worked hard, but I could spoil that for them if I wasn’t careful. I shouldn’t have been picking fights with people at school, not when Jayaike and I had so much at stake.

         We didn’t realize it then, but looking back, we didn’t stand a chance.29
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         There is a pattern to things with our people and the magic.

         When your body started to change, the magic would enter you and the gift would be born – a bequest from Ala, a welcome into the threshold of adulthood, the crocodile crawling over your spirit and gifting you with its bite. I had spent my whole life wondering what my gift would be, especially after Nkadi’s power took her to the Sacred Forest. It was inevitable that we would be strong, my twin and I. Didn’t we come from a line of dịbịas on not one but both sides of our bloodline? I fantasized about my gift arriving in a blaze of glory, preferably while at school, so the rest of our age group would marvel at it. I looked forward to my body changing with less anticipation, but it was just as inevitable, or so we had been taught.

         It didn’t happen.

         At fourteen, we could all pretend it was just delayed. We could ignore the glances our parents gave our bodies as Jayaike and I shot up like maize stalks, tall and thin and smooth. At fifteen, no one could ignore it anymore. All our age mates were morphing into new flesh. Ụwafụlamiro’s shoulders grew even broader, and the bones of his face changed as his voice developed long fissures. Jayaike and I did not change. The whispers grew louder. Mama’s eyes sharpened and her mouth thinned when she looked at us, but she said nothing. She gave me my waistbeads as was the ritual for every girl who turned fifteen, 30but they felt like a lie on my narrow hips. I said nothing. My twin said nothing. Ụwafụlamiro probably would’ve said nothing too, but that was until the crocodile bit his spirit.

         In our town, there was a sacred river where the crocodiles lived. No one knew the source of the river, but we knew it never dried up, no matter the season – it sprang from the deity and it hosted the deity and that was that. No one was allowed to fish in it and, of course, no one was allowed to hunt the crocodiles – you’d have to be mad to try and kill the god’s scaled flesh. The crocodiles never harmed anyone. We saw them as the keepers of the river, and sometimes Jayaike and I would climb a tree overhanging the water and just watch their dark shapes slip through the currents or rest on the banks as the morning fog rolled through the trees. The crocodiles were so old, so powerful, it felt like they had lived there since the beginning of time. On each full moon, we were allowed to fetch water from the river to take back to our homes. This water would be used for prayer, libations, anointing injuries, whatever small rituals each family needed the deity’s touch for.

         Ụwafụlamiro and I were by the river on this full moon with our clay pots, and I was busy trying to ignore the cool stares of girls who walked around with full chests and new hair while I was still as smooth and flat as when I was ten. They alternated between casting slow glances at Ụwafụlamiro and evil ones at me, and I felt angry blood rush to my face as I bent to fill my pot.

         ‘Why can’t they mind their own business?!’ I hissed under 31my breath. Ụwafụlamiro chuckled as he waded into the water and bent beside me, the muscles on his back gliding under his skin. He was like taboo fruit to the girls with his ghostly skin and moonlight hair, different and exciting and strange, so they watched him with a barely concealed hunger. The crocodiles were in the river’s depths, shadows of a lurking god.

         ‘Ignore them, Sọmadịna. They have no home training.’ Ụwafụlamiro hefted his pot onto his shoulder and then, startlingly, vanished. I paused for a moment, too shocked to scream or drop my pot, and I stared at the air in front of me. He reappeared almost immediately, frowning at me in confusion. ‘Why are you standing there with your mouth open? You want flies to enter it?’

         ‘You … you just disappeared!’

         His eyebrows pulled even closer together. ‘Ehn?’

         ‘As in, you were standing here, and then you weren’t, and then you were again. You just disappeared and then came back!’ He blinked and vanished again. I nearly choked on my own spit. ‘You’re doing it again! Look at your hands!’

         Ụwafụlamiro must have reached his arms out because his pot floated from shoulder height and hovered in the air in front of him. I heard him gasp and then the pot fell, landing in the shallows of the river. When he appeared once more in front of me, he was paler than I thought possible.

         ‘Sọmadịna,’ he whispered, his voice shaking. ‘What just happened?’32

         How did he not understand? I would have known immediately if I was him, that’s how long I had been waiting and praying for something to change. I dragged up a smile and tamped down my envy, slapping his cheek lightly.

         ‘Well done, my friend,’ I said. ‘You just held your gift for the first time.’

         Ụwafụlamiro’s eyes widened and he stared at me with that pale silver gaze I was so familiar with by now. ‘I can disappear?’

         I nodded and picked up his pot. ‘You better go and register with the elders.’

         It would be the last step in declaring him to be a man. He had held a gift. He was complete. How much farther, I wondered, would this pull him from me? I knew my feelings were showing in my face when Ụwafụlamiro took the pot out of my hands and set it on the bank. I couldn’t bear to look him in the eye, so I looked at my feet, distorted by the water rushing around my calves. He held me by the shoulders and his voice curved around me, bouncing softly off the water.

         ‘It’s all right. I’m not leaving you behind, Sọmadịna.’

         I hated how easily he could see into my heart. Quick tears pressed behind my eyelids and my voice thickened. ‘You are, but it’s fine. This is how it should be. Grow, mature, hold a gift, get registered. I’m the one who’s falling behind, who’s still a child. It’s not your fault.’

         He shook me softly. ‘How can you be a child? Are there 33not only two years between us? So if me, I’m a man, then you cannot be a child.’

         ‘I look like one,’ I whispered, miserable. ‘I look like an abomination.’

         Ụwafụlamiro’s nostrils flared and his voice took an edge. ‘Who told you that?! You’re not an abomination.’ He pulled me into a hug and kissed my temple roughly. ‘You’re not, Sọmadịna.’

         I buried my face in the salt of his neck and ignored the stares of the other people who were carrying their pots past us. No doubt there would be a fresh wave of gossip about his gift, with added details of how we were being inappropriate in public. I didn’t care. As if he heard my thoughts, Ụwafụlamiro pulled back slightly and cupped my face in his hands.

         ‘Even if you look young forever, Sọmadịna, it doesn’t mean you’re still a small child.’ He brought his face closer to me until his breath brushed mine and fixed my eyes with his. It was as if something new had been set on fire inside him with his gift’s appearance, and in response, I felt my own insides slide and spark. ‘Trust me,’ he whispered, and then he softly pressed his lips to mine.

         His mouth was cool like a fresh leaf off a mango tree, the green ones I would rip in half just to inhale the scent that broke out, waiting for fruit that wasn’t ready. I felt the pads of his thumbs stroke my temples; already his hands were large 34enough to hold my face with nothing spilling out. The sun hit my skin in a warm wash of light, and my ears were filled with the thundering of my pulse and the water of the river. It was a stretched few seconds, and when he pulled away, I could only stare at him in trembling surprise. Ụwafụlamiro grinned at me and winked as if it was just a game, and the mischief in his face was too much for me to resist. I broke out giggling, feeling my nerves chitter a high-pitched song, and we filled up our pots quickly to start heading home. I tried to ignore the shocked glances and quick whispering that followed us, and as we walked back, Ụwafụlamiro took my hand in his.

         I let fingers that did not belong to my twin wrap around mine, as if it was possible for someone else to learn the map of my skin.
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