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Dedication

For all our ancestors who sang songs of hope for us in their moments of melancholy as well as our descendants for whom we sing during our moments of great discord.
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Prologue

“SHIYE’, MY SON, EDWARD, THERE’S never going to be a perfect time to share this story with you. Come, sit down next to me. This is going to be emotional.

“I was eleven, same as you are now, when your nálí ’adzą́ą́, my mom, told me. I think you are old enough to understand and handle your great-great-great-grandpa’s story.

“’Ałk’idą́ą́’, in the 1860s, our ancestor lived with his family—his mom, his dad, and his younger brother. Our ancestor was a little older than Nathan while the younger brother was a little younger than you. And they used to live near what is called today Many Farms, Arizona. Like most Diné families of that era, they had many heads of sheep and a wide fertile cornfield.

“One fall, there were rumors going around that white soldiers were burning cornfields and slaughtering cattle. The mom and dad didn’t believe that anyone could waste precious food and livestock. So, they continued with their normal routines. There was much to do to prepare for the upcoming winter, such as hauling firewood to keep them warm, hunting deer to make jerky, making winter clothes for their growing boys, and grinding dried corn for their winter meals.

“One day that fall, the brothers were weeding the cornfield while the mom was spinning wool. Their father had taken the sheep out to graze on the last autumn grass to fatten them up. The younger brother saw the dad rushing back with the sheep, sweating and fearful, yelling at the boys to hide in the cornfield and to not make a sound no matter what happened. The mom herded the scared sheep and yelping lambs into the corral. The dad, meanwhile, ran into the hogan and came out with his hunting rifle.

“The brothers hid, pressing their bellies against the dark soil that had produced years of food for them. Then several soldiers riding muscled horses approached the parents. Only the dad spoke a handful of phrases and words in English. From the cornfield, the boys saw their dad arguing with a soldier. The other soldiers pointed their rifles at the mom and dad. Both brothers covered their eyes but still heard the loud shots. The soldiers jumped into the corral and with their knives approached the sheep.

“The older brother did his best to calm down his younger brother. But grief had overpowered their senses and they cried. After the herd quieted, the soldiers heard their crying and then tied their hands. The younger brother looked back and saw that their cornfield had been set ablaze. Then he was forced to walk sixty-five miles to Fort Defiance, Arizona.

“These days, there’s no fort in Fort Defiance, but back then there was. And it was built for the sole purpose of relocating the Diné. Under the supervision of Kit Carson, the US Army was gathering as many Diné as they could so that they could force them to a new place to live, a reservation. But the US Army wasn’t prepared for how many Diné would surrender after their livestock were slaughtered, their cornfields charred, and the peach orchards decimated. Food and resources were thin, even in that grim beginning. Nurses stationed at Fort Defiance distributed thin blankets to the prisoners as winter descended.

“For many weeks, the captured families waited and the number of surrendering Diné grew. Finally, it was time to begin the Long Walk to Hwééldi, what we call Fort Sumner, in Bosque Redondo, New Mexico. To give the Diné captives some energy, the soldiers distributed rations of beans, flour, and coffee.

“The boys were about to make dough with the flour when a mean-looking nurse slapped their hands and kicked the flour to the ground. The white flour mixed with the dark red dirt, becoming inedible. She yelled at them. She and other nurses went around wasting flour and beans by tossing them to the ground and walking on them to make sure they were spoiled. Many went hungry that night.

“The next morning, it became clear that the nurses had saved their lives. Because those who had eaten the rations were deathly ill. The soldiers had laced the flour and beans with poison. The sick were left to die, clutching their stomachs as the poison worked its harmful medicine. The rest were forced to march in many long lines eastward, away from Diné Bikéyah.

“Edward, I know you’re not the biggest fan of visiting family on Diné Bikéyah. But think about how badly all our ancestors wanted to return. When you listen to what happens next, remember they survived thinking of you. They survived so that you could return to the Four Sacred Mountains.

“On the trail, there was more hardship and death. Those that fell behind were killed. Elderly, young kids, even pregnant women. The soldiers wore thick jackets and leggings, while all our ancestors held on to the thin blankets that the nurses gave them in Fort Defiance. Their own clothes were falling apart. Some suffered frostbite on their hands and their noses, as well as their feet.

“Then came the river named Rio Grande, just outside the young city of Albuquerque, New Mexico.

“The younger brother noticed footprints in the banks heading into the roaring, icy river. Then he saw a soldier ride a horse into the frigid waters, which rose to his knees even with the added height of the horse underneath him. The soldier waved to the western bank and spoke in English. The brothers couldn’t understand. One by one, the Diné in front of them walked down the hill and into the river. Our two ancestors didn’t know how to swim.

“The Diné shivered as the icy river splashed on their exposed skin. They held their thin blankets above their heads so that they wouldn’t get wet in the wintry water. The older brother tried to carry his younger brother across, but they were both exhausted after walking two hundred miles from Fort Defiance. Their frail, starved bodies entered the polar waters, the younger brother crying the entire time. They hugged for warmth, but soon, they had to try to swim.

“Our ancestor held his younger brother’s waist, and the boy wrapped his small arms around our ancestor’s neck. Their soaked clothes weighed them down. The elderly and the young people around them struggled against the strong current. Blankets of water smothered everyone. Eventually, a sound more disturbing than the screaming of the drowning grew. It was silence. Many bodies sank beneath, did not rise again, and drifted downriver. Those that no longer breathed increased in number. Halfway across, the river took our ancestor’s younger brother, carrying him away.

“The older brother couldn’t grieve once he made it to the other side because the soldiers kept them moving, threatening them with guns and swords. Many became sick as the frigid air froze their wet clothing. But the soldiers kept them marching. In total, our ancestor walked over three hundred miles in eighteen days.

“Soon, those who survived made it to Hwééldi. In English, it translates to ‘Where They Suffered.’ The older brother didn’t have anyone at Hwééldi. His whole family had been massacred by the US Army. For months after the initial groups were herded there, more and more Diné arrived at Hwééldi. More and more families were broken and destroyed.

“Part of the US government’s design and what they did with other tribal Nations was to separate family members from each other. If they noticed a group that was a family, they would force individual family members to walk in different lines. This was to break our hearts and our spirits. But we Diné have our clans. This is why it is so very important that you know your clans, my son. You are Bilagáana, Anglo, through your mom, but from me, you are born for Tábąąhá—that means ‘Water’s Edge Clan.’ Because with the clan system, you can find clan-mothers, clan-fathers, clan-siblings, and so on. And that’s what all our ancestors did at Hwééldi. With the clan system, they formed new families if they couldn’t find their original family.

“Our ancestor was adopted by a young couple who had come from the Ganado area. They had lost a daughter who became sick after crossing the Rio Grande. The wife was Tábąąhá, like our ancestor. She accepted him as her son and loved him as such. And together, they survived. Through the clan system, more and more families were forged, and in that way, our spirits were saved.

“For four horrid years, all our ancestors toiled the barren, unfamiliar lands. All they planted shriveled and died. The US government had to feed us and gave us minimal provisions. There was rampant starvation. Talking God had instructed our earliest ancestors how to build hogans, with logs and earth. But there were no trees that were suitable for hogan construction. So, they put blankets on clusters of thin branches to shield them from the freezing winters and blistering summers. But, with each passing year, it became more and more expensive for the US government to keep us prisoners. Hastiin Ch’il Haajiní, in English known as Chief Manuelito, stood with other naat’áanii-s, including Barboncito, Ganado Mucho, Herera, and Delgadito, to negotiate with the US government and sign Naaltsoos Sání, the Treaty of 1868, which allowed our ancestors to finally go home after those four devastating years.

“When our ancestor returned to Diné Bikéyah, he lived with the young couple until he was old enough to reclaim his old home and cornfield near Many Farms, Arizona. It is said that the first night back in his childhood hogan, the older brother had a dream of his deceased family. They were happy he had returned and were able to finally rest knowing he had come home safely. In his dream, he told his family that his descendants would always have a home within the Four Sacred Mountains, and that he had endured Hwééldi so that his grandchildren’s grandchildren would be able to live.

“It’s important, shiye’, that you understand that, yes, we Diné, like all Indigenous Nations, have a past filled with heartbreak and devastation. But we also have a brilliant, shining future.”





T’ááłá’í

One

FOR EDWARD, MOVING DAY HAD to be the worst in history, second only to the day when an asteroid slammed into the earth, causing the mass extinction of the dinosaurs. His dad, Ted, drove them across the valley of Phoenix, Arizona, in a large white moving truck to their new ritzy rented house in the suburb of Chandler. All the houses looked like clones of each other. The only differences were their front yards. A few had agave plants whose sword-like leaves stuck out of the red volcanic rocks, while most others had grassy lawns that sparkled with moisture.

Edward and his dad had woken up at three in the morning, on a Friday no less, to haul their moving boxes to their new rented house. All to avoid the daytime heat of the Phoenix valley. It was barely eight in the morning, and the temperature was already 91 degrees! This afternoon was supposed to hit 117. In addition to the heat, the air was humid because of the start of monsoon season. The last week of July was the worst time to live in the Phoenix valley. During the day, it would become infernally hot and disgustingly moist like a steam sauna. Only when monsoon rains fell did the heat and humidity break. Edward couldn’t wait for October because it would be cooler and, of course, wrestling season would start.

Edward fell in love with the sport when he was five years old. His dad, a former college wrestler, introduced Edward to the wrestling mat, to grappling, and to the four-point stance. Everything just made sense on the mat. When he was old enough to wrestle in tournaments, he enjoyed the adrenaline rush of subduing his opponent. He loved that when he won a match, the victory was his and his alone. And when he and Ted watched the wrestling portion of the Olympic Games, Edward knew that one day he would wrestle for the United States Olympic Team. Edward often envisioned himself on top of the podium wearing a large golden medal around his neck.

The garage door churned opened. Ted parked the boxy white moving truck in the driveway of their freshly leased five-bedroom house. The garage itself was filled floor to ceiling with large moving boxes from their three previous back-and-forth trips. Thankfully, this was the last one. Edward groggily stepped out and went to get his bags from the back of the truck. Small waves of heat wiggled above the smooth black pavement.

Janet, his dad’s serious girlfriend as well as Nathan’s mom, entered the garage from the kitchen door, holding a bundle of white sage whose tips were ember. She waved threads of smoke to all corners of the garage. Her long black hair was pulled back into a traditional tsiiyééł. Her black graphic T-shirt had an old photo of four Native chiefs holding rifles in between the words “Homeland Security” and “Fighting Terrorism Since 1492.”

“I just finished smudging the house,” Janet said to Ted.

“’Aoo’ ’ahéhee’,” Ted said, extending his arm to her.

Janet extinguished the sage, then walked into his arms. They kissed. Edward noticed that she shifted her weight to her left foot with each step.

Edward calculated a way to take her down. Not that he wanted to. He had trained himself to look for takedown opportunities in everyone so that he could automatically spot those openings when he was on the mat.

“Hi, Edward,” Janet said, making her way to him. She crouched down to his eye level and squeezed his shoulder. She smiled. Janet had strong mom vibes, which Edward tried to ignore because he wasn’t ready to think of Janet as anything more than his dad’s girlfriend. Edward had been careful not to get too close to any of his dad’s exes. It made it easier to say goodbye. But he and his dad hadn’t moved in with any of them before. So, would it be safe to let his guard down?

Janet said, “To celebrate our big move, I was thinking about ordering pizza for dinner.”

The moment she said “pizza,” visions of delicious dripping cheese, salty pepperoni, herby tomato sauce, and sweet sausage filled every fold of his brain. Edward instantly woke up. “Yes, please!”

“Great.” She smiled. Behind her, Ted walked into the house carrying a large box on his shoulder.

Before she stood back up, her expression hardened. She said, “We should tell your dad at dinner about your involvement with the water monster.”

Edward nodded. He had been dreading telling his dad more than the gross hot summer afternoons. He tried not thinking about it because it would mean that he had hidden something from his dad. And they never hid anything from each other. It really wasn’t all his fault that he kept a secret from his dad because Nathan pretty much prohibited Edward from speaking about Dew, or other Holy Beings, to anyone.

Edward had first seen Dew nine months ago, when his dad invited Janet and Nathan to watch the latest kaiju movie. Edward thought it strange that Nathan brought this tiny hamster-sized lizard with him. Especially since she sat on his head. But no one else noticed, not even his own dad, who would have certainly made a stale dad joke about it. But that wasn’t the strangest thing! Oh, no! On the drive to the theater, the lizard actually sang along with the pop songs on the radio! Learning that Dew was a real living water monster from Hajíínéí Bahaane’ completely overshadowed when their parents proposed that they should all move in together.

Through the past nine months, Edward learned that Nathan was losing his ability to interact with the Holy Beings because his voice was deepening. Not to mention the occasional trail of acne on his cheeks. Nathan needed to pass on his duties to someone who could see and hear the Holy Beings. Big surprise that Edward turned out to be that someone.

But if Edward was to be responsible for Dew, he needed to tell his dad. Janet said she would help tell Ted when they moved into their new rented house. And that time was going to be during dinner. Tonight!

In his room, Edward unpacked a box labeled “Misc.” It was full of things that he didn’t have a clear category for, like the few books he had, pencils, and a photo of his late mother. In the photo, she was caught in an eternal laugh. Her fair skin glowed in the setting sun. The sun could have been rising, too. The horizon behind her reddened the edges of her blond hair.

His mom had died when Edward was sixteen months old, before he could form clear memories of her. Edward didn’t know how he should feel about his mother. His dad always spoke of her as intelligent and kind. Her absence conquered Ted every year in September, on the anniversary of her passing. Edward placed the photo on his writing desk where his dad, and Janet as well, could clearly see it. He hoped Janet would see it.

He sprawled onto his back on his bed. The ceiling fan silently spun directly above the bed, battling the gross hot summer temperatures. He was too tired to get up and turn on his room’s AC. All he wanted to do was nap. But he still had clothes to fold, wrestling takedown posters to put up, his writing desk to organize, and many other things to do. His door creaked open, and the room temperature dropped. Goose bumps popped up over his exposed forearms. It was Dew, the young water monster.

“Hi, Dew,” Edward said, forcing himself to sit upright.

“Hi, Edward!” Dew said. Her claws made tearing sounds as she scurried across his light gray carpet to his bed. She looked like a tiny Komodo dragon. Her head was rectangular and narrowed at her snout. Her tail was almost as long as her midsection, where her stubby legs stuck out.

Dew’s tiny kitten-sized body had the same diamond designs as a Diné rug along her spine and on her stomach. Today, she was the size of a kitten. Tomorrow she would be the size of a scorpion. The next, maybe a pony. Apparently, all water monsters could change their size by absorbing or expelling water.

Dew said, “I like your room. Oh, yeah! Nathan wants to talk with you!” She darted out of Edward’s room.

Dew and Nathan were very close. Almost always, Dew preferred to be with Nathan. That wasn’t going to last much longer. Soon, it would be just Edward and Dew. He heaved himself up and ambled his way to Nathan’s room.

He stepped into the second-floor hallway, which had four doors. One door led to Nathan’s and Edward’s bathroom, and the other three were bedrooms. He knocked as he entered the door to Nathan’s room.

Nathan’s twin bed crouched in a corner. Next to the neatly made bed, a reptile tank sat on a writing desk by the window. The top of the tank was left wide open so that Dew could enter and exit as she pleased. A bookcase opposite the bed displayed pictures of Nathan’s nálí ’adzą́ą́ and his uncle, Jet, who was the coolest person on the earth according to both Edward and facts.

Nathan sat on his expensive gaming chair in front of his computer desk. Dew jumped onto his lap. Leaning back, Nathan turned around to face Edward. The yellow lamp of the reptile tank elongated the shadows on his face. Nathan looked like he was going to deliver a James Bond villain dialogue, especially when he slowly petted Dew’s head.

“You wanted me?” Edward asked as he closed the door behind him.

“I have a favor to ask,” Nathan said. “Can you watch Dew for the next two days?”

“Sure, no problem,” Edward said. He sat down on Nathan’s bed. Soreness flared up in his muscles. He had been packing, unpacking, and organizing his new room nonstop for hours. There was a very real possibility of Edward passing out on Nathan’s bed. “Where are you going?”

“The Third World. I’m going to see if Mother Water Monster is going to allow Yitoo to mentor Dew.”

“Oh, yes, her.” Edward stretched and yawned. Ever since Edward had agreed to being Dew’s next guardian, Nathan had been stressing out about securing a mentor for Dew. Apparently, Dew had been born in this world, the Fourth World, and needed to learn water monster songs. Yitoo Bi’aanii was the most powerful water monster, second only to Mother Water Monster herself, and both Nathan’s and Dew’s first choice for mentor. Nathan had said that Yitoo was healing in the Third World, and Edward didn’t ask for more information. “Why do you need Mother Water Monster’s permission?”

Nathan answered, “Largely because of water monster etiquette. But I think Mother Water Monster is protective of all her kids. This will be Yitoo’s first time being back in the Fourth World since she left so long ago. I hope Mother Water Monster says yes. If not, then we are going to have to find another mentor for Dew.”

Edward’s eyelids were getting heavy. He remembered what Janet had said earlier. “By the way, your mom wants to tell my dad about Dew during dinner tonight.”

“Tonight?” Nathan almost shouted. He started to run his hand through his hair. Was he hyperventilating?

To prevent Nathan from whatever meltdown he was about to go through, Edward asked, “What was it like when you told your mom about the Holy Beings?”

“My mom already kind of knew because she notices everything. After Dew hatched in my nálí’s cornfield, I had to bring her with me to Phoenix because she didn’t like being alone. When I started teaching Dew the three water monster songs I know, I sort of had to tell my mom because of all the things that the songs do to water.”

“Oh, because the songs control water around you guys.” Edward knew that both Nathan and Dew could influence water with those songs. Maybe he could learn a water monster song, too!

“My dad helped me to buy her noise-canceling headphones for Christmas. And yeah, those headphones protected her from the effects of the songs, but they didn’t explain how the steaming cup of coffee she was drinking turned into solid ice.”

Edward asked, “Think you can freeze the backyard pool to convince my dad, if we need it?”

Nathan responded, “Do you think it’ll come to that?”

Edward never had any issue going to his dad for help or telling him anything. Then again, Edward never had to tell his dad that Holy Beings from the traditional Diné stories were real and that one, possibly two, was going to be living with them in their new rented house! His dad had never let him down before. And he wouldn’t now. “He’ll believe me.”

At dinner, a steamy, dreamy, cheesy pizza lay on the kitchen table in front of Edward. The garlic-infused crust glistened with a buttery sheen. The luscious smell of salty pepperoni begged him to take one tasty bite, which Edward was more than happy to do.

Nathan, sitting to his right, was equally happy to answer the siren song of pizza.

Edward wished he had more time to fully enjoy his pizza before they talked with his dad about water monsters. But Janet and Ted walked into the kitchen, both exhausted from all the moving and unpacking. Janet sat on the other side of the kitchen table while Ted went to the fridge. He knocked on the door, waited a few seconds, then opened it. Edward knew this setup for a dad joke.

Nathan said, “Hey, Ted?”

Edward quickly said, “No, Nathan, stop!” But it was too late.

Nathan asked, “Why did you knock on the fridge?”

Ted slowly turned around, holding in laughter. “Because there could be a salad dressing.” Ted busted out laughing. Janet coughed, trying not to laugh with pizza in her mouth.

Edward smacked his forehead. Nathan looked confused and then, after a few seconds of thinking, rolled his eyes. Edward said, “You walked right into it.”

Ted pulled out the pitcher of filtered water and sat at the kitchen table. Edward would have given anything to have another dad joke distract from the inevitable conversation.

“Dad?” Edward began. His voice shook.

Almost as if he could sense the seriousness in Edward’s tone and voice, Ted focused all his attention on Edward. “Yes, son?”

Edward said, “We have something to tell you.”

Janet and Nathan stopped eating and listened.

“We, huh?” Ted said, noticing Janet’s and Nathan’s quiet demeanor.

Janet encouraged him, “You can do this, Edward.”

Beads of sweat collected on his forehead and hands. Edward pushed the words out of his mouth. “So, you know about the Holy Beings from the traditional Diné stories? Turns out they are real. And I can see them.”

Ted sat back and crossed his arms, absorbing the revelation. He asked, “Like the Hero Twins and Changing Woman?”

“I can, too, Ted,” Nathan said. “But not for much longer, because of puberty.”

Ted asked, “How about you, Janet? Can you see them?”

Janet said, “No. You and I can’t see them because we’re adults.”

“That’s a bummer,” Ted said. He leaned forward, placed his elbows on the table, and rubbed his face with both hands. Edward could tell that he was confused. “I can’t tell if you guys are messing with me.”

“I’m telling you the truth, Dad,” Edward said.

Ted forced a smile and said, “I’m guessing there’s a big reason you all are telling me this now.”

Nathan inhaled deeply. “Yeah. For the past two years, I’ve been taking care of a young water monster who is named Dew. Since I’m becoming an adult, I need to pass on my responsibilities.”

“To Edward,” Ted said.

“I wanted to ask for your permission first,” Edward said. “Because it’s a big responsibility and I may need help.”

“I’ll support you, shiye’,” Ted said automatically.

“There’s more,” Nathan said. “We may need to host a water monster known as Yitoo Bi’aanii, the most powerful water monster here in the Fourth World. I’m going to the Third World tomorrow.”

“Third World? Wow!” Ted said. He leaned back and ran both hands through his hair. His short black hair spiked up, giving him a wild rock-star hairstyle.

“I have to talk with Mother Water Monster,” Nathan continued. Ted’s face contorted with astonishment, and he blinked fast. “If she is okay with it, Yitoo will be staying with us.”

Ted asked, “And where is Yitoo supposed to sleep? On my leather couch?”

“In the pool in back,” Nathan said.

“Of course! In the pool in back. That makes sense!” Ted said, his voice rising and filled with incredulity. “Guys, I’m going to need the two of you to head to your rooms for a bit. Janet and I need to talk. Get more food.”

Edward knew his dad was overwhelmed. He quickly stood up and tugged at Nathan’s shirt. They grabbed some slices of pizza and went up the stairs.

Edward heard his dad say to Janet, “I don’t like being kept out of my son’s life and what he does. If it were me, I would have told you the moment I found out.”

“You’re right,” Janet said, her voice firm and calm. “For what it’s worth, I wanted to tell you immediately. The boys didn’t want to tell you until now.”

“They are boys, Janet. Children. We are the adults,” Ted said. “And Edward is my son. You don’t get to make decisions about what he gets involved in without me.”

This was the first time Edward had heard his dad refer to him as his son in front of Janet. Before, Ted was very careful not to emphasize that Janet wasn’t Edward’s mom. And that included not claiming Edward as solely his. Edward realized that he and Nathan had stopped in the stairway and were eavesdropping.

“Come on,” Edward said.

“Okay,” Nathan said.

The two of them went into Nathan’s room to check on Dew, who was napping in her little lizard tank. This was a rough start to all of them living together.





Naaki

Two

NATHAN WAS EXHAUSTED THE NEXT morning. After fully unpacking and arranging all his stuff in his new bedroom until midnight last night, he had to pack for his trip to the Third World. Yawning, he slid on the sterling silver ring that cradled his communication stone. He checked the time, ignoring the pop-up news articles predicting climate change doomsday. It was 6:39. Since Uncle Jet was picking Nathan up at seven, he forced himself out of his comfy bed.

Nathan walked to the lizard tank and gently tapped on the glass. “Dew. Time to wake up.”

He couldn’t see her. Worry swelled his chest, but he calmed himself. She could be sleeping out of view. He tapped a little louder this time.

“I’m up!” Dew said. She crawled out of a dark corner, the size of a hamster, yawning widely and struggling to keep her tiny eyes open.

Nathan reached in and scooped her up with his palm and placed her on his head. She crawled in circles like a kitten and made herself comfortable. Nathan didn’t need to guess that she was asleep after hearing her squeaky snoring. Her gentle weight erased his previous worry. Even when he couldn’t see her, he could always feel her. Holding his neck as stiff as he could, he walked over to Edward’s bedroom.

Nathan knocked on Edward’s door.

“Come in,” Edward said.

To Nathan’s surprise, Edward was already awake, dressed in athletic clothing, and stretching.

“You’re up early,” Nathan said.

“My dad and I are going for a run,” Edward said. “What’s up?”

“Double-checking to make sure you’re up for watching Dew for the next two days.”

“Yup,” Edward said. He lay on the floor and pulled one knee across his body.

The casualness of Edward’s tone annoyed Nathan. This was an important job. Dew wasn’t just some puppy that he could play with whenever Edward was bored. “Can you be a little more serious about this?”

“I am,” Edward said. He sat up and folded in half to touch his toes. “I’m as serious about Dew as I am about wrestling.”

Edward’s passion for wrestling was borderline obsessive. If Edward could eat and drink wrestling, Edward would certainly do that. “My nálí’s place doesn’t have cell phone service, so text me and when I’m in reception I’ll respond.”

“Got it,” Edward said. He stood up and did some forward arm circles. “Hey, Dew.”

“Huh, what?” Dew sleepily asked. Nathan felt her limbs stretch and her claws spread out on his skull.

Nathan gently pulled Dew off his head and handed her to Edward. “Go with Edward.”

Edward asked, “Wanna join my dad and me on our run?” Edward held her with two hands and placed her on his shoulder.

After another yawn, Dew looked like she was waking up. Her eyes, while not darting around scanning everything, were fully open and alert.

Nathan admitted, “This is the first time that we’ll be away from each other.” She met his gaze but didn’t seem to have the same anxiety that was gripping his throat.

“I’ll take care of her,” Edward said. He rubbed her forehead with his pointer finger.

“Okay,” Nathan said. A million scenarios of Edward messing up rushed through his mind. He felt his phone vibrate, already knowing that that was Uncle Jet texting to say he was here. “Listen to Edward while I’m gone, Dew.”

She nodded.

Nathan closed the door as he returned to his bedroom to get his bag. Even though she was next door, he already missed the weight of her body on his head and her annoying pop song that she loved to sing. If he was an emotional mess now, only letting Dew go for two days, he dreaded the day when he would no longer see and hear her. But that could still be days, weeks, or hopefully months away. He let himself miss Dew while he rushed to meet Uncle Jet outside.

Thirty minutes later, Ted walked into Edward’s room and asked, “Eddie, you ready?”

Edward still had zero ideas on how to navigate his dad knowing about Dew. He reached to his neck and petted Dew’s tiny hamster-sized spine. Toward the end of the pet, Dew lifted her rear end like a puppy. She then leaned her rib cage against his neck. “Dad. Dew is going to join us.”

“Um, hi, Dew,” Ted said, his head looking at all the corners of the room. This was super awkward!

“Good morning!” Dew chirped.

“Trust me, Dad,” Edward said. He grabbed Ted’s hand and pulled it to Dew’s snout by his ear. Ted looked like ten types of confused.

Dew sniffed and then stood on her hind legs to press her forehead against the tips of Ted’s fingers.

“Do you feel that, Dad?” Edward asked, hoping that he would say yes.

Ted’s eyes shifted back and forth. With an uneasy smile, he said, “Can’t say I do.”

Edward’s heart deflated. He so wanted his dad to be a part of taking care of Dew with him. They did everything together. To be doing something that excluded his dad was unfamiliar and unnerving.

“If you say she’s there, I believe you,” Ted said. He straightened up, pressing his knuckles into his back. “How about the trail by Desert Botanical Garden?”

“Eh,” Edward responded. It was an all right trail. But it was narrow and, if a biker rode by, which always happened, then they would have to get out of their way.

“How about Tempe Town Lake?” Ted said, balancing on one foot and holding his other ankle in his hand to stretch his quadriceps.

“Yes!” Edward said. Tempe Town Lake was where they went to celebrate, to despair, and to prevail! It was their running path. Tempe Town Lake was a man-made river just north of Arizona State University. And alongside it was a smooth concrete running path that stretched for miles. A person could swim in its dirty waters if that person wanted a third arm or some other mutation.

Dew asked, “What’s a Tempe Town Lake? Do you think there’ll be a water monster there?”

“I don’t think so,” Edward said to Dew.

“Huh?” Ted replied.

“Talking to Dew,” Edward explained.

Ted said, “All righty! We bounce in ten minutes. It’s already ninety degrees outside! Woo, this summer we are breaking some heat records!” Then he left Edward’s bedroom.

Later, Ted drove the three of them to Tempe Town Lake in his dark blue SUV. His dad changed the radio from news to a pop station that blared out Jimmy Eat World. Dew perked up on Edward’s lap and sang along with the radio. She even vocalized the guitar riff. Yeah, that wasn’t going to get annoying anytime soon, Edward thought.

Back at their old apartment, the drive to Tempe Town Lake would have taken fifteen minutes max. Now it was a full-blown forty-five minutes. His dad veered off Loop 202 and headed south on North Scottsdale Road. Then his dad turned westward on University Drive. If they went eastward instead, they would have driven by their old apartment. Edward wondered if his dad missed it as much as he did.

Just when another mid-2000s rock song ended, Ted parked their car in the Tempe Beach parking lot. After getting out, he took a loud deep breath and reached toward the sky. Ted then roared like a bear and said, “Gorgeous morning!”

An elderly white couple with blond hair walked toward a nearby parked car with a US flag attached to its rear, smiled, and waved at them.

“Can you see me?” Dew yelled at them. She scurried up the side of Edward’s head, and her nails dug into his skull. Her stubby lizard toes spread across Edward’s forehead. Even if she was barely the size of a hamster, her razor claws dug painfully into Edward’s sensitive nape. “Oh, I thought you were waving at me. You probably can’t hear me, either, but hi anyway!”

Edward positioned her tiny body so that she curled around the side of his neck and said, “Stay still.”

Ted waved back at the elderly couple and said, “Good morning!”

“Good morning!” they cheerfully replied.

Moments later, Edward and Ted stretched in the vibrant green grass of Tempe Beach. It was then that Dew decided to sing her favorite song: “I just can’t hide this feeling, baby! I want to be your appealing lady! It is in your energy. My sacred reverie, mm, baby!” It was a new pop song that played everywhere. Edward couldn’t get away from that song. Especially since Dew loved to sing it at least ten times a day. His dad was so lucky he couldn’t hear Dew.

“All right, Eddie,” Ted said. “Gonna say this again. You can tell me anything.”

“You say that every week,” Edward said. That wasn’t true. He said it five times a week minimum.

His dad smirked. “At least you know.” Ted’s voice shifted from the usual upbeat energy to a more serious slow and low tone. “Which is why I’m surprised you didn’t tell me about water monsters sooner.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Edward said. “Nathan doesn’t like telling anyone about the Holy Beings. He’s very protective of Dew.”

“When did you find out about Dew?” Ted asked.

Edward raised his voice to talk over Dew, who kept singing louder and louder. “When all four of us went to watch that kaiju movie. We were driving over in Janet’s car, and I kept hearing this young girl’s voice singing with the radio. That’s when I noticed that the voice came from a little lizard on Nathan’s shoulder.”

“You don’t have to yell. I can hear you,” Ted said.

“Sorry, she’s singing really loudly,” Edward said. “Dew, can you sing quieter?”

“Okay!” she said, and whisper-sang.

“Sounds like Nathan doesn’t trust me yet,” Ted said. Done stretching, the two of them stood up and walked to the concrete trail. When they were on the manufactured gray stone path, a Hispanic couple, about the age of his dad, rang their bike bells. Ted waved at them. They smiled, too, zooming past on their bikes.

“What do you say we try one of those next time?” Ted said, still grinning. “We’ll bike to your school. I’ll wear those really high bike shorts.”

“No one wants to see your legs, Dad!” Edward contended. It wasn’t rude if it was true.

“Hey, I got nice legs, okay?” Ted said, “We’ll keep that thought on the back burner.”

“Burn up that thought completely,” Edward said. “Better idea, I get my own bike.”

“There’s a thought,” Ted said. He seemed to be thinking about it. “What if Nathan also got a bike and all three of us went biking on the weekends? You know, just the guys?”

“Can I come?” Dew asked.

“I want running and biking to be our thing,” Edward said. In truth, he didn’t like the idea of his dad doing anything with Nathan. Ted was his dad. Nathan already had a father.

“I hear you,” Ted said. They started jogging. “Why don’t you think of something for the three of us to do together, then. You may not fully enjoy Nathan, but I think if you two really put effort into it, you might actually become close.”

“Sure, Dad.” Edward was thankful that his dad had said “close” instead of “brothers.” Though, to be honest, what he really wanted was more time alone with his dad. He hoped that Nathan would stay an extra day or two in New Mexico so that he could have his dad all to himself, like before Ted and Janet started dating.

Ted asked, “How does it feel to be involved with the Holy Beings?”

Edward responded, “I’m still figuring things out. Nathan said he’d tell me how to be this guardian person for Dew. But he’s been so busy getting things ready for Yitoo that I think he forgot.”

“Okay, explain to me. What’s a Yitoo?”

“So, you know water monsters, right? After the First Being came into the Fourth World, our world, water monsters followed them. Yitoo was the first one. She’s so powerful that she bit into the ocean of the Third World and brought that water here. She created the biggest river that runs through Diné Bikéyah—the San Juan River.”

Ted nodded, absorbing this info dump. “And why does she need to stay in our swimming pool?”

“To teach Dew all the water monster songs that she knows. Before you ask, water monsters use their songs to sing down the rain and they can make water do cool stuff. But you and I can’t listen to their songs or else the water inside our bodies will be affected. Once Dew knows enough songs, she’ll be strong enough to be on her own, and Dew, what do you plan on doing after that?”

“I don’t know!” she said brightly.

Edward relayed the info, “She doesn’t know.”

Ted asked, “How long will this take? Because you still have to maintain your grades. And then there’s the wrestling season to think of. If the Olympics is your goal, then you can’t skimp on your training.”

“I know!” Edward said. “This is actually the best part. I’ve been practicing my moves with Dew! She’s a really good wrestler!”

Dew said, “Thanks!”

“I’m not sure how I can help with the Holy Beings. But whatever you need, ask,” Ted said. “As for Olympic wrestling, remember, if there’s ever a point where you feel that you want to pursue other interests, it ain’t gonna break my heart,” Ted said. Another thing that he said far too often. “But it’ll be my greatest honor to help you reach that goal, Eddie.”

Dew said, “I like your dad.”

A warm feeling glowed in Edward’s stomach. He had the best dad in the world.

Nathan and Uncle Jet arrived at Nali’s mobile home site a little after noon. The two of them stepped out of Uncle Jet’s car. Nathan’s vision blurred a little at the edges, and the dry New Mexican sun warmed his chilled forearms; Uncle Jet had the AC blasting for the entire five-hour drive. Nathan wiped his glasses clean before putting them back on. The sun was still above the horizon and wouldn’t fully set for another eight hours at least.

The mobile home hadn’t changed much since Dew hatched two summers ago. Nathan’s dad purchased solar roof panels. Nathan then helped Uncle Jet install them on top of the mobile home. Although there was still no running water, having electricity drastically changed the living experience here. Once Uncle Jet secured a job and was able to move into his own apartment back in Phoenix, he bought Nali an electric stove, an oscillating fan, and even an electric kettle for her tea water. Nathan got her a mini fridge last Christmas. Very thankful for the gifts, Nali still preferred to make fires for cooking dinner. She had said it just made the food taste better, and Nathan agreed.

Nali sat by the firepit, where she pulled a fresh piece of frybread out of her cast-iron pan with a pot fork. Next to the fire, a deep aluminum pot boiled pinto beans, mushrooms, and ham hocks. Nathan walked quickly to Nali, and she smiled widely and wrapped him in a hug. As they embraced, he noticed that he was just as tall as she was. Next year, he would for sure be taller than she.

“Shinálí,” Nali sweetly said. She tiptoed to kiss his forehead. “I missed you!”

“Shidóó, Nali,” Nathan said.

Uncle Jet took off his black sunglasses and walked to the two of them. When he was in arm’s reach of Nali, she pulled him into a hug. He said, “Mama.”

“Shiyáázh,” she said. “You okay being here?”

“I’m good,” Uncle Jet said. The last time that he was here, Uncle Jet had been fighting alcoholism and depression. “Man, this is the land that time forgot.”

    “Or the land that remembers its charm,” Nali said. “Wohsą́ ch’iyaan chaha’ohdi.”

“We haven’t even unpacked,” Uncle Jet said.

“Eat first, then unpack,” Nali said, already walking toward the chaha’oh. “No” wasn’t an answer.

A few minutes later, Nathan poured honey onto Nali’s fluffy frybread. He had missed this so much! Uncle Jet sat across the table from them, his back exposed to the cornfield, which was surrounded by the fence that Nathan had mended. In the cornfield itself, several young cornstalks had sprouted out of the dark brown soil. Nathan guessed they were at least a foot tall. He squinted and realized that the leaves weren’t vibrant green, but a baked brown.

“Has it been raining here?” Nathan asked, tearing into the frybread.

“Kwe’é doo nahałtin da. No rain,” Nali said.

“Dá’ák’ehshą’?” Nathan had to ask about the cornfield.

Nali placed her cup down. “I let the harvest dry out. ’Éí biniinaa, the water pump in the mountains started bubbling.”

Uncle Jet explained, “That means the groundwater is running low.”

Nali continued. “As much as I wanted to grow more vegetables for myself, I have to think of others who need the water more than I do. So, while I’m staying here, I go to the grocery store to buy water for myself.”

Nathan sighed. He had known that taking Dew away from this area would put it back in a drought. But Dew hated being alone. And he hated seeing her sad. When they sang the water monster lullaby together, a small cloud would appear and gently drop small beads of rain around them. But those precious drops were all that fell. And no matter how many times they sang nor how loud, their efforts weren’t enough to bring a full rainstorm to the area. Dew needed to learn more songs if she was to fully end the drought here—and if Nathan was to ever fulfill his promise to Pond.

He also felt that by helping Dew become a fully realized water monster he was reducing the effects of climate change. Every day there was another scientific report about the effects of climate change becoming more dangerous and saying that the deadline to make changes to prevent cataclysmic weather patterns was fast approaching. Most articles he read said that the deadline was 2040, less than twenty years away. When Nathan would be his dad’s age, he would have to deal with those dangerous weather patterns. How could people not be terrified of that prediction? He knew that not everyone experienced the tangible effects of climate change as he did. Living out here, even for a few months, made it very apparent how dependent life was on stable climate conditions. “Someday, there will be so much rain that you won’t have to haul water,” Nathan confidently said.

“One success at a time, shinálí. Don’t forget all that you have done so far.” Nali smiled, her calloused palm rubbing his shoulder.

Out of the corner of his eyes, Nathan noticed that Uncle Jet was staring at the hogan. Nathan couldn’t interpret whether he was upset or downtrodden. The last time Uncle Jet had been in that hogan, the entire space had stunk of alcohol and he was going to do something drastic. A feeling deep inside Nathan, maybe his intuition, had told him that Uncle Jet needed help. So, Nathan, despite all the pushback from him, had stayed with him until he asked for help. Even though it was two years ago, Nathan was still concerned for Uncle Jet’s safety.

“Háadishą’ Dew?” Nali asked.

“She’s with Edward,” Nathan answered.

“I know he wasn’t your first choice,” Nali said. She poured herself some tea. This summer she was drinking hibiscus and sage. “We don’t see the full design of the Holy Beings, but things happen for a reason. Be patient, shinálí.”

“I will,” Nathan said. Edward still had a lot of growing up to do, being neither patient nor attentive to Dew’s needs. It didn’t matter because it was too late to find someone else. Besides, Nathan needed to focus on convincing Mother Water Monster to let Yitoo be Dew’s mentor. He, however, couldn’t overlook that Uncle Jet remained quiet and continued to stare at the hogan.





Táá’

Three

A LITTLE AFTER FOUR IN the morning, Nathan quietly stepped out of the mobile home. He adjusted the sterling silver ring that held his turquoise communication stone, which allowed him to understand and speak with all beings. It squeezed his finger tightly. Along with his responsibility for Dew, he would soon have to give the ring and stone to Edward. Maybe, a few years from now, when Dew was strong enough to be alone, he’d get it back. He could worry about that later. He had to go into the desert and call one of the Jet Stone Twins to take him to Hajíínéí, the area that connected the Third World to the Fourth World.

A familiar eagerness fueled his movements as he looked upward at the stars. His heart filled with happiness like he was going to meet Pond, then shrank when he reminded himself Pond was no longer here. Every time he was at Nali’s mobile home during the night, he experienced flashbacks of emotions. The phantom feelings were slowly dulling. Now he could enjoy the serene beauty of the desert night sky, which sparkled like an ocean at sunset. Certain parts of the night sky were purple from clusters of stars. Suddenly, an odd shape appeared in the sky, as individual stars shone brighter than others. It was an arrow that pointed to the hogan.

Then Nathan noticed dim orange light pouring out an open window. Worry clouded his thoughts and concern soaked his heart. Nathan had to know if Uncle Jet was okay. Nathan knocked on the door before entering.

“What’s going on?” Uncle Jet smirked, standing near the northern window in front of a LED camping lantern. He wore a sleeveless rock band T-shirt and black basketball shorts and was spinning an unlit cigarette between his fingers. His legs stuck out of his unlaced dark boots. The rest of the hogan was filled with black trash bags that contained blankets, pillows, and some of Nali’s own rugs.

“I thought you quit smoking.” Nathan stepped into the hogan.

“I have,” Uncle Jet said. He turned to fully face Nathan. “This is filled with cotton. When I get strong cravings, I spin this and think of all the bumps I overcame to get to this point.” He put the cotton-filled cigarette into his pocket. “I still have a ways to go. But like your nálí said, don’t forget all you have accomplished so far.”

“Why are you awake?” Nathan asked, hoping to prolong this conversation.

Uncle Jet said, “I wanted to check on you for once. You said you’d be heading out around this time.”

Nathan stepped deeper inside to scan Uncle Jet’s shadow for a pair of eyes. Two years ago, Nathan discovered that an Ash Being was attached to Uncle Jet’s shadow and took the form of a pair of eyes. Thankfully, there weren’t any. Still, his worry lingered like smoke.

Uncle Jet said
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