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"A young teen is chose by a race of ancients to  
inherit the most power magical object in the world." 
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If we shut our eyes to what is inside us, we 
forsake the wisdom of our own existence. 
To be a Light Master is to embrace the 
truth that we are all much more than we 
seem. 
 

Xephero ~  Tome of the Zielfah Ri 
 

        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER NINE 

 
THE FACE IN THE MIRROR 

 
 
 
       Through the dusty windshield, Ani watched her father turn 
the rock shop's open sign to closed, and lock the deadbolt. He 
walked slowly to Kahetay, and then handed him the keys.  
       "George McCray will be here by the end of the week to 
reopen," said Stan. He kicked the dirt in front of him. "Okay, 
well, I guess that's it then. Thanks for everything."  
       The two men shook hands and then turned as Nan emerged 
from the house with a small box of odds and ends.  
       "This is the last of it." She set the box on the hood of the old 
Chevy truck and spun to face Kahetay. "Thank you for being such 
a good friend, especially to Ani. We couldn’t have chosen a better 
godfather for her." She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and 
squeezed his shoulders with genuine affection. "We'll all miss 
you." She retrieved the box. "Come visit us in New York, okay? 
You’re welcome anytime. You will always be family."  
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       As she hopped into the old truck, she called to her husband 
and daughter. "All set?" 
       Stan latched the rolling door of the moving van, and without 
looking back, opened the driver's side door and slipped behind 
the wheel.  
       Ani frowned. "You okay, Dad?" 
       "Fine," he said, without so much as a glance in her direction. 
He started the engine but didn't put the van in gear. 
       She wanted to ask him what was wrong but she already knew 
the answer. Everything about this was wrong.   
       "Ani, why don't you go ride with your mother in the pick-up 
for now. I'm sure she'd enjoy the company." 
       "But I thought you said—" 
       "I know what I said." He looked straight ahead as if he were 
already driving away.   
       "But I want to stay with you." 
       "We have a long drive ahead of us. You'll be bored inside an 
hour. Go on. Ride with mom." 
       "Are you sure?" 
       "You can ride with me tomorrow." 
       Ani climbed out of the cab, and then stood with her hand on 
the door, thinking he might change his mind.  
       He didn't.  
 
       By the time they rolled into New Jersey, a whole week had 
dragged by, and Ani was sick of the road, sick of switching 
between her mother and father, sick of hearing how great or how 
bad it would be living in New York, but she didn't utter a word. 
Every time she thought about it, she heard her mother's voice in 
her head saying; 'In the entire breadth of human experience, 
there's never been a difficult situation that complaining could 
improve.' It was one of her mother's favorite quotes. 
 
       Every city they drove through, according to her mother, 
"paled in comparison to the city of New York." She raved about 
the school Ani would be attending, and the apartment they would 
be living in, the food, the culture, the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Central Park. She said there was no place like it on earth. She 
talked about it like it was her hometown, but actually Nan had 
grown up in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  
       "It won't be long now," she said pulling up to a stop light in 
Secaucus. "We're almost there. Just across the river." 
       Ani grimaced involuntarily. 
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       Nan smiled. "You're going to love it here, honey. I promise. 
We'll finally have a normal life—live like other people. We'll even 
have real neighbors. You'll make new friends in no time." 
      Ani missed the desert already. She saw the concrete sidewalks 
with their square potted trees and missed her dirt path to 
Boulder Dash Hill. She gazed up at the overcast day and missed 
her brilliant blue skies. She listened to the people shouting, cars 
honking, and missed the awesome quiet of the rocks and cactus. 
She even missed the tiny gecko that lived in the hole on top of the 
hill, and the grey hawk that always circled just above. She missed 
it all so much and she hadn't even been in the city a whole day. 
 
       Ani caught her first glimpse of the New York City skyline just 
before crossing the Hudson River. The distant skyscrapers 
glistened in the light of the setting sun like a golden version of 
the Emerald City in the Wizard of Oz.  
       Nan let out an exaggerated sigh. "What a sight. Isn't she 
beautiful?"  
       Ani nodded to be polite. But all she could think about was 
that, from afar, the Emerald City also looked like a place where 
dreams came true, but once inside, Dorothy and her friends 
found they had been deceived. Ani wondered if New York would 
be that way for her mom.  
        When they finally crossed the river, they traveled not over it 
as she had expected, but actually under it. As they descended into 
the Lincoln Tunnel, yellow safety lights, like an electric yellow 
brick road, replaced the gleaming sunlight of the fading day. Ani 
felt uneasy at the thought of being underwater in a car. The idea 
that a hundred feet or more of river flowed above them was 
unsettling. What if the tunnel sprang a leak? What if their car 
broke down and they couldn't reach the other side? They could 
be stuck in this tunnel forever. I don't even know how to swim.  
       She glanced out the truck's back window to make sure Dad 
was still following. What if he took one look at the city and 
turned to head back to the desert?  
       Her father did a little four finger wave off the top of the 
steering wheel when he saw her, as he had done every time she 
turned around, but he never smiled. Ani was beginning to think 
he might never smile again.  
       Before she knew it, they had emerged on the other side of the 
river into another world. To Ani, it seemed like a land made for 
giants. The enormous structures rose up around them on all 
sides, disappearing into the twilight high above. Why would 
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anyone build buildings so tall? Seemed selfish to block the sky for 
everyone else. Does no one care about the stars here? The desert 
sang to the morning sky with every sunrise, and to the night sky 
with the dance of a billion stars.  
       But as they continued to snake their way through the city at a 
slow crawl along with hundreds of other cars, Ani finally 
understood. New York didn't need the stars. It came with its own 
night sky. As darkness fell, the city lights flickered on a thousand 
at a time, painting the darkening canvas with brilliant sparkling 
light. The stars had fallen from the sky and settled on every 
surface of the city. Ani gazed out her window in awe, feeling as if 
she were soaring in slow motion through an entirely new 
universe filled with planets and stars and galaxies and alien life 
forms. 
  
       They coasted down a neighborhood street in the orange truck 
and double-parked in front of a spooky old apartment complex.  
       Please tell me this isn't where we're going to live.  
       Nan rolled down the driver's side window, stuck her head out 
and said, "Well, this is it." 
       Great. Ani shivered as much from the creepy vibe as from the 
chilled air that wafted in through the open window.  
       "So, what do you think?" Her mother gestured.  
       Leaning forward to look through the dirty windshield, Ani's 
gaze traveled from the chipped marble stairs that met the 
sidewalk under a tired old streetlamp, to the top floor seven 
stories above. "It's um, big." 
       "It's wonderful, isn't it? It was built in the early nineteen-
hundreds."  
       That much is obvious. 
       She pointed to the triangular pattern etched in a row of rough 
stone tiles that separated one floor from the next. "That design is 
called Art Deco. Look at that detail. Lovely."     
       A scrolling wrought iron fire escape crept up one side of the 
building and down the other, clinging to stained limestone 
blocks. Elaborately etched double glass doors adorned the 
façade, their beauty infringed upon by several large cracks and 
what appeared to be a… bullet hole?  
       Ani's imagination spontaneously manufactured an 
elaborately detailed scene that involved a cluster of mafia thugs 
in a shootout for territorial rights against a lone hero standing on 
the side of justice.  
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       Noticing the lit name and date carved in the stonework above 
the entrance—Wakefield Hotel 1927—Ani said, "We're moving 
into a hotel?" 
       "No. It started out as a hotel, but it was converted… in the 
fifties, I think. They're apartments now, honey." 
       "I wonder how many ghosts have accumulated here over the 
last hundred years," said Ani, only half joking. 
       "You’re not afraid of a few little ghosts, are you?" 
       "How should I know. I've never actually met one before."    
       Nan glanced in the rearview mirror. "I think that's your 
father. Here, put on a sweater."  
       Ani pulled on the bulky cardigan.  
       Her mother did the same, then rolled up the window, got out, 
and locked the door.  
       "I called ahead to make sure the power's on, so everything 
should work," Nan continued. "Oh, and I asked the landlord. 
There's a boy in 11B who's about your age and a girl who lives 
down the hall from us. She's fourteen. Later on you can go meet 
them. We're in 36C. It's on the third floor." 
       The moving van pulled up behind them, followed by a rusty 
white truck with two burly men riding in the back. Ani watched 
as her father hopped out of the cab and exchanged a few words 
with the men. Then the three of them got straight to work 
unloading furniture and boxes in silence until both the van and 
truck were empty.   
 
       By the time they'd moved everything in, it was nearly 
midnight and a light snow had begun to fall. They heated stale 
leftovers from a diner in New Jersey where they'd stopped for 
lunch. They ate their dinner in silence, and then headed straight 
to bed. When Ani asked her mother why she had been so quiet 
during the meal, Nan used the excuse that it had been a long day, 
but Ani could tell it was more than that. Mom and Dad hadn't 
said a word to each other since they left California. It was as if 
they'd all become strangers overnight.   
 
       In her new room, Ani rummaged through the three large 
cardboard boxes labeled "Ani's Things" to find a very important 
lump of crumpled newspaper. She had insisted on packing it 
herself. It was the only thing she really cared about. 
       With the utmost care, she peeled away the layers to reveal her 
treasure box. One by one, she inspected the items inside to make 
sure nothing had been disturbed: grandma's embroidered heart, 
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the tiny pewter angel, the trilobite fossil, the drawing of the 
Mapstone and the hundred-dollar bill—all intact. To these she 
added Kahetay's wood carving of the hawk, the magnifying glass 
from the rock shop, and the three polished stones. It was all that 
she had left of her previous life. 
       She clutched the box to her chest, watching the snow fall 
outside her window, listening to the sirens screaming by on the 
street below. The radiator under the sill rattled on, wheezing like 
it was too old and too tired to go on living. How could she be 
happy in a place like this?  
       Do they expect me to just forget about Kahetay and Mobius? 
Forget home? Everything I’ve ever loved is back in the desert. 
How could they ask me to give that up?  
       Fighting back tears, Ani went to the bathroom to wash her 
face and brush her teeth. After scrubbing off the city grunge, she 
groped for a towel, but found only a bare rack. One more 
reminder that she wasn't home.  
        Water dripped from her bangs and chin as she stared at her 
reflection in the mirror.  
       She looked different. Empty. Anonymous.  
       But there was something else. She squinted at the image in 
the mirror, seeing, impossibly, another face—perfectly overlaid 
onto her own. It was strangely familiar, a face not unlike her 
own, but more boyish and resolute. He mimicked her solemn 
expression. 
       A tingle rippled through her as she realized who it was.  
       "Eli?" she whispered. "Is that you?"  
       Through her tears, she saw the face of her imaginary friend 
smile reassuringly. In the far reaches of her mind, she heard the 
words, "Don't give up, Gemi, we'll get through this. It will be 
okay."  
       "But how?" she said aloud. "How is it going to be okay?" 
       She wanted an answer. She needed an answer. 
       The boy in the mirror offered no more words, just a sad 
smile. 
       A drop of water fell from bangs to eyelash.  
       She blinked.  
       He vanished.  
       "Don’t go," she whispered. "Please, Eli. Come back. I need 
you."  
       She held very still, willing her friend to return. Pleeeease, she 
thought with all the focus and energy she could muster.  
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       Her reflection was her own again. Yet the memory of his face, 
the comfort of his words, the reassuring tone of his voice, stayed 
with her.  
       Deep breath.  
       I can do this.  
       Another deep breath.  
       I'm not alone.  
       Long exhalation.  
       Everything is going to be okay. 
 

       As she walked back to her room, she felt her strength 
returning. The desert had taught her the first thing to do in any 
predicament was to stay positive, turn your disadvantages into 
advantages. Why should this situation be any different?  
       Could it be any harder than getting caught alone in a sand 
storm when she was seven? Or backing slowly out of a 
rattlesnake den she'd happened upon when she was nine? Or the 
time she twisted her ankle and had to make a splint for herself in 
order to hike the rest of the way home?  
       This is a city. No scorpions. No sandstorms. No snakes. How 
hard could it be? 
       Latching her treasure box, she placed it on the nightstand 
beside her bed. Tomorrow she would investigate the surrounding 
neighborhood. From now on, the city was just another 
adventure. A different terrain to explore. New discoveries. New 
experiences. She felt better already. And with that, she turned 
out the light, crawled under the covers, and closed her eyes to 
sleep.  
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Locating the shadows and that which 
casts them is one way to embrace the 
light. 

 

Solamas  ~  Tome of the Zielfah Ri 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER TEN 

 
THE SHADOW ON THE WALL 

AND THE GIRL DOWN THE HALL 
 
 
       Ani watched as the first white-gold rays of morning sunlight 
streamed into her room. She stared at the strange pattern cast on 
the blank wall across from her bed. It had the shape of a dragon, 
but where the tail should have been there was a second head. The 
two ends of the dragon seemed to be fighting each other, one 
breathing fire at the other, not realizing they were one.  
       The shadow dragon crept down the wall and stretched across 
her bedspread with the rising of the sun. When it was no longer 
visible, she slid out from under the covers and, not wanting to 
search the boxes for her clothes, pulled on yesterday's jeans and 
yellow "Rocks Rule" t-shirt.  
       With her parents still asleep—Mom in the bedroom, and Dad 
on the couch where he had fallen asleep watching TV—she 
quietly slipped out the front, taking pains not to wake them. 
       Once out in the hall, Ani eased the front door closed and then 
stopped, her hand lingering on the knob. A nagging unease 
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knotted her neck and shoulders. She had a sudden urge to go 
back to her room and read a good book.  
     No. She promised herself she would explore the city and that's 
what she intended to do. She could hear her dad saying, "never 
go back on a promise, especially one you make to yourself."  
       She snuck down the deserted hallway, tiptoeing until she 
reached the stairs. Just as she was about to open the stairwell 
door, she heard a man's voice coming from the last apartment on 
the right, yelling something about cigarettes. The door swung 
open and a young girl about Ani's age stumbled out into the hall. 
A pack of soggy cigarettes hit her in the head just before the door 
slammed shut.  
       "And don't come back until you can replace 'em," came a 
muffled, angry voice. 
       "Jerk!" yelled the girl. She kicked the closed door and then 
noticed Ani standing a few feet away. "What are you looking at?"  
       "I was just trying to find my way out." 
       "Escaping before the parentals wake?" 
       "Yeah, how'd you guess?" 
       The girl drew a sleeve across her forehead where the soggy 
cigarette pack had hit. "You're new." 
       Ani nodded. "Just moved in yesterday." 
       "Oh right. Little desert girl from California. Welcome to the 
big bad." 
       "The big bad what?" 
       "Oh man, you really have been living under a rock." 
       "Not exactly under it. My name is—" 
       "Keep it down. If Joe catches me standing around out here, 
I'm dead. Come on." 
       "Aren't the stairs that way?" 
       "Never use 'em if I can help it. Less chance of running into 
the Groper."  
       "The what?" 
       "It's not a what, it's a who. And trust me, you don't wanna 
know. His name is Gus and he lives one floor down, in 11B but 
he's always makin' up some excuse to come around. You can't 
miss him. He's only twelve but he's like three hundred pounds."        
       Ani followed a tangle of bluntly cropped, tarnished blond hair 
down the fire escape. A few uncut strands whipped the girl's 
cheek as her eyes flashed behind her every few seconds. Ani had 
never seen such angry blue eyes. The girl's tomboyish qualities 
gave her the kind of "tough-kid" look Ani had only seen on 
television.  
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       When they reached the street, Ani ventured a question. 
"Who's Joe? Is he your dad?" 
       "Foster parent, and what business is it of yours?" 
       "None. I just… I mean… what was he mad at?" 
       "I tried to flush his cigarettes down the toilet. Now get lost, I 
have things to do."  
       The girl vanished around a corner and Ani was left standing 
alone on the sidewalk. Letting out a breath of frustration, she 
glanced around. Everything looked foreign to her. Every sound 
was strange to her ears. But the desert had seemed huge and 
strange and frightening at first too, she reminded herself. After 
she got to know it, she grew to love it. Shouldn’t she give New 
York the same chance? It was only fair. 
       So she set out to explore the city, marking her path as her 
father taught her, except now, instead of using little rock piles 
and sticks to indicate the way home, she used soda cans and 
candy wrappers and whatever else she found along the way.  
 
       By noon she was completely lost.  
       Standing on a corner in front of a little neighborhood market, 
Ani gazed up at a street sign hoping to recognize the name. Her 
eyes widened as they fell upon an oddly shaped billboard that 
topped a building at the far end of the street. It advertised a 
brand of Chinese tea. The upper edge was a cutout in the shape 
of a dragon—the same two headed dragon that had inched across 
her bedroom wall that morning. It was the clue she had been 
looking for, but as she started toward it, the market doors flew 
open, and a girl barreled out, running smack into Ani.   
        A pair of familiar angry blue eyes now stared her in the face. 
"What the… are you following me?" 
       Ani attempted to regain her equilibrium. "Huh? No." 
       "Then what are you doing here?" 
       "I'm… ahh… kind of lost." 
       "Geez. You stupid or what?" 
       Just then, a middle-aged Italian man burst through the door. 
"You little thief, give me back those cigarettes!" 
       "What cigarettes?" The girl passed the Marlboro pack behind 
her back to Ani and then showed the man her empty hands. "Go 
ahead. Search me." 
       The man shifted his focus to Ani, "Hand 'em over and I won't 
call the police."  
       Ani shot her new friend a panicked what-do-I-do-now look, 
and in one word she answered. "Run!" 



 
         
        

 
 

14 
  

       The two girls whirled around and sprinted down a backstreet, 
the storekeeper cursing behind them. Three blocks later, they 
collapsed on a bus stop bench.  
       "Wow," the girl panted, "for a Ponch, you sure can run." 
       "A what?" 
       "You might come in handy after all."  
       "My name's Ani. What's yours?" 
       "CJ, but don't think that makes us friends, cuz it don't." 
       A large water drop hit Ani's nose, and then another. She 
looked up. The sun had gone and dark clouds loomed overhead.  
       "Great," Ani muttered under her breath. 
       "Better get used to it Ponch. This ain't the desert." 
       "I noticed. Can you just tell me how to get back to our 
apartment building?" 
       "Turn around, fog-brain." 
       Ani glanced over her shoulder. The Wakefield stood there 
snickering, as if it'd been playing hide and seek with her all day. 
She rose, mumbled a thanks and crossed the street without 
looking back. She could hear CJ's robust laughter even after the 
lobby doors closed behind her. If all city kids were like CJ, she 
might as well go back to the desert and argue with Mobius about 
where to put his cage. There wasn't much chance of her making 
friends here. 
       In her room, she flopped backward onto the bed, exhausted. 
Her first day in the city had been eventful, yes, but not very much 
fun.   
       "Ani!" said her mother through the gap in the door. 
       Ani hopped up to pull the door open. She intended to tell her 
mother everything that had happened as a perfect example of 
why they should pack up and move back to the desert but the 
look on her mom's face stopped her.  
       "Mom? What’s wrong?"  
       "Where have you been!" 
       "Just went exploring." 
       "This isn't the desert, Ani." 
       "So I've heard." 
       "You can't leave the house without telling us where you're 
going." 
       "I didn't want to wake you." 
       "Wake me? I thought someone had snatched you right out of 
your bed!" 
       "Sorry." 
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       Nan took in a deep breath, held it for a moment and then let 
it out slowly to calm herself. "Listen, I realize this is going to take 
an adjustment period. You're a very independent girl, and you 
had a lot of freedom in the desert, but things are different now. 
We need to know where you are at all times." 
       "I might as well be in prison," mumbled Ani.  
       "It's my fault for not explaining things to you earlier." 
       "What do you want me to do, wear one of those ankle 
bracelets that goes off whenever I get more than a hundred feet 
from the apartment?" 
       "You're not under house arrest, Ani. We just need to be 
informed. I've put a pad of paper by the front door. From now 
on, if you leave the house you write a note. No exceptions. And I 
don't want you going outside the neighborhood. You can go as far 
as the school on one end and the park on the other. No further. 
Understood?" 
       Ani shrugged. She used to come and go as she pleased. She 
used to have a life of her own. She used to be free. 
       "All right." Her mother’s expression went from resolute to 
impish grin. "Now that we have that settled, I have a surprise for 
you." 
       "What," said Ani, making no attempt to hide her disinterest.   
       "Well," said her mother, looking around. "How do you like 
your new room?" 
       Ani shrugged again. "It's okay I guess." 
       "Well, the walls are a little bare, don't you think?" She 
reached around the door and produced a rolled-up poster.  
       "What's that?" 
       "I thought it would make you feel more at home." She held it 
out. "Open it." 
       Ani unrolled the poster and stared at one of the most 
beautiful landscape photographs she had ever seen—the desert at 
dawn showing off its golden radiance—and through the branches 
of a single silhouetted Yucca Tree burst the light of the rising sun 
in a seven-pointed star.  
       "Do you like it?"  
       It only made her miss the desert more, but Ani nodded 
anyway. 
       Her mother smiled. "I knew you would." She opened her 
other hand, which held a box of pushpins, and together they 
hung the poster over Ani's bed. When they finished, her mother 
reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill.  
       "Here." 
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       "What's this for?" 
       "Your father and I talked it over. You're going to need an 
allowance now that you'll be attending public school. You'll need 
it for lunch and such." 
       School. Ugh. Ani's stomach lurched. In two days she would 
start public school for the first time in her life, but instead of 
being excited as she had always imagined, the thought filled her 
with dread. 
       "Don't worry, honey. You'll be just fine. Better than fine. 
You'll be great." 
       "I'm not worried about me. It's everybody else I'm not so sure 
about." 
       "Did you meet the girl who lives across the hall?" 
       "Yeah, we met."  
       "Maybe you'll see her in school on Monday." 
       That was precisely the sort of thing Ani was afraid of. She 
stared at the twenty-dollar bill in her hands and knew instantly 
what she wanted to do with it.  
       "Oh, and you're going to need this, but it's only for 
emergencies." She handed Ani a brand new cell phone. 
       "I don't n—" 
       "Just keep it in your book bag." She slipped the phone into a 
side pocket of Ani's backpack. "We want to have a way to reach 
you if necessary." 
       A few minutes later, they were in the kitchen looking for 
anything that might resemble lunch. They searched the boxes 
and found a loaf of bread, and a jar of mustard, but no sandwich 
meat.  
       "I'll run to the store," said Ani, jumping at the opportunity. "I 
know right where it is. I found it this morning." 
       "Is it far?" 
       "No. Just a couple blocks down." 
       Nan glanced out the window. "Clouds are coming in. Looks 
like it might rain." 
       "I'll be quick." 
       "Alright. I’ll make you a list. Oh, I almost forgot!" She 
produced two matching raincoats, one large and one small, from 
a Macy's shopping bag. 
       Ani looked at the black vinyl slickers, covered with tiny white 
polka-dots, lined with faux fur, and cringed. "I don't need it. I'm 
good." 
       "It's not just for today, silly. You're going to need a good coat. 
It rains a lot here." 
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       "I can deal." 
       "Take it anyway." She held out the coat, flashing her stubborn 
you're-not-gonna-win-this-one smile. 
       Ani sighed and put it on, feeling overly conspicuous.  
       In the kitchen, her mother handed her a short shopping list 
with another twenty-dollar bill, and asked Ani to bring back the 
change. "Come straight home, okay?" 
       "I will." 
       It didn't rain, but the day remained dismal and grey. Halfway 
down the block Ani stashed the raincoat in her backpack and 
made her way back to the corner market where she’d run into CJ 
earlier. After putting the milk and cheese and lunch meat on the 
counter, she asked the man at the cash register how much a pack 
of cigarettes costs. 
       "I can't sell you cigarettes, miss. And you shouldn't be 
smoking at your age anyway." 
       "I don't want to buy them," said Ani, annoyed, "I just want to 
pay for them." 
       The man peered at her, confused. Then recognition donned.  
       "I see," he said. "And you think that will be the end of it?" 
       "It's not stealing if we pay for them, right?" 
       "I suppose not." 
       "Then I would like to pay for one pack of cigarettes, please. 
With this." She handed him the twenty-dollar bill her mom had 
given her for her allowance. 
       "You've already given me enough, miss." 
       "That's my mom's money. I want to pay for the cigarettes 
with my own." 
       The man narrowed his eyes on her again. "What is your 
name, young lady?" 
       "Ani Jasper, sir." 
       "Mr. Cardello," he offered in return, "but you can call me 
Sal." He reached out to shake her hand. "Very nice to meet you, 
Ani Jasper."  
       Ani accepted the handshake.  
       The man nodded his approval. "You're okay in my book, kid." 
       Ani smiled. Her first real friend in the city. 
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Reality, as it’s commonly perceived, is 
but one of many states of consciousness 
from which to choose. Its attributes are 
created by us, for us, to teach us the 
meaning and power of thought.  
 

Xephero  ~   Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 
THE GOBLIN ORDEAL 

 
 
       It was the first day of school, but only for Ani. All the other 
students had found their classes and gotten their books months 
ago. She had just stepped into a whirlwind of kids headed every-
which-way, all knowing exactly where they were going.  
       "You don't even know what grade you're in?" sassed a 
freckled face girl in glitter-specked sunglasses, after Ani stopped 
her in the hall. "What are you? An L.D.er?" 
       "I'm in 8th grade," said Ani. "I just don't know where to go. 
What's an L.D.er?" 
       "Learning Disabled classes are that way." The girl spoke very 
loud, as if Ani had suddenly become partially deaf. 
       "Thanks," said Ani, starting out in the direction that Freckles 
had indicated. Maybe she really had been placed in a learning 
disabled class. It would make sense. She didn't know anything 
she was supposed to know. A New York City public school 
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obviously wasn't a place for kids who'd never been to school a 
day in their lives.  
       Finally, after the 2nd warning bell rang out and the halls 
emptied, a suited gentleman with greying hair and dimpled chin 
stopped Ani and asked her name. 
       "Ani Jasper, sir," she said, relieved that someone might be 
willing to help her.  
       "My name is Mr. Schuman. I'm the Vice Principal." He 
looked at a list of names on a clipboard and said, "I thought so. I 
can always spot the transfer students. You're in room 101." 
       "I know, but the numbers jump from 100 to 102. There is no 
101." 
       He walked over to a door marked with a piece of paper taped 
to it that read "Janitor's Closet" and removed the makeshift sign. 
Behind it, the brass number plate read 101. "It's a little game they 
play on new kids." He opened the door for her. "Miss Witcott is 
your homeroom teacher. I think you will like her."   
       "Thank you, sir."  
       "You're very welcome, Miss Jasper." 
       Ani entered the room and took the only seat available, smack 
in the middle of the class. Slumping in her chair, she felt dozens 
of staring eyes upon her.  
       Just as she was desperately wishing she could disappear, the 
unfathomable happened; the teacher, presumably Miss Witcott, 
asked Ani to stand up.  
       "Students! I’d like your full attention please. Thank you. We 
have a new face in our class today. I’d like you to meet Annie," 
Miss Witcott said, mispronouncing Ani's name. "She has just 
moved here from the Mojave Desert. Does anyone know where 
that is?" 
       "California," a girl in the front row called out.  
       "That's right. The largest portion of the Mojave Desert is in 
the southeast region of California, with smaller parts in Nevada, 
Utah and Arizona. It might not be the largest desert in the USA, 
occupying less than fifty thousand miles, but it is best known for 
its notorious Death Valley, which boasts the lowest elevation in 
all of North America. It sits two hundred and eighty two feet 
below sea level." 
       "Who would want to live in a place called Death Valley?" said 
a girl in the third row. 
       "I would," said a guy with a tongue piercing, sitting in the far 
corner, looking like this might be his 3rd time repeating the 8th 
grade. 
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       "Death Valley is just a small part of The Mojave," said Miss 
Witcott. "Needless the say, Annie has come a very long way to be 
here." 
       "Approximately two thousand, four hundred, and sixty-one 
miles," added the know-it-all in the front row.  
       "Thank you, Janey. Let's all welcome Annie to our class." 
       Ani slowly rose from her seat at the teacher's urging. "Um, 
excuse me, Miss Witcott? My name is pronounced Ahh-nee, not 
Annie." 
       "Oh, I'm sorry," she whispered. "Class, let's give Ani a warm 
welcome."  
       Feeble applause spread through the room until a shout came 
from the back row. "What kind of name is that?" 
       A boy sitting to Ani's right reached up to tug on one of her 
long dark braids. "Maybe she's an Injin!"  
       Ani’s jaw clenched. That's the last time she'd let mom braid 
her hair before school. 
       "Ask her if she lived in a cliff dwelling," came another call 
from the back.  
       The class erupted, sounding like a bunch of five-year-olds 
playing Cowboys and Indians.  
       "My godfather is a Navajo shaman," Ani yelled over the 
commotion. "You shouldn't make fun of things you don't 
understand!" 
       "Quiet down!" Miss Witcott bellowed, "I will not tolerate rude 
behavior in my classroom!" but her words held no weight. The 
class rioted out of control.  
       Ani stiffened. A slow pressurized panic started to build 
inside. The young faces around her began a frightening 
metamorphosis. Teeth grew longer. Eyes widened and went 
blood red. Fingers sharpened into claws. These weren't children, 
they were goblins—evil, teeth gnashing, kid-eating goblins. Ani 
had once read how goblins could take the form of children to 
gain their trust, but she saw right through the disguise. She 
backed away as the goblins all laughed and poked and sniffed 
and fought over who got the first bite.  
       "I get the arm!"  
       "I'll take a leg."  
       "I got dibs on her head. I'll bet it's nice and crunchy!"  
       Ani bolted toward the door, heart hammering against her 
chest. She could have sworn she heard one of them yell, "Quick, 
the snack's getting away!" as she leapt out into the corridor.  



 
         
        

 
 

21 
  

       She passed the principal's office and kept right on running—
out the annex, across the playground, and down one of the many 
neighborhood streets that divided the rows of brownstones. She 
didn't stop until she reached the Wakefield.  
       Ani burst into the lobby and halted abruptly, trying to catch 
her breath. So much for her first day of school.  
       On the third floor, she stopped to catch her breath and found 
CJ sitting in the hall with her back against her apartment door. 
She wondered if CJ bothered with school at all.  
       "What's up?" said Ani, trying to sound casual. 
       "Nothing. What are you doing here? Aren't you supposed to 
be in school like a good little Ponch?" 
       "I got attacked." 
       "Yeah? Who attacked you?" 
       "More like what."  
       CJ shot her a questioning look, and Ani suddenly felt very 
foolish for letting her imagination get the best of her. They were 
just kids. And running away today only meant that it would be 
harder to face them tomorrow, and every day after that.  
       "It was nothing," said Ani. "Sometimes I just, um, imagine 
things being worse than they really are." 
       "Well, in that school, things can get pretty bad for real."       
       "Sharp teeth and glowing eyes bad?" 
       "Worse." 
       Ani decided not to ask what that meant. At this point, she 
reasoned, it'd be better not to know. She nodded and turned 
toward her apartment. 
       CJ stood. "Joe won't let me in. Can I use your bathroom?" 
       "Yeah, sure." Ani opened the door.  
       Her father sat at their computer in the makeshift office that 
took up the far corner of their living room. He'd been squinting 
at the monitor since before Ani left for school that morning, and 
looked up as they entered, peering at them through that same 
squint.  
       "Hey Dad," she said in a casual tone, hoping he would be too 
distracted to notice the hour. 
       He glanced at his watch in confusion. 
       Ani knew the next thing out of his mouth would be a question 
about why school had let out early, so she jumped in to fill the 
pause. "Dad, this is CJ. She got locked out of her apartment. She 
just needs to use our bathroom. Is that okay?" 
       "Oh. Sure. Nice to meet you, CJ. Glad to see Ani's made a new 
friend already."   
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       CJ scoffed at the word friend, as she followed Ani down the 
hall. "You don't have to show me where it is."  
       As CJ pushed past Ani to enter the bathroom, Ani noticed she 
held her left arm so tightly it forced a white handprint on the 
reddening skin. "Are you okay?"  
       CJ didn't answer. Ani watched as she leaned over the sink, 
turned on the faucet and ran cold water over her arm. The water 
turned ruby red, streaking the white porcelain as blood flowed 
from a deep gash at her elbow.  
       Ani grimaced. "That looks bad." 
       "It's just a scratch, and besides it's—" 
       "I know, none of my business. But I'm the one who has to 
clean up the sink and that's not just a scratch. What happened?" 
       "Joe just gets a little carried away sometimes when he's mad. 
I can handle it."  
       "He cut you?" 
       "Hey, keep it down." 
       "Shouldn't we tell someone—" 
       "No. And don't go blabbing this all over the neighborhood 
either. It's my fifth foster home. If I mess this one up they'll 
throw me back in the Fragh."  
       "What's the Fragh?" 
       "Freak Central." Then to Ani’s questioning silence she added, 
"Group home. It's like being in jail, only worse. No chance for 
parole." She turned off the water. "You got a paper towel or 
something I can use to—" 
       "Oh, yeah, hang on." Ani ran to the kitchen and returned with 
a full roll of paper towels. "I won't say anything. I promise." 
       CJ glared at her with an intensity that told Ani she was 
deadly serious. "If you do, you're dead. Got it?" 
       "Yeah," said Ani. "You know, you don't have to do that." 
       "Do what?" CJ pressed a wad of paper towels to her arm. 
       "Threaten me. If I say I won't, I won't." 
       "Whatever. I'm outta here." She pushed Ani out of the way 
and headed for the hall. "And don't follow me this time." 
       "I wasn't—"  
       CJ slammed the front door, rendering the rest of her 
sentence pointless. 
 
       The next day, Ani left the Wakefield forty-five minutes early 
and walked to school in the grey half-light of dawn, the air so 
cold, her breath turned smoke white as she exhaled. She didn't 
mind the cold. She was just glad it wasn't raining so she didn't 
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have to wear that ridiculous polka-dotted raincoat, which her 
mother had neatly folded and stashed in her backpack.  
 
       When she arrived at Miss Witcott's classroom, she opened 
the door and peeked in. The room was empty except for the 
teacher.  
       Miss Witcott smiled and waved her in. "I'm glad you're here, 
Ani. I was worried about you. How are you today?" 
       "I'm sorry I ran away yesterday," said Ani, with a shrug. 
       "Oh, I understand. The first day of school can be pretty scary, 
I know, and for you, even more so." 
       "Why?" Ani thought for a frightening moment Miss Witcott 
had called home and talked to Dad. She braced herself for the 
worst but it never came.  
       "Well, this is your first time in a public school, right? That's 
got to be a little overwhelming, I should think."  
       "You didn't call my dad?" 
       "I did, but only to make sure you got home safely. I didn't 
give him any details and he didn't ask, so there's nothing to 
worry about." 
       "Thank you, Miss Witcott." 
       "You just needed a little extra time to adjust. I knew you 
would come back when you were ready."  
       Ani decided right then to consider Miss Witcott her second 
friend in the city, after Mr. Cardello. 
       "Tell you what," she said, brightening a bit, "as it turns out, I 
am also your Social Studies teacher, which happens to be your 
last class of the day. If you have trouble in any of your other 
classes, we can stay after for a few minutes and talk about it, all 
right?" 
       Ani nodded.  
       Miss Witcott went on to say she spoke with the goblins about 
their "unacceptable behavior" and assured Ani no one would 
bother her again. Then she offered Ani her pick of seats and Ani 
took the desk nearest to the exit, just in case she had to make 
another quick escape. 
 
       As it turned out, Miss Witcott spoke the truth. No one 
bothered her in class that day. As a matter of fact, a whole week 
went by without anyone even glancing in her direction, and then 
two more, without the teacher ever calling on her when she 
raised her hand… then two more where no one ever even said 
hi… and not just in Miss Witcott's room, but in all her classes.  
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       Ani had become invisible.  
       The only time anyone noticed her at all was when she 
returned to homeroom one rainy morning after leaving to get a 
drink of water. They all stared at her as if she were wearing a 
gorilla suit.  
       "Ani dear," said Miss Witcott as patiently as possible, "you 
must raise your hand and ask permission to leave this classroom. 
You can't just get up and walk out anytime you feel like it."  
       "Why not?" asked Ani, genuinely curious. 
       The class erupted in laughter.   
       "It's disruptive," said Miss Witcott, giving the rest of the class 
a disapproving look that quieted only a few.  
       A large girl in a slick black jacket, whom Ani later learned 
was nicknamed Mad Millie, shouted from the back row, "Don't 
bother, Miss Witcott, she wouldn't know about things like 
manners, being raised in a cave and all." 
       Another rumble of laughter from the class. 
       Whatever possessed Ani to do what she did next was beyond 
her comprehension. In what could only be described as a 
monumental moronic lapse in judgment, she turned toward the 
back of the room and said in a clear, calm voice, "I'd rather live in 
a cave than the slimy mud pit you crawled out of." 
       As the roar of laughter jumped ten decibels, Mad Millie 
glared at Ani in silent rage. The sheer power of it forced Ani back 
into her seat. She never left the classroom again. Not even when 
she was desperate to use the restroom. 
 
       That afternoon, when the final bell rang and all the history 
quizzes had been collected, Miss Witcott asked Ani to stay after 
school so that they could "discuss" something in private.   
       "Have a seat," said Miss Witcott, after the rest of the students 
had gone. 
       Ani sat quietly waiting for her reprimand. She began to 
construct an apology in her head, wondering why Millie wasn't 
also in trouble. It hardly seemed fair. After all, she started it. 
       "Ani, thank you for staying behind. I won't keep you long." 
       "I'm sorry about this morning in homeroom, Miss Witcott. I 
don't know why I said that. The words just came out. It won't 
happen again. I promise." 
       "Oh, yes, well, it was a very unfortunate incident. But you 
should know Ani, that in this school we don't tolerate bullies. We 
have been watching Millicent for a while now. Disciplinary 
measures have had no effect. Unfortunately, she targets the new 
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kids a lot. Your response was, well, understandable, given the 
circumstances." 
       Ani relaxed a little.  
       "I'm not saying what you did was right, but I am proud of you 
for being brave enough to stand up for yourself." 
         "Really?" 
         "It's more than most kids would do. But that's not the 
reason I asked you to stay after. I wanted to talk to you about 
your marks on the quizzes."  
       "Oh. Did I mess up?" 
       "On the contrary. Your test scores are the highest in the class. 
That's what concerns me." 
       "But I thought getting good grades was the idea." 
       "No Ani, learning is the idea, and you don't seem challenged 
by the curriculum at all. I've spoken with your other teachers. 
They've reported similar results. You have been excelling in all 
your subjects." 
       "Is that wrong?"  
       Miss Witcott studied Ani's face for a moment. "I read in your 
file that your mother home schooled you until now. Is that 
correct?" 
       "Yeah. That's probably why they put me in L.D. classes, but I 
think maybe I should be in regular classes." 
       "Ani, you are in the regular curriculum. Who told you that 
you were in Learning Disabled classes?" 
       "I just thought—" Ani stopped, embarrassed.  
       Miss Witcott smiled warmly. "I'd say your mother did a very 
fine job teaching you. She should be proud." 
       "She goes to school too," said Ani. "We study together. Back 
home we sometimes used her school books when mine were too 
boring." 
       "You studied college level texts?"  
       "Not all the time. But Mom's books were my favorites." 
       "I see." Miss Witcott shuffled a stack of papers in front of her. 
"Well, we'll just have to make an effort to find assignments that 
will interest you from now on, okay?" 
       Ani nodded, excited at the prospect. 
       "Thank you Ani, you can go now." 
       Ani rose from her chair. "So, I'm not in trouble?"  
       "No, you're not in trouble," said Miss Witcott with another 
one of her kindly smiles. "See you tomorrow."  
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       Ani left Miss Witcott's classroom thinking maybe school 
wasn't so bad after all. She wasn't an L.D.er, and her marks were 
the best in the class. She couldn't wait to go home and tell Mom 
and Dad the news.  
       She stopped at her locker and then headed out. "Great," 
muttered Ani, hearing the now familiar pelt of raindrops on the 
roof. Pausing to put on her raincoat, she looked left, then right, to 
make sure she wouldn't be seen in it. The halls were deserted. 
She zipped up and headed for the main exit.  
       Just before she reached the double doors, a girl waiting in the 
shadows stepped in front of her, barring her way. Ani had never 
seen this girl before. The black she wore from shoulder to toe 
made her bleached-white hair stand out like neon. Bulky silver 
chains draped her waist, wrists and ankles. Ani tried to pass, but 
the girl grabbed the back of her raincoat.  
       "Where do you think you're going, polka-dots?" 
       Ani cringed at the reference. If that became her nickname at 
school, she'd never forgive her mother. Regaining her 
composure, she glanced at the girl's chains. "Aren't those 
uncomfortable?" she said, attempting to keep her voice steady. 
"They look kinda heavy."    
       "I have a message for you," said the girl in a low voice. 
       Ani forced an exaggerated smile. "Secret admirer?" 
       The girl's face scrunched up as if she'd just swallowed 
something sour. "Nobody messes with Millie and gets away with 
it." 
       Ani's stomach clenched. "Millie who?" she asked, knowing 
exactly who the girl meant.   
       "You've been warned." 
       "Casey, come on. We're going to Vin's."  
       The call came from a girl emerging from the restroom.  
       The Silver Chain Girl let go of Ani's coat, but not before 
pulling it up over her head. By the time Ani could see again, they 
were gone.  
       School just keeps getting better and better, she thought. How 
was it possible that since she'd arrived in New York, she had 
made more enemies than friends? In the desert, she had found 
only one true enemy. The Kalb.  
       Ani shuddered. Just thinking about the Kalb filled her with a 
sense of dread that chilled her, body and soul. At least with Mad 
Millie, she knew what she was dealing with. What frightened her 
most about the Kalb was not knowing what it could do to her, or 
where it would appear next.  
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       Bullies at school were relatively simple in comparison. She 
could probably avoid them if she was careful. And although she 
couldn't tell anyone about the Kalb, she could certainly tell 
someone about Millie. Maybe if Mom and Dad knew how bad it 
was, they would reconsider the whole concept of public school.   
       By the time Ani got home, she had worked out exactly what 
she was going to say, but stopped short of the front door, halted 
by the muffled sound of angry voices. She listened for a moment, 
trying to make out what was being said. She'd never heard her 
mother and father yell at one another before. She couldn't 
understand the words, but their anger pierced her heart like 
shrapnel. Suddenly what she had to say didn't seem so 
important.  
       CJ emerged from her apartment across the hall and stopped 
behind Ani to eavesdrop. "That's how it starts, you know," she 
said over Ani's shoulder. 
       "How what starts?" 
       "Divorce. First, they fight. Then they throw things. Then one 
of them throws the other out."             
       "You're wrong. They're just having an argument."  
       "All the signs are there, Ponch. Take my word for it. Before 
the divorce is final they'll have played tug-of-war with you, and 
you'll end up in two pieces."  
       "It doesn't happen to everyone that way." 
       "Go ahead. Walk in on 'em. The way I see it, you've got two 
possible outcomes. Either they're so wrapped up in themselves 
that they don't even know you exist, or worse, they do notice you 
and use you for target practice." 
       "They'd never do that." 
       "Go ahead. Prove me wrong." 
       Ani opened the door and stepped inside the apartment. Her 
parents continued to shout at each other, completely unaware 
that she was there. She opened the door and stepped back out.  
       "Um, I'll talk to them later. They seem busy."  
       "Uh huh." 
       Ani slumped away, fully expecting CJ to laugh out loud.  
       She didn't.  
       As Ani walked the length of the hall, she realized she had 
nowhere to go. The rain had stopped, and a tiny patch of blue sky 
opened up, framed by the hall window. It made her terribly 
homesick. She crawled out onto the fire escape and stared at that 
patch of blue until the surrounding grey encroached upon it.  
       What was happening to her family?  
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       She pulled a photograph from her back pocket—one she had 
carried with her every day since she left the desert. It was a 
picture of her godfather. The only one ever taken of him, he said. 
It showed him standing on the crest of a cliff. There were two 
others in the picture but they stood back a few feet from the edge. 
Kahetay was poised, looking like he was ready to jump.  
       Ani had asked him if she could keep the photograph because 
she loved the look on his face. It seemed like he understood, just 
then, all the secrets of the universe. He had the look of someone 
who was truly free. At one point, she asked him what he was 
thinking when they snapped the shot. He replied simply, "I was 
thinking about taking a leap of faith."  
       She stared at the photograph now, her heart aching. Her 
friendship with Kahetay had made her world special… magical. 
Life was a discovery, a fantastic journey, and she knew no matter 
how strange and wonderful it all got, he would be there to guide 
her.  
       Now everything was different. There was no Kahetay, no 
Mobius, no Boulder Dash Hill, no rock shop. All the things that 
made her feel like she belonged, were gone. She even caught 
herself wishing that awful scorpion could sting her again. Even 
that horrible fever was preferable to this loneliness. At least it 
had taken her to the Web Between Worlds and she had come out 
of it feeling somehow more connected and alive. It had even 
brought her family closer together for a time.  
       "Wait, back up," said a disembodied voice. "Did you say Web 
Between Worlds?"  
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Only when we have walked alone 
through the canyon of self-perception, 
shall we see the mountain of judgment 
and doubt that enshrouds our true 
purpose.  

 

Xephero  ~   Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 
THE HOLLOW HOUSE 

 
 
       Ani glanced up with a start and scanned her surroundings. 
Alone. She was completely alone… well, except for a black and 
tan cat sitting on the window ledge just beyond the fire escape. 
       "Yeah, it's me," said the fat cat. "I wasn't going to say 
anything. Just didn’t seem worth the effort, what with the 
absolute drivel oozing from your brain. You know—typical 
human thoughts—poor me, why is this happening—blah, blah, 
blah. Boooorrriing. But that last bit about the Web Between 
Worlds, now that's a real conversation starter." The cat spewed 
the string of words without so much as a pause. Its voice came to 
her as a steady stream of thoughts inside her head, the same way 
Mobius had spoken to her about his cage, the same way the white 
wolf had when he brought her back from the scorpion fever.  
       The cat's yellow opal eyes peered out of a black Egyptian 
mask. "So, are you getting any of this?" it asked, making its way 
from the window ledge to where Ani sat. "Hello? Girlie-girl? 
Knock knock. Anyone home?" 
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       Ani realized she was staring agape, and quickly closed her 
mouth. She didn't think she would ever get used to animals 
talking to her. "Um, yeah, I can hear you." 
       "Well now, that's a bonus. What makes you so special?" 
       "I'm not special. If I was, I wouldn't be—" 
       "—out here on the fire escape whining about your life? Oh, 
all humans do that. It's an evolution thing. Once they get it, they 
won't whine anymore."  
       "Get what?"  
       "Never mind," said the cat, dismissively. "Hmm, you look like 
every other human." The cat sniffed the air, its whiskers 
twitching. "You smell like every other human. So how come we 
can chat like it's Sunday at the bistro?" 
       "I don't know," said Ani. "When I was in the Web Between 
Worlds this weird guy told me I was a Zielfah. Maybe it has 
something to do with that." 
       "Zielfah? Never heard of it." 
       "Doesn't matter anyhow. Everything's different now."  
       "Yeah, so I heard." 
       "What am I going to do? It's all gotten so messed up." 
       "I suggest a nap. Nothing in this world a good nap can't 
cure."  
       "It's not that simple for human beings." 
       "Well, maybe it should be," said the cat. "I've been around 
your species long enough to know that you complicate things 
needlessly. Your kind thrives on it. You should spend less time 
trying to figure things out and more time lazing in the sun. 
You'd feel much better."  
       Ani shrugged. "I'll try." 
       "Nah, you'll forget. That's what humans do. They forget 
everything they're told that can make a difference. The only 
things they remember are the bad stuff that scrambles their 
insides." The cat scratched behind one ear for a moment and 
then said, "Hey listen, since I've got your attention—and who 
knows how long that will last—I've always wondered about this 
bathing thing humans do. Why do you use a tub? You've got 
tongues, haven't you?"  
       "Yeah, but we use soap." 
       "What's soap got to do with anything?" 
       "Well, no one wants to lick soap. It tastes terrible. I should 
know. I put a bar of soap in my mouth once when I was really little." 
       "Why'd ya do that?" 
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       "It was shaped like a strawberry. Smelled like one too. I 
wanted to see if it tasted like one." 
       "Not too bright, are ya?" 
       "Well, I was four. I'm smarter now." 
       "One would hope." The tabby hopped up on the fire escape 
railing in a perfect balancing act.   
       "Are you leaving?" 
       "You want me to stay?" 
       "Sure." 
       "Can't. Sorry. Time to hit snooze. There's a mandatory 
napping clause in my contract. See ya." 
       "Bye," said Ani, not entirely sure of the proper way to bid a 
cat farewell.  
       And just like that, her mind turned quiet, and she was alone 
again. Without the cat's strange conversation to distract her, 
Ani's thoughts returned to her parents. The weight of their anger 
crushed down upon her, constricting her heart. When she had 
listened through the door earlier, she'd been grateful that she 
couldn't understand exactly what they were saying, but now she 
wanted to know, had to know, what the argument was about.   
       She rose, crawled back through the fire escape window, and 
returned to the apartment.  
       Finding the door ajar, she stopped for a moment, listening.  
       Nothing.  
       She edged the door open and slipped inside. Dusk had turned 
the apartment a lifeless shade of grey. No one had clicked on the 
lights.   
       "Mom? Dad?" she called. "Is anybody here?"  
       Silence swallowed her words. She went from room to room. 
Searched the hall table and then the kitchen counters. No note. 
What if CJ was right? What if her parents had been so angry they 
just left and forgot about her?  
       The apartment sagged. Even the furniture looked lonely. The 
fading light through curtainless windows made the room seem 
like it was slowly disappearing. It might as well disappear, she 
thought, it will never be home. To Ani, this apartment 
represented all that was wrong with their lives and she hated how 
it made her feel… like everything in her life was fake, standing in 
for the real thing she couldn't have.  
       In the kitchen, she tore the cellophane from a frozen dinner, 
placed it in the microwave, and stood staring into space as the 
food slowly turned circles inside. The memory of her mother's 
exotic cooking made the smell of the frozen dinner almost 
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nauseating. She tried to imagine sitting around the table with her 
mother and father, eating dinner together like they used to, but 
she couldn't. Not here. Not in this cold, coffee-stained kitchen.  
       The microwave finally beeped and Ani removed the plastic 
tray. Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes, and peas. She hated peas.  
       Why do I always eat my peas? Because Mom once told me, 
'always eat your peas'?  
       For once, she would eat only what she wanted to eat. Why 
not? No one there to tell her not to.  
       Turned out to be a hollow victory though, tasteless as it all 
was. She didn't really want any of it. 
       The adjacent living room took on an eerie cast from the 
kitchen fluorescents. Corners filled with shadowy shapes that 
vanished in her peripheral vision. Her mind began to populate 
the shadows with ghosts—residents of the underworld come to 
prey on helpless girls with no parents to protect them. An eerie 
scratching sound coming from inside the walls sent her running 
through the apartment, heart pounding, switching on every lamp 
she could find to dispel the ghastly specters.  
       Once all the lights were on, her fear began to wane. She 
berated herself for being such a child. The scratching noise was 
probably just mice. Lots of old buildings had them. Nothing to be 
alarmed about.   
       She took a few deep breaths to calm her racing heart and sat 
down at the computer to contact her two cousins in Vancouver. 
She told them how different New York was from her life in the 
Mojave, and how much she missed the desert. They replied, full 
of suggestions on how to make the city more enjoyable—
shopping for clothes, getting a makeover at Macy's, skating in 
central park to meet boys—all of which only made Ani feel more 
out of place. She'd never done girl stuff like that before. It seemed 
silly to her and she knew that made her even more of a freak.   
       Ani turned off the computer and glanced at the clock. 10:30 
p.m. and her parents still weren't home. Maybe this was how it 
was going to be. Maybe she'd be alone for the rest of her life.    
    
       In her room, she changed into her pajamas, remembering to 
take Kahetay's picture out of her jeans pocket before throwing 
them in the hamper. She propped the photo on her dresser and 
then crawled into bed. If her parents had left for good, she would 
go live with Kahetay in the Mojave where she belonged. If they 
didn't want her, then she didn't want them. Kahetay would take 
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care of her, and he would never abandon her. She was certain of 
that. He would be there for her, protect her, always and forever.  
       Before shutting the light off, she opened her treasure box and 
removed the Mapstone sketch. If only it were the actual stone 
instead of a stupid piece of paper, she'd use its magic to change 
her life.  
       As she unfolded the paper and stared at the drawing, an odd 
feeling came over her.  
       Something was different.  
       Something was… missing.  
       Then she saw it—the bottom of the page. The symbols she'd 
drawn under the stone were nearly gone. Only the faintest wisp 
of an outline remained.  
       A groan escaped her lips. She knew what was happening. Her 
drawing was slowly disappearing, just like her life. 
       Another hour crept by before Ani finally closed her eyes, 
hoping for another dream of Xephero and the stone city, or of 
Kahetay and Boulder Dash Hill. Anything familiar. But what 
came instead… was another nightmare. 
 
       The ground shook. The sky grew dark and angry. Desert 
animals scurried about, searching for shelter.  
       Desperate to maintain her balance, Ani searched the horizon 
for anything to focus on that wasn't moving. The whole world 
crumbled around her. Out of the desolate land, Kahetay appeared, 
his hand outstretched. She knew if she could get to him, 
everything would be okay, but as she started toward him, a horrific 
ripping sound shattered her eardrums, sending a crackling pain 
through her body like a lightning-bolt seeking ground.  
       The moment she reached out to Kahetay, the earth tore open 
exposing a vast black chasm between them. "Kahetay!" she 
screamed. "Look out!" 
       He took a step back, lost his footing and tumbled into the rift. 
As the blackness swallowed him, Ani heard a chilling screech that 
froze her insides. It was there—the demon creature she had seen 
in the desert just before the scorpion stung her. The Kalb. It was 
the darkness that devoured her godfather.   
       "Kaaaheeetaay!" The sound of her own voice thrust her out of 
the dream.  
       Suddenly wide-awake, Ani bolted out of bed. She dashed to 
the kitchen, grabbed the phone and dialed the number as fast as 
she could.  
       It rang.  
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       "Come on, Kahetay," she said under her breath.  
       It rang again.  
       "Answer."  
       It continued to ring.  
       "Please. Please. Please be there." 
       She counted five more rings and then hung up. The clock over 
the stove read 3:00 a.m. Maybe he was just asleep and couldn't 
hear the phone. She'd wait a few hours and call again at daybreak.  
       At first, Ani hadn't noticed that the lights she'd left on when 
she went to bed had been turned off. She tiptoed to the entry hall. 
Yep. They were home. Dad's keys hung on the hook by the door, 
and her mother's purse sat on the hall table. They must have 
come home after she'd fallen asleep and decided not to wake her.  
       Didn't matter. All she cared about now was that Kahetay was 
safe. 
 
       For nearly four hours she tried to will herself back to sleep 
but it was useless. In her mind, she saw Kahetay fall, again and 
again, into the black abyss. What if he was really in danger and 
trying to reach out to her through her dreams?  
       He'd done it before.  
       She'd just turned eight. Kahetay had gone missing and sent 
Ani his location in a dream. He'd been exploring a small cave 
looking for Petroglyphs from his ancestors when the entrance 
collapsed. They never would have found him had it not been for 
the message Ani received in her dream. Maybe this was the same. 
Maybe he needed her. Maybe he was dying and she was the only 
one who could save him.  
       Ani looked at the clock beside her bed. 6:45 a.m. It was 
Saturday, she reasoned. No school. She could use her hundred-
dollar bill, plus the allowance she'd saved up, buy a bus ticket to 
California and call Kahetay again along the way. She grabbed the 
cell phone, suddenly glad her mother had given it to her.  
       After throwing on jeans, a t-shirt and shoes, she opened her 
treasure box, took the money and stashed it in her front pocket. 
She also snatched the Mapstone sketch off her nightstand, folded 
it and put it in her back pocket. Maybe Kahetay would know why 
the marks were disappearing. Grabbing her old red zippered 
sweat jacket off the hook, she headed for the front door.  
       The pad of paper on the entry table goaded her on the way out. 
She paused, picked up the pen to write a note and then stopped 
herself. If they could leave without a word then so could she. 
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       Ani headed down the hall without looking back and flew 
down the stairs two at a time. Reaching the first floor, she swung 
open the door to the lobby, and stepped through.  
       For a moment she stood there, on the other side of the door. 
Confused. Breathing it in.  
       Kahetay.  
       He was here. The sweet earthy scent of his clothes lingered in 
the air. She followed the musky aroma down the 1st floor corridor 
to apartment 13A. 
       The nameplate on the door read Sophia Delecort in fancy 
letters. Underneath, the word Manager stood out like a 
declaration in bold type. Ani started to knock but the door crept 
open on its own. "Hello? Is anyone there?" Sage smoke curled 
before her, inviting her in. She hesitated, then slipped inside, at 
once curious and cautious.  
       "Kahetay?" Even as she called out his name, she knew it was 
silly to think he would be there. How could he be? It was just 
someone burning sage incense. Still, her eyes searched the room. 
The place tingled with enchantment. 
       High rounded ceilings depicting the night sky hovered above, 
complete with constellations and a mobile of the planets. Thick 
red velvet curtains blocked out the early morning light, but a 
brightly colored Tiffany lamp, with its stained-glass, lavender-
winged dragonflies, lit the room with a warm welcoming glow.  
       Ani couldn't help herself. She tiptoed through the apartment, 
careful not to disturb the intriguing collection of oddities she 
now beheld. The walls, lined with shelves, supported all manner 
of curiosities—smooth river rocks and labyrinthine seashells, 
prismatic crystals and brilliantly polished gemstones. On one of 
the lower shelves, the gossamer husk of a snake draped next to the 
feathers of a great bird. Multi-hued candles, hand-made incense, 
and dried herbs tied with twine covered two small round tables.  
       Her skin tingled with a sense of awe and fascination.  
       These things. She knew… knew what it all meant.  
       This was the stuff of magic.  
       This collection belonged to someone very special.  
       Someone… magical.  
       What brave contrast to the bare walls of her own apartment. 
Every inch of space here hummed with meaning, every object 
sparkled with purpose. Even the air seemed energized.  
       Then came the echo of a whisper… "Ahhnee." 
       The voice, weak, toneless, sent a shiver through her. It was 
the murmur of a ghost. 
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The illusion of form is so complete, so 
powerful, so utterly convincing, that we 
fail to question it. Yet it is just such a 
question that is the starting place of all 
mystical understanding.  

 

Xephero   ~   Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                   

 
 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 
THE GREY HAWK & THE SOUL SECRET 

 
 
       She whirled around to find her godfather standing in the 
open doorway. Relief washed over her. "Kahetay! You're all 
right!" Ani ran and threw her arms around him. "Oh, I'm so glad 
you're here. I smelled the incense. I thought it was you. I was 
coming to find you. How did you know?"  
       "Ani," he said, breathless and shaking. He drew away from 
her and looked into her eyes. A bleak expression darkened his 
face.  
       "What is it?" Ani asked, finally seeing his utter exhaustion. 
"What's wrong?"  
       "I came to ask you that question," he rasped. "I had a dream 
about you, an alarming dream. The earth opened to swallow 
you." 
       Ani felt a chill at his words. "I had the same dream about 
you."  
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       "I see." He thought for a moment. "If we have shared this 
dream, little one, then there is great significance in it. A message 
awaits our understanding. Tell me—" 
       "But I woke up only a few hours ago. If we had the same 
dream at the same time, how did you get here so fast?" 
       Kahetay peered down at her through narrowed eyes. "You 
must tell me everything." 
   
        It hadn't rained since yesterday, and the morning sun chose 
to make a rare appearance, breaking through pink streaked 
clouds, as Ani and her godfather strolled down the block. Ani had 
never seen a morning so beautiful in the city. It was as if Kahetay 
brought the desert with him wherever he went.  
       They found a small wedge-shaped patch of grass and sat with 
their backs against a lone maple tree. The crisp wind prodded 
and played with the sparse leaves above their heads as Kahetay 
listened to the details of Ani's dream. Finally he spoke.  
       "This dream we shared, it was not about me. My world 
remains the same. But the earth beneath you is shaking. Tell 
me." 
       Ani could hold it in no longer. The words came pouring out of 
her like tears. "I hate it here, Kahetay. I don't have any friends. 
Mom and Dad fight all the time. School is awful. Worse than 
awful. I want to go back with you."  
       "It is never a wise choice to travel backwards. You can only 
see where you've been, not where you are going. Makes it very 
difficult to see where you need to be." 
       "I need to be with you, Kahetay." 
       "Not long before my turning the moon offered to me a small 
fragment of her wisdom that I will now share with you." Kehete 
paused, closing his eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was soft 
and seasoned with memory. "I once walked the length of a vast 
dry grass field at midnight to reach what the Náá nátah déé 
called The Gathering of Souls. The moon was round and full 
before me. It lit my path well. I walked sure-footed in the 
darkness of night." 
       Ani waited as Kahetay paused again. She knew there would 
be a teaching for her in this memory, but the message was not yet 
clear. She also knew from experience, that if she interrupted him 
with her eager questions the lesson would be lost. 
       "When the Gathering was done and all words that needed 
speaking had been spoke, I journeyed home the same way I 
came—back across the field I had traversed with confidence only 
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an hour before. But this time I was not so sure-footed. This time 
the mother moon was not before me but behind me. Instead of 
lighting my way, she cast a black shadow on my path. My 
shadow. I stumbled on every rock and into every crack. I simply 
could not see the ground before me. I was defeated by my own 
shadow. It was a part of me I could not escape or disengage from. 
It is a part of us all. And at times it will darken our paths. The 
lesson I learned that night—that even though we can not escape 
our shadow, we can choose to walk toward the light and embrace 
its gifts, or we can choose to walk away from the light to stumble 
and fall." 
       "The moon has been behind me for a long time now, Kahetay. 
I need you to show me the way back." 
       "No. I am your past, little one. You must look to your future 
now." 
       "If this is what the future is going to be like, I'm not 
interested."  
       Kahetay reached for Ani's hand. "Extend your vision beyond 
the moment of discomfort. Your current circumstances will not 
remain so for long. Your dream portends great change." 
       "What kind of change?" 
       "I will no longer be able to come to you when you need me. 
The distance between us will be too vast to traverse, even for me. 
This is what the dream tells me. And that if you keep your 
balance, and walk toward the light, you will be all right." 
       "Does it mean my mom and dad are going to get a divorce? 
That's what CJ says." 
       "CJ?" Kahetay's left brow curled into a sideways question 
mark, a particular thing he did whenever his thoughts made a 
curious connection. 
       "Just a girl I met in our building." 
       "This girl, was she in your dream?" 
       "Not that I remember. Why?" 
       "She was in mine."  
       "CJ?" 
       "A girl your age with dark blond hair and a circular shaped 
scar on her right shoulder. She caught your hand as you slipped 
off the edge of a crevasse and pulled you to safety. You called her 
CJ." 
       "That can't be right. She would never help me. She doesn't 
even like me." 
       "Are you sure?" 
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       "Positive. She lets me know it all the time. She's not a very 
nice person." 
       "Sometimes the gift of friendship comes in unexpected 
packages. Perhaps you should keep your heart open to the 
possibility." 
       "Not this time. If you met her, you'd agree." 
       Kahetay picked two leaves from the ground. One had traces 
of green, hinting of spring, the other showed patches of autumn 
red and winter brown. "Do you know what makes them different 
colors?" 
       "My teacher, Miss Witcott, says it's sugar." 
       Kahetay nodded. "They start out the same and slowly, with 
the changing of the seasons, they react to what is inside and 
reflect it on the outside. But they are still essentially the same. 
One gets more sugar, one gets less, but they belong to the same 
tree." 
       Ani understood what Kahetay was saying, but she wasn't 
about to make friends with someone who didn't want to be 
friends with her. She looked down at her feet. Gnarled roots 
protruded from the ground, pushing toward the path in a 
constant struggle for space. In places, the roots had lifted the 
concrete up, breaking the thick slab in two.  
       "This tree doesn't belong here," she said. "It can't grow. It's a 
prisoner of this city." 
       "Ani, give it time. I know you feel you don't fit in—" 
       "It's more than that, Kahetay. It's tearing our family apart. I 
think if we stay here much longer there'll be nothing left." 
        "You are stronger than you know. Find that strength within 
you. Draw upon it. You will see a way through."  
       "But what if my parents split up? What happens then?" 
       "Why fear what has not occurred?" 
        "Can you talk to them?" 
        "Your parents have their own path, Ani. You must allow 
them to walk it, as they must allow you to walk yours." 
       "And you think mine has something to do with being a 
double-soul?" 
       "That is for you to decide." 
       "You knew I was a twin, didn’t you?" 
       "Yes." 
       "Why didn’t you tell me?" 
       A strong gust of wind swept in and shook the branches above 
them. Ani peered at her godfather. He seemed to be deep in 
thought, eyes closed, face lifted to the wind.     
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       "Kahetay?" 
       He slowly opened his eyes. "I've never told you this, but the 
dream I had of you before you were born, it spoke of path and 
purpose . . . it foretold a destiny that only you could fulfill." 
       "What is my destiny? Can you tell me?" 
       "Only that it is important. And when your mother and father 
asked me to be your godfather, I knew it was my destiny to guide 
you. You were only three days old, but already I saw something 
in you that spoke the truth of my dream." He reached out to 
touch her arm. "I made a promise to you that day, and I have 
kept it. But I have always known there would be another to take 
my place." 
       "No one could ever take your place, Kahetay." 
       "Not as your godfather, no, but as your guide."  
       Just as quickly as the wind came, it departed, leaving behind 
an eerie calm. He looked at the leaves that had scattered at his 
feet.  
       "The wind tells me there are things to say." He gathered his 
long silver-black hair, and secured it with a strip of leather 
produced from his shirt pocket. "You asked me once about the 
Web Between Worlds—how I knew of it. I didn't answer you 
then. It was an experience I wished not to revisit. But I must 
answer you now, for it is pointless to argue with the wind. I know 
about the Web Between Worlds because I have been there." 
       "What?" A rush of excitement coursed through her. 
       "Long before you were born." 
       "You went to the Web Between Worlds?" 
       He nodded almost imperceptibly. "I gained access through 
my own dream." 
       "I don't understand," she said, and then, all at once, it 
dawned on her what he meant. "You did a dream-reading on 
yourself."  
       Kahetay nodded, his expression dark.  
       "How is that possible?" 
       "It requires being both witness and participant—being in two 
places at once." 
       "What did it feel like?" 
       "It felt like my spirit was being ripped apart." 
       Ani saw a deep and private pain cloud her godfather's eyes. 
She wanted to go back in time and be there for him as he had 
always been there for her, but all she could do was listen.  
       "The Náá nátah déé call it the hub of all existence, the center 
of the cosmos. They warned me of the danger, but I was young 
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and just arrogant enough to think I could—" he stopped and took 
in his breath, the memory filling his eyes. 
       "Kahetay," she said softly. "What happened?" 
       "I was only there for a brief moment, seeing what I should 
not have seen, going beyond what I was, to glimpse the infinite. 
And then I became… untethered, to earth, to life. I became lost 
for what seemed an eternity." 
       Ani knew, when she heard the word 'untethered,' that the 
same thing might have happened to her if not for the white wolf. 
He had brought her back. Even then, she knew the white wolf 
had been her tether to this world. She stared at Kahetay in 
amazement, questions crowding her mind.  
       "I didn't regain consciousness for a week" he continued, "and 
when finally I woke, I was mad for a time. I survived, but nearly 
lost everything for that glimpse." He raised his eyes to meet hers. 
"The experience has haunted me my entire life, but it has also 
given me strength. Just knowing the web of light is there changes 
everything." 
       "I know," said Ani in agreement. 
       "But for you it was different. You were meant to be there. You 
were invited. The stranger protected you. Guided you. He guides 
you still, though unseen, and I must let you go now."  
       "What?" His last words came out of the blue, a sudden 
thunderstorm on a clear day. 
       Kahetay rose to his feet. "It is time for me to go. The wind is 
calling." 
       "No!" 
       "Someday you too will understand what is calling you. 
Someday you too will follow."  
       Ani wanted to ask him, plead with him to stay, but she knew 
it wouldn't do any good. Kahetay never changed his mind. Once 
he stood to leave, that was it. He was like a hawk that way. 
Hawks don't hesitate. They take flight the instant the notion hits 
them.  
       "I love you, little one," he said. "I am proud of you and who 
you are becoming. Remember that." 
       His words had a sad, far away feeling to them. She stood to 
hug him good-bye, but in the two seconds it took to find her 
footing, he had vanished.  
       "Kahetay!" Her eyes flashed a quick three-sixty. In the sky 
just above their maple tree, flew a grey hawk, climbing high. It 
lifted above the rooftops with effortless grace and was gone.  
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       Ani was used to Kahetay's strange ways—how he always 
managed to vanish when she wasn't looking, but this felt 
different. He had never said good-bye before. It felt like the hole 
in her heart just grew ten sizes.  
       Now she had no one.  
       She pulled the crumpled Mapstone sketch from her pocket 
and let out a heavy sigh. She didn't even get the chance to show it 
to him and ask him what it meant or why the symbols were 
disappearing.  
       Ani looked down at the folded sketch and squinted as a faint 
dark spot formed on a corner of the paper, showing through from 
the opposite side. Unfolding the page, Ani stared wide-eyed as 
the symbols began to return. Slowly, the glyphs burned their way 
across the bottom of the page, darkening the edges as they 
formed, but these marks weren't the ones she had drawn. It 
appeared to be the same language, yet the arrangement of 
symbols differed from the first set. These were new words.  
       Ani caught her breath.  
       Another message! 
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If there was a single strand of magic 
capable of healing the soul of man, that 
magic would be called forgiveness. 
 

Naviga  ~  Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 
CALL OF THE GUARDIANS 

 
 
       When Ani burst through the front door, she found her 
mother in the kitchen making breakfast. "Mom, I have to show 
you something!" she said, waving the folded drawing in the air. 
"You're not going to believe it!" 
       Her mother did not respond. Ani could tell she was upset. "I 
know I didn't write a note, but it's ok, Mom. I was with Kahetay." 
       "I know." 
       "You do?" 
       "He came here first. I told him you were still asleep in your 
bed, but when I went to wake you… imagine how I felt to find you 
gone?" 
       "I don't have to," said Ani. "I know exactly how it feels. The 
same thing happened to me last night."   
       "You're right. I shouldn't have left. Come sit down." 
       Ani glanced around. Panic shot through her. "Where's Dad?" 
       "Come. Sit. We need to talk." 
       "About what?" 
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       Nan pulled a chair out from the table and waited. Ani slipped 
the folded drawing back in her pocket and sank down into the 
kitchen chair. This was it. She could feel it. Her parents were 
getting a divorce. CJ was right. It was all happening just as she 
said it would. Less than a month away from her 14th birthday and 
everything was falling apart.  
       "It will only be for a little while," her mom was saying. "It's 
the opportunity of a lifetime."   
       "What?" Ani asked, finally checking in to the conversation. 
       "It won't cost us a cent. The college is funding the whole trip."  
       "Trip?" Ani blinked. "Are we going somewhere?" 
       "It's just me this time, honey. Remember I told you about 
Professor Hayden? The man who arranged for me to return to 
Columbia and finish my degree? Well, he's sending a research 
team to South America, and he has personally requested me. It's 
really very exciting."  
       "You're leaving?" 
       "Only for a few weeks. Five at the most." 
       "Five weeks?" 
       "Max." She rose to stir a pot of oatmeal on the stove and then 
dished up two bowls. "A lost tribe has been discovered in the 
Amazon," she said. "According to local legend, they are direct 
descendants of what was once believed to be a mythical race 
called Los Guardas. 
       "The Guardians?" 
       "Good, Ani. You remember your Spanish." 
       "Not really," said Ani, sidestepping her mother's irritating 
praise. "So who are these Guardians?" 
       "Oh, stories about the Los Guardas have been passed down 
for generations. Now, for the first time, they're allowing contact 
with the outside world." She peeled a banana and sliced it over 
the two bowls. "They've agreed to allow a select group of 
individuals to live with them… just for a few weeks… to learn 
about their culture." 
       "Can't they send somebody else? Does it have to be you?" 
       "This is a rare opportunity, Ani. We'll be the first 
anthropologists to study their rituals and rites. The Peruvian 
people believe this tribe's lineage might actually predate the 
ancient Incas. A chance like this comes but once in a lifetime."  
       "And Dad's mad because he doesn't want you to go?" 
       Nan poured milk on the oatmeal, sprinkled cinnamon, and 
slid one of the bowls over to Ani. "He's upset, but I think he 
understands how important this is to me." 
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       Ani studied her oatmeal. Only moments ago, her stomach 
was growling. Suddenly, she wasn't hungry.  
       "Oops," said Nan, hopping up. When she sat again, she had 
two spoons. "Sweetheart." She raised Ani's chin with an index 
finger. "You understand don't you? Why I have to do this?"    
       "I get why you want to do it, but—" 
       "If I don't go, I'll regret it for the rest of my life." 
       "You're not coming back, are you. You and daddy are getting 
a divorce and you're not coming back."  
       "Ani, no. What would make you think such a thing?" 
       "I heard you fighting." 
       "Oh honey, adults fight sometimes. That doesn't mean—" 
       "You never used to fight." 
       "We're facing some new challenges, and that's never easy, but 
everything's going to be fine." 
       Ani didn't want to hear any more. All she wanted was to turn 
back the clock, erase the last few months, make everything good 
again. "I wish we'd never come here!" She pushed her bowl away 
and stood up. The milk sloshed onto the table. "I wish you'd 
never gone back to that stupid school! None of this would be 
happening!"   
       "Honey, listen to me." 
       "No!" Ani ran to her room, slammed the door and threw 
herself on the bed. Her whole world was spinning out of control 
and there was nothing she could do about it.  
        The knob turned and the door creaked open. "Can I come 
in?" Her mother stepped inside and closed the door.   
        "You don't know what it's been like for me," said Ani, 
refusing to look at her mother. "Coming here. Losing my only 
friends, and now losing you." She choked on the words. 
       Her mother sat on the edge of the bed. "Oh sweetheart, 
you're not losing me. I would never leave you. You know that. I 
love you more than anything in the world." 
       "Then don't do this," Ani pleaded. "Don't go. Not now."  
       "I don't think you understand how important this is. 
Opportunities like this just don't happen to people like me. Most 
anthropologists my age got their doctorates decades ago and 
have been working in the field for years. I need to do this, Anani. 
I wish I could be like other moms and attend PTA meetings and 
throw weekend pool parties, but I'm just not that person." 
       "I don't know any other moms," said Ani, "and I don't care if 
you're like them or not. I just want you to stay and be my mom."  
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       "I'll never stop being your mom, sweetheart. Not even when 
you're fifty. And I'll never stop loving you. Never." She stretched 
out her arms. "Come here." She turned Ani toward her. "I love 
you so much."  
       Ani didn't hug her back. She thought if she could hold out a 
little longer, her mother might change her mind and stay. Silence 
filled the room like liquid lead.  
       Her mother drew away and sighed. A moment later, she burst 
out in her best circus voice, "Step right up! Get your answers 
here! Anything you want to know. Only five cents a question."  
       It was a game they played when Ani first started home 
schooling. It always made her laugh, but not this time. She 
searched her mother's face. A seriousness lingered there despite 
her forced joviality.  
       "Okay," said Ani, leaning back on the headboard of her bed 
with her arms crossed on her chest, "where exactly are you 
going?"  
       "Cuzco for starters, in Peru." 
       "I know where Cuzco is, Mom. Geography's my best subject."  
       She gave a proud smile. "Yes, I do recall that" 
       "What are you going to do in Cuzco?" 
       "Listen to the stories the locals tell, learn all we can about the 
myth before meeting the Guardian tribe." 
       "Why are they called Guardians?" 
       "There's an ancient legend about a subterranean city located 
under Cuzco. No one's ever seen it but the locals say this tribe 
guards the entrance." 
       "Who's going with you?" 
       "There will be three anthropologists, two archeologists, one 
linguist and a medical intern. Plus a guide and a cook that we'll 
pick up once we've arrived." 
       "Is it going to be dangerous?" 
       "Oh honey, I'll be fine." 
       "How do you know? You've never been there. You said no 
one's ever been where you're going." 
       "We won't go unprepared. We're taking tents and equipment, 
lamps, a stove, all kinds of things. Even a folding desk or two. 
Llamas will carry everything. Our camp will be very civilized." 
       "Civilized? Right. I doubt where you're going anything will be 
civilized. Are you taking a gun with you for protection?" 
        "Our guide will be armed in case we encounter any of the 
more aggressive indigenous wildlife. There's really nothing to 
worry about. We will be perfectly safe."  
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       "Then can I go?" 
       "Oh sweetheart, you know the answer to that." 
       After a long pause Ani filled her lungs with air and let it out 
all at once. "Okay," she said pushing back tears, "can I at least 
come with you to the airport?" 
       "I don't know if that's a good idea. You'd have to get up very 
early. And then go straight to school after." 
       "I don't care." 
       "You might care when you're falling asleep in class." 
       "I want to go." 
       "Alright, you can see me off. My flight leaves Monday 
morning, 5 a.m." 
       "This Monday? As in—the day after tomorrow? No. That's too 
soon."  
       "I know it's short notice, but it was all the prep time they 
could allot. The University wants to move quickly on this. 
They've taken care of everything. Travel supplies, plane tickets, 
transportation once we're there. We go in for our immunizations 
this afternoon. They even pushed our passports through. All I 
need is a good hat, a mosquito net, and I'm all set." 
       "But why can't you go next month? What's the difference?" 
       "These are a primitive people, Ani. They have granted us 
access but who knows how long that door will remain open. The 
research grant gives us a full five weeks, but we might only be 
there five days before they've had enough of us." 
       Ani's bottom lip turned down. "You'll miss my birthday." 
       "I know honey, but we'll just have to celebrate early, okay? 
How 'bout we start right now?"  
       Ani continued to pout.  
       "The time will go by just like that." Nan snapped her fingers 
and forced a smile. "You and dad will have fun together." 
       "Dad hates it here, and so do I." 
       "Well then, this will be a good chance for the two of you to 
venture out, find new things you like to do together. Then I'll be 
back, and school will be out. We'll have the whole summer 
together. We can go someplace special." She put her arm around 
Ani again, this time more like a pal than a mother. "Maybe we'll 
go camping upstate, just the two of us. Okay?" 
       "I guess." 
       Nan stood abruptly, plunged a hand deep into her front 
pocket and pulled out an ancient Roman coin. She sat down and 
offered the coin to her daughter. "I want you to keep this for me," 
she said, "until I get back." 
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       "No Mom, that's your lucky coin. You should keep it."  
       "Take it," she insisted, "as a reminder. That way you'll always 
know I'm coming home to you." She closed Ani's hands around 
the coin and then held them in her own. "You can keep it in your 
magic treasure box. The one Grandma Kay gave you." 
       "You know about that?" 
       Her mother nodded. "She gave me a gift that very same day. 
She knew she was dying. She was giving away all her prized 
possessions." 
       "What did she give you?" 
       Nan hopped up, disappeared into the next room, and 
returned a moment later carrying a large leather-bound journal. 
She held it out.    
       "It's heavy," Ani said, feeling the weight of it in her hands. 
She stroked the soft leather cover and then opened it, expecting 
to find dark secrets hidden inside, the kind such an old and 
enchanting volume should contain. Ani's smile drooped. "It's 
blank." 
       Nan nodded, obviously excited at the prospect. "It was my 
grandfather's. He saved it for what he called his 'great journey of 
exploration' but he was always struggling with some illness and 
never mustered the strength for travel. He died having never 
ventured beyond the limits of his hometown." 
       The corners of Ani's mouth bent down. "That's sad." 
       "Oh, but the story now has a happy ending." 
       "How?" 
       "That day, when your Grandma Kay gave us these gifts, she 
told me Pappy's dream lives on in me. I'll never forget her words; 
'It is just a seed in you at the moment,' she said, 'but someday 
you will go on a grand adventure and you'll take this journal with 
you, and fill it with all the wonders you behold.' And she was 
right. I'm going to take Pappy's journal with me to Peru and 
chronicle the entire expedition. His 'great journey of exploration' 
has become mine." 
       "How did she know?" asked Ani. Then she remembered how 
Grandma Kay winked every time the subject of magic came up. 
"Mom, did Grandma know how to do magic?" 
       "Magic?" She gave a little laugh. "Well, if she did she kept it 
to herself. But I know she was a believer, and now, so am I." 
       Ani closed the book. A wave of desperation crested inside her. 
Nothing she could say would make her mother change her mind. 
She knew that now. Until this moment, she had held out for 
some miracle, thinking if she could find just the right words, 
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she'd convince her mother to stay, but it wasn't going to happen. 
Like her godfather said, "You can try to fight destiny, but in the 
end, destiny always wins."    
       "Okay, put away the scowl," said Nan. "Let's go shopping. It 
may be a whole month before I'll get the chance to do anything so 
cultured again."  
       Ani felt the last of her energy drain away. "I don't feel like 
shopping." 
       "Oh come on. This is New York City—shopping capital of the 
world." 
       Ani made a face that conveyed her disgust at the whole idea. 
       Nan retrieved Ani's coat from a hook on the door, held it out 
to her and said, "While we're out, we'll buy your birthday 
present, okay? Anything you want."  
       Ani opened her mouth to say 'I want to go with you to Peru' 
but her mother quickly added, "Within reason."  
       Nan draped the polka-dotted, fur-lined raincoat over Ani's 
shoulders. "Come on, honey. Let's have some fun. How often do 
you get to pick out your own birthday present?" 
       "Fine," Ani said, begrudgingly, "I want a raincoat without 
polka-dots."  
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Your path will have many obstacles, but 
even the largest of obstacles appear small 
when viewed from a higher vantage point. 
Always endeavor to rise above your own 
limited perceptions. The most powerful 
opposition will come from within. 
 

Solamas  ~  Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
                                                                

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 
AN UNEXPECTED ALLY 

 
 
       Monday morning came much too quickly. At dawn, they all 
piled into the cab of the old Chevy truck and then drove the 
entire route to the airport in silence.  
       While her father parked the truck, Ani followed her mother 
into the International Terminal as far as Airport Security would 
allow. She secretly hoped the man at the check-in desk would say 
her flight had been cancelled or that she was too late and the 
plane had left without her. No such luck. Everything seemed to 
be going according to plan… her mother's plan.  
       Ani tried to be brave, but when an attendant stopped her and 
told her she could not pass beyond without a ticket, Ani couldn't 
hold it in any longer.  
       "Mom, don't go. Please don't go." 
       "Oh honey, I know this is hard for you. It's hard for me too, 
but everything's going to be just fine." 
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       "You keep saying that, but you don't know that! You can't 
know. What if you're wrong?" A black fear swept through Ani—
fear that she'd never see her mother again. An image kept 
running through her mind like an annoying re-run of some 
stupid late-night horror movie. She saw her mother sacrificed on 
a rock slab, blood dripping from her fingers, painted-skinned 
natives dancing around her broken body.   
       "Come here." She took Ani's hand, led her over to a padded 
bench and then sat beside her. "We've never really been apart, 
have we," she said, squeezing Ani's hand. "You want to know a 
secret? I'm scared too. As much as I want to do this, as much as 
I've dreamed of doing this, I've never traveled so far from home. 
Never even been out of the country. It's a scary thing to do what 
you've never done." 
       "It's not too late to change your mind," said Ani. 
       "But sometimes doing the thing you're afraid to do— 
challenging yourself to push past the fear—is the only way to 
grow… to be a better person… to live a more fulfilling life. If we 
always let fear stop us then our lives and our hearts get smaller 
and smaller until eventually they become too small to contain 
anything meaningful." 
       "Mom, you think I don't understand, but I do," said Ani. "I 
get it. You want a bigger life. But you can do that here. It's why 
we came to New York, right? It is bigger now. You don't have to 
go away to do that." 
       "It's not just me who needs this, Ani. You and Dad need it 
too." 
       "You're wrong. We need you." 
       "We've been lucky, you and I, haven't we? We got to go to 
school together—in our own living room. How many mothers 
and daughters can say that? And I adored every minute of it. You 
were the bright light at the center of my world, but I knew I 
couldn't keep you there, keep you all to myself." 
       "Why not?" 
       "Oh Ani, you're growing up. You're turning into a beautiful 
young woman. You're going to have so many new experiences, 
learn things I can't teach you. You're going to make wonderful 
friends, find new things you like to do, fall in love for the first 
time. If I kept you from all that, you would eventually resent me 
for it." 
       "No I wouldn't. I don't care about all that." 
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       "Someday, you will. Probably sooner than you think." She 
tucked a strand of hair behind Ani’s right ear. "Someday you'll 
understand." 
       Ani stared at the silver and turquoise pendant hanging from 
the chain around her mother’s neck—a Pueblo Indian design 
from her home town in New Mexico. Her mother never took it 
off. Ani reached out to touch the stone at its center. "Mom, what 
if something happens to you over there?" she said in a half-voice. 
"What if you never come back?" 
       "I’ll be home before you know it." 
       A voice announced flight 243 bound for Lima now boarding.  
       "That’s my plane. I have to go, sweetheart," she whispered, 
giving Ani a desperate hug. "You’re my girl. I love you so much. 
Take care of your father, okay? He's going to need your help 
around the house."   
       There were tears in her eyes when she rose.  
       "Mom!" Until that moment, Ani didn't really believe she 
would actually go through with it. "Mom, please!"   
       She turned and blew a kiss from a few yards away. "I'll see 
you in five weeks," she called out, forcing a smile. "Or sooner!" 
       "No! Don't do this!" 
       "Be good!" 
       Desperation turned to anger. "I won't forgive you for this! I 
won't!"  
       "I love you!" Nan called back. She covered her mouth for a 
moment, her hand trembling, and then turned away. 
       Ani instantly wished she could take back her words. Un-say 
them. But it was too late. She watched her mother place her 
belongings on the conveyer belt and step through the security 
gate.  
       Why wasn't Dad here to stop her? Ani knew parking the car 
was just an excuse. He didn't want to watch her go. But he should 
have been here. He should have tried to talk her out of it.  
       Nan waved good-bye one last time from the other side of the 
security portal and then disappeared down a corridor.  
       Feeling as if the wind had just been knocked out of her, Ani 
collapsed on the padded bench. Fighting the growing numbness 
inside, she stared at the floor, studying the interlocking pattern 
of red, blue and grey lines in the carpet until a pair of men's 
loafers stepped toe to toe with her red sneakers.  
       "Come on, Ani," said her father, holding out his hand. "Let's 
go. We need to get you to school."  
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       Ani looked up, her eyes pleading. "I just want to stay a little 
while longer. Maybe the plane won't take off. Maybe she'll 
change her mind. Maybe—" 
       "Ani, nothing's going to change," he said, his voice stern, his 
face expressionless. "She's gone. It's time for us to go too." 
       They made their way out of the terminal, not speaking, not 
looking anywhere but straight ahead, into the void.  
 
       The rest of the school day Ani spent in a fog thinking about 
her mother. How could she be on a plane flying to South America 
while Ani was stuck playing dodge-the-bullies at some stupid 
school in New York City? It seemed too cruel.  
       All day she had kept an eye out for the Silver Chain Girl and 
her little gang, ready to duck out of sight if she happened to see 
any of them in the hall or on the playground, but to her relief, she 
saw no sign of them. By the time the last bell rang, it had been a 
very long, exhausting day. Ani didn't think the day could get any 
worse… until of course, it did.   
       "Watch where you're going, idiot." 
       "Oops," said Ani. Then she saw who she'd just run into and 
blanched. Figures. The meanest girl in the school, and Ani had 
just accidentally knocked her books to the floor.  
       "Pick 'em up, loser." 
       Ani smiled apologetically. "Sorry." She gazed up into the fat, 
round face of the girl from the back row in homeroom.  
       Twice Ani's size, with an even larger attitude, Mad Millie 
stood with hands on hips and teeth bared. "You." 
       Ani gathered up the girl's books, but when she tried to hand 
them back, Millie knocked them out of her hands and sent them 
flying again.  
       "Pick 'em up!" said Millie, this time loud enough for everyone 
in the hall to hear.  
       As Ani got on her hands and knees, she saw Millie smiling to 
her friends and then felt a foot at her backside. A quick shove left 
Ani sprawled on the corridor floor. A wave of laughter and 
snickers rippled through the hallway.  
       "What's the matter, little girl? Gonna cry?" Millie mocked in a 
sing-songy voice. "You forgot one." She pointed to a stray 
textbook a few feet away. 
       As Ani reached for it, Millie kicked it out from under her 
hand and sent it sliding across the floor. "Fetch!"   
       The gathering crowd roared with laughter. When the laughter 
subsided, Ani slowly got to her feet. She knew she wasn't going to 



 
         
        

 
 

54 
  

win with this girl. She might as well just get it over with—take the 
punch and go home to put ice on it.  
       Millie narrowed her eyes as Ani stood directly in front of her. 
"You got some kind of death wish or something?"  
       Her tone had changed, like the snarl of a wild animal that 
had spotted its next kill.  
       "Pick 'em up!" yelled Millie, her hair turning to eels, her teeth 
growing into fangs. "Pick 'em up or else!"  
       Ani was sure any second now yellow lightening bolts would 
shoot from Millie's eyes, but she refused to pick up the girl’s books.  
       "Or else what?" said a familiar voice.  
       Ani spun around to find CJ standing in the corridor with her 
arms crossed and her boots firmly planted, looking like it might 
take the National Guard to move her. 
       Millie suddenly went pale. "This is between me and the snip, 
CJ. It's none of your business." 
       "It is now. You're in my way. So why don't you pick up your 
mess and get lost." 
       "And what if I don't? Huh? What are you going to do about it?" 
       CJ peeled off her leather jacket, exposing a circular scar on 
her right shoulder just as Kahetay had described. "You don't 
really want to find out, do you?"  
       Millie's eyes locked on CJ's in a razor-sharp glare, while her 
minions scrambled to pick up her schoolbooks. 
       "Do you?" snapped CJ with such authority Millie jumped 
back a step.  
       The large girl stood for a moment obviously considering her 
options and then turned to her friends. She sniffed the air like a 
dog. "Hey. You smell something? Wow, something stinks. Let's 
get out of here before I puke."  
       As Millie casually strolled by CJ holding her nose, CJ stuck 
out her foot. Mad Millie went crashing to the floor, all 200 
pounds of her. The hallway hissed with astonished gasps.  
       Millie got to her feet and spun on CJ, fists clenched and ready 
for a fight, but Silver Chain Girl and the rest of Millie's gang 
crowded in around her and pulled her away. Ani could hear 
Millie yelling obscenities, her voice amplified by the long 
corridor, as they ushered her out the double doors at the far end. 
Shouts of spectators calling for a fight died down as the doors 
swung shut behind them. The remaining group stared at CJ, 
waiting to see what she would do. 
       "What are you lookin' at?" barked CJ.  
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       The kids quickly dispersed. CJ and Ani were left standing 
alone in the hall. 
       "Thanks," said Ani, dusting herself off. 
       "I always pay my debts." 
       "You don't owe me anything, CJ."  
       "Not anymore, I don't. You saved my butt with Mr. Cardello 
and the cigarettes. I was just evening the score. Don't expect it to 
happen again." 
       "I won't," said Ani, but CJ didn't hear her. She was already 
halfway down the hall, heading for the exit opposite the one 
Millie used. Ani ran to catch up.  
       "What do you want?" said CJ, pulling on her jacket as they 
pushed through the doors and into the chilly spring air.  
       "Nothing," said Ani. 
       They walked in silence for a moment until CJ said, "You're not 
going to follow me all the way home like some lost dog, are you?" 
       "We live in the same building. I'd be going this way even if 
you weren't."  
       "Whatever." 
       "I don't see why I should have to take a different route home 
just because you happen to be going in the same direction." 
       "Just get out of my face."   
       Ani fell back a few paces, but after a minute or two, skipped 
forward and fell in step beside CJ again, matching her hurried 
stride.  
       "Is there some special needs part of your brain that requires 
you to be a complete irkoid?" 
       "So how'd you get that scar on your shoulder?" 
       "I don't see why I should have to talk to you just 'cause we 
happen to be going the same direction," said CJ, mimicking Ani. 
       "I was just trying to make conversation." 
       "Well, don't." 
       "I'm just being friendly." 
       "Listen, I don't want to be friends, okay?" 
       "Fine. We won't be friends. So how'd you get that scar on 
your shoulder?" 
       "It's a burn. Use your imagination." 
       "At least you didn't say it's none of my business."  
       "You know," said CJ "you're really annoying sometimes. No, I 
take that back, you're really annoying all the time, and you're a 
wimp besides. You really should learn how to stick up for 
yourself. You were completely pathetic back there. You looked 
like you were just waiting for her to hit you."  
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       "I was." 
       "And the last thing you should do is admit it." 
       "I've just never met anyone like Millie before." 
       "Well, get used to it. This place is full of 'em, and if you don't 
know how to defend yourself you won't last long." 
       "So teach me." 
       "No way. You're on your own, Ponch." 
       "Why do you keep calling me that? What does it mean?" 
       "I got it off the late-night 70's cop show reruns Joe watches. 
It means you always try to do the right thing and you say really 
stupid stuff."   
       "Maybe so, but you've had your whole life to get used to this. 
I've had two months. The worst thing that ever happened to me 
back home was a scorpion sting." 
       "No way. You were stung by a scorpion?" 
       "Yeah." 
       "Did it hurt?" 
       "Like mad. And then I got really sick and almost died." 
       "For real?"  
       Ani nodded, hoping CJ wouldn't press for details.  
       "Maybe you're not as big a wuss as I thought." 
       "Then why not teach me to fight?" 
       "Forget it." CJ snatched a stick off the sidewalk and Ani drew 
back. "Relax. I'm not gonna hit'cha." She scraped the stick along 
a chain-link fence as they passed by the far end of the schoolyard. 
"I pick my fights. Where and when and why. 
Don't let anybody pick 'em for you. It's all about strategy. Getting 
the upper hand. If you want to learn something, learn that." 
       "But that won't help me if Millie's gang corners me again."  
       "Hey, I said you were on your own. I'm not gonna keep 
comin' to your rescue." 
       "I know. So just give me a few pointers, something that will 
help me stand up to her, and I promise I'll leave you alone." 
       "A few pointers," CJ said suspiciously. 
       "Yeah. And then I swear I'll never bother you again." 
       "Never?" 
       "Never." 
       CJ immediately put her foot out and tripped Ani. 
       "Ow!" Ani grabbed onto the fence to keep from falling. "What'd 
you do that for?"  
       "Lesson number one," instructed CJ. "Never blink when 
there's someone within arm's reach. Always be lookin' out for it. 
You never know where it's gonna come from." 
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When a warrior fights his destiny, the 
battle is lost before it has begun. For a 
Zielfah, resistance to truth in any form 
blocks the path to inner mastery.    
 

Xephero   ~  Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 

                                                               
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 
STREETWISE 

 
 
       The next day after school Ani caught up with CJ again, but 
this time she wasn't on her way home. CJ quickened her pace but 
Ani kept up.  
       "Okay, I'm ready," said Ani, out of breath. 
       "Ready for what?" 
       "Lesson number two." 
       "Go home. Tell mommy you had a bad day. I'm sure she'll 
make it all better." 
       "My mom's gone. She's in Peru." 
       "And I'm supposed to care about that?" 
       "You said you'd show me a few things." 
       "And you said you'd leave me alone." 
       "Yeah, after you teach me how to fight." 
       "How did it go from showing you a few things to teaching you 
how to fight?" 
       "Just give me something I can use the next time I have a 
problem with Millie." 
       "You're serious." 
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       "Yeah, I am." 
       "Okay, meet me in the park tomorrow afternoon. We'll see 
how serious you really are." 
       "How 'bout right now?" 
       "I'm busy," said CJ.   
       "Where'ya goin?" 
       "Do you ever stop asking questions?" 
       "No. Not as long as there's something more to know. My 
mom always says—" 
       "Spare me." 
        Ani followed CJ until she could see the subway station 
entrance ahead. "Umm, you're taking the subway?" 
       CJ rolled her eyes. "Imagine that. A girl in New York taking 
the subway."  
       "Aren't they kind of dangerous?" 
       "You live in the big bad city now, Martha May. No more hay 
rides to the state fair." 
       "I'm not from the country. I've never been to a state fair and I 
have no idea what a hay ride is, but they don't have subways in 
the Mojave Desert, so how would I possibly know?" 
       "A subway in the desert." CJ laughed. "Yeah, where would it 
go? From cactus A to cactus B?" She laughed again. "Okay, I'll 
give you that one." CJ crossed the street, ignoring the traffic 
signals. Ani stopped at the curb, looked at the crosswalk down 
the block, then gave in and ran to catch up.  
       "Subways are cool," said CJ, when they reached the sidewalk. 
"There's a whole world down there. Things no one sees. You just 
have to know where to look. But the best part's the rats." 
       "Rats?"  
       "They have rats the size of opossums, whole communities of 
'em livin' down there." 
       "Nah uh." 
       "You think I'm lyin'? I'll prove it. Come on."  
       "No, I can't. My mom said not to go into any of the 
underground stations alone." 
       "You're not alone, moron. You're with me." 
       "I think she meant an adult." 
       "Didn't you say your mom’s in Peru?"  
       Ani nodded.  
       "Then how's she gonna know?" 
       "I don't—" 
       "You said you wanted to know more. Well, here's your 
chance. Come on." 
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       Ani followed CJ down a long flight of stairs and stood by as 
CJ scanned the crowd for what she called her 'next mark.' Ani 
wasn't sure what that meant until she saw CJ steal a couple of 
metro cards from some unsuspecting tourists. "CJ, that's—" 
       "Stealing? Well, give the girl a gold star." 
       "I was going to say wrong." 
       "The trick is to learn to spot the non-residentials. They just 
figure they lost it somewhere along the way and buy a new one. 
Never try to steal from a New Yorker. They've got 360 d.s.p." 
        "What's that?" 
       "Three-hundred-and-sixty degree sensory perception. We're 
practically born with it. It's like a city-sixth-sense." 
       As they pushed through the turnstiles and entered the 225th 
street station, Ani paused at the rim, amazed at the living art that 
moved and breathed before her. So many people, each headed in 
a different direction, yet not one individual ever ran into another. 
It was like a magnificently choreographed dance they had been 
rehearsing all their lives.         
       CJ didn't seem to notice. She was used to it, Ani supposed. 
They all were. But she'd never seen anything like it. There was 
even music in the air, adding to the effect. A tattered group of 
men sang a cappella in four-part harmony, their beautiful voices 
reverberating through the tunnels like a haunting movie 
soundtrack.  
       Ani blinked, becoming mindful of the fact that she was 
suddenly alone. She called out CJ's name but in the din of the 
people and the roar of the approaching trains her voice barely 
made a ripple.  
       She climbed the steps they had just descended, and scanned 
the crowd, trying to remember what CJ was wearing. Not red or 
blue or anything bright. She always wore drab colors, olive 
greens and faded browns. Then Ani remembered the jacket. That 
over-sized brown leather bomber jacket CJ never let out of her 
site. Maybe she could spot that—  
       "Hey!"  
       She not only heard the word, she felt it, as a wadded up 
hotdog wrapper hit the side of her face, leaving a mustard mark 
on her cheek. 
       "Over here, stupid." 
       "CJ!" 
       "Come on, we're going to miss it." 
       "Miss what?" 
       "C Line. Let's go." 
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       "I can't get on the train, CJ." 
       "Shut up and run!" 
       They slipped onto the southbound train and took two open 
seats near the door. The train immediately started to roll, leaving 
the station for the relative darkness of the subway tunnels. 
Suddenly exhilarated at the idea of a mini adventure, Ani 
watched the lights dotting the subway walls stream by until the 
next station came into view. She was impressed by the efficiency 
and speed of the station stops—the on and off loading of 
passengers—as she witnessed the ebb and flow of the New York 
City Public Transit System.  
       Gradually, Ani began to feel more at ease with it all, and 
wondered why her mother had forbidden her to ride the trains. 
There didn't appear to be any real danger. Everyone minded 
their own business, that is, except for one peculiar looking 
elderly gentleman down the aisle from them. His focus seemed to 
be entirely on CJ.   
       "CJ," whispered Ani. "That man is staring at you." 
       "So." 
       "Now he's gesturing. I think he's trying to get your attention." 
       CJ glanced up at the bearded gentleman. He wore a rumpled 
Creamsicle suit, a peach colored tie and shoes to match. CJ 
cursed under her breath and then shouted, "What are you lookin' 
at, creepazoid?" 
       The man smiled. "You're very good."  
       "And you're very annoying," yelled CJ, "so why don't you go 
stare at someone your own age." 
       Unperturbed, the man rose and moved to the open seat 
directly behind them. "You're so good, even your little friend here 
doesn't see what you're doing." 
       "Oh? And what am I doing?" 
       "A good business by the look of it." 
       Just as Ani opened her mouth to ask what he meant, the 
conductor announced the approach of 110th Street over the loud 
speaker. The train slowed to a halt. A bell sounded, double doors 
parted, and a flood of people poured out into Cathedral Parkway 
Station.  
       After the car had emptied, the rumpled man hopped up to 
greet the boarding passengers with an overly friendly grin. He 
helped an elderly woman across the threshold and into her seat, 
complementing her new coif. He introduced himself to two 
businessmen and shook the hand of a third saying he recognized 
the man's face from last week's lecture, and then helped a young 
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mother—baby on her hip and too many shopping bags on her 
arms—squeeze through the doors just as they were closing. He 
even pinched the baby's plump rosy cheek before plopping down 
in the seat next to CJ.  
       "So," he said, "how are your powers of observation?" 
       "That depends." 
       "On?" 
       "On whether or not you're going to get outta my face and 
leave us the hell alone." 
       "I'm willing to bet you've already scoped the passengers and 
sized them up for potential profits." 
       Ani looked at CJ, waiting for an explanation, but she offered 
none. Instead, she turned to the grinning gentleman and 
sneered. "You need to mind your own business, old man." 
       "Tell you what," he said, pulling a crumpled fifty-dollar bill 
from his pocket. "There are eleven new people sitting in this 
section from the last two stops, including yourselves. All but the 
punk Asian girl in the black tights and the pretty red head in the 
blue silk dress have got front pockets, do you concur?" 
       CJ ignored him. 
       "So we'll say fourteen front pockets all together, not counting 
the baby." 
       "You're not going away," said CJ. "Why is that?" 
       "I've hidden a fifty like this one in one of those front pockets. 
If you can find it before 59th Street, which is my stop, you can 
keep it." 
       CJ let out a "humph" under her breath. "You're whacked, 
mister." 
       "Perhaps, but you'll be fifty dollars richer if you can find it in 
time." 
       "Seriously whacked." 
       "Hmmm. Crazy, maybe… serious, definitely." 
       "You're willing to throw away fifty bucks just to see me find 
it?" 
       "If you find it." 
       "What's the catch?" 
       "No catch."  
       "There's always a catch." 
       "Not this time.  
       "So someone in this car has your money in their pocket." 
       "Front pocket." 
       "What if they get off before your stop? There are six stops 
between now and 59th." 
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       "Then they're fifty bucks richer, and you're not. I'd start with 
them if I were you." He nodded to the three suited businessmen. 
       "Why?" 
       "Because I ride this train every day, and I happened to know 
that the sweet, elderly woman, who's name is Mrs. McSorely, gets 
off with me at Columbus Circle and our young mother there lives 
in Washington Heights, so she'll be staying on after we get off. 
But I don't know much about the three businessmen." 
       "You spoke to one of them as if you knew him." 
       "Ahh, I knew you were paying attention. The one on the left is 
an English Professor at Columbia University, but I have no idea 
of his destination. He's not a regular. Better get started." 
       CJ rose from her seat. "Okay old man, you're on." 
       "CJ, don't. It's not worth the risk," said Ani, but CJ ignored 
her.  
       "Watch this," whispered the bearded man as CJ made her 
way to where the businessmen sat. "Watch her go." 
       "Why are you encouraging her to steal?"    
       "It's not stealing when it's my money and I've simply asked 
her to retrieve it. Keep an eye on your friend's left hand. She's 
right-handed but she uses her left. Very adeptly, I might add."  
       Ani watched CJ work, astounded at her grace and skill. She'd 
never seen anyone pick someone's pocket before. It was a magic 
trick—pure slight of hand—and CJ seemed to be a master at it. 
She asked one of the businessmen the time, and then inquired as 
to the type of material his suit was made of, touching his lapel to 
sample the wool.  
       "Ah, there, you see? Already she knows it's not on the men." 
       It made Ani uncomfortable to watch. What if they got 
caught? They could get arrested. Maybe the bearded man was an 
undercover cop and this was the way they caught subway thieves.  
       "Fascinating," he said, still studying CJ's moves. 
       Ani frowned. "I don't think I like you very much." 
       "Why do you say that?" 
       "I don't think you're a very nice person." 
       "Oh, but I am. Well, I am now." He chuckled to himself. "I 
mean I didn't used to be. Not at all. In fact, I used to be—" He 
stopped and glanced at CJ who had moved on to the elderly 
woman with the fancy hairdo. "Well," he continued, "I used to be 
her. And someone once made me the same deal. It changed my 
life." 
       "Fifty dollars changed your life?" 
       "No, but the deal did." 
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       "What deal?" 
       "Watch." 
       On her way back to her seat, CJ 'accidentally' knocked one of 
the packages out of the young mother's hand and apologized, 
picking it up and placing it back in her lap.  
       "Ah, she's a natural," the man whispered. 
      Each time, CJ barely touched the person and yet, by the time 
they reached Columbus Station, she seemed convinced the fifty 
was not in any of their pockets. She sat down in a huff and shot 
the Creamsicle suit a look of distain. The conductor announced 
their approach to 59th Street. 
       "You lied, old man." 
       "I did not," he said, suddenly sounding like an English 
barrister. "You simply failed." 
       "Then where is it?" 
       "I hid it in the one place I knew you would never think to 
look… your own pocket." 
       CJ reached into her front pocket and pulled out the man's 
fifty-dollar bill. 
       "You said it was in the pocket of someone who just got on the 
train." 
       "At the last two stations. That included the two of you." 
       "Your game sucks, old man." 
       "It pays to be a good listener, like your friend here." He 
nodded to Ani.  
       CJ scoffed. 
       "Even though you failed my challenge, I will give you that 
fifty and this one as well," he waved a second fifty in the air, "if 
you agree to stop stealing for say… six months?" 
       "You're as crazy as you look," said CJ. "All I'd have to do is 
promise not to steal, take your money, and then do whatever I 
wanted. You'd never know the difference."  
       "But you'd know, and that's all that matters." He rose, 
smiling. "Well, this is where I get off." He held up the second 
fifty. "Do we have a deal?" 
       CJ snatched the bill from the man’s hand and slipped it into 
her pocket with the first.       
       "Remember. Six months," he said. "Have an enchanting life." 
       The doors closed. Through the window, Ani could see the 
man waving good-bye. He was still smiling.  
       "Man there's a lot of crazies here," said CJ. "Gotta love New 
York." She sat down and began inspecting the two fifty-dollar 
bills.  
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       "What are you looking for?" asked Ani.  
       "A tell. They're probably fake." 
       "You think so?" 
       "Yeah, the geezer just likes screwin' with people's heads. No 
one gives away money just like that. Especially not here. You 
gotta be a certain kind of stupid to wave two fifties around and 
not care where they land." 
       "But he didn't. He used them to get you to stop stealing." 
       "And you'd have to be even more stupid to believe that." 
       "Maybe he's just rich and has nothing better to do with his 
money." 
       "Nah, he was a creep. I can spot 'em a mile away."  
       Ani wasn't so sure. Something about the man's smile as they 
pulled away from the station made her feel differently about him. 
It wasn't the smile of a person who'd just played a trick on 
someone, or had taken advantage of them in some way. It was, 
Ani thought with interest, the smile of someone who had just 
made a difference in the world.  
       "Get up" said CJ, interrupting Ani's musings. "This is our 
stop. Mo-Rat-Central." 
 
       CJ was right about one thing. The rats were huge, and ugly, 
and disgusting. The girls found a strategic spot to sit and watch 
the center platform between the subway tracks where scores of 
rats congregated around large collections of trash. Ani wondered 
in passing if she would be able to hear what the rats were 
thinking. She listened for a minute or two within her mind, but 
heard only her own thoughts. Though she was curious as to why, 
she realized she was glad of it. She didn't think rat thoughts 
would be very pleasant. All in all, it seemed like an achingly 
dismal existence.   
       CJ refused to go home until they had seen a rat fight. An hour 
later she got her wish. Two of the largest rats faced off in a battle 
for territory and food. Ani couldn't watch. She sat on a separate 
bench wishing she were far, far away. CJ seemed to enjoy her 
discomfort as much as she enjoyed the rodent rivals tearing at 
each other's throats. So this was considered entertainment? She 
didn't think she would ever get used to living in the city.  
       Maybe this was some kind of test—CJ's way of finding out if 
she was tough enough to be taught street fighting. Well, if it was, 
then she was failing. So she forced herself to watch and tried to 
look interested, but it was no use. CJ saw right through her act 
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and finally, disgusted or disappointed, Ani wasn't sure which, she 
got up to go.  
       "I'll take reptiles over rodents any day," Ani said hoping CJ 
would ask why, so she could talk about her iguana, Mobius.   
       "Follow me," said CJ, heading away from the exit. 
       "I thought we were going home." 
       "I changed my mind." 
       "CJ—" 
       "Shut up and pay attention. I want to show you something. 
Something nobody ever sees." 
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In the evolution of a soul, there will be 
adventures disguised as challenges and 
challenges disguised as adventures. See 
all of them for what they are; another 
opportunity to conquer fear.  

 

Xephero  ~  Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 
SUBTERRANEAN SECRETS 

 
 
       "What is it you want to show me?" asked Ani, hoping it 
wasn't more rats. 
       "It's a secret. You can't tell anyone. Got it?" 
       "I don't know, CJ. Is it—?" 
        "If you're about to ask me if it's dangerous, I'm gonna hit 
you." 
       "I was going to ask if it's close." 
        "Come on. Through here." CJ turned into a shallow alcove 
and stopped before a metal door covered in ancient graffiti. 
       Ani hesitated. "What's this?" 
       "It's a time portal." 
       "What?" 
       CJ patted the metal. "Door. Thing you walk through to get to 
somewhere else." 
       "I meant what's in there." 
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       "It's just an empty maintenance room. Man, you gotta relax. 
Don't you get tired of being afraid of everything all the time?" 
       "I'm not afraid of everything. I just like to know what I'm 
getting myself into." 
       "Sometimes you just gotta strike out without a map, Ponch."  
       CJ grabbed the handle and pulled. The door didn't budge. 
       Relieved, Ani shrugged. "It's probably locked." 
       "The lock's broken. Has been for years." CJ gave it a hefty 
tug. The door scraped the concrete floor as it opened. "Follow 
me." She drew a small flashlight from a hidden ledge and 
snapped it on. Using its beam to point out an odd shaped door—
as tall as it was wide—she said, "That's where we're going." 
       Ani squinted. "I've never seen a perfectly square door before." 
       Leaning into it with her shoulder, CJ slid the door open. 
Beyond lay a shadowy tunnel, also perfectly square.  
       "I'm willing to bet there's a lot of things you've never seen 
before," said CJ, "and what's at the end of this tunnel is definitely 
one of them. Come on." 
       Ani didn't move. "I don't think this is such a good idea," she 
said, wanting more than anything to go home. "Isn't this 
considered trespassing? We could get in serious trouble."  
       "Who's gonna know?" The tunnel echoed CJ's words and 
Ani's guttural response. "Quit worryin'. Anyone who knew about 
this place is long gone." 
       Ani tried to swallow. Her mouth had suddenly gone dry. "So 
that just means if we get lost down here, they'll never find our 
rotting bodies." 
       "We're not gonna get lost. I know my way."  
       "You've done this before?" 
       "Dozens of times." She pointed the flashlight into the black 
tunnel and stepped through the door. "Where's your sense of 
adventure?" 
       There's that awful word again. Adventure. She was beginning 
to hate that word. People always used it to talk her into things 
she didn't want to do. 
       Ani took a deep breath and followed CJ into the dark, dank 
tunnel, knowing if she turned back now, CJ would consider her a 
complete coward and refuse to teach her how to fight. Maybe this 
was just another one of CJ's tests. She knew she'd failed the 
previous one. This might be her last chance to prove to CJ that 
she was a worthy pupil.  
 



 
         
        

 
 

68 
  

       As they followed the tunnel, it began to curve to the left in a 
long slow arc.  
       "I think it's an old access tunnel for maintenance," said CJ as 
she led the way. "Or, I don't know, maybe it was the way they 
carted in building supplies when they were constructing the first 
subways. All I know is it hasn't been used for a long, long time. 
No one even knows about it anymore."   
       "How do you know that?" 
       "I met this guy, Bob, who works for the county clerk's office, 
you know, where they keep all the maps and blueprints of the 
city. He knew everything about the subway system and its 
history, but he didn't know about this tunnel. I described it and 
asked him if anything like that existed in any of the lines and he 
said no. That's when I realized I'd stumbled on a secret—a 
forgotten part of the city. After that, I had to follow it… to see 
where it led." 
       "And where does it lead?" 
       "You'll see." 
       Even in the dark, Ani could tell CJ was smiling. She hoped it 
wasn't because of something scary or gross at the end, that CJ 
thought would be fun to show her just to see her reaction.  
       Whatever it was, Ani promised herself she wouldn't give CJ 
the satisfaction. She would pretend it didn't faze her in the least, 
no matter what. But what she was about to see, she could have 
never anticipated. 
 
       A half-hour into their trek, they came to a place in the tunnel 
that widened out, with rusted metal support beams crisscrossing 
above their heads. At the end of this section was a large black 
door almost twice their height.  
       "Ready for this?" said CJ with her hand on the oversized, 
century old, cast-iron latch.   
       Not even, thought Ani, but she smiled and said, "Sure, bring 
it." 
       CJ opened the door to an impossible sight. They stepped 
from the confining tunnel into a grand expanse. Cool air whisked 
Ani's face. She gazed up in awe, blinking as her eyes adjusted to 
the new light. A high vaulted dome ceiling crowned the round 
room with majestic elegance and strength. The walls, lined with 
gleaming blue and amber tiles, arched up to a multicolored, 
stained-glass skylight fit for a cathedral.  
       Ani caught her breath. Never in her life had she stood in the 
presence of something so magnificent. The place seemed sacred 
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somehow, like stepping into a church, but at the same time, there 
was a loneliness here. Construction debris scattered about hinted 
at some minimal effort of restoration, but the century of dust that 
covered every surface and hung in the still air like ash, proved 
those efforts hadn't been recent.  
       Ani whispered in reverence, "What is this place?"  
       "It's an old abandoned subway station under City Hall. Cool, 
huh? It's over a hundred years old." 
       "How could anyone abandon something so beautiful? I've 
never seen anything like it." 
       "Actually, New York is full of this guy's work. Rafael 
somebody-or-other. Bob told me all about him. Once you know 
the look of his stuff, you can spot it all over the place—Grand 
Central Terminal, the church of Saint John the Divine, Mount 
Sinai Hospital, Carnegie Hall—the guy had style." CJ looked up 
at the vaulted ceiling above. "He always did these colossal tiled 
archways, which made his stuff not only beautiful, but super 
strong, and fireproof too." 
       "You sure know a lot about this." 
       "My buddy Bob hooked me up." 
       "Did he say why they abandon it?" 
       "I think it had something to do with functionality or 
practicality. Bob said this place didn't really get used all that 
much when it was a working subway station. And the loop had its 
own set of problems." 
       "The loop?" 
       "Come on. I'll show you." 
       Ani followed CJ down a flight of stairs and into another 
elaborately constructed chamber, which opened out to the 
subway platform and tunnel. Well-worn tracks ran through 
another series of colorfully tiled archways, massive in scope, yet 
delicate in their perfectly balanced symmetry. The scene was lit 
like a movie, thought Ani, with soft beams of dusty sunlight 
filtering through skylights high above, interspersed with 
shadowy pockets of colorless darkness. Inverted four-limbed 
brass chandeliers hung from the highest point between each 
arch, unlit and unadorned.  
       CJ pointed to a stretch of train track that formed a large loop 
as it ran its course. "These tracks are still used by the 6 trains. 
This is where they turn around. But they don't stop anymore." CJ 
paused a moment and then turned to look back at the mezzanine 
where they had just been. "I think this is my favorite place in all 
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of New York. They abandoned it because it didn't suit their 
purpose, but they just don't get it." 
     Ani drew her gaze away from the stained glass window above 
their heads to look at CJ. "Get what?" 
     "That it has its own purpose. It doesn't need them to give it 
purpose. It may be lost and forgotten, but the place is no less 
beautiful because of it. Maybe it's even more beautiful now, 
'cause it's not filled with people coming and going who couldn't 
care less about it." 
       "I think it's kind of sad that no one sees it." 
       "I see it," said CJ. 
       "Maybe they should make it into a museum or something." 
       "They tried. It got stopped." 
       "That's too bad." 
       "No it's not. I'm glad they stopped it." CJ's tone grew cold.  
       "Why?" 
       "Just because no one cares about it, doesn't mean it's 
worthless. Turn it into a tourist trap and a whole different 
something will be lost. Its dignity. Its serenity. Its—" 
       "—secrecy," Ani finished. "You don't want anyone else to 
come here. You want to keep it all to yourself." 
       "Then why did I show it to you?" 
       "Beats me. Why did you?" 
       "I don't know, but now I wish I hadn't." CJ started back up 
the stairs.  
       "CJ, wait!" 
       "Just drop it. I don't know what I was thinking bringing you 
here. You can't understand. No one can." 
       Ani's heart sank as she realized what she'd just done. CJ had 
finally shared a part of herself, a part of her world. A secret. It 
was a gift of friendship, and Ani had just thrown it to the ground 
and stomped on it. "Wait. I'm sorry." She caught up to CJ at the 
top of the stairs. "You're right. This place is perfect just the way it 
is. I'm glad you showed it to me."  
       "Well, I'm not. I should have known better. You wanna ruin it 
just like everybody else." 
       "No, I don't." 
       "Yes, you do. You want to turn it into some stupid museum. 
Advertise it in neon. Let a thousand clueless tourists trample it 
every day." 
       Ani lowered her voice to a near whisper even though there 
was no one else to hear. "I won't tell anyone your secret, CJ. I 
promise." 
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       "You better not. You do and you're—" 
       "I know… dead." 
       "Got that right."   
       "Well, if I tell, you have my permission to kill me, as long as 
it's quick and relatively painless."   
       "No way," said CJ, turning the flashlight back on. She slipped 
through the big black door into the workmen's tunnel before 
adding, "I'm going to hang you by your toenails and watch as all 
the blood rushes to your head until it explodes." 
       "Great. Sounds like fun." 
       "It does, doesn't it?" 
       "Can I at least take an aspirin first?" 
       "Or, I know, I'll encase you in a huge block of ice and leave 
only your head out, and just when you're about to die by freezing 
to death, I'll light your hair on fire." 
       "You have a lovely imagination, CJ. Can we talk about 
something else?" 
       "Or how 'bout… " 
       All the way back, CJ thought of more and more unusual and 
gruesome ways to accomplish Ani's demise, until there were no 
variations left. CJ's laughter echoed through the tunnel, and 
eventually Ani joined her.  
       When they finally arrived back at the Wakefield, it was dusk, 
and they were friends again. As they parted in the hall, CJ turned 
to Ani and said, "You still want that fight lesson?" 
       "Yeah," said Ani. "I do." 
       "Morningside Park. After school. Tomorrow. Let's see how 
tough you are." 
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"We all feel lost and alone at times, afraid of 
what looms around the next corner. But the 
more we face our fears the more we see that 
the keys to overcoming fear have less to do 
with courage and more to do with embracing 
uncertainty and trusting in the value of 
experience."  
 

Naviga  ~  Tome of the Zielfah Rei 
                                                       
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN 

 
WORDWISE 

 
 
       The next afternoon, following another miserable day of duck 
and dodge, Ani left school and rushed straight to the park, 
excited about her first fight lesson and… scared to death. She 
didn't trust CJ not to hurt her just to make a point. But Ani 
needed to know how to defend herself. Millie wasn't the type of 
person to let something like this go. What happened in the hall 
the other day was just the beginning. Millie would be back, and 
Ani knew that next time they met, her little gang would make 
sure CJ wasn't around to help. 
 
       Their meeting in the park didn't go exactly as Ani had hoped. 
After waiting for over an hour, she was ready to give up and head 
home when CJ finally showed. She spent a little over five minutes 
with Ani, showing her how to punch someone in the stomach in 
order to knock the wind out of them, and then said she had to go. 
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       "Wait. That's it?" 
       "I got some place I gotta be." 
       "How 'bout tomorrow?" 
       "Maybe," CJ called back. 
       "But I—" Ani stood with her mouth open, feeling like an idiot 
as CJ walked away. "What am I supposed to do now?" she 
muttered.  
       Ani started home, angry with herself for believing. What did 
she expect? Did she think CJ was going to spend the whole 
afternoon with her? Did she think they would become best 
friends?   
        Her determined stride carried her halfway home before her 
anger began to wane. What was she doing? She had more 
important things to think about. Just that morning, she'd stashed 
the Mapstone sketch in her backpack, vowing to find someone 
who could help her decipher the new message, and that was 
precisely what she intended to do with the rest of her afternoon. 
Turning a corner, she headed in the opposite direction.  
 
       On Broadway and 114th, Ani found an old bookshop. The 
shingle out front read, WordWise. She cupped her hands on the 
glass and peered in.  
       Looks promising, she thought. The faded sign in the window 
advertised 'Rare Books, Ancient Studies, Extensive Selection of 
Historical Reference, Collectables & Original Volumes.' If she 
was going to find a way to decipher the Mapstone language, this 
seemed like the perfect place to start.  
       She pushed on the door and stepped inside the musty shop, 
setting off the sharp clang of a brass bell. The old man at the 
counter looked up from his book, peering at Ani with a 
disapproving look, but made no comment.  
        Heading down one of the aisles, Ani felt the intense, almost 
magnetic pull of the books, as if they had some kind of magical 
power over her. The shop felt cool and cave-like. No natural light 
seeped in past the front counter, but it wasn't altogether dark. 
Torch-shaped wall sconces lit the stacks, flickering like real fire. 
She strolled through the maze of shelves with a sense of wonder.   
       This was the kind of place that could hold keys to the past, 
answers to questions unasked. This was just the type of place 
that might, in one of its ancient volumes, hold the secret to 
deciphering the Mapstone symbols, but which one? The sheer 
numbers overwhelmed her. If she was to find her way through 
this labyrinth, she was going to need a guide.  
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       "Hello," she said as she approached the front counter. "My 
name is Ani Jasper." 
       The man closed his book without marking his place, and said, 
"Welcome to WordWise, young lady. Is there something I can 
help you with?" 
       "I hope so." 
       "What you see around you is the culmination of forty years of 
study and exploration in scholarly pursuits," he said, puffing 
himself up. "If you are looking for comic books, or the latest 
bestselling children's novel, you've come to the wrong place. And 
if you've recently consumed any quantity of candy, or have 
anything sticky on your hands, I must insist you go in the back 
and wash them before touching anything in the store." 
       Ani decided not to be put off by the man's derision. He was 
protecting his treasure. She could understand that. "I'd be a little 
protective too," she said in a respectful whisper, "if these were 
my books."  
       The old man picked up his pipe and peered down at her from 
his place behind the mahogany counter. "Indeed." 
       Ani held out her hands. "Clean," she assured him. Then she 
glanced around the shop and said, "I like it here. It's perfect." 
       The bookshop owner smiled with the unlit pipe clenched 
between his teeth. "As do I." He squinted over his old-fashioned 
spectacles. "This collection is a testament to a lifetime of 
learning. The best kind of life lived, in my humble opinion." 
       "So you've read all these books?" 
       "Nearly every one. I didn't buy them to sell. I bought them to 
read. But when the collection grew too large for our modest 
home, my wife compelled me to open a bookshop, so here I am. I 
can tell you anything you want to know about any book here."     
       "Wow. I hope I know this much when I'm old." Ani cringed. 
She didn't mean to call the man old. But he didn't seem to mind. 
       "You will," he said, smiling again. "If you want to, you will." 
       Ani pulled the Mapstone sketch from her backpack and 
placed it on the counter in front of the scholar. "I was hoping you 
could help me with something. I'm trying to find out what these 
symbols mean. Have you seen anything like this in any of your 
books?"  
       The man pushed his spectacles up onto the bridge of his 
nose. "Hmmm," he muttered. "I have an extensive ancient 
languages section in the back, but I don't believe I've ever seen 
anything like this. Not Arabic. Not quite Runic, though similar in 
structure. The contours are a bit more organic in nature—" 
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       "Do you know what language it is?" Ani asked. 
       "No, I'm afraid I don't." 
       "So you can't tell me what it says?" She couldn't hide her 
disappointment. 
        "I'm sorry, no. But the repetition here," he pointed to one of 
the symbols that occurred more than once in the sequence, 
"seems to indicate the construct of an alphabet, rather than a 
purely symbolic language where each mark represents a whole 
word or concept. If that is indeed the case, then with a large 
enough sample, a cipher could be devised." 
       "This is all I have."  
       "I see. Where did this come from?" 
       "I found it, or I guess, technically, you could say it found me." 
       "Fascinating." He ran his finger across the surface of the 
drawing. "Curious. The surface is raised, but the words almost 
appear to have been burned into the paper. I've never seen its 
like." He returned his gaze to Ani. "If you would allow me to keep 
the sketch for a few days I have a friend at Columbia University 
who may be able to help." 
       "My mom goes there. She's an anthropologist." 
       "And what did she have to say about this?" 
       "She hasn't seen it yet. She's in Peru on a research 
expedition." 
       "I see. Well, if you would permit me to take it to—" 
       "Um, no, thanks. But I appreciate you taking the time to look 
at it." Ani pulled the sketch out from under the man's fingers, 
folded it and stashed it back in her backpack. "I apologize for the 
interruption." 
       "Nonsense. It's been a long time since I confronted a real 
mystery." He plucked a fountain pen from its marble base and 
doodled the Mapstone markings on the back of a blank receipt.  
       "Very interesting." He stared at the symbols, lost in thought.  
       "Don't be surprised if those marks you just made disappear 
on you." 
       He looked up. "Excuse me?" 
       Ani shrugged. "Never mind." 
       "If you figure it out, do come back and tell me, won't you?"  
       "Sure," said Ani. But it seemed like a pretty big if. 
 
       As Ani left the shop, a quick gust of wind tangled her hair, 
and in the calm that followed, she heard something—the faint 
pleas and sobs of a young boy, punctuated by cruel laughter.  
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       She followed the sound. It led her back behind the bookstore 
where a group of kids encircled a younger boy. The older kids 
harassed and tormented him, making fun of a deformity on the 
left side of his face.  
       "Hey!" she yelled, before she'd considered the consequences 
of her actions. "What are you doing! Stop it!" A rush of adrenalin 
quickened her heart. She wasn't prepared for a confrontation. 
       Luckily, neither were they. The instant the kids knew they'd 
been spotted, they ran. As they dispersed, she saw that they were 
all younger than her, maybe eight or nine at the most. They 
didn't even look to see who had reprimanded them. They just 
scattered like rats.  
       Relieved, she exhaled and knelt beside the boy. "Are you 
alright?" 
       The boy nodded. "Thanks for scaring away those bullies. 
They don’t like the way I look." 
       Ani shot a quick glace over her right shoulder to make sure 
they weren't coming back. "I know what it's like to be picked on."  
       "You do?" The boy seemed genuinely surprised. 
       "I just moved here. They pick on new kids at my school." 
       "Why do people have to be so mean?" 
       "I don't know. Maybe they just need something the world 
can't give them and they're mad at everyone because of it." Ani 
glanced up at the sky. The light was fading. Shadows grew cold 
around them. "Do you live far from here?" 
       "No. Just right there." He pointed to a flight of metal steps 
leading up to an apartment above the bookstore.    
       "Is your mom home?"  
       The boy nodded again.  
       "It's almost suppertime, right? Your mom will be looking for 
you." 
       "Probably." The boy stood. "Wanna come? My mum won't 
mind. She cooks for everybody in the neighborhood." 
       Ani smiled shyly. "Oh, that's very sweet, but my mom will be 
cooking for me too," she lied, suddenly missing her mom more 
than ever. "I better get home." 
       "Yeah, me too." The boy started up the stairs.  
       Just then, a gust of wind stirred the discards that topped a 
nearby trash bin, scattering paper at Ani's feet. She bent to pick 
up a colorful leaflet caught on one of her sneakers and read the 
words in bold on the front: Come to the New York Public Library 
and Enrich Your Life! Ani laughed. The library. Why hadn't she 
thought of that before? It was the perfect place to solve a word 
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puzzle. "Hey Jesse!" she called as the boy reached the top of the 
stairs.  
       He stopped and turned to peer down at her.  
       "Is there a library near here?" 
       "Yeah, there is," said the boy. "The Morningside Heights 
Branch of the New York Public Library is only a block away. I go 
there all the time with my mum." 
       "Which way is it?" 
       "Go out to the street and make a right. You'll see it." 
       "Thanks." 
       The boy waved good-bye. Ani waved back. 
       After he was safely inside, Ani headed to the library, still 
determined to decipher the Mapstone.  
       She felt certain the symbols belonged to some long forgotten 
alphabet, perhaps Mayan or Aztec—two of her favorite subjects 
in her home school curriculum, mainly because her mother had 
described the people and places in such vivid detail.  
       Now her schoolwork would have to wait. Deciphering the 
Mapstone was more important. She didn't care if it took all night. 
She had to solve its mystery. Besides, it wasn't as if anyone 
waited for her back at the apartment. These days, Dad didn't 
even notice when she came home late. As long as she didn’t 
interrupt him while he was watching the news or reading the 
paper, he didn’t seem to care.   
       She found the library easily enough, and taking her cue from 
the bookshop owner, she decided to start with the Ancient 
Languages section. 
       Her search produced no results.  
       She moved on to History, Anthropology, Archaeology, all 
with the same outcome. She looked up Hieroglyphs, Petroglyphs, 
Tachygraphy, which she’d never even heard of before, and even 
spent some time looking through books on Secret Societies, 
fantasizing for a foolish moment that it could be a coded 
language invented by members of the Illuminati for their 
clandestine communications.   
       While in the reference section, she decided to look up the 
word Kalb in The Dictionary of Magical Creatures and The 
Encyclopedia of Mythology. Not one mention of anything named 
Kalb or any monster that altered its molecular structure to 
become a stinking, black goo. She thought of Xephero’s warning 
that the Kalb would come after her the next time she had a future 
memory, but she had no way of controlling how or when her 
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visions appeared. And how could she defend herself against 
something if she didn't even know what it was? 
       Frustrated, she returned to the Mapstone sketch. She showed 
the sketch to the librarians at the reference desk who were 
supposed to know the answer to nearly any question. No one had 
a clue what the symbols meant. One of them even suggested Ani 
had made them up.  
       Translating this thing wasn't going to be easy, if it was even 
possible at all. But Ani was getting used to impossible things, like 
ancient writing showing up and disappearing on its own, or 
animals talking, or fight lessons from a girl who didn't really care 
if she lived or died.    
       Propping her head on her fist, Ani sighed. Eyes drowsing, her 
mind started to wander and her thoughts drifted into a dream.  
       She stood again amid the opalescent structures of the stone 
city. An elaborate white stone fountain rose up before her, the 
majestic centerpiece of a town square. Ani listened in the 
stillness to the tinkling song of water drops as they fell from tier 
to tier and danced on the surface of the pool at its base. She 
closed her eyes to take in its subtle music, but felt more than just 
the serenity of the fountain; someone else was there. She was not 
alone.  
       Her eyes flashed open, searching for the presence she had 
sensed. At first glimpse, the stone city appeared deserted, but 
then she saw him; a teenage boy standing tall on a rooftop above 
the square, watching her.  
       "Who are you?" Ani called out. "Why are you watching me?" 
       The teen did not move but inside her mind she heard the 
words, "I am Naviga. I am he who prepares the Tome of the 
Zielfah Rei for your arrival. I am the translator of languages so 
that you will understand. I am the Master's apprentice until you 
come to replace me. I am the teacher of small things as the 
Master is the teacher of great things. Together we will teach you 
all you must know." 
       Questions raced through Ani’s mind, but as she began to ask 
them, a decisive tap on her shoulder startled her out of her doze.   
       Ani stiffened as she peered up to see who had woken her. A 
uniformed man with a New York Public Library nametag loomed 
over her.  "Miss, the library is closing. Do you have anything to 
check out?" 
       "Oh… um," said Ani, gathering her wits. "No, I'm good." 
       "The right side is already locked," said the security guard. 
"You will need to exit on the left." 
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       "Thanks." Ani rose from the table, looking at the mess she 
had made. She didn't realize she'd gone through so many books.  
       "Do I have time to put these back?" 
       "The library is closing, Miss. You need to exit using the—" 
       "—left door. Got it." The man sounded like a robot stuck in a 
dialogue loop. Ani picked up her backpack and slung it over her 
shoulder.  
       "Sorry for the mess," she mumbled, and headed for the door.  
       "Miss? I believe you will need this." 
       Ani turned. The man held out Ani's new polka-dot-less 
raincoat—the one her mother had bought her the day before she 
left for Peru. Her mother had called it drab and lifeless; a 
combination of muted teal and brown with two rows of vertical 
zippers as its only embellishment. Ani thought the look of it fit 
her perfectly. "Thanks," she said, taking the coat. "I would have 
been sad to lose it. It was a birthday present from my mom." 
       "Glad to be of assistance, miss." 
       Turned out the security guard was right. She did need her 
coat, for as she pushed her way through the heavy front doors, 
the blustery spring air chilled her bones. Ani wrapped her coat 
tightly around her and started home.  
       Something she hadn't considered; there was a definite 
downside to staying late at the library. She had to walk home 
alone, in the dark, in New York City. She knew the way, but 
everything looked different at night.  
       She tried to imagine what CJ would do—how it felt to be 
fearless. She tried to think like CJ… be CJ. And maybe some of 
CJ's courage had rubbed off on her after all, because her trek 
home wasn't nearly as scary as she expected it to be.   
       Like her subway experience, Ani observed the ebb and flow of 
the city streets, the stop and go of traffic, the shoppers in and out 
of stores, and after a few blocks, it really didn't seem all that 
frightening anymore. In fact, compared to the Kalb and Mad 
Millie, the streets of New York seemed almost tame.  
        As she walked on, new confidence and strength flooded in, 
conquering her insecurity the way mastering a new skill conquers 
diffidence. By the time she'd journeyed halfway home, she'd 
become invincible. Ani decided this was the way she wanted to 
feel all the time. She hated being afraid. No more, she vowed. I'm 
done running away. I will learn how to protect myself from the 
Kalb, and as far as Mad Millie is concerned, well, if CJ doesn't 
want to teach me how to fight, then I will ask Dad to enroll me 
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in a self-defense class. One way or another, she was going to feel 
safe again.  
       Before she reached her neighborhood, however, she faced a 
different type of challenge altogether. If she had listened to the 
news that morning, it might have cautioned her about the 
coming storm, it might have told her to stay inside. But Ani 
hadn't heard any of the warnings.  
       Shortly after she left the library, it had begun to sprinkle, but 
she was used to that. What she hadn't counted on was the speed 
at which it developed into a genuine downpour.  
 
       Violent winds and stinging rain now fought her every step. 
Even with her raincoat zipped all the way up and her hood pulled 
down as far as it would go, she was completely drenched inside 
and out within the span of a few minutes. 
       Determined not to let it conquer her, she pressed on, but one 
wrong turn, and suddenly nothing looked familiar.  
       She tried retracing her footsteps. Didn't help. She would have 
asked someone for assistance, had there been anyone around, 
but the streets were deserted. Even the taxi drivers seemed to 
have abandoned their routes on the flooded neighborhood roads.  
       Stopping at an intersection, she turned and turned again. 
       "Not lost," she told herself, "just misplaced." It's what mom 
always said when searching for something she couldn't find. 'It's 
not lost, it's just misplaced.' Ani swallowed her fear and began to 
repeat, "Not lost. Not lost. Not lost." 
 
       She had no idea how long she'd been wandering without 
direction—an hour? two hours?—or how far from home she’d 
strayed searching for something, anything familiar. 
       Cold. Wet. Exhausted. Every part of her ached. The rain beat 
down so hard now it finally brought her to her knees. She 
squinted but it was pointless; the buildings on the street were a 
blur. How can I find my way home if I can't see anything?  
       Tears welled up as she wished for her mother. The thought 
came unbidden and tore at her insides.  
       Tears only made it harder to see. She whisked them away, but 
more came. And once started, they couldn’t be stopped.  
       The force of it blindsided her—the deluge of emotion. Like 
drowning, lungs ached for oxygen. Gasps sent stabs to her 
ribcage. It wasn’t about being lost. It wasn’t about being cold, wet 
or scared. The storm raged inside her now. No refuge.  
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       Rain pounded. Minutes passed. Though she possessed no 
awareness of exactly how much time had slipped by, her sobs at 
last began to subside.  
       With face buried in her hands, it took her a moment to realize 
it—to come back to her outer senses, but it was there again—that 
feeling of a presence, of not being alone. She opened her eyes and 
peered through the blur of her tears. Holding her breath, she 
listened for movement but her ears were useless. The roar of the 
downpour drowned out all sound. 
       She squinted at a form taking shape only a few yards away. 
       "Who’s there?" she called out. "Is someone there?" 
       No answer came, but the form inched closer—close enough to 
see that it was an animal of some kind—large enough to be as tall 
as she, on her knees.  
       The rhythm of her heart sped, but she didn’t flinch. Nowhere 
to run. Not fast enough to evade a four-legged, certainly not in 
her present condition. Better at this point to appear as non-
threatening as possible, she thought.  
       Muscles throbbed as she stiffened, attempting to remain 
perfectly still. The puddle at her knees deepened by the second. 
How much longer before the deluge swept them both away?  
       The shape slowly took on more detail. Squinting as it crept 
closer, she could see now that it was… a wolf… a white wolf, and 
then she knew—somehow she just knew—and all fear instantly 
dissolved. This was the same white wolf they had almost hit in 
the road, the same white wolf that had saved her from the 
scorpion fever.   
       "It's you," she said.  
       The wolf stopped in front of her, just beyond reach.  
       She extended her hand as a gesture of trust. The wolf stepped 
forward to let her hand rest on his head. 
       "But, how did you get here?"  
       The wolf remained silent, or, if he spoke, she could no longer 
hear him, just as she could no longer here Mobius the day they 
left for New York. 
       "Have you come to help me? Can you get me home?"  
       The wolf turned to leave. 
       "Don't go! Please don't go." 
       He glanced back at her as if to say, follow me. 
       Ani rose, but immediately collapsed, unprepared for the 
weakness in her legs, the extra weight of sopping clothes, and the 
power of the driving rain.  
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       Finding her footing on the second try, she sloshed over to the 
wolf and stopped by his side. She placed her hand on his back 
and whispered "Thank you." 
       They crossed the intersection together, step by step, fighting 
the storm’s rage with all the strength they possessed. 
       When finally they reached the other side, Ani stumbled up 
the curb and into nearby storefront, abandoned by the look of it. 
They took shelter in its covered entrance.  
       The wolf bowed his head for a moment then disappeared—as 
in vanished—completely. 
        "No! Wait!" Ani screamed, "I thought you were going to help 
me! I still have no idea how to get home!"      
       She collapsed next to a pile of rubbish, defeated and 
shivering uncontrollably.  
       Then the rubbish heap moved.  
       Ani shrieked and sprang to her feet, holding her hands out in 
front of her as if the gesture offered some iota of protection.  
       A soggy head of hair popped out of the trash. "Mine! Get out! 
I was here first! Here first." The man's face, smudged with dirt 
and grime, contorted in anger.  
       "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to intrude." Ani took a step back 
as the man bared his teeth in a guttural growl. 
        "Get out! This is my place! My place. Mine," the man yelled, 
his voice, rough and strained, his right eye twitching with an 
involuntary tick.        
       "No need to get upset. You can have it. Really. It's all yours. I 
just wanted to get out of the rain for a sec." Ani backed up 
another step. A few more and she'd be out in the torrent again.  
       "You don’t fool me!" said the vagrant. "You’re here to take my 
house away from me. I know you’re kind. If I don’t give it up, 
you’ll burn it down! Down to the ground with me and my family 
inside. You’ll take everything." 
       "Is that what happened to you? Did you lose your family?"  
       "I won’t let you do it! Not this time! I’ll kill you if I have to!" 
       "No. No. I’m just a girl. Lost and trying to get home."  
       "Lost. Lost like me? Everything lost." 
       "I don't suppose you know where the Wakefield is?" 
       The man snarled.  
       "Right. Stupid question. I'll just be going now."  
       As she began to feel the spatter of rain at her back, she heard 
the man muttering something under his breath.  
       "Wakefield Nick. Wakefield Nick. Wakefield Nick."  
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       "Do you know someone who lives at the Wakefield?" 
       "Oh, oh, oh, you mean Nick? Wakefield Nick. Everybody 
knows Nick."  
       "He lives at the Wakefield Apartments?" 
       "Used to. Not anymore. Not alive anymore. Dead now. Yeah, 
dead now. But he's still there. Still there. He leaves food out for 
us sometimes." 
       "How can he leave food out for you if he's—?" 
       "Dead? Finds a way. Always finds a way. Good man. 
Wakefield Nick." 
       "Can you tell me how to get there? To Nick's place, I mean?" 
       "Not if you’re one of them." 
       "One of who?"  
       "Nick has enemies. Nick has friends. Which are you?" 
       "Oh, friend, definitely. Friends. Neighbors actually." 
       "Neighbors lost. Lost and trying to get back."  
       "Yes. Exactly. Can you tell me how to get there?" 
       "Can. Will. Will and can. Easy. Go a different way. You can't 
see because you look for what used to be. Don't search for the 
known way. Search for the new. Go where I go. Step how I step. 
You'll get through." 
       Ani listened to a list of convoluted directions, thanked him 
and promptly set out, hoping the man, crazy as he sounded, 
actually knew where the Wakefield stood. As she left she could 
hear him repeating, "Wakefield Nick. Wakefield Nick."   
       Still nothing looked familiar in the torrent, but Ani followed 
the directions faithfully, releasing, as instructed, all preconceived 
notions on how to find her way home.  
       Under this, over that. Left at the stack of wooden crates, right 
when you smell rotten fish. Barkin' Jake will want a pet, but 
won't bite. No. Keep going when you see the red neon sign. 
Around, up, down, in, and never mind a key; the rusty gate will 
open. Tell 'em you know Nick, they'll let you through.  
       Ani took it all in with a modicum of dark fascination, 
realizing that by "stepping how he stepped," she glimpsed a 
world very different from her own. A world never seen, never 
shown, never known except by those who belong to it. A side of 
the city that didn't shine, yet had its own light, its own sense of 
community, and a surprising measure of kindness. 
       Finally, to her utter amazement, Ani caught sight of a 
landmark she recognized—Mr. Cardello's corner market. Elation 
hit her first. Then relief. Then a desperate longing to be warm, 
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safe and dry again. "Thanks Nick," she called out and then broke 
into a run and didn't stop until she reached home. 
       Ani stood for a moment at her front door, dripping on the 
mat, waiting for her heart to stop pounding. She whisked the 
water from her face and turned the knob.  
       Leaving wet footprints on the carpet, she tiptoed into the 
apartment, hoping not to wake—  
       "Dad!" 
       For once, her father wasn't asleep in front of the television, or 
busy at the computer. Unfortunately.  
       He sat stiff on the couch, the phone in his lap, his expression 
grim, his hair and clothes as wet as hers.  
       Ani cleared her throat. "Is um, everything okay?" 
       "No Ani. Everything's not okay." 
       For a long time he just sat there. Ani fidgeted where she 
stood.  
       Finally he spoke. "Just because I'm no longer here when you 
get home, doesn't mean you can do whatever you want after 
school, and come home whenever you feel like it." 
       "You were out looking for me?" 
       "Where have you been?" 
       "The library," answered Ani. "Studying." 
       "Studying," he repeated as if he didn't believe her. 
       He didn't seem to notice she was soaking wet and shivering, 
or if he did, he didn't care. After another long silence he said, still 
frowning, "Are you hungry?" 
       She thought for a moment. All she wanted to do was get out 
of her wet clothes and crawl under the covers to get warm. "Um, 
no, not really." 
       "Then go to your room." 
       She hesitated, not knowing what to say, then mumbled 
another apology and shuffled to her bedroom, feeling more alone 
than ever.  
       Ani peeled off her sopping clothes, toweled dry and put on 
her softest pajamas, feeling very grateful for the roof over her 
head.  
       A flash of lightning drew her attention to the window. She 
placed her hand on the cold glass. 
       "Come home, mom," she whispered, gazing out at the bitter 
storm. "Come home." 
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