      Ladun
It was often said that the workings of the gods were shrouded in mystery. The reasons for Their actions were mystical puzzles to the human mind. 
This was certainly said the night the moon’s eye hovered closer to the earth, bringing with it a shower of stars exploding over the world.  The Night of The Shooting Stars. Like silver dashes of light, the celestial stars sped across the night sky and landed on the thatched roofs of houses. 
In every home of every village, children were given mysterious powers. Powers that transcended human abilities, they varied in type and measure, but were categorized into what people called “folk.”
Water Folk, often called Marine Folk, were blessed with the gift of water; Fire Folk with fire, Plant Folk commanded a myriad of plants and vines, Lightning Folk, Sky Folk, Light Folk; the flurry of gifts was endless. 
From village to village, parents blessed the gods for gifting their children these abilities. But there was one hamlet, a small, insignificant community, that stood out in all this. A village called Igi. 
In Igi, only girls were granted these divine powers, and amongst them, was a girl named Ladun whose strength surpassed all folk-hood. 

Ten years after The Night of The Shooting Stars.

The cock’s crow heralded the early morning, and one after the other, children raced out of their bamboo houses to school. 
Fifteen-year-old Bukky, Ladun’s classmate, flew high over the roofs and trees. Her red eyes, the eyes that marked Fire Folk girls in Igi, playfully scanned the running children below. Coming up beside her, in the air, sitting rather comfortably on a bed of cloud, was Ire. 
As a Sky Folk, Ire’s afro mirrored the likeness of a cloud, in form and color. That morning, her white hair was neatly arranged into all-back. 
“Good morning!” she beamed. 
“Kaarọ,” Bukky replied. “Have you seen Adunni and Fisayo?”
“Not yet,” Ire rested back on her hands before pointing. “There they are.”
Fisayo, Adunni and Bayo, another classmate, balanced on iroko tree branches, waving at them. 
“Thank you,” Fisayo said, hugging Ire before sitting firmly on Ire’s cloud bed. Her cocoa complexion, which glowed with silver light, told anyone who saw her that she was a Light Folk.
“Please let’s hurry,” Adunni said, sitting cross-legged on the cloud. Leafy vines entwined with her shuku hairstyle. “Ladun cannot be the first to get to class again.”
Together, they cruised through the sky, joined by their fellow classmates in the air and on the ground. A few of their male classmates below, playfully jeered at Bayo, who chose to ride with the girls that morning. 
Bayo blew a raspberry at them. “Today I walk in the skies.”  
The school of students meandered through the forest, crossed the river, and increased their pace when they spotted their teacher standing by the two, flanking palm trees that marked the entrance of their outdoor school. 
The boys panted breathlessly on the ground, the girls heightened their speed in the air, their collective eyes widening with excitement. Bukky, eyes blazing like fire, was about to reach the twin palm trees when a white light flashed and Ladun appeared, grinning smugly, with her best friend, Toyin, on her back. 
There was a chorused “awww” of defeat.
“Why do you even bother?” Ladun laughed, gently placing Toyin down. At the very center of her forehead, a star gleamed. Whereas Toyin, like her fellow Lightning Folks, had silver eyes that sparked like Sango’s.
“Teleporting should not be allowed,” Ire brought her cloud bed to the dirt ground, where her passengers hopped off. 
Ladun stuck out her tongue, and then looking around, asked, “Where is Omilola?”
As if in answer, Omilola came panting towards the entrance. A Water Folk with mermaid eyes and iridescent skin that glistened with subtle scales. Her hair, iro and buba constantly held a wet appearance.
Their teacher rang the bell. “School has started!”
After maths and history class under the mahogany tree, the students engaged in extra-curricular activities. Naturally, Ladun was the best at everything. 
Her keen eyes saw farther than was humanly possible, helping her reach her targets with infallible precision in archery and javelin class. At running, she was faster than Toyin and Fisayo, whose powers originated from light. She seemed to know everything, making her the top of her class academically. During tests, she sometimes whispered answers into her friend’s minds, telepathically. 
But where in other communities, envy and hatred might’ve brewed, in Igi, everybody adored Ladun. Igi’s fame had grown over the years because of the uniqueness of the girls’ star gifts. In all the land, Igi’s girls were the only ones whose powers reflected in their appearance. White hair, red eyes, glowing skin, an all-knowing, all-seeing child with a god-star on her forehead. People from far and wide believed them to be divinely selected by the gods, instigating a constant influx of migrants.
In Igi, there was no social hierarchy between men and women, but not every village held the same sentiment.
That afternoon, after school, Ladun, Toyin, Bukky, Ire and Omilola visited the nearby market. A long, busy street with stalls of food sellers and vendors on either side, swarming with the liveliness of commerce. 
The crowd of people milling about in the market below and in the air above, had doubled with new migrants and traders from neighboring villages. A growing number that exploded the once tiny hamlet’s economy and cultural outreach.
A beans seller accidentally toppled over a tray carrying her mound of beans. Spotting it through the throng, Ladun quickly stretched out her hand and the mass of beans halted mere inches from the ground. 
“Ọmọ dada thank you!” the beans seller exclaimed, as Ladun restored the beans and tray to their original state, telekinetically. 
They passed Ladun’s dad’s brassware stall, where enamel utensils glistened. “Oladun and her friends,” he greeted. 
“Ẹ kaa san,” they chorused with a kneel.
“Ehen Oladun,” he said. “I’ve misplaced my gong again. Please where is it?”
Ladun closed her eyes, her eyeballs darting beneath her eyelids, and said, “It’s under the mat, by the tree in our backyard.”
“You’re always misplacing it,” Toyin laughed, and Ladun’s father playfully shooed them away.
Ladun always felt powerful, especially when she helped others. With her arms over Toyin and Omilola’s shoulders, she laughed at what Ire and Bukky were saying, and paused when she saw him.
Prince Adeleke, the prince of the land who lived in Olori-Ilu, the capital. He and his guards were scowling at the moving, floating lump of clay that a Clay Folk was molding, not with her hands, but with her mind.  His handsome face twisted with that scowl he and his people reserved for Igi residents, particularly the girls.  
“Let’s quickly go and buy moi-moi,” Ladun said. 
“I don’t have much on me,” Omilola said. 
“We will each chip in,” said Ire. 
The moi-moi seller smiled at their approaching group. “How many moi-moi do you want?”
Before they could answer, Prince Adeleke shoved Ladun aside and said, “I’ll have five.”
The moi-moi seller paused, her hand hovering over a leaf-wrapped moi-moi. “Yes, my prince,” she finally said.
The thunder on Ladun’s face darkened the clouds. She stepped forward only to feel Toyin grip her shoulder, and the clouds subsided.
“Why are you frowning at your prince?” one of his guards spat. “Kneel down!”
They enacted this power play often. If girls were queuing to fetch water from a well, the prince would strut to the front and have water fetched for him and his friends. If they wanted to buy something at the market, Adeleke would make sure the item was sold out in their presence. And his palace guards; they claimed they were instilling traditional values, but they carried a mandate of contempt towards girls and women. 
It was no secret that the people of Olori-Ilu held a growing disdain for Igi. Because of the girls, Igi’s fame, size and economy swelled every year, rivalling the capital. To combat this, the Oba levied a heavy tax on Igi. They were to pay triple the amount that other villages were exempt from. Most Igi citizens paid the tax with relative ease, but there were those whose families struggled to cope, like Omilola’s. 
Prince Adeleke smiled at Ladun’s livid face, as they all fell to their knees. Even with all her god-like capabilities, the only people who managed to make Ladun feel powerless were those from the capital.
She would never forget the day the Oba made a decree against her ever infiltrating the minds of any Olori-Ilu citizen. A whole law targeting her against an act she was never going to attempt.
“You witches believe you’re so special,” Prince Adeleke said. “I pity the men in this village.” He inched closer to Ladun and poked the star on her forehead. “Females should learn their place.”
A bag holding the five moi-moi wraps was exchanged with cowries, and they left.
“At least he didn’t buy everything this time,” Omilola smiled ruefully at her friends. But Ladun remained enraged. 

****
“I hate them so much,” Ladun breathed into the night air.
She, Toyin and Fisayo were lounging on Ire’s wide cloud bed up in the sky, with a curtain of stars around them. 
“You should learn to let them be,” Toyin said, making a snow angel on the cloud. Lightning sparked softly with each movement of her arms and legs.
“Never!” 
“We have to honor them,” Ire said, inhaling the cool breeze.
Ladun hissed. “I would rather die than allow any of us to be bullied by them again.”
“The stars sing of your glory, Ladun,” Fisayo said, standing up with her gaze on the starry firmament. She had an odd habit of randomly relaying what the stars supposedly said. With skin that glowed even brighter at night, she looked like a member of the galaxy. “They say you will be great, but-”
“But what?” They all faced her.
But Fisayo refused to speak.
***
As the afternoon sun gleamed a golden hue over the busy world of traders, Ladun, Toyin, Bukky and Adunni watched a little Fire Folk girl help her mother roast bolly. She waved her hand over the grill, and the flames danced to her tune.
A ruckus down the dirt road stole their attention from her. After wading through the gathered crowd, they frowned at Adeleke and his palace guards. But it was the person kneeling before them by the water seller’s stand that made them gasp.
Omilola, with those big siren eyes, panted breathlessly and begged, “Please.”
“Next time, kneel when we tell you to,” spat one of the guards. He held up a calabash full of water, out of her reach.
On hot days like this, Water Folks often required more water than usual. Omilola, whose lovely skin gradually shriveled up, should’ve been by a river. Drinking water would temporarily halt the drying process, giving her time to make it to any river.
Adeleke’s eyes narrowed on her mildly scaly skin. The Marine Folk in other villages didn’t possess shape-shifting abilities like the ones in Igi. And Igi Marine Folk were rumored to share a special bond with Yemọja. He signaled to the guard, who then poured the water on the ground, much to everyone’s horror. 
“No vendor should give her water,” Adeleke proclaimed. 
The guards laughed at the fear on Omilola’s face, but the slap Ladun gave Adeleke startled them. The whole busy market, the crowd in the air and below, froze. 
Adeleke, eyes like fury, held his face. “How dare you!” he bellowed before breathing fire like a dragon at Ladun. 
Ladun waved her hand, as though flicking dirt, and his fire disappeared. 
Like a troop of monkeys sharing one mind, the palace guards lunged at Ladun who clapped her hands and sent them all flying backwards and crashing into various stalls. 
They retreated, pushing people aside, but everyone knew that that wasn’t the last they would see of Adeleke and his ilk. 

That night, as the world drifted to sleep, silence blanketed Igi in soothing quiet. And as silent as night, mist, white and airy, trailed through the army of trees that surrounded the village. At first the mist wisped about like smooth tobacco smoke, then it swelled into a steamy river. It cruised through the leaves, branches and shrubs of the forests, converging towards Igi’s residential section, carrying vengeance in its aura. 
The fog swept past an oak tree, which suddenly developed two eyes. The screams that echoed from the oak tree disrupted the night’s repose. Tree Folks, who had been sleeping inside the oak, grabbed and attacked Olori-Ilu Mist Folk assailants. 
Then a horn, whose signal never spelt anything good, blared over Igi. Three hundred fireballs, big and round, blazed against the black sky. 
“NOW!” Adeleke shouted in the air.
It almost resembled the Night of the Shooting Stars, how the fireballs rained over Igi. But instead of silver radiance and jubilant parents, burning buildings and screaming villagers ruled the night. 
Water Folks scrambled about, twisting water from nearby rivers and wells to shower the burning trees, buildings, and villagers, just as another round of fireballs dotted the sky.
This time when the balls fell over the village, they halted midair. Adeleke squinted and saw the god-star on her forehead first.  
Ladun stood on the roof of a house with a raised palm, as if commanding the fireballs to stop. She made a fist, and the fireballs flew backwards to their respective senders. She teleported in front of Adeleke, amid the exploding fireballs, and broke her fist into his face. Adeleke returned the gesture and the two engaged in a brawl whilst a full-blown battle unfolded round the village. 
In the same sky, Toyin, Bukky, Fisayo, Ire and other Igi girls with flight abilities, clashed with the teenagers of Olori-Ilu in a deathly war. Fire, light, wind and lightning blazed across the heavens, shuddering its starry bowl. 
In the forests, fighting alongside the various Earth Folks, Adunni and her fellow Plant Folk commanded fat, thorny vines out of the earth. They looked like spiky snakes, slithering about, grabbing and piercing their attackers. 
In a nearby river, Omilola, taking the alluring form of a mermaid, fought and drowned countless Olori-Ilu fighters with other Water Folk. 
Those without any Folk abilities; the boys, men and parents, took up weapons and charms, and defended their home. The stench of smoke, blood and war scorched the night air, as arrows darted about, as swords broke through sinews and bones, as spears impaled bodies, as charms fell people.
Sadly, the people of Igi were up against the capital, who boasted more manpower and stronger charms. Ladun had been teleporting from place to place, stabbing, burning and destroying their enemies. But when she noticed the tide moving against them, when she saw how her parents, friends and fellow villagers started getting overwhelmed, she exhaled a bitter sigh, remembering Fisayo’s weary words, and closed her eyes. 
Suddenly every single Olori-Ilu attacker vanished.  Those in the air, on land, in the rivers, in the forests, Adeleke; they disappeared without a trace. So did Ladun. 
Confusion spread through the residents of Igi who looked around, wondering what had happened. 
In the highest level of the sky, outside of their stratosphere, a congregation of cries followed by a grand explosion drew their collective gazes upwards. The explosion, like the collapse of a dying star, quaked the heavens and flooded the earth below in brilliant light. 
Ladun’s giant silhouette flashed through the whirl of color and light in the sky. A radiant painting that resembled creation. Ladun had defeated their enemies, but her young body, believed to have perished in the blast, was nowhere to be found. 
Her parents and friends were inconsolable, and the whole village mourned her death bitterly. The Oba and the people of Olori-Ilu never bothered Igi again.
A month later, Ladun’s normally cheerful classmates dragged their feet to school. Clad in black, no one spoke, and no one flew. 
On reaching the palm tree entrance, Toyin looked up and gasped, as did everyone else.
Leaning on one of the palm trees, as beautiful as a star, Ladun smiled. “For once, get here before me.”







