I hate Wednesdays. I hate 2 pm Wednesday to be exact. We always have Numeric Analysis 313. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate Maths, I just hate how this class is handled. You’ll think by now we would have stopped using old fashioned whiteboards.
“Nneoma,” Emeka calls my name in that nasally way of his.
I want to ignore him, but the only seat available is the one right in front of him. I’m about to walk into class, but Mr. Nwobi gives me a cool once over, stopping me in my tracks. I check myself to see what his problem may be. I have my notebook with me, and I am on time as always. My outfit is a short black corset dress with lace sleeves and an overlay sheer lace skirt that falls to my ankles. I’m wearing calf-length black boots which shouldn’t be a problem, and although I’ve painted my lips black, I’ve left the rest of my face void of makeup. I have done nothing to warrant his look of disapproval.
Mr. Nwobi sees the confusion on my face and clears his throat before pointing to my shoulders. Then I remember I left my jacket in my room. One of the few dressing regulations in the school, that still doesn’t make sense to me — dresses must be longer than where the tip of the fingers reaches when standing at ease and clothes that expose your shoulders are prohibited. This is University for goodness’ sake. I can’t believe he will keep me out for something as insignificant as this, but the dead stare on his face says he will.
I am thinking of what to do when Chinwe comes to my rescue, handing me her shawl. We’ve never been close, but she has always been kind to me. I thank her and put it on, before hurrying to mark attendance. I stand before the machine as it scans my palm and my eyes, and after it confirms my identity with a green light, I rush to my seat. It is 13:59, I made it with a minute to spare.
Mr. Nwobi starts class and tells us to turn to chapter five of our handbook — a badly printed compilation of the semester’s course. We could be using tabs as we do in other classes, but he prefers things the way they were in his days. It’s like he derives joy from being unnecessarily difficult. 
“I know you were exposing your shoulder for me,” Emeka whispers, but I ignore him.  “You know you’re always welcome to my room anytime you want. I don’t mind seeing more.”
“You’re disgusting.” My voice is loud enough to catch the notice of Mr. Nwobi who gives me another warning look.
Emeka chuckles behind me before grabbing one of my jumbo braids and tugging it. I want to turn and slap him, but I know I’ll just attract unwanted attention.
I spot a fly perched by the window and I smile as an idea comes to mind. I open my small pouch and rub a greyish powder, that is a mix of special herbs, into my palm. Then I look around to make sure no one is watching me. I look at the fly and whisper words into my palm. I feel the slight heat that lets me know my spell has worked and I put the used herbs in the pouch and place it in my bag.
The fly leaves the window and perches on top of Emeka’s head. He doesn’t notice it until it starts buzzing and moves to his nose, then his forehead. He battles with the insistent fly until it lands on his cheek, and he swats it away with a loud smack to his face. The offending fly dodges the hit and goes off on its way. Emeka is clutching his bruised cheek in pain when I turn around to look at him and smile in triumph.
He suspects I am the one behind the assault, but since he can’t prove it, he grudgingly stays quiet.
Sometimes, Wednesday is not so bad.
And other times, Wednesday is very different. I know this because, for the first time in the three years I have been at this University, the Dean visits my class. He is accompanied by two other people — a man and woman that we recognize instantly. Their faces are always broadcasted on hover projectors and 3D billboards. They are the mayor, Mr. Eze, and the Diviner whose name is unknown as to keep with customs.
I am wondering why these figureheads are in our presence when their eyes land on me.
“Miss Nneoma, Master Emeka, please join us. Your presence is needed,” the Dean says.
I reluctantly stand up, aware that all eyes are on us. I know this is not about the little stunt I pulled. It is because of who we are. Our lineage. Emeka and I aren’t related, but our families are part of the Discoverers of Magic. It doesn’t make us special; we don’t get unique magical gifts or titles — except if you consider generational wealth and prestige to be important.
We quietly follow them to the dean’s office. Emeka is not looking so smug anymore.
We take our seats and formal introductions are made. The Diviner wastes no more time and launches into the reason we have been summoned.
“You might have heard the rumours about magic damaging its users. These are not just rumours. It has become dangerous to anyone using it, and we believe it is because the Origin Tree is dying. We used our sight and believe the only way is for you — children of the beginning — to fix it. It is no mere coincidence that you and the others were born as the only children of your parents and are all nineteen as your ancestors were when they discovered it. It’s your duty to…”
I stop listening after that. It is too much; the weight of the words she is placing on us, on me. How can I carry such a burden to help others? What if I fail?
I walk out and refuse to look back as I grab my unsecured hover scooter, race with it to my hostel room, and slam the door shut, ready to drown in the darkness of the room and escape the world.
I am on my bed with my hand over my face when I hear something. I smile knowing Cynthia is back. She is my best friend who has been away after falling sick, but now that she is back, I know she will give me the comforting words I so desperately need.
“You have no idea the awful news I just heard,” I begin as I clap to turn on the lights. That is when I notice something is wrong.
Half of her face is rotten. I gasp, as I imagine what she must be going through. She is silent at first as tears roll down her eyes, but gradually she tells me what is going on. Her magic attacked her after she did a simple charm. It is my turn to comfort her. After I offer all the words I can, I make her a promise.
I know what I must do. I must fix magic.
I return to the Diviner and with my consent and the consent my parents have already given, we head to a secure location. There are three others when we get there — two boys and one girl. Emeka and I are the last ones to arrive.
I recognize them since their families are famous. The big guy is Adango, he gives me a respectful welcome. The one with the smirk on his face, like he can hear my thoughts and knows I think he is fine, is Abioye. I act like I do not know him so that he is forced to introduce himself formally. The girl is Samirah, she rolls her eyes at me and ignores me. Perhaps she knows I did not want to come. I choose not to hold it against her, but I am here now.
We drive to the edge of the city and receive final instructions. We can’t take gadgets with us — except for a compass with exact coordinates to find our way — because the tree repels them. We also must go alone. We are at the bridge between the tree and our normal. We feel its effect as our car starts to act out. They cannot wait for us, so we come down quickly and the car speeds off for safety.
We cross the bridge, but we discover that Emeka has left the compass behind. I want to hit him because this is the careless person I know him to be. Abioye holds me back and talks sense into me. We can’t begin to fight amongst ourselves.
Still, all we see is doom and despair. This is a dead land with no shade from the sun or running waters. At least we came prepared.
We know for now we must travel south, so we use the sun to guide us. The journey is dry and torturously slow, but we must conserve our water, for even though we were told that we can use our magic, magic will not let you make something out of nothing.
It is now dark, and we do not know if we have made progress or not, but we settle in for the night.
Adango does most of the work erecting the tents. Emeka joins him, but after the first one is up, he quickly settles inside, while Abioye builds the fire to keep us warm in the cold night air. There is no need to cook, but Samirah busies herself sharing the food and boiling water. I offer my help, and she grudgingly accepts it. Soon we are settled in, but I leave Samirah in the tent so that I can look at the night sky. I see Abioye is out too and I sit opposite him across the fire. We begin to talk about our lives when the silence gets awkward. It is easy to talk to him. He talks about his dream of becoming a doctor and I talk about my love for the stars. It is then that I remember the stars can guide our path. With this realization, I know our journey must continue immediately.
I share this with Abioye, and he helps me convince the others to pack up and miss their sleep. They are reluctant at first, but the knowledge that we can’t wait for the uncertainty and heat of the morning helps them make their decision.
I need to sleep, yet I do not slow down. Slowing down will mean losing our chance.
The stars guide me.
It is close to daybreak and the stars are gone from the sky. I feel defeated because I did not get us to the tree, and we are all exhausted and must rest.
Lacking the energy to set up our tents, we settle on the ground as we are, but no one can sleep in the fast-rising heat. We ignore each other because we are angry and hungry, or perhaps we are angry because we are hungry, but we do not have the luxury of eating yet, when we do not know how long we will be here.
I notice something in the ground then. A snake is wandering towards Samirah.
“Don’t move,” I whisper to her with urgency in my voice. I pull out my pouch and take herbs into my palm as I slowly move towards the snake, speaking the words that will make it move. I signal for her to carefully get out of the way, and she does. The snake is looking at me, cautiously, but I know I can cajole it away safely.
Before my magic works, Emeka rushes it with a stick. The frightened snake launches and strikes me on my arm, sinking its venom into me before scurrying off.
Adango does what I have been wishing to do for a while. He punches Emeka in the face.
I am happy to see this happen, but I can’t enjoy it knowing that there is poison in me. I am thankful for Abioye as he acts quickly. He gets me to sit down and places my hand on his thigh, before tearing off a piece of cloth and deftly tying my hand firmly — stopping the venom. He lifts my hand to his mouth and begins sucking it out of my body while looking at me to gauge my reaction. I do not take my eyes off his as he continues his ministrations. When he seems satisfied with his effort, he uses herbs and magic to complete his treatment. I do not know how to use magic like that. He will make a fine doctor.
After my close shave with death, I realize a fight is going on among the others, and I join in. Now everybody is shouting and arguing as we let out our frustrations. It seems to be going nowhere.
“Look!” Samirah exclaims.
She is pointing towards the distance. That is when we all see it. The Origin Tree is a just speck a stretch away. This discovery calms us, and we continue our journey with purposeful strides until we get to the tree.
At a glance, it is easy to see the tree is dying. The Diviner gave us limited instructions from her knowledge, but the rest — we were told — is our duty to figure out.
I turn to the others, and they are looking at me expectantly. I raise my brows in surprise. I only now see that somewhere along this journey they began to view me as a leader. I am afraid to disappoint them.
“We will do it together,” Abioye whispers to me. “Don’t worry.”
I put my hand on the tree, thinking hard of what to do then I say my thoughts out loud. “What must a tree receive to live?”
“It must receive sunlight and water,” Samirah says.
She is right, and we must do it in the ways of our ancestors to honour the gods and the earth. We gather around the tree, each taking a sip of the water from our canteen before the last person, Emeka, offers the rest to the earth. Giving thanks as he does.
Still nothing happens.
I think hard until an idea comes to mind, and it feels right. We must give it what it gave us. A piece of our magic. I share my thoughts and the others agree.
We place our hands on the tree, and with open hearts we chant words of offering, releasing a fragment of our gift back to it. At that moment my mind is open, and I know what magic is, everything from the origin to the purpose. The tree is letting me see. I feel part of my magic leave me and connect with the tree; I feel all our magic together. It accepts and rewards us.
I feel warmth like a birth or perhaps a rebirth and I keep my hand on the tree until it slowly fades like a settling river.
When it is done, I open my eyes and see the others looking as I look. We all experienced the same thing. I know already that I have forgotten the secret of magic, for it was never ours to know, but I still feel the memory of knowing. It is evident in the tears that stream down my face, all our faces.
We take a step back as we feel the air stir around us. The tree begins to bloom before our eyes. The earth around it greens and flourishes. It is a precious moment and as we are all moved by it, we link our hands. I am in the centre with Samirah to my left and Abioye to my right as we all face the tree.
I smile at this moment because I know for the first time in my life, I have done something that matters, and I know my best friend will be okay. Everyone will be okay.
“It is beautiful,” Adango says.
I nod my head in agreement.
Balance is restored.
