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If the wind has a message for you… hear it.
If this storm has a warning for you… heed it.
If this voice speaks within… pay attention.
You will not learn if you do not first listen.
Xephero ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER ONE
THE MAPSTONE & THE STRANGER
She didn't know why she left the path. Something deep
down told her to abandon what was easy and familiar and
venture into the nameless unknown. She held her breath,
listening, waiting for the desert to tell her why she'd been
brought here… to this precise place… at this exact moment.
And then she heard it—the beckoning. It called to her in
wordless whispers the same way the canyon called, or the
questing wind, or the path she walked every morning at dawn.
But the power of this message was unlike any other. Vivid.
Distinct. Absolute.
A speck of indigo caught her eye.
Bending down, she balanced on the balls of her feet to get a
better look. As she brushed aside a bit of sand, flecks of silver
flashed bright in the sun. A gust of delight accompanied a quick
inrush of breath. Familiar prickles tingled the back of her neck.
It happened every time she was on the verge of making an
important discovery. She loosened the clumped dirt around its
edges, and pried her newest treasure from the earth.
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With the help of a little spit she rubbed a spot clean with her
thumb, revealing a surface as slick as glass. The stone, though
obsidian black, possessed a murky water-like transparency.
Brilliant veins of cobalt blue and aquamarine splintered
through it like frozen lightning amidst tiny specks of silver,
glistening stars in a midnight sky.
She ran a finger along its cool rounded edges. The shape
seemed almost deliberate, as though carved to resemble the
flame of a candle or a single teardrop. It fit perfectly in the palm
of her hand, and tingled with aliveness—a distinct vibrational
energy—the likes of which she had never before felt. This stone
had secrets to tell. Ancient and awesome secrets.
There it was again, that fluttery feeling in the pit of her
stomach. Her insides did a little dance whenever she unearthed
a sample she knew her dad would approve of, but this time she
felt something else too—something she could never tell her
geologist father. Somehow, the stone called out to her. It
wanted to be found.
Anani Jasper, or Ani, as her mother called her, had been
finding stones for her parent's rock and gem shop for as long as
she could remember. The shop, a windswept roadside tourist
stop, occupied the front half of the Jasper family home in
California's Mojave Desert. There, under her father's patient
tutelage, Ani had learned to identify a wide variety of stones and
minerals, memorizing each of their names and attributes. But
this one had her stumped. She needed a second opinion.
Pocketing the stone in the red zippered sweat jacket she always
wore on her excursions, she turned toward home. If anyone
could identify this strange new specimen, it would be Dad.
As she followed the familiar path back to her house, she
couldn't resist pulling it out of her pocket for a second look. She
half expected it to do some kind of magic when she polished it
with her sleeve. It may not be Aladdin's Lamp, but her father
would give her plenty for it. She was sure of that. Even an
average specimen earned her a dollar or two, and this one was
far from average. Maybe she'd make enough to finally buy that
book she'd been wanting; The Magical Properties of Desert
Stones.
She first saw the book on the counter at Greyhawk's Gas
and Garage. Her Navajo godfather, Kahetay Greyhawk, had
shown her a copy of the book on one of their regular visits to
repair the old Chevy pickup.
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Kahetay explained that stones and other things of the earth
have their own kind of magic, and if you pay close enough
attention, they will teach you. Ani longed to understand that
magic and what it was trying to tell her.
"Hocus pocus hogwash!" her father had said when Ani
asked for the book on her thirteenth birthday last May. It was
his typical response to all things mystical, and just the sort of
thing he would say if she told him this rock spoke to her. He'd
call it "the curse of an over-active imagination," which was
precisely how he categorized every unusual thing that had ever
happened to her.
But Ani didn't let her dad's skepticism deter her. She found
the idea of stones possessing some kind of magic, well…
fascinating. Rocks were special. She knew it, and whether her
father admitted it or not, he knew it too.
Clearing the top of a rise, Ani caught sight of her house in
the distance, the only building around for miles in any
direction. The sun crept higher in the early morning sky,
coaxing the shapes and colors of the desert to come alive. Firereds and yellow-golds burst forth as cactus flowers opened to
the light of the coming day.
As she made her way down the rocky slope, the stone began
to grow warm in her palm, demanding her full attention. It
seemed to pulsate against her fingers, a primordial heartbeat
marking an ancient rhythm. She stopped and peered at it
through squinted eyes, and in the stillness, heard the faint
whispers again.
A dizzying swell of exhilaration rose within her. Ani held her
breath to quell her excitement. She had to concentrate. Eyes
closed, she focused her full attention on the stone, listening
with her whole being as her Navajo godfather had taught her,
but still couldn't make out what the whispers were saying. And
the more she tried, the more they eluded her.
Then as the last of the whispers faded away, she heard one
distinct voice that rose above all the others and spoke as if it
were her own thought. It said, "Noh wee hah ho wah. I am here."
A shudder shot through her and in a sudden rush of energy
she broke into a run. With the stone clenched tightly in her
hand, she whizzed past rock, cactus and shrub, heading straight
for her father's shop.
Breathing hard, she burst through the back door and ran
straight up to the counter, only to be stopped short by an
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impassable barrier: her father's hand, held up like a stop sign,
in an all-too-familiar don't-even-think-about-it gesture.
Jaw clenched, Ani stared at her father, hoping to convey the
importance of what she had to show him, but it was no use. He
wore his "serving the customer" face. His amiable manner and
willingness to listen always put people at ease. Of course, that
meant they usually stayed and chatted longer than Ani wanted
them to, but as her mother always said, it was good for
business.
Ani peered up at the customer standing at the counter. He
towered over her. His weather-sculpted face in combination
with the wild snowy tangle that topped his head reminded Ani
of a mountain in winter. He smelled of earth too—dirt, leaves,
grass after a rainfall. Even the brown woven poncho that hung
stiffly over his broad shoulders further corroborated his
mountainness.
Sewn into the rough material of his poncho, a labyrinth of
strange stylized animals and shadowy stone faces wove their
way through an intricate web of maze-like borders and lines. It
was unlike any of the Native American weaves she'd seen in her
mother's anthropology books. She stood transfixed by the
pattern for a moment and then looked up, not knowing how
much time had passed.
Ani glanced at her father and then at the customer. It took
an iron will not to interrupt them. She thought she would burst
if she had to wait one minute longer.
Her will faltered. "Dad, I really need to show you
something." She opened her hand to reveal the stone.
The customer looked down at Ani's rock. "Ah, that's a
fascinating geological specimen you've got there." His accent
was thick as ivy, but he spoke his words with deliberate clarity.
Ani smiled, pleased that her father would have to pay
attention to her now. "I found it on my walk."
"Let's have a look," said her father, holding out his hand.
"Hmmm. What have we here?" He inspected the stone with an
old-fashioned magnifying glass. "Quite a find, Anani. Quite a
find."
Her smile was triumphant. High praise indeed, coming
from the expert himself.
"May I see it?" The stranger held out his hand. "With your
permission, of course," he said, addressing Ani.
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Ani nodded and her father placed the stone in the stranger's
palm.
"What can I offer you for it?" asked the stranger. "Fifty?"
"Dollars?" asked Ani, astonished.
Her father peered at the customer, raising an eyebrow.
"The look of it pleases me," admitted the man, offering it
back to Mr. Jasper.
Ani turned to her father. "Do you know what kind of stone it
is?"
"Not off-hand," he said, peering at it through a lapidary's
loupe, which offered a much stronger magnification. "Very odd.
I'll have to look it up."
She stared at her father, wide-eyed. This was the first time
she'd brought home a specimen that prompted her father to
consult what he called "The Geological Bible" which, he never
failed to point out, was thoroughly devoid of any magical
gibberish.
Stan Jasper opened the dusty four-inch thick reference
book sitting on the back counter and flipped through the pages.
Feeling as though she might jump out of her skin, Ani
waited for her father to find the name of her rock. And waited.
And waited. She sensed the stranger's eyes upon her and began
to fidget, trying to ignore his scrutiny, but something made her
turn to look up at the man. His gaze met hers and for an instant
time stood still. No sound. No movement. Just an odd floating
sensation, like being suspended in water.
"It's not in there," said Mr. Jasper, jump-starting time.
Ani turned her attention back to her father. "What? But it
has to be. That book has every kind of rock there is."
"It's not in there," he repeated, as puzzled as his daughter.
"Not like this anyway. A strange amalgamation of elements—
onyx, smoky quartz, labradorite, traces of silver and lapis, even
what looks like veins of aquamarine—all of which would not, to
my knowledge, occur naturally in the same place, and certainly
not in the same rock."
"I'll make it seventy," snapped the stranger.
Stan cleared his throat. "Well, I'm not certain of its value."
"Nor am I," said the stranger.
"It could be manmade, given the unusual combination of
elements. It could be worth very little."
"That does not concern me," said the stranger.
Stan Jasper placed the rock on the counter and looked at his
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daughter. "Well, Ani? This man wants to buy your rock."
Ani was speechless. She stared at the rock, not wanting to
give it up so soon. What if it was the only one like it in the whole
world? What if it really was magic? Maybe the man could come
back after she had a chance to polish it properly and look at it
under optimum lighting conditions.
"Tell you what," said the stranger. "To help you decide, I'll
make it an even hundred."
Ani's mouth fell open. "A hundred dollars? I've never even
seen that much money."
The man smiled briefly, and then grew very serious. "So it's
a deal then?"
"No. I mean, I don't know. Can you come back next week
after I—"
The man straightened, his voice now absent of previous
cordiality. "I won't be by this way again."
A moment of silence passed as Ani picked up the rock and
studied it, turning it over in her hands. The stranger continued
to peer down at her with a questioning stare. She looked at him,
wanting in that instant to run, not knowing why, but something
held her there—some mysterious power the stranger seemed to
have over her.
"Ani," pressed her father, "the man just offered you a
hundred dollars for your rock. Don't you think you ought to give
him an answer?"
"But Dad I—"
"This is a rock shop, honey. People come here to buy rocks."
"I know, but I just need some time to think about it."
"Well, that may be true," said her father, "but I'm sure this
gentleman has better things to do with his time than wait for
you to make up your mind."
He was right of course. She was being impolite by making
him wait. And yet, the tall stranger didn't seem impatient at all.
Actually, Ani got the feeling he would have stood there for an
eternity, if that were how long it took her to decide. She didn't
want to give up the rock, but she didn't want to disappoint her
father either.
"Yes or no, Ani."
"All right, yes. I guess." Ani's heart sank the instant she
heard herself agree to the stranger's offer. The customer
produced a crisp one hundred dollar bill that seemed to
materialize in his hand the instant Ani nodded her answer.
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Frowning, she placed the stone in the stranger's palm. As he
accepted it, the pulse of time altered once more and the shop
blurred around her. The distant whispers she'd heard in the
desert returned. The old man hummed a single note at the back
of his throat and passed his hand over the surface of the stone
in a slow deliberate arc.
Ani watched in astonishment as mysterious symbols
emerged; characters of an ancient language surfacing from the
depths of a crystal sea. She glanced up at the stranger, aghast.
He met her gaze with a wry smile.
When she glanced again at the stone, the odd markings
vanished and the whispers abruptly ceased. The stranger slowly
wrapped his fingers around the rock, his hands so much larger
than hers they concealed it completely.
"So kraw ah Amna tah," said the tall man in a whisper only
she could hear. "Remember the Mapstone."
The clang of the bell at the front door jolted Ani out of her
trance. The stranger was leaving. The instant the door shut
behind him, she knew she'd made a mistake. She didn't want
the money. She wanted the stone.
She snatched the hundred-dollar bill out of her father's
hand. "Hey mister, I changed my mind!" she called, waving the
money in the air as she dashed out the door. But the desert
stared back at her, a vast, silent void. There were no footprints
in the sand. No car pulled away. No sign that anyone had ever
been there. The man had simply vanished and with him, her
first true treasure.
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If we relinquish the need to understand,
and simply allow the mystery to be, we
can begin to accept the wisdom of the
unknowable. Paradoxically, it is usually
at this point that true understanding
becomes possible.
Naviga ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER TWO
THE PERSISTENCE OF SHADOWS
That evening when her mother called her downstairs for
dinner, Ani didn't feel like eating. Usually, Ani was excited
about the one meal a week her mother prepared. Though her
father was an adequate cook, her mother's meals were special.
Each of her recipes originated from a different exciting, exotic
land. She'd prepare the food and dress the table in such an
authentic way it almost felt like being on vacation. And while
they ate, her mother would tell them all about the culture and
the significance of the meal: why they used certain spices and
ingredients, the mythical and medicinal qualities attributed to
each dish, and the ancient lore behind the meal.
Ani loved hearing her mother's stories of exotic places and
peoples. Some sounded so strange they seemed more like tales
from other worlds. Ani's favorite stories though, were the ones
her mother made up about some hidden tribe living in obscurity
at the top of a mountain somewhere. To end these stories she
would always announce in her best newscaster voice,
"Discovered by the famous anthropologist, Nan J. Jasper!"
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Before her parents met, her mother had been in the
graduate program at Columbia University in New York. She'd
received her master's degree in anthropology and had planned
to get her doctorate as well. Ani knew she had given up being an
anthropologist to raise a family, but Mom said she'd never
regretted that decision, nor had she let her dream die. She still
kept up with the latest news and techniques through online
courses.
Ani could smell the pungent scent of this week's special
dinner cooking on the stove downstairs. She caught whiffs of
sweet fried plantains and the thick lemony garlic aroma of
Cuban chicken baking in the oven. She should have been
hungry, but tonight only one thing interested her.
Sitting at her desk, hovering over a piece of construction
paper, Ani attempted to draw the stone she'd found that
morning, trying to recall every detail. If she ever saw that type
of stone again, she wanted to be able to identify it.
"Ani, honey, didn't you hear me calling?" The voice came
accompanied by footsteps on the stairs. "Dinner's almost ready.
Time to wash up."
"Just one more minute, Mom," Ani called back.
"Have you fed Mobius today? He's been eyeing my side
dishes again."
Ani glanced up from her desk to find her mother, in her
usual white-washed blue jeans, white tucked blouse and
turquoise necklace, leaning against the doorjamb, smiling. Her
mom was one of those people who always seemed to be in a
good mood. She took great pleasure in her studies and she was
constantly studying something: books, people, animals, plants,
food. Her motto was, 'No matter where you are or what you're
doing, there is always something around to learn from.'
"I'll feed Mobius in a sec, okay Mom? I just need to finish
this. I'm almost done."
"You two coming down soon?" asked her father, appearing
behind his wife in the doorway. "It smells too good not to eat."
Looking at her mother and father, it was obvious to Ani
where she got her straight brown-black hair, hazel eyes, olive
skin, and plain features. Her father had the same dull qualities
about his face. How many times had Ani wished she'd inherited
her mother's fair skin and golden hair?
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Aqua-blue eyes peered over Ani's shoulder at the picture
she'd just been sketching. "What'cha working on, sweetie?" Her
mother's jasmine-rose perfume spiced the air.
"It's the stone I found this morning," Ani answered.
"Let's see," said her father.
Ani held up the drawing.
"That's it," he said. "That's the way it looked. Darndest thing
I ever saw. Came straight out of the desert looking polished and
perfect, as if it'd been sitting in a geologist's rock collection for
years."
Ani thought about the strange glyphs that had appeared on
the surface of the stone when the stranger passed his hand over
it. She didn't include them in her drawing. The last thing she
wanted was to hear her father say, "It's the curse of an overactive imagination," for the hundredth time.
"It's beautiful, Ani. Good job with the detail," said Mom,
inspecting the sketch. "You found this on your trail?"
"Yeah, and then I lost it."
"You didn't lose it, Ani, you sold it. There's a big difference."
Stan smiled proudly. "She got a cool hundred for it."
"Well, well, a hundred dollars? What are you going to do
with all that money?" Her mother began to weave Ani's long
hair into a smooth braid down the center of her back. "Maybe
it's time we opened a savings account for you."
"Maybe," said Ani. "I don't know. I haven't thought about
it." And that was the honest truth. The money wasn't important.
All that mattered was the rock, the stranger who bought it, and
the questions he left behind. Why had he shown her the
symbols? What did they mean? How could he have just
vanished? Ani sighed, pinning the drawing up on her bulletin
board. She may never know the answers.
"Well, I'm proud of you, Ani. You did great today," said her
father on the way down to the kitchen. "Soon you'll forget all
about that rock, but you'll still have that hundred dollars in your
pocket."
But Ani didn't forget. Later that night, after getting ready for
bed, she knelt in front of her dresser, pulled the bottom drawer
out, and carefully removed a small wooden treasure box from
its hiding place. The box had been a gift from her grandmother
before she died. 'Whatsoever you put in this box shall be safe for
all time,' she'd said when she offered Ani the gift. She'd spoken
the words like an enchantment, and Ani believed in their magic.
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Her grandmother believed too. While she was alive, she was
the only family member Ani could talk to about such things.
Grandma Kay winked imperceptibly whenever Ani received one
of her father's lectures on why belief in magic was 'fanciful and
rooted in ignorance.' She'd lean close and whisper, 'But we
know differently, don't we dear.'
Thus far, Ani had but three protected items in her treasure
box: a small heart-shaped sachet with the words 'Grandma's
Love' embroidered on the front, a trilobite fossil souvenir from
a trip she took with her dad a few years back, and a tiny pewter
angel her mother had given her when she had pneumonia at the
age of six.
As Ani placed the hundred-dollar bill in the box, she secretly
wished it could be the stone instead. It belonged here in the
company of her other treasures much more than a lifeless,
magic-less, green piece of paper no matter how much it was
worth. Now, all she had left of the stone was a memory. She
glanced at her drawing tacked above the desk, and knew what
she had to do, regardless of what her father might say.
With charcoal pencil in hand, she took the drawing off the
wall and added the glyphic symbols as best as she could recall
them. Below the sketch she wrote one word—Mapstone.
Before closing her treasure box, she folded the drawing into
quarters and placed it atop the other items kept safe by her
grandmother's magic. With a sigh, she returned the box to its
hiding place and climbed into bed.
When sleep finally came, she dreamed about the stone and
the strange man who bought it. And the next night she dreamed
of them again. And the next. And the next. Night after night.
Always the same dream…
The stranger stood rigid on a hilltop. He held his hands
open-palmed to the heavens as if in ceremony, but instead of
sky, a canopy of rock hung overhead—the same type of rock as
the Mapstone—jet black, glass-like, fractured by frozen bluegreen lightning suspended amidst silver-fleck stars. In the
absence of sun, the soft light came from everywhere, or…
nowhere, as if the air itself glowed.
As the stranger slowly lowered his arms, Ani saw that he
clutched a curious metallic device in his right hand. Two
luminescent spheres appeared at either end of a slender metal
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cylinder not more than six inches in length, casting a radiance
that flooded the entire area with a light so brilliant it consumed
all detail.
Momentary blindness sent a bolt of pain and panic through
Ani. As the light subsided and her vision returned, she found
herself unable to move. A second wave of panic eclipsed the
first. What power this man held over her. The struggle against
it, useless. When he summoned her, she could not refuse the
call. Slowly, with the Mapstone in her hand, she ascended the
slope, each step shakier than the last, until she reached the top.
She stood trembling before the stranger; weak, weary,
dreading what may come. But what happened next she could
not have anticipated, or even imagined.
"What do you want?" she asked, the words barely escaping
her lips.
His gaze intensified as he held out the device, uttering
words in a language she did not recognize, yet somehow
understood.
"Take it," he said. "It is yours. Everything has changed for
you now. And for me as well. Destiny awaits us both."
But when she reached out to take the object from him, the
dream abruptly ended… in the most dreadful way… night after
night.
"Ani? Are you feeling all right?" asked her mother before
breakfast a week later.
Ani shrugged. Mom always knew when something was up.
It was a bit annoying. "I'm okay," she said feebly.
"Got the blahs?"
"Yeah," said Ani, not wanting to talk about what was really
bothering her.
"I know what you need," said mom, holding up a scrub
brush and dishwashing soap.
"Mom."
"It always helps to focus on something."
"Can't I just set the table?"
"Your father beat you to it. Come on." She gestured to the
sink. "If you do the dishes while I finish cooking breakfast—"
"—There will be less to clean up after," finished Ani. "I
know." She glowered, which only made her mom laugh.
Ani took the soap and scrub-brush to the sink, and ran hot
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water into the washbasin, wishing they had a dishwasher like
the rest of the civilized world.
"You'll feel better after you eat," said Mom. "We're having
your favorite. Scrambled eggs with cheddar cheese. Toast with
cinnamon and honey."
"Well, if that isn't incentive, I don't know what is," said her
father, joining the conversation. He picked up a dishtowel. "You
rinse, I'll dry." He rolled up the towel and flicked it in Mom's
direction to tease her.
Ani giggled. She liked it when Dad woke up in a lively mood.
He was pleasant enough most of the time, but every so often he
showed a playful side that always lit up her mother's smile.
They'd exchange private glances when they thought Ani wasn't
looking. Secretly, she liked seeing the love they had for each
other, and even though she'd never admit it to their faces, it was
one of her favorite things about having decidedly dorky parents.
Within a few minutes, they were all sitting at the table,
eating, laughing, talking of the coming day, and as her mother
had promised, by the end of breakfast, Ani spirits had lifted and
she was ready for school.
Though the nearest school was about sixty miles away, Ani
didn't have quite that far to travel. In fact, her entire commute
was less than 20 feet. She'd always liked home schooling with
Mom. Her favorite subjects were geography and history, but her
mother could make any subject fun. She smiled as she
remembered their first day of school together so many years ago.
"Welcome to the Nan. J. Jasper School for the
Mineralogically Misunderstood," her mom had said with
exaggerated significance. "Our first lesson will be The
Psychology of Nose Picking. No wait, that can't be right. Oh
yeah, it's the Quantum Affects of Phantom Farting. Hold on,
that's next week. Let me just check my notes."
They laughed and laughed that first day and every day after
that. She loved how her mother could make even the hard stuff
seem easy. Ani may've wondered once or twice what it would be
like to go to a real public school with kids her own age, but it
was only a passing curiosity. She liked being the only student in
class.
Ani decided not to tell her parents about the recurring
dream that haunted her every time she closed her eyes. She
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didn't want them to make a big deal out of it. But when, a few
days later, her father said he was going to Greyhawk's Gas and
Garage for repairs, Ani jumped at the opportunity to go along.
Her godfather, Kahetay, would surely know what her dreams
were trying to tell her. He had a way of knowing the meaning of
things.
"We'll head out early tomorrow morning," her father had
said after telling Ani she could go along. "But I want you
dressed and ready to go by eight. The work on the truck will
take some time and I want to be back home before dusk."
The next morning, after another fitful night's sleep—
nightmares that came and went like mists in a dark forest—a
strange high-pitched fizzing noise pulled Ani out of her dreamstate and into a hazy awareness.
No, not fizzing, she thought sleepily, trying to focus her
mind, more like a clicking hiss. It was such a strange sound that
for a moment she considered the notion that she might still be
dreaming, but when she opened her eyes all doubt vanished.
She found herself face to face with the source of the odd
sound—a huge, scaly, green and gold, decidedly crafty, hundred
pound iguana.
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Dreaming is one of the highest forms
of communication known to man,
wherein the soul speaks to itself in the
secret code of the eternal.
Solamas ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER THREE
THE WIND & THE DREAM-READING
Ani's eyes grew wide as the iguana's head bobbed inches
from her nose. She let out a quick huff. "Mobius! You know
you're not supposed to be on the bed! You scared me half to
death. What am I going to do with you?"
"Sooo sorrry," said the iguana in a low gravelly monotone.
Ani stared, aghast. The words just popped into her mind
without a thought attached.
"Did you… did you just say something to me?" She rubbed
the sleep from her eyes and focused her full attention on her
reptilian friend.
He'd been a houseguest for a little over three years now, but
he had never spoken to her before.
"Say that again," she demanded, feeling more than a bit
foolish talking to an iguana.
"Soooo sooorrry," repeated Mobius, this time even slower.
"That's what I thought you said." Ani squinted at the reptile.
Maybe, she thought, this is one of those weird dreams that
tricks you into thinking you're awake when you're really still—
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"Asleeep?" said Mobius, finishing her thought. "Noooo,
you're awaaake."
"Wait, you can hear my thoughts too?"
"Of courssse."
Ani stared in disbelief. Maybe her imagination was playing
tricks on her again.
"Noooo, not that either," said the iguana.
"So," said Ani, sitting up in bed, "we're actually carrying on
a real conversation right now?"
"Ssseeems that waaay."
"But, you're an iguana!"
Mobius stared, unblinkingly. "Sssooo."
"You mean you could talk this whole time but never said a
word until just now?"
"I taaalked. Yooou just didn’t listen until nooow."
"Well, you can't just hop up on the bed and start talking.
You might give someone a heart attack first thing in the
morning and then Mom wouldn't let me keep you. And you
know you're not allowed in my bedroom."
"But it's waaaarm here," the iguana droned in earnest.
"You have your own bed with a heat lamp and everything."
His tail twitched. Even without words, she knew what that
meant.
"It's lonely downstaaairs." His thought had a touch of
sadness to it.
Ani's heart softened. "Yeah, I guess it would be at night,
with all the bedrooms upstairs."
"Ani, are you coming?" The impatient call came from
downstairs.
"Just a sec, Dad," she called back, hopping out of bed to
dash to the closet. "Shoot. I almost forgot. We're going to
Kahetay's today!"
"Make it a quick sec!" yelled her father. "I don't want to be
late."
"Coming!"
Ani glanced down at Mobius as she hastily tugged on a pair
of blue jeans. "Can Mom and Dad hear you too?"
"Naaah, only yoooou."
"Why only me?"
"Dunno. Maybeee it's your birthdaaaaay."
"And why now after all this time?"
"Maybeee it's myyy birthdaaaaay."
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Ani laughed, pulling her hair back into a ponytail.
"Anani!" This time it was Mom calling from the bottom of
the stairs. "Your father's waiting in the truck. He's got the motor
running. Better hurry."
"On my way!" she called back, throwing on a tank top and
buttoning a long-sleeved shirt over it. A quick glance in the
mirror confirmed her suspicions. "I look like the walking dead."
She scratched Mobius in his favorite spot under his chin.
"Sometimes I wish I could be an iguana like you. Then I
could sleep all day and have lazy rainforest dreams instead of
these awful nightmares."
"But youuuu can’t be an iguana like meeee," he said.
"Why not?" she asked, curious as to his reply.
"Because you're a huuumaaan," answered Mobius, with
infallible logic. "But as humans go," he added, "you're okaaay."
"Thanks," she said, secretly pleased to have the iguana’s seal
of approval.
Mobius slowly turned, showing off its spiky dragon-scaled
back, and then slid off the bed onto the floor. She heard a long
drawn out "Seeee'ya 'round Ahhnee," as the last few inches of
his hefty two-foot tail disappeared through the doorway.
Ani smiled to herself. She had liked Mobius from the start,
naming him after M.C. Escher's famous infinity illustration
because the patterns the baby iguana left in the sand looked like
figure eights. He seemed to approve of the name and from that
point on, they were inseparable. Now that he could talk, or
rather, she could understand him, it opened up whole new
possibilities.
When Ani finally flew down the stairs, her mother was
waiting with a thermal lunch bag and travel mug. "I threw in a
couple of breakfast muffins to share with your dad, and there's
orange juice too."
"Thanks Mom," said Ani, wondering what she would say
about her daughter carrying on a conversation with a somewhat
glib and disgruntled iguana.
Nan gave her a quick hug. "Have a good time. And remind
Kahetay about dinner on Saturday. Six o'clock."
"I will." Ani dashed out the front door.
Her father sat in the old Chevy pick up, fingers tapping the
steering wheel as the engine sputtered and coughed.
When she climbed into the passenger seat, he shot her a
stern look. "I thought we agreed on eight o'clock."
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"I was talking to Mobius," Ani replied matter-of-factly.
Her father put the car in gear and pulled away from the
house. "Got out of his cage again, did he?"
Ani nodded. "He said he wants to sleep upstairs."
"He's getting too big, Ani. Don't know how I ever let you talk
me into keeping that thing."
"He's my friend."
"I really wish you could have some real friends. It can't be
healthy never being around kids your own age."
Dad knew she didn't have the chance to make real friends,
having no neighbors to play with, no playgrounds to play in.
The only kids she ever talked to were her two cousins in
Vancouver, Maggie and Mary, whom she wrote to every few
months, and saw only on Thanksgiving. Ani figured her dad felt
kind of responsible for her non-existent social life, since it had
been his idea to move to the desert in the first place. He brought
up the subject every year around this time when the advance
deposits for summer camp were due.
"I don't mind, Dad. Really. I like being alone," she told him,
which was true. She didn't need to go to summer camp or play
with other kids to have fun. Her imagination could take her
anywhere she wanted to go—other places, other times, other
worlds. She was never bored. And besides, she never really felt
alone. Ever since she could remember, she'd had the feeling
that someone else was there with her. When she was little, she
even named him. She called him Eli, and together they had
great imaginary adventures in far away lands.
Her father frowned.
Here it comes.
"Have you thought of maybe some kind of summer camp
this year?"
Right on schedule. "Dad, you ask me that every year."
"And every year you tell me you don't want to go. But maybe
it's time to experience something new, Ani."
"If you want me to experience something new, take me to
the Grand Canyon."
"How do you know you won't like it? Or even love it? You'll
never know unless you try. The friends you'd make there—"
"I don't need any new friends. I'm happy with things just
the way they are. And besides, we don't have the money."
"Well, there's the hundred you made off your rock, and we
have some money in savings. Your mother and I talked it over—"
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"No." Ani's stomach clenched. "Dad, I don't want to go."
"We think it's time. You need to be around kids your own
age."
"No I don't."
"It's called Twin Moons Ranch. We checked it out online. It's
in the Sierras. Beautiful place. I think you'll really like it there."
"I really like it here. And besides, I'm too old for camp now."
"Twin Moons is a camp for kids your age, Ani. It will be a
great experience. You'll see."
Panic vaporized her confidence. They were going to make
her go. "Dad I… I want to stay here… in the desert, with you and
mom and Kahetay, and Mobius."
"It will only be for a few weeks."
"Don't make me go."
"The decision has been made, Ani. Once you're there you
will be glad you went."
"No I won't."
"You will. You'll see. You're just going to have to trust me on
this one."
"Dad, please."
"You're going, Anani, and that's final."
The cab of the truck fell silent but for the roar of the wind
through the open windows. Ani couldn't bear the thought of
leaving, even if only for a few weeks. Everything she loved was
right here. She didn't need anything else. How could she make
her father see? She had to figure out a way to change his mind.
At Greyhawk's Gas and Garage, her dad talked to the
mechanic about the truck while Ani stood at the counter leafing
through The Magical Properties of Desert Stones. She tried to
memorize the magical purpose of every stone, and wondered if
Kahetay would someday teach her how to use them. Despite her
desire to learn, Ani had never officially asked him to tutor her in
the ways of magic, primarily because he had never officially
claimed to know anything about it. But Ani had the feeling
Kahetay knew many things he told no one about.
Quite a bit of mystery surrounded her godfather; like the
soundless way he walked, almost as if his feet never quite
touched the ground, or the fact that he owned a garage, but not
a car, and how he could tell what the weather would be like just
by feeling the wind on his face, or how he could call a hawk
down from the sky, simply by singing to it.
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When her father approached, Ani quickly closed the book
and pretended to be looking at a large map tacked up on the
wall.
"Plotting your escape?" he asked with a chuckle.
"Yeah," she replied, playing along. "Which would be better?
The highway or the canyon road?"
"Well, you'll have plenty of time to figure it out. The truck's
going to take at least a few hours." He pointed to the lunch bag
on the counter next to his daughter. "Are those your mother's
muffins?"
She nodded, smiling at her father's childlike excitement. "I
think I'll ask Kahetay if he wants to go for a walk. Save me one?"
"I'm not sure that's humanly possible. We're talking about
Mom's baking here."
Ani laughed, and turned toward the door. "I understand the
risks."
Her father poured himself a cup of decaf from the
coffeemaker on the counter and retrieved a honey-blackberry
muffin, a look of sheer bliss further warming his usual pleasant
expression. "Don't wander too far," he called over his shoulder.
"And keep an eye on the time. I know how it goes when the two
of you get to talkin'."
"Sure Dad," she said, having no true means of complying.
He knew neither she, nor Kahetay ever wore a watch. Desert
time moved to the rhythms of the sun. It could not be rushed.
Ani peered around the corner and into the garage. No
Kahetay. After searching the office and the break room, she
headed for the supply room around back. She knew he went
there sometimes to be alone. When she entered through the
curtained doorway, the musky sweet smell of burning sage
welcomed her; a scent that so often lingered in Kahetay's hair
and clothing she had come to regard it as his own unique brand
of cologne.
He stood at the center of the dimly lit stockroom. In his left
hand, he held a small bowl of smoldering sage leaves, in his
right, an eagle feather. With eyes closed, he turned to face each
of the four directions waving the feather over the sage in a slow
fanning motion. Smoke curled around his face and hands as he
chanted softly to himself.
Ani knew not to disturb him. She recognized the strange
and graceful movements of a Native American cleansing ritual.
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It was something he did every day. He said it had to do with
clearing away unwanted thoughts and negative energy, and that
it paved the way for the body to heal itself. She found it
beautiful to watch.
She studied his shadow-ridged face. There seemed an
ancientness about him that belied his age. His long black hair,
which fell nearly to his waist, had rivers of muted silver running
through it. He claimed to have earned each strand with a life
experience that left its mark on him, body and soul.
His chant complete, Kahetay opened his eyes to find Ani
standing just inside the doorway.
"Ani." He spoke her name with a fondness reserved for old
friends, and gave her a warm hug. "I'm glad you came with your
dad. It is good to see you."
Ani smiled up at her godfather. He'd always been there for
her, helping her, guiding her since even before she was born.
The way her mother told the story, they might have lost Ani
had it not been for Kahetay. He had seen, in a dream, that there
would be complications surrounding her birth. Three days
before Nan had gone into labor, Kahetay came to the rock shop,
insisting that she go to the hospital early.
It took some convincing, but finally they went, realizing if
there were any problems, even minor ones, the fifty-three miles
between the rock shop and the nearest hospital would make it
impossible to get urgent care. When Kahetay's dream became a
reality, they were already at the hospital and received the help
they needed to save Ani's life.
"You are carrying a burden, little one," said Kahetay, out of
the silence. "A sadness weighs upon you."
"Dad is sending me away."
"To camp, yes. When he called about the truck yesterday, he
mentioned it."
"But I'm not going to go."
"That is not the weight I sense. There is something else."
Ani nodded, remembering why she came. The nightmare.
He gestured toward the door. "Shall we go for a walk?"
Ani nodded again, her mouth tight.
Kahetay frowned. "What is it, little one?"
"I wanted to ask you about a dream I've been having. I was
hoping you could help me figure out what it means."
"Of course."
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"And also something that happened this morning when I
woke up."
His brows drew together. "What happened this morning?"
"Mobius… um… spoke to me. Not the way you and I speak,
but inside my mind, like having thoughts that weren't my own."
"What did he say?"
"That he's been talking all along, I just wasn't listening."
Kahetay grinned. "That sounds like Mobius."
"He told me he wanted to sleep upstairs."
"Ah, because it's warmer."
"Exactly. And he said as humans go, I'm okay."
"All in all, I'd say that's a pretty smart iguana you've got
there."
"So I'm losing it, right?"
"No," he said, chuckling to himself. Then, in a more earnest
tone he added, "Actually one of the women in my tribe spoke
with animals in much the same way. It was her gift. It could be
yours as well."
"I don't think so."
"Why not? It's a wonderful gift. Animals are great teachers."
"I think it's just Mobius. Maybe because he lives with us. I
don't know. But I've never heard any other animals talk."
"Or maybe it's like Mobius said; you just never listened
before." After a pause, Kahetay added, "And your dream, was it
about talking to animals?"
"No. I've talked to animals before in my dreams, but these
dreams are different, not like any I've ever had."
"Ah, then," he said softly, leading her out of the stockroom
and into the garage, "you can tell me all about it on our walk."
After a few words with the mechanic, they headed out the
back door.
"And the dream always ends the same way," Ani told her
godfather as they approached a small patch of dunes. "I climb the
hill to where the stranger is standing, and he gives me the metal
thing, whatever it is—the one that's casting the weird light—and
as I start to take it the stranger closes his eyes. Then the wind
comes up all storm-like, and everything disintegrates, molecule
by molecule—turning into grains of sand. Then the sand turns
black and everything is blown away by the storm—all of it—the
man, the hill, the sky—and I'm left standing alone on this huge
dark sand dune with this awful feeling like I'm responsible."
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"Responsible for what?"
"Destroying everything."
"I see. And you're sure the man in your dream is the same
man you saw in your father's shop?"
"Positive."
"What of the rock you sold him? The one with the strange
markings? Was it also in your dream?"
"It was in my left hand the whole time. And the sky looked
like it was made of the same stuff as the rock." Ani looked down
at her feet as they walked. "Do you think the dream is telling me
I did the wrong thing by selling the rock to the stranger?"
"I think perhaps it was meant for him all along. I don't
believe he was there by chance."
"What do you mean?"
"You said he had a name for it. The Mapstone? And that
when he received the rock he made a motion with his hand that
brought symbols to the surface?"
Ani nodded.
"Then it would appear he was already quite familiar with
the stone and its unique properties. It would also seem he
wanted you to know, or he would not have shown you."
"But why?"
"I do not know."
"And how could he have known I would find the rock? On
that particular day? At that time? He was already there when I
got back to the shop. Are you saying he was there to buy a rock I
hadn't even found yet?"
"I'm saying it's possible he could have placed the rock in
your path for you to find."
"But I strayed from the path that morning. There's no way
he could have known where I would go. I didn’t even know."
"Perhaps he has ways that are yet known to you."
"So he made sure I found the stone just so he could turn
around and buy it back from me for a hundred dollars? Why
would anyone do that?"
"I do not know."
"And why do I keep dreaming about him?"
"Tell me," said her godfather, his voice a near whisper, "in
these dreams, what is your sense of this stranger?"
"Well, at first I was afraid of him, but now—" Ani took a deep
breath and let it out slowly, feeling suddenly tired. "I just want to
know who he is. Why I keep having the dream. You know about
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this stuff, Kahetay. I've heard you talk about the meanings of
dreams before. Can you tell me what this all means?"
He gestured for her to sit on a nearby rock at the base of a
drift. "The images of your dream—" He stopped, considering,
and then sat beside her before continuing. "Very powerful
symbolism—the climbing of the hill, the light at the top, the
offering of magic—it says a lot about your readiness to take the
next step in the evolution of self and soul, but," he bent to pick a
tiny pebble from his leather sandal, "there may be more to it
than that. Perhaps this man and these images are not just
symbols from your subconscious, but rather reflections, or
visions of something very real."
"Real?"
"I can't know for certain until I—" he broke off.
"Until you what?"
He hesitated, as if considering whether or not to finish the
sentence. "Until I see it with my own eyes."
Ani pitched her godfather a sideways glance. "How could
you see my dream?"
Kahetay didn't answer.
Ani waited. She knew not to fill the silences between them.
Kahetay spoke only when the right words came.
Staring at the far horizon, he said, "Did I ever tell you the
meaning of my name?"
"No."
"It is a word that represents the spirit of the wind. But this
was not the name to which I was born. I received it when I
turned twenty-one. I was still on the reservation but I belonged
to a group of individuals who did not entirely follow the Navajo
ways. We were young and wanted to go beyond what our
fathers had taught us. We called ourselves the Náá nátah déé. It
means "from another place." We acquired some—" he paused,
searching again for the right words, "—unique skills. Each of us
cultivated a different power."
"And yours has something to do with the wind?"
He nodded. "The Náá nátah déé believe it is only with the
spirit of the wind that one can enter another's dream. As one of
my new skills, I developed the ability to interpret dreams by
direct experience."
"You mean you can get into other people's dreams and watch
them?"
"When invited. Yes. It's the best way to comprehend the
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dream's message. I can have my own intuitive sense of your
dream instead of relying on your description from memory. It is
the use of words to describe a wordless world that ultimately
fails us. With a dream-reading, no words need come between us."
"How does it work? Do I need to do anything?"
"The only essential ingredient to a successful dream-reading
is trust. I will not be allowed to pass through the gateway of
your secret world unless the surrender of complete trust is
between us," he explained. "This is the way of the dreamreader. I must also surrender. I must also trust." He placed a
fatherly hand on her shoulder. "So I must ask you now; do you
trust me enough to share your inner experience with me?"
"Kahetay, you're my godfather and my best friend. If it
weren't for you I might never have even been born. I trust you
with all that I am." Love filled her heart, and misted her eyes.
"Remember when you told me about kindred spirits? Two
people destined to know each other, sharing some common
ground or life experience that will forever link them? That's
what we are, you and I. Kindred spirits."
He gazed at her in reverence. "You are very wise, my friend."
"So what should I do?"
"You've only to fall asleep in my presence. I will do the rest."
"When can we start?"
At the crest of a sand dune, Ani stretched out, letting her
limbs sink into the soft sand. The bluest of blue skies lazed
above. Marshmallow clouds dangled from invisible strings.
The soothing tone of Kahetay's voice, the vivid colors of his
words, painted an image of a beautiful garden in her mind. Her
eyelids grew heavy and slowly closed. Cradled by the warm
sand, cooled by a soft breeze and having slept only a few hours
the night before, Ani drifted easily into sleep.
Again, she stood on the hill with the strange rock sky above,
but this time she saw no sign of the stranger. She turned to
search for him and stopped, amazed to find herself at the
threshold of a magnificent stone city. Entering through a huge
granite gateway, she followed a finely cut path of deep blue
lazurite down into a maze of temples and terraced structures.
The narrowing path curved around a vast windowless
edifice in the shape of a crescent moon, its points coming
together to form an entryway. At each point a stone pillar stood
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broad and tall; chiseled sentinels inscribed with the same
strange writing Ani had seen on the Mapstone. Try as she
might, she could not read the message it held for her, but she
knew someone who could.
Where was the stranger?
A chill ran through her, for the instant she thought of him,
she could feel his presence. She spun around to find him
standing behind her, not twenty feet from where she stood.
Again, he held out the metallic device and summoned her as
he had always done, calling to her from within her own
thoughts. The small crystal spheres on either end of the device
ignited, casting sidelong shadows in every direction. She stared,
transfixed by the light as she started toward him.
Seconds passed in slow motion.
Drawing closer, closer, nearly close enough to touch, she
extended her hand, palm face up, but as the old man held out
the device, his gaze suddenly shifted to something beyond her.
An expression of horror contorted his face. He stepped back
and with one sweep of his arm, vanished in a burst of light.
Ani whirled around to see what had frightened the stranger
away. There, standing at the entrance to the crescent moon
temple was Kahetay, his posture so rigid it looked as though
he'd been turned to stone.
When Ani woke it was late afternoon. Kahetay sat crosslegged on the sand beside her, head down, lips moving,
soundlessly.
"Kahetay? Are you okay?"
He answered in a trembling voice. "Never before has my
presence changed a dream. Never. This man in your dream, he
knew I was there. He could see me. How could he have known I
was there?" Kahetay turned to Ani, the look on his face even
more somber than his usual serious expression. "Ani, I have
seen this man before."
A shudder rippled through her. "What?"
"I have seen him in other people's dreams, but he has never
seen me. Until now."
"Do you know who he is?"
"No, but he is always searching. Searching for someone or
something. The Náá nátah déé call him the Soul Seeker."
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If there was but one face of darkness, and
we had courage enough to look upon it, we
would find within it an image of our own,
for no man who carries the light of life is
without shadow.
Xephero ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER FOUR
THE FACE OF DARKNESS
Ani shuddered. An inexplicable fear surged within. "The
Soul Seeker?"
"He carries that luminous wand into people's dreams and
holds the light up to their souls," said Kahetay. When he doesn't
find what he is looking for he moves on."
"What's he looking for?"
Kahetay didn't answer. Instead, he stood and offered his
hand to help Ani to her feet.
They dusted themselves off and began walking back to the
garage before he continued.
"The story among the Náá nátah déé is that he steals
people's souls just before death, so that they will come to live
with him in his great stone city in the afterlife. Many fear him
because they believe if this were to happen, their souls would
not be free to join with the Great Spirit. Some believe he is
looking for the mark of death on a soul when he holds up the
light. Others say it is a certain purity and sense of connection he
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seeks. There are even a few who actually believe he is the Great
Spirit taking human form to conduct his quest."
"What do you believe?"
"I believe there are things in this world, and worlds beyond,
that we have yet to comprehend. I believe this is one of those
things."
"But something about this dream worries you," said Ani. I
can tell. What is it?"
For a moment, the only sound was the rhythm of their feet
on the dirt path. Ani knew not to press the question. If he had
an answer, and she was meant to know, he would share it.
Finally, he spoke. "My thoughts are not yet clear. I will ask
for further guidance. But by his reaction, it would seem the Soul
Seeker regarded my presence in your dream as a threat, which
leads me to a question… Why would the appearance of someone
who cares about you concern him? Unless he meant to—"
"—harm me?" said Ani, filling in the blank as Kahetay
hesitated again. A lump formed in the back of her throat as the
realization hit her. She swallowed hard. "If the stories are true,
then I might—" her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and
summoned her courage. "Kahetay, am I… going to die?" The
swirling, sinking uncertainty Ani felt when she thought of
leaving behind all she had ever known pulled her down into a
frightening kind of darkness. Without warning, Ani felt herself
clinging to the edge of an abyss.
"Ani, those stories were part of the Náá nátah déé's search
for answers to questions they did not understand, stories that
have taught my people to fear the Soul Seeker. I cannot deny
the impact such tales have had upon me, but the truth may be
quite different." He stopped himself. A change came over his
face, making him seem suddenly older. "It was your dream,
little one. What do your insides tell you?"
Ani stared at the ground, contemplating the question. She
searched her heart as Kahetay had taught her. Years ago he'd
shown her how to 'swallow the question,' and ask her body for
the answer. How does it feel inside you? Does it feel calm? Does
it make you uneasy? Your body will tell you what is in your
heart. And it did, for as she invoked the image of the stranger in
her mind, her fear subsided. Her stomach muscles relaxed, and
an unexpected stillness came over her.
"I feel like it's okay somehow," she finally said in answer to
his question. "I don't know why, but I don't think he wants to
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hurt me. In all the dreams, he only seems to have one purpose—
to give me the magic. Once he does, he vanishes. Every time."
"Then perhaps there is no danger," said Kahetay, glancing
away so Ani could not read the concern in his eyes, but it was
too late. She'd already seen it.
Ani waited a moment, hoping he would share his thoughts,
but he remained stoic. Finally she sighed and said, "You say the
words, but you don't look like you believe them."
"I trust your instincts, little one. They are keener than most.
It is not that."
"Then what is it?"
"If I were to analyze the images of your dream, I would say
the hill you climb symbolizes a journey you will take and the
challenges you will face. The man represents your guide on that
journey. I believe the dream is a call. A summons."
"Then what’s the light-thingy he's trying to give me?"
"The invitation."
"To what? What is that thing?"
"I do not know."
"You didn't get any sense about it?"
"Only that it is a talisman of some kind."
"I've heard you use that word before. Talisman. What does
it mean?"
"A talisman is an object that bestows magical powers on the
bearer. In this case, immense power."
They reached the back porch of Greyhawk's Garage and sat
on the concrete steps. Ani gazed into the distance toward the
small stretch of dunes that met the blue sky with a silky smooth
profile.
"There you are!" said her father, leaning out the screen
door. "Truck's finally done. Took longer than we expected but
your boy did a nice job, Kahetay. She runs great."
"He's the best in town."
"What town?" said her father, laughing. "You still comin' for
dinner this weekend?"
"I'll be there," said Kahetay. "Six on Saturday."
"Great. I'll let Nan know."
On the way home, Ani stared out the window, thinking
about all Kahetay had said that afternoon. She knew he hadn't
intended to scare her, but his words filled her with a numbing
sense of dread as they tumbled over and over in her mind. She
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knew there was something he wasn't telling her; a piece of the
story he wasn't yet willing to share. Maybe he thought he was
protecting her, but she'd rather know, than not know. She'd
been around long enough to know that with too little
information, her imagination could work against itself, making
shadows into demons and dreams into nightmares.
She pulled her hair in front of her, absently combing out
the tangles with her fingers as gusts from the open window
created more. The wind vibrated in her ears, pounding out a
mad rhythm inside her head. Ani rolled up the window and
then glanced at her father. He hummed quietly to himself as he
drove.
She sighed, wishing she could tell him about the dreamreading, wishing he could be the kind of father who would listen
with an open mind, the kind of father who would take her
seriously if she were to tell him about the stranger who haunted
her dreams and perhaps threatened her very existence. But Ani
knew he wouldn't believe her, and she would just end up feeling
foolish.
Even her grandmother warned her about sharing such
things with her father. "You mustn't speak of magic around
your dad," she had said one morning in hushed tones, not long
before she died. "He's a good man, but he has a kind of selective
blindness. He can't see anything of the magical realm, and it has
hardened his heart a bit." After stopping to catch her breath,
she smiled feebly, and then reached for Ani's hand. "You have a
gift, my girl. Be glad of it. And protect it as you would a precious
secret."
A few days later, her grandmother was gone, like a
disappearing act performed by some cosmic magician. At the
time, Ani didn't understand what had happened. She was only
six. Nothing she loved had ever died before. Death was a new
concept for her, but no one seemed capable of explaining what
it was. Now, of course, she knew what death was, but she still
didn't understand it.
Ani's eyes welled up against her will. She missed Grandma
Kay, missed her gentleness, and the way she always seemed to
understand. Would her grandmother be there, waiting for her
on the other side when she, herself died? Ani's thoughts turned
dark. What if the stories of the Náá nátah déé were true? What
if the presence of the Soul Seeker in her dream really was a
harbinger of death?
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Desperate for a distraction, she forced her thoughts into a
new direction, and tried to picture this ride home being just like
any other. Ani always enjoyed the time she spent with her
father in the old truck. It was pleasant, peaceful, and the desert
landscape never failed to capture her imagination.
Shifting her focus from her reflection in the window to the
desert beyond, Ani watched the sagebrush at the edge of the
highway whoosh by in the failing light of dusk. She let her
vision blur, allowing her mind to wander into a kind of
daydream.
Floating outside her body, Ani looked down at herself and
her father in the cab of the truck, speeding along the open
highway. The scene looked as if she were viewing it through a
pool of murky water. Almost instantly, Ani had a terrible sense
that something was wrong, or would be soon, but what that
something was, she did not know. Her eyes flashed to the
window. They passed a mile marker sign—157—and a dirt road
turnoff.
Nothing unusual. All was as it should be.
Then she saw it: a white wolf. It stood in the road up ahead.
Not a coyote but an actual wolf, twice the size of any woodland
wolf, its yellow eyes iridescent in the truck's high beams. They
sped straight for it but the colossal creature just stood there,
frozen, staring into the oncoming headlights.
Move, Ani thought, willing the wolf to safety. Get out of the
road!
The wolf didn't flinch, and her father just kept on driving.
Why wasn't he slowing down? They were nearly upon it now.
How could he not see what was right in front of him?
Ani tried to speak, tried to warn him, but when she opened
her mouth, no sound escaped. With immense effort, she forced
the words to the surface. "Look out!" she finally cried, but it was
too late.
A horrible thud, the screeching of tires, blood spraying the
windshield, and then—
Ani woke from her trance with a gasp.
Her father glanced over. "Is something wrong, honey?"
"Um, no, everything's fine," she lied. A numb tingling
pricked her fingers and toes, and the pounding in her chest
made it hard to breathe. Using a technique Kahetay had taught
her to control panic in the face of danger, she began to slow her
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heart to a normal rate, one beat at a time. Taking three deep
breaths, she concentrated on expanding the silence between
beats by a millisecond each. When her body and heart had
finally calmed, she replayed the ghastly images in her mind,
trying to make sense of the scene.
This strange floating-outside-her-body experience had
happened before, and each time, what she saw in her watery
visions had come to pass. The first time it happened, Ani had
seen herself caught in a sandstorm that nearly buried her alive.
She didn't understand what she had witnessed or why. She
didn't know it was a warning. Three days later, on one of her
afternoon rock hunts, the sandstorm hit her full-force,
replaying the incident precisely as she had seen it.
Ani vowed that if she ever saw anything like that again, she
would pay closer attention. Maybe she really could see the
future. When she thought about it though, the weird part was
that these strange visions felt more like the remembrance of
yesterdays, rather than the foretelling of tomorrows. It was as if
she traveled into the future to recall some past event that hadn't
happened yet. Kahetay called them future memories.
Ani thought about the white wolf. She could still see its
glowing eyes staring straight at her as they—
She sat up straight in the cab, eyes searching the view
through the windshield. In a flash, she recognized the stretch of
road they were on.
There, just ahead. Mile marker 157.
"Oh no. Not again. Dad! Turn on the headlights!"
"What?"
"You need to turn your high beams on and slow down!
Now!"
He flipped on the headlights. "What's wrong, Ani?"
She couldn't very well tell her father she had seen the future
and they were about to hit a wolf in the road. "Just slow down!"
He eased off the gas. "Are you going to tell me what this is
all about?"
"There!" Ani pointed. "Look out!"
The animal appeared out of nowhere directly in front of
them. Stan slammed the brakes to the floor, sending the truck
into a skid. The screech of tires and the smell of burning rubber
filled the cab. He wrenched the steering wheel to the right,
swerving just in time to avoid hitting the wolf head-on, but Ani
heard a yelp.
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"Stop! We hit him! Dad, stop the truck!"
In a cloud of dust, they came to a skidding halt on the dirt
shoulder. Ani jumped out and dashed to the tailgate, searching
the place in the road where she thought the wolf went down. It
wasn't there. Her eyes swept the landscape and in the distance,
she saw a spot of white moving slowly away. She stared, trying
to determine if it was limping, and then… it just… vanished.
She blinked several times. How could a wolf just appear in
the road and then disappear?
Daylight was all but gone. Perhaps it was just a trick of the
diminishing light. The darkening desert transformed into
nebulous shades of grey and black. No movement. No sound.
The eerie stillness raised the hair on the back of her neck.
She heard her father's swift tug on the parking brake. "Did
you spot him?" he yelled from the cab.
"I think so," she called back. "He looked okay."
"How on earth did a white wolf get all the way out here?"
Ani didn't have an answer. The tingling in her hands began
to subside, but her head still pounded. Suddenly her feet were
made of lead. "Dad?"
"There's nothing we can do now, honey. Get back in the
truck."
Ani leaned on the tailgate to steady herself. The desert grew
darker by the second. She couldn't seem to—
WHOOUMMM!
The sound, like a backward sonic boom, exploded inside her
head. A wave of visual distortion rippled away from her in all
directions, warping the landscape in ever widening rings. Ani
fell backwards onto the truck and felt a sharp stinging pain on
the inside of her right ankle. She let out a shriek.
"Ani! Are you okay?" Her father bounded out of the truck.
"Something bit me!"
"Stay still, I'll get the flashlight!"
She didn't need the warning. Ani knew better than to move.
Whatever bit her could still be there. The last thing she wanted
was to startle it again. One rattlesnake bite she might survive,
but she had never heard of anyone surviving two.
She could feel the poison slowly burning its way up her leg.
Tears silently rolled down her cheeks and she began to shake
uncontrollably.
The desert, which only hours before had felt peaceful and
safe, now seemed a vast black void sucking her into oblivion.
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"Daaaad!"
The air around her wavered, images bent and swirled, and
out of the ground around her feet oozed a thick black oily
substance that carried with it the nauseating stench of burnt
flesh. Within the greasy surface emerged a nightmare more
frightening than anything imaginable. Disembodied and
contorted by the swirling ooze, the hideous, disfigured face of a
demon creature materialized before her. Its agonizing screech
shattered the silence of the desert.
"Daaaaad!" screamed Ani, but as she did, the liquid tar
vanished—sucked back into the earth—and with it, the face.
Her father appeared beside her, flashlight in hand, only
seconds after she'd called. To Ani, it seemed a lifetime. "What
was that?"
He searched the area around her feet. "Whatever it was, it's
gone now."
"No, the black stuff. The face. It came out of the ground.
And that awful sound. Didn't you hear it?"
Her father's eyebrows drew together in concern. "No I
didn't, honey. Let me see the bite." He shined the light on her
foot. The beam illuminated a small, single welt. "Not a snake
bite. That's a good thing. Let's get you home." He scooped her
up, carried her back to the truck, and gently placed her in the
passenger seat.
As he circled around to the driver's side, Ani's stomach
turned inside out. She tried to bring her father's face into focus
as he slipped behind the wheel. "Dad, I think I'm gonna be sick."
"Hold on, sweetie." He reached across her to roll down the
passenger window. "Take deep breaths. The fresh air will help,
but we need to get you home. Just hold on."
Ani stuck her head out the window while her father buckled
her in. The cool desert air did seem to help a little.
"Whh-what was it?" She struggled to form the words. "What
b-bit me?"
"Can't say for sure. Scorpion sting maybe. It'll be okay,
honey." He tore out onto the highway, snatching a cell phone
from the cup holder between the seats.
Ani watched her father through blurry eyes. He held down a
number and waited for the speed-dial to go through its sequence.
When it failed to connect, he swore under his breath and
punched in another number. He listened for the ring, nodded,
then turn to Ani and whispered, "Hang in there, sweetheart."
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"Dad," rasped Ani, but the words barely escaped her lips.
Mouth dry, skin fire, then ice, then fire again; she knew… knew
she wasn't going to make it. Too far from everything. No time.
The poison would work its way through her system long before
they could reach a hospital. The Soul Seeker had won.
"Hey Tom, it's Stan Jasper," she heard her father say into
the phone. "Is Doc Benison at your place? Got a bit of a
situation here." He paused. "Good. Could you send him out to
the rock shop as soon as possible? It's my daughter." Another
pause and then, "Not sure. Looks to be scorpion."
He spoke in a calm, controlled tone, but Ani could still hear
the fear in his voice. She winced as a stab of pain shot up her
leg.
"Thanks Tom. Yeah, there is one other thing. If you could
call the house and give Mrs. J. the heads-up. I'm having trouble
getting through. Great. Yeah, I will. Okay. Bye." He turned to
his daughter. "Don't be scared, Ani. Everything's going to be all
right. I promise."
Ani heard her father's words but they were far away now.
Somewhere in the distance, the rattle of the old pick-up truck
faded and Ani slipped into a milky white nothingness.
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There is a place where all have been
but none remember. It exists in the
space between heartbeats. It lies
beyond the known world and yet it is
our truest home.
Xephero ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER FIVE
THE WHITE WOLF REMEDY
Ani tossed and turned in fits of fever. Darkness came and
went in waves of pain, as the scorpion's poison took hold of her
mind. Images floated in and out, blurred faces hovered, then
vanished. Words lingered unattached to sentences, drifting just
beyond the reach of consciousness. She attempted to form
words of her own but they slipped away, swirls in the mist.
Trying to grasp even a single thought brought more pain than
she could bear.
The slightest motion took tremendous effort, like swimming
in a pool of thick, dark molasses. Finally overcome by
exhaustion, she let go of the effort, let go of everything, and in
that instant, the dissolution of consciousness was instantaneous
and absolute.
Hovering between awareness and delirium, Ani discovered
herself immersed in a vivid dream world, surrounded by vast
fields of shimmering amber grass. Above, the sky glistened
emerald green. A ruby red sun and an amethyst moon hung
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side by side over the crystal cut horizon. Beside her, a river of
lapis blue fire appeared, carving a sinuous path through the
landscape.
The shrill cry of a bird tore through the silence, drawing
Ani's attention across the field. She noticed a single withered
tree that she was sure hadn't been there before. Curious, she
started toward it, and as she did, the tree began to transform.
With each step she took, it changed a little more.
Branches to arms.
Trunk to torso.
Roots to legs. When the transformation was complete, a
man stood before her, clothed in a robe of green and yellow
leaves.
Ani squinted. She recognized his face. The stranger from the
rock shop—the man who haunted her dreams—greeted her with
a slight bend at the waist and a respectful tilt of the head. He
spoke her full name in a single breath that she thought could
have easily been the voice of the wind, "Anani'nah Jasper."
"It's you," she said, uncertain of her feelings at that
moment. Fear… fascination… curiosity… confusion… awe… all
muddled her insides.
"Yes," answered the stranger.
"Where am I? What is this place?" She didn't wait for an
answer. "Why are you doing this? Why did you bring me here?"
"Your assumption is false", said the stranger. "I have come
for you, yes, but I did not bring you to this place."
"Are you… the Soul Seeker?"
"That is what the Náá nátah déé call me. You may call me
Xephero."
"So you've come for me? To take my soul?" Kahetay's
people were right.
The bird that had drawn her attention earlier circled closer.
Ani could see now that it was a hawk. The old man looked up
and smiled before answering her question. "No. I only meant it
is for you that I have come. Your soul is your own."
"So, I'm… not dying?"
"No."
Relief washed over her. She exhaled, not realizing until that
moment that she'd been holding her breath. Ani peered at the
man who had only moments ago been a tree. With the threat of
death dismissed, her curiosity took over.
"Who are you?" she asked. "Where do you come from?"
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"I am what my people call a Koumfah, a master, a teacher. I
come from a place called Azimara. The place you have visited in
your dreams."
"The stone city? It's real?"
"Yes. It is a place like no other."
"Where is this place?"
"You'll not find it on any map. But if it is your destiny, you
will find it."
"I don't believe in destiny," said Ani, defiantly. "The future
isn't fixed. I know because I've seen it. I've changed it."
"When you change the future, you do not defy destiny, you
fulfill it."
Ani squinted. "What do you want with me? My godfather,
Kahetay, said that you—" She stopped herself, not wanting to
voice any more false assumptions.
The stranger smiled inwardly and as he did, Ani felt a wash
of warmth and approval from him that sent a tingle of wellbeing rippling through her soul. In its wake, it left behind a
sensation of utter and complete joy. For a moment, Ani reveled
in it, feeling an unquestionable peace permeate her spirit.
No, she thought, forcing her mind to refocus. Don't let your
guard down. Resist. This could be how he lures people into a
false sense of security.
The stranger smiled again as if she had spoken every
thought aloud.
"We have a word for that feeling of contentment you just
experienced—wi anham kar'ree. The words mean soul-bound.
It happens when you glimpse your true path."
"Or it could just be indigestion."
The old man laughed and his laughter became a song that
rang out through the fields before turning into the sound of the
wind.
"I honor your caution, Ani Jasper. Such a trait will serve you
well in the days ahead. I will tell you this. One part of Kahetay's
story is true. I do use the Zah iye yah to see into people's souls."
"Zaw eye huh?"
"Zah iye yah. It means bridge of light." He held up the palmsized glowing scepter she remembered from her dreams. "The
individual who wields its power is known as the Koumfah. The
Light Master.
The old man reached out somehow with his mind to douse
the light emanating from the translucent spheres at either end.
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Ani could hear his thought, hear the command he used, but an
instant later, she could not recall the word—if it was a word. It
seemed more like a picture or an idea.
Ani received the metallic device when he offered it to her.
She studied it carefully. On its sides, engraved in silver,
were the same glyph-like markings as those on the Mapstone,
and on the massive pillars that marked the entrance to the
crescent moon temple in the stone city. "What do these
markings mean?"
"They are the written language of my people, which you will
learn in due course. What you hold in your hand, Ani Jasper, is
the most powerful magical object in the world."
"Why? What does it do?"
"It employs light to create a bridge, or link, between any two
things: people, places, objects, times, dimensions, even worlds.
With it you can go anywhere in the known universe. It allows
you to transcend the barriers of time and space… and mind.
You could even mend molecules with it."
"So wait, you're saying this thing can take you anywhere you
want to go, but instead you use it to get into people's dreams?"
She found the idea disturbing. It was different with Kahetay.
His dream-readings required permission, trust. Xephero
entered uninvited. "What you're doing is wrong."
"What I do, child, I do because there is no other way." He
held out his hand. The device vanished from her palm and
reappeared in his own. "I have been searching a very long time."
"For what?"
"For you."
"Me? Why?"
"You are Zielfah, a double soul. There are very few in this
world. I have attempted to contact each of them but you are the
only one I could truly reach. The others are too young, or too
old or simply refuse to believe. You are the only one who senses
the magic within." He tucked the small crystal scepter into his
robe—a robe that continued to change as they spoke. It had
gone from leaves to twine to a brownish-green woven fabric.
"I am as you are," he continued. "I too am Zielfah. In this
way we are connected. We share a common destiny."
"A moment ago you said "if"… if it is my destiny."
"There is much for you to learn before your path is revealed.
As you say, the future is not set. But I believe it is your destiny
as it was mine. I only wish I had found you sooner."
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"Sooner?"
"I have much to teach you, but there is little time left."
"What do you mean? Why?"
"Death. It is the only thing my magic cannot alter."
"I thought you said I wasn't dying."
"It is not you who nears the end of this journey."
"Are… are you dying?"
"This body no longer serves my purpose. Soon I will have no
more use for it."
Ani felt an unexpected sadness for the man. She didn't
know him, didn't even like him, and certainly didn't trust him,
but she didn't want him to die.
"Death is not what you imagine it to be. It is not the end.
Not for me, and not for you."
Ani took a step back. "You want me to come with you to the
afterlife."
"No child."
"Then why do you need me?"
"Only another double soul can wield the power of the Zah
iye yah. The LightBridge. Only another Zielfah can receive its
legacy. I've searched countless souls to find you."
"But you said there are others, right? Maybe you can take
one of them instead."
"You know the magic instinctively. They do not. You
recognized the Mapstone when it was placed upon your path,
and you didn't fear the dream when I came to you. I can say this
of no other. And you are here, having this conversation with me
in the Interval, a place that is neither of this world or the next.
The others cannot even conceive of such a place."
"What did you call it?"
"The Interval. That is my name for it. My people have a
more beautiful word for it. They call it li aun twah ni."
"Lee… on… twah… nee" repeated Ani, trying out the words.
"It means, Web Between Worlds—the birthplace of light."
"But why do they call it a web?" Ani said, looking around at
the tall amber grass. "Why not call it the field between worlds?"
"What you see around you is the manifestation of your own
will. I saw something different when I first came. Now, for me,
there are no images, only a magnificent web of light with
strands that lead out in all directions. Each of them a different
possibility, a different world."
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"I still don't understand. What am I supposed to do with all
of this?"
Xephero's image began to fade.
"Wait! Where are you going? I still have questions!"
"It is not I who leaves, child."
"I don't understand."
"Your apprehension is diluting your presence here. Focus
your thoughts."
"How?"
"Look at me. Concentrate on my voice."
Ani narrowed her gaze to Xephero's face, letting her
surroundings fall away.
"Ani, listen to me. There is something you must know. The
Kalb has learned of your existence. You mustn't use magic in
your world. He can only find you when you use your powers."
"What powers?"
"Your future memories are part of Zielfah magic. They are
putting you in danger. You must stop."
"But I don't do it on purpose.”
"You can learn to control them.”
"But they just come. I never know when it's going to
happen."
"You must endeavor to block them. He can use them to
locate you."
"Who? Who are you talking about?"
"The Kalb. He is more dangerous than anything your world
has ever known. You encountered his essence briefly in the
desert, just after the scorpion incident. He tracked you through
your future memory of the white wolf."
Ani shuddered. "That black stuff that came out of the
ground? That horrible face?"
Xephero nodded. "It is currently the only physical form he
can manifest in your realm. But he will evolve if he has access to
your magic."
"My magic?" said Ani. "But I don’t—"
"The scorpion too, was his device. He has the ability to
command base life forms in your world. The less their
intelligence, the easier it is for him to manipulate them."
"I don't understand any of this."
Xephero's voice began to grow faint along with his image. "I
cannot protect you as long as you remain in your world. The
only way to hide yourself from him is to cease the use of magic."
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She could barely hear him now. "But I don't know how!"
she shouted.
A low crackling hiss started between her ears, growing
steadily louder until she could barely hear her own voice. "I
can't control it!" she shouted over the noise, but the old man's
transparent form vanished.
Ani found herself on one of those strands of light Xephero
spoke of, hurtling through time and space, worlds whizzing by
in an impossible mesh of sights and sounds, faces and places,
none of them familiar, none of them home. She had felt
strangely calm in the Interval with Xephero but now, moving at
the speed of light, she couldn't catch up to her own thoughts.
Surely she must be dying despite what Xephero had said.
She desperately wanted to go back to that warm, golden field,
that crystal cut sky.
A scream escaped her lungs. A cry like no other. Guttural.
Primal. An inconceivable cacophony of sounds whirled around
her, inside her, growing louder and louder until—
THWAM! A great explosion of air and light turned in on
itself, and then… utter silence.
The softness of her own bed beneath her quelled the
dizzying sensation of falling backwards. Her body tingled
slightly but no pain remained. Ani opened her eyes and tried to
focus on her surroundings.
Back in her own room. Home. Walls. Windows. Pillows.
Pictures. Home. Home. Her father, asleep in a chair next to the
window, snored lightly. The clear, clean light of morning
filtering through the lace curtains painted patterns on his face.
Senses slowly returning, she breathed deep the sweet
scented air. The room smelled of memory; fresh cut roses and
clean linens, chicken soup and redwood. Mom must have
opened the wooden chest at the foot of her bed, filled with baby
clothes and crayon masterpieces, forever preserved—the type of
things only mothers would keep. Ani wondered if her parents
believed she was dying. She hated the idea of making them so
sad.
Then, feeling an odd warmth and weight on her hand, Ani
looked down. Through the dissipating fog in her mind, she
wasn't quite sure it was real, but there, at her side, was a large
dog… no, a wolf… a white wolf—the same white wolf they had
almost hit in the road that night in the desert. The presence of
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this wild animal in her bedroom should have startled her, but
oddly, she felt no fear.
The large wolf leaned aside her bed, his head resting on her
hand as if he had been there all along. In the afterhaze of
unconsciousness, cognizant thought finally solidifying, she
considered the possibility that she might be having another
vision. Ani peered down at the white wolf. "Are you really
here?" she whispered. " Or am I seeing things?”
The wolf lifted his head to look at her. "Bit of both," said a
voice inside her mind.
"But are you real?" she asked, hoping for a more definitive
answer.
"If I were not," said the wolf, "you wouldn't have found
your way home."
"Did you bring me back?"
"We're even now," said the wolf. Seemingly satisfied with
her recovery, the creature turned toward the door, pausing a
moment before departing.
"Hathanya wa nua, Ani Jasper."
"Wait," Ani called after the wolf. "I don't know what that
means."
"Nan! She's waking up!" shouted her father, leaping up
from his chair.
"It means, you're welcome," answered the wolf. "It means I
honor you."
"Thank you," said Ani.
"It means that too," said the wolf, baring his teeth in what
Ani chose to interpret as a smile.
"I understand," she said, knowing instinctively that he had
been her anchor to this world and she was grateful.
The wolf said nothing more, vanishing in a shimmer of
light.
"Understand what, honey?" said her mother, smoothing the
covers around her.
"Mom. Dad." Ani looked up at her parents. She could tell
they were searching for some sure sign that the delirium had
broken with the fever. "How long have I been gone?"
"Gone, honey?" Her father's eyebrows drew together.
"You've been very sick, Ani" said her mother, tears welling
in her eyes. "But you're alright now."
Her father gently stroked her hair. "You gave us quite a
scare, little gem."
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It must have been bad. Her father only called her little gem
when he was worried about her. It was his nickname for her
when she was a baby. "I'm sorry," said Ani. "I didn't mean to."
Her parents laughed. It was the kind of anxious laughter
that came out sometimes instead of crying. Ani peered at her
father. "Was it a scorpion?"
"Yes. The Doc said you're a strong girl, fighting it the way
you did."
"I'm just glad you're okay," said her mother.
"Are you hungry?" asked her father.
"Starved."
Her father smiled with shining eyes. "That's what I've been
waiting to hear. I have some soup on the stove. I'll heat it up."
He turned to head down the stairs but paused a moment in the
doorway, glancing over his shoulder. "I love you, Ani."
It broke Ani's heart to hear the fatigue and concern in her
father's voice. "I love you too, Dad."
Her mother let out a quick breath and gathered Ani into her
arms. "I almost lost you again."
"Again?" She tried to draw away but her mother wouldn’t let
go. Ani could tell she was crying.
"Oh Ani, I was so scared."
"Mom. I'm okay. Everything's fine now. Right?"
Her mother withdrew, wiping her cheeks with her palms.
"Right?" repeated Ani, not understanding why her mother
was still upset.
"Right," she echoed. "Of course it is." But her expression
betrayed her words. There was something else. Something she
wasn't saying.
Ani frowned. "Mom? Are you okay?"
"I'm… I'm just glad you're all right. I love you so much. I
don't know what I would do if… " She quickly composed herself.
"Never mind. You’re right. Everything's fine now."
Ani nodded, her eyelids drooping. "Mom, I'm kind of sleepy.
Maybe… "
"Oh, of course, sweetie. Rest now and when you wake up
we'll have dinner ready for you, okay?"
Ani closed her eyes and let her thoughts drift away. With
the persistence of vision, the outline of her mother's beautiful
face, backlit by window light, faded slowly against her eyelids
and the gift of sleep came soon after—dreamless, colorless bliss
stretching into days and nights of rest and recovery.
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When finally she regained her strength and had permission
to go outside again, two weeks had passed. Ani made what she
considered a "sensible decision" to stay in and dedicate all her
spare time to catching up on her schoolwork. The perfect
distraction. When she finished one assignment, she started
another.
Keeping her mind occupied was the only way to escape the
feverish memories that lingered just beneath the surface of her
awareness, threatening to consume her. Left to her own
thoughts, all Ani could think about was the hideous face she'd
seen oozing out of the desert the night of the scorpion sting, and
Xephero's warning about it. He had given her nightmare a
name, the Kalb, and by doing so, had made it frighteningly real.
Now, when she fell asleep at night, it haunted her dreams.
When she woke, she found her sheets knotted in her hands, her
pillow crumpled on the floor. She was fighting him… fighting
the Kalb in her sleep. And the more she fought him, the more
powerful he became.
Desperate for a reprieve, Ani tried to convince herself it was
all a part of her delirium—not just the Kalb, but all of it—the
Mapstone, the Web Between Worlds, Xephero, the stone city,
the white wolf—all of it, even her conversations with Mobius. It
seemed the only way to escape the nightmare was to deny any
of it had ever happened.
And it almost worked.
Almost.

46

There is a way of seeing that requires
no sight, a way of being that requires
no breath, a way of acceptance that
releases us from the constraints of our
perceived limitations and sets us on the
path to authentic freedom.
Solamas ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER SIX
THE CLOUDLESS SKY
"Anani!" a voice called from downstairs. "Kahetay's on the
phone for you!"
"I'm in the bathroom!" Ani lied.
She could hear her father reciting his standard apology,
followed by the clunk of the receiver as he hung up. A moment
later, he was standing in the doorway of her bedroom. "Do you
want to talk about it?"
She donned a premeditated expression of innocence. "Talk
about what?"
Her father leaned on the doorjamb and folded his arms
across his chest. "Why you're avoiding your godfather."
"I'm not avoiding him."
"Do you know, when you were lying in that bed
unconscious, he came and sat with you? He didn't say a word
the whole time. For three days he just sat there in silence. I
think he was praying."
"I didn't even know he was here."
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"He never left your side. I don't think he even ate the food
Nan brought him."
"He wasn't here when I woke up."
"He left that morning, but before he went, he said that you
would be okay."
"How did he know?"
"I didn’t ask." The corners of her father’s mouth turned
down. "Listen, I've told him you're better, but he needs to hear
it from you, Ani."
"I just don't feel like talking right now."
Ani knew her father wouldn't accept her excuse, but she
couldn't tell him the real reason she didn't want to see Kahetay;
she was afraid to find out it was all true. He would tell her that
what she had been experiencing wasn't just some elaborate
dream or fitful delusion. He would make her remember what
she tried so desperately to forget. But as Kahetay once told her,
refusing to accept who you are has unforeseen consequences.
Despite her reluctance to venture outdoors, Ani rose early
each morning to stare out her bedroom window at the vast and
lonely desert. Once, it had been a terrain she knew extremely
well. She had memorized every boulder, every bush and dry
creek bed along the trail she herself had forged by walking
nearly every day to the hill behind their house—a place she had
discovered when she was just six years old and nicknamed
Boulder Dash Hill, mimicking one of her father's favorite
words, balderdash.
Her mother said even at an early age, Ani had the balance
and poise of a cat, and as her legs grew longer, she found she
could run like one. Faster and faster, she would sprint up that
hill, taking great leaps from one boulder to the next, never
breaking her stride. And when she reached the top she always
stood on the highest rock to receive her prize; a view that
stretched out to forever. She never minded living a million miles
from nowhere when she was at the top of Boulder Dash Hill.
Now, the desert she had loved so well seemed hostile and
foreign. Once her friend, she felt the desert had betrayed her,
and the bond between them had severed.
The scorpion changed everything. From that moment on, all
she thought she knew had disintegrated and she was now lost in
the emptiness it left behind. Even the view from her window
offered no solace.
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Suddenly weary, Ani shuffled back to her bed and crawled
under the covers. Sleep would let her forget. Maybe if she was
lucky, she could sleep the whole day away, and when she woke
it would be tomorrow.
Though her mother pestered her about it daily, another
week slogged by before Ani finally ventured outside, "just to get
some air," she told herself. She'd begun to feel claustrophobic in
her little room above the rock shop. With a sudden and
desperate need for open space, she mustered the courage to
venture downstairs.
Ani slowly opened the sliding glass door at the rear of the
house and stepped onto the back porch. No fence defined the
yard, no rock borders, no boundaries of any kind, just a few feet
of white concrete and the desert beyond. Boulder Dash Hill
could be seen from where she stood. It called to her faintly.
She lingered on the concrete landing for a minute, as
though it were an island surrounded by shark-infested waters.
This is silly, she told herself. Am I really going to let one
stupid scorpion ruin the whole desert for me? She glanced back
and saw her mother watching from the kitchen window,
nodding her encouragement.
Okay. This is it.
She took a deep breath, and stepped off the concrete slab
onto the sandy dirt. A shudder of apprehension shot through
her, but Mom was watching and Ani didn't want to disappoint
her. So she took another step and then another, and began to
walk slowly down the path that led to Boulder Dash Hill.
Following the well-worn, familiar trail, she searched
instinctually for rocks and gems as she had done so many times
before. But this time was different. She saw more. Heard more.
Felt more. The whole desert seemed somehow more awake and
alive. She knew then, another scorpion sting wasn't what she
had feared. She stayed away from the desert for the same
reason she'd stayed away from Kahetay. She knew it would
make her remember, make her feel again.
The odd thing was, now she wanted to remember.
Remember it all. Feel it all. The experience had changed her. It
was a part of her now. Something she could no longer deny. Her
reluctance to accept what she had been through made no sense
to her now. Or maybe it made perfect sense. Her mind flew in
circles like the grey hawk that seemed to stay just overhead as
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she walked. She glanced up as its shrill cry reverberated off the
rocky slope before her. The magnificent bird circled once more
and then landed atop the highest rock on Boulder Dash Hill.
Ani found herself running now, not away, as she once
thought she might, but up… up the path to the top of the hill. Her
feet knew the way, knew every step. She didn't have to think
about it, or even see the trail. Instinct became her guide, and the
rush of freedom it offered filled her with tremendous joy.
As she crested the hill she halted abruptly, out of breath and
speechless. Where she expected to see the hawk, she found her
godfather instead, sitting cross-legged on one of the large, flat
boulders, contemplating the sky.
Though she knew Kahetay had sensed her approach, he did
not turn to look at her when he said, "You wouldn't know this,
but today is the first day since you were sick that the sky has
been totally blue. Most of the days have been grey… dark even.
Now, you emerge from your hibernation and the clouds clear
away. The sun shines."
"I'm sorry I didn't call you back," Ani said, shuffling her feet,
tracing patterns in the sand.
"There is no need for an apology, little one. You had to
journey inward before you could venture out. Sometimes we
must find a dark place inside us to nurture the seed of self
before pushing through to the surface again. It is the way of
things in nature. It is wise to honor the wisdom of the earth."
"I wasn't honoring anything," admitted Ani. "I was afraid."
"And yet, here you are."
"I let my fear stop me. I forgot everything you taught me. All
I did was run and hide."
"And what did you find when you were hiding?"
Ani thought for a moment. "More fear."
Kahetay, still gazing skyward said, "When it comes time for
the seedling to emerge from the soil, it is not afraid to face the
sky. But even if it were, could it choose not to grow?"
"You're saying I shouldn't have been afraid?"
"I'm saying life gives us opportunities to grow, whether we
run and hide or hold our ground. And sometimes going within
to face your darkness is the only way to step into the light."
"I missed you, Kahetay."
"And I, you, Goddaughter."
Ani closed her eyes to the sun, feeling its soothing warmth
upon her face. "I… thought I was dying."
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"I know. I must confess something to you now," he said,
soberly. "While you lay consumed by fever, I feared for your life
as well. When I thought of our dream-reading, and the belief
that the Soul-Seeker comes just before death, suddenly it all
made horrible sense. He knew of the scorpion—maybe even
sent the scorpion—and while you lay sick with fever, he
intended to steal your soul."
"But I—"
"Wait. Let me finish." Kahetay brought his hand to his
forehead to smooth a long strand of hair behind one ear. "I fell
prey to superstition. I, too, was in a dark place motivated by
fear. I did something out of desperation I should never have
done." He swallowed hard. "I intruded upon your inner world
without permission. I did another dream-reading."
"While I was sick?"
"Yes. Your mother and father left me alone with you at my
request. They trusted me. You trusted me. I betrayed all of you."
"Don't say that. It's not true."
"I have broken a sacred oath."
"You were only looking out for me. You thought a dreamreading might tell you why I wasn't waking up, right? You
thought you might be able to help me, protect me."
Kahetay shifted his gaze from the cloudless sky to the
ground where Ani’s shadow stretched out between them. The
silhouette of her long hair lifting and swirling in the gusty winds
became a tangle of black snakes against the white sand. “I
shouldn’t have done it, regardless of my motivation.”
"So then… you saw what I saw?" asked Ani, excited to hear
another account of her strange experience in the Interval. "Did
you hear what the stranger said? Do you think it's real, this Web
Between Worlds?"
"What I saw, what I heard, was meant for you alone. This
man is not what my people thought he was, and I am ashamed
to admit I believed it, even for a moment. Ani, this stranger in
your dreams, he is offering you a key. He has chosen you. He
believes you are like him… a double-soul."
"What is this double-soul thing, and why does he think I'm
one of them?"
"Sometimes children are conceived as twins, but only one is
born. In very rare cases, the result is two souls in one body, or
what he calls Zielfah. My people have another word for it but
the meaning, I believe, is the same. This may have been the
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reason he searched the dreams of the Náá nátah déé. Our
knowledge of such a thing meant that it once existed among
us."
Ani leaned back on a large rock, attempting to grasp this
new information. How could she possibly be one of these
Zielfahs?
"The circumstances of your birth are not for me to tell," said
Kahetay, knowing it would be her next question. "For such
truths you must ask your mother and father."
Kahetay said nothing more. As they sat in silence listening
to the wind, a small, banded gecko dashed out of a hole,
scurried across Ani's foot, and stopped. Keeping very still, she
watched the tiny creature. For a moment she saw the world
through its eyes and understood the utter sense of
connectedness it experienced with the earth, something that
had completely eluded her in the weeks since her illness. By the
slightest tilt of its head, Ani knew the gecko had sensed her
presence, and though she tried to convey that there was no
danger, it scurried off.
Kahetay had been watching. "You see differently now. Since
the scorpion. You see with more clarity."
"It's… strange," she admitted.
"It is him. He teaches you already. He guides you even
now."
"Kahetay," Ani said, her voice choked. "Who is he?"
"I don't know where he comes from, or where he goes when
he leaves your dream, but he is asking you to follow him—follow
what he believes is your destiny."
"If it's my destiny then won't it happen no matter what I do?"
"There are roads that lead to one's true path, and roads that
lead to the elsewheres of life. It is still your decision to make."
"If he asked you, would you follow him?"
"Yes. I believe I would. I believe what he is offering you is a
precious gift. The gift of knowledge. Power. Wisdom. Magic.
Just beware of one thing if you accept it. These gifts will not be
free. You will be asked to give something in return. He has a
reason for seeking you out. He needs you. And remember you
also need him."
"What do you mean?"
"Where you will be going, if you choose this path, there are
no signs to point the way. He is your roadmap. Do not presume
to know. Ever."
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"I still don't understand."
"It is not necessary for you to understand just now, but it is
very important that you remember, Ani. Remember what I have
told you." Then he touched her arm, and added softly, "I'm not
trying to scare you. When one is truly ready, there is no danger.
To know beyond doubt, even beyond believing, that all is one, is
to know that there is nothing outside yourself that can harm
you."
"But how could that be true? There's lots of things that can
hurt us, even kill us." She couldn't help but think of the
scorpion and the fever she nearly didn't wake up from.
"When you exist at this extended level of awareness you
learn that all things are interconnected, but there is a deeper
awareness where you begin to understand that there is no
difference between you and the rest of the world. My people call
this expansion of consciousness the dispelling of the Ninth
Illusion."
"The Illusion of Separateness," said Ani, recalling her
godfather’s teachings.
Kahetay nodded.
"I remember," said Ani. "It's the final challenge of the Náá
nátah déé initiation."
"Yes. And the most difficult. We each grow to adulthood
with the understanding that everything is separate from
everything else. It is simply a fact of the observable world. But it
is a falsehood masquerading as the truth, and that makes it a
particularly dangerous assumption. If every being who walked
this earth knew the true nature of existence—that all is one—
there would be no war, no crime, no killing. Hurting another
person would be incomprehensible. It takes a great leap of faith
to let go of what we have been taught to believe, in order to
reach the deeper well of knowing and acceptance, and it is just
such knowing and acceptance that is necessary to understand
that separateness is an illusion."
Ani glanced down at her feet. The tickle of that tiny gecko
still lingered there; a minute sense memory to confirm the
interconnectedness of which Kahetay spoke. That she
understood. But she didn't really believe there was no difference
between her and everything else in the world, and she certainly
didn't believe there would be no danger in the world if she could
somehow dispel the illusion of separateness. What about the
Kalb? What about Xephero's warning? Xephero seemed to
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think there was danger. Real danger. She could feel it in the old
man’s words. He was afraid for her. Afraid the Kalb would find
her again.
Ani gave her godfather a crooked smile. "I think I would fail
the Náá nátah déé initiation test."
Kahetay smiled back. "No matter. You have your own path
to walk. The path of the Zielfah. And it will have its own
initiation."
A little stab of unease pressed at Ani’s insides. There was
something missing in Kahetay's words. A truth he seemed
reluctant to share. How could he know so much about Xephero
and his world, unless…
She stared at his profile. Maybe, just maybe, he knew these
things because he was the same as her. "Kahetay? Did the Soul
Seeker search your dreams too? Are you… a Zielfah?"
Kahetay studied the pattern in the rock beside him as if all
the answers were written there. After a long silence he returned
his gaze to Ani. "No, little one, I am not Zielfah."
She wanted to ask him how he knew the things he knew, but
his eyes pleaded with her as if to say, Allow me to keep just one
of my secrets?
"It's okay," she said with a sigh, "Xephero hasn't been back
anyway. He hasn't visited a single dream since I saw him in the
Web Between Worlds."
"Xephero?"
"That's what the stranger called himself."
"I see. Perhaps he is waiting for you to find him."
"Or maybe he has already found someone else."
"Is that your wish?"
"Yeah, it is," said Ani. "I'm glad the dreams and nightmares
have stopped. Things are finally getting back to normal."
"Or perhaps the adventure has already begun. The Náá
nátah déé have a saying… when the path stretches out before
us, we must go where it leads."
"I'm not going anywhere. I'm staying right here," she said
with dogged determination, but even as she spoke the words,
she knew things would never again be the same.
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If a man were allowed to gaze upon
the map of his destiny, he may choose
the unmarked road to avoid it. But
then he is only a child, thinking blue
is kinder than green.
Xephero ~ Tome of the Zielfah Ri

CHAPTER SEVEN
A FORK IN THE ROAD
That night Ani heard little of her parents' dinnertime
conversation. She stared at her food instead of eating it, making
mashed potato mountains and gravy-rivers. Her mind was full
of questions. Questions she needed answers to but didn't know
how to ask.
Finally, she decided to just come right out and say it. "Mom,
Dad? I want to ask you something and I need you to be honest
with me, even if you think the answer will upset me, okay?"
"Nan, how old is our daughter again?" said her dad, smiling.
"Thirteen, or thirty-two?"
"Dad, I'm serious," said Ani, making no attempt to hide her
irritation. "I need to know something. It's important."
"Never mind your father. Ask your question, dear." Her
mother nodded the same way she had when encouraging Ani to
venture beyond the safety of the back porch.
Ani hesitated, feeling suddenly self-conscious.
"Go ahead, honey. What is it you need to know?"
"I want to know about my birth."
"Your birth?" said her father sounding not only surprised
but also concerned.
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Her parents exchanged troubled glances.
"Well," her mother started, "I suppose it’s time—"
"Nan, we discussed this. Not until she's older."
"She is older, Stanley. You said it yourself a second ago."
"I was joking."
"Our daughter is asking us to be honest with her."
"We agreed."
"You want to go on acting as if nothing happened, but I
can't. She deserves to know the truth."
"Well, go right ahead," he said, pushing his chair back with
such force it crashed to the floor. "It doesn't matter what I think
anyway. It never has! You have a nice little chat with your
daughter, Nance. I'm going for a drive."
"Stan, wait!"
The door slammed behind him.
Ani stared in stunned silence. She'd never seen her father so
upset.
Her mother sighed in resignation. "I'm sorry, honey. It has
nothing to do with you. We're just going through a rough time
right now. I've been wanting to talk with you about it. The letter
came this morning when you were out on your walk."
"What letter?"
"I'll tell you all about it, but first I want to answer your
question."
"What's the big deal anyway? I just want to know if I was a
twin."
Her mother went pale. "What?"
"I mean when you first found out about me. Did they say
you were going to have twins?"
"How… how did you know that?"
"You mean it's true?"
Nan swept a few crumbs from the dinner table into her
palm and stared at them. "You had a twin brother. I carried you
both nearly to term but in the seventh month something went
terribly wrong. You were fine, but your brother—" she let the
crumbs fall from her hand onto her empty dinner plate. "The
doctors felt if they tried to save him it would have endangered
your life as well. We had to make a decision, but we couldn’t
agree." Her brows drew together and the corners of her mouth
turned down. "I might have lost you both. I couldn't bear that.
So I sent Stanley on an errand, and when he was out of the
room, I signed the papers."
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"What papers?"
"The ones that told the doctors not to do anything that
would endanger your life… even if it meant… " she couldn't
finish the sentence.
"Even if it meant losing my brother," said Ani, feeling an
unfamiliar weight of sorrow, missing something she never even
knew she had.
"They said there was a chance… a small chance… that he
would live without intervention. I held onto that hope. But… it
wasn't meant to be."
Ani didn't expect the pain she saw in her mother's eyes.
"That’s why it was so hard for you when I was sick from the
scorpion."
She nodded, tears welling in her eyes. "I . . ."
"Mom, it's okay. You don't have to say any more. I
understand."
Nan glanced at the door her husband had slammed only
moments before. "He blames me, you see… for making that
choice."
"You mean for choosing me." The thought hit Ani like an
avalanche. No warning. No chance to get out of the way. Her
jaw muscles tightened. "He… he wanted my brother, not me."
"Oh, no, honey. He loves you very much."
"Not as much as he would have loved a son."
"No. That isn't true. It was grief that made him react that
way. He didn't want you to know the truth until you were old
enough to understand."
"But he's still angry."
"He's disappointed… in me, not you. A few years back, when
he told me he wanted to have another child, I told him I wanted
to finish my degree, and pursue the career I started before we
were married."
"Anthropology?"
"Yes. I decided when you were old enough, I would
complete my graduate studies and try to work as an
anthropologist, even if only as an assistant for a few months out
of each year. That’s when I started the online courses." She
placed a letter on the table and pushed it over to Ani. "It's from
my old mentor at Columbia, Professor Hayden. He's offering
me a chance to finish my doctorate on full scholarship, plus an
assistant teaching position. It's an incredible opportunity." She
was beaming.
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"Columbia?"
"Columbia University. It's in New York."
"That's a long way from here," said Ani. Then a shattering
thought quaked through her. "Are you… leaving us?" Ani
choked on the words. She forgot all about being a twin. All she
could think about now was losing her mother—the mother who
had chosen her—and being left with her father, who'd wanted a
son more than a daughter.
"No, oh no, sweetie. I'm not leaving. I want us to move
there, as a family. That's what your dad and I were arguing
about."
"Move? To the city?"
"Yes. I think it could be great. You could go to a real school,
meet kids your own age. And we'll still have our study nights
together."
"I don't want to go to a real school."
"That's only because you've never been. You'll love it, Ani. I
know you will. If you'd just give it a chance."
"What will dad do? What about the rock shop?"
"Well, it wouldn't be forever. He could get someone to run it
for him while we're in New York."
New York. The words rose up before her like the giant
skyscrapers for which the city was so famous. Just the idea of it
threatened to overwhelm her. This can't be happening.
"He can keep track of the bookkeeping online," Nan
continued. "It will only be for two years. And I'll be able to help
out financially with my teaching salary."
"Where will we live?"
"Near the University. Professor Hayden has already
arranged an apartment for us. We'll be just fine."
"Dad doesn't want to move, does he."
Nan rose, carrying a stack of dishes to the sink and then
grabbed a wet rag to wipe down the table. "It's more that he
doesn't know what else he can do. He says he doesn't belong in
the city. I think the change will be good for him. Good for all of
us."
"Not for me."
Her mother sighed and sat in the chair beside her. "For you
most of all, Ani." She put a hand over her daughter's. "You'll be
fourteen in a few months. Your father and I both feel you need
to be with kids your own age. That's why we were planning to
send you to camp."
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Ani looked down at her mother's hand, cold and damp as the
rag she had just been cleaning with. Desperation set in. "I'll go
to camp. I promise. I don't want to move to the city."
"It was okay while you were little, but it's not healthy for a
young woman to be so isolated. I know it doesn't seem like it
right now, but it's really for the best. You'll see."
Right. Isn't that what parents always say when they want
you to do something you don't want to do? It's for the best?
In the momentary silence that fell between them, she could
hear the round plastic clock on the wall marking the seconds
with irritating persistence, twice as loud as it was an instant
ago. Her mom had used that clock to teach her how to tell time.
Now she wished she had learned how to stop time.
"What do you say, honey? You up for a little adventure?"
Adventure? Ani wanted to say no—that between the
scorpion sting, the appearance of the Kalb, almost dying, going
to the Web Between Worlds, meeting Xephero, the white wolf,
and learning she could communicate with animals—she'd had
enough adventure in the past few months to last a lifetime. But
when she saw the look on her mother's face she just couldn't.
There was hope in her eyes and something else—something
behind the hope—maybe a little piece of sadness hiding there,
ready to be disappointed, like how you feel when you blow out
the candles on your birthday cake knowing your wish probably
won't come true, but you make it anyway.
"So?" Her mother's voice wavered slightly. "Can we do this?
As a family?"
Ani rose and went to Mobius, who was basking on a fat tree
limb under his favorite heat lamp, his two back legs draped on
either side, looking like scaly branches. She stared at her friend
hoping for some sage advice. He hadn't spoken a word since she
woke from her scorpion fever, or maybe it was just that she
could no longer hear him, but the silence inside her head made
her feel emptier than ever.
"What do you say, Ani?"
Ani bit the inside of her cheek. "Can we take Mobius?"
Nan stepped up to the cage. Her arm went around Ani's
shoulders. "It'll be great. You'll see."
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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 EIGHT
THE TRUE PATH
While Stan loaded the last of the boxes into the back of the
large moving van, Ani stood alone in the stillness of the rock
shop, remembering. She picked up the Sherlock Holmes-style
magnifying glass she'd peered through a thousand times. The
shop looked distorted and strange through its convex glass. No
longer familiar. No longer hers. She bent to examine one of the
many bins. Dust had already started to collect on the tumbled
stones. It had been her job to keep them clean, but there didn't
seem to be much point now.
Running her fingers across the stones' smooth surfaces, she
picked out a Rose Quartz and an Amethyst, pink and purple,
her two favorites. She put them in her pocket along with a small
black stone she had found and tumbled that morning—a little
part of the desert she could take with her.
Ani shuffled into the house, and stood before Mobius' large
wire mesh cage with its jungle milieu. She checked his favorite
napping spot; the branch closest to the heat lamp, but he wasn't
there. For an anxious moment she thought he had gotten out
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again and she pictured her father's infinite irritation at the
delay it would cause. But then she saw her dragon-scaled friend
hiding behind a rock down in the far corner.
"If you're trying to make me feel bad, it's working."
The iguana didn't budge.
"I'm sorry you can't come with us. Mom says you wouldn't
like it in New York. She says it's cold and wet and our
apartment is too small for your cage." Ani paused, hoping to
hear his thoughts even though he wasn't speaking to her. "I
wish I could stay here with you, really I do. I'm not going to like
it there either."
His tail twitched the slightest bit.
"Mobius, say something. Please? I know you're upset, but
please don't hate me. I'll come back. I promise."
"Ani" called her mother. "Kahetay's here."
Ani let out a sigh. "I have to go now. Won't you at least say
good-bye?"
Again she waited. Again there was nothing.
"Kahetay will take good care of you until I get back, okay? If
you want to talk to him, I know he'll listen." She turned to go,
then glanced back to her friend and whispered, "I'm sorry."
After taking one last look at the view out her bedroom
window, Ani emerged from the house carrying a small brown
paper bag marked Mobius. She handed it to Kahetay.
"He eats mostly fruits and vegetables, and he likes crickets
for dessert." She jiggled the bag and it made a scratchy noise.
"But don't give them to him if he's being cranky. And he hates
his cage. He'll want to sleep in the bed with you 'cause it's
warm, but don't let him. It's bad manners and he knows it."
"Ani—"
"He'll try to get away with stuff because you're new, so
keep—"
"Anani," said Kahetay, smiling sadly, "we'll be fine. I'll take
good care of him."
Ani fought the sadness creeping up into her throat. It was
only for two years, she told herself. Seemed more like an
eternity.
Kahetay reached out to touch her cheek.
"What am I going to do without the two of you?" Her eye's
welled up. "You're my only friends."
"You will have many friends."
"Not like you." Her voice broke.
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"On this, you speak true. You and I share a special bond, as
strong as any blood-bond.
"I don't think I can do this, Kahetay."
He took her hand and sat her down on a tattered wooden
bench and then sat beside her. "Did your mother or father ever
tell you how you got your name?"
"Um, no," she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. "I guess I
never asked."
Kahetay's eyes sparked into a soft smile. "I named you."
"You did? Why didn't you ever tell me?"
"I waited for the moment when knowing would bring
meaning. That moment is now."
Ani glanced over at her father, standing at the back of the
old truck, securing a piece of teetering furniture with a strand of
frayed rope. "I can't believe Mom and Dad let you name me."
"Because I saved your life, they said the honor fell to me.
And I was indeed honored to choose your name. It is a sacred
privilege. I went on a vision quest to ask the wind spirits what
you would be called. Seven days and seven nights passed and
there came a whisper."
"The wind whispered my name?" Ani thought of all the times
the wind had whispered in her ears. A warm tingle rippled
through her—the kind of feeling you get when something seems
so right, so perfect, that there is no doubt of its validity.
Kahetay nodded. "Aani'inii in Navajo means that which is
true." My grandmother, Nahni, who's heart-light shown moonbright even on the darkest of nights, appeared to me in the
flames of the fire I had built to warm my bones. She said you
and her were carved from the same stone. In her life, when she
walked the earth, Nahni was a trailblazer, a person who cuts a
path where no path was or ever had been. She was the bravest
person I have ever known… until you came."
"That can't be true. I'm not brave."
"You fought for life before you took your first breath, as did
she. You have always made your own path. You were born a
trailblazer like my grandmother. A way-finder. The path you
must now walk may not be the one you would have chosen, but
it will be yours. You will make it your own. Your full name is
Anani'nah. It means true path.”
"True path," she repeated.
"This I know. You are brave. You will always seek the truest
path. And will find your way."
62

"Not without you." She wrapped her arms around her
Godfather vowing never to let go.
"I will be here when you need me," whispered Kahetay. "I
will listen when you call to me. And we will see each other in
our dreams."
Kahetay pulled away and Ani let him go, realizing in that
moment that no amount of wishing could stop what was
happening. Everything was changing. Nothing in her life would
ever be the same. Her gaze fell to the floor along with her heart,
shattering on impact.
"Anani'nah," whispered Kahetay. "I made something for
you. A journey gift." He held out a palm-sized wood carving of a
hawk. "So you won't forget."
"I'd never forget you, Kahetay." Ani took the small sculpture
and studied it. The whole thing stood no more than an inch and
a half tall but the detail was exquisite. The hawk's wings spread
in flight. Its talons grasped a flawless clear crystal with a perfect
faceted point at either end.
He indicated the crystal. "Do you know what that is?"
"Quartz. Double-terminated," she said automatically.
"One end points to home," he said, "the other to destiny.
One need not be forsaken for the other."
"I understand," said Ani. It was true. She understood the
meaning of his words, but her heart felt differently.
"Thank you," she rasped. The current of emotion that rose up
from the deepest places of her heart threatened to sweep her
away. "I'll keep it forever." She gave him a quick hug, then
turned to hide her tears, and climbed into the cab of the rental
van. She rolled down the window as he waved.
"Remember!" he called. "You walk a true path. Always."
Ani nodded, feeling like she was clinging to a high wire with
no net below.
She hung her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and…let go.

END OF PART ONE
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