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To my sister, Ijenerumhen Joy Utomi, who was blessed with the skin of the gods

And to my niece, Elysia Ijenerumhen Utomi, the First of the First
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1 The Mud Fam


SIS DIRT, the Second of the Mud Fam, stood on the edge of the jungle, staring down the narrow path. Heavy fig and yaro tree branches dangled over it. Drooping vine bridges spanned its scant width, easy crossing for the snakes and gekko. The path was near invisible if a girl didn’t know where to look.

But Dirt had known the path her whole life, knew it better than any girl alive. She wasn’t there to learn its winding curves.

She was waiting for her sisters.

They were out on their morning run, the start of every Bower’s day. For the younger girls, the morning run helped build the endurance, strength, and discipline they’d need for Bowing competition. For the older girls who were already competing, the run gave them a chance to prepare their mind for a day of hard training.

A small part of Dirt missed it. Those jaunts through the jungle had made up much of her early life. But those years were behind her. Now she was an elder, more suited to a day of tea and sitting than one of runs and hard training. She was almost seventeen, after all.

Dirt heard her sisters before she saw them, their footfalls echoing through the bush as they rounded the bend and jogged into camp. Swoo was first, of course. Even in training, she needed to win. Despite the long run, her half-length top only had a few dark drops of sweat. Her pants, baggy around the thighs and cinched at midcalf, had none. What would have been a workout for some was barely a warm-up for Swoo.

“Na good day, Sis Dirt,” she said, still jogging in place.

“Na good day, NoBe Swoo. Where are na Bibi?”

Swoo shrugged. “Too slow.” She drew her handaxe from her waistband and squared off with an imaginary foe. The handaxe was for chopping wood, but Swoo used it mainly to practice chopping enemies. “But I say to them, ‘Any Bibi too slow will feed na jungle cat.’ So they will hurry.”

Dirt suppressed her irritation. It was Swoo’s duty to watch over the young ones. A Fam was only a Fam if each sister played her role.

“While we wait for na Bibi,” Dirt said, “your Sis Dirt wants tea.” She gave Swoo a flat look.

Swoo scowled, then went to get the requested tea, mumbling under her breath.

Dirt turned back to watch for the younger sisters, but called out over her shoulder, “I cannot hear you, NoBe Swoo.”

“Your tea is coming,” Swoo said sweetly before adding, in a lower voice, “you shabby goat.”

Dirt ignored her. Swoo lacked the size and fat a Bower at her level should have, but she more than made up for those in other areas. She was as unbearably confident as a Flagga boy, tenacious as a starving street dog, faster than any other NoBe and half of the Sis. She’d finished the season with five wins in a row and, with her exciting Bowing style, flashy dance skills, and fashionable haircut—shaved on both sides with a high strip of tight curls leading back to a fluffy bun—had become a fan favorite.

And she knew it. Her ego was growing faster than her belly.

Any other day, Dirt would have disciplined her. But today, peace was more important than pride. If Dirt had to swallow one to keep the other, then so be it.

Soon the Bibi came huffing out of the jungle. With her long strides, seven-year-old Nana led the way. She was the skinniest Bower that Dirt had ever seen, but her body was tall and strong, and she had a quick mind for technique. Little Snore, straggling behind, was the opposite. Short, more round than long, and with plenty of good child fat left on her bones, the four-year-old had the look of a future champion, but the mind and mood of a very sleepy mamba. When she was awake, she was tireless and always plotting trouble.

When she was awake.

“Sis Dirt!” Nana said. “Na good day!” She was missing a lower tooth, knocked out in yesterday’s training. The gap only made her smile more endearing.

“Na good day, Sis Dirr,” Snore said with theatrical exhaustion. She collapsed onto her back, swinging her arms and legs in the dirt like she was splashing in a puddle. “Sis Dirr, I am tired.”

“Up, up,” Dirt said. “You are home. Na training must begin.”

They groaned their disagreement.

The Mud camp lay in a muddy clearing amid the South’s untamed jungles. In the rear corner was the Mud Fam’s sleep hut, a driftwood shack bound by twine. Beside it lay the garden, which was half for crops—peppers, tea leaves, various fruits and vegetables—and half for chickens. In the center was the fighting ring, essential to any Bower camp. It was five strides in every direction, filled a finger deep with golden sand, and enclosed by a ring of canvas sandbags that divided it from the muddy grass of the rest of the Mud camp.

As Dirt ordered the Bibi into the ring to begin the day’s training, Swoo returned with the tea and an eye roll, offering both to Dirt before sitting over by the sleep hut to watch.

“Time to train, Swoo,” Dirt said. She could ignore the eye roll, but she couldn’t ignore the break from routine.

“Why train with na Bibi? I am no longer NoBe.”

It was somewhat true. Swoo would be a Sis next season and no longer compete as a NoBe. But the next season hadn’t started yet, and the girl needed to show some humility.

Dirt wanted to say something sharp, but she looked over at the sleep hut, where Sis Webba slumbered, and thought better of it.

Peace, not pride, she said to herself. Peace, not pride.

So instead she turned back to the Bibi.

“Stand strong!” Dirt boomed. The Bibi hurried into their Bowing stances, feet shoulder width apart, one in front and one behind. They bent their knees just slightly, hands up, upper bodies loose. When they were in position, she began the Bowing sequence. “Slap na water!”

The two Bibi did as told, rolling their shoulders, palms reaching out and smacking down atop an invisible waterline.

“Ride na wind!”

They crouched low and surged forward, so close to the ground that each girl’s rear leg dragged through the sand before she hopped back to her feet.

“Trap na fire!”

They smacked palm against palm and tightened their grips around the waist of an imaginary enemy.

“And Bow to na earth!” Dirt finished.

They were supposed to bend forward or backward or rotate sideways, bodies arcing like the unique swoops of narrow tree trunks.

But they were young.

Nana, indecisive as ever, couldn’t commit to any direction. So she did all of them, wobbling around like a palm in a monsoon. Completely ineffective.

For Little Snore, it was playtime. She fell forward, flat on her face. Her coughed giggle dispersed the sand around her mouth.

As the Second of the Mud, it was Dirt’s responsibility to train the Bibi and NoBe. She had to teach them not just the rules and traditions of Bower life, but also the fighting art of Bowing. She had learned long ago that she didn’t have the spirit for competition, but she knew the craft of Bowing well and had made herself into the best trainer she could be.

“Breathe easy, Nana,” Dirt said in a low voice. As usual, Nana was stiff. Even though she’d done the sequence a thousand times, her shoulders were tight with worry.

Nana let out a long exhale, the way Dirt had taught her years ago.

“Snore, up, up!” The youngest Mud sister stood back up and fell into her Bowing stance.

Once the Bibi were settled, Dirt continued. “Again!” she growled.

Even as the Bibi flopped through their techniques, Dirt felt a warm pride watching her sisters train. Ever since she was a Bibi, she’d dreamed of being the First of a mighty Fam, one with hundreds of sisters and a camp large enough for them all. She’d dreamed of walking among the ranks of her sisters as they trained, fixing their technique, adjusting their posture, giving a word of encouragement here and a reprimanding look there. Though she would never be a champion Bower herself, she could still experience the glory of victory through her Fam. That would be her legacy.

Her dream still eluded her. She wasn’t a First, she was a Second. And the Mud Fam didn’t have hundreds of sisters, it had five. But every tree started with a seed, and with water and sun and a little bit of—

“Chaaaiii,” Swoo exclaimed, watching the Bibi with mock disgust. “You Bow like sicksick dogs.” She hopped to her feet and headed for the ring. “I will show you.”

Snore laughed at Swoo’s criticism and barked like a dog. Nana, however, stared hard at the floor as if she’d been scolded. She was a sensitive girl; Dirt often had to protect her against Swoo’s flippant tongue.

Dirt felt a flame of anger starting to burn within her. Only Swoo ever made her that angry.

“NoBe Swoo, sit dow—” Dirt began, but Swoo was already going through the whole sequence.

She Slapped quickly, then glided low and cat-quick in a Ride, her favorite technique. She was one of the best Riders in the whole South, even when compared to full Sis. That was where her name had come from. The crowds that watched her fights loved to shout “SWOOOO” like the sound of rushing wind as she Rode.

Swoo snapped up to her feet, arms forming a tight Trap. Without slowing, she moved right into a flashy Back Bow, bending backward at the hip, far enough to threaten gravity, but not far enough to drive her head into the sand. Her Bowing technique was still years away from the level of the South’s elite Bowers, but it wasn’t bad for a NoBe.

Snore’s tiny hands broke into applause as Swoo finished. “Chaaaiii,” she cooed as Swoo flexed her muscles and soaked up the admiration.

Any other day, Dirt would have given Swoo such a tongue-lashing the arrogant girl wouldn’t be able to look Dirt in the eye for a half moon.

But not today. She couldn’t risk a loud argument.

“Your toes,” she said.

Swoo raised an eyebrow.

“When you Bow,” Dirt explained, “you must rise on your toes.” She stretched her back nonchalantly, wincing at the small, satisfying pops.

Swoo rolled her eyes. “Sis Dirt, this is training.” She did the whole sequence again, faster. Dirt grunted at the increasingly sloppy technique, but she envied the youthful athleticism. “Training is not fighting.”

“Train bad, fight bad,” Dirt said.

“Train fast, fight faster,” Swoo countered, still battling the air.

Dirt looked to the Bibi. “Give Swoo no mind. There is much she does not know.”

Swoo smirked. “Eh heh, and what do you know, eh? Do you fight?”

The mood shifted, as if a pebble had struck and sent a ripple through the camp. The Bibi’s eyes slid from Dirt to Swoo and back.

“Na Sis knows many things, NoBe Swoo,” Dirt said.

“Then come and show me,” Swoo retorted. She stepped toward Dirt, competitive thirst in her eyes. “Teach me, wisewise Sis Dirt.”

“Chaaaiii,” cooed Nana and Snore.

Dirt sipped her tea, maintaining her calm. “How can I teach one who knows all? Go and sit.”

But Swoo didn’t move. She stayed in the ring, her face a mask of stubbornness tinged with curiosity.

Dirt understood what was happening. NoBe were young, strong, eager to prove themselves. The only reason they didn’t challenge Sis more often was out of respect, not humility. And Dirt was old and out of shape, her belly shrinking, arms skinnying. Even in her prime, she’d been a notoriously terrible competitor. In a fight, the best Bowers were able to clear their minds and focus on battle, but Dirt’s mind would get overwhelmed by her opponent’s moves, the crowd’s reaction, her sisters’ encouragement, and, mostly, her own doubts. She was the only Sis in all the South who didn’t actually compete.

In short, she was a perfect target for an overeager NoBe. To Swoo, Dirt wasn’t a threat, she was a trophy.

But the only thing worse for Dirt than having her weak body and rusty Bowing skills exposed by a NoBe would be ignoring the challenge altogether. The Bibi would never respect her again if she backed down.

“You breezy, Sis Dirt?” Swoo goaded, delight in her eyes. “You breezy to Bow with Swoo, eh?”

So Dirt did what had to be done.

“I see you wish to learn,” Dirt said. She hiked her baggy pants up at the waist, slid the cinched legs above her knees. “Then come. I will teach.”
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2 Bowing Lesson


DIRT AND SWOO stared at each other from across the ring.

All around them, the camp was still. The trees were quiet. The birds and monkeys, normally so restless, settled in to watch the fight below. A delicate breeze rolled through, just enough to tussle Dirt’s short, already-tussled hair.

Nana let out a concerned groan. “Sis Webba!” she shouted, speeding off toward the sleep hut.

“Mama Eghi’s teeth…,” Dirt swore. “Nana!” she hissed, but the younger girl was already going through the sleep hut door.

Just like that, all the care Dirt had taken to not wake Webba was wasted. But if she chased after Nana now, Dirt knew it would only look like she was trying to avoid the fight. Swoo would never let her hear the end of it.

She would settle this problem with Swoo, apologize to Webba, then discipline Nana appropriately.

Other than the creatures of the jungle, Little Snore was their only spectator. The youngest Mud sister found a good angle outside the ring and plopped down to watch.

Swoo fell into her Bowing stance. She was heavier on her front foot than most, a common trait among Riders. It allowed for a quicker burst toward the opponent. Dirt could remember the exact lesson, years before, when she’d taught Swoo that stance.

Then Swoo started Slapping, her shoulders rolling, hands outstretching and touching down on the air at shoulder height before retracting. She was gauging distance with caution and precision, like a snake’s tongue tasting the air.

It was at that moment that Dirt realized exactly how much of a fool she was. Swoo was five years her junior, a competitive Bower approaching her prime; Dirt was an aging, long-retired coach. Swoo was already making all the calculations a fighter had to make, ready to capitalize on any error Dirt made; Dirt was still standing with her arms at her side, watching the younger girl advance. Swoo was one of the best NoBe in the South, lean muscle and a small but firm belly; Dirt was the only Sis in the entire Isle who didn’t compete, with a great belly that was soft and sagging.

Dirt wasn’t just going to lose. She was going to be humiliated.

“You ready, Sis Dirt?”

Na Gods forgive my proud head, Dirt thought.

Swoo Rode in hard, springing forward and low, arms outstretched. The speed of it froze Dirt in place, too quick for her to react, but Swoo must have thought it was some sort of trap. She stopped mid-Ride, springing away and to the side, well beyond Dirt’s reach.

Dirt finally raised her arms and began Slapping. Offensively, a good Slapper could quickly push an opponent out of the ring for an easy win. Defensively, a good Slapper could keep an opponent away for as long as she wanted. In her youth, Dirt had been as good a Slapper as Swoo was a Rider.

In her youth.

But at sixteen, she wasn’t young anymore, and before she could find a rhythm, Swoo was Riding in again. Dirt Slapped twice, landing glancing blows on each of Swoo’s shoulders, but Swoo blew through them as if they were no more than mosquito bites. Her arms wrapped just under Dirt’s armpits, around her back. She felt Swoo’s palms clasp together, locking her in place. Trapped.

“Sis Diiirt,” Swoo crooned into her ear.

Dirt was already breathing heavy. “Eh?”

“You ready, eh?”

That was when the real struggle began. Trapping was the most exhausting part of Bowing. It was a fight to break the opponent’s grip and establish one’s own. It involved prying fingers off, wrenching limbs askew, jutting hips out of reach in a struggle for superior position. Swoo’s Trapping technique wasn’t the best, but she was relentless, and far stronger than she looked. It took all of Dirt’s strength and balance to break grip after grip, and soon her muscles became too tired to break them. All she could do was fight to keep her balance as Swoo dragged her around the ring, setting up what would surely be a painful and demoralizing Bow.

As her strength ebbed away from her, Dirt began to remember. The speed of the fight. The tug and pull, the shifts in weight, the moments of gulped breaths before the struggle resumed. The rhythm. You could always hear music when Bowing, even if none was playing. It was the music of the dust swirling beneath the feet, the music of the pounding heart, the music of the opponent’s Slaps and Rides.

Swoo fought like a drum circle, fury from every direction.

Dirt fought like a broken kora, strings all akimbo and out of tune.

Swoo suddenly slipped beneath Dirt’s armpit, sliding around to take control of her from behind.

“You ready, Sis Dirt?” Swoo bellowed in triumph. “Eh? You ready?!”

A quick buck of Swoo’s hips and Dirt felt her feet leave the earth, hauled up by the strength of another girl for the first time in years. In that moment, the shame of being so viciously Bowed by a NoBe didn’t even occur to her. All she worried about was being dropped on her head, sand exploding all around her and raining into her eyes and mouth and nostrils. Her teeth would slam together, maybe even onto her tongue.

“Chaaaiii, what is this?!” a voice called.

Instead of flying backward, feet over head, Dirt was dropped back down to the earth. Instead of climbing off the ground with a head full of sand, she was standing, whole and unBowed. Swoo’s arms fell away.

Only one person could make Swoo stop so suddenly. Only one person commanded such respect.

“Na fight, eh?” the voice said, and Dirt turned.

Sis Webba, the First of the Mud, the champion and leader of the Mud Fam, stood beside the ring, deep-black skin shining in the morning sun. Her round face was split with a grin, her thick nose flared in joy. She was the biggest of them, in every sense of the word. She was as wide as she was tall, with a good layer of fat over her muscles and a belly that thumped like a tree trunk when she smacked it. She clapped her thick, meaty hands. Hands that were feared all over the South for what they could do to a girl. Beside her, Little Snore immediately imitated Webba’s clapping. Nana was a few strides away, stuck between wanting to clap along and wanting to cry.

“Young NoBe fighting na old, saggy branch, eh?” Webba said, laughing. “Bibi Snore, you see your sister?” She walked forward into the ring. “You see why she is ‘Dirt,’ eh? If I do not come, she will Bow na poor NoBe Swoo. Boom!” Webba made an explosion with her hands, eyebrows dancing in amusement.

Dirt was still breathing too heavily to talk, but she nodded to her Sis then bent forward, hands on knees, wheezing.

“Never!” Swoo shouted. “Sis Dirt cannot Bow me! Did you not see, Sis Webba?”

Webba went over and put an arm around Swoo. “Breathe easy, Swoo. Sometimes na saggy branch can be strongstrong, eh?” She let out a roar of laughter, one hand on her belly. “Strong Bow, my sisters, strong Bow,” she said, strolling over to Dirt. She threw an arm over Dirt’s shoulders as well. “You ripe, my Sis?” she whispered. “Swoo punish you, eh?”

Dirt enjoyed a small laugh, relieved that the fight had ended with her dignity intact. Even in her old age, she was just as nervous in a fight as she’d been when she was a Bibi.

Shameful.

She took a deep breath and straightened. “I am fine.” She turned to Swoo and extended her hand. “Strong Bow, my sister.”

She was met with a glare that could carve stone.

Swoo avoided Dirt’s hand like it was a rotted fish, then looked to Webba, a plea in her eyes. “Sis Webba, before you come, I am winning. Do you not see?”

But Webba had already moved on to tossing Snore in the air, spurred on by the Bibi’s mad giggles. Swoo frowned and then left, tugging her handaxe out of its wooden block and wandering into the jungle.

“My Sis Dirt,” Webba said, setting Snore down with an affectionate tug of the young Bibi’s ear. “Come and speak with me in your boring voice.” She headed back to the sleep hut.

Dirt nodded. “Slap na water,” she said to the Bibi. “Five hundred Slaps before I come back.” She ignored their groans. “Then I will teach you na Back Bow.”

Nana and Snore lit up at that and immediately started practicing. Dirt followed the First of the Mud out of the ring.



The Mud sleep hut was only as big as it needed to be, rising scarcely above Webba’s head and with just enough floor space for the five Mud sisters to sit in a circle around a meal. The girls spent most of their day outside: training, tending the garden, resting in the shade. They only used the hut for meals, sleep, and changing clothes.

The last of which Snore still hadn’t figured out. She always left her discarded pants around, no matter how many times Dirt disciplined her for it.

“I am sorry, my Sis,” Dirt said, collecting the latest pants from the center of the floor. It was an old pair handed down from Nana, light brown cotton with a border of little green jungle cats stitched around the leg holes. “Nana should not wake you like this. You need rest.”

Unlike a Second, who had duties toward all the Fam’s other sisters, a First only had one job: fight. Throughout the Bowing season, Bowers fought each other to determine how they ranked, from worst to best. Then those rankings were used to determine who moved on to compete in the annual God Bow tournament, a monthlong, high-stakes series of fights that determined the future of each competing Fam. While it was common for Seconds, Thirds, and even Fourths to qualify for the tournament, only a girl with the power, experience, and mental strength of a First had a chance to win it.

As such, the reputation and future of the Fam depended on the First’s victories. With the final fight of the Bowing season less than a day away, Webba’s rest was more important than ever, and it was Dirt’s job to ensure she got it.

Webba shrugged. “Nana does not wake me. I am awake.” She grabbed a mango from a fruit basket they kept in the corner and ate half of it in a single bite. At least she was eating properly. “I hear na old woman fight na NoBe, so I go and watch. Swoo almost Bow you, eh?” Her face lit with mirth while she chewed.

Dirt grunted. “Strong girl, Swoo,” she admitted.

“Young girl, Swoo. ‘Na fierce wind will spread na young seed but break na old tree.’ And you…”

“Eh heh,” Dirt said. When she and Webba were Bibi, the elder Mud Sis had been full of such wise sayings, but Dirt hadn’t memorized them the way Webba had. “I am na old tree.”

Webba’s tone became uncharacteristically serious. “Almost na woman, eh? You have na plan?”

“For what?” Dirt asked, even though she knew what Webba meant.

“Na Bow is for girls,” Webba said with exaggerated patience, as if explaining to a new Bibi. “Soon na Gods will Scar you and you must go. But where, Sis Dirt, Second of na Mud? Where then will my oldold sister go?”

“I have no plan, my Sis,” Dirt sighed. The only way she didn’t spend all day worrying about her life after Scarring was by worrying even more about Webba’s fight. “I do not know what I will do.…”

The Gods had left the Isle long ago, but They still watched over it: Mama Eghodo the Lawbringer, Papa Oduma the Defender, Mama Ijiri the Trickster, and Papa Abidon the Liberator. When a girl reached her seventeenth year, They Scarred her face, marking her as a woman.

And Bowing was for girls. Girls only.

Dirt would be seventeen just after this season’s God Bow tournament ended. Then her Scarring would come. When that happened, she would have to travel to Antie Yaya’s compound, and she would never be seen again. As a young girl, Dirt had watched the elder Mud Sis say goodbye on the day of their Scarring, uncertainty in their eyes as they walked into the jungle. Soon Dirt would join them, begin her life as a woman.

Except Dirt had no idea what life as a woman was like. The only woman in all the South was Antie Yaya, but Antie Yaya was special. It was said that all the other men and women had been taken by the Gods, as a punishment for some ancient crime. Like every other girl in the South, Dirt’s earliest memories were of being a recruit in the halls of Antie Yaya’s compound, where she was taken care of by Antie Yaya and the Mosquito girls who worked for her. But at four years old, when the New Year came, she’d decided to become a Bower, and since then she’d lived with the Mud Fam, growing up among the secluded plot of jungle they called their camp. In her twelve years as a Bower, she’d never spoken with, seen, or even heard of another woman besides Antie Yaya.

“I… do not want to go,” Dirt admitted. She felt like a coward. Scarring was tradition. Leaving the Fam was tradition. Traditions had to be followed above all else. “Na Mud is not ready,” she said.

“Because we are few,” Webba noted.

Dirt nodded, then gave Webba a desperate look. “Too few, my Sis.”

Webba pursed her lips knowingly.

A Fam had to have five sisters. Anything less, and tradition demanded that the Fam be split apart, sending some of the sisters to one Fam, some to another. Some would likely leave Bowing altogether. If Dirt’s Scarring came before the Mud could gain another sister, it would mean the end of the Fam.

That was why the God Bow tournament was so important. The day after the final match of the tournament was the first day of the new year. That was when the South’s youngest girls would choose to become Bowers or, disgustingly, choose the life of a Mosquito girl. The God Bow tournament was a winner-take-all contest for that pool of aspiring Bowers. By tradition, all recruits had to join the Fam that had produced the greatest Bower of that season: the God Bow champion.

The only sure way for the Mud to survive was by winning the tournament and earning those recruits. And with Dirt on the precipice of adulthood, this season was the Mud’s last chance.

Dirt wasn’t going to leave her Fam without a future. She had always dreamed of being part of a large, mighty Fam. She was determined to see her dream made reality.

“Tomorrow,” Dirt said, hesitantly, “you cannot fight as you always fight.”

Webba raised an eyebrow. “Eh?”

“I have na plan.”

Webba shook her head. “Na plan for my fight but no plan for your life. My Sis, you think too much.”

Dirt had always been a worrier, true. But sometimes worry was the only thing that kept you safe. “Eh heh. I am your Second. I must think too much about you.”

“Finefine,” Webba sighed. “What is it?”

“You must lose.”

Webba blinked.

Dirt sat and motioned for Webba to do the same. Then she explained her plan. All season, the Sis of the South were ranked based on their wins and losses. Despite being undefeated, Webba was ranked second, only behind the South’s other undefeated Bower—Carra Carre, the First of the Vine and the reigning God Bow champion. And Webba’s next opponent. If Webba won, she would take over the first rank. If she lost, she would remain second and be the second seed in the God Bow tournament. Both the one and the two seed had the privilege of not fighting in the first round, but the one seed would face a lower ranked opponent in the quarterfinals.

“So why lose?” Webba questioned. “If I win, I am one. One must fight four.”

“Eh heh. And who is four?”

“Dream.”

Sis Dream, the First of the Sand, was the only girl Dirt considered a true Slapper. Elusive, with near peerless footwork and hand speed, she would be a nightmare fight for Webba.

“Eh heh. And if you lose?” Dirt asked.

“I am two. Two must fight three.”

“And who is three?”

Then Webba understood. She leaned back against the sleep hut wall, grinning. “Wing.”

Sis Wing was the First of the Creek, one of the finest and most honorable Bowers in the South, and the greatest Rider in living memory. But Webba was one of the best Trappers in the South, and her specific style was an impossible matchup for Riders. She’d already fought and beaten Wing twice.

Webba pursed her lips in thought.

“So you see?” Dirt asked. “You lose to Carra Carre tomorrow, you fight Wing in na quarterfinal. Easy. And all that you learn from Carra Carre tomorrow you can use when you fight her in na final.”

“Sis Wing is never easy, my Sis.” Webba had always respected Wing, even though she trounced her every time they fought.

“Finefine, not so easy,” Dirt conceded. “But we must win this season. We must.”

Webba nodded. “This is true.”

“With this plan, we will.”

She knew the gravity of what she was asking. Webba would rather lose her legs than lose a Bowing match on purpose. But this season was their last chance. They had to do everything they could. Pride didn’t matter. “I beg you.”

For a moment, Webba seemed to really consider it.

But the moment passed.

“Breathe easy, my Sis,” Webba said, waving a dismissive hand. “I am no foolish Bibi. I have na plan for tomorrow.”

Dirt frowned. “What is it?”

Webba grinned, finished off her mango, placed the seed in the fruit basket, and grabbed another. She took a bite of it, eyes twinkling. “Na secret.”

“Eh heh? From me?”

“Eh heh. Do not trouble your old mind.”

“Webba, tell me! You… jumpy gekko!”

Webba laughed so hard she had to wipe away tears. “ ‘Jumpy gekko,’ eh? My Sis, you are truly oldold. Swoo must teach you to speak.”

“I will learn,” Dirt said dryly. “But what is na plan, eh? How can na Second be na Second if she does not know na First?”

“You know me,” Webba said. She recovered from the laughter and leveled a warm look at Dirt. A look full of the love and trust they’d built over the years. “And I know you. You are my Sis. This Fam we have made… I will never let us fail. I swear by Mama Eghodo and Papa Oduma. I swear by Mama Ijiri and Papa Abidon.” She extended a hand, palm up, fingers just slightly curled. “This is na season of na Mud. Our dream will come, my Sis, and na South will know we are great. They will know na Mud.”

In all their years together, they had disagreed many times. But even when Webba refused to accept Dirt’s battle plan, she would still tell Dirt what she intended. Now, in the biggest fight of their lives, Dirt would be blind.

She wanted to continue arguing, but she knew it would do no good. Webba wasn’t asking for her counsel, she was asking for her trust. If trust were easy, it wouldn’t be trust.

Dirt set her hand over Webba’s, palm down. She curled her own fingers and wiggled them against Webba’s palm. Webba did the same to her. A silly pact-sealing they’d thought up as Bibi.

“Show them,” Dirt said. “Show them who we are.”

Webba grinned, bits of yellow mango stuck between her teeth.

The Gods help them.
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3 The Grand Temple


THE JOURNEY to the Grand Temple took hours. And Nana was already tired.

It was the dry season, so the trip was pleasant enough, with tropical flowers bursting all along the way in vibrant scarlets, plump cobalts, and searing golds. But like all the South, the path was choked by coils of jungle. It teemed with prowling cats and bulbs of bright fruit and lounging branches heavy with leaves. Mosquitos drifted predatorily, which meant the spiders were out in force, their webs splayed across the slim path to catch all they could, filling their bellies for the beginning of mating season.

The Mud sisters walked along the path in a column, Swoo leading the way with her handaxe, hacking through the vines and spiderwebs. Behind her was Webba, walking with head high and chest out, with the confidence every Bower needed to have on the day of a fight. Little Snore was in the center, wandering off the path to collect leaves, pick flowers, and harass gekko.

Nana was fourth in line, doing her best to keep Snore from getting lost to the forest while also staying quick enough to not earn a hurrying swat from Sis Dirt behind her. On top of that, she had to carry all the food and clothing the Fam would need for the day in a big basket atop her head. Balancing the basket wasn’t much trouble, but balancing it while chasing after Little Snore and keeping pace ahead of Sis Dirt was hard.

Sometimes being the eldest Bibi wasn’t very fun.

“Eyes up!” Swoo shouted from the front.

Ahead, Nana saw the thicket of damp emerald jungle give way to the hot cinnamon-colored sand of the Grand Temple grounds.

The Grand Temple was the biggest compound in all the South, bigger even than Antie Yaya’s. It held six buildings, five of which were small tents, one for each Fam. The last building was an arena at the center of the complex, the Grand Temple itself. Taller than ten girls standing on each other’s shoulders and wide enough to make a long footrace from one side to the other, it was a massive stadium of red bricks that seemed to be always crumbling, sprinkles of red sand weeping down the building’s side and dispersing in the wind.

“Today na fighting daaaaay!” Webba suddenly sang to the sky, her voice pure and proud and joyous. She drummed a rhythm on her belly.


Today na fighting day-oh, today na fighting day!

Today na fighting day-oh, today na fighting day!



Swoo joined in first, bouncing and smiling, then Snore, lending her tuneless voice and skipping circles around Nana. Even Sis Dirt joined in.

Nana added her voice last, not because she didn’t enjoy the singing, but because she had to make sure the supplies were stable on her head before trusting herself to sing and sway without dumping everything.

Together, the Mud sisters made their way across the sand, singing and dancing and having a fool of a time. They went into the tent designated for the Mud, where Nana could finally unload all their supplies.

But the work didn’t end there.

Bowing was a ritual with three parts: eat, dance, fight. The fighting was the biggest spectacle, of course, but any Bower would admit that the eating was the most important part. Eat good, fight good.

After a long trek carrying the whole Fam’s extra weight, Nana then had to prepare the meal. That meant sweeping the tent floor, laying out the cloth to sit and eat on, cleaning the dishes, and preparing the food. It was work she liked, and work she was used to doing, but it was still tiring. Snore helped, but she was just too little for some things, like carrying a pot of boiling water. And now that Swoo was almost a Sis, she preferred to tell Nana and Snore what to do rather than help do the work herself.

When the work was done, though, the meal was always amazing. There were generous cuts of fresh fruit—papaya, honey melon, pineapple—and several bunches of banana. Round discs of flatbread as big as a girl’s head, vegetables soaked in a tomato stew, and several roasted fish that Swoo had caught, spines and eyes intact. And, of course, a wide dish of pounded yam—the only true food for Bowers—thick and sticky in the stomach like a stone at the bottom of a river. It was all arranged in clay bowls atop the blanket.

Once Webba sat and took a chunk of pineapple, the feast began.

They talked while they ate, but they didn’t talk about Bowing at all. Nana loved that about Sis Webba. Most Bowers, like NoBe Swoo, only ever wanted to talk about fighting. But with Webba, they talked about food and dancing and gossip and everything except Bowing.

Soon the meal was over, which meant Nana could finally get to the part of Bowing day she enjoyed the most.

For the Fam, each visit to the Grand Temple meant an opportunity to trade for supplies. For Nana, it was a chance to talk to other girls, and even some of the boys, to learn what their lives were like and what they were interested in. None of that seemed important to the big sisters, but it was to Nana.

“We can go, Sis Dirt?” Nana asked once the dishes were cleared.

Before Dirt could respond, Snore darted out of the tent, cackling like a madwoman, her pigtails bobbing.

“Snore, we must ask!” Nana called. She gave an apologetic look to Sis Dirt, who just sighed and nodded.

“Go and catch that Snore,” she said.

Normally, NoBe Swoo would join them. But when Nana looked to her, she was shooed along.

“I will stay,” was all NoBe Swoo said.

With all the approval she needed, Nana fled the tent, ready to breathe in the fresh air.

Outside the Mud preparation tent, the breeze was warm, the sand glowed with soaked up sunlight, and all the world buzzed with the energy that only Bowing day could bring. Most of the South’s boys and girls had turned up for the match. They were congregated along the outside walls of the Grand Temple arena, mingling and laughing and rushing from here to there.

Nana caught a glimpse of Snore’s bobbing ponytails plunging into the crowd. She sighed, then stalked off after her sister.

Among the Isle’s four groups, there was a clear hierarchy. At the top, of course, were Bowers. The Daughters of Oduma. No event was more important than Bowing, and no one commanded as much respect as a full Sis. Even a Bibi was higher status than any other boy or girl. Where Bowers moved, others made way.

Then there were the Flagga boys. The Sons of Ijiri. While Bowers were serious and solemn, Flagga boys treated life like every day was a celebration. Rather than living in large Fam, devoted to a discipline like Bowing, they lived in small groups and spent their days playing Flagga, a silly game where they stole flags from each other. There was no reason for it except to brag. No honor to earn, no recruits to win. There were plenty of Flagga out now, waiting with impatient exuberance for the fighting to begin. When they weren’t playing Flagga, they could be found by their meager builds, colored headbands, and the devious light in their eyes.

“Bower girl!” a group of them shouted at Nana, waving. They were clad in brown pants and shirts—standard wear for supporters of the Mud. “Oos oos, Mud Fam!”

Nana gave them an appreciative nod back, but she continued walking. Flagga boys would talk until seeds grew stems.

Soon as she crossed from sunlight into the shadow of the Grand Temple’s massive walls, she reached the Temple’s market. Two rows of wooden stalls faced each other, hugging the building’s long curve. Each stall displayed its wares: brightly dyed shirts and pants, face paints and mirrors, all manner of clay pots and utensils. Mosquito girls, the Daughters of Abidon, worked the stalls and sashayed down the avenue, chatting and giggling. Just about all of them wore some sort of jewelry—necklaces and bracelets and anklets, each glittering with colorful, carefully carved stones.

Nana couldn’t take her eyes off their jewelry. Mosquito girls were third in the South’s social order, and they were the only group that Bowers truly despised. Nana had never understood why. Yes, they were skinny and they walked around with high-heel shoes and they painted their faces to appeal to boys, but without Mosquito girls, the South couldn’t function. They were Bonemenders, Weavers, Cookers, and more. They made almost everything Bowers needed, were always available to trade, and they always set a reasonable price.

And the jewelry.

One particular driftwood stall caught her eye. It held jewelry fit for Antie Yaya herself. Necklaces and bracelets and anklets glittering with rubies and emeralds and sapphires, extravagant cuts catching and reflecting the sunlight a thousand times. Each piece was more beautiful than the last, each stone the perfect sister to the other stones it shared twine with.

Bowers were strictly forbidden from wearing jewelry—tradition, of course. But Nana didn’t even want to wear any of it, not really. She just wanted, desperately, to know how it was made. Bowing was all about destruction. Destroying distance between you and your opponent, destroying the opponent’s grips and balance, destroying the other Fam’s hopes of victory. Nana wanted to create. She could see herself sitting against a good tree, shaping stones into perfect ovals, braiding twine to thread the stones together, and taking all sorts of materials and combining them to create something beautiful. She loved her sisters, and she liked being strong, but she hated Bowing. And she hated even more the constant destruction that came with life as a Bower.

“Honored sister?” a voice said softly.

Nana nearly jumped out of her skin. Only a Mosquito girl would address her that way. But she’d gotten lucky. If a Bower had caught her looking at jewelry like that…

She turned quickly, responding far more casually than she felt. “Eh heh?”

A Mosquito girl was staring at her. She looked about Nana’s age. She was nibbling on candied persimmons, four of them bunched on a stick, a smile on her thin face. Across the top of her dark hair, she wore a cherry-red cloth headband with an off-center bow, her short bangs curtaining her forehead. Multi-colored bracelets glinted on her wrists and a cute necklace with a red apple pendant dangled above her chest.

“You like na adorn, eh?” she asked.

“No,” Nana blurted. “Adorn are for Mosquito. Not Bower.”

“ ‘Mosquito’?” The girl giggled, but had a scrunched confusion on her face. “We are not mosquito, we are Butterfly.” She continued eating.

At first Nana had to stop herself from scoffing. Maybe they called themselves Butterflies, but that didn’t make it so. They couldn’t just choose to be called whatever they wanted.

But then Nana really looked at the girl. And the girl watched her back with a kind of muted interest, the way one may watch a team of ants carry a leaf up a tree. If Nana were eating such a sweet, she would have worn its stickiness all over her face and fingers, and Sis Dirt would have chided her to wash the stains from her clothes. But this Mosquito girl… her wrist was bent elegantly as she held the fruit in front of her mouth. Her teeth nibbled delicately. Her mouth wasn’t even half full as she chewed. Nana had always wished she could treat food like that, like it was sacred. She wanted to take time and enjoy a meal, for once. Bowers treated food like it would disappear if you blinked. Sometimes while eating she looked around as her sisters crammed papaya and fish and pounded yam into their faces and she felt embarrassed.

This girl had an undeniable grace. Maybe they were closer to butterflies than mosquitos.

But Nana wasn’t about to admit that. So she just stood quietly, awkwardly.

Thankfully, a group of boys came by to break up the staring contest.

“How now, Apple?” the first boy said. He was a big boy, much thinner than Webba, but a bit taller. He carried one side of a large wooden box, while another boy carried the other end. They took it behind the stall and carefully set it down on the sand. Two more boys came in carrying a box between them, each greeting the Mosquito girl in turn, calling her “Apple.” All four boys bore colored bands tied high on their arms, and the first boy had a jet-black fox following silently in his footsteps.

These were Pusher boys, the Sons of Eghodo, and the Isle’s fourth and lowliest group. Though Mama Eghodo was the highest of the Mamas and Papas, Pusher boys didn’t enjoy such privilege. They were far bigger than Flagga boys, often taller than Bowers and sometimes as strong. But rather than fighting for glory in the Grand Temple, Pusher Boys spent their days transporting shipments all across the Isle, North to South, East to West. They were the only group that got to leave their homes and explore the Isle, and their only friends were each other and the animal companions, called Petti, that traveled with each group. They seemed like a humble, gentle bunch, and Nana had never understood why they were so lowly while the childish Flagga boys were so high.

Tradition, probably.

“Honored sister,” the first Pusher boy said as he saw her, diverting his wide-eyed gaze to the ground. Once he said it, the other boys echoed him, each hastily smoothing out his clothes and standing like a Bibi about to be scolded.

“Breathe easy,” Nana told them. “I am Nana.” She hoped that would relax them.

“Na good day, Honored Nana,” they all said in unison, not relaxed at all. They clearly hadn’t spent much time around Bowers.

“Na Pusher boys,” Apple said, her eyes still on Nana as she ate her snack, “bring more adorn for me. Do you want to see, Nana?”

This time, Nana hesitated. Of course she wanted to see them. But she wasn’t supposed to.

“I am in na hurry,” she finally said. “I must find my sister.”

“It can be quickquick.”

“No, I cannot.”

“Why, eh?”

“I cannot,” she repeated, her confidence wavering under the girl’s questions. “I—”

“Bibi Naaanaaa!” Snore’s voice pierced through the marketplace din.

Nana turned to see the youngest Mud sister plodding through the crowd, arms full of sweets. A trio of Mosquito-girl vendors chased behind her, demanding payment.

“Bibi Nana, come and pay!” Snore said, taking a bite of dried mango.

Nana nodded an apology at Apple. “I must go,” she said, turning back to Snore before the Mosquito girl could question her again. She went to the vendors chasing Snore and haggled over the price of her little sister’s sweets. As she was finalizing the deals, the first drums sounded from within the arena walls.

“Time for na Bow!” Snore shouted excitedly, spraying fruit all over a vendor’s face.

Nana felt her gut clench. “Time for na Bow…,” she echoed.

She took Snore’s hand and sped back to the preparation tent.

It was time to fight.
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4 The Godskin


AS SECOND, it was Dirt’s duty to help Webba warm up before a fight. A good warm-up was as important to success in a fight as a good meal. It increased fluidity, improved endurance, and, most importantly, prevented injury. Warm muscles bend, cold muscles snap.

Dirt stood across the hut from Webba, her ever-grinning Sis, and extended both hands outward to show her open palms. It was the traditional Bowing salute, the way a girl showed that she came to the fight unarmed and of her own free will, willing to accept any result: win or loss, safety or injury. She slapped her hands together, sealing the unspoken contract. Webba returned the salute, but ended it by walking forward with her arms out and wrapping Dirt in a hug.

Dirt rolled her eyes. It was a total breach of etiquette and a bad example to set for Swoo. But she returned it.

Then they backed away and the Bow began.

As big and strong as Webba was, it took a serious workout to warm her muscles, so Dirt had to push hard. They went through every position, the same patterns they’d done together for years. They knew each other’s movements better than they knew their own. With Webba, it was always the same lazy Slaps, the same deceptive Rides, and the same wind-sucking Traps for which she was named—she left opponents feeling like they were tangled in a spider’s web.

Strangely, Webba tossed in all sorts of new techniques this time. Silly, impractical things that would never work in a real fight. Dirt countered them with confusion.

“Focus, my Sis,” she chided.

But Webba just laughed, then responded by Trapping and Bowing Dirt with terrifying ease.

By the time Webba finally had a sheen of sweat across her forehead, Dirt was drenched in her own and sore in a dozen places. She fell onto her back, panting.

“My oldold Sis.” Webba laughed, bouncing lightly from one foot to the other. “You still Slap like Mama Ijiri.”

Dirt tried to respond, but she was too focused on breathing.

Swoo watched in silent curiosity from the other end of the tent, no doubt absorbing the subtleties of Dirt and Webba’s techniques, studying their shifts in weight and the placement of their feet. It was good that Swoo had stayed to watch rather than run off to play with the Bibi as NoBe usually did. As brash and emotional as she could be, she was maturing in her own way.

Just as the warm-up ended, the drums sounded from the arena.

It was time.

Dirt looked at Webba, hoping to see her sister’s face turn serious. Some hint that she understood the importance of the upcoming fight.

But Webba just grinned at her and put Swoo in a headlock, rubbing her knuckles into the NoBe’s hair as Swoo flailed and protested.

Soon the Bibi returned with arms full of sweets and smiles on their faces. But they immediately set the candy down and donned serious expressions, even Snore.

“Bibi Nana, Bibi Snore,” Dirt said.

They nodded, ready.

“Prepare na Godskin.”

There’s a difference between Bowing and God Bowing.

Bowing was a sport. A craft. A way of life. Being a Bower meant long runs before sunrise, hundreds of hours practicing technique until the muscles throbbed, years of being thrashed by bigger and more experienced girls. The days were exhausting and humiliating, the nights just brief moments of food and sleep before it all started over again. Eventually, all those hours and years and early mornings and sore nights turned a bumbling girl into a hardened fighter.

Dirt was a Bower. She’d been Bowing her whole life. She loved the sport, the camaraderie. Swoo was a Bower as well, and Snore. Even Nana was a Bower, no matter how reluctant.

But among the Mud sisters, only Webba was a God Bower.

Bowing was a fight between girls, but God Bowing was different. It was a clash between Gods, with girls as their vessels. A God Bower wasn’t just a fighter, she was a house of the divine.

A Godskin.

In the story of the first God Bow, the Gods hadn’t known how fragile humans were. They’d put so much of Themselves into the two God Bowers’ bodies that the girls had nearly become gods themselves. Their fight had reshaped the once infinite jungle, creating the mountains, rivers, and valleys of the Isle. Afterward, the girls had died, entirely consumed by the power of the Gods.

That was how things were in the old days, long before even Antie Yaya was born. But the Gods had left the Isle long ago. Many believed there would someday be a Bower—a “True” Godskin—who would be able to withstand the Gods’ powers, but until that day came, a God Bow was just a fight between two girls, each with her Fam there as support.

Still, traditions had to be maintained. So a God Bower still prepared herself to house a God. That meant eating constantly, to be as large as possible. It meant sleeping most of the day, to be well rested. It meant training almost every waking moment, to be strong.

It also meant dressing well. If you wanted to house a God, you had to look the part.

Swoo, Nana, and Snore flurried around Webba, stripping her of her baggy pants and halfshirt. Once she was naked, they built her new outfit piece by piece. They clothed her in a skirt made of palm fronds, with a belt of clay beads in a hundred colors. Clay bracelets—some thick, some thin—ringed each of her wrists and biceps. Atop her head, they placed a short, clay tower crown. It was perforated all around, with wildflowers sticking out of every hole as if the crown itself were in bloom.

The final touch was the Offer.

In the jungles of the South, there were five Fam—Sand, Rock, Creek, Vine, and Mud. Each Fam was named for their unique resource, the precious good that could only be found in their territory. The Sand Offer was the fine white sand of their beaches. The Creek Offer was jugs of cool, fresh water.

The Mud Offer was mud. Near thick as honey and pale brown in color, the mud surrounding the Mud camp was, like all Offers, believed to be blessed by the Mamas and Papas. It could heal bites, ease soreness, clear a stuffed head. It had a distinct scent, like brewed orange skins, and made muscles tingle cool when rubbed on the skin. Nana and Snore spent part of each day out in the brush surrounding the camp, gathering the mud and plucking it clean of grass and seeds and jungle debris. They mixed oils and crushed herbs into it, prayed over each batch, and kept it in the sun to slowly bake, churning it with a mixing stick each time the top layer coalesced into a solid film, bringing the cool mud on the bottom to warm at the surface.
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