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For Tim

This book means many things to me, but it’s also the love letter I’ve always wanted to write you. It only took twenty years or so. Thank you for being patient.
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To: Ms. Evelyn Sharpe

ECRA Headquarters

1025 Banner Square

Dorna City

Dear Ms. Sharpe,

I was delighted to receive your application for the position of caretaker of Thornwood house. I must say, I never expected a land witch of your caliber to take an interest in our little village and its sentient abode. Our previous caretaker sadly passed away six months ago, and I’m anxious to fill the vacancy; therefore, allow me to formally offer you the position.

While I am eager to bring you to Iskendra as soon as possible, I feel it is my responsibility to caution you that we’ve had some difficulties with the house. Since the previous caretaker’s passing, it has rejected all candidates for a replacement and, as a result, has fallen into a state of significant disrepair. It will require a great deal of time, patience, and magical resources in order to properly restore the structure.

Having said that, I believe you are more than equal to this task. If you give the house a chance, it and our village could turn out to be exactly what you’re looking for in a new home. Please know that I and the rest of the village would be happy to welcome you to Iskendra and to Thornwood house.

Sincerely,

Cinda Cartwright

Village Mayor

Iskendra
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I must say, I find your conduct disappointing, Ms. Sharpe,” said Mr. Cinton, who peered across the table at Evie with a beady-eyed stare. The chairman of the Environmental Crisis Response Agency’s adoption committee had feathery white hair that reminded Evie of a messy cloud bank. Tiny wire-frame glasses perched on the tip of his thin nose. “For you to go behind our backs in this manner is disrespectful and highly irregular.”

The rest of the committee, which included Mr. Tansling, the child advocate, and Mrs. Shields, the head of departmental resources, sat on either side of Cinton, their hands folded on the heavy oak table that divided them from Evie.

They were waiting for her to speak. Evie drew herself up and took a steadying breath. You can do this, she reminded herself. The wheels were already in motion. Now she just had to follow through, for herself and for Ruby.

“I apologize for any misunderstanding,” Evie began, “but I fail to see how I’ve offered the ECRA any disrespect in this matter.” She looked at each of the committee members in turn. “I’ve acted completely within the agency’s rules in applying for a new position as caretaker of Thornwood house.”

“Your position is that of an earthwalker,” Mr. Cinton insisted, as if Evie could have possibly forgotten the job title she’d held for the past seven years. “The ECRA has trained you to be among the first teams on the ground in the event of a natural disaster. Your magic and expertise are put to their best use in that capacity.” He waved the letter that Cinda Cartwright had sent to Evie. “Now, after the considerable amount of time and care this organization has invested in you, you’ve taken it upon yourself to cast it all aside in order to travel to a remote village, for no better reason than to act as a country healer and renovate a house.”

“A sentient house,” Evie pointed out, emphasizing the distinction. She’d spent countless late nights studying the ECRA’s policies and employee regulations, at the same time poring over her own contract to look for a way to quit the agency.

There hadn’t been one.

According to the terms of an agreement she’d signed when she was eighteen years old and believed in the ECRA’s mission with all her naïve little heart, she was yoked to the agency for a period of not less than twenty years.

Unless.

Evie had grabbed that one little word and held on to it for dear life.

Unless she transferred to a position that directly supported the ECRA’s ancillary mission of preserving and protecting magical resources throughout the world.

“According to agency records,” Evie went on, “there are fewer than twenty sentient houses remaining in the world. The ECRA have made multiple public statements showing their commitment to preserving these magical phenomena.”

She looked to the rest of the committee for support. Even if Cinton missed the implication of what she’d said, she hoped the others wouldn’t be so obtuse. “Surely, there can be no objection to me embracing the importance of that commitment, even if it means relinquishing my current role within the agency.”

“Is that what this is really about?” Mrs. Shields asked, speaking for the first time since the proceedings had begun. The older woman’s silky gray hair was coiled in tight braids atop her head, woven with ribbons that set off her tawny skin. A crystal-topped cane that doubled as a wand rested near her chair.

People often said that Evie possessed a penetrating stare, that her blue eyes darkened to storm gray when she was angry. Evie thought this was an exaggeration and that the people who had made those observations had never come under the power of Mrs. Shields’s sharp, assessing gaze.

“Did you apply for the position as caretaker because you truly believe in that cause,” Mrs. Shields continued her questioning, “or did you do it because the committee expressed misgivings about approving the adoption of your apprentice and ward, Ruby Keeler?”

Evie’s palms were sweating as she inclined her head in Mrs. Shields’s direction, trying not to betray her nervousness. She couldn’t afford a misstep here. “It’s true, when the committee expressed their concerns regarding the dangers of my position as an earthwalker, and how that might make me an… undesirable candidate to adopt Ruby, I took those words to heart.” Evie tried to ignore the bitter taste in her mouth.

Undesirable. They’d actually used that word.

“However,” she went on, “though the committee’s concerns played a part in my decision, I did not make the choice to leave lightly, and I do believe the preservation of magical phenomena like Thornwood house is of vital importance.” She lifted her chin, ready to deliver the final blow. “Consider my background and family history, if you need further proof.”

Her words had the desired effect. Tansling and Cinton exchanged glances, and Evie thought she detected a spark of approval in Mrs. Shields’s gaze as she tapped an aqua-colored fingernail against the head of her cane. Evie didn’t like invoking her family’s position in the magical community. It was a part of her life she’d left behind. But for Ruby, she would use every advantage she had.

“The committee notes your words,” Mrs. Shields said. She looked down the table at Mr. Tansling. “In light of these developments, would the advocate care to speak on the status of the adoption?”

The final hurdle, Evie thought, forcing herself to breathe normally. Everything she and Ruby had worked for, planned for, since Ruby had been assigned to her four years ago—all their hopes rested on Mr. Tansling’s judgment.

Mr. Tansling looked to be in his late thirties, with straight, sandy hair and dark-brown eyes, impeccably dressed in a crisp gray suit and matching tie. He smiled a great deal and had an amiable air in general. Evie hadn’t had as many interactions with him as Ruby had over the past several months. What stood out to her was something Ruby had observed after she’d first met the man.

“It feels like he already has the next thing he’s going to say planned out, no matter what I tell him,” she’d said.

Mr. Tansling shuffled some papers and glanced over at Evie with a smile that was probably intended to be kind, except it looked like he’d practiced the expression by studying a wax doll.

“I’m sure you and Miss Keeler are anxious to have this matter resolved,” he said. “While it’s true that you’ve assuaged some of my concerns regarding your fitness to adopt Miss Keeler, I’m afraid there are certain doubts that remain.”

“Oh?” Evie felt a flush creep up her neck, but she forced herself to ignore his patronizing tone and spoke with all the politeness she could summon. “I wonder that there can be any doubts about my capabilities. Ruby came into my care when she was seven years old. She’s eleven now, and has become a capable farseer witch under my tutelage—”

Mr. Tansling raised his hand to stop her, that facsimile of a smile still fixed in place. “Rest assured, all that has been taken into consideration.” He cleared his throat. “Forgive me for stating the matter bluntly, but being her teacher is not the same as being her parent. Your inexperience in that area is one of my concerns, and, as Mr. Cinton pointed out, going behind the committee’s back and applying for a position outside the ECRA’s jurisdiction hardly does you credit. It points to a lack of maturity, which isn’t surprising, given that you’re only twenty-five years old.”

“I didn’t go behind anyone’s back—” Evie cut herself off. Her voice had risen in frustration, causing Mr. Tansling’s brow to arch.

And just like that, she was losing control of the conversation. Were they really going to deny her this, after everything she’d given the ECRA? She hadn’t been considered too young to risk her life for the agency, and she’d done so countless times over the last seven years. She’d earned pebble-like scars along her collarbone from hurricane debris, walked through forest fire smoke as black as her hair, and broken more bones than she cared to count. Even if they never acknowledged it, she knew she was one of the best earthwalkers they had.

She’d never asked for a single thing from them in return, until now.

“In addition”—Mr. Cinton again waved the letter from the mayor of Iskendra—“it sounds as if this position as caretaker is a tenuous offer at best. Ms. Cartwright admits in her correspondence that the house has rejected all previous applicants.” He sniffed. “What makes you believe you will succeed where others have failed?”

Evie met his gaze. In this, at least, she could summon confidence. “I may be inexperienced as a parent”—four years, I’ve cared for Ruby, raising her as my own—“but my record as a land witch and an earthwalker in the ECRA is exemplary, and I possess all the traits Ms. Cartwright spoke of as necessary to restore Thornwood house.” She raised an eyebrow. “Am I wrong in that assessment?”

“You are not,” Mrs. Shields acknowledged. “The committee has taken that into consideration as well, and we have decided to put forth this compromise.” She glanced at the other members, who nodded for her to continue, though Cinton seemed as if he would have liked to keep on lecturing Evie. “We will grant you leave to pursue the position in Iskendra on a trial basis for the next four months. If you are accepted as caretaker, the leave will become permanent, and we will release you from your contract.”

Evie held her breath. It sounded too good to be true. “And the adoption?” she pressed.

Mr. Cinton and Mr. Tansling shared a glance, but it was Cinton who spoke. “As advocate, Mr. Tansling will conduct a final interview with Miss Keeler before you leave. Provided the adoption is still what she wants, we will approve it, on the condition that you are accepted as caretaker of Thornwood house. However…”

Here it comes, Evie thought.

“If, for any reason, you are unable to secure the position of caretaker, you and Miss Keeler will return to the ECRA, where you will stay with the agency as an earthwalker, for the duration of your contract, without seeking employment elsewhere.”

Evie remained silent, turning the offer over in her mind. This was a gray area, and everyone here knew it. Not that it came as a shock to her. Gray areas were where the ECRA lived and breathed.

Technically, they were within their rights to summon Evie back if she wasn’t accepted as caretaker, but they didn’t have the authority to prevent her from seeking employment with a different organization that worked toward the preservation of magical resources.

No, this was all about control. Now that she’d found a loophole in her contract, the ECRA wanted to close it. They didn’t like surrendering power, and they didn’t want to lose one of their best earthwalkers, not to mention a farseer like Ruby.

That wasn’t the worst of it. If she and Ruby were forced to return, if Evie had to continue as an earthwalker, with all the dangers that job entailed, the committee would have the justification they needed to deny the adoption and separate them for good.

It was unimaginable. Evie knew if she let herself think about that outcome, it would destroy the facade of calm she’d built to face the committee.

Gray areas and a devil’s bargain—she should have expected nothing less from the ECRA.

But if she agreed to their terms and successfully became the caretaker…

Evie didn’t even have to consider it. If it meant that Ruby would be her daughter, forever and always, she’d promise the ECRA the moon, and then she’d find a way to get it for them.

In the end, what she was actually promising was going to be much easier—not to mention more pleasurable—to accomplish. She just had to become the caretaker to an aging sentient house, in a quiet little village, far from the ECRA’s influence. Cinda Cartwright had declared that all it would take was time, patience, and magical resources.

Evie had those in abundance. Compared to what she had faced being an earthwalker, this job would be a dream.

“I’ll do it,” she vowed.
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Evie held her battered brown suitcase in one hand and a fistful of earth in the other. A warm pulse snaked up her arm from the loamy soil. It spoke to her of spreading roots, of primrose and milkweed flourishing in patches by the roadside. It was a greeting, and though it wasn’t expressed in words, Evie felt the welcome in it, and her magic responded. The land here was very present. Curious and watchful.

In a similar vein, Ruby observed her from beneath her strawberry-blond bangs. The rest of her hair spilled halfway down her back, tied with a small, shimmery green scarf. She had a round face and watchful blue eyes and carried a patched cloth travel bag that she shifted from one shoulder to the other. “What do you think?” she asked hopefully. “Is it a good place?”

“Yes, I think so.” Evie let the expressive soil sift through her fingers. Earthworms and summer rains—the feelings drifted away on the wind. “We should get going,” she said, indicating the narrow gravel track that curved south along the outskirts of the Thornwood. “It’s about two miles from here to the house. Do you want me to carry your bag for you?”

“I’ve got it,” Ruby said. The child’s eyes sparkled. She was already bouncing on the balls of her feet, like a deer eager to play. It had been a long train ride for an eleven-year-old, though Evie felt much the same. She was more than ready to stretch her legs.

In the distance, the train gave one final, piercing whistle as it lumbered away from the station, severing their last link to Dorna City. Evie closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath. Her shoulders loosened; the tension in her neck and jaw eased. And for a moment, the land sighed with her, as if it too had felt her lingering anxiety.

If this was how she reacted just getting off the train, she was going to be a mess when she actually set eyes on the house and village.

But wasn’t that how it always went? You don’t realize how much you need to get away—from a city, a job, something that’s been slowly draining you—until you actually take the first steps.

Evie should have tried to leave years ago, and she knew it.

None of that mattered now. They’d taken those steps. Maybe they’d been shaky, and there’d been plenty of scrapes and stumbles along the way, but that didn’t matter either. What mattered was that they were here, and the land had welcomed them.

Maybe this time, maybe this place, would be what she’d been searching for.

Ruby trotted ahead down the path. The gravel crunched beneath their walking boots, and Evie was grateful she’d chosen a thinner, lighter skirt. The summer heat was already settling in, the sun like a warm hand pressed against her back.

The main road from the train station led straight to Iskendra. Cinda Cartwright had offered to meet them and take them to lunch in the village, but Evie had opted to take the lesser-used path to the house first. She’d also wanted the chance to reach out to the Thornwood along the way. It was important to make a good first impression, especially with a wood as old as this one.

She let her magic brush searchingly against the dense clusters of oaks bordering the path, though she kept her hands to herself. The Thornwood had been named not for any actual thorns but for the unique bark of the oaks that stood alongside the beech and ash trees in the wood. As the oaks aged, their bark thickened and cracked, creating jagged-edged plates, a natural armor that could easily cut skin. By all accounts Evie had read, the process took centuries. So, whatever it had once been called, the wood was now known only as the Thornwood.

But far from making the place unwelcoming, the change simply taught the villagers of Iskendra and all subsequent generations to take precautions when they hunted there, and to teach their children which trees were safe for climbing and which were to be avoided. Village and wood had existed in harmony in this way for many more centuries, and Evie could feel how that peace had helped the land thrive.

The mayor had sent her several books on the history of the area—some of which were tedious and dry—but Evie had dutifully read them all. She wanted to make a good impression not only with the house and the Thornwood but also with the villagers she’d be taking into her care.

She would do whatever was necessary to make this work, for Ruby’s sake and for her own.

“Will there be a mailbox at the house?” Ruby asked, swinging her bag around, letting its weight spin her in wobbly circles.

Evie watched her in amusement. “The village is smaller than Dorna City, but it’s not that small,” she said. “Yes, there will be a mailbox, and all our letters are being forwarded.” She couldn’t help adding, “But I don’t expect to hear from the agency, if that’s what you’re worried about. They gave us four months for the trial period, after all.” The ECRA had no reason to contact them before that time was up.

Ruby skidded on the loose gravel but managed to stay on her feet. “Good,” she said, wrinkling her freckled nose. “It’s about time they left us alone.”

Evie couldn’t have agreed more.

“Do you think the house will like us?” Ruby continued, switching subjects with the speed of the honeybees working a patch of white clover by the path.

“That’s a more complicated question,” Evie said.

And as little as a year ago, Ruby might not have asked it. She’d have used her magic to look for herself. It was a good sign. She was learning restraint.

“Going by the mayor’s letter, I think we’ll have our work cut out for us in the beginning,” Evie continued. She shifted her suitcase to her other hand. “I wouldn’t take it personally. The house is grieving its caretaker. They were bonded for nearly seventy years.”

According to the archives in the Dorna City Library, Thornwood house was one of the oldest sentient houses still in existence, though scholars couldn’t agree on its exact age. All anyone knew for certain was that it had bonded with over a dozen caretakers through the centuries. Each of these witches had in turn kept up the house and also acted as village healer for the people of Iskendra.

Normally, the transition from one caretaker to the next was made easier by the witch naming their successor years in advance, bringing them to live and train in the house. When the time came, everyone would be prepared for the change, so there was as little suffering as possible.

But Amelia Howell, the witch who had lived in and cared for Thornwood house her whole life, had not chosen a successor before her death, leaving the house without a caretaker and the village of Iskendra without a witch. It was a mystery that Mayor Cartwright had tried to downplay in her subsequent letters, but Evie had sensed the woman’s frustration, and she could only imagine the upheaval it had caused in the village. It was going to be hard for everyone to get used to an outsider taking on the caretaker position, especially one from so far away, with no family connections to Iskendra. But Evie was convinced she could manage it.

“A house shows its grief by letting itself get run-down and shabby,” Ruby said, frowning. “At least that’s what it said in those ratty old books. That’s not very nice, is it?” She kicked at a jutting rock, sending it skittering down the path ahead of them. “Of course you’re not going to be at your best when you’re hurting. No one expects it of a person. Why would they expect it of a house?”

“You’re exactly right,” Evie said, “but it isn’t just grief that damages the house. Without a witch acting as caretaker, its magic falters and fades over time. They’re connected, you see. The house is the witch’s haven, her place of power. In return, she shares her magic and vitality with it to keep it strong.” That cycle had been interrupted at Thornwood house, and it was Evie’s job to put it right again. “We’ll take things slow,” Evie promised. “We won’t expect more from the house than it’s willing to give us.”

The wood continued to loom large and attentive on the right side of the path, as if the trees were listening to their conversation. Warm wind rustled through the branches, like excited chatter in a language Evie couldn’t quite make out, but she loved listening to it anyway.

To their left, open fields and swaying grasses slowly gave way to rows of mature apple trees, lined up tall and proud. Evie recalled from Mayor Cartwright’s description of the area that Thornwood house had only one close neighbor—a Mr. Weaver—who owned an orchard that had been in his family for generations.

If they’d reached the orchard, that meant they must be close to Thornwood house.

Ruby felt it too. The girl’s steps quickened, and so did Evie’s, her excitement getting the better of her as they rounded a sharp bend in the path.

The first thing Evie saw was an open clearing, with two plots of land that rose and fell into a comfortable hollow of green grass and thick clover, nestling in the shadow of the Thornwood. The first plot held a small stone cottage, with a peaked, moss-covered roof that made it look as if the cottage was swaddled in a fluffy green blanket. A weather vane perched on the roof, topped by a shiny copper apple, but the central pole had been bent almost in half, the fruit now sad and drooping. A carpet of delicate ferns sat in the shadow of the eaves, and a wind chime tinkled softly from the front porch.

“Our neighbor,” Evie said distractedly, for her attention was caught by the bigger plot of land next door to the cottage, the place where Thornwood house, their new home, should have been waiting for them.

Except the house was gone.
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It was fair to say that Evie and Ruby had encountered more than their share of obstacles in the pursuit of this new life they’d chosen. But after everything they’d gone through, the one thing Evie had never expected was to arrive at her new home only to find it missing.

The foundation was still there, and a handful of loose boards and shingles had been left scattered around the yard, but the rest of the structure was gone.

Fortunately, their neighbor’s cottage was still standing tall and undamaged, and there weren’t any limbs down from the surrounding trees, so Evie had no reason to suspect a storm or other natural disaster had struck the area recently. That was promising. In the unlikely event Thornwood house had been the victim of some other catastrophe, surely there would have been more evidence of its remains. Since that wasn’t the case, there was nothing left for her to conclude, except—

“The house appears to have run away,” Evie observed, and had the sudden, inexplicable urge to laugh.

And cry.

She swallowed both of those urges as they approached the rickety gate. A waist-high stone wall rambled around the property, enlivened by tangles of ivy and ruby-red honeysuckle. To their left stood a voluminous weeping willow tree. Ground-sweeping branches enclosed a small pond, its slender leaves kissing the surface and sending ripples out to the shore. Spanning the pond’s length was a little wooden footbridge. A charming detail, except it was badly in need of new planks and a good coat of paint.

On the opposite side of the yard there was an expansive, un-tended garden. Thick patches of basil had gone coarse with flowers, the rosemary was tall and spiky, the lavender flourishing. Surrounding the herbs were clusters of bee balm, catmint, and other colorful flowers slowly being consumed by weeds. A stone path bisected the yard, leading to a set of dilapidated steps that ended in jagged-edged boards.

A long curtain of ivy that had probably once clung to the side of the house now lay draped across the yard like a cloak put out to dry. Sparrows and squirrels picked excitedly through the remnants, searching for treasures. At the back of the property, beyond the stone wall, jagged furrows marred the ground, jutting off in sets of three like tracks left by a giant chicken. The rough trail led right up to the edge of the Thornwood.

Ruby’s brow creased in consternation. “I didn’t know houses could do that—run away, I mean.” She went over to examine the mailbox, which was still in place beside the gate, huddled in ivy and doing its best to keep its head above the copious weeds. But the rusted metal door opened obligingly when Ruby tried it, and a spider crawled out and scuttled into the bushes.

“As a rule, they don’t,” Evie said, setting her suitcase on the flattest part of the wall.

“This isn’t good.” Ruby followed Evie anxiously through the gate and up the stone path. “If the house isn’t here, that means you can’t bond with it, and if you can’t bond with it, you can’t be its caretaker, and we’ll have to leave and the adoption won’t—”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Evie soothed, with a calm she could fake if not feel. “We just got here. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for this.”

For a runaway house. Of course there was.

Ruby glanced around the yard. “Where do you think it went?”

Evie nodded to the torn ground. “It looks like it went into the wood.” The marks were fairly fresh, though it was impossible to tell exactly how long the house had been gone. It might have been hours or days.

Ruby appeared doubtful. “But how could it fit? Even if there was a path, it’d be too small for the house, unless it knocked over some of the trees.”

That was a fair point. And there was no sign that the wood had been in any way disturbed. Beyond the tree line, the chicken-foot trail just stopped, and everything appeared normal. Blue jays jeered and insects buzzed in the steamy afternoon. A welcome breeze blew through Evie’s long, wavy black hair and set their neighbor’s wind chime tinkling again.

Ruby turned to stare at the chime, getting that faraway look in her eyes that meant she was seeing something familiar, even though she’d never been here before.

“Are you all right?” Evie asked, laying a hand on her shoulder.

“Y-yes,” Ruby said after a moment. She looked up at Evie, her expression unreadable. “I was just… Yes, I’m all right.”

Evie nodded and didn’t press her. It was bad manners to ask a farseer witch to talk about their visions before they were ready. Still, she was surprised. Ruby was usually eager to share her glimpses of the future with Evie, so that she could better understand their meaning. This was the first time Evie could remember her hesitating.

Things were changing so much, so fast—for the both of them. It wasn’t just that they were moving to a new home. Ruby was growing up and coming into her own power. Evie had known these days were near. She just wished she felt more prepared for them.

Because she obviously hadn’t been prepared for this situation with Thornwood house.

“To answer your question, I don’t know how the house passed through the wood without leaving a trace,” Evie said. “Maybe the Thornwood made space for it and then covered its tracks.” It wasn’t unheard-of—the wood was as alive and aware as the land around them—but trees didn’t usually move to accommodate a building, even if it was sentient.

Her gaze rested on the wind chime again. “Maybe we should introduce ourselves to our neighbor, see if he can tell us what happened here.”

Ruby followed her gaze and nodded slowly. “That’s a good idea,” she said, but her cautious tone again made Evie wonder just what she’d seen in her vision.

Together, they retraced their steps down the path and walked next door. Evie glanced up at the bent weather vane, shading her eyes against the afternoon sun. Had the house done that when it pulled itself up and ran away? She hoped not, but at least nothing else on the property appeared to be damaged. Silently, Evie added “weather vane” to the list of possible repairs she was going to have to make—assuming she could get Thornwood house back to its proper place.

One step at a time.

The neighbor’s door was set with a small stained-glass panel featuring a basket of apples. Rarely shy, Ruby skipped ahead of Evie and knocked. They waited, watching a blue-winged dragonfly flit among the ferns, the wind chime filling the air with its soft music.

Evie thought she heard movement from somewhere within the house, but the door remained shut. Ruby glanced up at her for permission, then knocked again. The seconds became a minute. Then two.

“Looks like there’s no one home,” Evie said briskly, trying to ignore a pull of uneasiness.

As they turned to go, Evie caught movement out of the corner of her eye. At first she thought it was just the sun reflecting off the copper apple on the weather vane, but then she realized it had come from one of the upstairs windows.

She looked up. A face watched her from the other side of the glass. It was a handsome face, what little Evie saw of it before it disappeared behind a curtain. She was left with the impression of unruly chestnut hair, a thick matching beard—and a glare that made her insides clench.

The message in it was clear enough: Go away. You’re not welcome here.

Maybe the runaway Thornwood house had been responsible for damaging the weather vane. And their new neighbor was not happy about it.

Evie’s shoulders slumped as they walked away, and a dull ache settled behind her eyes. The exhaustion of the long, hot travel day was catching up to her, and this was the opposite of the good first impression she’d been hoping to make in her new community.

She’d been so sure that once they got here, everything would be all right. But it obviously wasn’t, and things were turning out to be more complicated than she’d imagined.

Fortunately, Ruby didn’t seem to have noticed the glaring face in the window. She ran ahead, kicking rocks and picking wildflowers, her energy boundless. “Where are we going to sleep tonight?” she asked as they returned to the spot on the wall where they’d left their luggage. “Can we go into the village?”

Evie considered that. Maybe they should venture into Iskendra. Someone there might have seen the house or know where it had gone.

Or maybe the house had gone straight through the wood and into the village, and was even now rampaging through the streets and menacing the townsfolk.

Evie felt her headache worsening. No, there was no reason to think that. Going by the trail, the house had gone into the wood, so it was probably still out there somewhere. She could salvage this. “We’re going to sleep in our new home tonight,” she told Ruby firmly, squaring her shoulders. “Just as soon as I bring it back.”

“I could look,” Ruby offered hesitantly. Her gaze swung in the direction of the Thornwood. “I might be able to see where it went, without seeing too much.”

Evie didn’t immediately answer. She went to sit on the ivy-covered wall, helping Ruby up to straddle the wall next to her. “Is that what you really want to do?” she asked. “It’s our first day here, after all. You might want to give it some time.”

Ruby made a face. “That’s your way of saying I shouldn’t.”

Evie shook her head. “I’m saying it’s your choice, but what’s the first lesson of farseeing, the one we return to time and again?”

“Don’t try to force the power to show the future,” Ruby recited impatiently. “Listen to what it’s trying to tell you instead. I know that.” She fidgeted, picking at a patch of dried mud on the stones. “But if it helps us stay here—”

“We’re not leaving.” Evie put her hand out, and after a pause, Ruby grasped it. Their magic stirred and entwined. Green and gold light blended with Ruby’s pale-pink aura. “I promised you, remember?”

Ruby nodded, but as she pulled away, she wouldn’t meet Evie’s eyes. “It’s just that I already like this place,” she said, “and there’s not even a house yet.” She sighed. “I guess I don’t really want to look, not right now. I think the magic’s telling me to wait.”

“Then let’s listen to it,” Evie advised. “We’ll figure out another way.”

“If you say so.” Suddenly, Ruby wrinkled her nose. “I think the Thornwood is listening,” she muttered. “It’s really nosy.”

“We’re new here,” Evie said. “We’re going to be a novelty for a while.” She let her awareness expand past Ruby and into the wood, feeling for some sign of the house.

There was another trail. Invisible to the eye, but if she focused, she could just pick it out. Flecks of silver, delicate as rose petals, scattered in the shape of chicken feet. It sank into the earth, careful but urgent, imploring—Will you please let me pass?

And the land had responded, the living curtain reshaping itself for just an instant. The wood had indeed created space for the house, allowing it to make its way deep into the trees before something stopped it. But what could that have been?

In her mind’s eye, Evie saw a flash of rushing water, a pewter ribbon weaving through the wood, vibrant with bullfrogs and dragonflies gliding along the water.

Ah. The river.

“Come on,” Evie said, smiling. She hopped off the wall and waited for Ruby to do the same. “I think I know where to find our wayward house.”
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It took some searching, but eventually they found an uneven dirt track that roughly paralleled the house’s trail into the wood. Threads of unfamiliar magic, so faint they’d become colorless, were worn into the land here like footprints. But they still made the dandelions shimmer and the wild violets gleam. It made Evie think this was a path the old witch must have trod whenever she went into the Thornwood. Was there a grove in the wood that Amelia Howell had claimed as her own? A secret place to commune with the trees? Was that where the house had gone out of grief?

“Stay close,” Evie said as Ruby drifted to the edge of the path. She wasn’t worried about potential dangers in the wood, but she didn’t want Ruby wandering off and getting lost, not before Evie had had the chance to map the wood thoroughly with her own magic.

When a witch became a true caretaker of a house and village, they would know where everyone in the community was at all times, bound to them like the blossoms in a chain of forget-me-nots. Evie understood that it would take time for her to get to that point, but there was no better time to start learning this new place, to weave her magic among the trees so that they might know her and know that her intentions were good.

She let her awareness expand again, greeting the wood and following the sparkling silver trail left behind by the house’s magic. In response, the trees swayed and bent, subtly pulling back from the path to make room for them. Wind hissed through the leaves as if to say, This way.

Evie had never had the land act as a guide for her like this. The feeling was new and thrilling. In Dorna City, the land’s presence was muted by all the things that made a city thrive. Here, it was unfettered and so very strong. She would have to get used to that too.

They’d gone roughly two miles in before the house’s trail diverged from the dirt path and began to roam in aimless circles, as if the house had lost its way. Evie felt the leftover frustration rising from the soil. It sat there, leaving a large echo of magic, as if the house had stayed in one place for several hours. When it finally continued, it was moving in a straight line again, but the trail faltered, the silver light diminishing like a candle flame sinking in a pool of wax.

A sudden chill crept over Evie’s skin. “Something’s not right,” she whispered, which made Ruby turn to look at her in alarm. “It’s not a danger to us,” Evie hurried to reassure her. “It’s the house’s magic. It’s… severely weakened.” More than it should have been, even accounting for the time it had spent roaming the wood without a caretaker.

Ruby’s eyes widened. “How did that happen?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

The more she examined those faint motes of power, the more Evie’s uneasiness grew. It was shocking, how little magic the house had left. She suddenly understood why the mayor had been so anxious to find a replacement caretaker, why she’d accepted Evie’s application at once, without so much as a face-to-face meeting.

The house wasn’t just grieving. It was sick. It needed help.

“Hold on,” Evie murmured, forgetting her headache and her fatigue as she hiked up her skirt to plow through the trees. “We’re coming.”

They approached the river Aglin. Evie heard the burbling sounds before she glimpsed the sun-dappled water through the leaves. Ahead of her, the trees thinned, gradually revealing a wide, rocky clearing that spilled down a sloping embankment to the water’s edge.

Thornwood house huddled at the top of the embankment on a pair of wooden chicken feet that it had constructed out of itself. Its eaves and joists scrunched into a grating, unhappy tangle as it surveyed the river blocking its path.

Evie had no trouble seeing the echo of what a fine house it had once been. Two stories, with a cedar-shingled roof and windowed turret that leaned precariously to one side, as if it was about to snap off. What was left of the grand wraparound porch was full of gaps and splintered wood, like a mouthful of broken teeth. Pale yellow paint peeled off walls stained green from the moss and ivy that the house had ripped away when it made its escape.

Connected to the U-shaped rear of the structure was a small glasshouse framed in wrought iron. Most of its panes were cracked or shattered, leaving a trail of glittering fragments from the house to where Evie and Ruby stood. Near the peak of the glasshouse, there were the remains of a panel of stained glass, though it was impossible to tell from the jagged shards what had been depicted in it.

“What should we do?” Ruby asked in a strained whisper. “It doesn’t look like it wants us here.”

She wasn’t wrong. Caught between the rushing river and the two witches, the house hunched into a protective mass, popping nails and snapping boards as if it didn’t care how much damage it did to itself.

This was worse than Evie had thought. The house was obviously suffering, and if it wouldn’t let her get close enough to help, if it tried to run again, the damage might be irreparable.

She took a cautious step forward, into the clearing. The sun was hot and bright on the top of her head. Clouds of gnats hummed in the air, and the smells of algae and mud drifted up from the riverbank. The branches of the nearby trees creaked in the wind. It felt as if they were leaning in to watch the drama unfold.

“Hello.” Evie kept her movements slow, her voice gentle. “I’m Evie, and this is Ruby. We’re the new caretakers.”

As soon as the words were out, Evie realized she’d said the wrong thing. The turret swung sharply in their direction, shattering the remaining windows and spraying more glass all over the embankment. Empty black pits stared down at them like baleful eyes. The scent of rotten fruit suddenly filled the air.

Ruby gulped. “I don’t think it likes us.” She nudged Evie’s arm. “Say something better.”

“I’m trying,” Evie muttered. Her magical education hadn’t included lessons on how to approach a hostile runaway house. There wasn’t a handbook for this sort of situation.

Except, maybe she did know what to do, Evie realized with a jolt. Hadn’t she just said it to Ruby earlier?

She stared up at the turret steadily. “We’re so very sorry for your loss,” she said. “We didn’t know Amelia Howell, but Mayor Cart-wright said in her letters that she was a wonderful woman. I wish I could have gotten to meet her.”

The house went still.

Evie waited, and slowly, the turret shied away from them. The rotten scent faded, and the sense of hostility lifted. In its place, she felt grief ripple the house’s shingles, pain and something else—fear—contracting the walls.

The fear gave Evie pause. Living houses didn’t communicate in words. It was part of the reason they were so tricky to bond with, even for a seasoned witch. But they had moods, emotions that could be smelled or felt like a breeze on your face if you knew how to open yourself up to them.

She didn’t try to move closer to the house. Its grief she understood, but the last thing she wanted was for the house to be afraid of her.

What had gone on here in the six months since the old witch’s passing? Was there something the mayor hadn’t told her? Evie didn’t like being in the dark, but for the moment, her questions would have to wait. The house needed her, whether it wanted to admit it or not.

She took a moment to listen to the wind rustling through the trees, rattling the loose boards on the broken porch. Ruby stood close beside her, her magic a bright, familiar pink glow in the clearing. Evie took strength from it and addressed the house again.

“We’re not here to make you do anything you don’t want to do,” she said. “We just want to help you, give you magic so you can recover.”

And to keep the house from falling apart, which looked like a distinct possibility at the moment. Thank goodness it hadn’t tried to cross the river. The current and flooding would have torn the structure to pieces.

Where had the house been trying to go? That was another question that nagged at Evie.

Beside her, Ruby stirred. Evie looked down at her. “Something you want to add? Go ahead.”

Cautiously, Ruby stepped forward and drew herself up to address the house. “I think you should come back with us,” she said. “It’s going to be dark soon, and we don’t want you to get lost.” She hesitated and added, “I can’t wait to get to know you. When you’re ready, I mean. We’ll be here.”

Pride swelled in Evie’s chest. “Well said,” she whispered. She didn’t know if the house was going to accept the invitation, but Ruby’s words had given her an idea.

She took a few steps back, drawing Ruby with her to give the house some space. Going down on her knees, she buried her hands in a patch of wildflowers in the clearing, entwining her fingers with the feathery white yarrow and butter-yellow dandelions nodding in the breeze. The connection from the land to her own power was immediate and strong. It flowed through pistils and stamens and made petals shiver. Once again, Evie felt the close scrutiny of the Thornwood from over her shoulder, as if it observed their every move.

Was she doing what was right? Or should she be leaving the house alone?

But the trees kept their feelings to themselves and offered no judgment either way.

Well, all she could do was try.

Gently, Evie tipped some of her magic into the soil, letting it gather and pool into an invisible pot. The grass under her fingers shivered and deepened to a rich, dark green, the yarrow multiplied, and the dandelions grew a foot taller, their heads expanding to the size of dinner plates. The thickened stems swayed drunkenly with the sudden surplus of magic.

There, that should be enough.

Evie stood up carefully, feeling a soft wave of lightheadedness. She’d given a bit more power than she should have after the long day of travel, but the house needed it, and more.

“We’ll leave this here for you,” Evie offered, backing away. Ruby followed, her fingers grazing the giant dandelions in delight. “When you’re ready, please take it. It will help.”

The house didn’t stir. Evie wanted to say something else, to reassure it somehow, but in the end, she decided not to press. She didn’t want to overwhelm the house or make it mistrust them any more than it already did.

They left the clearing and retraced their steps through the wood in silence. By the time they reached the stone wall that marked the edge of their property, the sky was turning a fiery orange with sunset, the heat of the day slowly giving way to evening coolness.

“It’s getting dark,” Ruby said. “Do you think the house will come back before bedtime?”

“I hope so.” But Evie wasn’t counting on it. And even if the house did come back tonight, she wasn’t sure the structure was safe to sleep in. Not without more magical reinforcement.

That left them with limited options. The practical thing to do would be to walk into the village and stay at an inn or bed-and-breakfast for the night, but somehow that didn’t sit right with Evie, not while Thornwood house was out in the wood by itself. She wanted to be here if it came back, to make sure it wasn’t alone.

Yet, she’d told Ruby they’d be sleeping in their new home tonight. How could Evie expect to take care of her, to keep the bigger promises she’d made, if she couldn’t even deliver on the simple ones?

“Being her teacher is not the same as being her parent.”

The words echoed mockingly in her mind, and Evie was suddenly swept back into that stuffy chamber, facing down the ECRA adoption committee like a magical firing squad.

We’re past that now, Evie reminded herself. The ECRA was far away. They couldn’t hurl those words at her anymore.

And she was still a powerful land witch. No one had ever doubted that.

Which meant she could give Ruby a comfortable place to sleep, Evie realized, even if it wasn’t in a traditional bed. It wasn’t as if they’d never been camping before, and Evie was used to sleeping rough at her old job.

“Come on.” She led Ruby to the rear of the property. She hadn’t had a chance to explore back here earlier, but now she saw the empty impression where the glasshouse had once stood. Nearby, a short, winding path led down rows of a vegetable garden that had been planted but not tended. The lettuces and onions had grown thick and been sampled by many forest critters. Wild mint ran riot along the back wall.

To Evie’s surprise and delight, there was even a crescent-shaped mood garden that flowed across the yard to their left. She’d never seen one in Dorna City, even in the ECRA gardens. The magical plants reacted to the emotions of anyone passing through, feeding on the feelings the way other plants reached for the sunlight.

As she and Ruby approached, delicate lavender mirth blossoms swiveled in their direction, the trumpet-shaped flowers soaking up the enjoyment Evie felt at this new discovery, while the yellow rosettes of the vex plant swayed and shivered, absorbing their lingering worries.

It was a garden that fed on all emotions and counted even the negative ones as something precious and vital. Evie had always liked that way of looking at the bad feelings that sometimes swirled inside her. Mood gardens were a reminder that even the emotions people thought were ugly, the parts of themselves that they saw as weak or unkind, were necessary to the cycle of living things. Love and anger, fear and serenity, were all a part of this space.

An unexpected ache took root inside Evie as she absorbed the scene. In her mind, she placed a white wooden bench in the clasp of the mood garden and saw herself sitting there with a cup of cocoa on an autumn night. There would be star-shaped coral yearns growing beneath the bench, blossoming under the tender weight of hopes newly realized. The image was so clear, she could almost smell the steaming chocolate and feel the brisk October chill on her bare, pale shoulders.

Could this really be her place, a place where she and Ruby belonged?

Only if she became the caretaker, if she could bond with the house. Right now that goal seemed far out of reach.

Evie blinked, and the image vanished. Dreams like that were best saved for the future. Right now, she had work to do.

The sun was setting, but she had just enough light to see. Evie made a sweeping gesture with her right hand, fingertips grazing a thick strawberry patch, coaxing the plants to bend and twist, curving upward into a half arch. With her left hand, she beckoned the pale-white ease lilies in the mood garden to awaken and rise, petals slotting into place to form the other half of the arch. Together they created a dense canopy of red and white, of fragrant fruit and flowers.

That done, Evie knelt and thickened the grass beneath the canopy, drawing the slender green strands up between her fingers. Then she laid her palms flush against the earth, pressing magic into the ground to make it spongy and soft like the plushest mattress.

She fought off another swell of dizziness. All right, that was officially enough power spent for one evening.

Watching her, Ruby giggled and plucked one of the strawberries, holding the bright-red fruit in her freckled hand. “At least we have something for dinner,” she said.

“True, and I still have part of that loaf of rye bread from the train’s meal cart,” Evie recalled, “but we’ll get a big breakfast in the morning.”

They hauled their luggage to the backyard and pulled out some blankets and light sweaters to keep warm in their impromptu camp. The rest of their clothes and furniture wouldn’t be arriving until the next day, but Evie was glad she’d thought to pack these necessities. Soon they were settled beneath the canopy, the scent of strawberries filling the air as they laid out their picnic and ate.

When darkness closed in and the moon was high and milky in the sky, their contentment made the ease lilies open fully, their gossamer blossoms like a curtain of sparkling lace cast over the arch. Lying on her back, Evie reached out and cupped the closest bloom, feeling its softness tickling her palm like a butterfly’s wing. Across the yard, patches of the mood garden glowed with bioluminescence, pink flummox and blue hush shining against the dark grass. The latter could be harvested for calming potions to help the anxious sleeper. Evie felt their power peaking. In a few days, their magic would diminish and fade.

The old witch was gone, but someone had been in her gardens, planting new vegetables and herbs, making sure the flowers were healthy, even if they were losing the battle against the weeds and the rabbits. Evie wondered if it was the mysterious Mr. Weaver next door, or perhaps someone from the village.

Next to her, Ruby wrapped herself in a plaid blanket and turned to face Evie. “Will you read to me?” she whispered.

Evie went as still as the house had been at the edge of the river. Her emotions rippled through the mood garden, so fast she couldn’t identify all the flowers that bloomed to the sudden drum of her heartbeat in the quiet night.

It wasn’t the first time they’d shared a book. Evie’s library in Dorna City had been extensive, and perusing the shelves was one of Ruby’s favorite activities. But most of the time, Ruby had been reading on her own as part of her magical studies. She would ask Evie questions about the texts, and they would discuss them as teacher and student. It was comfortable, familiar.

Only recently had Ruby started asking Evie to read her bedtime stories—fantastic tales of other worlds, impossible quests, and reluctant heroes. Evie recalled vividly the night she’d opened their first book together and started reading. Though nothing had changed outwardly, she’d felt a seismic shift inside her chest. Because when Evie read to Ruby that night, for the first time, she hadn’t felt like a teacher reading to a student, but a parent reading to a daughter.

Now, each time Ruby asked for a story, it smote Evie right through the heart. She tucked the feeling away inside her, as delicate and precious as the blossom she’d just held in her hand. She would make a bouquet of them, let them grow inside her forever.

“Of course,” she whispered back.

Her brown suitcase lay open on the grass nearby. Evie sat up and rummaged through it, taking a moment to collect herself while she located the book they’d started reading together. They resettled themselves, and Evie propped the book on her stomach. She opened it to where they’d left off.

“The blue-eyed rabbit and the singing goose met at midnight beneath the boughs of the yew tree,” she began. “There, they were assured no one would overhear their plans for the great heist.”

As Evie read, the sound of their neighbor’s wind chime drifted across the gap between properties. Evie paused in the story long enough to glance over at the Weaver house. There was a light in the downstairs window near the back door, but no face, glowering or otherwise, gazed out at her. Still, she had the strange impression that just for a moment, someone had been there, perhaps listening to the rabbit and the goose conspiring.

Despite the promise of a heist, it took only a handful of pages before Ruby’s breathing deepened and she sprawled on her back with her blanket wrapped around her and her mouth slightly open. Evie was about to close the book and put it away when she heard the sounds.

A rumbling, a thump, and a sustained scraping coming from the front yard, like a lumbering giant trying and failing to sneak up on them. It startled a flock of starlings that had just gotten settled in the trees, sending them into panicked flight. At the same time, Evie felt the familiar presence of the house’s magic, stronger now than when she’d sensed it earlier.

On instinct, Evie cleared her throat and kept reading, not turning to look. She was afraid if she stopped, if she paid the house any attention at all, it would get scared and run off again. She didn’t want that to happen.

So Evie continued to read, while ever so slowly, Thornwood house made its way over the stone wall and back to the place where it had been built. Evie kept on reading even when the house settled back onto its foundation with a disconcertingly loud boom, the crunch of breaking glass and bending iron heralding the little glass-house’s arrival as well.

Ruby slept through it all, of course. She could sleep through a tornado and not feel a thing.

Then all was quiet. A cloud of dust hung in the air in the wake of the house’s return.

While she read, Evie stretched out a tendril of magic to assess the house’s well-being. There was still grief in abundance, but that sharp pain and fear had ebbed a bit, and Evie was relieved to discover that the house had accepted all of her gift. Her own magic swirled in its walls and settled into the shingles and shutters, beginning the painstaking process of repairing what had been damaged.

One step at a time.

Evie kept on reading the story aloud while her daughter slept beside her, and she would have sworn that the house, battered and exhausted as it was, leaned in just slightly in order to hear how the chapter ended.
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