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Adinkra Symbol: Owuo Atwedee

Meaning: “The ladder of death.” This symbol gets its name from the proverb, “Owuo atwedee baakofoo mforo,” meaning, “Death’s ladder is not climbed by just one person.” It is a symbol of the certainty and universality of death. (adinkrasymbols.org)
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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.

ZamaShort will only publish original fiction that has never before been published.

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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Chisom Umeh is a Nigerian fiction writer and poet. When he's not watching movies or writing about fantastical things, he's tweeting about movies and fantastical things at izom_chisom. His short stories have been featured in Omenana, Apex, Clarkesworld, Year’s Best African Speculative Fiction 2023, African Ghosts anthology, Isele, Mythaxis, Scifi Shorts, and elsewhere. His short story, ‘Ancestor’s Gift’ won the 2024 Tractor Beam short story contest. He was a finalist for the Seattle Worldcon Short Story Contest and is winner of the 2025 Nommo Awards for Best African Speculative Fiction Short Story for ‘From Across Time’.
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MAKING SURVIVAL

I think a lot about access, especially as it pertains to short fiction writing. How the barrier to entry is often so high when you’re starting out that you almost give up submitting to pro magazines, or you settle for non-paying ones, which are also difficult to get into, but at least present a better chance of accepting your work. Just to get your name out there. Foot in the door.

You have to really be passionate about storytelling to come back to submission portals with a new story in hand after previously getting a painful, form rejection, having waited anxiously for three months or more to hear back. The temptation to say “Fuck this shit, I’m done,” is often so high. In fact, many times, you’re going to say just that. I did. But if you have some love for the craft as I do, you’re going to eat your words many times and show up unashamed, stain on your nose.

It’s crazy.

The first iteration of ‘Fly, Flightless’ was written two years ago for an anthology. I had seen a call for submissions like two months prior and it was one of those calls where more than half the slots had already been filled with established authors. They needed like five or six regular writers to publish alongside the popular ones. Most of the writers there were my faves. People who had written books that were dear to my heart. The thought of sharing a table of contents with them made me really excited, so I got down to writing the best story I thought I could. I believed what I came up with afterwards was a work of pure genius. Something I was really proud of.
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