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Praise for Kòkú Àkànbí:

‘Epic storytelling with a sharp wit. I love Kòkú!’

Louie Stowell,

author of Loki: A Bad God’s Guide to Being Good

‘Sharp, witty, original and thrilling.’

Guardian

‘Kòkú Àkànbí is a thrilling fantasy adventure. There’s plenty of action, laugh out loud moments – and a super-strong voice. A great read!’

G.M. Linton,

author of My Name is Sunshine Simpson

‘Kòkú Àkànbí is a triumph of epic proportions! Exciting, adventurous and enlightening, this is a quest you will not want to miss …’

Maz Evans,

author of Who Let the Gods Out?
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For Yemi Oluwatoyin Tawose, my mum, lifesaver and Moin Moin connoisseur




Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.

– Harriet Tubman
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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



	Ọ̀ṣun:
	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

Lẹ̀gbá

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.
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I was meant to go back to Olori this summer, but my red blood cells had other ideas. I’ve got this condition called sickle cell, which is when your blood cells are badly built, like my Uncle Tunji’s head shape. My red blood cells can’t even hold oxygen the right way, so I get sick whenever my blood gets stuck in my veins.

I got the worst crisis ever over the summer. This one got me shook, I can’t lie. I was playing FIFA one minute, then boom! I was on the floor, invisible knives stabbing me all over my body, attacking my joints.

I spent my whole summer holiday, and the first month and a half of school, getting blood transfusions instead of travelling back to Olori. It’s so bad, I developed jaundice – that’s when you’ve got too many old blood cells swimming about in your body. It makes your eyes yellow like you’ve scribbled them in with a highlighter pen. Now my entire face looks like the edge of something: it’s all pointy ears and sharp cheekbones. And the scariest part about my illness is I’ll never know how much time I have left.

I needed to go back to Olori cause it’s the land of my birth and my uncle has always been kinda weird about my origins. I guess it makes sense cause Olori has got chosen people who are born with magic powers inherited from Òrìṣà gods. Those mandem can breathe fire and turn into animals and all sorts. They keep their power secret from the rest of the world. My uncle didn’t even tell me about the powers I got from being the last living survivor of a darkness-controlling tribe. And he definitely didn’t mention me having a soul-controlling demon dad called Lẹ̀gbá, either.

He says he keeps secrets to keep me safe. So it’s kinda funny how I ended up almost getting cheffed up differently by some assassin with a soul-swallowing sword last summer.

If I didn’t have powerful friends, I would’ve been done out here – Osoosi is this girl my age with the power to shapeshift into any animal on the planet, but spends most of her time as a hyena. Moremi is one of the best martial artists in Olori, she uses her magical braids to punch you up with no warning.

Last summer we went on the maddest adventure in a forbidden jungle so we could return night to Olori. I got sent back to London afterwards, and my mates got invited to stay with the fire-breathing chief of the Ṣàngó tribe. From what my uncle let on, the chief had bare Ps. So my friends were living lavish, while I was stuck in a hospital bed in the UK.

I missed my mates a lot. And I was dying to learn more about my tribe. All the answers were hiding in Olori – and I didn’t get the answers I needed about my mum last time, either. The only person who knew her properly, the Araba priest who taught me how to use my powers, is dead and gone.

All I have of my mum is one photo where she’s laughing with her mouth open, with her arm around the priest guy. What if I never got well enough to travel back and find out more about her?

My iPhone buzzed, jolting me out of my miserable thoughts. The rectangular glass screen flashed with the words ‘Attitude Problem’ with a warning sign emoji next to it. My mood brightened instantly. I sat up straight and needles pinched at my skin. I was getting better, but it still hurt to move. My eyelids tightened as I accepted the video call.

‘Ayy, Moremi, you alright, fam?’ I asked. A fat smile stretched the corners of my lips. The screen was dark. Scuffling noises blared down the phone instead, followed by some serious thumping and yelling. That was weird. ‘Oi, what’s going on over there, and where’s Osoosi?’ I asked.

‘Yaa!’ someone yelled in the background. I had no clue where Moremi was taking the call and I couldn’t see nothing, but it sounded like a fight was breaking out in the middle of some lit party. I wished I was there. I loved watching other people get in fights.

‘How you dey? I hear say you go hospital. How is your health?’ Moremi asked, her voice muffled by the yelling. Even though my camera was off, it felt like she could see into the hospital.

My cheeks burned.

‘I’m good man, trust. What’s Osoosi saying anyway? Is she with you?’ I asked, changing the topic.

Moremi’s voice got swallowed up by the whoosh of crackling wind and the sound of drums that went gidi-gba-gidi-gon-gidi-gbababa and a guy with a deep voice yelling ‘Yaa!’ every five seconds.

‘What’s happening over there?’ I had to yell cause she was clearly outside somewhere. Yelling made the crisis pain worse. And it’s cringe, like when my Uncle Tunji threatens broadband companies on the phone with ‘spiritual warfare’ when our bill gets too high.

‘Yaa!’ The voice interrupted again, this time with a wet smack. It sounded like an insanely moisturised man slapping their bare chest. Eww. The mental image made me shiver.

‘What’s Osoosi saying?’ I repeated.

‘Osoosi don lose her mind patapata.’ Moremi kissed her teeth for an incredibly long time.

Osoosi usually spams our group WhatsApp with dead memes. The last time we talked was two weeks ago – I was encouraging her to work on her alligator. Last I heard, she only got the tail right.

‘She say you talk to her and make her ready for fight,’ Moremi said.

‘Fight? What do you mean fight?’ I chewed out the words.

Moremi kissed her teeth again. ‘After we return night to Olori, the king suspended Chief Inaki for allowing someone into Jujuland to bring the darkness back. The king has now removed the chief title from Inaki and one of his useless sons has it. They no allow Inaki and Osoosi to stay in Aganjù again. That is why we have been staying in Ṣàngó territory with the two of them. I try to speak sense to her, but she no go listen. Osoosi wants to take the chief title back by force.’

My stomach turned into an endless pit. Osoosi had been kicked out of her tribe and her dad, Inaki, had lost his chief title and it was all my fault. Last year there was only one hour of night left in Olori. The King tried to destroy night forever by sending a madman with a soul-swallowing sword to destroy a black diamond known as the Night Stone. My friends helped me sneak into the jungle, but I was the one that figured out how to use it to bring darkness back. Moremi switched the video call around to her side so I could see her face, her full lips pressed into a deep frown and her almond eyes narrowed darkly. ‘Talk true, or I will find a way to give you an international beating.’ Her magic braids were wrapped into thick knots all around her head. They vibrated menacingly, the way they usually did when she used them to slap me for no reason whatsoever. ‘Did you encourage Osoosi to challenge her older brother to a Gidigbo fight for the chief title?’

‘Nah, I didn’t say nothing, I swear down,’ I protested. I swiped through my last convo with Osoosi with sweaty fingers. My last reply was still blue ticked.


You can fight any of the Aganjù mandem and win, don’t watch that.



Oh.

‘Turn on your camera and talk true, mumu!’ Moremi’s eyes folded into neat black lines.

I scrubbed the sleep out of my eyes and pressed the video button. My eyes were still yellow from the jaundice, but it’s not like there was anything I could do about that.

‘I u-uhhh—’ I stuttered. I didn’t know what to say. Moremi’s dangerous eye contact made the back of my neck tingle. ‘Your hair’s different,’ I said, mostly to distract her from threatening me, but also cause it was true. Moremi used to have her braids all loose and they would stick up in different directions, but now they were looped around her head in Bantu knots. You could see more of her face that way. ‘I’m not gonna lie, it’s actually alright, you know.’

Two knots at the front of Moremi’s head stretched out into shoulder-length braids, curled into fists, then a middle finger popped up on each one.

‘Wow,’ I said drily, changing Moremi’s contact name to ‘Super Toxic’ and adding a vat of radioactive fluid near the name box.

‘I go show you pepper when you return to Olori,’ Moremi said menacingly. ‘But first come and eye this thing, sha.’ She zoomed out so I could finally see what was going on out there.

I glared at the screen. It was insane how much I could see through Moremi’s phone – Olori tech really was built different. Swathes of colourful people jostled through feathery grass. There were loads of Aganjù guys in orange, holding giant spears; and I shivered watching the terrifying, bald-headed Ògún goons stomping by in their metal armour and pierced faces. The Ọya people glided by in their purple ankara prints. Ọ̀ṣun ladies shimmied in long yellow dresses, their dazzling skin sparkling in the sweltering sun, along with bare-chested Ṣàngó guys chasing them in fiery red sokoto trousers. I even saw Babalú aunties with sagging gele headwraps. There were seven tribes in total, since mine had been wiped out, and they were all represented at the fight, wearing their colours, except one.

I didn’t see anyone wearing white yet – that was the Rùnmí tribe colour – and I scanned the bustling crowd that circled around four fearsome totem poles that jutted out of the earth for white, flowing robes and ultra-serious faces.

I got distracted by the totem poles themselves for a hot second – they showed animals in a state of battle. There was a crocodile gnashing its teeth around an ox, an owl leaping into flight with a lizard in its talons, a lion pouncing on a buffalo. I was drawn to the tallest one on the end cause it looked sick – a pack of panthers stacked on top of each other, crushing a snake with their hind legs.

‘Shey you go look Osoosi for eye now, abi?’ Moremi asked.

I peered into the middle of the arena, where a dark line wet the earth in a wide circle. It bubbled the soil like lava. Smoke wafted upwards in waves.

That was so extra. And if that wasn’t enough, there was a group of orange-wearing Aganjù mandem holding spears to keep the crowd back.

When the smoke cleared, I saw two figures in the centre – an overgrown teenager with a giant afro, slapping his bare chest, and a short bouncy girl with three afro puffs in an orange outfit covered with feathers – that had to be Osoosi! And the guy tenderising his chest like it was a slab of beef had to be Osoosi’s oldest brother, Sebe.

He tried to behead me over dinner last year.

‘Yaa!’ Sebe grunted, working himself up into a frenzy, stomping at a dizzying speed. The more Moremi zoomed in, the more I saw these raised scar lines marked into his chest.

I could see that Moremi was standing behind the totem poles, with the purple-wearing Ọya peeps.

Osoosi’s tribe, the Aganjù, were at the front of the crowd. Then I finally saw one guy wearing a white hooded agbada robe. They stood calmly inside the arena, just behind the painted circle, smoke wafting around them like an eerie spirit.

‘Who is that?’ I asked Moremi.

I had the Araba priest as my mentor last summer, and he was the most powerful man from the Rùnmí tribe; when his eyes flashed white, that meant he was reading my mind. The mysterious Rùnmí brudda’s eyes didn’t flash, but when the sunlight hit their agbada robes, the lace sparkled like it had been coated in toothpaste. Seriously, how did my man get it that white? I hoped he’d share the secret so I could use it on my Air Force 1s.

I didn’t get no answer. The screen on Moremi’s side blurred as she barged her way to the front to give me a good view. ‘Osoosi!’ Moremi yelled, managing to slink past a couple spearheaded Aganjù goons with shanks long enough to poke your brains out.

The robed Rùnmí man turned slowly. The smoke from the bubbling soil wafted up, erasing the Rùnmí man’s features.

‘Osoosi!’ Moremi yelled again, standing on her tiptoes outside the painted circle.

‘Oi, Osoosi!’ I joined in.

Osoosi’s flashing orange eyes dimmed and returned to their regular colour once she caught sight of us. ‘Oga-boss, Koku!’ she yelled breathlessly, running towards the camera. As usual she angled it nose-first. Hot steam fogged up the lens.

Once the steam cleared, I peeped her outfit – she had way more charms in her hair than usual, there were bare peacock feathers on her shoulders and razor-sharp cuffs on her wrists and ankles – this was more intense than her birthday fit.

‘This day determines my fate. I am glad my friends are here to wish me well,’ Osoosi said, in the most formal tone I’d ever heard her use. ‘Koku, you must forgive me for missing your message; I have been training since we talk last. You gave me strength to face my big brother.’

My insides tied into the maddest knots.

‘Osoosi, you must get small sense for your head.’ Moremi spoke slowly, so Osoosi could lip-read. Osoosi had to lean close with her good ear and squint proper hard before she figured out what Moremi was on about. ‘This your brother is five years your senior and he has won every Gidigbo fight. Why don’t you let me join you in this battle? Together we—’

‘O se gan-an, I thank you,’ Osoosi said, her bushy brows flattened into a serious expression. ‘But I must do this on my own if I am truly to become the next chief of my tribe, and—’

‘That is enough rubbish talk-talk!’ Sebe yelled, slapping the scars on his chest. Fluorescent orange light covered his body in swooping, swirling patterns. His outfit was even more outrageous than Osoosi’s – a huge raffia straw skirt that shook like leaves during a thunderstorm. ‘Listen and listen well!’ Sebe’s chest heaved mightily as he addressed the mystery man in the white robe. Orange paint dripped into his eyes like sweat. ‘I am Sebe Ashagidibi, the Aganjù chief. I am here to defend my title against this mannerless worm that refuses to pay respect to her elder. Our disgraced father, who was exiled for crimes against our nation, indulged her nonsense for too long.’

Mystery man nodded wordlessly.

‘Osoosi, carry yourself from this place!’ Moremi called out in warning.

Osoosi turned her back and walked back into the arena. She strode past the robed guy and past the smoky line, right into the centre and turned to address the crowd.

‘Everything I go do,’ Osoosi said, raising a clenched fist in the air, ‘I do for my tribe. Be eni, Sebe, you get many more moons than me, but the spirit of Aganjù is alive inside me.’

‘Yaa!’ The Aganjù spearheads’ throaty yells twisted into one voice.

Dust curled around Osoosi’s feet as she crouched down. Moremi zoomed in so I could see better – the quality got a bit fuzzier but I saw most of it. The man in the robe stepped back, dissolving in the smoke.

A steady drumbeat resounded. It got faster and faster when the man in the white robe raised his arm. His billowing sleeve swung like a flag as he brought it down.

Sebe struck lightning-fast, chest heaving, veins bulging, at Osoosi, swinging his fists.

Osoosi ducked low, swerving his blows. She moved on the balls of her feet like she was dancing as she shuffled from side to side, ducking his grip. As soon as Sebe went for her middle, she drew a quick air sign and then used his shoulders to lever herself into the air, transforming into a hyena as she flipped over him, landing on all fours.

‘Yes, Osoosi, you can do this!’ I slammed my fist down hard. I had my fingers crossed so tightly it hurt. Together, we had fought man-eating monsters, survived Mami Wata trying to drown us, and went on a trip to a forest filled with a thousand spirits. Osoosi had what it took to win this.

‘Enough of this play-play, let us dance the Aganjù way.’ Sebe patted his scars, and a bright orange triangular pattern sparked to life in front of his chest. His eyes flashed and tribal patterns tattooed his neck and arms. White fur sprouted over his skin.

Osoosi started drawing her own pattern too, her spotted hyena paws traced a looping shape, and the air began to glow; but before she could finish, a wolf the size of a Range Rover pounced on her.

Moremi gasped, dropping the phone. My hands shook and sharp electric bolts zapped through my bloodstream. My screen turned black for a moment till Moremi held it up again with trembling hands.

Razor-sharp fangs hovered over Osoosi’s neck, forcing her back into her original human form. Ragged claws pierced her cheeks as the mega wolf trapped her in place.

Osoosi twisted and turned, orange sand coating her cheeks as her hairy wolf brother held her by the neck in the dirt. Her hands dug into the earth as she writhed frantically, trying to escape, her skin purpling as her eyes looked like they were gonna burst out of their sockets.

The crowd was silent. Moremi and I held a shared breath over the phone.

‘Osoosi, get up!’ I yelled, ignoring the sharpness that tinged the edge of my words.

Osoosi didn’t move, but her hands kept tapping the dirt. Then a giant pattern lit the entire arena. Now Osoosi’s tapping made sense: she had been drawing an Òrìṣà pattern to use her powers.

Sebe growled as Osoosi started to change underneath him. Her afro puffs disappeared and her face vanished. A shimmering green alligator tail wrapped around Sebe and yanked him away.

‘Yes, Osoosi!’ I yelled, as Sebe was made to return to his human form.

I had to make sure I wasn’t bugging for the next part. Sebe slapped his chest like a madman. Every bit of scarred skin started glowing like crazy till his whole body was on fire. Once he was done, he shifted into so many animals my eyes couldn’t even keep up.

He jumped and landed as a cheetah. The air burst into luminous orange fire. His golden hind legs rippled with muscle and the moment they flexed he had already cut through the air, sprouted eagle wings, swooped and lifted Osoosi sky high. Her desperate screams grew louder as he changed into a ginormous white wolf mid-air and slammed her down hard.

Osoosi trembled in a heap on the dusty ground and Sebe towered over her, the white fur slowly sinking back into his skin.

‘You must stop this!’ Moremi turned to the guy in the white robe. ‘Please! E joo!’

The stranger turned slowly, his face a shadow of nothing.

‘Osoosi, say something! Are you okay?’ I shouted into the phone, but no one answered.

Osoosi had to be alright. I had made a promise to protect my friends no matter what. But I was on the other side of the world stuck in hospital, totally useless.

Static whooshed through my veins as my undead powers suddenly activated. My closed fist opened wide and my arms jerked out in front of me. ‘What are you on?’ I asked out loud. But the more I willed the ghosts to stop the more my hospital bed started shaking, and the wires plugged into my wrists started jumping about like mad as dark shadows crawled out of my palms. There was no stopping them now.

Zombified arms with dark, decaying fingernails shot right out of my hands and sank into the phone screen.

‘Goddess Ọya is my witness!’ Moremi’s breath hitched as an invisible force only I could see burst through the screen and parted the crowds.

As soon as the ghost hands passed through the phone screen, an eletric buzz danced around my fingertips and I regained feeling in my arms again. I dropped the phone and leaned it against a glass of water so I could see clearly. I noticed that the shadow arms copied my movements.

[image: Moremi holds up her mobile phone. Ghost hands flow out of the screen, punching Sebe. Osoosi lies on the ground with one hand up to protect herself.]
Maybe I could help Osoosi out from my hospital bed, I thought.

I made shoving motions, and long, grisly undead arms shoved through the solid mass of warriors and forced their way to where Sebe was hovering over Osoosi, then they stopped.

I waited for Sebe to pounce and I swung the way Moremi had taught me. My arm moved in a smooth arc and landed a phantom uppercut to his jaw.

Sebe staggered back. ‘What … what kind of juju is this?’ he gasped.

As he stumbled over his own feet, the shadow arm disintegrated into fine black ash. The electric feeling vanished, leaving me light-headed, as if I just ran up a couple flights of stairs without stopping.
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