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‘We can redream this world and make the dream come real. Human beings are gods hidden from themselves’

– Ben Okri’s The Famished Road
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ÒRÌṢÀ GODS AND GODDESSES




	Olókun:

	    The Goddess of Darkness





	Ògún:

	    The God of Iron and War





	Ṣàngó:

	    The God of Fire and Lightning
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	    The Goddess of Love





	Ọya:

	    The Goddess of Wind





	Rùnmí:

	    The God of Wisdom and Divination





	Aganjù:

	    The God of the Wilderness





	Babalú:

	    The God of Diseases and Healing







	

Night Creatures

L[image: image]gbá

Leader of the Night Creatures and guardian of the dead.

Mami Wata

Water spirits in the shape of beautiful snake women, sometimes known as mermaids.

Àbíkú

Soul swapping spirits who swap places with children while spiriting their souls to the forbidden jungle known as

Jujuland. They also have the power to turn invisible at will.

Àgbákò

Part scorpion, part elephant and part snake monster that roams the Jujuland jungle, consuming any living thing in its path.



	

CONTENTS


Title Page

Dedication

Map

Òrìṣà Gods and Goddesses

Night Creatures



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five



Dear Reader

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright


	


[image: image]





I thought the museum school trip was going to be dead, but it was actually sort of interesting.

Our class had to go down a creaky staircase to the basement, where there was a wooden sign with faded letters on it that read The Victor Frobenius Africa Collection. While the rest of the museum was showing off with its super high ceilings, crisp white walls and blinding lights, our room was small, dingy and cramped.

But I’m not gonna lie – this tiny exhibit had some cool stuff.

There were strips of patterned ankara cloth, glistening cowrie shells, gleaming coral necklaces, brass amulets with roaring leopards’ faces, ultra sharp flat throwing knives, beaded orange terracotta pots and menacing masks all arranged behind sheets of glass. The guy who jacked this stuff – Phineas, or whatever – had pretty good taste.

It looked kind of sick and, unlike the Roman stuff upstairs, it was made by people who looked like me.

It was super loud, though, cause there were thirty kids but only four teachers, all running after ponytailed girls with lip-gloss, and footy guys doing Messi impressions all over the place.

I was tryna ignore the noise cause I was actually getting interested in something for once, when a shivery feeling crawled up my spine and lit my insides on fire. I have this condition called sickle-cell anaemia. My blood cells have a weird shape which makes them rubbish at carrying oxygen, which is their job. It makes me tired all the time and super sensitive to temperature changes: when I get too cold, I get this painful crisis.

The museum air con was doing madnesses to my insides.

I shut my eyes tight and tried to ignore it. I hoped it would go away soon. All I needed was quiet. Then I felt a shove out of nowhere.

 Atticus Sharp. He’s this moist kid in our class that runs around thinking he’s Draco Malfoy or something. He sticks out like a sore thumb with his fluorescent ginger hair and pasty, flaky skin that makes him look like an uncooked sausage roll.

‘Do you want to see something strange, Cuckoo?’ Atticus said, poking at a glass box that contained a weird, skinny, wooden doll. It had curved horns on its rectangular forehead, which was painted black and red.

I kissed my teeth without bothering to answer back. Then I tried to read a large sign on the wall to distract me from the pain in my ribs.

‘A British explorer named Victor Frobenius collected the artefacts on display here from a tribal nation in West Africa,’ Atticus read out loud in his toady, posh voice. ‘Frobenius was last seen in a jungle where he was embarking on a quest to find a legendary black diamond known as the Heart of Midnight. This jewel was thought to contain the heart of a vengeful goddess, and it was said that its possessor would become the richest, most powerful person in the world.’

Atticus jabbed his swordfish nose in my direction. ‘Oi, Cuckoo,’ he said, trying to get my attention.

He knows my name is Koku. Like a can of Coke, with an extra ‘oou’ at the end.

‘Shut it, Abacus.’ I gritted my teeth as another jolt of pain ran through me. I took a swig of water, cause I know I gotta keep hydrated to stop things from getting even worse.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked.

‘I’m fine,’ I said, trying not to be too bait. None of the other kids had noticed, and I was planning on keeping it that way.

‘Hmph . . . you’ve gone all grey.’ Atticus narrowed his dishwater-grey eyes at me. ‘You’re not scared of this tiny doll, are you?’

‘Are you dizzy, fam?’ I managed to squeak out, even though I was the dizzy one. The pain squished my lungs together and I was having trouble standing up straight.

‘That doll with the horns has an absurd look on its face, see?’ Atticus said, pointing at the doll figure again.

I looked at its holes for eyes and charred black stumps for teeth. It had shells around its neck and three lines carved into both its cheeks, like whiskers. Looking at it made me feel strange, like static electricity was washing over me. I’d never felt this during a crisis before.

‘It’s supposed to have an ancient demon sealed in it from the Oh-low-ree tribe,’ Atticus continued, pressing his nose against the glass. ‘Apparently just looking at it can summon its spirit.’ He turned and rolled his eyes. ‘I can’t believe these people actually believed in stuff like that.’ Then he looked at me. ‘That’s where you’re really from, isn’t it?’ Atticus said, pointing at the label underneath.

According to my uncle, my mum died during a war in Olori when I was three years old. I didn’t like thinking too much about it cause it was just a land of ghosts for me – it took all the people that were supposed to be mine, and left me with no one.

I shrugged.

‘There’s an uncanny resemblance,’ Atticus added. ‘It’s so tiny and weird-looking . . . sort of like you, don’t you think, Cuckoo?’ He sneered.

‘I’m not a chicken leg, so why are you roasting me, fam?’ I said.

Atticus had no sauce. Everyone knows I’m freakishly small for my age. What they don’t know is that my puberty is delayed cause I don’t get the oxygen my body needs to develop.

Atticus was giving me stress – it was making the pain worse. The pain had travelled to my knees now, and I had to focus on how dandruffy my guy’s neck was to stop myself collapsing on top of him.

‘Especially this part,’ Atticus sniggered.

I followed his finger to the tiny crumb between the figurine’s legs.

That did it. I got so mad it was almost spiritual.

This tingly feeling started building up inside me. It was giving me energy – even though I still felt pain from the crisis – like I had downed a thousand Lucozades or something. Since I’ve been ill my whole life, I know exactly what a crisis feels like – and this wasn’t it.

I couldn’t stop staring at the doll. Staring at it made the electric feeling grow stronger. A yellow sun appeared in the doll’s hollow wooden eyes. The faint light kept flickering on and off in the darkness. It made me want to reach out and grab it.

‘Did you see that light?’ I asked.

Atticus squinted at me like I had lost the plot. I probably had, cause as soon as I touched the glass a sharp jolt of energy shot into me. One moment Atticus was flapping his chapped lips at me, the next he was flying into the glass front of the exhibit case.

The glass shattered into a thousand pieces, catching the light at weird angles, making everything look ultra bright.

An alarm sounded as the figurine rolled towards the edge. I caught the doll before it fell, clutching it in my left palm.

I get all hypersensitive when I’m going through a crisis. That’s how I noticed that the dark wood had been brushed with a musky-smelling oil. It made it feel a bit warm and wet. I stroked its horned head gently with my thumb. Its yellow eyes were still flashing.

Atticus didn’t have a single scratch on him, but that didn’t stop his high-pitched screaming getting everyone’s attention. I guess his private opera lessons paid off big time.

The nicest girls in my year were saying, ‘Poor Atticus! That Koku kid has serious anger issues . . .’

‘Do you think there’s trouble at home or something?’ Miss Adams whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear.

‘I always knew there was something wrong with Cuckoo . . .’ Mr Stokes, my head of year, replied.

I was in loads of trouble, and I couldn’t even defend myself. The teachers had called a bunch of hench security guards on me.

‘We got a situation over ’ere!’ One of them yelled into a crackly walkie-talkie. ‘One of the little devils has broken into one of the displays in the Frobenius exhibit!’

I wasn’t concentrating on the big guys. I was in a state of pure shock. The only thing that helped was focusing on the tiny sculpture in my hand.

Then Miss Adebayo, the only teacher who could actually say my name right, came over. Her big brown eyes were magnified by the tortoiseshell frames of her glasses. ‘Koku, I know you must have some explanation for this. But we need our history intact so we can understand our past.’ She held out her palm expectantly. ‘Please return the figurine to me before you get in serious trouble.’

A normal person would’ve handed it over. But sometimes I just don’t think things through. And I feel stuff too hard. Harder than most. That’s where all my problems start.

I kept stroking the horns on the doll gently – like a numpty – till it suddenly splintered and cut my thumb.

I looked as a tiny trickle of red ran down my hand – and a thousand silvery whispers slithered into my ear. I shuddered as raspy, wet voices whispered my full name: ‘KOKUMO, E GBA MI O!’

I knew the last part was Yoruba, the language of Olori. Apparently I spoke Yoruba when I was little and I used to live over there, but now I had no clue what it meant.
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My fingers loosened on the oily wood, and the little figure slid right out of my palm. The doll shattered into pieces on the cement floor.

My heart started beating like crazy as shadows seeped out of the broken pieces, dividing into shapes that looked like decapitated people. Others were just floating faces, or backwards legs, or wispy arms with fingers bent all the way back. And then these smoky shadow tendrils began to gather into one colossal, human-like shape.





The dark shadow moved to seat itself on top of the exhibit stand it had been trapped inside.

The rest of its body looked human enough – it wasn’t naked like the doll it came out of – thank God – but it was skinny, like it had been starving for decades, and covered in burnt leaves and white painted spots all over. But its face was something else, man. It made Atticus Sharp look like a supermodel.

Smoke curled around its massive head. I barely came up to its hips. It had streaks of black and red on each cheek that were starting to flake off and long black teeth that were as long as my fingers set in a lopsided grin. Its yellow eyes burned right through me to the back of my skull.

The creature gave me a look that felt like a wink, but its yellow eyes did not move. Even when a dark cloud that looked like a bunch of chewed-up faces settled around its shoulders it didn’t even blink or nothing. The faces stretched their mouths in silent screams: ‘E gba mi ooo! E gba mi oooo!’ the voices whispered desperately.

Centuries-old dust blew right into my face, throwing me into a mad coughing fit. I blinked the stinging wetness from my eyes.

When I next looked up, the creature and the ghostly faces were gone. Just like that.

Replaced by the furious faces of my class screaming my name wrong.
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I was marched back to school by the army of teachers like I’d blown up the museum or something.

As soon as I opened my form-room door, I saw that my uncle was already there, waiting for me. He was wearing his cheap silver suit – it glistened like foil when it caught the light, making him look like an out-of-season Christmas pudding.

‘Mr Tunji!’ Mr Stokes exclaimed. ‘How on earth did you get here so quickly? I was just about to give you a ring and discuss what happened at the museum today.’

‘Ah, don’t worry yourself, sah!’ Uncle Tunji announced, boldly. ‘I knew this day would come. The priest with the power to see into the days of new told me that a spirit would enter this boy in a museum and cause confusion in my life.’

He was just waffling. I bet one of the other teachers rang him when I broke the dumb doll. I slid into the nearest seat – it happened to be Mr Stokes’s fancy desk chair – knowing we’d be here for some time.

‘Right . . .’ Mr Stokes blinked at my uncle and cleared his throat. ‘Well, Mr Tunji, we’re going to have to discuss a suitable punishment for the young man.’

‘You are very right, sah! I will make sure this boy learns sense,’ Uncle Tunji agreed enthusiastically.

‘Cuckoo needs to learn how to control his temper,’ Stokes added, not even bothering to hide his slimy grin. ‘This was meant to be a treat for the children before their summer holidays.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m sure Cuckoo didn’t mean to harm poor Atticus. He’s a well-meaning boy, although he tends to get easily distracted.’

He was nodding after every sentence, like he was expecting me to agree with him. Mr Stokes loved talking down on me. Maybe if he spent the same amount of time on his receding hairline, he wouldn’t look so clapped.

 I wished Miss Adebayo was there: she was the only teacher who actually believed in me.

My uncle tugged his right earlobe down and leaned into me. ‘Koku, your head is not balanced, ee-o.’

I moved back, cause his breath kicks like rotten crayfish and I’m not about that life. When I didn’t respond, he yelled: ‘Ah-ah! Your deafness is first class! Did I send you to school to scatter other people’s property?’ he asked.

Who cares? I thought. It was stolen anyway – how do you think the explorer guy got hold of it?

I just ignored my guy and focused on building a yellow Post-it Note pyramid on the teacher’s desk. Doing anything art related normally calms me down.

‘Gods have mercy on me, ee-o!’ Uncle Tunji said, grabbing his bald head in fake shock. My eyes peeled back like a tangerine whenever he spoke. His screaming was drawing attention – my entire year was pressing their noses up against the glass tryna get a look in.

I sank down in my seat to avoid their glares.

‘You shameless goat!’ My uncle swiped at my Post-it Note fortress, making the papers flutter to the ground. ‘Koku, you are trying to kill me with nonsense upon nonsense, eh?’

 I had no idea why my uncle always thought his life was under threat; if anything, he was the one who was always trying to kill me.

‘I am in soup! O pari o! I am finished!’ Uncle Tunji’s forehead-sweat dripped into his eyes so it looked like he was crying.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but I’m afraid I have no choice but to suspend Cuckoo for the entirety of the next week,’ Mr Stokes said. ‘And you can take the boy home now, as we don’t need any further disruptions today.’

My uncle was scarily quiet on the walk back. The high street was a long, depressing slab of concrete that smelled like chicken, dotted with shops that sold fakes of pretty much anything. Most of them had the audacity to add ‘Premium’ and ‘Luxury’ to their peeling names, like that would somehow make them legit.

We followed the greasy trail all the way home to our flat.

As soon as we got in, Uncle Tunji collapsed into his favourite brown leather recliner chair, which he had positioned right in front of the TV. ‘The time has come for you to spend the summer in Olori,’ he said, bluntly.

 It’s not like our cramped flat above the QFC chicken shop (I reckoned it stood for Questionably Fried Chicken) was anything special, but it was the only home I’d ever known.

‘I don’t wanna spend summer there. I’m begging you man, please let me stay!’ I pleaded with him, trying not to be disgusted by the way he kicked his sandals off, revealing his curling toenails. As annoying as he was, my uncle was the only sort of family I had. He wasn’t even my real uncle – he’s a friend of my family who agreed to adopt me and bring me to the UK after my mum died during the war in Olori.

I only have one, faint memory of Olori: of some annoying, lanky kid who used to flick my ears. I can’t even remember what their face looked like.

‘I’ll do anything! I’ll even do my homework and . . . and I’ll never make you into a meme again!’ I begged.

‘What is “meeemumu”?’ my uncle yelled.

‘Well, it’s—’ I tried to explain.

‘Stop this nonsense!’ he interrupted. ‘Listen, and listen well, Àbíkú.’

I braced myself as soon as he called me ‘Àbíkú’. He only said that when he was properly mad. He once told me that Àbíkús are demon spirits that trap the souls of kids in a dark forest so they can terrorise their parents by inhabiting their bodies. Àbíkú kids are supposed to be more annoying than regular ones cause they’re mischievous and got attitude problems and all that. Apparently, if an Àbíkú substitutes for your real kid, there’s nothing you can do until the soul-stealer swaps back.

Uncle Tunji thinks everyone has got some kind of evil magic in them. According to my man, his last boss was possessed, which is how he lost his last job, and before that his first four wives were all witches with crazy powers, which was why it didn’t work out with any of them.

I ain’t like my guy. I know those are just excuses for his lameness. I don’t believe in magic.

Like, yeah, for a moment I wondered if the ghostly spirits I saw in the museum were real. But there’s no way, cause if magic was real, I could just use it to get rid of my sickle cell or something.

‘Kokumo, since you were a small cockroach I knew this day would come. I started making preparations for your visit to Olori long long ago.’

I shuddered at my whole name being said aloud. It reminded me of the voices whispering in the museum. If someone uses your full name, it means they are ready to rip you a new one – and my name means, ‘Don’t die any more,’ in Yoruba.

It’s actually peak. Before the ghost mandem started calling out my name, the last time I remembered being called anything other than Koku was when I was in the hospital for the longest time.

The thing is that everyone, even the hardest guys, are scared of dying. But most people don’t have to think about it till they get all wrinkly. My life ain’t promised, though, cause my own body tries to kill me on the daily.

‘We can inform the plane of your condition so they can help you,’ Uncle Tunji added, more softly this time, as if he could read my thoughts. ‘Now pass me the remote control!’ he demanded, gesturing to the device on his armrest, which was literally one inch away from his fingertips. As soon as I handed it over, he turned on his show with the shouty preacher guy on it and sent me away.

Wasteman.
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