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“These stories…are wonderfully warm and
patiently told tales of a boy coming of age and embracing his
heritage in the Arizona desert. I was swept
up in the life of Danny Rivas. I found myself deeply immersed in
the tension and unfolding mystery. Love and
Native American spirituality are woven throughout. They are well
worth the read.”

Lisa Barker,
Biblio Reads – Children’s Book Review

 

“I wish more authors would write books like
these for young people. Hunton did his homework in researching the
books. Main character Danny is a very believable twelve
year-old, and his adventures make me want
to go out and experience the desert more myself. As a middle school librarian, I search for these kinds of
stories to recommend to my students….Bravo!”

Jerri Blackman, librarian - Mansfeld Middle
School, Tucson, AZ

 

“These books introduce heart, spirit, and
soul to adolescents. The ties to American Indian culture and
mythology are great!”

Peggy E. Gillard, Assistant Principal,
Colchester, Vermont
Middle School

 

“...read far into the evening to finish it.
Young teens will love these books not only
because of the dandy plots, but because Native American mythology
is woven into the stories so nicely they can’t help but absorb some of it.
They will see themselves in Danny’s
struggles. Great choices as classroom reads!”

John Clark, TCM
Reviews
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An obsidian-tipped
war arrow of the early Tohono O’odham, pointing left (west)
as a sign of spirit unrest in the depths (soul) of Mother Earth or loss of balance in the
world
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An early Hohokam
petroglyph; the
Gila spiral, representing
the solar calendar, the rhythm of the seasons, and the
cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, etched on rock surfaces extending
from Canyon de
Chelly in northern Arizona to El Rincon, Sonora, Mexico in the
borderlands
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‘Angel’s Touch’ Plumeria, native to Mexico, Central America, and
Venezuela,
produces beautiful
cascades of flowers from yellow to deep pink
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An early southwestern
pictograph, representing
the presence of man
on Mother Earth, his work and his
accomplishments, also signifying his arrival,
journey, and
departure, painted
on rock surfaces
throughout the
geographical region


Important
Words/Phrases in the
Series

 

adobe ~ sun-dried mud used in building
desert homes

agave ~ century plant of Mexico, used to
make tequila

Ali Chuk ~ ‘Canyon of Roses,’ Sonora,
Mexico

Anima Sola ~ ‘lonely soul,’ Catholic
depiction of a sufferer apatite ~ phosphate
mineral found in the West

arachnid ~ arthropod, i.e. spider, scorpion

Baboquivari ~ sacred mountain of the
Tohono O’odham bark scorpion ~ venomous
arachnid

beaver moon ~ end of November on the O’odham
calendar carne seca ~ Mexican beef jerky

Chartres ~ town in north-central France, home
to medieval cathedral

chile relleños ~ poblano chiles
stuffed with cotija cheese, baked cholla ~
cactus of the Sonoran desert

chorizo ~ spicy Mexican sausage

coon tail ~ nickname of the diamondback
rattlesnake

cotija cheese ~ dry,
aged Mexican cheese, used in chile relleños cottonwood ~ stately
tree of the Southwest

‘Coyote-meeter’ ~ O’odham tradition, one who
has befriended Coyote

‘coyotes’ ~ guides
hired to bring illegals from Mexico to the U.S.

crucifix ~ representation of Christ on the
cross

Cucupa ~ ancient language of Sonora

Dias De Los Muertos ~ All Saints Day/All
Souls Day, Nov. 1
& 2, Catholic religious observance honoring the faithful
departed

‘Elephant Head’ ~ A
famous catfish

Franciscan ~ Roman
Catholic order founded by St. Francis of Assisi

Geronimo ~ Chiricahua Apache chief, Indian
resistance leader gila monster ~ venomous, beaded reptile of the
Southwest ginskud ~ stick and dice game of the Tohono O’odham

graffiti ~ inscription or design
scratched/painted on a wall hematite ~ iron oxide mineral found in
the West

Hiani ~ ancient language of Sonora

Himdag(e) ~ ‘way of life,’ O’odham
tradition

Hohokam ~
archaeological tradition of the Southwest, a pre- historic people
of the Southwest

Huhumu ~ ancient language of Sonora

hypothermia ~ dangerous condition where a
person’s core body temperature drops below
95 degrees F or 35 C

I’itoi ~ ‘the man in
the maze,’ god who brought the Tohono
O’odham people from the underworld to the surface of the earth

javelina ~ or collared peccary, wild pig of the Sonoran desert jet ~ mineraloid,
minor gemstone, usually black in color

kih ~ traditional house of the Tohono O’odham kingfisher ~ variety of diving bird

ko’owi ~ Tohono
O’odham word for rattlesnake kuhkwul ~ Tohono O’odham word for elf owl Leet Keel ~ Hohokam
village, Sonora, Mexico

‘Little Cactus Mouse’ ~ Joseph’s name for his
Toyota Celica

makai ~ healer, spiritual clairvoyant among
the Tohono O’odham masa de maíz ~ maize (corn) dough made from
freshly prepared hominy

medicine wheel ~
representative of American Indian spirituality, within the wheel are the four cardinal
directions

mesquite ~ low-growth hardwood tree of the
Southwest

Mogollon ~ prehistoric people of the
Southwest, a geographic feature of Arizona known as ‘the rim’

monsoon ~ seasonal rains of the Sonoran
desert, summer nakshel ~ Tohono O’odham
word for scorpion

Nogales ~ twin towns
on the U.S./Mexico border, Nogales, AZ,
Nogales, Sonora, Mexico

obsidian ~ igneous volcanic glass, Indian
arrowhead material ocotillo ~ cactus of the Sonoran desert, long
spiny arms

oidag ~ Tohono
O’odham word meaning ‘big field’

open range ~
farm/ranch law of the West allowing free
movement of livestock

palo verde ~ low-growth tree of the
Southwest

Pan Tak ~ village on the Tohono O’odham
reservation, Joseph’s home

Peña Blanca Lake ~ recreational/reservoir
lake near Nogales, AZ

petroglyph ~ image on a rock created by
carving or digging

poblano chile ~ mild
southwestern chile used in Mexican cooking

‘pollos,’ ‘pollero’
~ popular slang, ‘chickens’ (illegals),
and their ‘guides’

presidio ~ fortified position or wall built
by the early Spanish in Mexico

pueblo ~ Indian village of adobe houses
raptor ~ bird of prey, i.e. hawk, eagle,
owl

refried beans ~ from
the Spanish ‘refritos’ meaning ‘well-fried,’ pinto beans added to a
variety of Mexican dishes

Rincons ~ mountain range east of
Tucson, AZ rondelle ~ circular jewel or
jeweled ring

rune ~ character from an ancient Germanic
alphabet

sage ~ sweet-smelling bush plant of the
Southwest, herbal saguaro ~ giant cactus of the Sonoran desert

Sahuarita ~ town in Pima County, AZ, south of Tucson

Saint Francis of Assisi ~ Catholic patron saint of animals, founder of the
Franciscan order

San Miguel ~ O’odham reservation village near
the Mexican border

Santa Cruz ~
river/valley running north/south through Pima County, AZ

Santa Ritas ~ mountain range south of
Tucson, AZ

San Xavier ~ small
mission district on the Tohono O’odham
reservation, mission church known as ‘the white dove of the desert’
built by the Spanish with Indian labor

Sasabe ~ small Pima County, AZ border town

Sells ~ tribal seat of the Tohono O’odham reservation, town sepapu ~ in Hopi
tradition, entrance to the spirit world

Seri ~ ancient language of Sonora

Shoshoni ~ American Indian nation of the
southern plains Sonora ~ northern
governmental district of Mexico, desert region stucco ~ lime, sand,
and water mixture used to plaster walls sûpap ~ Huhumu word meaning
‘four’

tamale ~ from
Spanish ‘tamal,’ meaning steam-cooked corn dough, usually filled
with meats/cheese/spiced chile mixture

Tarahumara ~ ancient
language of Sonora tarantula ~ large desert
spider, arachnid

Tatkum Vo ~ Tohono O’odham village
south of the Mexican border

tequila ~ distilled liquor made from the
agave plant

terra cotta ~ clay-based ceramic used in
pottery, construction tiles

Tohono O’odham ~
American Indian nation of Southern Arizona

Tom Charro ~
fictitious character in the novel, Gift
of the Desert Dog, reservation police
officer

torta ~ folded
tortilla sandwich, Mexican baked or fried, filled with meats,
beans, cheeses, etc.

tortilla ~ rolled
flat corn/wheat dough, Mexican fried, filled with meats, beans,
cheeses, etc.

Vakamok ~
Tohono O’odham village south of the Mexican
border

vestibule ~ hall or
antechamber between an outer door and inner rooms

‘White Shadow’ ~ Joseph’s name for his old Ford sedan Yaqui ~ Indian nation originally from Sonoran Mexico
Yucca ~ spider-like
cactus of the Southwest

Yuma ~ American
Indian nation of southern California/Arizona, city on the
Arizona/California border
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Part One

 

Spirit World
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​ Chapter
One

 

“Crappy fire...that the best you can do?”
asked the man sitting on a rock directly across the pit.

His oversized companion stared numbly into
the glow of embers, poking and stirring with a stick.

“I said crappy...”

“Man, shut up,” the hulk suddenly blared, his
voice echoing through the twilight of the mesquite grove.
“You don’t like the
way I built it, get off your butt and do it
yourself.”

Their angry exchange reverberated
off the jagged walls of Baboquivari, the
dark and mysterious mountain looming over them like an oncoming
tidal wave.

“Hey, I would if I had any energy
left. I used it all up tracking

‘chu’uchum sihki,’ after you let it get
away,” answered the first. “Huh, little
whitetail... Anyway, there was barely enough meat on that deer for a meal.
You were wasting your time,” the fire
tender added, gesturing with his hand, “jujul bibijim, zigzagging
around.”

The other man smirked. “Crazy brah, you cluck
like an old hen. The whole rez knows you can’t hunt, so why fake it any
longer? I should find another to camp with besides you.
You can’t
hunt...can’t build a fire...baaah.”

“Uh huh, you say,”
the O’odham giant retorted. “Well, no one
else could stand your armpits or your bad breath. Ayeee, rotten as a dead prickly pear.”

“Ho,” the first responded, “not to mention
the odor coming from your sleeping bag.”

The big man coughed in the gathering smoke.
“And I suppose yours smells nice and fresh,
too,” he offered.

Reeeeeeeeeeee...kareeeeee...karaaaaaaaaaaaaaah...

They were startled by the sound. The smaller
one stared with frightened eyes into the darkness at the base of
the cliff.

“Dahm kachim...holy angel,” he voiced. “What
was that?!” “Dunno,” said the brute. “Came from up there...in the
rocks.”

He nodded at his partner. “You
jumped pretty high. If you are a rabbit, can I shoot an arrow
between those big ears of yours?”

The other failed to respond, peering
nervously into the shadowy distance.
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Danny Rivas grabbed too late for the
handlebars of his bicycle. The front tire caught awkwardly in the
dirt and jackknifed, sending him headlong into the ditch. He
skidded on his chest through a mudhole left
by recent rains and came to rest with his head wedged in the roots
of an ocotillo.

“Ow! Oh...oh...God...ow...oooh...ow,
Digs...man...”

“Nice landing,” his friend answered, pulling
up beside him in a spray of gravel. “I told
you it was too dark to go ‘no hands,’ but noooo, don’t listen to me.”

“Ooh...ow...get me
outta’ here, you pimple brain,” Danny wailed.

Diego Ramirez chuckled. “I’d say you’re the
one with a numb
skull right about now.”

Danny pushed hard against the tangle of
roots, freeing his head. He rolled onto his back in the muck and
gazed up—mouth, nose, and ears plugged with slime.

“Hey, you heard that weird sound
too,” he spluttered, wiping a grimy hand across his face. “How come
you’re not down here with me?”

“Talent,
dude...nothin’ but balance.” “So, how do I look?” Danny asked.

Digs grinned. “Are you kidding? Good enough
for a hot date with Theresa.” He reached
out his hand. “Come on, get outta’ the slop, will ya?”

Danny gripped Digs’ arm and let his pal hoist
him up. “I’m serious, that was one awful noise,” he repeated once
he was back on his feet. “It scared the ‘you know what’ out of
me.”

The expression on Digs’ face dampened as his
eyes searched the growing darkness. “This is true, man. It sounded
like...not human...and not animal, either.
Really, I mean, not a clue, ya’ know?”

Danny pulled the soggy tee shirt up over his
head. He twisted it tightly, wringing the
dirty water back into the ditch.

“Wow, that was totally thoughtful of you,” Digs observed.
“Now the mosquitoes will have more area to breed.”

Danny took a swipe at him. “Keep your genius
remarks to yourself, okay? Remember, you
suck at science and soccer.”

“And you spelled your
name wrong on an English paper once,”

Digs chided. “Come on, how do ya’ spell
‘immediate?’ It was on our quiz last week.”

Danny scoffed. “Ha,
that’s easy...i, m,
i, d...i, o, t.”

Digs pursed his lips. “Hmm, let’s see...‘imidiot’...I’m an idiot.” He pointed and
laughed. “Yeah, you sure are.”

A scowl formed on Danny’s face. He turned away and
snatched his bike out of the mud. “You
rushed me,’ he said. “I woulda’ spelled it right if you’d given me
more time.” He banged the front wheel on the surface of the road,
loosening the muck clinging to the spokes. “That’s what Joseph always tells me, take your time and do
things right.”

“Your grandfather
tells you everything,” Digs replied. “If he’s so smart, what happened to you?”

Danny decided to let this final insult go.
“So, it sounded like that noise came from over around Baboquivari,
wouldn’t you say? And since it
wasn’t human or
animal, then maybe it was the spirits.”

“You mean
the spirits?” asked Digs
restlessly.

“Of course, dummy.
You may be Latino Lupe, but you’ve lived
near the rez long enough to know about them.”

“Yeah,
that’s right, so I have. Listen, I may not
be Indian, but I can believe in spirits too...and don’t call me Lupe.”

“Fine, I won’t, and
just remember, the spirits respect those
who walk the earth and do not show fear.”

“Something else you learned from Joseph?”
Digs asked.

“Yup, but that
doesn’t make it any easier to deal with the
sound of their voices. If it’s really them
and they keep this up... then we’ll know there’s a problem somewhere.”

Digs frowned. “Man, creep me out, why
don’t you.”

Danny was feeling uneasy, too. “Believe me, it wasn’t
intentional. Okay, enough on the subject.
Hopefully, we won’t
hear them again.”

Digs pushed off on
his bike. “Wishful thinking,” he murmured,
gazing back at the mountain.

Deep shadows filled the washes and sent
fingers creeping into the thick undergrowth
of the desert beyond. Giant saguaros stood in dark contrast to the
sunset clouds streaming in orange and crimson across the ridge
lines.

Throwing his weight onto the top pedal, Danny
sped to catch up. They were soon cruising along, side by side.

“When we get to my house,” said
Danny, “just let me
do the talking. You know, about how I look and all. Mom’s hassle I can take...it’s
Sophie I don’t need to hear from. She’ll
spread it around school that I’m a total clutz.”

“Aw, I think your sister’s cute,” Digs offered, “Uh, I mean, she would be I—if I was a lot
older.”

Danny grinned. “Well, I’ll have to fix you
guys up sometime.” Digs pedaled faster in response. They darted
briskly down the narrow track, a ribbon of gray in the surrounding
gloom.

 

[image: tmp_0d6f5d12d8981921ad82ce5cc7125886_i3N4cA_html_38146201.png]

 

“Let’s pack up,” the
smaller man said.

The big O’odham shifted his bulk to the other
knee. “Where to?” he asked, continuing to poke the fire.

“To anywhere else but
here,” came the reply. “I didn’t like that sound, and it’s
from somewhere close by. I say we drive
over and camp by the wash...Gila wash.”

“Okay with me,” the bear grunted.

“And when we get there, I’ll build the fire,” said the first. “That
way, we can at least see anyone
approaching.”

“Huh, so build a bonfire if you want. It
might keep a coyote away, but it won’t stop them from
paying us a visit.” He motioned at the shadows along the high
cliff walls.

“Them?”

“Yeah. Do you
forget the one who is your mother? I speak
of the mountain and the spirits of our people, returned to this
place where we were all born.”

The small man eyed the darkness
warily. “I see nothing up there but
a perch for eagles. Bah, you live in the
past...with crazy old storytellers.”

The big one shrugged his shoulders. “There
may be nothing to see, but it doesn’t mean we’re alone,” he
responded carefully. “I think a moon will
pass and then we will know.”

They filled the ember pit with sand and
gathered their gear. Soon, the crank of
a starter broke the silence of the night,
followed by a truck engine roaring to life. Twin headlights pierced the darkness. The lights began
to move, swinging in a tight arch, and then disappearing in the
dense thickness of desert growth. A short distance to the east, the
cool recesses of Gila wash awaited.

Karaaaaaaaaaaaaah...karaaaaaaaaaaaaaah... karaaaaaaaaaah...

The sighs came from deep in a cleft in the
rock-—not more than a hundred feet from the
sand-filled pit. These were not natural sounds like those caused by
the shifting of crystalline formations running in parallel layers
beneath the surface, but strange unworldly sounds, and mournful, as
a chorus of voices calling in distress. The crying steadily
increased in volume, sounding more desperate.

KARAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

The ancient schist began to tremble and
shake. Long veins of volcanic sediment, unmoved in two hundred
million years, cracked and stretched. Old gaps in the rock slammed
shut, and new crevices appeared just as quickly.

From her den twenty feet beneath a massive
boulder, the western diamondback had sensed
danger several minutes before the heaviest shaking began. She had
not heard the wailing voices, for she was deaf. But she had felt
the first tiny vibrations in the ground passing through the bones
in her skull to her inner ear.

She knew instinctively what to do next. She
would lead her brood of new born snakelets to the surface. There,
on the open floor of the desert, she could encircle them,
protecting them with her body.

Using a series of swift coiling motions, she
gathered the wriggling mass and jettisoned herself up the slope of
the tunnel. Some of her young were pulled forward, others naturally
following along.

Desperate seconds passed while the rumbling
and shaking continued around them. Dirt cascaded from the roof and
walls, clogging the path ahead. She nosed her way through the loose
sand with powerful body muscles. At last, her flicking tongue felt
the moisture of the cool night air.

Near the opening, she waited for the
snakelets to squirm past. Out of the hole they poured, two and
three at a time, into the safety of a nearby gravel bed.

Just then, the sound of cracking came from
the rock ceiling directly above her. The immense stone shifted and
dropped, pinning her head and crushing it with the full force of a
bear trap. She died instantly, her magnificent body convulsing, the
beads on her tail rattling softly.


​ Chapter Two

 

The freshly-lit campfire snapped and crackled
brightly. Flames reached for the branches
of an overhanging mesquite tree as kindling of every description
was tossed into the burning pile. Stepping back from the heat, the
large man grabbed his smaller companion at
the elbow.

“Any more wood on there and we’ll be
explaining it to the fire marshal...the elders, too.”

The thin one smirked. “Hey, call me the fire maker. I
don’t mind.”

“Huh, you’ve lost
your mind, is what I think.”

The runt yanked his arm free. “Well, no one’s asking for your
opinion.” He threw another piece on the heap.

“I’m serious, no more,” the giant said,
pushing him back into the shadows.

“Keep your hands off,
or I’ll...”

The hulk glared down at him. “You’ll what? Twist my arm‘til I say uncle, I suppose.”

The other changed the subject
quickly. “Listen, I still say we’re safer
if we can see all around.”

“I’ve already told you,” the bear answered,
“the fire will not protect us from our ancestors.” He waved him
away with his hand. “You can call me
crazy, I don’t
care.”

Zoooooooooom.

The shorter man jumped. “What was that?” he
croaked, glancing wild-eyed into the darkness.

The large one
huffed. “Chu ehbiddam, you are
imagining...”

Wooooooooooooooooooooosh...wooooosh. Foooooooooom. Whiiiiiish
... whiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiish.

Falling to his knees, the little
man’s voice trembled. “What are they?! My
God, w-what are they?!”

The bull watched the luminescent shapes jet
into the clearing by the wash. They veered to avoid the fire pit,
encircling the tree and both campers. His eyes followed them
curiously.

“Do not fear them,” he said. “They are
spirits...happy spirits of our ancestors. They mean us no
harm.”

“Are...you sure?” whimpered the
other.

“Get up, coward,” the ape grunted, prodding
him with the toe of his boot.

At first, the ghostly forms were
unrecognizable as they dove and swooped about. But soon the
specters began to develop more familiar outlines. Eyes, noses, and
mouths appeared—human heads with long flowing hair or braided
behind the ears or pulled back from the face by bandanas tied
snuggly across the forehead. Some arrived wearing feathered bonnets
and displaying fierce markings on their faces—war paint. Before
long, they were all displaying the same menacing features.

The small man’s eyes
blazed. “Nea’a! Look!”

The giant reached out to touch one of the
passing forms, only to recoil in pain.

Pssssssssssssssssssst.

“Ayeee,” he bellowed,
grasping his hand and gritting his teeth. The tips of two fingers
were scorched to the bone. He stared at the wound in astonishment.
“They...They are angry...so angry.” He grabbed for
his partner’s
shoulder. “Do not look at them.
Uunnnnh...follow me to the tree...now,
quickly!”

They stumbled away from the fire pit and
under the welcoming branches of the mesquite. Collapsing against
the trunk, the men huddled in a protective
embrace. They hid their
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