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CHAPTER ONE


Sand is lodged in my telekinetic hair! A long, thick, coily strand the shade of midnight drifts across my face, blocking my view of the crystal-clear sea stretching out before me. Its foamy waves lap against the soft white sand that cushions my feet, while the sun warms my skin. I can feel its heat even with the tall palm trees looming above me. Their vibrant green fronds sway in the gentle breeze as they curve protectively round the coconuts clustered beneath them. Using Ike, my special superpower, I pull the loose strand of hair back up into the bun on top of my head just by thinking about it. A loud whoop comes from somewhere in the water and I turn in the direction of the noise.


Ibeno Beach in Nigeria is the longest sand beach in West Africa, but today it’s deserted except for the four of us. I spy my friends Hassan and Niyì immediately. Both dressed in swimming trunks, Niyì, the taller and broader of the two, reaches towards Hassan to try to dunk him in the calm Atlantic Ocean. Hassan slips away easily, his onyx-coloured skin gleaming like a polished pebble.


Suddenly, Niyì’s hand darts out and an icy blast shoots from it, solidifying on top of the water in a long oval shape. He climbs on quickly and balances on his very own surfboard of superpowered ice, which isn’t easily melted or broken. Niyì is a cryo-emitter. He’s also a bit of a show-off.


Not to be beaten, Hassan lifts his hand and a yellow bubble of energy forms round him instantly. His Ike is energy emission, and he usually uses his energy fields to turn invisible and avoid trouble. Not today though. Instead, he levitates above the water and a triumphant grin blooms on his face as he manoeuvres the energy field around Niyì in a strange game of water tag. Another shout of joy from Hassan has me itching to join them. My swimming skills have improved in the seven months since my powers first surfaced when I saved my best friend, Cheyenne, in a pool back in London.


A quick glance at the girl beside me tells me it’s probably not a good idea to follow the boys into the water. Light brown legs peek out from a pair of yellow shorts, the outfit completed by a matching top. Adanna’s even lighter brown locs are pulled into a high bun, and her hawk-eyed attention is fixed on the green-and-white device resting in the sand in front of her. It looks like a giant boomerang, except it has four robotic legs and solar panels cover its surface. Adanna’s busy hands tinker with a tangle of multicoloured wires spilling out of an open panel in the side of the device. The look of concentration on her face would better suit an adult, not the teenage girl before me.


We’re all the same age, but Adanna’s a genius, so everything she does and says feels old. Above her, a drone hovers, its blades whirring as it keeps a protective watch over its creator. Adanna is a technopath and a synaesthetic empath, which basically means she can control technology as well as sense emotions. It makes being her friend very interesting.


‘I know we’re here to work, but you could try relaxing for once,’ I finally say with a sigh.


‘I am relaxed.’ Adanna’s fingers don’t stop moving, her face twisted in thought. ‘You do remember we’re not actually at Ibeno Beach, right?’ Her hand lifts, waving towards our beautiful surroundings. ‘No matter how real this all looks.’


She’s right, as usual. Everything around us, from the bright blue water to the pale sand, is a holographic projection. It looks, feels and smells so real, though, that for a brief moment I’d forgotten we were still at the Academy of the Sun, a special school for genetically enhanced children like us – or Solari, as we’re otherwise known. We’re in the Holographic Offensive Multisensory Environment, to be precise, or HOME. It’s where we learn how to harness our special superpower that’s categorized in one of four ways – Psionics, Emitters, Transformers and Enhancers.


Seven months ago, I was a regular kid living in London with my mum. Okay, maybe not regular, because of how big my hair is. Reaching almost to my bum, the thick mass of tight coils is currently styled in braided bantu knots. But my life changed completely when my mum dropped the bomb that I was a Psionic Solari. We returned to Nigeria, the technologically advanced country where my parents are from, and went to the Academy of the Sun. Since then, I’ve discovered my long-lost father and an aunt, who are both Solari. I also helped save the academy from its evil former head teacher, Dr Dòyìnbó.


The four of us uncovered his plot to turn Solari into his very own army in an attempt to take control of Nigeria. We had help from a band of Rogue Solari called Òmìnira, who had been trying to stop him for years. We’re united now, Òmìnira and Solari, and are determined to undo all the harm Dr Dòyìnbó caused. Niyì, Hassan, Adanna and I form Nchebe, a group dedicated to protecting the academy and seeking out new Solari wherever they’re discovered. It’s been a lot to deal with, which is why we need a holiday. Adanna, however, doesn’t seem to agree.


She closes the panel on the device and stands, brushing the sand from her cotton shorts. Her gaze shifts to the water and the two boys still playing amongst the waves.


‘DAMI, activate ADA Rescue protocol,’ Adanna says in a firm voice.


There’s no answer from the AI that controls everything at the academy. I only know Adanna’s command has been received when the clear blue sky above us suddenly darkens as angry clouds appear out of nowhere. A new chill fills the air, and I shiver at the sharp breeze now lashing me, picking up sand as it rushes towards the calm sea. The water responds to this attack in a defensive shrug, waves rising quickly in answering fury. Adanna has called up a storm, just as she’d planned.


I search for Hassan and Niyì in the water. Niyì’s ice surfboard glides through it, cutting through the surging waves. Hassan is right beside him in his protective bubble, weaving through the water as the boys make their way back to the safety of the shore. Suddenly, the sea beneath Niyì begins to churn, bubbling like a pot boiling over. The violent movement shatters the ice surfboard and Niyì disappears, swallowed into the depths of the raging water. I suck in a sharp breath as the seconds tick by, until at last his head surfaces and he grabs hold of a broken piece of his board still floating on the surface.


Nearby, Hassan too is struggling, barely able to keep his protective shield in place as the massive waves crash into him. I don’t move, even though my Ike rises to the surface and my hair drifts outwards, ready to spring into action.


Finally, Adanna blinks, and the drone above her rises higher in the air, its blades whirring as it surges forward, speeding towards the sea. She blinks again, her eyes adjusting to the video feed from the drone beaming straight into her brain. Its camera lens is now acting as her eyes through the power of her Ike. When the drone reaches Niyì, it stops directly above him as if waiting for further instructions.


Another blink, and this time the white-and-green device still resting on the sand flares to life. Its little legs scuttle forward at an unexpected speed, and when it hits the water, they retract and the solar-powered hover engine embedded inside it fires up, revealing what the device truly is – an oversized lifebuoy. Purpose-built for missions, it’s controlled by Adanna’s Ike and guided by the drone keeping watch over Niyì. Adanna calls it RescuBot. As it zooms through the water towards its target, I know we’re about to find out if it lives up to its name.


When RescuBot reaches Niyì, it slows down, swinging alongside him. The heavy waves batter it from all sides, but RescuBot is completely unbothered, moving closer until it’s within grabbing distance. Niyì does so quickly, and once he’s in place, the robotic buoy turns sharply, heading back towards the shore. Hassan, still safe inside his energy field, and the aerial drone are close behind. I glance at Adanna, but her face is a blank mask, even as RescuBot drags Niyì through the water, his body bouncing over the waves like a human beach ball.


They finally reach the shore and it takes Niyì a moment to stand, his long legs struggling to hold his weight. RescuBot’s own little legs reappear and it scuttles back towards us. Niyì’s gaze follows it, eventually reaching Adanna. I tense at the furious expression on his face.


‘Adanna!’ Niyì growls in warning as he strides towards us. Hassan scurries after him, trying but failing to hide his laughter.


Just like RescuBot, Adanna is unbothered, and a slow grin spreads over her face. It’s the first emotion she’s shown since we arrived.


‘Good bot,’ she croons, bending to pat the buoy when it reaches her. Then she straightens to face the other boy in front of her. ‘That went well.’


Niyì’s jaw drops.
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