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To my sister,

Ijenerumhen Joy Utomi,

who was blessed with the

skin of the gods

To my niece

Elysia Ijenerumhen Utomi,

the First of the First

And to my niece and goddaughter,

Noelle Ivie Helena Hartmann,

who makes every day a good day
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1 Goodbye to a Dream


NORMALLY THE Mud camp was a modest, quiet place.

It sat in a small clearing in an otherwise unremarkable part of the jungle. In the back, near the tree line, was the long wooden sleep lodge, with bunked sleeping cots to fit dozens. In front of that, right at the camp’s center, the Bowing ring stretched five strides across and was rounded by sandbags. A garden, chicken coop, and another, much smaller hut—a meeting space for the Mud Fam’s leaders—completed the camp.

Normally the only sounds were the hush of the breeze through the branches, the yelps and giggles and thuds of girls training.

However, on the night of Swoo’s first victory as a full Sis, the Mud camp was a party. A gaggle of Flagga boys was visiting with their drums and other instruments, leading the song and dance. Swoo, drunk off palm wine, was dancing so hard in the middle of the ring that she was covered in sweat. The Flagga boys stood in a circle around her, urging her on and nearly laughing themselves off their feet.

Sis Dirt, First of the Mud, sat at the high table. Beside her was Sis Webba, the Second of the Mud. These two eldest Mud sisters watched the festivities with amusement. So much of Dirt’s life now was watching. She didn’t mind it. Ever since the end of the last season, when she and Carra Carre had destroyed the Grand Temple in the chaos of their fight, she’d been banned from competing. Antie Yaya’s decision. In a way, her life of watching was a return to how things had been before the Godskin powers changed everything.

“I must go, my Sis,” Webba said.

Dirt nodded. It was late. And she knew that Webba’s wrists sometimes pained her deep into the evening. Ever since her legs were destroyed by Carra Carre, Webba had moved herself around by rolling the large wheels on the side of her chair, a task that strained the arms. Dirt stood to help push Webba’s rolling chair to the sleep hut.

“No,” Webba said. “I must leave.”

Dirt was confused. She went to stand in front of Webba to better understand her sister.

That was when Dirt saw it. It was easy to miss against Webba’s dark skin, and hidden as it was beneath her hair, but it was unmistakably a Scar. A jagged curve following the arc of her ear, roiling deep inside with a black fire.

Dirt nearly choked. “When?” she asked.

Webba shrugged. “I see it today. Before Swoo’s Bow.”

Dirt sighed. “Look at us. Two oldold girls, eh? Time is cruel.”

“Time is forever,” Webba responded. “That is why I must go.”

Dirt could see the somberness in her sister. “Antie Yaya will allow you to stay,” she said reassuringly.

Webba looked up at Dirt with a smile unlike any she had ever given. “No, my Sis,” she said. “In this world of Bowers and Godskins, I have no place. Na Fam does not need me. Look and see.”

She nodded her head at the festivities, forcing Dirt to turn and look. There were the Flagga boys, teeth shining as they strummed kora and blew algaita and pounded talking drums. There was sweat-covered Swoo, feet flashing in the moonlight.

And there were fifty Bibi—last season’s recruits—all laughing with the freedom of unburdened youth, swaying to the music and wind, chasing each other round the camp and through the trees with a reckless joy. Since childhood, Dirt had dreamed of building the Mud into a big fam, with her and Webba at the head. The day the recruits joined—six months ago now—that dream had been fulfilled.

“We are strongstrong now, my Sis,” Webba said. “We have na thing we always want to have. But these Bibi do not know me. They know only you. Sis Dirt. Na Godskin.”

Dirt turned back to Webba, shaking her head. “No, no…” She was surprised to find tears clouding her vision. She wiped them angrily. She refused to cry. Crying meant that it was really happening, that Webba was really leaving. “I need you.”

“You will lead na Fam,” Webba said. “And Sis Swoo will be your Second. Think how happy she will be. Let me leave for her, if not for myself.”

Dirt swelled up to protest, only to see by Webba’s amused expression that she was joking.

“That is not funny,” Dirt said.

“I disagree.”

Dirt couldn’t think of any further argument. Webba was right. At some point, all of them were supposed to move on, go off to join the Mamas and Papas. Dirt had refused, and Antie Yaya had allowed it, but that didn’t mean every girl sought the same life as Dirt. She had chosen her path. She had to let Webba choose hers.

“But tomorrow is Flagga Day,” Dirt tried, weakly.

Webba bellowed laughter, rubbing her belly. “You want me to stay for na day with na Flagga boys and their mighty sticks, eh? You must truly despise me.”

Dirt called a halt to the party and made the announcement to the Mud Fam and their guests. The reactions were more varied than she’d expected. Among the Flagga boys, there was jaw-dropping disbelief, followed immediately by them forming into a line to honor Webba. One by one they approached her and fell to a knee, thanking her for her career and for all the times she’d inspired them and any number of things. Dirt found it impossible to control her tears as she watched. It was exactly the respect Webba deserved.

The Bibi had a very different response. They mostly fell quiet and watched, polite enough to not interrupt the ceremony, but uncertain what else they should do. As always, Webba was right. It was Dirt they revered, not her. Webba’s departure meant little to them.

It was not the same for Snore and Swoo. Snore immediately fled into the jungle and was gone for the entire night. Swoo was last in line behind the Flagga boys, and when they were finished, she knelt in front of Webba and simply laid her head in Webba’s lap. After a long moment, she stood, gave Webba a long hug, then moved to stand beside Sis Dirt, her head bowed.

“We are na Mud sisters!” Swoo sang out, her voice cracked to the verge of breaking.

The song was picked up by the others..


We fight, oh yes, ooooooh!

We are na Mud sisters! (We are na Mud sisters!)

We never quit, noooooo!



Webba had already packed her few things, so all she had to do was gather them before rolling herself off into the jungle toward Antie Yaya’s. All the while the Mud Fam sang, ensuring that her departure was a melodic one. Even when she had disappeared into the dark jungle, the song continued.

As the Flagga boys left and the Bibi went to bed and Swoo went off to go exercise her frustrations away, Dirt stayed out, singing her sister off until her mouth and throat were too dry to make anything but the faintest noise.

Only then did she go to sleep. As her mind drifted, she hoped that she would at least continue to see Webba in her dreams, the one place where time held no power over Dirt and her sisters.
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2 Flagga Day


TO REACH THE Rock Fam’s territory, the Mud sisters crossed much of the South, passing from their familiar muddy jungles, across the soft beach sands, over to the glistening seaside cliffs that the Rock Fam called home.

Dirt had made the trip many times, as had Swoo, Snore, and some of the other girls. But never without Webba. Strangely, the sadness of the night before was gone. A night of sleep had reset Dirt’s brain, so instead of knowing Webba was gone forever, she felt that Webba was simply out in the jungle collecting berries, or off to a nearby stream for a bath, or some other temporary departure. Dirt marched the path like it was any other day, her mind at ease.

For most of the Mud sisters, it was their first trip to the edges of the South, out from the sweltering density of the jungle and into the open air and its coastal breeze. They looked around in wonder, falling out of their marching formation as they chased after a scuttling crab or engaged in giggle-filled sand-kicking fights. The final leg of their journey took them from sea level up an ascent to the top of the cliffs, where the ground beneath them became cold, slick stone.

At the top of the climb was the South’s biggest and most beautiful celebration: Flagga Day.

All the boys and girls of the region were along the edge of the cliff, some with feet hanging out over the water. Butterfly girls, the Daughters of Abidon, were in their finest dresses and jewelry, clad in high-heeled shoes despite the precarious rocks. Burly Pusher boys, the Sons of Eghodo, manned grills the length of felled palm trees, cooking fish and chicken and plantain over licking flames. Bowers, the Daughters of Oduma, held impromptu sparring matches, a rare opportunity to practice with girls from other Fam without the stress and stakes of competition.

But Flagga Day was, first and foremost, for the Flagga boys. The Sons of Ijiri. All year, they competed in Flagga, a game that Dirt had never been able to make sense of that involved sneaking into each other’s hideouts and stealing their flags. Only on Flagga Day could they show their work, with each group of Flagga boys hoisting a stick a dozen strides high that bore each flag they’d managed to steal. This year, the Mud Flagga had done well, with six vibrantly painted cloth flags lined down from the top of their stick, each one rippling in the wind. Only the Creek Flagga had done better, their stick bearing an impressive fourteen flags.

Whether zero flags or a hundred, the Flagga boys were in a celebratory mood, drumming and dancing and biting into grilled meat with the reckless joy that only Flagga Day could bring.

Dirt led the Mud Fam up the cliff, where heads turned toward her, followed soon after by a roar of cheers.

“Sis Dirt!”

“Na Godskin!”

“Oos oos na Mud!”

After that, the Mud Fam dispersed. The younger girls rushed off to play with their friends from other Fam, showing off new techniques and trading gossip. Dirt and Swoo found a spot along the edge of the cliff, their feet dangling, the breeze pressing against their skin. Snore sat a few strides away, joining neither the older sisters nor the younger girls.

“Snore,” Dirt nodded to an open spot beside her. “Come and sit.”

But Snore only shook her head and looked away, staring out across the sea.

Dirt pursed her lips but said nothing more. Snore had not been the same since the Vine kidnapped her six months prior. Dirt had assumed the girl would be afraid for some time after—that was expected. But in the time that had passed, Snore had only gotten worse, each day retreating more and more into herself.

Something would have to be done, but Dirt had no idea what.

That was when a Butterfly girl walked over to them. She was propped up on heeled shoes, with her hair bound back in a ponytail and the dark skin of her cheeks painted with a muted, blushing red. Precious stones of every color wrapped around both wrists and ankles, glittered at her ears, were embedded in her hairband. Even Dirt—who had no eye for such things—could see the care and skill that had gone into crafting them.

She would recognize that work anywhere.

“How now, Mud Fam?” the Butterfly girl asked.

Though her back was to the girl, Snore immediately recognized the voice. Her eyes widened, her cheeks rose, she inhaled from nose and mouth, a full body gasp. She whipped her head around so fast that Dirt feared she may have hurt herself.

“BIBI NANA!” Snore howled.

Then the two girls collided, skinny arms crushing each other into an embrace that saw Nana giggling madly and Snore uncharacteristically solemn, eyes closed and pressed into Nana’s shoulder. When Nana eventually pulled back, Snore refused to let go, keeping herself wrapped around Nana’s waist.

“My sister,” Dirt and Swoo said simultaneously.

Dirt gave Swoo an admiring nod. She knew the girl wanted to join the Bibi’s embrace, but a Sis had to carry herself differently in public. Swoo nodded back, but then seemed embarrassed by the approval and looked to Nana.

There was much to discuss, and Nana told them all of it. In the six months since she’d left the Mud Fam to begin her life as a Butterfly, she had seen much of the South, made new friends, learned tough lessons, and crafted so much jewelry of such high quality that her work was already being sent to the Pusher boys to be traded to other parts of the Isle.

“My smartsmart sister,” Swoo said with pride. “Of course your adorn is na best.”

Nana grinned.

Dirt was about to add her own praise when a long, lone peal from an algaita split the air. All heads turned away from the water, back to where one of the Creek Flagga had climbed their flag-laden stick, holding himself high up its length with just one hand and his feet while holding a speaking cone in his other hand.

“Boys and girls of na South!” he exclaimed, earning a round of energetic whooping and jumping from his fellow Creek Flagga at the base of the stick. As this year’s Flagga winners, they were able to lead the proceedings, showing off their trophies in the process. “Welcome to Flagga Day! We are na Creek boys. You know us, eh?”

He flashed a brilliant smile, and the crowd bathed him in adoration. Dirt had never had much patience for Flagga boys and their showmanship, but she supposed this was the one day she had to forgive them.

He raised a finger in the air, then a second, then a third, counting up to the beginning of their song.


Na Creek boys we dance! (Hey hey!)

Na Creek boys we play! (Hey hey!)

Na Creek boys we win and win every day!



He repeated the song twice more, each time whipping the crowd up further and further until, by the end, nearly everyone was on their feet, singing and chanting the anthem of the Creek boys.

Once finished, he slid back down the stick and joined the other Creek boys in pulling it out of the shallow soil and walking over to the edge of the cliff. Up and down the cliff face, the Flagga boys of the South did the same, carrying their sticks over whether they held ten flags or none. They all lined up, sticks held out horizontally, flags dangling.

With a great collective heave, the Flagga Boys tossed their sticks out to sea to a great cheer from the audience. This was the send-off, the beginning of the end of Flagga Day. The sticks would drift for hours before disappearing over the horizon, and whichever group’s stick was the last to vanish was said to have Mama Ijiri’s favor for the next year of Flagga.

While the sticks made their way toward the edge of the sea, Dirt, Swoo, Nana, and Snore enjoyed each other like old times. They played the Gekko and the Guava, sparred lightly, giggled, and carried on like they were all back in the Mud camp’s old, ramshackle sleep hut. The hours passed by too quickly, and soon the crowd was murmuring in anticipation, the last log a speck on the horizon.

“It is finished?” Snore asked, her voice filled with sorrow.

Nana, blessings upon her, immediately wrapped Snore in a hug. “It is finefine. I will come and visit soon, eh?”

Snore’s response was drowned out by another peal from a Flagga boy’s algaita, officially ending the day.

Yet no one moved.

Because there was still a speck on the horizon. Not a stick drifting away from shore, but a stick drifting toward it. As all the boys and girls of the South watched in confusion, the stick drew quickly closer, and soon revealed itself to be not a stick, but something different. A strange wooden device, growing larger by the second. It was narrow, shaped like a hammock strung between trees, but with tall wooden spires jutting up from its center and large triangular cloths that swelled with wind as it glided toward the shore.

They all watched in disbelief as the device crashed violently against the rocks at the base of the cliff, the wood making a horrendous rending sound and bursting in all directions. No one knew what to do, including Dirt. The strange thing fell into pieces from the impact and plunged into the sea, to be swallowed beneath dark waves.

It was only when the wood was fully submerged beneath the waves that anyone’s eyes noticed the body remaining on the rocks.

No one spoke. No one even moved. Not just because there was a strange and unfamiliar body down on the rocks.

But because the body was big. A man.

An adult.
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3 The Isle’s First Man


OTHER THAN Antie Yaya, there were no adults on the Isle. There hadn’t been since the days of the Mamas and Papas, when Mama Eghodo, Papa Oduma, Mama Ijiri, and Papa Abidon still cared for the children of the Isle. But they’d left long ago, so far back that none remembered, taking all the women and men with them. Since those days, every girl and boy left at seventeen to join them. Dirt herself was the first girl to ever stay as a woman.

Even Webba had left.

With the presence of the man’s body on the rocks below, it was as if the world had changed from day to night. From calm and ease and safety to the unknown terrors of the dark. No one had yet figured out what the presence of an adult meant. But they all held their breaths, understanding that something deeply important had happened. Something that would change the Isle forever.

As stunned as Dirt was by the body, she could still see plainly the man was dying. He needed help.

I am brave. I am fat. I am Dirt.

A purifying steam scoured her, filling her from head and chest to each toe and finger. The world stood out with greater clarity than before. The clouds were wispy and white against the darkening sky, the sun an orange half disc sitting on the sea line, the thousands of boys and girls arrayed beside her on the stone cliffs, all looking down in the same direction.

Dirt leapt.

She plunged through wind, hair and clothes rippling from the air speeding around her. She still hadn’t grown used to the power and all the ways it relieved her from the concerns of life. A year before, a jump like this would have ended her. Now, she landed on the rocks below with a concussive clap of sound and a splash of puddled water, her bones undamaged, not even a blemish on her skin.

Then there was an identical sound to her right. She turned, confused.

A behemoth of a girl stood beside her, her head wrapped all in vines but for two small spaces that revealed dark eyes beneath. The girl was over a head taller than Dirt and nearly twice as wide, her belly swelling out with good fat layered over firm muscle. The air shimmered around her, the same power the Gods had granted Dirt steaming from her hulking frame.

Carra Carre, First of the Vine Fam, the defending God Bow champion.

Dirt hadn’t seen Carra Carre since their fight at the last God Bow—The Clash of the Godskins, fans had begun to call it. Their warring power had leveled the Grand Temple, scorching the sand of the arena floor and blasting away sections of seating. In the end, an uneasy peace had been reached, an acceptance that two girls so powerful could not fight unrestrained as they had. They had gone their separate ways with the understanding that there would be no more violence.

But that didn’t mean Dirt had to like her.

“Sis Carra Carre,” Dirt said, inclining her head as minimally as she could.

“Sis Dirt,” Carra Carre replied, her own head dipping the same.

“I have no need of your assistance,” Dirt said.

Carra Carre grunted. “I am not here to assist you.”

“Good,” Dirt said, and she turned away from her rival, approaching the man’s body.

Much to Dirt’s irritation, Carra Carre joined her.

The man was sprawled face up on the rocks, splashed in sea spray from the continued crashing of small waves. He wore strange clothes—a shirt of sorts but of a drab color, with little buttons all the way up the chest, where the collar folded against the neck. The shirt was tucked at the waist into pants that puffed around his thighs and slimmed down the calf, a design that looked almost like the pants of a Bower, but just wrong to Dirt’s eyes.

Aside from his strange garb, Dirt was surprised at how tiny he was. He was larger than a Flagga boy, but no larger than most Pushers. Yet his face was old in the way that Antie Yaya’s was, with a certain agedness to the skin, wrinkles and blemishes and splotches of inconsistent color. Dirt had always imagined that a man would be huge, the size of a hut or bigger. This man wasn’t even as big as Dirt herself.

“Hello?” Dirt called. She knew that nothing could hurt her while she held the powers of her Godskin, but she still had to be cautious.

Carra Carre clearly didn’t feel the same. She stepped forward and began to crouch near the body, but Dirt shot out a hand and grabbed her by the shoulder.

“Wait,” she said. “You do not know if we can touch him.”

Carra Carre tried to tug gently away from Dirt’s grip, but Dirt held fast. Carra Carre shot to her feet and stared Dirt coldly in the eyes, flexing her shoulder muscles beneath Dirt’s hand.

“Release me, Sis Dirt,” she said, “and preserve yourself.”

“You risk yourself by touching him,” Dirt countered, keeping her hand in place. “We must send for Antie Yaya.”

Carra Carre took a slight inhale, then threw a firm Slap into Dirt’s shoulder. Were it a normal girl, the blow would have sent her crashing into the cliffs behind them, inducing an avalanche of falling stones. But Dirt was a Godskin, so the blow only made her stumble back slightly before she caught her balance and immediately took a Bowing stance, legs set and sturdy, arms up and ready.

Then the man groaned.

“Heeeeeelpp…,” he issued in a weak voice.

He released a string of deep, wet coughs, prompting Dirt and Carra Carre to both rush to his side. They gave each other a look, a silent agreement to put aside their mutual dislike in order to help this man. Together, they hoisted him up, one of them beneath each of his arms.

They timed their jump, crouching and leaping in unison with enough force to sail back up to the top of the cliffs. There, their two Fam were waiting, staring each other down with the same hostility their Firsts held for each other.

But between them was a woman, power and certainty radiating from her. She wore a blouse and wrapper of intricate red and gold floral design, with a matching gele. Coral beads sat on her wrists and dangled around her neck, drinking in and glowing with the dying sunlight.

“Thank you, my Godskins,” Antie Yaya said. “I will take him from here.”
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4 Ever-Changing Winds


ANTIE YAYA had her Butterflies load the man into a cart and wheel him away. Just like that he was gone, and Flagga Day was finished, and the boys and girls of the South went back to their homes.

But news of a strange man appearing on the cliffs was the only thing anyone could talk about. All around the camp, the Bibi chattered like yelping monkeys. On the morning runs, they were so lost in gossip they veered off-route. During warm-ups, they congregated in groups to whisper instead of lifting heavy stones. By midday, they had done less than half of their usual work, and their appetite for discussion was still unsatisfied.

Swoo wasn’t going to tolerate it anymore.

“Bibi up!” she barked, then released a shrill peal from the reed whistle she wore on a twine loop around her neck.

The Bibi were in the middle of lunch, and instead of rising to their feet, they glanced over at Swoo with confused looks.

“I. Say. UP!” she roared, and the Bibi bolted up so quickly that many of them lost their balance, falling into each other several times before stabilizing in ordered ranks, faces forward, posture alert.

“The rest of na day you will run!” she announced, pacing in front of the line of sisters. “And only run. Now go.”

The sisters looked between each other uneasily.

“Run where?” Tiggi eventually asked. She was one of the former Butterfly girls who had joined the Mud after Dirt’s win. A hard worker, but prone to overthinking and asking unnecessary questions.

Swoo looked them all up and down. “Anywhere out of my sight,” she said with disgust.

“… how long?” Tiggi asked.

Swoo’s eyes flared with rage. “I say na whole day, you ramshackle goats, now GO!”

Snore went first, as she often did. Quiet, distant, and indifferent to Swoo’s anger, she strolled toward the forest before breaking into a light jog and disappearing into the trees. Tiggi tried to follow next, but the other girls bumped past her, hastily trailing Snore into the jungle. Once they were gone, Swoo stood alone in the Mud camp, the sand of the ring between her toes, the breeze whispering against her skin.

Her next fight was just two days away. It was another important bout, one that would determine the tone of her Bowing season. With the Godskins disallowed from competing, she had a real chance to not only make the God Bow, but to win it, becoming the only Sis to ever do so in her first season. What better way to honor Webba’s legacy? What better way to honor the Mud? That was all that mattered.

And yet…

The events of Flagga Day forced their way to the top of her attention time and again. Ever since Sis Dirt became a Godskin, something had changed in the South. Swoo wasn’t the type to spend time dwelling on such things, but she noticed them, and it had become impossible for her to not worry that more changes were coming—worse changes.

“Sis Swoo is lazy today, eh?”

Sis Dirt’s voice sailed over from the sleep lodge.

Swoo snapped back to attention, falling into a Bowing stance and facing off against an imaginary foe. “Never,” she said.

Dirt lumbered over to stand beside the ring. Swoo could feel the First of the Mud’s eyes on her, watching her technique with that blend of criticism and admiration that only an aged coach could possess. Swoo often found herself missing Webba, but there were rare occasions when Dirt seemed so much like Webba that the Mud Fam felt whole again, the one unchanged thing in the ever-changing winds of the South.

“If not lazy, then what is it?” Dirt asked. “A girl does not stare at na forest like that when all is wellwell.”

“All that matters is na Bow,” Swoo grunted, Riding forward and low, ever-sharpening the technique that had made her so successful. “All will be wellwell when I am na God Bow champion.”

Dirt let the silence hang long enough that Swoo knew what she was doing—she was waiting for Swoo to reveal how she felt. And despite herself, Swoo did. She sighed in frustration and fell out of her Bowing stance, turning to her sister.

“I do not understand, Sis Dirt,” she began. “One season ago, there is no Godskin. Sis Webba is whole. We are na small Fam, and there is only Antie Yaya. Now, there are two Godskins, Sis Webba is broken and gone, we are na big Fam, and there is na man in na South.

“I do not understand…,” she repeated, shaking her head.

Dirt nodded. “I forget that you are not there on na night na Vine attacks us.”

Swoo had heard so many accounts of that night from Sis Webba, Sis Dirt, and Nana that she felt like she’d been there.

“And so?”

Dirt explained what Nana had told her, about Verdi’s strange prophecy. “ ‘Na Gods are returning.’ Antie Yaya says na same. This man… perhaps na Gods send him.”

“For what?” Swoo asked.

Then it was Dirt’s turn to look uncertain. “I too do not know, my Second,” she said. “But it is not for your mind to worry. You are na God Bower. Let your oldold Sis worry about such things.”

Dirt wasn’t the inspiring speaker that Webba was, but she was right. It wasn’t Swoo’s problem. She had a fight to focus on. “Thank you, my Sis,” Swoo said.

Dirt nodded. “Where are na Bibi?”

“Running.”

“How long?”

Swoo scratched her head, wincing. “I say na whole day,” she said sheepishly. “I am irritated with them.”

Dirt chuckled, a rare sound from the so-often-serious Godskin. “It is finefine,” she said. “We do our best, eh?”

She said the last bit with a sudden somberness, and Swoo knew why. Dirt was doing her best to lead the Fam, but it didn’t come naturally to her, and training so many young girls was a task, even for the best leader. Swoo was doing her part to help, but she knew she was inexperienced and impatient; the Bibi deserved better.

After a short silence, Swoo went back to her training and Dirt went to make herself tea. They weren’t rivals like they used to be. In fact, they had formed a special relationship, one Swoo was beginning to cherish.

But neither of them was Webba, a fact that brought sadness to them both.



In the old days, the trek to the Grand Temple was like a small adventure, the five Mud girls on a jaunt through the jungle with Swoo leading the way. Now, Snore led the way, the little Bibi walking the well-worn jungle path from memory, and the small adventure had become a grand campaign, with the thudding footfalls of the fifty Mud sisters like the sound of a marching army.

As the competing Bower, Swoo was at the center of the formation. Even as her heart beat fearfully in her throat and her forearms trembled in nervous anticipation, she swelled with joy. Nothing made her happier than the prospect of an impending battle. Training was all about restraint. Care. Growth. In battle, none of those things mattered. All that mattered was who was superior, and Swoo knew that when she was able to perform her best, she was superior to any girl in the South. Every fight was a chance to prove it.

At the Grand Temple, they went through the Bowing ritual.

First, they ate. Because there were so many former Mosquito girls among the Bibi now, they were excellent cooks, knowledgeable in spices and fruit that were found well beyond the Mud camp. Then, they danced. Swoo in her Godskin, her sisters a single powerful voice, layered and harmonized far more than they’d ever been when they were five, their pounding feet rattling the arena sand.

Then it was time to fight.

Swoo strode into the ring first, as she always did. It was mental warfare, a subtle way of letting her opponent know that she was ahead of her, even before the fight began. Across from her stood Sis Ask of the Rock. Though she was Third of her Fam, she’d been a Sis for two full seasons already, fought in dozens of God Bows, and was a former God Bow tournament competitor—the highest level of Bowing. The water and oils drenching her skin lent her arms and legs a persisting glisten, and her torso was covered with a smear of stone dust. It was said she crushed the stone with her bare hands before rubbing it on herself.

The two Bowers stared each other down. Swoo searched her opponent’s gaze for any hint of fear and found none. Then she stepped back and squatted, delivered the traditional Bowing salute, arms outstretched to her sides. It communicated that she came to the fight unarmed and of her own free will, prepared to accept any result: win or loss, safety or injury. She showed her open palms, then she clapped her hands together, sealing the contract of the fight. Ask returned the salute.

The timekeeper raised an arm, unstoppered the hourglass, then let the arm fall. “Bow begin!”

What ensued was one of the finest Bowing matches in years, even for a crowd that had seen the spectacle of two True Godskins. Despite the gap in experience, Swoo and Ask were near perfectly matched, and their identical Riding strategies resulted in the two battling like rams, slamming into each other over and over, the crowd cooing with each clash. Their Godskins were tattered, their lungs aflame. Knots bloomed on both of their skulls from accidental bumps of their heads. In the end, the fight was decided by a single moment. Swoo, exhausted, summoned her strength for a powerful Ride, but Ask dodged at the last second and shoved Swoo from behind. Despite every effort to slow, Swoo’s momentum carried her out.

“Push!” the timekeeper called. “Sis Ask of na Rock is na winner!”

The Rock Farm rushed the ring, swarming their sister with hugs and praise, lifting her onto their shoulders.

Swoo looked to her Fam, all the young Bibi staring at her with open shock on their faces. None of them had ever seen her lose, she realized. They were still new—they did not know that losing was as much a part of Bower life as the morning runs or eating pounded yam. Dirt’s face was grim but understanding. She knew why Swoo had lost, just as much as Swoo herself did. It was clear in the sheer quantity of Bibi and the shock on their faces.

Ask wasn’t any better than Swoo. But she had dozens of girls her size and age to train with, so she could better prepare for a girl of Swoo’s abilities. Swoo’s only training partners were hapless Bibi and a True Godskin who could flip mountains. The Mud Fam was bigger than ever, but it was a camp designed to raise Bibi, not to train champions.

Swoo couldn’t become a God Bow champion with this team. Not as it was.

But before Swoo could think of what to do to improve the Fam, her attention was drawn to the murmuring of the audience. All eyes, even those of her own Fam, were looking past her, over at the Grand Temple entrance. Swoo turned and found herself staring at the backs of the Rock sisters, who had ceased celebrating and were instead making way for an entering party. The only person who could make Bowers part like that was Antie Yaya, but she had no reason to be at the Grand Temple. And that didn’t explain the restrained fear she saw on each of the Rock girls’ faces.

Then the sisters right in front of Swoo parted and Antie Yaya strode between them. With her, drawing the eye of every girl and boy in the arena, was a man who Swoo immediately recognized.
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5 Mister Odo


SWOO REMEMBERED how strange Antie Yaya used to be. She had seemed split between worlds, her eyes sliding all over, her demeanor almost like that of one who has had too much palm wine. Her face had been so severe that Nana and Snore used to tell Swoo of the nightmares they had about her.

Now, she was a woman in full control of herself and her surroundings. She was calm, softened. She spoke with power, authority, her voice carrying across the silence of the arena without a speaking cone.

“Children of the South,” she said. “I would like to introduce you to someone.” Despite her newfound normality, she still spoke in that strange way, unlike anyone else Swoo had ever heard. Even the Pusher boys who sometimes traveled in from other regions didn’t sound like her.

Antie Yaya gestured to the man. He was still garbed in those odd clothes of his, the shirt with the collar and the Bower-like pants. Except now he wore other oddities—the pants were tucked into tall leather footwear that extended up to his calf, and he wore a puffy cap atop his head. A single gust of wind would send it flying, Swoo knew, yet he wore it without a care. Judging from the fuller flesh to his unstained cheeks, Antie Yaya must have given the man a meal and a bath.

Swoo was startled to find Dirt standing suddenly beside her. She’d positioned herself between the man and the Mud Bibi, and her gaze was focused, cautious.

“You may call him Mister Odo,” Antie Yaya said. “He has come here from the land of the Mamas and Papas.”

Stunned silence. Every mind in the arena grappled with what that revelation could mean, but they were all too taken aback to ask a question even of their neighbor beside them.

“Because Mister Odo is very impressed with you Bower girls, he wants to do a special God Bow. Not just for the South, but for the whole Isle. The two best girls from every region will come to compete. And all girls can compete. Godskins included.”

Every tongue murmured the same names: Sis Dirt. Sis Carra Carre.

Swoo looked to Dirt, but the First of the Mud had not changed her expression at all. She was still watching intently, as if waiting for something more.

But the prospect of seeing the South’s True Godskins once again meet in the ring was enough for the audience. Their murmur grew to a rumble, which grew to a cheer, part of the crowd chanting Dirt’s name while a smaller part chanted Carra Carre’s. Swoo could see Carra Carre’s hulking form looming among the crowd on the far side of the arena. She had her arms crossed, taking in the announcement with the same quiet anticipation as Dirt.

“Hello, everyone,” the man said, and Swoo immediately frowned, along with every other girl and boy in the arena.

He spoke like Antie Yaya. His voice was softer, his tone almost apologetic, but it was the same odd manner of speech.

“Thank you for… eh… welcoming me to your home,” he said. “In addition to glory, the winner of this tournament will get to come with me back to the land of… the Mamas and Papas.”

Swoo had to tighten her jaw to keep it from dropping.

No one had ever returned from the land of the Mamas and Papas. Going to them was a rite of passage undertaken alone, marking the end of one’s life among their Fam.

He was offering them a chance to see beyond the realm of reality, into the realm of the Gods.

He was offering them a chance to see Webba again.

Finally, Dirt’s face changed. Gone was the focused skepticism. Gone was the mistrust and inquiry. Instead, her features were flooded with relief. Tears began to form in the corners of her eyes, but Dirt looked directly up, masking her moment of vulnerability as the heavenly gaze of a quick, grateful prayer.

Once she saw that, Swoo had no doubt that Dirt would choose to compete.

“Those who wish to partake have two days to prepare themselves,” Antie Yaya said. “Then, you will report to my compound and the Isle God Bow will begin.”

Once finished, she left the arena, along with that Mister Odo. There were no more matches that day, but everyone stayed in their spots, discussing in excitement. Swoo was grateful that her defeat was long forgotten.

But she had never been more uncertain about her future.
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6 The Cats of the South


SNORE WAS sprawled out in the tree’s branches, high above her training sisters. She didn’t like this new big Fam. She missed NoBe Nana and Sis Webba, and she liked it when they could all eat together in the sleep hut. Now, there were so many sisters, and some of them were rude or dumb or boring.

But the one thing she enjoyed was that it was harder for Sis Dirt and Sis Swoo to keep track of her. She was often able to disappear during the day, exploring the jungle however she liked and returning for the evening training session, as if she’d been there all day.

The training was all a waste anyway. Snore knew that, but no one else seemed to. Sis Webba was the best Bower in the whole world, but Sis Carra Carre had hurt her so bad she never got to Bow again and now she was gone. Sis Dirt was a coach, but then she became a Bower, but then she became a True Godskin and Antie Yaya said she couldn’t Bow, but now Antie Yaya said she could.

Because Bowing was stupid.

It was just a game, but not even a fun, silly one. It was serious and painful and unfair. And, most of all, useless. Snore herself was almost five years old and was very strong, but that had not saved her when the Vine came. They’d picked her up as easily as if she were a mango.

“You too,” Snore said to Nubbi. The jungle cat was curled against her in the branches, ears perked to listen. Snore petted her head. “I am sorry, Bibi Nubbi.”

During their attack, the Vine Fam had put Nubbi in a small wooden cage. They took turns poking at her. First with their fingers, then when a few of them were bleeding from Nubbi’s sharp baby teeth, with sticks. The big one, Sis Verdi, had been the meanest. She’d picked up the whole cage and tossed it around, and poor Nubbi had screamed and yelped, but all Snore could do was cry and call out for Sis Dirt and Sis Webba to save her.

“They cannot save you,” Sis Verdi had said. She was so big and tall, but she had lowered herself to speak directly into Snore’s face. “Na Gods have returned, little Mud child. Na Vine will unite na South, Carra Carre will be First of na First, and your big sisters will bend knee to na Vine, just like every other girl.”

At the time, Snore had just thought Sis Verdi was a big, scary, crazy person. But now Mister Odo was here from the land of the Mamas and Papas. Maybe Sis Verdi was right. The Gods had returned and evil girls like Sis Verdi would be able to hurt whoever they wanted.

“Les us go,” Snore said solemnly to Nubbi.

She slid easily down the tree, then stalked off into the jungle, away from the calls and grunts of her sisters training back at camp.

As she made her way deeper into the thicket, she thought about how she’d only been saved because of Sis Swoo. Sis Webba was broken. Sis Dirt had been ready to give up. Because they were both serious, boring sisters who only cared about rules and honor and all the other things about Bowing that Snore no longer liked.

Sis Swoo hadn’t saved Snore with Bowing. She’d saved her with fire. And a handaxe. And a viciousness that Snore had never seen before, bashing and burning her way through the Vine camp until she was able to free Nubbi and Snore.

Snore’s eyes had been opened that day.

Snore and Nubbi soon crossed an invisible threshold. The jungle seemed to darken. The pathways sealed up, so that every step was nearly swallowed in roots and vines. There were no birds here. No monkeys. No animal that valued its life would enter this space. It was silent, unmarred jungle.

One by one, spotted jungle cats slinked into view ahead of them, their paws silent on the damp ground, their eyes gleaming hungrily. Four in all, each three times Snore’s size, each with a mouth full of sharp teeth and two puncturous fangs. One cat was slightly bigger than the others, and its left eye was closed from a gruesome wound. She raised her nose, sniffing to determine whether the intruders were friend or foe.

But Snore was impatient. She charged forward, barreling into the biggest cat’s chest and wrapping her in a tight hug.

“WugWug,” she said, rubbing her face in the fur of her chest.

The cat, WugWug, licked at Snore’s hair and face until Snore released the embrace and rubbed heads with each of the other cats in turn. Nubbi trotted forward between the legs of the bigger cats, purring and brushing against them and yelping to declare her presence.

When the greetings were done, WugWug turned deeper into the jungle, waiting for the others to follow.

Snore nodded and followed after her. She was done learning Bowing, but she was still learning to fight.

And it was time to train.
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7 New Directions


DIRT DID NOT sleep the night after Mister Odo’s announcement.

The life of a Bower was always hard: muscles do not build easily; lessons are learned through error; broken toes and bent fingers; soreness and blood and tears. A girl did not come to be effective at breaking others’ bodies without first breaking her own. It had always been this way.

It had not always been lonely, however.

When the new girls had joined, it had at first felt like fifty long-lost sisters had returned home. But Webba’s departure had driven home a sad truth—these girls were strangers. Mud sisters in name but not in history. The Fam felt different, more like a team of Butterfly girls watching over recruits than a team of trained fighters.

Most importantly, they lacked Webba’s smile. Her strength. Her optimism. Dirt missed her big sister the way she’d miss the wind or the trees, something so permanent and essential taken away.

Now there was a chance to fix it. At least for a little while.

Dirt ducked under the doorway of her room, emerging out into the orange haze of the late-day light. Swoo was leading the Bibi in drills. Not from beside the ring, as Dirt had led when she was training, but from within it, her skin slicked in sweat as she called out the techniques while demonstrating them.

“Again!” Swoo called, going smoothly through the sequence, from Slap to Ride to Trap to Bow.

Few of the Bibi had the balance to do the same. Most of them stumbled and stopped midway through, but several pushed on, only to topple into the girls beside them.

Only one girl managed to complete it: Tiggi, the former Mosquito girl.

Snore would have finished it as well, had she been there. But Snore had been leaving camp more and more often, disappearing all day only to sneak back in before nightfall, thinking none were the wiser. Dirt had noticed but hadn’t yet decided what to do about it. If Snore no longer felt at home in the Mud camp, that wasn’t something to punish her over. Especially since Dirt so often felt the same.

“Na Mud,” Dirt called before Swoo could restart the training. “Breathe easy.”

The girls all relaxed, many with sighs of relief and exhausted sprawls onto the floor. Swoo gave Dirt a curious look but didn’t protest. There was a time when she would have been enraged at the interruption, but the girl had matured greatly.

Dirt waited for the girls to settle before she spoke. While waiting, she saw Snore sneak in from the tree line and sit at the back of the assembly, that cat of hers trailing her every step. She resolved to talk to the girl before she left.

When the activity was finished, Dirt cleared her throat.

“Tomorrow, I will go to Antie Yaya’s,” she said, and she was met with a wave of celebratory coos. “I will fight in na Isle God Bow. I will show na Isle who we are. And when I win…,” she trailed off.

What was Webba to them? All those young faces, staring up at Dirt with hope in their eyes. They admired her. They revered her. But they had only known Webba for a few months. In their minds, she was a broken old Sis, friend to the Godskin. Maybe a few had seen Webba’s fight against Carra Carre. But they didn’t know her. They couldn’t understand what she meant to the Mud.

And what about the sisters who had come before? Before Webba. Before Sis Prom, who Dirt had watched leave all those years ago. Before Sis Okoa, the last Mud sister to win the God Bow. To all the sisters who had become forgotten memories, taken into Useyi’s hands. Dirt knew nothing of them, just as the sisters to come would know nothing of Webba.

“… I will win,” Dirt finished instead.

The Bibi were full of excitement, swarming Dirt with hugs and adoring words and plenty of “Oos Oos.” Swoo watched from a distance, her arms crossed, her face impassive. Dirt let the Bibi enjoy the moment before telling them she had to rest.

As she returned to her room, she nodded for Swoo to follow.



“You understand, eh?” Dirt asked.

Swoo was leaned against the wall, head bowed in thought. “Of course,” she said. Then she ran her hand through her hair in frustration. “Does this mean I am First?”

Dirt chuckled. Swoo could bear any news, as long as it led to her ambitions being fulfilled. “If you wish.”

Swoo sighed. “Good. I do not like being na Second, Sis Dirt. How you do it for so long, I do not know.”

Dirt shrugged. “It is easy to be Second when I do not fight. And I have Webba as my First.”

Dirt knew she had not been a good First to Swoo. She helped Swoo train, of course, but the job of the First was to shoulder the burdens of victory and the Fam’s survival, to cast a wide shadow that the Second could take refuge in until it was her turn to sit beneath the harsh light of competition. But Dirt had been barred from competing, so Swoo had to bear that burden herself while still maintaining her duties as Second. It was an uncomfortable position for them both—a Second who had to win and a First who couldn’t.

“There are many worse Firsts than you, you oldold girl,” Swoo said softly.

Dirt nodded, accepting the compliment.

They spent the rest of the evening planning out what the Fam would look like in Dirt’s absence, just the two of them. Dirt made sure to let Swoo lead the thinking—Dirt had no idea how long she might be gone, and she wanted Swoo to feel comfortable leading the Fam however she thought best. With Dirt gone the Bibi would have one less pair of eyes on them, and both Dirt and Swoo agreed the Fam would need more structure to keep them active and safe.

“Snore should lead na Bibi,” Swoo said.

“Should.” Dirt replied. “But she cannot be trusted as she is.”

Swoo grunted agreement. “That unruly duckling. How long will she be like this?”

“Time does not heal wounds,” Dirt said. “Healers heal wounds.”

Swoo sucked her teeth, staring at Dirt with a small smile. “You sound like Webba,” she said.

“All the same,” Dirt said quickly, uncomfortable with the praise. “Snore is not ready. You will need others who can guide na young ones.”

Swoo nodded. “I will find a way,” she said. “And what of you?”

Dirt raised an eyebrow, questioning.

“You will again have to fight that senseless swampdog Carra Carre,” Swoo said. “Do you have na plan?”

Swoo was right. Even if all the Bowers of the Isle competed, it was inevitable that the True Godskins would be the final two. Memories of Dirt and Carra Carre’s last fight came flooding back. Mostly memories of the anger. Of the violence. Never in her life had she wanted to hurt a girl so bad.

She didn’t want to be that girl again.

“I will have na plan when I need it,” she said.

Swoo snorted. “You have truly become Webba.”

That night, Dirt again could not sleep. Despite the planning with Swoo, uncertainty still churned in her gut. Not just for how the Fam would fare in her absence, but how she would fare in the absence of the Fam. She would be walking into an entirely unpredictable situation, alone. And no matter how things went, the best possible end was that she won all her matches, only to face Carra Carre in the end.

The thought made her tremble.

And tremble.

And tremble.

No, that wasn’t her body trembling.
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