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A NEW HOME

––––––––

Anya’s blonde hair whipped across her face, stinging her cheeks in the cold wind. They had been traveling for three days now, but stopping wasn’t an option. Their one place of refuge was going to leave soon, with or without them.

“How much further?” Gevin, Anya’s best friend and once neighbor called out from behind her. The rain had plastered his normally fluffy brown hair to his neck and forehead.

“Not far,” yelled Anya’s other best friend, Taika.

“Well, can you give us a hint?” Gevin yelled back at Taika, clearly not happy with her vague answer.

Taika held up a partially opened scroll of parchment. Thanks to a protective coating Anya had been able to cast over it, the rain skidded across the top without leaving any water damage.

“According to the map, we should reach the rebel village by tomorrow night.” Taika put the parchment back into her teletote, a canvas bag once linked to Avaline’s basement, now just an ordinary bag packed full to bursting with Taika’s alchemy supplies and books.

Avaline was an evil witch who liked to turn men into animals and put them in cages. Anya, Taika, and Gevin put an end to all of that. Last they saw Avaline, she was still in Cupola’s prison. Her cottage, however, was left standing just outside of Cupola’s boundaries.

Thunder rang out overhead. Gevin’s younger brother, Brent, leaned in closer to their mother. The corners of Gevin’s mouth lowered at the sight of them. So did Anya’s. None of this was their fault.

Anya reached down to scratch her itchy, warm leg. The power crystal she and her friends had managed to prevent the queen of Cupola from using pulsed heavily against her thigh. Its destruction was required ... and entrusted to her. There was just one problem. She had no idea how to do that.

“Can’t we magic an umbrella or something?” yelled Anya’s older brother, Terrence.

“I tried earlier, but it slowed us down too much, especially with all these trees in the way.” As though to prove her point, a nasty, wet branch stood in their path, forcing her to hold it out of the way for others to pass. “I could use it on just me and maybe one other, but not everyone.”

Terrence gave her a look which clearly stated, And your point?

She threw a look back which said, It’s not fair to the non-magickind, and you know it.

Terrence huffed out an annoyed burst of air and walked on ahead.

The rain caused the wind-dancing strands of Anya’s hair to stick to her cheeks, her mouth, her eyelids. As she pulled them away, she chanced a glance at her parents. Her mother had her arms wrapped around her torso for warmth. Her father held her in a fruitless attempt to stop the shivering. While the cool rain was a welcome reprieve to the sweltering days they had been forced to travel in earlier, it brought its own set of problems. They couldn’t set up camp in it, lest it flood the insides of their tents in the process. They couldn’t get a good cooking fire going, and as Anya just saw, they got cold. Hopefully no one would get sick because of it too. Taika had a limited supply of healing potions on her, and she couldn’t make any more while they were still on the run.

Guilt crept up the back of Anya’s neck. She felt responsible for their suffering. If she had just ... just... Just what? Wait a minute. This was not her fault. This was the queen’s fault! The queen had kept the magical dampening Field a secret. The queen had ordered the power crystal found so she could use it to destroy all of magickind. Anya was not responsible for their being cold, wet, hungry, tired, and sore. She was responsible for their being alive, with the help of her friends, of course. And if Anya was going to finish this, she had best remember that!

She yanked her head up high and quickened her step, determined to finish this. “We better hurry if we’re going to make it!” she shouted back over the noise of the rain. The others looked weary but hastened.

Dark had long past fallen when the rain finally eased enough for them to set up camp. This made them rise from their slumber much later than desired the next day in order to continue, and hopefully finish, their journey.

Yesterday’s rain had made the air sticky; Anya’s lungs felt heavy and uncooperative. They had also eaten the last of their food for breakfast, and her stomach was already grumbling. She soon heard the others complain as well, but there was nothing she could do. They didn’t have the time to hunt and cook any more food.

“I’m hungry,” Brent told his mother.

“I know, honey. We all are. But we can’t stop and eat right now. We have to hurry. The village will leave soon, and we need to be with them.”

“What happens if we’re not?”

Ms. Lancaster’s eyes pleaded with Anya for an answer. Anya didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t allowed herself to think of that. Would they be allowed to live with Azizi? The dwarves? The fairies? Or would they be forced to form their own rebel village, traveling the forests and living in tents.

“Speaking of villages...” Gevin’s voice trailed as he pushed himself through a tight thicket of uneven hedge.

Anya heard Brent gasp behind her before calling out, “We’re here! We’re here!” and running full speed towards his brother’s back.

“Oof!” Since the aforementioned hedge blocked her view, Anya could only assume Brent had run into Gevin, knocking him over in the process.

She pushed her way through the live barrier and found Gevin face down in some heavy moss. Grinning, she knelt beside him and lowered her head to his. “Need some help?”

“Shudup,” he mumbled into the ground.

Anya giggled and helped him up.

The village was set onto a giant clearing in the forest which appeared to have been magically formed. The houses were so close they were almost touching. Children ran among them, playing and squealing. A sorcerer was using her staff to produce a rainbow colored shower of sparks for them to run through.

A giant grin broke out onto Anya’s face. She was home. Here, she could belong. She could fit in. She could learn the spells from other, more accomplished wizards instead of some ancient book hidden miles away from Cupola.

“Gevin!” A couple of the village’s defenders recognized him from across the clearing.

He smiled and allowed them to lead him away. As more and more villagers welcomed the weary travelers, Anya could sense her and her friends’ families relaxing. Soon, an older man with a wheezy voice used his cane to limp his way over to Anya and Taika. Anya recognized him as the village’s elder.

“Good to see you, good to see you.” He patted them on the shoulders.

“Eldon, sir,” said Anya. “I’d like you to meet my mother and father.”

“How’r’you a doing?” Eldon reached his hand out for Anya’s father to shake.

“Pillar. Pillar Walberg,” her father answered in return.

Eldon’s eyes darted across her father’s physique as they shook each other’s hands. “You’ll fit in pretty good here, I’d say. We’re always in need of another defender.”

Anya scanned her father’s face. His expression changed swiftly from relief to wonder, and then possibly concern. He hid it well.

“This is my wife, Birgit,” her father said after releasing Eldon’s hand.

Eldon smiled and shook her hand too. He eyed her over, also assessing her potential in benefiting the village, Anya assumed. She didn’t blame him really. They were asking to be taken in.

“Susan!” Eldon called out to an older woman standing by a small hut. The woman’s wispy brown hair barely covered her head, and her overly large eyes bulged even further at his call.

Eldon held out his arm to her. “Susan, I’d like you to meet the Walberg’s. They’ll be staying with you until they’re able to make their own lodging.”

Susan held her arms tightly folded against her chest. Anya’s mother smiled sweetly and extended her hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Susan. I’m Birgit.”

Susan managed to wrench one white hand from its clutch and use it to skim Birgit’s fingers in a fleeting handshake. “This way, please.” Her voice was high pitched and either full of fear or indignation, Anya couldn’t tell which.

Anya heard Terrence groan next to her. She glowered at him sideways. Upon seeing where they would be sleeping, however, she nearly groaned herself. The small hut Susan had been standing outside of was her own, and it appeared just big enough for its owner.

All five of them had trouble merely standing upright in the hut together. How they were going to fit while sleeping was anyone’s guess.

Susan offered Mr. and Ms. Walberg her own bed. Their expressions made it quite clear they didn’t know any better than Anya as to how they were both going to fit in it but they remained cordial and thanked their host for her generosity.

Susan pointed out a spot on the floor where Anya and Terrence could share a cot. Terrence was most upset about this (not that Anya was doing cartwheels over it), and informed his mother in as many silent ways as possible. Their mother immediately inquired as to whether he needed an etiquette lesson, albeit through clinched teeth, before ordering him to shut up and sit down.

Terrence plopped onto the sofa as instructed and sulked. Ms. Walberg again thanked their host for providing them with a place to sleep and offered to help with anything she needed. Susan insisted there was nothing left to be done, so Anya went outside to check on the rest of the ex-Cupolians. The open space was an added bonus.

Anya wasn’t the only one wandering in search of what happened to her traveling companions. The main area was filled with villagers taking a gander at their new neighbors and soon-to-be friends. Several houses down, the Wolf’s were being split into two groups. Taika, Kaya, and their older twin brothers were directed into a house just as small as the one Anya and her family had been assigned.

“My name is Bob,” Anya heard the man say to Taika and her siblings. “I will be your host for the evening.”

“Nice to meet you, Bob,” said one of Taika’s older brothers. “I’m Ciqala, this is Mingan, and these are our little sisters, Kaya and Taika.”

Bob’s face dwarfed behind the black rimmed glasses that hung on his face. The tall twin boys towered over him, but his posture showed no difference. He shook their hands firmly. When he let go of Taika’s he adjusted his glasses and said, “I understand you claim alchemy as your trade.”

Taika smiled and answered, “Yes, sir.”

“There will be none of that in my house. Only true magic is practiced here.”

Anya covered a smile with her hand. Taika must be having an inward battle of wanting to “instruct” the man on what she thought of his comment and trying not to offend the person whose house she would be sleeping in. Ciqala glanced at his sister worriedly, but Taika managed to control herself. “As you wish,” she said and entered Bob’s home

Two houses down, Mr. and Ms. Wolf, along with their two youngest children went in with a hunting family. Anya sighed longingly at the large home beautifully adorned with many skins and furs.

Ms. Wolf talked animatedly with the mother. They acted excited to be sharing a place together. Seeing as how the Wolf’s had been hunters in Cupola, their reaction wasn’t all that surprising.

Bradley and his grandfather, Mr. Derelict, were assigned to the home of a sweet old lady who would undoubtedly dote on them hand and foot. The sight made Anya smile. Those two deserved such treatment. Bradley would make a valuable addition to the defenders, and the kind company might ease Mr. Derelict’s pain of the rest of his family turning against him.

Fergus Adamson and his family had been perfectly matched with another. The two were already swapping recipes for haggis and clooties while betting who could fell the most trees in a minute. Anya didn’t have the heart to point out how the lack of magical ability put Mr. Adamson at a great disadvantage.

Once assured everyone was taken care of, Anya went back to her host’s home to see if there was anything she could eat, since they never ate anything after breakfast and her hunger had only gotten worse. When she opened the door, she found Terrence in a tub in the floor, gritting his teeth and scrubbing his back with livid resentment. Anya bit her lips to keep from smiling at the sight of his predicament. They needed baths, this was true. But Anya was sure he was being forced to take one by their host. Her suspicions would soon be confirmed.

“Dirt everywhere. Don’t people bathe anymore, or has Cupola gone to the wayside on that aspect as well?” Susan mumbled to herself while beating invisible dust from her sofa cushions. Anya wasn’t sure if she said it just loud enough to be heard because she was used to being alone in her house or if it was on purpose.

“I’ll have you know, Miss Susan that—“

Ahem! Anya’s father quickly placed his arm lovingly but firmly around his wife’s waist and wheeled her in before she could get them thrown out.

Susan rose from her cleaning to glare at Anya’s mother. Her eyes bulged with indignance, and her lips pursed so tightly, lines formed until they looked like the top of a cinched sack.

Ms. Walberg’s jaw flexed, and her voice strained when she said, “—that ... that we are very grateful for the opportunity to wash up before dinner. Thank you.”

“I am not having you wash for dinner, Ms. Walberg. I am having you wash for my house. Supper will be eaten with the rest of the villagers tonight in the Hub.” Susan’s high voice shook, presumably with restraint.

The blank stares of Anya’s family told her they understood as much about tonight and the “Hub” as she did, but were also just as afraid to ask any more questions.

Anya took her bath as soon as Terrence finished his and then escaped outside. As she strolled about, letting her hair dry and watching the sun set behind the trees, she wished she had been able to enjoy her bath more. She hadn’t had one since they left Cupola, and it felt really good to soak in the hot water.

The number of other villagers leaving their houses increased. Anya turned to face the center where they congregated. This must be the Hub, she thought.

The volume of their voices rose as they chatted happily amongst themselves. A few spoke in whispers and darted their eyes leerily between the newcomers. Anya didn’t blame them for being afraid. She knew full well the dangers of inviting strangers into their homes.

Before she knew it, a thick crowd had formed. She made her way through the throng of villagers, searching for someone, anyone she recognized. She stopped short when a cup appeared in her hand, and a sorcerer tapped it with their staff, instantly filling it with ale. She turned to thank the sorcerer, to ask him what was going on exactly, but he had already moved on to someone else.

The noise level soon dropped to a respectful rumble as she continued to search for her family and friends while sipping the ale. Standing on tiptoe, she saw Eldon walk to the center while leaning heavily on his cane. At the same time, relief filled her body as she happened to glimpse her mother beckoning for her from several yards away. Anya zigzagged through the people to get to her.

“Dear rebels,” said Eldon, right as Anya made it to her family. Shouts and whoots followed his greeting. Anya got the impression they were more in praise of being called rebels than anything else.

“Tonight we welcome more rebels from Cupola.” A few stray cheers shot out. “Anyone against the Field of Cupola is welcome in this village. Unfortunately, this makes us a target, puts us in danger.” Murmurs of agreeance filled the air.

“Some of these rebels came to us last year, and I met with them. I believe they can be trusted. Azizi agrees with me.” Mixed chatter made its way around the crowd. It seemed some did not trust the skinwalker as Eldon did. Not that Anya blamed them. Powerful dragon wizards can be rather intimidating.

“The queen of Cupola knows they’ve left. And, if she hasn’t already, she’ll soon discover that her crystal is a fake. The queen’s evil, but she’s smart. She’ll realize what’s going on soon enough. She will not deny their existence as the royal family has denied ours for all these centuries. She’ll tell the remaining Cupolians that they’re traitors. That they’re a danger to Cupola. That they must be killed.”

“Fight! Fight!” A few weak chants spurred into more. Anya’s mother wrapped her arm around her daughter’s waist, pulling Anya in closer.

“I don’t want to fight!”

“We’re too weak to fight Cupola!”

“Aren’t the ogres bad enough?”

Stray arguments opposed the eager chanters. Anya remembered the attack on the village last year. The ogres were the constant onslaught which forced the village to stay nomadic. Impervious to magic, they were near to impossible to defeat, but the queen did not have that advantage. Anya imagined the village could easily win a battle against a Cupolian invasion.

Eldon waved the chanting away with his hand. “Simmer down. Simmer down. We’re not going to fight the queen.” Several groans emanated from what sounded like mostly teenage boys. “At least not unless she comes here.” He spoke his next words quickly, dispelling the rowdy cheers that were beginning to form over his last statement. “But we’re going to protect the newcomers. We’ll destroy the crystal, keeping it from the queen and anyone else who wants to use it against us!”

Thunderous applause filled the surrounding woods, causing a dozen or so birds to take flight.

Eldon allowed it to continue for several seconds before finishing his speech. “We’re no longer safe here. We’ll move in the morning. Enjoy your feast!” He stamped the ground with his cane, and as if rehearsed, three large pits in the center of the Hub suddenly became fountains of flames licking the day’s kill. Anya’s mouth watered.

She then heard her mother gasp as a three foot long spark shot from the other end of the Hub, sending countless flickering lights overhead. Music began to play, and the villagers formed a dance very similar to the one Ms. Lancaster had taught her and Gevin. Anya paused. They had taken those lessons nearly two years ago. It seemed more like ten.

Anya’s mother smiled, and her father took her hand. They joined the dancers in the center where they hopped and kicked, smiling harder than they had in days. Their pent up feelings of fear and harsh conditions released.

“May I have this dance?”

Anya’s head whipped around to the direction of the voice. A grinning Gevin took her cup and set it aside. She was too stunned to say anything, let alone stop him. He offered his hand for her to take. This was unexpected. Due to Anya having to work during the Ball, she and Gevin never got to put those dance lessons into practice. Cupola only knew what tragedy would become of such a thing!

She hesitantly put her hand into his and let him lead her to the others. The dance lessons didn’t come back to her, but it didn’t seem to matter. Everyone had their own method anyway, and she only stepped on Gevin’s feet a few times.

She glanced over at her parents. They seemed happy. Sure, they were probably nervous and unsure of everything. Who wasn’t? But they were smiling, and that’s what mattered.

She searched for the rest of her friends. Terrence was dancing with Kaya, and this time it didn’t make Anya want to hurl. Taika was trying to teach Bradley to dance, which was more comical than anything and actually made Anya less self-conscious about her own lack of dancing skills.

A jerk from Gevin’s hand pulled her back to him, keeping her from thinking about the others. Before she knew it, the butterflies that had once been in her stomach were replaced with laughter.

Cupola was no longer home.
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​DECONSTRUCTUS

––––––––

The next morning brought the chaos of moving. Susan woke Anya and Terrence up by loudly preparing a porridge for breakfast and then practically magicking their cots from beneath them.

Anya felt certain she was being hostile on purpose and made it a point to get their own house as soon as possible. While Anya’s family ate, their host nervously flitted about the hut packing away her belongings and muttering something about the pointlessness of moving since no one can ever outsmart a gigply. Anya tried to ignore her but made a mental note to research gigply later in the Encyclopedia of Magical Creatures.

After they had their breakfast, Anya and her family tried to help Susan finish her packing but were thwarted with the most paltry of excuses such as declarations they must be colorblind and therefore unable to sort things properly. Terrence opened his mouth to protest such ridiculousness, but their mother shooed everyone outside before he could.

Terrence sat on the ground and leaned back against the hut’s outer wall where he proceeded to dully produce bubbles from his wand, use his mouth to blow them away from himself, and then shoot them with red sparks. Anya stood next to Terrence while tapping her wand against her leg and watching the neighbors. One of them, a middle-aged man with broad, muscular shoulders and a low, brown pony tail was in the process of disassembling his own dwelling. Anya found herself moving towards him in eagerness to learn his magic.

Her nearby footsteps made him turn around. His tanned face broke into an immense grin that crinkled the outside edges of his eyes. “Hello there.”

Anya smiled back weakly.

“You’re one of the new ones, aren’t you?”

She continued to smile and nodded silently.

His eyes darted to her wand. “Are you interested in learning deconstruction?”

“Yes, please.”

“I’m E, by the way.” He offered his hand for her to shake.

“E?” She obligingly took it.

“Yes, just E.”

Although she tried not to let it, Anya’s head tilted, and her brow cocked in confusion over his odd name.

“Don’t ask,” he said, reading her face correctly.

She couldn’t help but huff out a breath and smile at his response to her unspoken curiosity, which was now even stronger though she dare not mention it.

He placed his hands on her shoulders and aimed her facing the hut. “Swirl your wand like this.” He let her go and used his own wand to demonstrate.

Anya imitated his example. The hut jiggled a little, but didn’t indicate it was about to do anything else in the near future. She pursed her lips in determination.

“You have to say, ‘deconstructus’ when you do it.”

“Oh. Deconstructus!”

The outside of the hut once again jiggled, but this time it seemed to be splitting into even seams, making Anya’s eyes widen.

“That’s right. Keep your wand moving the whole time.” He took a step sideways to give her room and used his own wand to help her.

Anya continued to swirl hers, causing the hut to disassemble into an orderly line of pieces which, once persuaded to do so, shrunk in size and fit themselves into a large chest.

“I’ll get the insides,” E said, and he formed a mild vortex which caused the packed furnishings to follow suit. The chest then closed and locked itself.

“Now, inhale as you raise yourself slightly onto your toes and ‘lift’ the chest into the air.”

Anya felt silly but did as she was instructed. The packed chest rose into the air where it wobbled heavily from side to side.

“Shake the wand back and forth slightly to strengthen the ‘hook’ of the spell.”

The chest became more stable as she did so.

“Slowly guide it to its destination.” E kept his wand ready in case he needed to jump in.

Holding her breath, she inched the chest until it hovered over a horseless wagon already containing several others. She then lowered herself down from her toes and placed the chest snuggly between two others. At last, she exhaled.

“Good job.” E patted her shoulder. “Once we get to our new place, find me, and I’ll show you how to put it back together.”

“Thanks!” Anya spent the rest of the morning helping anyone who would let her disassemble their housing. Most acted quite grateful for the help, except for Mr. and Ms. Bloomingdale, whose house Anya got all jumbled up, causing some of the pieces to go into the chests out of order. Mr. Bloomingdale accepted her prolific apologies, but his wife mumbled complaints about their walls being out of order, which would undoubtedly cause the chimney to sprout through one of them, and how she was not responsible for Mr. Bloomingdale having to sleep beneath the stove pipe when it was put back together incorrectly.

The village was disassembled by noon, allowing for the afternoon and most of the night to be spent walking. Eldon insisted they put at least twenty miles between the new place and the old. Most of the villagers nibbled on bread and cheese for lunch as they walked. Bits of jerky were passed around when supper came. Anya didn’t ask what type it was; she didn’t care. All she knew was her body was ready to pass out at the next opportunity.

Half a dozen sorcerers propelled the wagons, which were full to capacity with chests and those who couldn’t make the journey on foot. Anya ogled the wagons longingly. She knew it would be inappropriate to jump on one, even for a little bit, but the thought kept her constant attention.

Late into the evening, when they at last stopped, she had to force her legs to quit moving out of habit. There she stood, although that term would be a loose interpretation of her sagging body, in the midst of hundreds of others, and scanned their surrounding area. Her new home.

Eldon immediately ordered the sorcerers to clear the vicinity just enough for everyone’s hut to fit. It would be snug. He didn’t want to take up any more room than necessary. Several trees were left in order to maintain as much of a canopy as possible for camouflage.

The new gaps in the forest ceiling allowed the birth of a new day to shine through. They had walked all night. As tired as Anya was, there was still work to be done. She sought out E first thing and found him unloading one of the wagons with his wand. She wanted to join him, but the area was over packed with wizards, leaving her no room.

As soon as he finished, however, Anya was able to tag along and learn how to assemble a dwelling. The process was harder than the previous one and took much more time as they had to ensure every piece went exactly where it was supposed to be, and that the pieces seamed together perfectly. Otherwise, the whole hut could collapse with the slightest breeze. E was an excellent teacher, helping only when she needed it and praising her often.

When the furnishings were unpacked and placed inside, she glanced over to see how far along Susan had come. Her hut was nowhere to be found. Great, she thought with a grimace.

E’s voice made her jerk back around to his hut, embarrassed by her lack of attention. “Tomorrow I will show you how to build your own home, if you would like.” His smile was warm, but tired.

Anya blinked her eyes, urging them to stay open. “Thanks. That would be nice.”

He twisted his face in concern. “You are tired.”

She nodded sleepily.

“Who is your host?”

“Susan.” The answer was forced, slurred almost.

He angled his neck in search of her. “There.” He pointed to the far end of the village.

“Thank you.” Anya smiled and half-heartedly waved him bye before making her way over to where a bed hopefully awaited her. Unfortunately, Susan was barely half-way through, and even though Anya begged her to allow her to help, Susan adamantly refused, stating she only allowed wizards with at least five years’ experience in these matters to touch her belongings. She also mentioned something about her grandmother’s dishes, but Anya was pretty sure it didn’t matter who offered, their help would have been disallowed.

Anya leaned against a nearby tree only to later find herself lying in the dirt, drooling and snorting before being picked up by her father and carried in. She didn’t lift a finger in protest.

The next morning, after eating another breakfast also overly loud in its preparations, Anya once again went outside in search of E. The sooner her family had their own housing, the better.

Most of the village remained in bed, somewhere Anya would kill baby bunnies to still be. She didn’t want to knock on E’s door, in case he was also asleep, so she searched for a way to check and see if he was awake yet or not. Thankfully, the warm weather meant an open window. Tiptoeing up to it, she peeked inside. It felt weird though, wrong. This wasn’t like peeking in on the queen to eavesdrop. E was a good guy, but there didn’t seem to be another option.

She heard the snores before she found him, sprawled out further than his bed allotted for. Disappointed, she made her way to the new Hub and sat on one of the logs left over from the clearing of the trees.

A red coal peeked from underneath the burned out embers in front of her. She poked it with a long stick still bearing the marks of its recent use as a skewer.

“There’s my wand! “

Someone yanked the stick from Anya’s hand. She spun around to see who had done it. An elderly woman with grey hair reaching to her thighs admired the stick she now held in her hand with a crazed happiness. Anya backed away, crab-like, until she could safely stand.

The woman slowly turned until she faced the fire pit. She then brought her “wand” down forcefully and cried, “Fire!”

Nothing happened.

Anya didn’t see how the stick could be someone’s wand. What was going on?

The woman turned again, holding the charred wood in front of herself. A butterfly fluttered by, dipping periodically. “Cierran,” cried the woman as she pointed at it with her stick. Again, nothing happened.

Anya was about to approach the woman when—“Mother!”

“Stay away, child!” The woman suddenly turned angry and brandished her “wand” against the person Anya assumed to be her daughter.

The daughter approached her mother tenderly. “Mother, it’s time to go home now.”

“No,” the mother cried. “I don’t want to go home. I want to play outside with my magic!”

The daughter gently pried her mother’s fingers from the stick and took it away. “I know, Mother. I know. But you haven’t had your breakfast yet. You know you can’t be outside alone.”

Anya’s heart broke as she watched the daughter lead the tearful mother away, tossing the stick behind them as they went. Anya had seen people similar to the older woman back in Cupola. They weren’t always treated so well by their family.

“That’s Alice.” E had come up behind Anya, causing her to jump and whip her head around in surprise.

“Will she be OK?” she asked.

E shrugged. “As OK as any hag.”

Anya frowned. She thought that a terrible thing to say!

E explained, “I mean no disrespect. That is what someone with her condition is called.”

Anya focused on him curiously.

E’s hands gestured as he spoke. “The mind of a magician is torn between two worlds, the dimension of magic, and the dimension of reality. As we age, so does our power. It becomes weak. As we lose our power, we literally lose our minds.”

Anya felt her eyes widen in fear.

E chuckled under his breath. “There’s no reason to worry. Everyone ages differently. Take Eldon, for example. He was never very good with his magic. He was an amazing warrior, but a terrible magician.” His eyes twinkled on his last words. “I don’t believe he will become a hexen.”

“Hexen?” Anya stood to better face her tutor.

“A male hag,” he said with a smile.

“Oh.” Anya thought a moment. “What will happen to her?”

“She will live out her days like any other, only she will always require supervision. Although she mainly just wanders around trying to perform magic with useless objects”—he gestured at the fallen skewer—“there have been times when she has been a danger to herself, or even others.”

They both stood silent a moment, pitying the old woman and praying to never be like her.

“But enough of that,” he said. “I promised to teach you to build a house. Are you ready?”

“Yes!”

Learning to build a dwelling from scratch took Anya and E most of the day, but once they were done, a house stood before them. OK a hut, and not as nice as the one they had left in Cupola, but still better than a tent, and way better than sharing with a stranger. Particularly Susan.

That evening, while she and her family enjoyed their first meal in their new home together, Anya’s dripping spoon froze in front of her open mouth when she heard a knock on the door. “I’ll get it,” she said, grudgingly rising to answer it. Her face immediately adjusted to one of respect instead of resentment upon seeing who was there however.

“Eldon!”

The rest of her family respectfully rose from their table at the sound of his name.

“Come in! Come in.” Anya’s mother swept her arm to the side, welcoming the elder into their home. “May I fix you some soup? We were just eating.”

“No thanks,” he said, limping his way through the doorway. “I’m here on business tonight. Don’t let me stop you from your supper.”

Anya pretended to do as directed, but actually eating was out of the question due to her stomach being twisted with anticipation. She fiddled with the spoon a bit as Eldon pulled up a chair and sat in it.

“Anya,” he said. The rest of her family eyed her reaction, forcing her face into a lovely shade of fuchsia. “We need to discuss this crystal business.”

Anya quit pretending to eat and abandoned her spoon in her bowl. “Yes, sir.”

Eldon waved her acknowledgment away with his hand. “Please. Just call me Eldon. None of this ‘sir’ business.”

“Yes, Eldon—” She had to bite her tongue to keep from adding the “sir” at the end.

“What are your plans?”

Her parents and brother went back to eating.

She thought about what to say. Should she lie? Should she come up with some monumental plan she had no idea would even work? No, she decided to be direct and tell the truth. “I don’t know.”

Eldon nodded his head solemnly.

“I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it yet, though,” she added. “I mean, I just got the
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