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Praise for Nnedi Okorafor and Lagoon

‘A celebration of the ferocious life force of a city, a country or the wider human (and non-human) experience.’ 
Sci Fi Now

‘Okorafor is far from the only author about this business, but she is among the most visible and vibrant proponents of a future in which fantastic fiction has so much more to say than it does today – an imperative point of view she doubles down on in her new book, Lagoon. What we have here is a nightmarish first contact fable that just so happens to take place in Lagos. And why in the world wouldn’t it?’ 
Tor.com

‘In order properly to follow its generic disjuncts, the jagged leaps from folktale to SF to horror and back, it may be best to stay our gaze on Lagoon as though it were telling us a today to grasp.’ 
Strange Horizons

 ‘A story which is nothing short of original, both in plot and structure … Most narratives hold a clear goal that the characters must reach by overcoming mishaps. Although Lagoon does present us with an aim, everything is much more chaotic and unpredictable than usual, mirroring life. It is easy to feel disoriented (but not in a bad way). And so, very slowly, the book creeps under your skin, altering the way you look at this and that. Well, I for one know that I will carry Lagoon in my mind for a very long time.’ 
Blurbarians


   
About the Author

Nnedi Okorafor’s other novels include the alien-invasion-in-Lagos novel Lagoon, Who Fears Death (winner of the World Fantasy Award for Best Novel), Akata Witch, Zahrah the Windseeker (winner of the Wole Soyinka Prize for African Literature), and The Shadow Speaker (winner of the CBS Parallax Award). Her short story collection Kabu Kabu was a Publisher’s Weekly Best Book for Fall 2013. Her young adult novel Akata Witch 2: Breaking Kola will be released in 2016.

Nnedi is an associate professor at the University at Buffalo, New York. She splits her time between Buffalo and Chicago with her daughter Anyaugo and family. Learn more about Nnedi at Nnedi.com.
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NOBODY REALLY KNOWS WHO WROTE THE GREAT BOOK.

Oh, the religious always have answers to explain the unexplainable. Some of them like to say that the goddess Ani wrote the Great Book and made it so that ten men and women who loved stories would find copies of it at the same time. Some of them say a mere woman with ten children transcribed Ani’s words over ten years. Others say some illiterate half-witted farmer wrote it in one night after Ani blessed him. Most believe that the Great Book’s author was a mad yet holy, always always holy, prophet who’d taken refuge in a cave.

What I can tell you is that two hundred years after it all went wrong an old man named Sunuteel was out in the desert. This man was one of those who enjoyed being out there for weeks on end, close to the sun, sand, and desert creatures. The time away from his wife made their time together sweeter. Sunuteel and his wife agreed on this. They were old. They had wisdom.

“Go on,” his wife said with a smile. She took his old rough hand into her equally rough old hand. She was a beautiful woman, and Sunuteel found it easy to look into her eyes. “It is good,” she said. “I need the solitude.”

There had been an especially powerful Ungwa storm and the old nomadic couple had barely survived the dry thundery night of lightning. A bolt had struck near their sturdy tent, setting on fire one of the three stunted palm trees they’d camped beside. His wife had been peeking out of the tent when it happened. Thankfully, she’d blinked at precisely the right moment. She said the tree looked like a woman dancing in flames. Even as Sunuteel dragged her to the center of the tent where they huddled and prayed, his wife felt a presence. She was sure it was a premonition.

The old man was used to his superstitious wife and her odd intuitions. Therefore, he knew his wife would want to be alone to think and ponder and fret. When the storm passed and she gently encouraged him to take a few days to go and see what was out there, he didn’t argue. He took the rolled up goatskin tent and satchel of supplies she handed him and kissed her on the cheek. He didn’t say goodbye because in his tribe “goodbyes” were a curse.

“I leave my chi to keep you company,” he said. Each night he was away, along with her meals, she’d prepare a small plate of food for his personal god until Sunuteel returned. He clipped his portable to his hip, facing the tiny device inside his pocket. After one last, far more prolonged kiss, he walked away from his wife. Did she think an angel was coming to visit her? His wife’s descendants were from the Islamic portion of Old Naija. She said that her father used to tell her all sorts of stories about angels and djinn. She’d passed these magical stories on to their own children as they grew up.

Minutes after leaving, Sunuteel brought out his portable and laughing to himself, called up the virtual screen and typed, “Hussaina, greet her for me when you see her, whether she’s an angel or djinni.” Moments later, his wife Hussaina’s reply popped up on the screen saying what she always said when Sunuteel went off, “And you make sure you bring me back a good story.”

Two days later, Sunuteel came upon a cave full of computers. A tomb of old old technology from the Black Days, the Times of the Dark People, the Era of the Okeke. This was one of those caves into which panicked Okeke packed thousands of computers just before Ani turned her attention back to the earth. These computers were supposedly used to store huge amounts of information separate from digital repositories called virtual spaces. Little good this did; virtual or physical, it was all dead, forgotten, rotten.

“What am I seeing?” he whispered. “Can this be?”

He pressed a shaky hand to his chest, feeling the strong heartbeat of his strong heart. Standing here, he didn’t feel so old. No, not old at all. This place made him feel young as a babe. Sunuteel, who was Okeke and therefore a descendant of the evil that caused the goddess Ani to bring the deserts, knew of the poisonous Black Days and their most poisonous genius gadgetry. However, he had always wanted to see these ancient computers with his own eyes.

So, he went in.

The cave was cool and it smelled of dust, mineral oil, plastic, wires, and metal. There were ghosts here and Sunuteel shivered from the thought of them. Still, he approached these old machines. This was a story to tell his wife. The third computer that he touched sparked with life. Terrified, he snatched his hand from the “on” pad he’d accidently brushed against and stumbled back. The grey hand-sized box, softly hummed. Then it spoke to the portable clipped inside the pocket of his dusty pants. The portable pinged softly as it wirelessly received a large file from the computer. Sunuteel blinked and then fled from the cave, sure a ghost had touched him.

When he made it back to his small goatskin tent beside a baobab tree, only then did he dare look at his portable. He held the coin-sized device in his palm and brought it to his face, for his eyesight was poor. He squinted at the tiny screen. Next to the file that contained messages from his wife was a black icon in the shape of a bird that seemed to be looking over its shoulder. He tapped it with the tip of his finger and a deep male voice began to speak in … English!

It was an audio file. Sunuteel sat back in his tent, grinning with delight. My goodness, he thought. How strange. What are the chances?! He knew this dead language, albeit the accent was very odd, indeed. He brought up the virtual screen. The visual words that appeared as the audio file played were tinted red instead of the usual green. He put the portable on the blanket before him. Then he watched and listened.

The voice read a table of contents as it digitally projected the words on the virtual screen in front of him:

“Section one, mythology. Section two, legend. Section three, mechanics. Section four, news …”

He frowned as it read on and on. After a while, he decided to click on “Section thirty-eight, memory extracts” because the phrase rung a distant bell from when he was a child. In school, the teacher had spoken about the dark times hundreds of years ago, when human beings were obsessed with the pursuit of immortality. They had even found a way to pull out and capture people’s memories right from their minds so they could preserve them forever. “Just like a capture station sucking condensation from the sky to make drinking water,” his schoolteacher had said.

Sunuteel had been fascinated and quietly proud of just how far human beings had gotten in their technological pursuit. Nevertheless, his schoolteacher had discouraged him from further research. “Sunuteel,” she said. “This was what led us to receiving Ani’s wrath.”

And so the young Sunuteel turned away from the past and looked mostly toward the future. He loved language, words and stories. He’d gone on to become one of his village’s most valued recorders and reciters. He could recite the most beautiful poetry in five different dialects of flawless Okeke, but also in the language and various dialects of the majestic and mighty Nuru people and the common language of Sipo. And most amazingly, one of the prominent village elders had been able to teach him English, too.

As far as Sunuteel knew, this elder, an old-timer in Sunuteel’s village who’d always been called The Seed, was the only person who knew the language. The Seed was also the only light-skinned person in his village who was not albino. This man refused to call himself Nuru, insisting that he was “Arab,” a term that had long become more an insult than an ethnic description of the Nuru people. The Seed preferred to live amongst the Okeke, the dark-skinned woolly-haired people. He’d built a house in front of one of the pyramids because it reminded him of home. When Sunuteel was a teen, The Seed looked no older than fifty, but Sunuteel’s mother said he was actually much older.

“He looked the exact same when I was a little girl,” she’d told him. She was right. Even now that Sunuteel was an old old man, The Seed still looked no older than fifty. Sunuteel was of a people who understood that the world was full of mystery. Thus, a seemingly immortal man living in the village didn’t bother anyone. The Seed had an amazing command of the English language and though he was moody and reclusive at times, he turned out to be a wonderful teacher.

Sunuteel went on to read the only two English texts in the entire region, both of which were owned by the Seed. One was an anthropology book titled Virulent Diseases of the Mars Colonies, the other a book about igneous rock sediments. Despite the dryness of the subjects, Sunuteel loved the rhythm of English. It was a liquid sounding language, due to the way the words ran together.

“Memory Extracts,” the voice announced in English. But then it began speaking another list and each item on it was in a different language, none of which he understood. Annoyed, Sunuteel listened for a while and was about to go back to the main menu when the male voice clearly said, “Extract number 5, The Book of Phoenix” in English.

He clicked on it.

At first there was a long pause and the bird icon popped on the screen. It rotated counter-clockwise. He counted thirteen rotations and when it kept going, he looked up at the sky. Blue. Clear. A large hawk-like bird flew overhead, soaring high in the sky, probably seeing him perfectly with its sharp eyes. I will return to Hussaina in two days, he thought. That’s enough alone time for her to stop thinking about premonitions and angels. He smiled to himself. She would excitedly cook him a spicy meal of doro wat when he told her he had “a big big tale to tell.” She loved a good story, and good stories were best told on a full stomach.

“Memory Extract Number 5,” the male voice suddenly announced, making Sunuteel jump. “Title: The Book of Phoenix. Location Number 578.”

And then a woman began feverishly speaking. Her soft breathy voice was like a powerful incantation, for as she spoke, it seemed that the old man’s eyesight, which dimmed more and more every year, began to brighten. His wife would have recognized what was happening. However, Sunuteel was a man less open to such things.

Still, as he sat in his tent, gazing through the red virtual words before him and the open tent flap just beyond the words, outside into the desert, he realized he could see for miles and miles. Sweat prickled on his forehead and between the coarse hairs of his armpits. He listened. And the very first person to hear one of the many many entries from The Great Book was awed by the story he heard.

“There is no book about me,” the voice said. “Well, not yet. No matter. I shall create it myself; it’s better that way. To tell my tale, I will use the old African tools of story: Spoken words. They are worthier of my trust and they’ll last longer. And during shadowy times, spoken words carry farther than words typed, imaged, or written. My beginnings were in the dark. We all dwelled in the dark, mad scientist and speciMen, alike. A dear friend of mine would say that this time was when ‘the goddess Ani still slept’. I call my story The Book of Phoenix. It is reliable and short, because it was accelerated …”
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“THERE’S MORE VIVID IMAGINATION IN A PAGE OF
NNEDI OKORAFOR’S WORK THAN IN WHOLE VOLUMES
OF ORDINARY FANTASY EPICS.”

URSULA K. LEGUIN
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