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The last time Alderic Thornvale had waited for anything with this much patience, he'd been staring down the barrel of a Collegium tribunal. That had involved considerably more shouting. Tonight, the only sound was the slow, rhythmic crunch of Bramble’s snores against his boot.

 

"Still asleep," Alderic muttered, scratching the hedgehog’s spiky head with a dirt-crusted thumbnail. Bramble twitched, exhaling a beetle-scented sigh. Above them, the moon hung half-devoured by shadow, its light reduced to a smudged thumbprint of silver. The moonflower—taller than his knee now, its silvery buds tightly furled—stood motionless. Waiting.

 

A gust of wind sent the garden rustling. Alderic frowned at the flower. "If you’re planning some dramatic last-minute delay," he warned it, "I’ve got better things to do than indulge botanical theatrics."

 

Bramble sneezed awake, sniffed the air, and promptly rolled onto Alderic’s foot like a prickly paperweight. "Traitor," Alderic grumbled. The moonflower, predictably, said nothing.

 

Then the shadow slid across the moon’s face—slow, inevitable as a rusted gate swinging shut—and Alderic’s breath hitched. His knee popped as he leaned forward, dirt grinding under his boots. Bramble huffed. The moment stretched, taut as a spider’s silk between branches, until—

 

The moon surged free. Light spilled over the garden in a sudden, silvered avalanche. The moonflower’s buds snapped open with an audible pop, petals unfurling like a dozen silk handkerchiefs tossed by a drunk magician. Bioluminescent pollen erupted in a glittering geyser, swirling around Alderic in lazy, luminous spirals. He coughed, waving a hand through the cloud, and when his vision cleared—

 

"Oh, hell," Alderic breathed.

 

Perched atop the moonflower’s stem, wings vibrating fast enough to blur, was a creature no taller than his thumb. Her skin glowed like cream stirred with moonlight, her hair a living waterfall of blue threaded with glowing petals. Tiny, luminous freckles dotted her nose. She blinked enormous green eyes at him, tilted her head, and promptly sneezed a puff of silver sparkles.

 

Bramble made a sound like a rusty hinge.

 

The fairy—because what else could she be? —peered down at the hedgehog, then back at Alderic. Her lips pursed. "You," she announced in a voice like wind chimes dipped in honey, "are much grumpier in person." She fluttered down, hovering inches from his nose, and poked his furrowed brow. "Also, you need a bath."
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