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            Chapter 1

            The All-Seeing Eye
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         The luminous green eye of the Beast never took its gaze off Yomi. Its deep intensity captured her and refused to let her go. She stared it down in some sort of competition. Did she dare risk it? She’d gotten away with it before, so why not once more…

         Yomi gave in, unable to deny its allure, and picked up the Beast Atlas, the ultimate guide to Nkara, the powerful Beasts that roamed the African continent. She swung its metal cover open, ready to dive into its secrets. Trying to keep watch on the door too, she soon got lost in the book. Every time she read its pages, she felt the world expand a little more around her.

         On the plane to Senegal, before landing in the 8city of Thiès, she had started reading through the Beast Atlas. Now, once again braving the book’s knowing, all-seeing green eye, Yomi could almost hear its warning to tread carefully if she went any further. She couldn’t help but wonder if the Beast Atlas was alive. She could have sworn the eye’s pupil moved back and forth as if watching her.

         “Whoaaaaa!” Kayode clapped his hands, flipping through the most recent volume of Arabella Carter.

         “You’re supposed to be working, not reading!” Yomi pointed at him as he tried to hide behind the comic but then he realized what she was doing.

         “Well, you’re reading the atlas!” Kayode argued.

         “Fine, I’ll stop. But we need to get back to the job Uncle Olu told us to do. We need to be more serious, Kay. We are members of the Sacred Beast League now.”

         Their uncle was a key member of the S.B.L., and worked as a Nkara researcher at the Mikosi Institute. Since joining the League they had learned about its other departments, including the Investigation Division, Beast Consultancy and 9Management, Science Division, and Artifact and Relic Operations, but there were more that Yomi was keen to find out about.

         “We’re on this trip to help Uncle with his research, which means organizing his notes before he gets back.” Yomi held up the files. They had been in Senegal for two weeks now and the notes kept getting longer.

         “But I’ve just got to the good bit. Arabella is about to enter a dormant volcano in Costa Rica,” Kayode groaned, using a bookmark to save his place.
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         10He picked up an enormous pile of papers, which had a mixture of vivid-coloured rocks on the front. “There are so many!” Kayode shuffled through the jumbled pages, putting them into order. “I don’t know how Uncle is going to put all of this into one presentation.”

         “Uncle is the smartest guy we know, he’ll figure it out,” Yomi answered before sighing. “I thought now we’re members, we would get to go to cool places and see loads of amazing things. All we’ve done is sort through paperwork! We haven’t done anything. No adventures. No new Nkara,” she complained.

         “At least we haven’t been eaten,” Kayode chimed in. “I’m happy to be a S.B.L. member but I do not want to get swallowed whole.”

         Yomi crossed her arms. “If we get eaten, you have permission to be angry.”

         “It will be your fault if we do get eaten so I’ll remember you said that!”

         “At least nothing can eat us in here.” Yomi waved around them. “This safe room is uncrackable.” She repeated Uncle Olu’s words from earlier, looking at the four walls which contained several locked boxes built into them. “Maybe if we finish the work quickly, we’ll be able to explore!”12

         “Moonstones and instruments come up a million times,” Kayode read from the pages, ignoring her.

         “Uncle wants to find out more about them both and so do I! All it says in the atlas is that some Nkara know how to use these instruments for special purposes.” It was possible that Yomi hadn’t gotten to the section on Yinza – moon magic – yet. It was like the atlas expanded every time she read it.

         Yomi looked at the pages spread out in front of her. She categorized the notes by country: Lesotho, Zambia, Senegal, Chad, South Africa. Reading the notes was giving her a headache – their uncle’s handwriting looked like he was trying to outrun a speeding roller coaster!

         The next pile of notes she had to organize were stamped with the word “instrument” in dark purple print. Yomi sorted through page after page of different instruments such as weapons, gemstones, books, clothing and other equipment.

         “What does all of this mean?” she questioned. She turned back to the notes for Senegal and flicked through them until she stumbled on a page covered with illustrations.

         “Ils sont si beaux!” Yomi’s eyes widened, almost dropping the page.13

         “What are beautiful?” Kayode poked his head up from what he was reading.

         “The Yumboes.” Yomi held out the sketch to Kayode who came closer to inspect. “Look at them, Kay.” A small group of fairies were flying down from the trees. Each one shone with the brightness of diamonds. Their skin was the colour of pearls, their hair a radiant silver colour that reached down past their waists.

         “What does the Beast Atlas say about Yumboes?” Kay asked.

         “I don’t think I’ve got that far. Let me find the page.” Yomi opened up the metallic book once again, dashing through the pages until she found them.
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         14“Goree Island… Isn’t that where Uncle went yesterday?” Kayode remembered.

         “Where we weren’t allowed to go,” Yomi huffed, annoyed with their uncle’s insistence they stay in Thiès.

         “It’s probably for the best – you would have only gotten us into some kind of trouble,” Kayode replied.

         “No, I wouldn’t—” Yomi stopped herself, remembering what had happened in The Gambia when they rescued Ninki Nanka, the Dragon King. “I just want to see a Yumboe.”

         “Well, that’s not happening, no one knows where they are! And they’re powerful – check out the Yumboe queen lifting up that tree in one of those pictures.” Kayode pointed back to the atlas.

         “Fairies must be stronger than they look,” Yomi theorized. She was intrigued by these creatures. “I am going to find one, Kay. I’m going to make it happen, one way or another.”
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            Chapter 2

            The Legend of the Yumboes
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         The door to the safe room slid open and Uncle Olu stepped inside, while speaking on a phone. Kayode quickly slipped his comic under the chair.

         “See you at the presentation tomorrow.” Olu finished the call then stashed the phone in one of his many pockets.

         Yomi’s gaze was drawn to the silver container tucked underneath their uncle’s arm. It was covered in locks, bolts and padlocks – it had to contain a secret.

         “What’s in there?” Yomi couldn’t take her eyes off it.

         Olu gave her a smile. “Magic. Do you want to see?” He placed the case on the room’s long table. With utmost care, he unlocked the padlocks and 16opened it, then beckoned them to look inside. But when she did, Yomi was confused.
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         17“Rocks?” Kayode was disappointed and Yomi felt the same. It wasn’t what she’d expected when their uncle said magic, but then her eyes landed on a much smaller bronze box beside the coloured rocks.

         “Uncle, what’s that?” Yomi asked.

         Olu laughed before pocketing the container, almost teasing her. “It’s a surprise for my presentation tomorrow. I’ve been working on it with the technicians in the Science Division. I know you guys don’t always like my talks but I guarantee you’ll both love this one.”

         Uncle Olu’s job as a Nkara researcher took him all over Africa and for their summer holiday, Yomi and Kayode had joined him on the adventure, which had included saving a Dragon King. But since then it had mainly just been helping with his work!

         “I’m guessing these aren’t ordinary rocks then?” Yomi asked.

         They were about the size of golf balls. Some were curved, some crooked, some even coiled. Some fell into more natural shapes like prisms, 18cubes, spheres, even pyramids. Each one possessed its own unique style.

         “Not rocks – moonstones,” Uncle Olu corrected. “Moonstones are an instrument of the moon and they burn with Yinza.”

         “Can I touch them?” Yomi asked.

         “Go ahead,” Olu encouraged.

         Yomi and Kayode put their hands on the stones. They felt warm, like they were on fire.

         “What can moonstones do?” Yomi asked.

         “All sorts of things: heal, build, destroy, and so much more, which is what we are here to understand.”

         “Can we use one?” Yomi asked. Kayode coughed loudly. Yomi tweaked her question. “I mean, a safe one.”

         Uncle Olu’s hand dangled over the stones before he settled on one that was dark grey in colour.

         “I guess a small demonstration can’t hurt. Close the door first. The S.B.L. put special plates in the wall and doors to seal Yinza magic inside.”

         They dragged the door shut, while Olu put the 19box to one side. He asked Yomi and Kayode to get behind him, creating space in the centre of the room.

         “OK, here we go,” Olu began. “Ngelaw orage.” He repeated the words in Wolof three times before a gust rushed through the room in the shape of a spiral. It picked up speed and power in a matter of microseconds, tearing through the room. Yomi felt as if they were caught up in a tornado and had to cover her ears.

         The walls vibrated, everything inside the safe shaking fanatically and adding to the chorus of noise. Their uncle’s papers danced around them and Yomi saw the drawing of the Yumboes flap past her. All their hard work undone in a matter of seconds.

         “It took us hours to organize those!” Kayode shouted to Yomi over the frenzy of the windstorm.

         “We should have put them away before we started this,” Yomi shouted back at him. Kay nodded sadly as the hurricane-like winds whipped across the room.20
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         21Uncle Olu gave a last command and the windstorm came to a stop, the rumble in the room dying as quickly as it had come to life. He surveyed the room and turned back to them. Kayode’s hair was astrew and some of Yomi’s hair beads had come free.

         “That was stronger than I thought it would be.” Uncle Olu smiled.

         “That was kind of scary but epic too.” Kayode combed his hair back into place.

         “So, that is Yinza,” Yomi declared.

         “Only a taste of it. Moonstones can do all sorts of incredible things: cause floods, start fires, power storms,” Uncle Olu explained.

         “How did you get these?” Kayode asked.

         “Most moonstones end up on the Earth like meteorites,” Uncle Olu answered.

         “Where do you find them?” Yomi enquired.

         “We have special teams who search for them. Moonstones land all over the continent. They seem drawn to Africa for some reason.”

         “And the S.B.L. keeps them safe,” Yomi said.

         “We keep lots of special things here in the safe 22rooms in our buildings, including anything Yinza-related we’ve found over the years,” Olu explained, putting the container in one of the safes in the wall. “Now back to my paperwork.” He flicked through the pages that hadn’t been muddled by the storm. “You guys have done a brilliant job putting these in order.”

         “We have been working extremely hard.” Yomi exchanged a knowing smile with Kayode.

         “For being such amazing assistants, I have a small present for you both.” Uncle Olu dived into his multitude of pockets and pulled out two small bags of cookies. He gave one to each of them.

         “Cinq centimes,” Uncle said.

         “Five cents,” Yomi translated before taking one from the bag. The butter cookies were layered with peanut butter, with a sprinkle of sugar and crushed peanuts. She bit into it and smiled.

         Kayode had already eaten three of his. “Really good,” he commented, leaning over to take one of Yomi’s. She dodged his attempt.

         “Have you found anything interesting in there?” 23Olu gestured his head towards the Beast Atlas, not hidden well underneath the large stack of files on the table.

         “Yumboes,” Yomi announced.

         “They’re definitely interesting! We only have one photo of them in our records.” Olu rummaged through a pile of papers and showed them a photograph where the Nkara looked truly irate they had been caught on camera.

         “Nkara don’t like to be seen. Especially Sacred ones,” Yomi confirmed.

         “The Yumboes are mysterious but friendly… Well, they are to their friends,” Uncle Olu said.

         “Do you have any idea where to find them?” Yomi asked.

         “S.B.L. have searched Goree Island many times but there’s never any trace of them,” Olu said. “We’re pretty sure they don’t live there any more. And we have been looking in different places for years but they continue to evade us.”

         “Maybe they don’t want to be found,” Kayode suggested.24

         “That’s probably it, but we’re worried about them, and whether their protections are strong enough.”

         “Why do they need to be protected?” Yomi asked.

         Uncle Olu looked at her with a serious expression on his face. “The Beast Hunters. They are everywhere. Never forget that, Yomi.”
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