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  PRELUDE


  The hot summer day was gone, conscripted against its will into the army of rolling black clouds that had been marching in from the west since midaftemoon. And it wasn’t happy about going, either. He could still hear the day complaining about its forced enlistment, rumbling and gnashing its teeth from somewhere deep within the boiling mass of clouds.


  Gideon Berlander leaned against the front porch railing and licked his lips, smiling up at the random lightning flashes and nodding. To a casual observer, he might appear to be nothing more than just another dry-land farmer, silently beseeching the heavens to open up and save his crop from ruin.


  But looks can be deceiving.


  Gideon Berlander was no farmer, and no one, casual or known, observed him without his permission. And permission was something he didn’t give often. The wind was the only thing he allowed to have free rein on his land.


  If it behaved itself.


  Gideon watched a tiny dust devil dance across the parched front yard, inscribing unknown words into the dirt with its tail, and wondered if the message was a curse or a blessing, not that it mattered. The rust scent of water was stronger now, and whatever had been scratched into the ground would soon be obliterated by rain.


  “And it’s about time, ya greedy ol’ devil,” he muttered at the whirlwind as it spun itself out. “Ya think Ah don’t know what yer doin’?”


  The wind suddenly shifted, gathering in strength as if swept in from the ridge above the cabin. Gideon watched it come, flattening a path through the dry grass like a herd of invisible buffalo, and shook his head when the wall of air coiled over on itself and slammed into the widow maker next to the cabin. The twisted oak, which had been struck by lightning thirty-odd winters ago, disintegrated into a mound of kindling.


  Gideon yawned. “Was that supposed to impress me?”


  And when a smaller gust, littered with aspen leaves and pine needles, swarmed at his face, he lifted one hand and brushed it away. The heavier needles beat the leaves to the ground.


  “Gettin’ a mite playful in yer ol’ age, ain’t ya?”


  A rumble of thunder answered him.


  “Quiet down now,” he yelled up at the densest part of the clouds. “It’s gettin’ on to mah suppertime, and Ah don’t want to have to listen to yer bellyachin’ all night. Likely to ruin mah digestion.”


  The wind softened to a gentle breeze.


  “That’s better. Now stop playin’ nice and start the waterworks. Mah ridge’s been lookin’ poorly for long enough.”


  The growling in the sky dissolved into the sizzle of rain as the wind gently wound itself around his legs like a pet cat.


  “That’s better,” Gideon said, and leaned out into the warm rain so he could watch the thirsty ground take a good long drink. And that’s when he saw it, the thing that didn’t belong on his land.


  He smiled, but felt the muscles tighten across his shoulders as he watched it pick its way through the dense brush that surrounded his front yard. It whimpered when it saw him. Poor little thing. Too small to be a coyote and nowhere near the right color.


  “Hand Jesus another nail, Mary.”


  He hadn’t meant to scare it, at least not yet, but his sudden laughter sent it belly-flat into the newly formed mud. It was a dog, or at least its ancestors had been dogs. From where Gideon stood, dripping sweet rain, it was hard to see any connection between the half-wild, rawboned hounds of his boyhood and the lump of nothing cowering in the muck at the edge of his yard.


  The miserable thing was no more dog than an old biddy’s canary was an eagle.


  If that.


  “Hell, yer hide wouldn’t even make a decent pot-holder.”


  At the sound of his voice, the creature—Gideon still couldn’t think of it as a real dog—cocked its head and whined with the sound of a rusty gate opening. A bedraggled pink bow, the same color as the sparkly collar it wore around its scrawny neck, flopped down over one bulging brown eye when it lifted its head.


  “Yer one of them ugly son-of-a-bitch Frenchy dogs, aren’t ’cha?” Gideon kept the tone of his voice gentle, even though he had to shout above the constant hiss of falling rain. “Ah seen pictures in books, but damned if Ah ain’t never seen one of yer kind in the flesh. Homely as it is. So ya get yerself lost, did’cha?”


  Gideon smiled when the dog sat right up on its haunches and pawed the air with both front legs. Damned if the thing’s nails weren’t painted the same color as its bow and collar. Someone had gone to an awful lot of trouble fussing with it.


  “Well, Ah suppose yah’d like to get in outta the rain, huh, little fella?”


  The animal brought its tiny paws down into the mud with a slash and barked. Gideon could see its sodden tail whipping the mud into a froth. Sometimes it was just as easy to fool an animal as it was a man—not often, but enough times to keep life interesting.


  “Well, what’cha waitin’ for?” he said. “C’mere.”


  Sopping ears twitching at the familiar word/command, up on all fours, the little animal took one tentative step forward.


  “That’s right,” Gideon coaxed, “c’mere, you mangy runaway from a freak show. C’mere, little fella.”


  It began to move forward, picking its way between the larger puddles, tail wagging a mile a minute.


  “Poor little mite,” Gideon crooned at the animal’s simpering advance, “bet yer folks are goin’ crazy lookin’ for ya, ain’t they?”


  It was less than six feet away, snapping its jaws together and whining like it was trying to talk. Like it was trying to thank him for his kindness.


  Stupid thing.


  Gideon backed up to the center of the porch, putting a little more distance between them.


  “Well, what’cha waitin’ for? Git it.”


  The animal stopped, not understanding that the command was not directed at it, and cocked its head. It managed to get out one thick, earsplitting yelp just before the funnel of rain jeweled wind sucked it up like candy.


  Gideon leaned down and watched the speck of muddied fur spin inside the swirling void—three feet … then five … then ten feet off the ground … tumbling in midair, tail over head, legs over spine, while the wind stripped the flesh off its bones. Thin ribbons of rain-diluted blood danced around the outer edge of the cyclone like a devil’s halo.


  It was a beautiful thing to behold.


  Smiling, he let the wind play with the denuded carcass and ruptured gut sack for a few more seconds, before nodding that playtime was over. On its final rotation, the wind shot the frayed body toward a clump of old-growth pine. The remains joined those of other “Missing/Beloved Pet (Reward/Please Call/Owner Worried)” animals that had wandered up from the new development butted up against the foot of his property.


  Damn people and their damned animals.


  He kept hoping that one day one of those worried owners wouldn’t stop at his posted NO TRESPASSING/VIOLATORS WILL BE EATEN sign and join their beloved pets. Now, that was something he’d love to see.


  The rain lightened into a mist as the wind funnel died.


  “What do yah think yer doin’?” he asked, glowering through the drizzle at the twisted thing that lay in the middle of the yard. “Yah ain’t finished yet.”


  The wind brushed against him, tugging at his beard.


  “Ah thought Ah taught yah to pick up after yerself.”


  Gideon pointed and watched a mist funnel instantly appear above the sparkly collar and pull it from the mud. A few of the glittery stones were missing by the time it reached Gideon’s outstretched palm, and there was a small patch of fur-covered skin wedged under the metal buckle, but once it was washed off it would make a fine addition to his collection.


  “This’ll make ’bout twenty-seven, Ah think,” he said, flicking the skin away. “Just don’t appreciate uninvited guests, man nor beast …


  “… and that goes double for Indians.”


  “Ah woulda thought yah’d know that last part by now, Joseph.”


  Gideon waited until the soft sounds of boots in mud stopped before looking up. And when he did, he couldn’t help but smile.


  The old Hopi was soaking wet.


  Water trickled down the gullies and arroyos of wrinkles that covered his sun-leathered face and dripped from the twin braids he had worn since they were boys. Keeping the traditional ways even after the once raven’s-wing black had turned the color of tin. There were some traditions worth keeping, and Gideon had fought hard all his life and would continue to fight to keep those … but things that made a man look like a dime-store dummy went far beyond ceremony and duty.


  Even to the gods.


  “Don’t remember invitin’ yah up for a visit, Joseph,” Gideon said, and felt a small chill race up along his spine when he noticed the man was standing in exactly the same spot that the animal had occupied a moment before. “And yah know Ah don’t like unexpected guests.”


  “Was that necessary?” the old man asked, pointing to the collar in Gideon’s hand.


  “My land, my laws,” Gideon answered, forcing himself to keep the wry smile in place. Joseph had always made him feel like he wasn’t good enough, that whatever he did was tainted by being white. One day he was going to pay for that condescending attitude. One day. But not today. “And mah first law is ‘no tresspassin’ … thought yah’d see that sign—Ah made it big enough.”


  The collar almost slipped from his fingers when Joseph shook his head.


  My land … my laws. His own words mocking him. You still understand nothing, little brother.


  Little brother. The buckle bit into Gideon’s palm as he tightened his hand.


  “Yah dare to come onto mah land and say somethin’ like that? What’s the matter? Gone brave in yer old age? Ain’t like yah, Joseph … yer were always so scared. Goddamn coward who couldn’t even face the greatest gift a man might get without hiding. Hell, Joseph, yah wanna have it out now, go for it. Yah can even have the first—”


  A cold gust of wind—heavy with wet leaves and smelling of blood—hit him full in the face.


  Sputtering a curse as old as the tradition that had kept Joseph in pigtails, Gideon wiped the debris from his lips and threw the collar. It hit the muddy ground exactly where Joseph had been standing. Had been.


  “God damn yer black soul, Joseph!” he shouted at the empty yard. “Yah try that again in person and see what happens.”


  The wind trembled in the tall weeds that had overrun the abandoned tomato patch. His daughter had loved tomatoes, couldn’t get enough of them … ate them at every meal. He should have burned it off right after she died and sown it with salt. He should have done a lot of things.


  A distant rumble of thunder in the eastern sky brought him back. He glared at the shivering grass.


  “Yah think that was funny, Joseph?” He spoke into the wind, letting it caress his face in atonement. “Ah swear by the gods that if Ah see yer face again, real or not, Ah will take it as a challenge. Yah hear me, ol’ man?”


  The wind whispered against his ear, tugged at the thin hairs at the back of his neck.


  “Yah take him that message.”


  Gideon followed the wind out across the front yard, watching the shallow puddles ripple as it passed. When he bent down to retrieve the collar, he could hear it singing down through the cottonwoods of the lower canyon. A minute or two and it would reach the new development’s cookie-cutter homes. A half-minute later it would reach town, and then it was a straight shot across the desert.


  “Yah tell that ol’ man and make him understand. This is mah land, and Ah will defend it. Even against you, brother.”


  The wind delivered the message hidden in a puff of sand.


  Joseph Longwalker brushed the sand-colored grit from the front of his shirt and shivered, even though the wool was dry and warm. His other self could still feel the clinging dampness against his skin and smell the bittersweet stench of the poor animal’s blood.


  He hadn’t even been thinking about the man who had become his brother so long ago. He’d gotten up to go into the kitchen to make a cup of tea, and then, suddenly, he found himself standing, drenched and shivering …


  Joseph shook the image away from him and focused on the voice of the wind. He had always pictured her as a child—a thing of whim and little direction, full of mischief and pranks, who needed a firm hand to hold when she was frightened and to guide her and keep her from harm. Gideon, his brother, saw none of this. To him, the wind was a slave to do his bidding and nothing else.


  His bedroom window rattled softly.


  “I know, Little One,” Joseph whispered as he placed his hand over the narrow crack in the pane. His daughter-in-law was only a few yards away, preparing dinner in the kitchen. “You’ve done well. Don’t worry, I understand.”


  The wind brushed against his palm, tickling his skin. He smiled and watched it dart away, dancing itself into a tiny funnel as the first raindrops began to fall.


  Shivering again, Joseph lowered his hand and watched patterns form on the dry earth.


  There was another message there, one that would change things forever unless he was very lucky.


  Yaponcha, he mouthed without speaking, help me.


  CHAPTER 1


  Richland, Arizona, had been built on a whore’s philosophy: “Screw ’em now and die rich.” And that ideology still held true a century-plus later.


  The town was conceived one bone-dry day in the last month of the last year of the nineteenth century when a scrubland farmer’s mule, pawing at the water along the edge of the area’s only constant stream as it drank, accidentally kicked up a duck egg-sized nugget of gold. The stream was immediately christened “Jackass Luck,” and the second coming of gold fever descended on the arid land like a biblical plague.


  Jackass Luck Stream gave up its last fleck of gold five years later, around the time copper was discovered not more than twenty miles from the stalwart assortment of brothels and saloons that lined the waterway. Since copper mining involved open pit mines that didn’t lend themselves to the boomtown pattern, Richland was still the only town within driving or riding distance where a man could squander his hard-earned cash.


  The jackass’s luck was still holding.


  Families from the east were called for and laid claim to the semifertile crescent. The Homestead Act of 1862, until this point completely ignored by the founding fathers, was deployed by a cavalry detachment to move three hundred and fifty Hopi Indians from their own reservation—in what was deemed to be prime farming land—onto the already well-established Navajo reservation. The fact that the Navajo and Hopi had for generations been at war was not the concern of the Richlanders. Indians were Indians. The whore was becoming respectable, and nothing would stop her from obtaining that goal.


  In 1917, the Chamber of Commerce commissioned a brochure to be created that described the therapeutic benefits of the “high desert’s naturally clean and healthy environment in a community devoted to spiritual and cultural civility.”


  The brochure worked better than even the founding fathers had hoped. The Army, eagerly looking for a “clean and healthy environment” for its more injured children fresh from the trenches of World War I, took Richland up on its offer. The conjoined Navajo-Hopi reservation was moved another twenty-five miles, into a less clean and healthy environment, and a military convalescence hospital was built. Two years later, the complex grew to include a firing range, an ammunition-storage facility, and a ten-acre cemetery.


  The whore took off her corset and relaxed.


  At the last national census, Richland had a registered population of 31,843.


  White, Hispanic, African American, and “Other.”


  The Navajoes and Hopi. all 5,043 of them, were listed in the “Other” category.


  The old whore still knew how to carry a joke too far.


  


  Sky Berlander made sure her second-graders at the reservation school knew the history of the town they visited only on weekends to pick up supplies not readily available at the trading post or, if the school raised enough money from bake sales and recycling aluminum cans, on field trips. Of course, she did clean up the history a bit. But only a bit: These were only seven-year-olds. She’d never been one to back away from the truth or sugarcoat it—much to dismay of the government-run school board.


  “Ms. Berlander, I do understand your point”—the man speaking was Dave Kershner, a man born and educated in the frozen wastes of upstate New York and the school’s current principal—”but you have to understand my position here.”


  Sitting down on your fat ass in your comfortable chair in your toasty-warm office, Sky wanted to point out, but instead leaned forward in her own, uncomfortable chair and pointed to the offending pale blue “educational poster” she had found on her desk that morning. There had been a bright pink Post-it note attached to the front of the poster: “Display for Hygiene Week dk.”


  He didn’t even have the nerve to sign it, just scribbled his initials. Signed, sealed, and delivered. As if she were going to tack it up on her bulletin board without question.


  “I understand, Mr. Kershner,” Sky said, tapping the Are Our Hands Clean? poster just above the silhouette of a child’s hand made out of red construction paper. Black smudges and scribbles had been added to the tips of each finger and across the palm. The hand next to it, unscribbled and titled “Clean,” had been cut out of white paper. “But you don’t honestly think that any teacher in this school will put these posters up, do you?”


  She watched the man’s narrow eyes dart back and forth and the wrinkles in his overly high forehead deepen as he stared at the Bureau of Indian Affairs-approved placard without seeing any problem.


  And that was the problem.


  “What color is this hand!” she asked, tapping the “Clean” side.


  The man’s forehead didn’t unwrinkle when he looked up. Sky could already tell he wouldn’t last long and that she might not even have all that much to do with his decision to leave.


  “I beg your pardon!”


  “This hand,” Sky repeated, tapping the white cutout. “What color is the paper?”


  “White!”


  She gave him a blinding smile, the same kind she usually gave students who remembered to raise their hands to ask permission to go potty.


  “And this one?” she asked, pointing to the other cutout.


  “Red. Ms. Berlander, is there some point to all this?”


  “Just that no kid in this school will be able to wash their hands hard enough to tum them white.”


  The man’s face remained poised on the edge of utter bafflement as he squinted down at the poster. He had no idea what she was talking about. Christ, Sky thought, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from voicing the sentiment out loud, you probably won’t last out the semester. She could only hope.


  “I’m afraid I still don’t … Oh.” He looked up, the faintest hint of a blush blooming in his cheeks. “The red hands are the dirty ones.”


  “That’s right, dirty little red hands, Mr. Kershner,” Sky added just in case he still didn’t have a full grasp of the situation, “just the thing for dirty little Indians to see.”


  The blush swept across his face like a prairie fire. “Ms. Berlander, I’m shocked at that statement.”


  “Well, you should be, Mr. Kershner, because that’s exactly what the kids in my class are going to think when they see that poster.”


  The expatriated Upper New York Stater raised his hands, fish-belly-white palms toward her.


  “Now, let’s not blow this out of perspective, Ms. Berlander. These posters were created solely for the purpose of promoting cleanliness in children whose reading skills are still developing. I seriously don’t think the staff of educators who created this were implying any sort of ethnic criticism. Besides, I don’t think the children in your class will even notice it. They’re very young and—”


  “Impressionable, Mr. Kershner … and you’d be surprised what they notice. Let me ask you a question,” she continued, staring at the pink lines that criss-crossed his palms. “Would you put up the same sort of poster in a central-city classroom if the illustration representing the ‘dirty’ hand were black?”


  Sky watched the man’s hands clench into fists, fingers closing over the pink lines like the legs of a dying albino spider.


  “Of course not.”


  “Why? The color black is most often used to show dirt or mud.”


  The red tint in the man’s cheeks had deepened to the same shade as the tiny construction paper hand on the poster.


  “Because it would be inappropriate, Ms. Berlander.”


  “Because the children in those schools are black, Mr. Kershner,” she said, lowering her hands, her red hands, into her lap. “And that’s why I won’t hang that racist piece of propaganda in my classroom. But what I will do is have the children trace their own hands and scribble on one to show the difference between clean and dirty, because hygiene is a very important concept to learn. Will that do?”


  The man picked the poster up off his desk and glared at her over the top of it. The vein in his right temple, the color of blue corn, throbbed.


  “I think that’s an excellent idea, Ms. Berlander.”


  “I’m so happy you agree, Mr. Kershner.”


  Flashing him another you’ve done well smile, Sky stood up and walked to the door she had closed behind her after storming into his office twenty minutes before. She could feel his eyes on her, but his stare had a much different feel to it than the looks she got from other men—white and Indian. The only thing Mr. Kershner wanted from her was for her to get out of his office and take her radical ideas with her.


  Halfway through the door, Sky stopped and turned around.


  “I’m afraid I will need to requisition a new box of red crayons for this project,” she said.


  “Make out an order slip and leave it with Mrs. Willowstick.”


  “I’ll do that, thank you, Mr. Kershner.”


  “Anytime … Ms. Berlander.” His chair creaked when he leaned back. “I do hope your class hasn’t missed you too much.”


  Sky looked out the window behind the man’s right shoulder, shaking her head. Her class was sitting in a semicircle on the hard-rubber tetherball court, hands folded neatly in their laps, mouths (surprisingly) still, attention focused on the old man hunkered down on a child-size chair in front of them.


  “I don’t think they even know I’m gone,” she said. “It’s their story time.”


  CHAPTER 2


  Joseph stopped only long enough to tuck a stray wisp of hair back under his headband. The hair hadn’t bothered him at all, but he’d wanted to check his audience to make sure the children were still caught fast in the story’s web. Even his own two grandsons, who had heard the story since they were infants and knew it almost as well as he did, had wandered away from their recess time and sat down to listen. And they weren’t the only ones: The original class of eleven had almost tripled in size, starting with the ring of Sky’s second-graders and moving back, like ripples in a quiet pool, to the line of adult playground supervisors.


  Smiling, he leaned forward over his knees and continued, keeping his voice low so his audience would have to be quiet in order to hear.


  He hadn’t been a storyteller for almost seventy years without learning a few tricks.


  “And the Old One said, ‘I will be master over You, as a man is master over his own dwelling.’ But the Wind spoke back and asked, ‘How can You be master over Me? For I am like the Earth beneath your feet and the Sky above your head. I am alone unto Myself … and no man shall call himself master over Me.’ And then the Wind hurled herself at the Old One and carried Him up into the great blackness beyond the rim sky’s blue bowl. She had hoped to kill Him and so silence His boasting, and if He had been just a man, She would have hurled him back onto the earth like a stone.”


  Straightening suddenly in the tiny, uncomfortable chair, Joseph clapped his hands together and smiled at the startled gasps. A few of the adults giggled behind cupped hands, embarrassed at having fallen victim to so simple a trick, but none of them walked away.


  “But the Old One held on to the Wind as if She were a wild pony and sang to Her the words He had heard in His dream that was not a dream. He had hoped to calm Her with this song, and yet still the Wind would not listen. ‘I am the Wind,’ She told Him again, ‘I will not be mastered by man or a song.’ But still the Old One sang.


  “For thirteen moons the Wind carried Him above the Earth … sometimes so high the stars twinkled below Him, sometimes so low that the grass of the great plains whipped against His skin … and still He sang, holding Her gently as a father would his child. For thirteen moons it was so, and then, in the Moon of the Whispering Wind, She began to tire.”


  Elbows on knees, Joseph leaned forward and let his eyes scan the silent, eager faces before him.


  “And what do we call that moon?” he asked.


  “Osomuyaw,” his youngest grandson, Andrew, answered without hesitation.


  Joseph smiled, nodding. “Osomuyaw, yes. She began tiring then, and Her voice grew harsh until She could only whisper. Finally, like a wild pony that realizes it can’t escape the rope around its neck, the Wind lowered Him softly onto the tender shoots of new grass that dotted the land. And still the Old One sang His song … stopping only to blow into the spirit whistle He had made from a willow stalk. At the sound, the Wind became as a stallion … rising up as a giant tornado that blocked the sun and brought darkness down over the Old One.”


  Joseph lifted his face toward the clear sky and closed his eyes.


  “But even in Her rage, the Wind was powerless to harm Him because He had used His magic bravely and continued to play the binding song. And when She knew She would never be free again, the Wind accepted Her fate and slowly settled back to the earth.


  “‘What do you want of Me?’ She asked. And the Old One lowered the whistle from His lips and sprinkled an offering of blue com to Her, for He respected Her power and strength. ‘I will master You only to help Our People,’ He said. ‘I will not break Your spirit or bend You to My will, for You are a holy thing. Together We shall bring the rains from the high mountains to water the fields. Together We shall keep the deep snow away from the village. And Together We will destroy all those who wish Our People harm. And Man will worship You and give You blue com and the first spring lamb to eat and sweet water to drink, and You will be one with Our People.’


  “And the Wind listened and considered and found it to Her liking … for She had always been alone and never before had belonged to a tribe. ‘I shall come with you, Old One,’ She said, ‘and from this day onward, Our People will call You Yaponcha, the Wind Caller, and We shall be together always.’


  “With this said, the Wind Caller broke the spirit whistle and the Wind stayed and did His bidding from that day to this.”


  The adults moved away first, drifting back to their playground duties, followed by the older children, Joseph’s twelve-year-old grandson and namesake leading the pack toward the basketball court for a quick game before the bell rang. The rest of the children stayed where they were, wondering, perhaps, what it would feel like to ride the wind through the sky.


  “Grandfather?”


  Joseph looked over the faces until his eyes settled on a thin-faced boy, one of Andrew’s friends. All the children and most of the adults in the reservation addressed him as “Grandfather.” It was an archaic term of respect and status, and Joseph was proud of it.


  “Yes, Billy?”


  “Is the Wind Caller still alive, Grandfather?”


  “Of course he’s still alive,” Andrew said, nudging his friend in the ribs. “Don’t be such an iggy—igney-amous—igner … dope, Billy.”


  A few of the children giggled, and it was hard for Joseph not to join them. Andrew, he knew, would carry on after he was gone as the new Storyteller. Clearing his throat, Joseph raised a finger to his lips and waited until the gigglers quieted down.


  “Yaponcha lives, Billy, but not like you or I live. He is a spirit who dwells high in the mountains.” Joseph pointed to the misty purple shapes on the northern horizon. “Alone in a cave until He is needed to control the wind.”


  “And he never comes out until then?” Andrew asked, caught up in the legend.


  “Well, sometimes, on nights when there is no moon and the wind creeps low to the ground, He comes out of the cave to sing His ancient songs.”


  He could almost feel the shiver of excitement that raced through the children. Joseph knew there would be no moon that night—he’d checked it in the weather section of the morning paper—and also knew that at least half the children would lie awake in their beds, listening.


  “What does he look like, Grandfather?” a girl near the back asked. “Yaponcha, I mean. I’ve never seen his Kachina or mask at any of the dances.”


  Joseph felt the wind against the back of his neck and pulled his coat tighter over his chest. Winter was not yet ready to give up its hold on the land.


  “Yaponcha has no mask or Kachina. He is the God of the Whirlwind, and no man may impersonate Him. To do so would call down His anger.”


  The girl whispered something to her friend, who nodded gravely.


  “But if he’s a god, Grandfather,” Andrew asked, even though he knew the answer, “how can he control the wind?”


  “He can’t,” Joseph said, and heard the sudden intake of breath, “so once in a generation a Chosen One is selected from the people and learns the ancient secrets. And if that living man has listened and learned well enough, the Old One allows him to become the living image of the Wind Caller.”


  “Can a girl become the Wind Caller?”


  The children exploded into laughter and openly jostled the questioner—a girl of ten or eleven with eyes the color of polished obsidian. She shoved back, smiling.


  “The Wind Caller,” Joseph began, then waited until the children were once again paying attention, “can be whoever Yaponcha feels is worthy, man or woman … or child.”


  The wind circled around him, swallowing the soft murmurs.


  “Has Yaponcha ever spoken to you, Grandfather?”


  Joseph met his grandson’s eyes. It was the one question he had never answered.


  And this time he was literally saved by the bell.


  As the combined sounds of buzzer, voices, and pounding feet became just an echo across the quickly abandoned schoolyard, Joseph stood up and tried to push the stiffness out of his lower back.


  “If you’d let me know you were coming,” a sweet voice said, “I would have brought out a bigger chair.”


  Joseph felt his smile falter as she came toward him.


  “You’re too thin, Cielo,” he said as she kissed his cheek, “and there is fire in your eyes. Come eat with us tonight and tell me what happened. Did you argue with your principal again?”


  The sound of her laughter, though forced, brought the smile back to his lips.


  “I only fight for my principles, Grandfather. You should know that by now.”


  He nodded, knowing all too well. “But you should still come to eat.”


  Sky was shaking her head as she stepped back. “You’re worse than a Jewish mother, you know that? I’m fine, really. So, what story did you tell them this time?”


  “About the Wind Caller.”


  “Yaponcha.” She spoke in a whisper, with reverence. “You know that’s all they’ll be talking about for weeks now, don’t you? And we just finished our unit on the Kachinas last week.”


  “A week to study their heritage?” Joseph sighed as he touched her cheek. “Cielo, that’s not right.”


  Sky pulled the thick sweater she wore tighter across her chest.


  “Maybe not, Grandfather, but they have to learn other things besides Hopi legends. When they grow up, they’ll have to know how to live outside the reservation.”


  “Like you, Cielo?”


  She pressed her lips together in what might have been a grin or a grimace. “It’ll be easier for them. They’ll be Indians living in a white world, not some half-breed pretending to belong to both.”


  “Is that how you truly feel, Cielo? You know you’re accepted here.”


  “I know, Grandfather, it’s just that I’m …” She shook her head and brushed the hair away from her eyes. The wind had picked up and was swirling around them. “Forget it. I guess I am still a little upset with the idiocy of the educational system. But it’s nothing I can’t handle, really. And speaking of education … my kids have probably torn the classroom apart by now. I have to get back to them. And next time give me some notice that you’re coming, okay?”


  “I’ll try to remember.” Joseph walked next to her until they came to the door leading into the building. He’d been sent away to an Indian school when he was twelve and still could not bring himself to willingly enter such a place again. “Will you come to eat with us tonight, Cielo?”


  “I can’t, sorry.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll probably be up all night correcting papers, but thank you for the offer, Grandfather.”


  Without another word, Sky turned and walked away into the world of overhead fluorescent lights and learning history from books. Joseph watched her disappear around a corner, then walked to one of the wooden lunch benches that bordered the playground to the west. School would be over in less than an hour; he’d wait for his grandsons.


  The wind caught up with him halfway across the playground, kicking up dirt and debris around his feet before speeding off toward town.


  Joseph stopped and watched a small dust devil play with the tattered remains of a white plastic shopping bag. The bag moved like the ghost of a dead warrior, twisting and turning north across the barren land without pause.


  And gathering speed.


  Joseph stuffed his right hand deep into the pocket of his coat and absently fingered the small willow whistle that rested there. Tonight, if any of the children did stay awake, they’d hear more than imaginary songs.


  Sky stood at her classroom window, alternating between waving to those children who had were already outside and heading home, and trying to hurry the usual slowpokes. Normally, she would have let them take as long as they liked—the current record was held by Timmy Cainimptewa at fifteen minutes, ten seconds—but she had plans tonight that had very little to do with grading papers, as she had told Joseph.


  She hated lying to him, even so small a lie, but telling the truth would have embarrassed them both.


  Or maybe it would have just embarrassed her.


  “Come on, you guys,” Sky said, clapping her hands at Timmy and the two other children. All three of them jumped as if they’d just been woken up. “You don’t want Mr. Wiharu to lock you in when he comes to clean up, do you?”


  The three children looked up at her in horror, and Sky turned quickly back toward the window to keep them from seeing her smile. Tom Willis had been the janitor at the school for almost as long as anyone on the reservation could remember, and had danced as Wiharu, the White Ogre Kachina, for even longer. Tom Willis, the man, loved children, but Tom Wiharu, the White Ogre, was duty-bound by his Kachina to frighten children into behaving. Being accidentally locked into the school by this man was not an option most children ever wanted to face.


  Sky could hear renewed scuffling behind her—books being tossed into backpacks, coats finally being pulled on—as she watched Joseph and his grandsons walk out of the schoolyard. He was bent forward, listening intently to something Andrew, the youngest, was saying. The older boy, Joey, lagged a few yards behind—close enough to still hear what was being said, but not so close that any of his friends would think he was actually walking home with his grandfather and kid brother. God, the humiliation.


  She remembered being the same way, wanting to be so independent before she was ready.


  God, what she wouldn’t do to be that naive again.


  “Bye, Ms. Berlander! See ya tomorrow, Ms. Berlander! Bye!”


  There was only the faint scent of Vicks VapoRub hanging in the air, and the fading sounds of sneakers against linoleum from the hallway when she turned around.


  “Bye,” she said to the empty classroom, and listened to the muffled echo of her shoes as she snagged her shoulder bag off the desk and headed for the door. If she was lucky, she’d still miss most of the early rush-hour traffic.


  But, just in case, she began planning alternative routes. When she reached the doorway, she jumped as Tom Willis suddenly appeared, push broom in hand.


  “Sorry,” he said in a voice as soft as spring rain, “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”


  Without his mask and whips, it was hard to picture the old man being able to frighten anything more stalwart than a butterfly.


  “You didn’t,” Sky tried to assure him. “I was just thinking … My mind was a million miles away.”


  The old man nodded.


  “It’s been a long day,” Sky added, unsubtle in her attempts to look over his shoulder toward the exit door down the hall. “And I’m just a little tired.”


  The old man nodded again but didn’t take the hint.


  “Um, do you need something, Mr. Willis?”


  The old man nodded a third time and stepped back, tipping the handle of his push broom to the left.


  “Mr. Kershner would like to see you in the conference room.”


  “Oh. Do you know why?”


  The old man shook his head and stepped aside, waiting for her to pass. “I’ll lock up here when I’m finished. Have a good night.”


  Sky licked her lips and, after realizing that no further explanation would be coming, hurried down the hall toward the combination conference room/teachers’ lounge. If the impromptu meeting is Kershner’s idea of getting back at me for my reaction to the hygiene poster, she thought as she hurried past dark classrooms, he’s about to see just how much of a temper I have.


  “You wanted to see me, Mr. Kershner,” she said, slamming open the door. “Oh.”


  The entire teaching staff, including the two part-time PE coaches, glared up at her from their places around the banquet-sized table. Each had a full-color xeroxed copy of the damned hygiene poster in front of them.


  “Ah, ‘and the last shall be the first,’” Dave Kershner said his fingers tented over the original poster. “Good of you to finally join us, Ms. Berlander, considering you’re sort of the guest of honor. Please sit down and we’ll get started.”


  Sky slipped in as quickly and quietly as she could between Blanche Many-Horses, the “Cafeteria Lady,” and Al Makya, who taught the sixth grade and computer science. Neither of them smiled at her.


  “Now,” their B1A-appointed principal continued, “the reason I’ve called this emergency meeting—”


  Emergency meeting? Sky didn’t like the sound of that.


  “—is to discuss the potential racial ramifications concerning posters like this one and what we, as the staff of this school, can do to see that it doesn’t happen in the future. Ms. Berlander, since you were the one who initially brought this concern to my attention, perhaps you’d like to start.”


  Sky could feel every tired, overworked, and wanting only to “get home and relax” eye tum toward her with hate and malcontent as she stood up. Save one. Dave Kershner was beaming.


  Bastard.


  “Well,” she said around a throbbing lump in her throat, “I just thought it was a … bad thing?”


  The rest of the meeting went downhill from that point.


  CHAPTER 3


  Gideon waited until dusk was settling comfortably along the ridge before walking down to the springhouse for his evening rations. He didn’t mind the city’s slow encroachment as long as he couldn’t see it, and except for the occasional sweep of headlights of some fool off-roader and twinkle of light from the development at the end of his private road, the thick layers of pine, oak, and scrub were pretty effective for preserving the self-deception that he was still isolated from a society he never felt a part of.


  The trees, however, couldn’t do much to block out the pink-orange urban glow that had been bleeding into the night sky for the past two decades. If things continued the way they were going, it wouldn’t be long before he’d stop being able to tell where his world ended and the other began.


  Not that he’d ever let that happen without a fight.


  And for the past six months, while the cookie-cutter houses spread over the valley like a fungus and the “land speculators” had come sniffing around his ridge like a dog after a bitch, Gideon had been spoiling for a good fight—one-sided though it would be.


  If that damned old Indian would stay out of it.


  A sharp pain just above the belly button stopped Gideon a yard short of the springhouse. He should have known better than to think about Joseph on an empty stomach.


  “Goddamned ol’ man,” he said
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