
[image: Onyeka and the Heroes of the Dawn, by Tolá Okogwu. 'The Superhero You’ve Been Waiting for' -Kiran Millwood Hargrave.]




PRAISE FOR ONYEKA AND THE ACADEMY OF THE SUN



‘Exhilarating and original, Onyeka is the superhero you’ve been waiting for.’

KIRAN MILLWOOD HARGRAVE, The Girl of Ink and Stars

‘Brilliant characters, action-packed plot, heartfelt themes of identity, family and friendship. A DAZZLING story about finding your power.’

SOPHIE ANDERSON, The House with Chicken Legs

‘An incredible story that reinvents the concept of a school for magical kids. So inspiring and creatively original.’

L. D. LAPINSKI, The Strangeworlds Travel Agency

‘Fast-paced, action-packed and empowering. You’ll want the next instalment immediately.’

A. F. STEADMAN, Skandar and the Unicorn Thief

‘An inspiring, original and exciting roller coaster of a book.’

KATIE TSANG, Dragon Mountain

‘A rich and gripping story of discovering that your greatest power can come from within. I loved it!’

LISA THOMPSON, The Goldfish Boy

‘Brilliant, witty writing and spot-on characterisation.’

LOUIE STOWELL, Loki: A Bad God’s Guide to Being Good

‘A thrilling, magical page-turner. Children will fall in love with this story.’

JENNY MCLACHLAN, The Land of Roar








[image: Onyeka and the Heroes of the Dawn, by Tolá Okogwu. Simon & Schuster.]






For Elizabeth and Rebekah, my joy and inspiration.

For my parents – thank you for feeding me a consistent diet of sci-fi growing up.





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE


‘Why can’t you close your mouth when you chew?’

Adanna’s annoyed voice booms across the cabin of the Gyrfalcon, the supersonic jet we use for special missions. Hassan stiffens guiltily next to her.

‘Half-eaten plantain chips is not something anyone needs to see,’ Adanna adds.

Hassan’s face tightens, his Ike power making his dark skin flicker ominously. Only the lighter patch of skin round his left eye stays visible.

‘Make you close your eyes,’ Hassan replies in Pidgin English. ‘If you no wan see how I dey chop.’

‘I can’t close my ears though,’ Adanna grumbles back. ‘You sound worse than Onyeka when she’s worried.’

With her empath powers, Adanna’s like an emotional lie detector. Her Ike gives her the power to hear and smell people’s feelings, so she’s always snitching. I’m only half listening though and don’t catch Hassan’s response. I’m too busy worrying, just like Adanna said. It’s all I’ve been doing since my dad told me about the new Solari he found. The one we’ve been tasked with retrieving.

We’re supposed to bring him back to the Academy of the Sun, the special school for Solari – genetically enhanced humans like us – which we recently liberated from our corrupt head teacher, Dr Dòyìnbó. I know Papa thinks I’m ready, but I don’t feel it.

A thick strand of hair flops into my face and I push it away with an impatient hand. A tingle spreads across my scalp as my Ike powers up, and I know without looking that my hair is floating behind me, just as it does whenever my emotions are close to the surface. The front is still growing back after it was cut during our showdown with Dr Dòyìnbó, and the shorter strands keep escaping my usual bantu knots hairstyle.

‘The Solari isn’t in Nigeria. He’s in England.’

Papa’s words race through my mind again for the millionth time, but I’m no closer to making any sense of them even now that we’re on our way to Bristol.

‘What do you think a Solari is doing in Bristol?’ Niyì asks, as if reading my mind.

His question pulls me out of my jumbled thoughts and I look up to find four sets of eyes pinned on me. Dressed in matching green and gold battle suits with a flaming gold sun emblazoned on the front, the four kids staring at me are so much more than they appear to be. They’re Nchebe, guardians of the Academy of the Sun, but more than that they’re my best friends.

Zahrah, the newest member and oldest at fifteen, is wearing an impatient expression as usual. A stray orange braid falls across fiery red eyes and she brushes it away quickly. I’m surprised she’s kept her hair this colour for so long; she’s always changing it.

The sudden news of our mission barely fazed Zahrah or the tall boy next to her. It’s our first one since we were sent to help a remote village in the Cross River Province after the Iko Dam burst. The mission ended with us losing our memories of everything that had happened, so I’m surprised Niyì’s excited about our latest task. He’s practically bouncing around like a happy puppy. He and Zahrah are total opposites, right down to their powers. Where Zahrah shoots fire, Niyì is all ice.

Hassan scoops up another handful of plantain crisps and shoves them in his mouth. His hand flickers out of view briefly, signalling his anxiety. I don’t think anyone else noticed, though. Okay… Adanna probably did. Her eyes narrow at Hassan. How she’s able to sense his emotions with all the other ones flying about the jet, I’ll never understand.

‘Hello?’ Niyì repeats. ‘Solari… Bristol?’

I shrug. ‘You were at the briefing too. I don’t know any more than you.’

‘Come on,’ Niyì scoffs. ‘Your dad is on the Lower Council. He must have all the intel.’

There are two Councils that run Nigeria – an upper and a lower one. Papa joined after we defeated Dr Dòyìnbó, but he never tells me any of its official business.

‘You know as much as I do,’ I insist. ‘There’s an eight-year-old Solari living in England with two guardians and it’s our job to—’

‘Yeah, yeah, collect him,’ Niyì finishes for me.

‘Well, we also know his name is Tobi, and we know what he and his guardians look like thanks to my dad’s investigation,’ I remind him. ‘Lastly, we know his address.’

‘But that’s strange, right?’ Niyì asks. ‘Why is he living in England instead of Nigeria? Is it to protect him or…’ Niyì’s voice trails away because we’re all thinking the same thing.

Is it to protect others?

An uncomfortable silence settles. It’s weird enough that Tobi is in England and no one knows why. Aunt Naomi said they only discovered Tobi’s existence after finally hacking into the files Dr Dòyìnbó left behind after his arrest. It’s one great big mystery, and I hate mysteries. I’ve had to deal with way more of them than any kid should and they never end well.

Just look at Dr Dòyìnbó and his crazy plot to use the academy – or AOS as we call it, as a training ground to brainwash Solari into becoming his personal army. Or my dad and his creation of a serum to cure the deadly disease that threatened all Solari. Though to be fair, without that particular mystery I’d still be miserable in England with my mum, clueless about my powers and missing my dad. So maybe mysteries aren’t all bad.

It feels strange to be away from the academy though. We’ve only just settled back in after our triumphant return with the Òmìnira. They’re Solari too but we used to call them Rogues until we discovered that [image: Or]gá Gbénga, their leader and Zahrah’s father, was also trying to take down Dr Dòyìnbó. Things are good now. Dr Dòyìnbó is locked up, and Solari have been cured from the disease that almost wiped us out. We’re finally united… sort of.

Things aren’t exactly perfect at the academy, but like Adanna and my childhood best friend Cheyenne like to remind me, they don’t have to be. My parents are back together, I’m surrounded by amazing friends and I’m even enjoying school. I’d really like my life to stay that way. It’s why this mission has made me so nervous. It feels as if it could mess everything up.

‘I think it’s a test,’ Niyì announces suddenly. ‘Part of our training to join the Solari Force.’

‘There’s a flaw in your logic,’ Adanna says. ‘I’m not joining the Solari Force.’

‘Me sef, I no go do am,’ Hassan agrees.

Niyì’s face drops. ‘I can’t believe you don’t want to be involved in something so special.’

Niyì thinks the Solari Force, a voluntary group set up by [image: Or]gá Gbénga and my dad that’s tasked with protecting Nigeria, is the greatest thing since the internet. It’s not yet active, but he’s already signed up to the four-year training programme.

Adanna rolls her eyes. ‘I’m already part of something special. I’m helping to set up the new technology building at AOS. There are other ways to use Ike that don’t involve going on secret missions and fighting. Our solar tech is great, but we need to keep innovating our technology to keep Nigeria safe.’

Niyì looks at Adanna as if she’s speaking a different language, and Hassan laughs before giving him a gentle shove.

‘Ada, e dey correct.’ A soft smile spreads over Hassan’s face and I know he’s thinking about the class of littles he helps Professor Sàlàk[image: ore] teach. ‘I go join the Councils for future.’

‘You’d make a good Elder,’ Zahrah says softly, and Hassan’s smile widens.

‘You go join de Councils like your father?’

Adanna throws Zahrah a sly glance. ‘Or maybe take up that medical internship I saw you checking out the other day. I could smell your interest from across the room.’

Zahrah’s expression twists for a second, as if she wants to throttle Adanna, but it quickly evens out as she turns to Niyì and gives him a cheeky look.

‘The Solari Force is going to need help if he’s planning on joining.’

‘Hey!’ Niyì cries before he clocks that Zahrah’s messing with him. ‘Whatever,’ he adds in a huff. ‘I can handle anything you can.’

I stare between the two of them. They have such a weird dynamic. One minute they’re laughing and working out together in the gym, and the next they’re trying to blast each other’s heads off with their Ike. The last time they clashed during training, their combined Ike created a steam fog so thick it set off the sprinkler system and we had to evacuate the building. Adanna reckoned they’re both testing each other’s boundaries.

‘Are you going to join, Onyeka?’ asks Zahrah.

Before I can answer, the Gyrfalcon’s alert system sounds, and DAMI, the AI that controls the jet and everything at the academy, speaks. ‘We will arrive at our destination in ten minutes.’

Ten minutes? It feels as if we just left Nigeria! Niyì stands up immediately as he and Zahrah get ready. Hassan is busy too, polishing off the last of his snack. Adanna leaves him with an exasperated sound and takes the empty seat beside me.

‘You’re nervous.’

I give her a look. There’s a new Solari out there and no one knows anything about him. Of course I’m nervous.

Adanna shakes her head. ‘I mean about returning to England.’

I blink. I’ve been so busy trying to figure out what Tobi’s existence means, I totally forgot about that part. I don’t actually know how I feel. England never truly felt like home, and now that I’ve left there’s nothing tying me to it. Even Cheyenne and her family have moved to Nigeria. She goes to a local boarding school now and we see each other all the time. Still, England is where I grew up and where most of my memories were made. It’s a part of me… whether I like it or not.

‘A little bit,’ I finally push out.

Adanna nods in understanding. ‘Here, you’ll need these.’

She pulls out a pair of tiny metallic discs from a side pocket in her battle suit – another one of her inventions. She’s been tinkering with it for weeks, but every time I asked about it, she said I should mind my business.

‘Is it my business now?’ I ask with a cheeky smile.

Adanna kisses her teeth at me, but there’s no real bite to it. ‘You know I don’t like talking about my inventions until they’re ready.’

‘What is it?’

Adanna smiles, her dimples flashing. ‘Second Sight, phase two.’

I stare at the discs in her hand, confused. When I look back up, she’s grinning so hard that her eyes have a little crinkle between them. That’s when I realize she hasn’t got her pink Second Sight frames on. Adanna never goes anywhere without them. The augmented glasses add a virtual level of detail to everything we see and they help us communicate with each other. Seeing my confusion, Adanna points to a spot on the side of her head, just above her ear. That’s when I notice the small metal disc attached there.

‘It connects directly to your brain and sends messages to your optic and auditory nerves. We’ll be able to share visual and audio data much easier now and I’ve added telescopic vision and a properties analyser.’

I grin back, impressed but clueless about what it all means.

Adanna hands me the discs. ‘The others have theirs on already.’ My face falls and she kisses her teeth again. ‘Don’t give me that look. It’s not my fault you were lost in your thoughts when I was handing them out.’ She has a point, so I fix my face.

‘Thank you,’ I say as I take off my Second Sight frames and place a disc on each side of my head. Almost immediately a tingle begins in my body. Then my vision goes black and I stiffen.

‘Don’t panic,’ Adanna cautions. ‘It’s just calibrating.’

She could have warned me sooner.

Slowly, the darkness clears as my vision returns, and the inside of the jet and Adanna come into focus again. I blink. Everything seems brighter somehow… more defined. I lift my hands and turn them, noticing how every line and fold almost glows with a sharp quality.

‘It’s strange at first, but you’ll get used to it,’ Adanna reassures me.

Already I can feel the brightness dimming a little as the weird glow fades, but something’s still off. It’s as if there’s a shiny filter between me and the world. It feels artificial and wrong somehow.

‘Is this safe?’ I ask slowly.

Adanna frowns at me. ‘It’s the future.’

That doesn’t really answer my question, but before I can push it, a new alert sounds as DAMI’s voice fills the jet again.

‘We have arrived at our destination. Holding in place until further instructions are received.’

We all snap to attention and quickly gather round the landing platform. We decided to leave the Gyrfalcon in the air, hidden in stealth mode. There aren’t exactly a ton of places to park a supersonic jet in the middle of Bristol.

I look around at my friends, each one so different but united by our shared mission. Despite my worries, we’re a team, and as long as we stick together, I know we’ll be fine.

‘This is our first mission with all five of us,’ Adanna says.

She’s right and the knowledge soothes the nerves bubbling inside me.

Niyì nods. ‘Let’s do this.’
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CHAPTER TWO


It’s so early that the sun is just a pinkish glow on the horizon as the Gyrfalcon’s platform lowers us towards the ground. Avon Gorge stretches out below, its murky brown water flowing gently beneath Clifton Suspension Bridge. I’ve seen pictures of it before because of an old history project I completed, but it’s even more impressive up close. A random fact pops into my head.

‘Did you know that bridge was built in the eighteen hundreds and is made up of three-thousand, five hundred load-bearing bolts and giant chains that stretch twenty metres underground?’

Adanna is the only one who looks remotely interested and she gives me an unimpressed look, one eyebrow lifting. ‘If the British can be that innovative, why are they still burning fossil fuels two hundred years later?’

I roll my eyes. ‘They don’t have a ton of sun here, you know.’

‘They will soon if the Earth continues warming at its current rate.’

Adanna’s smile is smug, and I don’t even bother trying to argue as the platform grows closer to the deserted cobbled street below. I breathe in the crisp air and release it again so that a thick, misty cloud puffs out in front of my face.

Hassan tucks his hands under his armpits. ‘Why e dey too cold for here?’

It’s his first time in England, and even though it’s May, this must feel like a freezer to him compared to Nigeria. At least it’s not raining.

Niyì rubs his hands together. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

‘Cold no be wahala for you,’ Hassan replies with a small shiver. ‘You dey shoot ice for hand.’

Zahrah raises a glowing fist, bright orange flames dancing around it. ‘I can warm you up if you want.’

Hassan flinches. ‘Na joke or you dey serious?’

‘Activate the thermal function in your battle suit and stop being such a baby,’ Adanna says briskly. ‘We need to get a move on before we’re spotted.’

She’s right, and Aunt Naomi was super strict about this part of the mission. That’s why we came in stealth mode. We’re not officially supposed to be in England as we don’t have permission, which means we can’t get caught. The platform reaches street level and we climb onto the pavement. Almost immediately it zooms back up to the Gyrfalcon, leaving us stranded in the middle of Bristol. Zahrah scans the road beside us.

‘Where are we anyway?’

‘Somewhere called Hotwells,’ Adanna replies. ‘According to the co-ordinates Principal Uduike gave us, Tobi’s house should be here.’

A car zooms past, its bright headlights briefly lighting up the street and the thick hedge on our right. Rising up behind it is a neat row of four terraced houses with a small, secluded courtyard in front. Behind the houses, the rocky cliff face of Avon Gorge stretches upwards.

The doorway of each house is framed by slim concrete pillars and four narrow pathways wind away from each of them and towards us. As I step forward, a pathway lights up suddenly and I blink. I quickly look at the others to see if anyone else has noticed and they’re wearing matching expressions of surprise. Adanna is the only one who looks smug, probably because it’s her tech at work. She must have plugged the co-ordinates of Tobi’s house into Second Sight when we were still on the Gyrfalcon.

‘Let’s follow it,’ Adanna says.

Niyì and Zahrah both step forward at the same time, but the pathway is too narrow for the two of them. They pause for a moment, glaring at each other, neither willing to step back. I sigh and step past them onto the lit-up path. It doesn’t take long for footsteps to follow me as I trace the path towards a black front door that’s now also glowing. There’s no door number on it, and as I get closer I realize there’s no knocker, keyhole nor letterbox. My feet slow down as I spot something else… something more worrying.

‘The door is open,’ Niyì whispers urgently from behind me.

I come to a complete stop. ‘I know.’ My Ike rises to the surface and my hair drifts outwards, alert for any danger.

Zahrah is beside me now, her eyes darting about. ‘What are the chances someone forgot to shut it behind them?’ she mutters.

I smile grimly. We both already know the answer.

‘Everyone fan out and stay alert,’ Zahrah commands.

We move into a diamond formation with Zahrah at the front, me and Niyì covering the sides, Adanna positioned in the middle and Hassan at the rear. Every possible angle of attack is covered and Ms Bello, our physical defence teacher, would be proud. We’ve been practising her formations long enough.

Niyì straightens. ‘Our mission is to collect Tobi, so let’s get in and out as fast as we can.’

Slowly, moving as one, we approach the front door. Wires dangle from a damaged security panel and there’s an eerie silence in the air. Zahrah enters the house first and Niyì and I follow quickly into the darkened foyer. A corridor stretches out ahead, while a flight of stairs rises upwards to our right.

Zahrah turns to Niyì. ‘You and Adanna check out upstairs. Onyeka and I will take this floor. Hassan can make sure no one tries to sneak back in.’

Niyì frowns at her tone and I can see he wants to argue, but then he nods and turns to the stairs, Adanna right behind him. I look at Hassan and he shrugs. By the time I turn back to Zahrah, she’s already moving into the corridor. I follow quickly, moving past the picture of the unsmiling family of three on the wall. The silence is so loud it’s practically screaming. My Ike is close to the surface and a strand of hair curls in front of me, as if it’s searching through the darkness.

The corridor ends, opening out into a wide space that’s almost pitch black and my vision shifts automatically as Second Sight switches to night vision. We’re in a kitchen and immediately I see the bright orange glow of two figures in the room. The third one, smaller than the others, glows purple. That must be Tobi! Solari have a higher core body temperature that shows up purple in Second Sight’s thermal scanner.

One of the orange figures lifts his hand and motions in a strange way – four fingers, a closed fist, followed by a twist of his wrist. Then comes a loud bang and a blinding flash of white light and I’m knocked off my feet. I reach instinctively for Ike but find nothing where my power should be. I’m distracted by a muffled cry as I hit the ground and footsteps thunder past me.

Pain shoots up my right side as soft flesh and hard concrete meet. Seconds pass before I’m able to scramble back up.

‘Zahrah?’ I shout, but I don’t stop moving as I dash towards the corridor again in pursuit of the glowing figures.

‘I’m right behind you,’ comes her reply.

On the other side of the corridor we find Hassan struggling to his feet. I grab his arm and pull him the rest of the way, just as Niyì and Adanna thunder down the stairs.

‘What happened?’ asks Niyì.

Zahrah shakes her head. ‘Three people surprised us with a flash bomb. They’re getting away.’

‘I think they have Tobi,’ I add.

‘They’re not his guardians,’ Adanna says. ‘We found them out cold upstairs.’

Without another word, Zahrah dashes past me and out of the front door, Niyì and Adanna hot on her heels.

‘You good?’ I ask Hassan.

He nods and together we follow the others outside. We catch up to them a few metres along the street in front of a creepy-looking building. Grey stone arches stretch upwards with boarded-up windows between them. It looks as if it was carved inside the cliff face itself. Below the windows and etched into the stone are the words: CLIFTON ROCKS RAILWAY. It doesn’t look as if it’s been in use for a long time, though. In fact, it looks exactly like the kind of place my mum’s always warning me to avoid. Below the words is a rusted metal gate, a broken lock hanging from it as it sways in open invitation.

Zahrah points to it. ‘They went in there. Two masked adults, one holding a child.’

Of course they did, which means we’re going to have to go in there too.

‘Okay,’ Niyì says. ‘They surprised us once; it won’t happen again. Move out.’

‘Wait!’ Zahrah cries as Niyì begins to turn away. ‘Don’t we need a plan? That’s what my father would do.’

‘I just gave it to you. Find Tobi and defeat the baddies,’ Niyì responds.

Zahrah snorts. ‘Seriously?’

‘Do you have a better idea?’ Niyì asks, looking annoyed. Zahrah glances around as if searching for something. ‘Before they get away,’ Niyì presses.

‘Hold on…’ I begin in warning.

‘You have no idea what you’re doing,’ Zahrah huffs. ‘I’m not listening to you.’

Without another word she strides past Niyì and pushes through the narrow gate.

‘Hey!’ Niyì calls, dashing after her.

I turn to Adanna and Hassan who both look as fed up as I feel. ‘You two had better stay here. We don’t know the layout inside and we don’t want anyone getting past us again.’

‘Make una dey careful, o,’ Hassan warns.

I nod and enter the building. Moving through the darkness silently, a faint glow of light from somewhere up ahead catches my attention. I make out a narrow flight of stone stairs stretching upwards at a sharp angle. To my right a doorway is missing its door. I don’t hear any movement coming from inside, but that doesn’t mean the room is empty.

Taking a deep breath, I enter soundlessly. I regret it immediately as the sharp smell of pee stings my nose. Graffiti decorates the walls and the place is a mess, eroded by years of neglect. I pull my hair tighter around me. Wash day isn’t for another week. The room is empty though, and I back out again before making my way up the stairs.

I soon come to another room. I’ve barely stepped inside when a body appears in front of me and a hand clamps down over my mouth. I freeze, my hair whipping up an instant frenzy, ready to take down the owner of the hand.

‘It’s me,’ Zahrah whispers.

Our eyes meet and I relax. She releases me and moves away towards a far wall. I follow her as the details of the room become clearer. It’s bigger than the last and a lot tidier too. Framed pictures line every wall.

‘What is this place?’ I whisper.

‘It’s an old funicular railway.’

I follow her. ‘A what?’

‘A vertical railway from the Victorian times. See?’ She points at a set of grainy photographs featuring people dressed like they’re in a historical TV show. ‘Carriages powered by water used to go up and down the cliff.’ Zahrah points to a different picture this time. ‘According to this map, the main tunnel where the tracks used to be was split into several smaller rooms during the Second World War.’

Great. More rooms to hide in.

Before Zahrah can continue, a sudden shout comes from somewhere above us.

‘Niyì!’ I gasp before spinning round.

Dashing out of the room, I sprint up the remaining stairs as my Ike flares to life. Zahrah’s breathing is heavy behind me as she races to keep up. I follow the sounds of a scuffle into a third room just in time to see a huge figure lunge at Niyì. He lifts his hands in defence and an icy blue mist pours from them, filling the room quickly. Much too quickly. Niyì stares at his hands in confusion as the man grabs him and wraps a thick arm round his shoulders.

‘Hold still,’ the man growls. His muffled voice is so low and raspy that it scrapes along my nerves like sandpaper.

But Niyì isn’t done. He sweeps his left leg out and behind the man, then squats down. The man buckles as the momentum sends him backwards onto the ground. Niyì rolls out of his hold and jumps up before throwing up a huge wall of ice between him and the man. It races from one end of the room to the other like lightning, trapping the huge man on the other side. My jaw drops. I’ve never seen Niyì’s Ike move that fast before and there’s a loud thud as the man tries to break through the ice.

‘You okay?’ I cry urgently.

Niyì turns round, a look of puzzlement on his face. ‘Yeah, I think so.’ He stares at his hands again.

A movement to the right of me catches my attention and that’s when I notice the young boy with closely cropped hair who’s standing there. Big brown eyes stare up at me and the small, tilted nose below it twitches curiously. It makes him look younger, even though I know he’s eight. I pull my Ike in, letting my hair subside, and his eyes widen even more.

‘You don’t have an accent,’ the boy says in a shy voice.

I don’t understand at first, but then it clicks. My accent is the same as his. I crouch down slightly so our faces are level.

‘I grew up in London. My name’s Onyeka. What’s yours?’

‘Tobi.’

Zahrah lets out a huge breath and our eyes meet. It’s him!

Niyì touches Tobi on the shoulder. ‘Do you know the people who took you?’

Tobi doesn’t get a chance to reply as a sharp cry echoes out from below us. It’s followed by a series of thuds. The sound of something falling… hard!

‘You said there were two adults, right?’ Niyì asks, and Zahrah nods. ‘Where’s the other one?’

My heart races. Adanna and Hassan are on their own.

‘Go,’ Niyì calls, reading the panic on my face. ‘I’ve got this.’

Zahrah and I don’t hesitate, racing out of the room and back down the stairs. We don’t make it all the way though as Hassan is lying on the bottom step, an anxious Adanna crouching beside him.

‘Hassan!’ I cry.

Adanna looks up.

‘He’s knocked out but breathing. I think his leg is broken, though.’

‘How do you know?’ Zahrah demands, pushing past me to drop down beside them.

Adanna points to Hassan’s right leg, just below his knee, where it’s bent at an unnatural angle. I look away, nauseated. It’s definitely broken.
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CHAPTER THREE


The smell of disinfectant is strong as I pace across the medical unit hallway, and the noisy beeping of machinery is a constant reminder of where we are. Our arrival at the academy a few hours ago was a frenzy of doctors and nurses as Hassan was wheeled away by the medical team.

Ever since Aunt Naomi took over as head teacher, she’s increased the number of teachers and other staff members at the academy. With the addition of the Òmìnira adults, we now have a fully functioning medical unit, which is great since Solari can’t just turn up at a normal hospital.

Even though it’s bigger, the medical unit is just as cold as I remember from my own short stay almost a year ago. The four of us are gathered in the waiting area. Adanna, seated on a low leather sofa, is curled in on herself, and next to her, Niyì taps an impatient beat with his right foot, his head resting in his hands. I continue my pacing, passing Zahrah as she leans across the nurses’ station to chat to the one on duty. I’m not surprised, given how much time Zahrah spends helping out here.

We’ve been waiting like this for ages – worrying about Hassan but not speaking. I replay the mission in my mind again, trying to make sense of how it went so wrong. By the time Zahrah was able to stabilize Hassan’s knee, the runaway attacker was long gone. We had to leave the other one behind Niyì’s wall of ice and we just about managed to get Hassan out of the station and back to the Gyrfalcon without being seen. Niyì and Adanna returned to Tobi’s house to collect his guardians. I haven’t seen them since Aunt Naomi led them away after we arrived at the academy.

Even though we rescued Tobi, it’s a hollow victory after what happened to Hassan. I wonder briefly if Tobi’s okay. Those big eyes of his practically bulged out of his head when he caught sight of the Gyrfalcon. I was standing next to him when it happened and he stepped closer to me, slipping his hand into mine. It reminded me of the first time I saw the massive jet too, so I gave his hand a small squeeze.

Tobi stayed in wide-eyed silence the whole way back to Nigeria, only speaking when he had to leave his guardians to go with Professor Sàlàk[image: ore] after our arrival. Tobi started crying and didn’t stop until I promised I’d come to find him as soon as I could. That was hours ago, though.

I hit the far wall and turn, retracing my steps. It feels as if we’ve been waiting for days not hours.

‘I hope Hassan is okay.’ My voice is a helpless whisper, but Niyì hears it all the same.

He jerks as my words act as a trigger, breaking the silent tension that has been simmering between us.

‘What the solar happened back there?’ he asks.

‘Not now, Niyì,’ Adanna pleads, placing a warning hand on his shoulder.

Niyì shakes her off. ‘No. That mission was a mess and we need to figure out why. Mistakes get people hurt. I should know.’ His expression clouds over for a moment but determination soon replaces the dark thoughts. ‘Principal Uduike is going to have questions and we need to be prepared.’

I meet his gaze. ‘Is that all you’re worried about? What we’re going to say to my aunt?’

Adanna’s eyes dart between us and she winces. ‘I don’t think this conversation is a good idea right now.’

‘I think it’s the perfect time actually,’ Zahrah says, pushing away from the desk and turning towards Niyì, her face tight. ‘What is your problem? Why do you have to make everything so difficult?’

‘Me?’ he squeaks. ‘You’re the one always trying to take charge and argue with me.’

I snort. They’re both as bad as each other. Two sets of eyes lock on me, and I stop walking.

‘We’re supposed to be a team,’ I remind them both.

A loud cough comes from somewhere behind us and we turn as one to find our head teacher watching us. Aunt Naomi’s jaw is tight and her multicoloured eyes are narrowed. There’s a strange expression on her face and immediately my mind goes to Hassan. I rush towards her.

‘Hassan is going to be fine,’ Aunt Naomi says quickly, and I close my eyes as relief hits. Then her attention moves to Zahrah. ‘You did well to stabilize his knee and keep him calm.’

Zahrah shrugs. ‘I’m just glad I was able to use my first-aid training.’

‘Don’t underestimate yourself,’ Aunt Naomi chides her. ‘I hope you’ll consider the medical internship I told you about.’ There’s a question in Aunt Naomi’s eyes.

Zahrah looks away. ‘I haven’t spoken to Baba yet, but—’

‘Can we see Hassan, Ma?’ Adanna interrupts, her impatience getting the better of her.

‘Not yet – he’s sleeping now,’ Aunt Naomi replies. ‘The surgery went well. The doctor said the hardest part was getting him to stay visible. Now he just needs time and rest to heal.’

Niyì gets up from the sofa. ‘How long will he be out of action?’

‘At least a week of bed rest using the hyper heal brace. Longer if he misbehaves.’

A week! Hassan’s going to hate that. Especially if he has to wear a cast. Then Aunt Naomi rests both hands on her hips in the universal sign for trouble.

‘Can someone please explain to me what happened?’

She stares at us expectantly but no one says anything. The silence stretches on but Aunt Naomi doesn’t budge, her face a clear demand for answers.

‘I don’t know, Ma,’ I finally burst out. ‘Someone got to Tobi’s house before us, then Niyì and Zahrah were arguing about what we should do, then we kept splitting up and…’ I shrug as I run out of words. My explanation barely makes any sense, even to me.

Niyì straightens. ‘You’re blaming me?’

‘I’m not blaming anyone,’ I begin, but he ignores me.

‘It’s not like you were much help,’ he flashes and I flinch. ‘I’m the one who got Tobi back.’

‘Well done,’ Zahrah snaps, her red eyes flashing. ‘You did it all by yourself, I suppose?’

‘I did what I had to do,’ he says without a hint of apology. ‘Someone had to take charge of the mission.’

‘Working together and staying safe was also part of the mission,’ Aunt Naomi says quietly and Niyì falls silent. ‘Or did you forget that?’ He looks away at her soft rebuke. ‘I’ll ask again. What happened?’

This time I remain silent. Then, with a small sigh, Adanna finally speaks.

‘We were disorganized and lacked a clear plan,’ she begins in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘So when Hassan and I heard Niyì shout, we panicked and entered the railway station to check if he was okay. We were near the top of the stairs when a masked person pushed past us on his way down. Hassan lost his footing and fell. I tried to catch him but…’

Adanna’s voice cracks and the silence that follows echoes with remembered pain. My stomach squeezes at the sound.

‘I shouldn’t have left you both alone,’ I tell her.

Adanna shakes her head. ‘You told us to stay outside. If we’d listened to you, Hassan would probably be okay.’

Aunt Naomi looks expectantly at Niyì and Zahrah, but neither meet her gaze.

‘Clearly there is more to Tobi’s identity than any of us realized. I spoke to Kola and Fatima, his guardians, and they said they were attacked by two masked intruders after their power was cut. The intruders took Tobi and were clearly about to escape with him when you arrived.’ She pauses, her gaze moving over each of us.

‘I’m glad you were able to save Tobi, but we have a serious problem here. You’re supposed to be Nchebe – a shield. But a shield can only work if it’s strong and used correctly.’

Niyì crosses his arms. ‘We are strong, Ma.’

Aunt Naomi raises an eyebrow and Niyì falls silent.

‘I don’t just mean your ability to use Ike. You’re supposed to be a team, but none of you are acting like one.’

‘We’ll do better next time,’ I say.

‘You’ll have to. We cannot afford a repeat of Bristol. The students here look up to you to set an example of how Solari can and should work together. But it’s clear you need help. To be truly effective, you need leadership, so I will be selecting one of you as Olórí.’

Zahrah stiffens, her face creased into a frown. ‘A team leader?’

‘Yes,’ my aunt replies. ‘Someone to make the important and necessary decisions while you’re on missions.’

I frown at my aunt. I knew going to Bristol would mess everything up. And just how is she going to pick this Olórí?

‘There will be an assessment in two weeks’ time,’ Aunt Naomi says as if reading my mind. ‘I’ll use the results of this coupled with a school-wide vote to make my decision. That way everyone has a say in the selection process and I remain impartial.’

A vote… seriously? At school back in London, I was always picked last by my class for every sports team. The thought of a school-wide vote fills me with dread.

‘Do we all have to take part?’ Adanna asks quietly.

‘No, it’s entirely voluntary. I’ve already spoken to Hassan and he has no wish to be Olórí.’

‘I’ll pass, thank you,’ Adanna says. ‘I have enough on with the new tech building, and I don’t want more wahala.’

Aunt Naomi eyes the rest of us. ‘Anyone else?’

‘I’d like to nominate myself,’ Niyì says without hesitation.

Zahrah pauses. ‘Have you told my father about this already?’

Aunt Naomi nods, and Zahrah sucks in a sharp breath.

‘Then I’ll do it,’ she confirms.

‘What about you, Onyeka?’

All attention turns to me at my aunt’s question, and I wish a hole would open up and swallow me. What about me? I don’t want to be Olórí, and I don’t think we need one. Sure, our teamwork could be better, but I don’t think putting someone in charge is the solution. Besides, I don’t want to compete with Niyì and Zahrah. They’re my friends, and we’re all already tense with each other.

I look at my aunt. ‘No, thank you, Ma,’ I say softly.

My aunt regards me for a long moment, and I can practically feel Adanna’s glare, but I hold my ground. I want all of us to get along and putting myself forward for Olórí isn’t going to help.

‘Thank you for your nominations,’ Aunt Naomi says finally, and I let out a small breath. ‘Now, you should all clean up and get some rest. It’s been a long day.’

It’s a clear dismissal, and the others file out of the room slowly. As I move to join them, my aunt’s hand on my shoulder stops me. I stiffen and my stomach sinks. I already know what’s coming.

‘Onyeka, please join me in my office in an hour.’
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CHAPTER FOUR


‘Thank you for coming,’ Aunt Naomi says as I enter her office precisely one hour later. I had just enough time to change and grab some food. ‘You look better.’ She motions for me to take a seat.

‘Is everything okay?’ I reply in a strained voice. I really want to query why she asked to see me, but I know my aunt. She’ll tell me in her own good time.

Aunt Naomi sighs. ‘Are you very sure you don’t want to try for Olórí? You would make an excellent leader.’ She pauses and studies me. Her golden-brown eye shimmers, contrasting with the flat glint of its darker twin.

‘Are you sure Nchebe need one?’

Aunt Naomi frowns at my tone and I wince. It isn’t always easy to figure out whether I’m dealing with my aunt or the head teacher of AOS.

‘You said it was voluntary,’ I remind her stubbornly.

Her lips tighten. ‘Indeed, I did. But please do give it more thought. Perhaps talk it over with your parents? I believe you’re going home tomorrow.’

With all the action and excitement, I’d almost forgotten. Every couple of weeks I spend the weekend at my parents’ house near the old Ikoyi club. It’s about ten minutes from the academy in a Hyperloop. Cheyenne and Adanna are coming for a sleepover too. Zahrah’s not really into them, and she prefers to visit her dad on the weekends. It’s supposed to be fun, and I don’t want to spend the weekend talking about something I don’t want to do. But to avoid arguing with my aunt, I nod in response.
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