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The Coziest Headquarters

Rain scribbled down the living-room window, turning the park
outside into a gray-green blur. Maya had hoped to look for shapes
in the clouds, but the clouds had joined together into one

enormous shape called Nothing Interesting.
So she made something interesting.

She stretched a blanket from the sofa to a chair beside the
window. She tucked one corner under a stack of books and
weighed another down with a cushion. Then she set two pillows

upright, leaving a narrow doorway between them.

“Headquarters complete,” Maya announced. Her bright yellow
rain boots stuck out from beneath the blanket. “Nimbus, you may

inspect it.”



Nimbus gave her one slow blink.
Then the fluffy gray cat charged.

He bumped the first pillow. It toppled into the second, and both
collapsed with a soft whump. The blanket sagged. Maya gasped as
Nimbus stepped over the wreckage, turned around twice, and
curled up in the middle of the fort. His crooked white whisker
pointed forward as if he had planned every bit of it.

'”

“Nimbus!” Maya crawled inside. “You broke the door.”
Nimbus began to purr. It was much too loud for such an innocent

face.

Maya tried to look stern, but a laugh escaped instead. She propped
one pillow against the chair and tucked the other beside Nimbus,

making a new entrance around him.
“There,” she said. “The coziest headquarters.”

Nimbus leaned warmly against her leg. Maya pulled the blanket
close, and together they watched raindrops race down the glass.
Outside was wet and gray. Inside smelled like blankets and books,

and Nimbus’s purr rumbled beneath the soft drumming rain.



The afternoon did not seem disappointing anymore.

For a while, Maya chose raindrops and guessed which would
reach the bottom first.

“That round one,” she told Nimbus. “No—the wiggly one.”

Nimbus watched with half-closed green eyes. He seemed more
interested in being comfortable than in choosing a winner.



Then one drop did something raindrops were not supposed to do.
It slid sideways.

Maya sat up. The drop wobbled across the window and joined
another drop. A third traveled upward to meet them. Together,
they shone silver against the rainy glass.

“Did you see that?” Maya whispered.

Nimbus blinked once.

More drops crept sideways, joining the first three. They made a
thin line that bent around the edge of the window, curved beneath
the latch, and divided into two little paths.

It looked like a map.

Maya pulled her tiny notebook from beneath a pillow. She opened
it to a blank page, ready to copy the strange route—though she had

not yet found a pencil—-when Nimbus stood, stretched, and

stepped squarely onto the notebook.



“Nimbus.”

He sat down.

“Of course,” said Maya. “Every important map needs a cat in the
middle.”

Only one corner of the page remained uncovered. A little leaf was
printed there as part of the paper’s border. Maya leaned closer.
Beyond it, on the glass, a silver mark had appeared in exactly the



same shape.
A leaf.

The notebook corner and the glowing mark lined up as neatly as

two puzzle pieces.
Nimbus lifted his chin, looking pleased with his work.

The silver rain-line brightened. It ran from the leaf mark across

the window, then turned sharply toward the balcony.

Maya pressed her nose near the glass. Among the dark, dripping
planters, something glowed with a soft silver light.

That had never been there before.

Maya forgot all about sitting still. “Come on, Nimbus.”



The Silver Seed

Maya hurried to the balcony door, her yellow boots thumping
softly. Nimbus followed until one paw touched the damp
threshold. He snatched it back and looked offended.

The silver line ended at a planter of dripping herbs. Nestled in the
soil was a seed the size of a marble. It shone like a tiny moon.

Maya slid the door open just wide enough to reach through. Cool
mist tickled her fingers, but the seed was warm. Beside it, writing
appeared on a leaf:

RETURN TO THE MOON GARDEN.

Something fluttered against the other side of the glass.

Maya jumped. Nimbus pressed against her boot.



It was a moth, though larger than any moth Maya had seen. Silver
light traced the edges of its wings. It hovered in three quick loops,
then landed beneath the message.

“I'm Tavi,” it said. “The seed fell through before I could catch it.”
Its wings folded tightly. “Without the moonbell, our path signs are
fading.”

“The rain map?” Maya asked.

Tavi nodded. “The last sign reached your window. Will you bring
the seed back before the clouds cover the moon?”

Beyond the balcony, the quiet park looked ordinary and rainy. Yet
for one blink, Maya saw pale lights winding between the trees.

“What happens if we're too late?”
“The garden creatures will shelter safely,” Tavi said. “No one will

be hurt. But the paths will stay dark, and they cannot open again

until another moonrise.”
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That was reassuring—but only partly. Maya curled her fingers
around the warm seed. Above the park, clouds were already
gathering in a thick gray blanket.

Nimbus looked up at her and gave one slow blink.

Maya swallowed. This was no longer only a mysterious glow.
Someone needed their help.

“I need to pack,” Maya said.
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Packing made a big adventure feel like several small things that

could fit in a bag.

She hurried to the coziest headquarters and tucked her tiny
notebook inside. Next came a loop of string, a small cloth for
wrapping the warm seed, and half a slice of strawberry toast.
Nimbus pushed his head into the bag.

“That is not a cat pocket.”

He withdrew, inspected the string, and put one paw into the bag
instead. By the time Maya gently removed it, Tavi was hovering at

the balcony door in worried little loops.

Maya carried the bag back and peered through the rain-streaked

window. “If we go, can we still get home?”
Tavi pointed one antenna toward the glass. The blanket fort
glowed warmly beside it. “Your window will stay visible from the

moon path. If you wish to return, follow its golden light.”

Home would not vanish behind them. It would be there, shining

like a lantern.
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Maya’s stomach still fluttered. She placed one hand on Nimbus’s
soft back.

“One,” she whispered. Rain tapped the balcony rail.

“Two.” Nimbus’s tail brushed her yellow boot.

“Three.” Tavi waited without rushing her.

“Four.” Maya wrapped the seed in the cloth and tucked it safely
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into her bag.

“Five.”

She took a breath. “We’ll help.”

On the floor beside the fort, her pencil lay exactly where she had
set it down.

Maya stepped onto the balcony. Nimbus tested the wet ground
with one paw, pulled it back at once, and leaped onto the driest
planter ledge.

Together, Maya, Nimbus, and Tavi touched the silver leaf-sign.
Light spilled from it in a thin bright ribbon. The balcony stretched
forward, railings curling into silver vines, while a moonlit path

unfolded toward the park.

Maya looked back once at the golden window. Then she lifted one
yellow boot and stepped onto the light.
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The Park Beneath the Park

The path held her.

It felt firm beneath Maya’s rain boot, though silver light swirled
inside it like milk stirred into tea. She brought her other foot
forward. Behind her, Nimbus stretched one paw toward the
shining surface. He tapped it, sniffed it, and then stepped on as if
he had approved the path himself.

Tavi fluttered ahead. “This way.”

The balcony planters began to grow—not upward, but outward.
Pots opened into banks of glowing ferns. Tiny blossoms hung from
their stems like lanterns, each one holding a pearl of rain. The
balcony railing unwound into a silver vine that curved beside the
walkway.
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Then the path swept down.
Maya caught her breath.

Below them lay the quiet city park. It was the same park she knew,
and it was not the same at all. The ordinary walking paths shone
like streams under glass. Trees rose tall and pale, their wet leaves
sparkling like hundreds of little moons. Soft blue plants glowed
along the edges, lighting the way without lamps.

A bench appeared beneath a tree with twisting branches. It looked
enormous now, with silver curls along its back—but Maya knew its
slightly crooked shape.

“That’s the bench near the wide path,” she said.

Tavi looped once in the air. “You know it?”

“I do.” Maya pointed farther on. “And that turn goes toward the
pond. The narrow path bends behind those bushes.” The bushes
were now feathery towers covered in lantern flowers, but the
curve between them was familiar.

Her stomach still gave a small nervous flutter. The park seemed

big enough to hold a hundred secrets. Yet its old shapes waited

underneath the magic, like a picture beneath tracing paper.
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Nimbus trotted ahead, tail high. When a lantern blossom bobbed
toward his nose, he hopped sideways and pretended he had meant
to do it.

Maya laughed, then looked back.
Far behind them, tucked into a fold of moonlight, the apartment

window glowed gold. Beside it, she could just make out the lumpy
roof of their blanket fort.
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Their coziest headquarters had become a tiny star.

Maya touched the warm seed through her bag and followed Tavi
onward, keeping the golden window at her back.

The shining path soon split in three.

“One moment,” Maya said. “I'll copy this part.”

She set down her bag, took out her tiny notebook, and opened it to
a clean page. Then she felt in the front pocket. She checked the
side pocket. She even looked between the pieces of string.

No pencil.

“Oh, crumbs.” Maya could picture it beside the blanket fort,
exactly where she had left it. “How can I draw a map without

anything to draw with?”

Before Tavi could answer, Nimbus stepped onto the notebook,
turned around once, and sat squarely across both pages.

“Nimbus.”
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He gave her one slow blink.
“That is not helping.”

Tavi hovered near his ear. “Perhaps the notebook-sitting expert
would accept a reward?”

Maya pinched a tiny corner from the strawberry toast. Nimbus’s
nose twitched. He stood at once and followed the crumb as if

leaving had been his own excellent idea.
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A dark green leaf clung to the fur beneath his tail. When he rose, it
peeled away and dropped onto the paper, leaving a damp mark
shaped like a crescent moon.

Tavi stopped fluttering.

Maya forgot the missing pencil for a moment. “That shape was on

the signs near the balcony.”

“Yes!” Tavi opened both luminous wings. Along their silver edges,
tiny crescent marks glimmered. “Only true Moon Garden signs
carry the crescent leaf.”

Maya looked at the three paths. On the middle one, nearly hidden
beneath a glowing fern, a wet leaf shone with the same curved
mark.

She grinned. “We don’t need to draw the clue. We can follow it.”

Nimbus finished his crumb and sat beside the correct path,

looking extremely pleased with himself.

Maya laughed. “Of course. You knew all along.”
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Signs in the Rain

The middle path curved between ferns as tall as umbrellas. Rain
pearled along their edges, and every few steps a silver crescent
glowed on a leaf or stone. From each crescent, a pointed tip
showed the way onward.

“This is easy now,” Maya said.

Nimbus walked ahead with his tail high, carefully choosing the
driest parts of the path. Tavi fluttered from arrow to arrow.
Whenever a drop touched a mark, it brightened as if someone had
switched on a tiny lamp.

Then the rain softened.

Its drumming became a patter, then a few quiet taps. The silver

arrow before Maya shrank to a pale smudge. Farther along,
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another winked out. Then another.

Tavi darted forward. “The next sign should be here.” Tavi looped
around a smooth stone, then around a tree root. “Or here. I'm

almost certain.”

The last glow vanished.

Three narrow ways twisted through the plants. Maya could not tell
which one joined the familiar park path. Above them, thicker

clouds slid toward the moon.

Tavi began flying in tight, worried circles. “Without rain, the signs
won’t wake. We could wait, but the clouds—"

Maya looked back, but the faded arrows had disappeared too.
Nimbus pressed against one yellow boot.

“Maybe the marks aren’t the only clues,” she said.

She crouched and studied the path. Pebbles looked ordinary.
Ferns nodded in several directions. Then she noticed a row of
small bell-shaped flowers. Every silver bell leaned toward the
left-hand way, although no wind stirred them.

Maya moved to the next patch. Those flowers leaned left too.
Beyond them, a third cluster bent around the corner like a line of

tiny pointing heads.

“The flowers remember where the light went,” she said.
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Tavi stopped circling. “I never thought to ask the flowers.’

Maya smiled. “We didn’t exactly ask.”

Tavi hovered beside the first bowed blossom, then turned toward
Maya. “Lead on.”

They followed the leaning bells. Nimbus trotted ahead as though

he had noticed them first, and when rain began tapping again, a
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crescent arrow flickered awake on the very path Maya had chosen.

The crescent arrow led them around a hedge—and stopped at the
edge of a puddle wider than Maya’s living room.

It looked deep enough to hold the whole sky. The moon floated in
its dark water, bright and round, with five shadowy shapes

crossing its reflection.

“Stepping stones,” Tavi said, hovering above the first shape. “The

water only shows them in moonlight.”

On the far side, a crescent-leaf sign glimmered beneath a silver
bush.

Maya tightened her hand around the warm seed. She knew the
puddle could not be truly deep; grass tips poked through near the
edges. Still, her stomach felt fluttery.

“T'll go first.”

She set one yellow boot on the first dark shape.

Splash.

Ripples wrinkled the moon into ribbons. At once, all the other

stepping-stone shapes vanished.

Maya froze. Water lapped over the toe of her boot. She could not

see where to put her other foot.
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“Come back,” Tavi said. “Carefully.”

Maya stepped onto the bank again. For one hot moment, it felt as
if the puddle had told her no. Nimbus sniffed the wet toe of her
boot, then drew back with a look of deep disapproval.

“I was too fast,” Maya said. Her voice sounded smaller than she

wanted.
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She watched the ripples spread. They bumped into one another
and slowly faded.

“One,” she whispered. The water trembled.
“Two.” A piece of moon joined another.
“Three. Four. Five.”

The puddle became still. The five stepping stones returned inside

the moon’s reflection.

Maya slipped the seed safely into her bag. Nimbus immediately
climbed up after it and settled across the top, keeping all four
paws far from the water.

“Of course,” Maya said. “I'm the bridge now.”

Nimbus answered with one slow blink.

This time Maya waited after every step. Splash. Stillness. Stone.
Splash. Stillness. Stone. Tavi floated beside her shoulder,
matching her pace.

At the fifth stone, Maya stepped onto dry ground. Nimbus sprang
down and walked straight to the glowing sign as if crossing had

been his idea.

Maya looked back at the quiet puddle. Retreating had not ended
the attempt. It had shown her how to begin again.
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Then she followed Nimbus beneath the silver bush.

Beyond the silver bush, the path divided again. One branch curved
between dark, dripping ferns. The other opened into a tunnel

sparkling with hundreds of tiny arrows.

Tavi flew upward. “There! It points straight toward the Moon
Garden.” Beyond the tunnel, Maya could just see a dim cluster of

curled silver leaves.

A heavy cloud slid over the moon. Tavi looped once, twice, faster

each time. “We must hurry.”

The glittering tunnel certainly looked quicker. It also looked warm
and cheerful, as if someone had sprinkled stars along its walls.
Maya took one step toward it. The seed pressed warmly against

her bag.
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Then she stopped.

Rain ticked on the leaves, but the arrows sparkled before the drops

touched them. They sparkled after the drops rolled away, too.
“The real marks glow with rain,” Maya said.
“Perhaps these are different signs,” Tavi replied. “Signs for a

shortcut.”
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Maya’s stomach fluttered. Tavi was the Signkeeper. What if saying
no made her seem scared?

Nimbus crept to the tunnel’s edge. He tested the ground with one

paw, then swatted the nearest shining arrow.

It came loose.

The arrow burst into a harmless puff of glitter and floated away
like bright dust. More sparkles followed it, drifting deeper into the
tunnel without pointing anywhere at all.

Nimbus sat down and began washing his paw.

“That was not an excellent plan,” Maya said softly.

Tavi landed on a fern and folded those luminous wings tight. “No,”

Tavi said. “It wasn’t.”

Maya pointed to the darker branch. On a low leaf, one rain-wet

crescent glimmered faintly.
“I'won’t carry the seed through the tunnel.”
For a moment, Tavi said nothing. Then the moth lifted into the air

and followed Maya onto the longer path. The Moon Garden
remained dim ahead, and the clouds kept gathering.
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The Garden Waiting in the Dark

The darker path curved between two tall ferns and opened all at
once.

Maya stopped so quickly that Nimbus bumped against her rain
boot.

The Moon Garden spread farther than she could see. Silver leaves
curled like sleeping animals. Hundreds of lantern flowers hung
from arching stems, but every lantern was closed, its light tucked
inside. Raindrops trembled on their petals like tiny glass beads.

Under the broadest plants, creatures waited. A family of round
beetles rested beneath a mushroom cap. Two field mice peeped
from a nest of moss. A snail wore a pale blue glow upon its shell.
There were moths smaller than Tavi, soft rabbits no bigger than

Maya’s mitten, and something green with bright eyes hiding under
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a leaf.

None of them seemed frightened. They were safe, just as Tavi had
promised. But they could not go anywhere. Beyond their shelters,
the garden paths faded into patches of darkness.

“We made it,” Maya whispered. She opened her bag and lifted out
the moonbell seed. Its warmth shone between her hands. “Where
should it go?”

Tavi fluttered down to a small hollow beside the entrance.
“Here—no, wait.”

The seed had barely touched the earth when its glow dimmed. The
nearest lantern flower gave one hopeful twitch, then drooped
again.

Tavi’s antennae lowered. “The entrance bed is only where fallen

seeds are found. This one must be planted at the garden’s heart.”
Maya looked across the dark garden. “Where is that?”

The creatures stirred. No one blamed Tavi. No one complained
that Maya had taken the longer path. Instead, the mice came
forward carrying a shining pebble between them. The snail
stretched toward a line of faint stones. One by one, tiny paws,

feelers, and noses pointed deeper into the garden.
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A dim route appeared: around a pond, beneath an arch of closed
lanterns, and toward a round stone far away.

Then another cloud slid over the moon. The shining pebble
weakened. The silver leaves turned gray at their edges, and the
final part of the route vanished into shadow.

Nimbus pressed close to Maya’s boot. She held the seed carefully

against her chest.
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They had reached the Moon Garden.

Now they still had to reach its heart before the moonlight
disappeared.

“T'll draw what we can still see,” Maya said.

She knelt beside the faint path and opened her tiny notebook.
Around the pond, under the lantern arch, then—

Her fingers searched the bag. They found string, the little cloth,
and a few strawberry-toast crumbs. No pencil.

Of course. She had already discovered it was missing at the
branching path, but for one hopeful moment she had expected it
to appear now, when she needed it most.

Nimbus put one paw on the open notebook.

“Not this time,” Maya told him. She checked every pocket anyway.
“I can’t draw the route, Nimbus.”
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The last pale stones seemed to fade as she watched. Maya
swallowed. Tavi hovered nearby, wings folded tightly.

“I feel nervous when I can’t put a path on paper,” Maya said. The
words came out small but clear. “A map makes the turns stay still.”

Nimbus stepped away from the notebook. He rubbed his fluffy
side against her yellow boot, crooked whisker brushing the
leather, and began to purr. The sound was not thunderous yet, but
it was much too large for an ordinary cat.
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Maya rested her hand between his ears. The path was still dim.
Her pencil was still missing. But Nimbus was warm against her

ankle.

Tavi drifted to her shoulder and pointed one fine antenna behind

them.

Beyond the sleeping lanterns, beyond the silver leaves and folded
park paths, a golden square shone through the rain. Maya could
just make out the blanket fort beside the apartment window.
“Home,” she whispered.

It had not moved. It was waiting.

Maya closed the blank notebook and tucked it safely into her bag.
Then she lifted the seed in both hands.

“All right,” she said. “We’ll remember together.”
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One More Time

They had gone only a few steps when bright arrows sprang up
between the sleeping plants.

One flashed across a stone. Another sparkled on a curled leaf.
More appeared ahead, making a shining trail straight toward the

garden’s center.

“The way!” cried Tavi. The moth darted forward, wings suddenly

'”

wide. “It must be. We can still reach the planting stone
The waiting creatures stirred beneath their leafy shelters. Maya
wanted to hurry too. Above them, clouds were swallowing the

moon one silver bite at a time.

But the glitter looked familiar.
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Nimbus crouched beside a puddle, keeping his paws carefully on
the dry rim. In its dark water, Maya saw the cloudy moon,
Nimbus’s whiskers, and Tavi’s glow.

She did not see the arrow sparkling directly above it.

“Stop!” Maya called.

Tavi stopped so quickly that the tips of those luminous wings

trembled. “But the arrows—"

“They aren’t in the reflection.” Maya hugged the warm seed closer.

“Real signs show up in the rain. These only look bright.”

For one long moment, nobody moved. Tavi stared toward the easy
path. Then the moth folded both wings and flew back to Maya.

“You noticed what I didn’t,” Tavi said. “We’ll wait.”

A cloud slid over the last clear piece of moon. At once, the
glittering arrows lifted from the stones like dust. They whirled
harmlessly into the dark and vanished.

The garden grew dimmer—but not completely dark.

Nimbus gave a small chirp beside a low leaf. There, almost hidden
beneath its edge, one faint crescent glowed in a bead of rain.

37



Maya smiled at him. He sat beside the discovery as if he had
placed it there himself.

“This way,” she said.

They followed the quiet sign, though less moonlight remained
than before.

The faint crescent led them between tall silver leaves. Maya went
carefully, holding the warm moonbell seed in one hand and her
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open notebook in the other. She could not draw without her
pencil, but she had folded corners beside the notes that mattered:

pond, flower arch, three stones, turn left.

Nimbus padded close to her yellow boots. Tavi flew just ahead,

while the smaller garden creatures followed in a quiet line.

Then the wind arrived.

It rushed between the leaves with a wet whoosh. Maya’s notebook
snapped open so hard that its cover struck her wrist. Loose pages
sprang into the air.

“NO!”

She grabbed for them, but the seed began to slip against her damp
palm. Maya clutched it safely to her chest instead.

The pages spun away like startled white birds. One caught on a
lantern flower. Another pasted itself to a stone. Two vanished into
a thicket of curled ferns.

The most important page—the one marked with the pond, the
flower arch, and their return turns—sailed over a shallow silver
rill.

Maya lunged, but Nimbus pressed against her boot. The wet bank
crumbled where she had almost stepped.

Across the water, the page landed faceup. Rain struck it, blurring

the folded path into gray streams.
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Behind it, the last crescent sign flickered once.

Then it went dark.
Tavi tried to rise above the plants, but rain had soaked those pale

wings. The moth lifted only a little before settling on a low stem,

wings drooping.
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“I can’t see the next sign,” Tavi said softly.

Maya stared at the scattered pages. She had packed string and
cloth and toast. She had tried to remember every turn. Still, the
notebook was gone, the pencil was at home, and the way ahead
had disappeared.

A broad leaf bent low beneath the rain. The creatures crowded
under it. Maya joined them, holding the seed close while Nimbus
tucked himself against her boots.

Rain drummed overhead. No one hurried now. Beyond the leaves,
the garden waited in the dark, and Maya did not know which way
to go.

Maya wanted to say she had a plan. Everyone was looking toward
her—or toward the silver seed in her hands, which felt almost the

same.

But she had no plan. Her stomach fluttered harder each time the

rain tapped the leaf.

Nimbus leaned his warm side against one yellow boot. Maya
rested her fingers lightly on his damp fur.

“One,” she whispered.

Tavi folded those rain-heavy wings close.
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“Two.

A beetle wiped water from its feelers. A little field mouse hugged a
pebble to its chest.

“Three. Four. Five.”
The nervous flutter stayed. But after five, Maya could hear other

things too: rain dripping from leaf to leaf, the tiny silver rill, and

the breathing of creatures waiting beside her.

42



“I don’t know the route,” she said.

The words made her cheeks feel hot. No one groaned. No one

blamed her. Nimbus only looked up and gave one slow blink.
Maya held the moonbell seed carefully in both palms. “But you
live here. Did any of you notice the path before the lights went
out? Anything at all? A turn, a flower, a stone?”

For a moment, there was only rain.
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Then the beetle pointed with one feeler. “Three pale pebbles near
the pond.”

“The lantern arch bent to the left,” said the mouse.

A snail stretched from beneath a curled leaf. “The ground smelled
sweet beside the planting path.”

Tavi’s antennae lifted. “I saw reflected light beyond the arch. I
thought it was only rain.”

Maya looked at their small, worried faces. One clue was not a map.

But neither had one notebook been enough.

She placed the seed safely on her folded cloth. “What if we try one

more time?”

Nimbus stepped directly onto the cloth and sat beside the seed as
if guarding it had been his idea.

The mouse set down its pebble. The beetle brought two more,
making a curve for the pond. Tavi chose crescent-marked leaves
for the true turns. Other creatures hurried out between the drops
and returned with twigs, petals, and tiny cups of reflected light.

Soon a map spread beneath the sheltering leaf—not drawn by one
pencil, but built by everyone.

And through its middle ran a clear path toward the garden’s heart.
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The Excellent Plan

Maya studied the map once more. Three pebbles curved around
the pond. A row of crescent leaves turned beneath a twig arch.

Beyond it, cups of rainwater held little pieces of moonlight.

“We can carry the map with us,” she said. “Not all in one place.
Each of us can carry one part.”

The mouse took charge of the pebbles. The beetle balanced a
crescent leaf across its back. Other creatures lifted petals and
shining cups. Tavi hovered low on rain-heavy wings, ready to
check the reflected signs.

Maya wrapped the warm moonbell seed in the cloth and held it
against her chest. Nimbus walked beside her yellow boots,
carefully choosing the driest patches as though dry ground were

an important discovery he had arranged himself.
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The procession set off.

At the pond, the mouse placed three pale pebbles along its edge.
Maya followed their curve. At the next puddle, Tavi dipped close

and peered into the water.
“There!” Tavi said.

A crescent shone in the reflection, though the leaf above it looked
dark. Nimbus reached toward the puddle with one paw, thought
better of it, and tapped the matching leaf instead.

“Right turn,” Maya said.

They passed under the arch of closed lantern flowers. Petals
brushed softly overhead. Beyond it, the path divided into three
dim tracks.

Maya’s nervous flutter returned. No single creature remembered
which track was right.

Then the beetle set down its crescent leaf. Tavi held a cup of
reflected light beside it, and Nimbus stared into a narrow puddle.
The leaf’s silver curve appeared only in the middle track.

“That way,” Maya said, and this time the words felt like everyone’s
answer.

The garden creatures moved together, carrying the route forward
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piece by piece. Soon the plants opened around a round stone set

into the earth. Its shallow center was exactly the size of the seed.

“We found it,” whispered Tavi.

Maya knelt and unwrapped the moonbell seed.
Above them, the last white edge of the moon slipped behind the
clouds. The reflected lights vanished. Darkness folded over the

planting stone, and the seed in Maya’s hands stayed tightly closed.
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For one quiet moment, nobody moved.

Rain ticked against the closed flowers. Maya could still feel the
path behind them, built from everyone’s pebbles and leaves and
memories. But the seed was cold now. Her stomach fluttered as if
a moth had flown inside it.

They had arrived too late.

Tavi’s luminous wings folded tightly. “Without moonlight—"
“What if we try one more time?” Maya asked.

Her voice wobbled, but it carried through the dark garden. She
placed the seed in the hollow and spread her small cloth over the
wet edge of the stone.

“Could everyone help keep off the rain?”

At once, the creatures gathered. The mouse held a broad petal
above the seed. Beetles braced it from below. Others leaned leaves
together until they made a tiny roof. Tavi opened both wings over

the planting hollow, their silver edges giving the faintest glow.

Maya cupped her hands around the seed. She was still nervous.

She counted anyway.

“One.”
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A raindrop rolled from Tavi’s wing.

“Two.

The leaves trembled in the wind.

“Three.”
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Nimbus stepped onto the round stone. He tested its warmth with
one paw, turned around twice, and settled beside the seed as
though the garden had prepared this exact place for him.

“Four.”

His green eyes narrowed comfortably.

“Five.”

Nimbus purred.

It was not a small purr. It rumbled through the planting stone,
buzzed beneath Maya’s fingers, and made the beetles’ leaves
quiver. The sound rolled outward like friendly thunder.

Maya’s mouth lifted. “Excellent plan.”

The seed gave one silver shiver.

Then it opened.

A glowing stem sprang from the hollow and curled upward. At its
tip, a bell-shaped flower unfolded, bright as a piece of moon.
Silver light streamed down its stem and raced through the soil.
One by one, the garden answered. Crescent signs winked awake.

Lantern flowers opened in shining rows. The pond became a

round mirror, and every safe path gleamed from edge to edge.
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The creatures lowered their leafy roof and cheered. Tavi’s wings

spread wide, no longer trying to hide their tremble.
Maya kept one hand beside Nimbus on the warm stone. Her
nervous flutter had not vanished. It simply had company now:

relief, wonder, and a bright little spark of pride.

Nimbus purred louder, as if the blooming garden had been his
idea all along.
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The Warm Window

Light ran along every crescent sign until the Moon Garden looked
like a map drawn in stars. Beetles followed a glowing path toward
the pond. Tiny mice carried their leaf cups beneath an arch of
lantern flowers. No one had to huddle and wait now. The garden
knew the way.

Tavi fluttered upward. The rain slid from the bright silver edges of
those broad wings, and this time Tavi’s loops looked joyful instead

of worried.

“We found it together,” Maya said as the creatures gathered

around them.

Tavi landed on a moonbell leaf and folded those shining wings.
“And because you asked us to look together.”
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A silver leaf drifted from the moonbell and landed near Maya’s
yellow boot. A perfect crescent marked its middle. Tavi lifted it
carefully and offered it to her.

“For your next map.”

Maya tucked the leaf safely into her shoulder bag. Nimbus gave
Tavi one slow blink, then started down the newly glowing home
path without waiting, as though returning home had also been his
idea.

The path rose beneath them and folded over the familiar park.
Benches and trees shone below like pieces in a quiet toy town.

Ahead, the apartment window glowed warm and gold.

Maya’s heart gave a happy hop. She waved to Tavi and the
creatures until the silver path curved around the balcony planters.
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Then she and Nimbus stepped into the balcony garden.

Behind them, the walkway curled like a ribbon being rolled away.
Moonlight became raindrops. Glowing blossoms became the
ordinary wet leaves of the planters. In one blink, the transformed
park was gone.

But the silver leaf remained in Maya’s bag, and home was all
around them.
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Maya hurried inside, leaving two small wet boot prints beside the
balcony door. Nimbus shook one damp paw, clearly offended that
even a single raindrop had touched it.

The pillow entrance to the blanket fort had collapsed again. Maya
lifted one pillow, tucked the blanket over it, and crawled into their
coziest headquarters. Nimbus squeezed past her before the
opening was finished and sat squarely on the tiny notebook.

“Of course,” Maya said.

She gently moved him aside, opened the notebook, and placed the
silver crescent leaf between two clean pages. Something yellow
rolled out from beneath Nimbus’s warm, fluffy belly.

Maya stared.

Her pencil.
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It had been in headquarters the whole time.
'”

“Nimbus

He looked at her with green eyes and gave one slow blink. Then he
turned around twice and curled against her yellow boot, as if
guarding forgotten pencils had always been part of his plan.

Maya laughed until the last tight feeling in her chest loosened.
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Rain pattered against the window. Tap, tap-tap, tap. It sounded
like rain on moonbell leaves, like little paws carrying pebbles, like
friends counting together beneath a broad silver leaf.

Maya had been nervous at the puddle. Nervous when the signs
vanished. Nervous when she had needed to ask for help. She was

still proud of every step.

Nimbus’s purr began softly, then grew until the blanket roof
trembled.

“Excellent plan,” Maya whispered.
Outside, the park rested under ordinary rain. Inside, the silver leaf

waited in her notebook, the pencil lay ready beside it, and the
warm window lit the coziest headquarters of all.
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