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         It was a sharp, shivery night – the coldest one that the Unicorn Academy had seen all year. Outside in the gardens, a student gazed hopefully up at the sky. A beautiful palomino unicorn with a flower-strewn mane stood on the terrace beside her, stomping a hoof every now and then to ward off the winter chill.

         “Just a few more minutes, Leaf,” whispered Ava Banji, gently stroking the unicorn’s velvety muzzle. “It shouldn’t be long now.”

         Leaf dutifully settled and Ava continued her night watch. Clouds were beginning to slowly 2unfurl themselves and drift out across the deep-blue evening sky. A full moon shone through the silvery mists, bathing the academy building below in a fairy-tale light. The turrets and domes shone out against the darkness of the island. Everything inside the buildings seemed merry and bright. From where Ava and Leaf were standing, each far-off window was a tiny, golden flicker, as if the towers had been wrapped up in fairy lights.

         “Can you believe it’s really Solstice Eve? What a night!” said Ava.

         It was Ava’s first year attending Unicorn Academy, and she didn’t think the school and its grounds had ever looked more beautiful. Tomorrow would be the Winter Solstice – a holiday for everyone. She pictured her friends from Sapphire dorm and smiled happily. They would all be down at the stables now, rushing around getting everything ready for tomorrow’s 3celebrations. Ava and Leaf would join them soon, they just needed to be patient and wait for one more thing…
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         To pass the time, Ava began to hum a familiar tune. It was a Solstice carol, her favourite, and the one she and her family had sung every year since she was a little girl. This year was extra-special, however. She beamed up at Leaf, unable to stop her fingers from dancing along in the air. The unicorn snickered, then gave her an affectionate nuzzle. This would be Ava’s first year celebrating the Winter Solstice as a proper Unicorn Rider, and she couldn’t wait to spend the holiday here, in the most enchanting place in the world.

         Ava had bonded with Leaf at the start of term, forming a unique bond that would change her life forever. The student had been in the stables, grooming the unicorn, when an incredible energy 4was suddenly released, surrounding them both in a swoosh of glittering light. Leaf’s body had glowed all over and gorgeous streaks of violet appeared in Ava’s hair. Deep inside, Ava knew at once that she and Leaf would always be there for each other, no matter what. She was even more thrilled when her best friend, Sophia Mendoza, and the rest of the students in Sapphire had bonded with their unicorns, too. From that moment on, every day became a new adventure as Ava, Sophia, Layla, Isabel, Valentina and Rory, along with their unicorns, learned how to use their new magical powers. Together, they also made a solemn promise – to protect Unicorn Island and magic everywhere.

         “Just think,” cooed Ava. “Generations of Unicorn Riders before us have celebrated the Winter Solstice. And now we get to enjoy the tradition…”5

         Ting!

         Ava stopped talking at once. Something icy had just landed on the tip of her nose!

         The Unicorn Rider gasped, then craned her head. Far off in the distance, she could just make out the frozen mountains on the far side of the island. Her heart gave a little leap – the clouds above them had now turned thick and swirly, sending cascades of white sparkles floating silently down from the sky. This was the last ingredient she needed to make the perfect Winter Solstice. Snow!

         “Finally,” she sighed dreamily, reaching out to catch a snowflake in her hand. “My favourite time of year!”
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         “It’s SNOWING!”

         Ava burst through the Sapphire stable doors in a flurry of snowflakes. She guided Leaf into her stall, then twirled around on her heel to take in the Solstice decorations.

         “Oooh!” she squealed.

         With its domed roof and intricate stained-glass windows, the unicorn stable was already beautiful, but tonight it looked … spectacular. The arches were covered with glossy-green holly branches, and all around there were bunches of winter berries tied up with red velvet ribbon. 7The drinking fountain in the centre bubbled with water from Starglow Lake, making a kaleidoscope of coloured sparkles in the air. Clusters of paper lanterns in orange, ruby and crimson shimmered gently high above them, making everything feel cosy and snug.

         Sophia was busy with Wildstar when Ava arrived, unbuckling her unicorn’s bridle. As she made the unicorn comfortable in her stall, Sophia watched her best friend leap from decoration to decoration, ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ at every bauble she could see. Ava was always a glass half full kind of girl, but Sophia had never seen her quite this excited.

         “I can’t wait for tomorrow,” cried Ava. “My brothers told me all about the Solstice fun they had when they went to Unicorn Academy. Now, it’s finally our turn!”

         She reached up and gave Leaf the biggest 8neck hug, holding on so tight the unicorn couldn’t help but whinny with pleasure.

         At that moment, Layla Fletcher rode into the stable on Glacier, carrying a snowflake-shaped ceiling decoration that had been frosted with silver sparkles. Layla pushed her glasses up her nose, then carefully stood up in the saddle to pin the snowflake onto the arch above her. When it was in place, the ornament began to gently spin, the tinkly bells inside it making a delicate, shimmery sound.

         Ava clapped her hands in delight. “Those ornaments are glittery gorgeous! Decorating is my favourite part of Winter Solstice!”

         Layla sat back on Glacier and grinned. “I thought you said that the Solstice carols were your favourite part?”

         “I love everything about Solstice!” Ava declared, waving her hand. She did a little 9skip and a twirl around the magical Starglow fountain, joyfully holding out both arms to take everything in. “I love the feast, the songs, that chill in the air that tells you that winter has arrived…”

         “Hey,” said Sophia, shooting a nervous look at Layla. “Breathe, Ava. Remember breathing?”

         “…but none of those things compares to the PRESENTS!” Ava said, finally running out of air.

         There was a short silence as Ava bent over and gulped, but Sophia wasn’t too worried. This had been happening a lot in the run up to Solstice.

         “Oooh!” Ava rasped. “I did that thing again where I forget to breathe!”

         “Did you?” Sophia playfully nudged Wildstar. “Hadn’t noticed.”

         On the other side of the stable, Valentina Furi rolled her eyes moodily then turned back to grooming Cinder, a stunning chestnut unicorn with a golden horn.10

         Ava didn’t take any notice of this. Valentina came from a rich family with a long history at Unicorn Academy, and she liked to pretend she was better than the rest of the riders in Sapphire dorm. It had taken a long time to get to know her properly, but Ava and the others had worked out that Valentina actually did value their friendship, certainly a great deal more than she made out.

         In times of danger, Valentina had proved time after time that she and Cinder would always have their backs. She was a true friend and an important part of Team Sapphire, even if she wasn’t in the mood to show much sweet Solstice spirit.

         “I’m just really, really, REALLY excited for the presents,” Ava explained. “The Dwerpins hang wreaths in the stables for the unicorns and they carve cute wooden unicorns to leave under the bed for us!” She hurriedly broke off to give Leaf 11another cuddle. “I hope that I get a yellow one tomorrow, to match this sweetie!”

         Layla hopped down from Glacier’s back and walked over to join the other girls.

         “What’s your favourite part of my favourite holiday?” Ava asked her.

         A flush of pleasure rushed into Layla’s cheeks. What she really loved was the fact that the Solstice was based on actual science! Learning had always been the thing that Layla was best at, and she’d already researched the history of the celebration.

         “Solstice is when the earth tilts furthest from the Sun,” she explained, “which makes it the shortest day of the year!”

         It was fascinating stuff, and Layla was about to offer to draw a detailed diagram for Ava and Sophia to show how it all worked … until she noticed the blank expression on their faces. She 12decided to save the science lesson for her next library study day with Mr Tansy, quickly adding, “I do also love the crème puffs at the Solstice feast!”

         The other Unicorn Riders nodded eagerly. Yummy treats at the feast were something they could all look forward to!

         “I’m just pumped about having the day off,” added Sophia, leaning in to snuggle Wildstar. “No school, just a whole day to hang out with my best friends. Who could want anything more?”

         “Me!” shouted a voice.

         The girls were interrupted by Rory riding in on Storm, closely followed by Isabel and River. They had gone to fetch the last of the decorations.

         “I’m with Layla,” said Rory. “I’m all about that feast!”

         Storm, a magnificent amethyst unicorn with lightning bolts zigzagging across her coat, 13snickered in agreement. Whatever Rory said was all right by her. The only boy in Sapphire dorm had bonded with a unicorn that was super-impressive, but just as fun-loving as he was. Storm could wield powerful Weather Magic, but she also enjoyed practical jokes and galloping around the island with the wind in her mane.

         “We found some more lanterns!” Isabel added brightly.

         River, Isabel’s sweet-natured blue unicorn, swished his tail and moved to just the right spot beneath the stable’s high domed roof. He looked across at Rory and bobbed his head.

         “We’re ready, Storm,” said Rory. “Do you think you could lend a hoof?”

         Storm shook out her mane and her horn instantly began to glitter with light. A magical gust of wind swirled around the unicorn, whisking Rory and Isabel’s lanterns into the air, all the way 14up to the ceiling. Each one floated neatly into place, adding a gorgeous finishing touch to the unicorns’ stable.

         Rory laughed, patting Storm on the neck. “Easy breezy!”

         Ava beamed with pleasure as the last of the decorations were hung up. Everything was picture-perfect and all of her friends were here! This was just how it should be on Solstice Eve.

         “Now we’re only one sleep away,” sung Ava, doing a new dance. “Solstice is tomor-ROW! Can’t wait for the pre-SENTS!”

         “Oh, please.” Valentina leaned out of Cinder’s stall and made a bored, groaning sound. “My family celebrates Solstice every year, and it’s just like any other day. Actually, it’s worse. There are way too many ridiculous expectations.”

         “I will not have this ridiculous naysaying,” replied Ava, wiggling a finger at her. “Not on the 15best day of the ENTIRE YEAR! Tell her, Sophia!”

         Sophia gulped awkwardly, then tried her best to show some festive cheer.

         “It should be fun,” she agreed. “Although I have never actually celebrated Solstice before. It’s a Unicorn Island thing, and my dad kept all of that secret, remember?”

         Wildstar looked down at her rider with gentle eyes. Before arriving at Unicorn Academy, Sophia had always believed that her dad, Miles Mendoza, had died in an accident when she was very young. She missed him with all of heart, but it was only after getting close to Wildstar that she learned the mysterious truth about him. She’d discovered that her dad knew all about unicorn magic and had once been a student at the academy himself, just like her! But Sophia was astonished to find out that Miles had bonded with Wildstar years before her, going on to become 16one of the greatest Unicorn Riders of all time.

         It had been a lot to take in. Sophia’s dad hadn’t died in an accident after all. Instead, he had fought a brave and epic battle against Ravenzella, the wicked Queen of Grimoria, and banished the island, before he’d been forced to spend many years as her prisoner in her dark realm. It had taken the courage of a new generation of Unicorn Riders – Sophia and her friends in Sapphire dorm – to bring back the island of Grimoria and rescue her dad.

         Now her dad was safe and home with her mum and little brother, Marco, Sophia knew she’d already got the best present she could ever have wished for. Sometimes she still had to pinch herself to believe it was really true. That was why when it came to the Solstice, the Unicorn Rider didn’t really see what all the fuss was about. But then this was her first winter sharing a room with 17her best friend Ava…

         “Clearly none of you get it,” decided Ava, pushing Sophia and the others out of the stable building. “So, there’s only one thing to do. This year I will give you all the perfect Solstice, and MAKE you love it as much as I do! Now go to bed so the Dwerpins can deliver our presents!”

         Laughing and chattering, the Unicorn Riders allowed Ava to lead them out into the snowy night and the walk back up to Sapphire dorm.

         “Loving it already!” chuckled Rory, waving goodnight to the unicorns.
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