Crimson Mud, Drying Blood

by Jay Lake

We lashed thelolly to Big Man's bonesthe day | turned fourteen, same morning | got my facing done.

Maam had sent for the best Inker within six days walk, with his three bone needles and one of iron and
secret inks from clays within the sacred banks of the Flywater River. Dawn abloomin' in the east, four of
Maam's other boyos held me down and Inker-man chewed hisleaves until hiseyesrolled back with a
cry like ahawk's, then blind and trembling drew my destiny upon my facein tiny stabsthat hurt so good |
cried to laugh.

Then they et me up, packed my face with mud and grass and swore me off washing or looking in pools
of water for aweek and aday, and we al went back to Big Man. Even Inker climbed up to do aturn on
the scaffolds, old-folded as he was by time and sunlight to a piece of drawn-ass hide.

Ain'tit great, how you Start out life pretty and you end up wise, but the two arelike ariver'shead and
mouth -- the springs never mest the sea.

There | was, faceitching like someone had laid amasking chantry on me, anchoring the far end of the
load rope while the lolly went up. 1t was medium hard work, and | welcomed the sty sweset and the
arm grain to keep my thoughts from my face.

We had us good meta pulleys, found deep in ahole by the Tunnel Runners and brought up to advance
Big Man's dreaming years so much the faster. Our pulling ropes weren't half the worth, like as not break
if you hefted a hundredweight, but by river and forest, them pulleys would outlive usall.

They had dready, hadn't they? Outlived the Little Men who made them, scratching at the meta with fine
filesand tiny sawsin their one caves of long ago, before light came into the world for good and dll.

Up went the lally, me holding down the rope with three boyos pulling in front of me, past the first deck of
the scaffold, and past the mountain deck -- so caled on account of you could see the mountains good
from there -- and past the high deck, and past the hawks deck and on to the new deck, which was
always the top deck of the scaffold no matter whether it had been built further or stood for years. The
lolly itself was awork of art, wrested from agnarled old cypressthat grew over adab of Little Man
blackstone. It was one of Maam's sometime studs that done the deed, after aweasel showed him the
way in dreaming.

The sometime stud, it might have been Barkdust Bill, | forget ‘cause Maam drove them dl off comelast
winter so asonly to have her boyos mouthsto fill instead of her bedmates beautiful, usdess bellies, he
drug that thing home till crusted in roots and bark and dirt and shiny bits of blackstone. Bill and the
other studs cleaned it off and freshened it with flower dyes and little secret weaves they had the making
of, and presented it to Maam like she was to have some doing or other with it.

Maam, she laughed her redl laugh, not her festiva laugh, and had some of us boyos who were dancing
attendance on her lay it in the high place above her sandbed, then sheinvited her sometime sudsin and
we drew theleafy curtains and they squedled until sundown, missing evenchant and nearly missing



moonrise chant. Preach wasn't happy, but he ain't never happy.

Now spring was here again, and since the winter the sometime studs were out living on the ridges and
running rocks and wrestling for the right to claim favor herein the wooded vdleys. We were back on
Big Man, taking another step toward Heaven, and Maam decided the lolly had to go up.

The studs weaves and dyes had falen off over the winter, and it was just adented circle again, with the
curves shaved off to eight straight edges, still abit of red underneath -- afortune of metal initsface and
the stick below. That metal had been the real vaue of the studs gift, of course, but men like them will lay
eyeson acolor and forget everything that matters.

And therés me at one end of the pulling rope, and Inker up on the scaffold and someone's found some
good line Maam had ustrade downriver for -- though there was grumbling about losing tenweight of
cured salmon for something you couldn't even rightly chew let dlone swalow. And therésthelolly
swinging from the new deck pulley and Inker and two boyos guideit in and Miracle -- she'sour
girl-woman -- takes that traded-for line with its memory of the taste of sdlmon and lashesthelolly to one
of Big Man'sribs, on theinsde, whereit might serve him for a heart.

Damn dl our eyesif that lolly don't rattle in the wind, and shift around to find agood place to hang its
weight on the traded-for line, and thump three times on therib like it just might be a heart.

Maam stirred in her sandbed, which | knew on account of the shouting and yelling, and four of the boyos
helped her in her hundredweights out of her grotto, and she put her thigh bone whistle to her lipsand
belted out the tunefor afestiva.

"It'sadgn,” cdled Inker in his old-folded voice, though it carried loud as any fdling tree. "Big Man's
going to wake from dreaming some day soon, and carry usal to Heaven on His shoulders!”

Then they swarmed down from the scaffold, Inker and the boyos and Miracle, and even Preach found a
gdelittle smile somewhere to wear on hisfacefor awhile.

We danced reels among the barley shoots, and we did the watersnake bel ow the beavers second dam,
and we sung down the sun with arowdy even chant fueled by last autumn's corn wine and this spring's
first berry beer, and then we sung up the moon like a pack of coyotes, yipping and howling until the furry
brothersin the hills howled back. 1t wasthe best party we'd had in awhile, the kind of noise that would
attract the sometime studs back from their londly heights. "Winter'sgood and over, studs,” our Snging
said, and our ssomping feet set the tread that called themin.

Long about the middle hoursthe littler boyos had gone to deep in the fir branches, and most of the bigger
ones were thrashing together in the bushes or night swimming with the beavers. | found mysdf sharing a
basket of shalotswith Miracle, who | ain't never been alone with to talk to.

"You believein Big Man, Larkin Grousdlegs?' she asked, the greens crunching in her mouth and making
us both smell like afreshet.

"He'sright there," | said, waving toward the scaffolding. | set my arm back down, kind of on accident
touching hers, so our little goose bumps rubbed together, and my fine pale hairstingled.

Even with the shdllots, she smdlled better than any boyo. Different, kind of acrigp, sharp smdll, like
warm snot and workswest and blood and flowers al mixed together. Last fall sheld taken to wearing
hide shirts over her wool kilts, about the time she got tall as most of the boyos.

"That'snot Him," said Miracle. "Not those built-up bones."



| gasped, for Preach would cuff my ear bloody for such talk.

She went on, unconcerned, protected by her woman-girlhood. "It'stheideaof Him. It keepsHim here
with us. Therea Big Man, He's dreaming, and maybe He'sin our dreams.”

My dreams mostly concerned themsalves with butt-wrestling with Stumpwater Rob or the Firehair twins,
or more often than nat, just flickery images of Maam's people and lands, likefirdight in al the colors of
nature. | couldn't recall ever seeing Big Man in my dreams, but | wasn't going to admit that. "Uh-huh,” |
sad.

Always safe, that one.

Miracle chewed on another shalot awhile, then spat abit of pulp. Her arm wrapped over mine, skin
close enough for warmth and meto fed her pulse. "Maam, shetaksto Big Manin her dreams. And
sometimes even Little Men. That's how she knows where to send boyosto find things."

And maybe send the sometime studs to find the lolly, | thought. Had Maam donethat? "Wasit time
for Big Man to have His heart?"

"It wastime for you boyosto have your hearts.” She amiled, her teeth gleaming in the sarlight. "Therées
achange coming soon to Maam's people.” Her other hand dipped beneath her wooal kilt, then she
touched my chin with her finger. It wasdamp and prickly. "Inker left me aspot of color for you."

After sheraninto the darkness, silent asadeer, | touched my chin where she had. 1t wasn't covered by
Inker'swork, though my cheeks and nose and forehead were. Her mention of the old man had set my
face to prickling benesth the mask of leaves and mud, but | was vowed and sworn to aweek and aday.

| found dampnessin her touch, which | tasted.

Musty blood. She'd drawn blood from within the secret places of her body and set it upon me. 1t was
then that | felt the wind of Big Man'sdreaming, so | climbed to the new deck to listen to Hislolly heart
rattle againg the yet-highest rib in that breeze and fedl His breath dance upon my prickling skin.

* * *

Big Man waked across the mountains like | might step over agtick, Hisfeet striking the ground to dig
new lakesfor al the Maams and their people and the animas of thelands. He was grinning fit to split the
sky, teeth chiseled from the dark of the old moon -- for that brightness had to go somewhere -- and eyes
that flared like a summer bonfire,

Heleaned down and plucked me from the Earth, like | wasan ant and Heachild. BigMan lad mein
Hispam, and | grew just enough fit to spesk with Him, so that the cyclone of His voice would not
bloody my ears, and my own words wouldn't be the buzz of alacewing to Him. Hishand waswarm,
and even the roughness of it waslike the lines the water made on a sand bank, al naturd and firmandin
arhythmwithmy ribs

"Larkin Grousdlegs, Heart-of-the-Aspen,” He said, calling me by my first and second names. No one
but me knew my second name. No one, not even me, knew my third name, the one that wrapped
around my soul. Only Maam did, and she wouldn't tell.

"BigMan," | said, and for amoment | had aflash of butt-wrestling and wriggling sdmon and the day that
lightning struck the highest spruce, like my real dreams were come knocking. "Welcometo Maam's
lands.”



He laughed, in the voice that the spring floods use when an ice dam busts somewhere high up, and his
breath smelled like snow on stone. "All theland ismine, Aspenheart. Thedirt and theair and every
breathing thing."

| got my stubborn on, that sometimes got me abeating. "Wel come anyhow, since you been away."
"Ain't that me down there?' Big Man asked, "with my meta heart rattling in my open ribs?*
| remembered what Miracle had said. "It's you and the idea of you, but you're here with me.”

Helaughed again, thistime smelling like fir and spruce and thefirst greens of spring. "It'syou with me,
little Larkin Aspenheart. 1've cometo tell you there's change afoot, and to mind your step. Maams
grow old, and new Maams come. Y ou can take the knife and be aboyo al your life, or you can take to
the hills and be asometime stud. But every time and again, someone hasto be aDato Maam. Just like
I'm Dato the Madam that isthe world."

When he said that, | swear the mountains smiled and stars gleamed with pride and | heard the treesin the
valeysbelow uswhisper dl three of my names, even the onel didn't know.

Then Big Man closed His hand and shook it, like | was a knucklebonefit to be cast into the circle. |
cried to belet out, but when | jumped to my feet, | nearly fel off the new deck and there was only the
lally rattling againgt the yet-highest rib, beeting out the rhythm of my three names.

* * *

Later that day, when | wastickling fish out in the lake, Maam sent Darling Jack, one of her lat, littlest
boyosfor me. "The wanth to thee you,” he said from amuddy perch in the shallowest shallows, grinning
until drool piddied hisface.

I'd been out on the lake for some quiet peace, wanting to be lonely as a pinecone and think on Miracle
and what Big Man had said in my dreams, but thereé's no running from Maam. | smiled a Darling Jack.
"Il bedong shortly."

Hetoddled off with the newswhilel bid farewell to thelazy trout. | had thought, but got no more from it
than alittle smoke. Maam would know, she dwaysdid, if | could find the words to ask.

She was on her sandbed in her grotto, leaf curtains half-drawn, being fed stewed wild oats by some of
the boyos. Darling Jack cuddled between her breasts, each one a sack bigger than that al most-littlest
boyo, her nipples pink and huge like sun and moon in afleshy sky. "Larkin Grousdegs,” Mdam said,
"and welcome to your own home." She shooed Darling Jack and the oat-bearing boyos, then patted the
huge dome of her belly, asif | might want to lie between her breasts as well.

"Maam," | said, "thank you and no. I'll sand." My face was prickly and hot, and somehow the salty
smell of her reminded me of Miracle, which made my woodstick stir asif there was boyo butt-wrestling
to be had close to hand. My woodstick hadn't ever before stirred around Maam, and | felt my body
had become atraitor.

"Y ou have the makings of afine sometime stud,” she said quietly, which took me for ashock. Maam
would no more live quietly by choice than amountain storm, and there wasn't much in the world that
would force Maam to anything she didn't choose. Maybe winter's sharp teeth, or aflood, but not much
dse

"Don't want to be asometime stud,” | said, matching her unnatural quiet with my own.



"Figured,” shesaid, and grinned me afew of her teeth. "How was your talk with Big Man?'

"l..." What surprised me wasthat | wasn't surprised. | knew Maam walked in dreams. Everybody
knew that. | just didn't know shewalked in mine. "Hewasbig, Maam."

"Sometimes,” she said, and her voice was even softer, "sometimes| think on Big Man. He's an idea of
the land, more than any kind of person.”

"We're building Him, Maam. He's our hope, like Preach dways said.”

She flapped asoft, meaty hand. "Preach ain't nothing but an old sometime stud without the courage of
hiswoodstick no more. Good as awinter warmer for me, and keeps the boyosin line, but he'san old
sster. Don't belistening to Preach too much.”

"Then why we building Big Man?' | asked. Her words made my eyes sting. Maam'sboyoswerein the
world to bring back Big Man, and Big Man was our ticket to Heaven. "Hisbones are out there, taller
than six sometime studslaid end to end, and that lolly heart's now rattling in His chest. Or did you

forget?'

Maam didn't never forget nothing, which | knew, but she just smiled at me. "Did you ever think we were
living in Heaven now, my sweet Heart-of-the-Aspen? Little Men, they lived in stone caves and worked
their fingersto nubs. We get cold in the winter, and wet in the spring, but theres amost dways plenty to
eat, and we don't do too much work other than building Big Man. What does Heaven have that we
dont?'

"Blackstone pathways," | said, "and air-voices, and the gift of flight, and al thethingsthe Little Men

"Maybe your Heaven," she said tartly, "but sure aswinter ice not mine. Now, listen up Larkin
Grousdlegs. In aweek your face comes clean and we see what Big Man told Inker to place on there.
But you got to choose."

My woodstick chafed my legther shorts again, like it was listening too.

Sheamiled a that. ™Y ou want to be aboyo the rest of your days, feeding and carrying Maam around,
that can be. Preach will cut you and you can butt-wrestle and swim and holler in the treesfor the rest of
your naturd life"

Just afew days ago, | would have thought that was the future for me, but Big Man had come to me, and
| wanted to see His change afoot.

"Y ou want to be a sometime stud, | reckon thereés Maamsin other lands that'd take you in now. A few
winters on the ridges, grown into your height, you might be the mountain king, with your pick of Maams
to rall with. Maybe someday be an old Preach, live agood long life dipping your woodstick into more
Maams and boyaos than you can ever keep count of."

That didn't sound so bad, either, when | thought about it. Live long enough to see the world move
through the years.

"And that's one more choice than most boyos get, | cantell you. But..." She held up one grest finger, fat
asan ek'swoodstick. ™Y ou got another choice. One most boyos never hear of."

"Da" | said, theword rolling unfamiliar in my mouth. 1 knew what it meant, but | hadn't heard it spoke
upwards of five or six timesin my life. Therewasjust Maams and boyos, and rare as an dbino salmon,



women-girls.

"Da," shesad, amiling. "Ain't no bigger job intheworld. Big Man comesinto aboyo, when he sets out
tobecomeaDa. | won'tlie, ain't along job, for no Maam can abide a Da once she's ready to pop out
boyosfor therest of her days, but awoman-girl just set out, sheneedsaDa. For alittlewhile.”

"Where do old Dasgo?' | asked.

Maam's smile closed down, her lips settling like agrandfather catfish. "Once Big Man comesinto aDa,
Henever redly leaves. When aDaisdone, Big Man takes him back.”

That dream-hand would close in afist around me, and squeeze like the biggest sometime studs could
squeeze an acorn, and | would be no more than ablood drop on Miracle's chin.

My woodstick dipped back up like atrout backing into sand, and my shouldersfell. | wanted to live,
smdll the pines at every season and see wintersin their dozens and play through every spring. | didn't
want to work and sweat and fight on the mountaintops, and | sure didn't want to Damy way to agrave
asearly asany lost nestling ever found.

Her face closed down like her smile, and Maam touched her fat fingerstogether. "You go, Larkin
Grousdlegs, Heart-of-the-Aspen, and you think on what | said. If it pleasesyou, ask Preach or Miracle
for their thoughts, or climb the new deck and seeif Big Man blessesyou again. I'll hear your word when
the mask comes off your face and we see what Inker wrote there."

| ran from her, without even akiss or afarewell, through our little village of hutsand tipis, dong the
muddy beach of the beavers pond, past the reedy shore of our big lake beyond, and for miles up into the
canyonsand valeys. | didn't want to speak to Miracle or Preach, | didn't want Big Man'swords or
Maam's encouragement.

All I wanted was to be aboyo forever, just like | was, no knife cuts, no running off for asometime stud,
and sure as hell no Dato Miracles Maam, or any other woman-girl that Maam might dreamwak me
to.

But thewholetime| ran, my chin itched where Miracle had touched me, and the sat-blood smell of her
never |eft.

* * *

Six daysin thewoods, and though | was tempted, | didn't pick at my mask nor look for mysdf in streams
and pools.

Instead, | ran down adeer, taking her life with a prayer to Big Man and awhispered gpology to the
flickering of her dying ears. | skinned her, and cut acloak of her hide, though untanned it drew fliesand
closed my nose up right quick. What | couldn't eat or carry | cut and laid out for the coyotes and the
wolves, and a haunch up atreefor old mister bear.

Then | was the deer, ambling through meadows and rubbing againgt tree bark and degping in little
hollowsintheferns. Theslent drip of morning in the forest was music to me, and the rank smell soon
became my own. 1 tried walking on hands and feet, but my shoulders pulled me back up.

It can't be done.

| tried not to dream, for | was afraid of Big Man and what He might say to me, afraid of Maam. Afraid
of mysdlf, mostly. Even when | dept, there were only the dreams of the deer who was wrapped me



round like Maam wrapped Darling Jack. | nibbled spring shoots and feared the cough of the cougar and
worried the breeze for scented news of friend and foe.

Not much different from waking, redly.

Then on thelast day | walked back to Maam'slands, knowing | must present my face. After that |
could leave, if | wanted to take askin and live on the land, but | had to come home onelast time.

* * *

Though | arrived bloody and muddy, without the courtesy even of adive into the lake, the boyos
welcomed me back. They hugged me and touched me, these that had been my friends and brothers
forever, and | found mysdlf thinking that Stumpwater Rob had been cut once, but the Firehair twins had
not yet, and wasit different butt-wrestling with one or the other and why did | think some woodsticks
were tastier and sweeter than others, until | had to put the whole business out of my head.

Whatever became of me, | would not be aboyo the rest of my life. The cut was not for me. Sometime
stud, Da, or runaway animal, | would carry al my parts and pieces until Big Man took me homefor the
last time.

| shrugged them off, then, throwing my deer hide cloak to the ground and shouting until Stumpwater Rob
took my hand and led me to the creek and laid me down and washed me clean, save for the dried mask
crugting Inker's marks upon my face.

"Listen, my little Larkin," he said, and | knew that Stumpwater Rob had been cut the spring | was six and
| was sure held never even been given the choice to be a sometime stud, let alone everything 1'd been
offered. Hiseyesweretoo far gpart and he limped funny and he heard bad from the left, and though he
hugged redl nice and kissed sweet asatrillium, he wouldn't have lasted three days on the ridges with the
wild studs.

"Larkin, sweet Larkin Grousdlegs." Stumpwater Rob said, combing my hair with hisfingers. "Preach has
been talking, telling the boyos you were of amind to refuse Big Man's gifts. | knew it weren't true, and
when you come back, Preach got redl quiet, but ever since you left Miracle€'sbeen crying in her tree
house and Maam hasn't even let Darling Jack into her grotto.”

"I'm back," | growled. When had my voice gotten so bearish?

"We done some more work on Big Man's bones; to raise the ribs around the lolly and hang Hisarms,"
Stumpwater Rob said, "and we're ready to hoist the new deck to the clavicle and build the head. | was
hoping you'd come raise that deck with me and some of the other big boyos, and the little boyos can get
to the rib deck, which iswhere we hung the lolly, and fill in the chest.”

Work waswhat | needed. Hewasright. | hugged Stumpwater Rob, gave him onelast kiss for luck, and
jumped up.

We worked past evenchant and into moonlight, raising the next deck. In the week I'd been gone,
someone had chopped three vertebrae out of an old cedar log, that made the spinerise. Ribstraded up
the river from the Maam's whose boyos hunted gray Leviathan in boats were hung, me at the top of the
beautiful pulleysingtead of the bottom, helping the older boyos guide them in.

The new new deck was dmogt like acollar, round and stiff encircling Big Man's neck, and | could see
where His head would go as plain asif those fire eyes were staring back at meright then. 1 looked down
in the dim of the evening to see the younger boyos tossing leather sacksin between theribs.



"Liver and lightd" yelled one of the Firehair twins, hisgrin gleaming in the sarlight.

Then Miracle was there, her hand dipped into mine, and Stumpwater Rob and the other boyos were
gone asif they'd never been. | heard the flieswhining on the lake and smdlled the forest, smelling Miracle
aswell, though her sdtinesswas less, replaced with more of aMaam smell, woven in with honey and
mint.

"Y ou thought about it?* she asked, her free hand fingering my back.

My woodstick surged.

"| thought about it." 1'd avoided the thought, as much as | could, but the time was come.
"Boyos are bringing Maam out, building abonfire. Y our turnis soon.”

Thereld be others after me -- there were at least a dozen boyos with spring birthdays, and four of them
had spaced so close behind me that they'd be faced this spring aswell, but | knew Maam had marked
me out, brought Inker in from far instead of having Preach do it, or one of the part-time Inkersfrom just
down theriver.

| would lead this year's boyosto...to whatever lay ahead. So | squeezed Miracle's hand, and let my
finger brush her chin, and followed her down the ladders and ropes, wishing | had some of that women's
blood-magic.

* * *

The bonfire roared, chalenging the moon and starswith a brilliant orange that could only rise from the
Earth, just asthe sun did every morning. Maam sat on her throne, that she hardly ever used, crafted
from Little Man stuff and woven reeds and aspen posts and for al | knew the bones of our Maam's
long-vanished Da, father to usall.

"Preach, bring Larkin Grouse egs the bucket,” she said.

| waited while an ancient Little Man bucket, colored pae muddy blue like water with no holes at dl --
something brought up by the tunnd runners -- was set before me by afrowning Preach. Helooked like
he wanted to say something, ablessing or athreat perhaps, but no words passed.

"Wadh," said Mdam.

| bent over, plunged my handsin the cold, cold water, then scrubbed my face. Inker's mudpack
doughed off like asnake skin.

| didn't look into the bucket to glimpse my face. By thelight of thefire, the water would have been a bad
mirror anyhow. Instead | stared at Maam, letting her see Inker's handiwork.

The boyos gasped, then buzzed among themsaves with quiet chatter. Preach stared, his eyes narrow,
but he till held histongue. Madam just looked at me awhile, her great face unchanging except for the
shifting shadows of the fire, then she looked over at Miracle.

Miracle nodded once at me, then faded from the bonfireslight.

"Wdl?' | said. Usualy aface was read out to much merriment, that Deadwood John would be a hunter,
or Robin Rascal had the makings of a Tunnel Runner. Most markings were no more than afew lines or
an odd rosette, though some, like Preach, had masks acrosstheir entire faces, curling like vinesin the



soring. Thisslencewas new to me.

"There's aught to read here but what'sin your heart,” said Maam, her voice rough. "Go up to the new
deck and see what Big Man hasto say."

So | |eft the bonfire and climbed the darkness to the little round platform with the hole in the middle and
the cedar spinerising at the back. | knew | wouldn't take the knife, but the rest of it was till amystery.
Facing was supposed to be an answer.

When | got to the new deck, it was no surprise to find Miracle there, though she had laid asde her hide
shirt and wool kilt. Her breastswere small, no bigger than my open hand could cover, not like the great
wellsprings of milk that lolled on Maam's ample chest. Since our long-vanished Da, no one but the
sometime studs had ever seen the sdlty cleft of Maam'slegs, them and Preach, when he brought forth
boyosin our long-borning litters acrossthe years. But now Miracle'slegs were folded as she s, il
showing me atwist of hair dark and curly as what had sprouted around my woodstick.

Which, to think of it, was sprouting as hard asit ever had for butt-wrestling.

Then she opened up her aams and | made my choice under the stars, Big Man's voice booming in my
ears asthe wind whispered my three names within the tops of the forest.

* * *

Dawn came with no dreams, and | found myself tangled with Miracle, one hand closed upon her breast
and the other resting on her back.

"My face" | whispered to her asshe dept. "What was upon my face?'

Miracl€'s eyes opened, and she smiled. She had not been deeping, | saw, just waiting for me. "Nothing,
my sweet." Shetouched my chin. "Nothing and everything. Inker had needled your own face upon your
skin, that you would be free to choose."

"What happens now?"

Shewriggled her hips. "I'll close mysdlf tight, let dl thelittle boyosin my body be found by your white
swimmers, then I'll adopt afew of the big onesfrom Maam and set out to find my own lands."

Her fate was not mine, though | supposed this was the change Big Man had said was afoot.
"What about me?"'

"Stay," shesaid, "and see” Then she stood, picking me up asif | were Darling Jack, though the night
before I'd had dmost afoot of height and severad tenweights advantage over her, and carried me around
the platform to sit upon Big Man's cedar spine.

"Wait," Miraclesad, "for Big Manto find you."
Then shewas gone, like summer fog upon the lake.

A Dawas everything and nothing, | realized, absent sire to ageneration of boyos and their deeds. Like
Big Manto all Maam'’s people, though a Dasjob was as short as pleasure, while Big Man'swent on
forever. Thethought brought me patience, so | sat on the spine and waited. After awhile Stumpwater
Rob came up to hoist awickered cage of willow-wands. Hefitted it to Big Man's collar, never saying a
word even as he closed mewithin it.



Later some of the other boyos, the Firehair twins and the little ones, brought leasther and woven wool and
draped the willow cage, which had amost made ahead. Someone's arm hung firepotsin the lamps of
the eyes, and amouth was cut below where gleaming chunks of pale stone were set in for teeth. Mud
was pushed through the nodtrils, filling the head with good, honest soil, though it steamed red asiif fresh
from daughter.

| sat and dreamed, looking for Big Man though He did not come to me, then for Maam, but her face
wasturned away. | thought | heard Miracle calling me, but it wasjust her laughing among the wooded
vdleys, running like a deer from the sometime studs, her adoptive boyos scrambling after.

Then | awoke from my dreaming and stood tall, aweb of ropes and wood faling awvay fromme. The
crimson mud had set, and adried fingerprint of blood still itched upon my chin as| strode acrossthe
lake. 1 took none of my children with me on my shoulders, for they aready dwelt in Heaven. It wasonly
for me to walk the mountains and watch over their dreams, my meta heart clashing in my chest to remind
me aways who we had been and would never be again.
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