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Chapter 1

The Legend of
Natocchue






The animals often spoke of
a legend—of a secret pass—high up on Spirit Mountain, through which
no child of man could go. A place far beyond dreams, beyond
imagination, where animals that had lost their way could live free
and unafraid. It was a place called…Natocchue.

The elders of long ago sat by the fire,
their hands to the sky as the image of the spirit wind flew in the
air above them. The spirit wind rained a trail of mystical dust
down on them, bursting into beautiful colored light. A thunderbird
flew up through the dissolving light, its large wing span
impressive. The bird was joined by one, and then another, as they
flew over an imaginary landscape filled with groups of playful
animals.

Spirit Mountain was a place they were led to
by the Guardians who had been chosen by the spirit wind from
generation to generation since before the time of the old ones.
They were entrusted to watch over the animals like guardian
angels.

Darkness had started to dominate the world
around them. Dark spirits, fire, and destruction had already begun
to prevail until their world was left with only one thunderbird,
who fluttered and faded into the sky. It was told that one day a
great evil would return, so powerful that the strength of the pure
of heart would not prevail. The legend said that only one young
heart could keep the last Guardian alive. This was the Legend of
Secret Pass.

***

The winds blew gently through the desert.
The three–story house blended seamlessly with the cliff face it was
built against. The weathered house was built by hand against the
desert rock, and was clearly inspired by the American Indians who
had built it. It stretched over the rock, and some of it was built
over the sturdy trees next to it, like a tree house that attached
to the house. The way the house grew around the environment was a
work of art.

Alongside the house a truck, affectionately
named Windflier, was parked. The hand built truck was a mismatch of
parts, a creation made with the bond of grandfather and grandson as
they spent endless hours putting the pieces together. Somewhere
between a 4x4 and a pick-up, the truck was a beauty unlike any
other.

An elderly American Indian climbed down from
the porch and walked over to the truck. Grandpa’s white hair was
pulled away from his face with a tiny thong of leather. His face
was weathered with age and a lifetime of memories, both happy and
sad. Grandpa was a sage of the desert. He was noble and wise, the
elder of his family, and the one responsible for handing down his
tribe’s traditions from his generation to the next. Even now his
stature was strong, for he carried himself with pride and
determination.

Manu, a twelve-year-old American Indian boy,
was frantically putting the final touches on Windflier. He was
detailing the truck by painting a huge bird wing on its fender as
Grandpa walked closer to him. Manu had painted wings on each side
of the truck, which made it look like the large thunderbird in the
legends that his grandpa had always shared with him. Manu barely
noticed anyone else around him.

Grandpa shook his head slowly at Manu.
“Manu, get a move on! How long are you gonna keep your cousin
waitin’?”

Manu looked up at him, puzzled for a moment,
then he remembered that Nica was coming today. “Just a second. I
almost got it, Grandpa. One more…there, done! Now Windflier’s ready
for the big race tomorrow. How’s she look?”

Grandpa gave the truck a good once over and
nodded his head. He could not help but chuckle at his grandson’s
attempt for approval. “Impressive…you’ve done a fine job. Now,
let’s not forget about your cousin. She’ll be awfully tired after
her long trip from the city.”

Manu nodded at Grandpa. “Oh yeah,
right.”

He jumped up quickly and hopped into the
driver’s seat. Starting the engine, he gave a goofy grin when it
rumbled. Manu stuck his head out the window. “Love to stay and
chat, but can’t keep Nica waiting, ya know. Catch ya later,
Grandpa!” He shifted the truck into gear and put his foot on the
gas. The wheels spun, creating a large cloud of dust that followed
him down the road as he sped off into the distance and through the
reservation.







[image: tmp_41684257116a3dfb594eb3e7c3360e33_pLnZ12_html_m25d98baa.jpg]


Chapter 2

Chucksta






The sun beat down on the Arizona desert,
sending the afternoon heat to sweltering triple digits. High in the
sky, an indigenous chuckwalla lizard, Chucksta, had caught a ride
with a gigantic thunderbird.

The bird, crafted from legends, had a
wingspan larger than any bird Chucksta had ever seen. He had never
believed in the mystical creature, and he wasn’t about to start
now. Suddenly, the mystical bird took a nosedive toward the desert
floor. Hanging on for dear life, Chucksta’s fear was apparent in
his voice as he yelled all the way down, “WHOOOOA! Oh no, I can’t
look—no you don’t. No, no…no, no…NO! I’m not looking….”

He may have been a chuckwalla, but he
certainly did not act like one. In fact, Chucksta hated the term
reptile. He preferred to think of himself as a “rap-tile” due to
the fact that he loved everything hip-hop. The wisecracking, street
smart, teenaged lizard was too cool for the desert life, and he
trusted no one. His life had simply made him that way. Even though
he thought he was tough as nails, he continued to scream. “Ahhh—I
didn’t sign on for dis. Whoooooa, we’re too highhhh, much too-oo-oo
highhhhh. I can’t breathe—I’m gettin’ light-headed. I’m gonna fall
off. No, please, MUCH too high! Look, I do my best work on the
grooouunndd! AHHHHH!”

The thunderbird continued to maintain a
full-on nose dive. She tried to calm Chucksta with her motherly
voice. “Relax, Chuck. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” The blue
thunderbird was an avian wonder, with a wing span of nearly ten
feet. Her worldly-wise, strong, confident nature was well known to
the creatures of the desert, all of those except Chucksta, who had
trouble believing in the impossible.

His lips fluttered around
like the lip of a balloon when all the air flew out of it. The
force of the wind as they flew through the air made him feel like a
scrambled egg. And even so, he still tried to pretend he had it all
under control. “I’m cool. N…no problem.” Grabbing his mouth, he gagged as if
he were about to lose his lunch. “Gahhh.”

The thunderbird shook her head at his
antics. She saw a few small figures off in the distance and headed
in that direction. “There they are, just down below.”

Chucksta was windblown and confused. The
bird made no sense to him at all. “There’s who? Whaddya talkin’
about?”

She did not answer his question; instead she
prepared to land. “Hang on. Here we go!”

“Yo…hey! It’s easy for you to say, you got
wiiinggggssss!!”

In the distance, on top of a ridge near a
large cliff side, two animals were barely recognizable from their
height. Chucksta did not have the piercing eyesight of the giant
thunderbird. He squinted, but still could not quite make them
out.

***

There on the cliff the mystical bird had
seen a desert tortoise and a bighorn lamb. Each of them had spotted
the thunderbird coming closer to them. The lamb was dancing around
like she was wearing a pair of springs, hopping from one spot to
the other. Her smiling face was offset by a missing front tooth,
which made her smile even happier, if that were even possible. Her
big eyes were wide enough to see the entire world inside them if
one peered long enough.

The tortoise was the direct opposite of the
lamb. Where she was hyper enough to power a wind turbine, he was as
calm as a gentle breeze as he gazed out at the world around him. It
was as if he had all the time in the world to take in the beautiful
clouds that rolled by so effortlessly. The desert tortoise peered
up at the sky and saw the thunderbird approaching. His wrinkled
green skin drooped around his face, which had made his neck quite
baggy and loose over the years. His name was Ira. “Ohhh boy, here
comes the thunderbird! Looks like she’s found another one to join
us.”

Shelby, the lamb, was no longer paying close
attention to the sky. She had found a butterfly to chase on the
rock and had started bumbling happily after it. She stopped mid
track at his words and turned around excitedly. “Wow, someone else
to play with. I can’t wait!”

***

In the sky, Chucksta was annoyed as ever.
The lizard was not going to be able to take much more time in
flight, and pretending to be strong would soon be harder to do.
“Will you land already?”

The large bird smiled to herself. “Better
hold on tight.” She spread her wings open wide and swooped down to
the ground.

Chucksta was relieved from the top of his
head all the way down to the tip of his tail, but he could not let
on to the others that he had not enjoyed his trip through the air.
He played it cool as he greeted the animals from his perch on the
thunderbird. “Hey, I’m da Chucksta. It’ll be a piece of cake.
Whaaa—oof!”

The mystical creature glided down to a soft
landing that was impressive to the animals on the cliff. She could
land on a dime like that anytime she pleased.

Chucksta swung forward around her neck as
she landed. He had been hanging on for dear life when he lost his
grip and flew through the air. He bounced on the ground and
barreled right into a cactus. The sharp needles made him jump up
and he careened through the air again, hitting a rock before he
rolled full speed toward the side of the cliff. He landed in an
upside-down mess between Shelby and Ira.

Shelby shuffled her tiny hooves excitedly on
the ground. “Wow! That must have been some ride. That looked
really, really cool. Do it again, do it again! Would ya, would ya,
please? Do it again.”

Chucksta mumbled words none of them could
hear as he lay there in mangled heap. He spit out a few cactus
needles, contemplating his landing with grumpy mutterings.

Ira tilted his head slightly and sweat ran
down his leathery face. “Take it easy. Give the guy some room.” He
paused for a moment and took in a deep breath before continuing.
The heat around there made it difficult for him to breathe
sometimes. “Hi, my name’s Ira.”

Turning to Ira, the lizard tried to pull
himself together. “So, how long have you had to put up with ‘Little
Miss Happy Pants’ here?”

Ira squinted his eyes at Chucksta
momentarily. “Oh, you mean Shelby. The thunderbird brought her in
yesterday…and you are?”

Jumping back to life, Chucksta made a grand
display with his arms. “Me? I am da Chucksta, a chuckwalla with an
ad-di-dude…and if you think dat I’m just some ordinary reptile, you
think again, old timer!”

Ira rolled his eyes and looked away. “Oh
boy. I needed this like a hole in the head.”

The blue thunderbird shook her wings briefly
as she prepared to leave. “Well, it warms my heart to see you all
getting along so well.” She laughed slightly. “And not a second too
soon.”

Chucksta snapped his head around at her.
“Say what?”

“Can’t stay here all day. I’ve got others to
gather,” she replied.

“You are not going to just leave me here
with these twits.” Chucksta gestured to the pair next to him.

Shelby asked in a silly voice, “What’s a
twit?”

“A meshugana, an idiot,” answered the wise
tortoise.

Chucksta looked over at Shelby and shook his
head. “Yeah kid, a birdbrain….”

The thunderbird pointed her wing at the
lizard. “We never say the B word, Chuck. Now be considerate and
remember, you’re all going to be together for a long, long time!”
The majestic bird jumped up and flew into the air.

Chucksta looked at the thunderbird as she
leapt in the air. “I was afraid of dat! Hey!” he yelled skyward.
“And don’t call me Chuck. I’m da Chucksta!”

Chucksta watched her fly away and sighed. He
turned to look at his companions and spent the next few moments
contemplating his lot in life. His thoughts did not get very far.
Shaking his head, Chucksta mumbled under his breath again.
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