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Friendship Station at Maplebridge

The last light of day spilled across Maplebridge, painting the rooftops in warm gold and soft purple. 

At the edge of town, the Friendship Train rested on the tracks, its lanterns glowing like fireflies waking from a dream. 

Mr. Bartholomew, the golden retriever conductor, in his pressed vest, pocket watch glinting softly, stood by the open caboose door, polishing the brass rail as the twilight breeze brushed through his fur. 

“Tonight’s adventure will be a special one.” Mr. Bartholomew said softly to himself. 

Alexis, a young deer, hurried up the platform, her lantern swinging gently as she moved with quiet grace. She loved every journey aboard the Friendship Train, but this one felt different—exciting in a way she couldn’t quite explain. 

Ms. Maple greeted her with a warm smile, the horned owl’s calm eyes shining behind her round glasses, her blue cloak wrapped snugly around her wings. 

“Just in time, dear. The mountain blooms won’t wait.” 

Alexis grinned. “Is Jade coming?” 

“She should be along any moment.” 

Light footsteps approached, and Jade appeared at the top of the platform steps—a young coyote girl with soft sand-and-gray fur, bright white cheeks, and golden-brown eyes that sparkled with excitement. A lavender cap sat between her ears, matching her lavender coat, and a satchel strap crossed her beige buttoned shirt as she hugged her sketchbook close, its ribbon bookmark fluttering in the breeze. 

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, catching her breath. “Makenna fell asleep early, so I promised to draw everything for her. Every tree, every shadow... even the train steam.” 

Makenna was Jade’s younger sister, a lively five-year-old coyote pup known for her boundless imagination. 

Alexis laughed softly. “Then you’d better save a lot of pages.” 

Jade nodded eagerly and boarded the train. 

Just as Jade stepped inside, a small shape trotted shyly out from behind a luggage cart. Soft wool, curled horns just starting to grow. A tiny pack on his back and bright curious eyes. 

A young mountain goat. 

Ms. Maple lifted her lantern so everyone could see him better. 

“Everyone, this is Briar,” she announced. “He’s training to be a Mountain Guide. And we’re very lucky—he knows the Twilight Lily Mountain better than anyone.” 

Briar was a young mountain goat, dressed in bib overall shorts, with short horns and a neat little beard. His shy manner showed he was still learning. 

Briar bowed shyly and nearly lost his footing, proof he was still finding his confidence. Jade giggled behind her sketchbook and sketched him immediately. 

Briar murmured, cheeks warm. “I’ve never been drawn before.” 

With everyone aboard, Mr. Bartholomew gave a proud nod and pulled the brass whistle chain. 

The whistle sang—a soft, musical note that drifted toward the rising stars. 

The Friendship Train began to move, wheels humming, lanterns swaying gently as the twilight deepened around them. 

Inside, the children gathered near the windows as shadows stretched across the forest ahead. 

“What exactly are we looking for?” Chase asked, hugging his lantern. 

Chase was a young beagle with warm brown-and-white fur, dressed in a short-sleeve shirt and green suspenders, his wooden clipboard tucked under one arm. His big, soft eyes carried a mix of responsibility and curiosity. 
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