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Dedication
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For page lovers all over the world, this one’s for you.

––––––––
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” ONE MUST ALWAYS BE careful of books, and what is inside them, for words have the power to change us.” – Cassandra Clare, Clockwork Angel
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Chapter 1
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The wind shifted in sudden, impossible currents, its icy fingers playing with Gwenna’s hair and lifting the edges of the rolled parchment that had appeared on her doorstep. As she watched, the letters “G” and “M” burned magically into existence like it’d been branded just for her. She knew what it was. No human hand had delivered it. Not that it mattered. Invitations to Harrowmere Academy rarely arrived by ordinary means. She frowned, one eyebrow tilting.

“Well, this was unexpected.” 

Gwenna wrapped her cloak around herself and bent down instinctively, half-expecting it to vanish into nothingness. But it didn’t. She reached out tentatively, and the moment her fingers brushed the parchment, it darted away, like a startled rabbit, and landed neatly on the top step again. Gwenna grinned. Finally, something that understood her. 

“Trying to test me, huh?” she said, circling it, feeling the faint hum of magic in the air. She shifted her weight, her tail flicking instinctively. 

The letter quivered, heavy with an old magic, and the ink glowed into existence as if lightning chased it. 

“Gwenna Meadows,” it read out loud, its deep voice rumbling and curling slightly as if it’d a sense of humor. “You’ve been accepted. Come.”

Gwenna snorted. “A talking letter? Amazing, but I’ve seen better.” 

She flicked a strand of hair from her face, trying not to laugh at the absurdity of it all. Why would such an elite school as Harrowmere invite someone like her? She was a nobody—a pooka-born shape-shifter who couldn’t control her abilities, and definitely not someone important enough for acceptance into the most famous shifter academy in the Otherworld. It’d to be a mistake.

The wind twirled around her again, teasing, tugging at the hem of her coat. Something within it laughed with her, a whisper only she could hear.

“Gwenna Meadows,” the letter repeated, urgent and authoritative. “You’ve been accepted. Come.”

A white stag blinked into existence along the crossroads, tail swishing, eyes bright and cunning.

Gwenna’s lips curved into a mischievous smile. “Alright then,” she said, stepping toward the stag. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

~*~
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SOMEWHERE, IN THE FOLDS of the crossroads, in the bowing of the trees, and in the sighing of the wind, magic stirred. The academy—a monstrous medieval castle wrapped in fog—shimmered behind the stag. A doorway flickered. The entrance waited. All Gwenna Meadows—pooka, unicorn, human, and chaos unbound—had to do was walk through it.
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Chapter 2
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The doorway didn’t close behind Gwenna. It simply decided she no longer belonged to the world she’d left behind her. Fog curled around her boots as the White Stag stepped forward, hooves silent against stones that had been walked on by centuries of uncertain students. The air tasted different here—sharper, older, and threaded with the hum of magic that refused to sit quietly.

Gwenna tugged her cloak tighter, glancing over her shoulder out of habit. Nothing waited there. No crossroads. No familiar sky. Just the long path ahead.

“Well,” she muttered, forcing a grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes, “no pressure or anything.”

The Stag flicked its tail, amused. It’d seen many arrive just like her, with bold words hiding fragile doubt. Highcross Hall attracted those who pretended confidence until they learned what shape they truly took.

Ahead, the academy rose from mist and memory, its towers crooked in ways that made architects weep and magic hum with satisfaction. Highcross Hall stood slightly apart from the others, its stone walls threaded with living vines and carved knotwork that never repeated the same pattern twice. Unpredictable, like the first-year students it invited. The hall approved of unpredictability.

Gwenna didn’t notice the way the carvings brightened as she approached. She was too busy cataloging reasons she didn’t belong. 

Elite academy. 

Legendary reputation. 

Students with control, training, and lineage, none of which she possessed. 

Then there was her—a pooka-born shifter who tripped over her own magic more often than she mastered it.

“This is a mistake,” she told the empty air.

The air disagreed. The gates to the courtyard opened anyway. She took one long glance behind her before stepping forward and passing through them. Warmth sizzled through her as the courtyard gates closed. It was a comfortable warmth, yet one that reinforced her sense of not belonging. 

All around the courtyard, chaos unfolded with a practiced elegance that left her with little time to wallow. A girl with feathered shoulders tried to coax her wings back into place while two older students offered advice that sounded helpful yet suspiciously like bets. A boy with antlers leaned against a pillar, looking bored in a way only the truly confident managed. Somewhere, laughter rang out—sharp and delighted.

Gwenna slowed. For the first time since the invitation appeared, uncertainty pressed heavier than curiosity. They all look like they know what they’re doing. She shifted her weight, her tail flicking once before she caught herself and stilled it beneath her cloak.

The White Stag paused beside her. Its gaze held no judgment or approval, but something steady—a guardian’s reminder that arrival wasn’t the same as belonging, yet.

“I didn’t earn this,” Gwenna whispered, barely aware she’d spoken out loud.

The Stag lowered its head, antlers catching the light. Highcross Hall disagreed. It’d chosen her long before she realized invitations could be refused.

A tall instructor approached Gwenna with the calm expression of someone who had long ago accepted that Highcross students rarely followed rules the way rules expected to be followed.

“I’m Elowen. You’ve arrived,” she said simply.

Gwenna blinked. “Was there a chance I wouldn’t?”

“There’s always a chance.”

The instructor offered a small token carved from silverwood. It warmed instantly in Gwenna’s hand, humming in recognition.

“Your dorm will reveal itself,” Elowen continued. “Try to remain mostly in one shape until supper.”

“No promises,” Gwenna replied automatically, then winced as her unicorn horn formed on her forehead at the same moment her pooka tail swished. “I mean, I’ll try.”

The instructor’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “Yes,” she said. “You will.”

The White Stag stepped back toward the archway, its form beginning to dissolve into threads of pale light. Gwenna noticed this time.

“Hey, wait,” she said, taking a half-step forward. “You’re just leaving me?”

The Stag paused. Its old, knowledgeable gaze softened. Guides didn’t stay, and guardians watched. It was a difference Gwenna would learn soon enough. With a final flick of its tail, the Stag vanished, its presence settling into the stones of Highcross Hall itself.

Gwenna stood alone in the courtyard, surrounded by strangers who looked far more certain than she felt. She squared her shoulders anyway.

“Alright, Harrowmere,” she said under her breath. “Let’s see how long it takes you to realize you invited the wrong shifter.”

The academy said nothing, but the vines along the walls of Highcross Hall rustled with quiet amusement. 

The token in Gwenna’s hand grew warmer, but not so hot she dropped it. It was almost as if it wanted her to enter the building. 

A boy slightly older than Gwenna emerged from the building. A thick, golden beard surrounded his lower face like a lion’s mane, and a fur-tipped tale swished behind him. A cat-like paw gripped a clipboard and the other held a pen.

“I see you’re new here,” he said, holding his paw out. “I’m Madden, and the closest thing to a resident advisor you’ll find here in Highcross Hall—in this form, anyway. I’m supposed to show you around.”

~*~
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HIGH ABOVE THE COURTYARD, unseen eyes watched from arched windows. Faculty members murmured quietly, sensing the layered magic wrapped around Gwenna’s aura—her pooka-unicorn-human chaos flickering against something older and more luminous. Not many arrived carrying more than one nature. Fewer still arrived carrying doubt sharp enough to hide it.

Deep within the academy’s oldest wing, a page turned by itself, and ink curled across the parchment in careful strokes.

Gwenna Meadows: Highcross Hall

The writing stopped. The entry was complete, for now. But far beneath the stone and warding, something bound shifted in restless sleep. The Binder felt the new name and didn’t like it. Not at all.
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Chapter 3
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Madden walked like someone who had learned long ago that Highcross Hall refused to be rushed. His lion tail swayed lazily behind him as he guided Gwenna through corridors that seemed to rearrange themselves the moment she looked away.

“Classrooms first,” he said, tapping his clipboard against a stone archway that curved like antlers. “They shift from place to place depending on who needs them. Always check the door for the class name. Also, don't get attached to furniture. It never gets attached to you.”

Gwenna snorted softly, trailing her fingers along knotwork that warmed faintly beneath her touch. The carvings didn’t repeat. Every curve felt intentional, alive.

“I like a building that refuses to commit,” she murmured.

Madden glanced back, amused. “You’ll fit in just fine, then.”

They passed a wide chamber filled with students. A girl with orange skin and tiger stripes argued with a boy whose trunk scattered dust mites from the cobbled floor. The air smelled faintly of ink, moss, and something metallic that lingered on Gwenna’s tongue.

“Dining hall’s through there always. It’s the one door that never moves.” Madden added. “Food adapts to form. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” Gwenna asked.

“You’ll see.”

They continued past meeting rooms humming with old enchantments. Gwenna felt the token in her palm warm and cool like a heartbeat trying to match her own rhythm.

“You’ll want to keep your token close,” Madden said, nodding toward it. “Highcross opens for those who listen.”

“What happens if I don’t?” she asked.

He grinned. “Then it gets creative.”

At the end of the corridor, Madden stopped before a long stretch of doors.

This hallway felt different. The air stilled, as if listening.

“This is the Hallway of Decisions,” he said simply. “Dorms are shared chambers. The Hall tends to know where you’ll land better than you do.”

“That’s comforting,” Gwenna muttered dryly.

“Trust your token,” Madden said as he chuckled and turned away. “Supper’s at dusk. Try not to get lost.”

And just like that, he left her alone.

Gwenna stood in the quiet, rolling the coin between her fingers.

Doors lined both sides — tall, narrow, crooked, carved with creatures she didn’t recognize. The token warmed, then cooled, then warmed again as she walked.

“Alright,” she whispered. “You want to play? Let’s play.”

She veered toward a door that gleamed too brightly. The warmth vanished instantly.

“Show-off,” she said, turning away.

Another door creaked open a fraction before snapping shut when she approached. Gwenna laughed — the same laugh she’d given the invitation when it darted away.

“Oh, you’re funny,” she told the hallway.

The token grew warm in her palm. Gwenna slowed. She flipped the token over in her palm.

“Alright,” she whispered. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Doors shifted slightly as she walked. One hummed too loudly. Another seemed too still. She deliberately chose the wrong one. Nothing happened. She laughed—bright and mischievous.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re not that easy.”

She spun, cloak flaring, tail swishing, testing the hallway like she’d tested the invitation. The walls shimmered, the light softened. Silence pressed close, not heavy but curious.

The token warmed. One door’s carvings brightened faintly.

Gwenna’s smile softened. “You understand me,” she murmured.

The handle turned. The room beyond smelled of cedarwood and rain. Moonlight spilled from a large walk-out window across two beds. One was empty, the other wasn’t.

A girl sat cross-legged atop the far mattress; her silver feathers tucked tightly against her shoulders. Her eyes lifted slowly, assessing without hostility.

“So, you’re the new one,” she said.

Gwenna blinked, then grinned.

“Depends,” she replied. “Are you the welcoming committee or the final boss?”

The girl’s mouth twitched.

“Neither. I’m Bronwen, Bron for short. I hope you don’t mind feathers.”

Gwenna stepped inside, feeling the room shift subtly around her. Mirrors of various sizes caught different angles of her horn and tail while the moonlight accented her human cheekbone structure. The lavender curtains covering the window stirred with curiosity. The earthy musk of sitting rainwater filled the room like an air freshener on a breeze. She already loved it.

“I’m Gwenna,” she said, tossing her bag onto the empty bed. “Chaos is my middle name.”

Bron tilted her head. “Highcross likes chaos. In moderation.”

Gwenna laughed again, the sound echoing warmly off ancient stone.
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Chapter 4
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Sunlight slipped through the lavender curtains and settled across Gwenna’s bed in pale ribbons. For a moment, she didn’t move. The night before still clung to her bones—new hall, new roommate, new everything—and the quiet felt heavier than sleep. Something rested on the bedside table. She turned her head slowly.

A small woven shape sat beside her token. Thin twigs curved into a delicate ring, and had been threaded with pale down feathers and silver grass that captured the light like frost.

Gwenna pushed herself up on one elbow. Her heart pounded.

“What is this?”

Across the room, Bronwen sat near the window, feathers half-folded, smoothing one wing with absent concentration. She didn’t look up immediately.

Gwenna reached toward the woven piece, fingers hovering before she touched it. The twigs were stronger than they looked but still fragile. They were alive in a way carved things usually weren’t. It was a nest.

Her throat tightened.

“How did you?” she began, then stopped. 

Bron didn’t answer questions that hadn’t been asked out loud.

Gwenna slid her fingers beneath the token, dropped it into the nest, and felt warmth bloom instantly against her skin. It pulsed once, approving, then settled. The nest shifted with the movement, light as oxygen.

“How am I supposed to keep you safe,” she whispered under it, “when I can’t even keep myself in one shape?”

Bronwen’s voice came softly from across the room. “Birds don’t carry important things in their claws.”

Gwenna glanced up.

Bron shrugged one feathered shoulder. “They keep them close to their hearts.”

No more, no less was said. She offered no further explanation, just a truth floating in the air like a loose feather.

Gwenna hesitated, then lifted the nest carefully and slipped it over her head. The woven circle settled against her collarbone. The token warmed, then cooled — a quiet acknowledgment.

She swallowed. “Thank you,” she said, softer than she intended.

Bron nodded once and returned to preening.

~*~
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HIGHCROSS HALL WOKE like a creature stretching. Corridors shifted subtly as students moved through them. Doors opened where there had been walls the night before. The scent of baking grain and clack of metal trays on tabletops drifted from the dining hall, mixing with laughter and shifting magic.

Gwenna walked beside Bron, her cloak brushing against her calves. The nest felt light but noticeable—a reminder with every step. She observed other students. Wings folded and unfolded. Antlers ducked under arches. Someone’s fur rippled like wind across the water. Everyone seemed to know how to exist. She forced her shoulders back.

“So,” she said, trying for a casual tone, “do you have any first day survival tips?”

Bron considered. “Don’t assume the first form you see is the only one someone has.”

Gwenna almost laughed.

“If only,” she muttered.

As they passed the dining hall, she studied the doors in search of her first class. Highcross Hall definitely kept students on their toes. Classes blurred together in colors and textures rather than lessons. She entered a shifting classroom that rearranged desks when a student’s tail knocked them sideways. Another classroom had walls covered with mirrors that reflected forms Gwenna wasn’t sure she wanted to examine too closely. The lecture room smelled faintly of ink and rain while an instructor discussed balance like it were something one could simply choose.

By midday, her nerves buzzed. The nest rested warm against her skin. She tried not to think about how easily it could break—as well as her growling stomach. She’d missed breakfast.

The cafeteria roared with noise and the lingering scents of roasted roots, sweet fruits, and something metallic she couldn’t name. Gwenna balanced a tray carefully, following Bron toward an open table. Voices blended into a soft hum that pressed against her skull.

You belong here.

The thought didn’t feel like hers. She shifted her grip on the tray. The world tilted. It happened faster than it ever had before.

Magic surged through her spine without a choice or warning, just a shift rising like breath. Her fingers lengthened, then vanished. Hooves struck stone. The tray slipped, and metal hit the floor with a sharp, echoing crash. Her food scattered, her cup rolled, the liquid within it splattering against the stone floor. Sound burst outward, and then vanished entirely. Silence fell over the cafeteria.

Gwenna stood frozen on four legs, her unicorn form towering awkwardly among benches and tables. The nest necklace loosened as her neck expanded, sliding sideways before the token slipped free. It hit the ground with a soft metallic tap, rolled once, twice.

The room watched. She felt every eye on her like a ten-pound weight tied to each arm.

The token spun toward the edge of the aisle, straight toward Madden, who had appeared as if summoned by chaos itself. He bent, scooped it up without hesitation, and slipped it into his pocket in one smooth motion.

“Alright, folks,” Madden said calmly, voice cutting through the stillness. “We have a new record for lunchtime shape-shifting, but it’s not even close to the worst spill this week. Let’s give her some air, yeah?”

A few students chuckled softly. Chairs scraped across the floor, and conversations resumed in hesitant waves. 

Bron crouched beside Gwenna, gathering the nest carefully. A twig had snapped loose; feathers trembled between her fingers. Gwenna couldn’t move. Her ears rang.

“I swear I usually have hands,” she muttered, voice small despite her size.

Gentle, relieved laughter followed her words, but it didn’t help.

Madden stepped closer, hands relaxed at his sides. “You’re alright,” he breathed. “Hallways are wider. Let’s get you somewhere less crowded.”

She nodded once, unable to meet his eyes. Her hooves clicked against the stone floor as she turned.

The cafeteria noise swelled behind her as if nothing had happened. That almost hurt more.

The corridor outside felt cooler. Each step echoed too loudly. Bron walked beside her, nest cradled carefully in both hands. Madden followed a few steps back, a steady presence rather than pressure.

Gwenna’s stomach twisted painfully. She hadn’t eaten or even tasted anything, and the token was gone. Her neck felt bare without its weight.

“I didn’t break it,” Bron said quietly, lifting the nest slightly.

Gwenna nodded, unable to speak.

A single feather drifted free and settled against the stone before Bron caught it.

When they returned to the dorm, Gwenna lowered herself awkwardly onto the floor beside her bed. Unicorn muscles trembled beneath her coat, the shift still humming through her bones. The room felt smaller now.

Bron set the nest on the table, turning it gently in her hands. A single twig hung loose where the weave had stretched too far.

“I didn’t break it,” Bron murmured again.

Gwenna nodded, throat tight. She watched the nest instead of her roommate—watched the way the feathers trembled when Bron’s wing brushed them. Her neck felt strangely bare without the token’s weight. Her stomach growled loudly. Of course it did. Her unicorn form required more sustenance than her pooka and human forms did, and she was already hungry before the shift. She laughed once, breathless and uneven. 

“I think I just invented a new way to skip lunch.”

Bron tilted her head. “Unicorns don’t eat what everyone else does.”

“That would’ve been useful information earlier.”

Bron considered that, then shifted fully into bird form. Her silver wings unfurled against her black body, scattering light across the stone walls.

“I’ll find something,” she said simply and launched from the windowsill in a rush of feathers and wind.

Silence filled the room. Gwenna exhaled slowly, lowering her head against the edge of the bed. The faint scent of cedar and rain lingered where the nest rested. Her stomach twisted again. She closed her eyes. She wasn’t tired. It was just because she didn’t want to see anyone looking at her anymore.
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Gwenna woke to the sound of wings brushing against the window frame and the sharp, green scent of crushed leaves. Her ears twitched before her eyes opened.

Bronwen hopped onto the floor in bird form, talons tapping lightly against the cobblestone. A bundle of long grasses and pale fruit hung from a woven vine looped carefully around one leg.

“You’re awake,” Bron said, voice quieter than usual.

Gwenna lifted her head. The room felt cooler; dusk had settled while she slept, its shadows stretching across the floor like long fingers. Her body still held its unicorn shape, only her tail had changed from equestrian to pooka. And no amount of wishful thinking shifted her back to her natural form.

She watched Bron set the bundle down with surprising care. The scent shifted. It became sweet, earthy, yet unfamiliar. 

“What is that?” Gwenna asked, voice rough.

“Moon-thistle and cloud root,” Bron replied. “Highcross grows it near the upper terraces. Unicorn-safe.”

Gwenna stared at the food as if it might disappear. Her stomach answered with a loud, undeniable growl. Bron didn’t smile. She just nudged the bundle closer.

Gwenna hesitated. The memory of the silence, the laughter she couldn’t read, and the token slipping away from her reach during the cafeteria crash still lingered.

“Thank you,” she said finally.

She lowered her head and took a cautious bite. The taste surprised her. It was cool and bright, like rainwater mixed with citrus. Warmth spread through her chest, steadying something that had been rattling loose since midday.

Bron shifted back into her humanoid form, folding her wings carefully behind her.

“The nest will hold again,” she said, glancing toward the table. “It just needs adjusting.”

Gwenna followed her gaze. The woven circle rested where Bron had left it, feathers smoothed, the broken twig set gently aside for repair. The absence of the token pulsed quietly in the surrounding space.

“Madden has it,” Gwenna murmured.

Bron nodded. “He’ll return it when you can carry it.”

Carry it.

The words lingered. Gwenna took another bite of moon-thistle, chewing slowly. The knot in her chest loosened just enough for her to breathe fully again.

Outside, Highcross Hall shifted and stretched as evening students moved through the corridors. Laughter drifted faintly through the stone, softer than before. 

Gwenna swallowed. “I didn’t think my first day would involve a full audience.”

Bron’s mouth twitched. “Highcross forgets quickly.”

“I don’t,” Gwenna admitted.

The last bite of moon-thistle dissolved cool against Gwenna’s tongue. Her strength returned slowly, not with the sharp confidence she’d carried into the cafeteria, but a steadier energy that settled low in her chest. The room felt too still now. Too small. Her hooves shifted against the floor.

Wind slipped through the open window, tugging at her mane.

Run.

The instinct rose before the thought formed.

Gwenna lifted her head. “I need air,” she said, though Bron already seemed to know.

Bron didn’t stop her. She only nodded once, feathers rustling softly as Gwenna stepped toward the door.

The corridors of Highcross widened instinctively to accommodate her form. Vines drew back from archways. Students glanced up, curious but unconcerned.

Outside, the courtyard opened like a held breath finally released. Grass brushed against her ankles as she moved forward, first walking, then trotting, then running. 

Wind caught her mane. The world simplified. Stone paths blurred into ribbons of gray. The scent of rain, wet soil, and moss filled her lungs. Every stride felt cleaner than the last, hooves striking earth in a rhythm older than memory.

She ran past training grounds, around towers threaded with knotwork, along the edges of the academy where Highcross blurred into wild growth. 

For a few moments, nothing existed but motion. Then the air changed. It was subtle, barely noticeable.

The ground beneath her hooves split into three narrow paths, each curving slightly before rejoining. The space hummed, softly beckoning her spirit.

It was a crossroad.

Gwenna slowed instinctively, ears flicking. Magic brushed her spine. The shift began without warning. Her front legs stumbled as her hooves thinned and reshaped, and her fingers flickered into existence for a heartbeat before dissolving again. Her horn remained bright and steady, while her pooka tail lashed behind her with restless energy.

She gasped. “What’s happening?”

Her stride broke. She staggered, half upright, half animal, her human face tilted toward the sky while hooves struck unevenly against the earth. Wind tangled through mismatched forms. Her body tried to settle the disagreement—her unicorn strength pulling one way, pooka agility another, and human balance struggling between them.

She slowed to a stop in the center of the crossing. The world held its breath. For a moment she stood there with her horn gleaming, her hooves planted, her hands hovering awkwardly near her chest, and her tail twitching like a living question.

“I don’t even know what I am right now,” she whispered.

The crossroad hummed softly, neither correcting nor judging.

The mixed-form lasted only seconds before the magic loosened its grip. Her body folded back into full unicorn shape with a rush of breath. Silence followed, and even the wind stopped.

Gwenna lowered her head, mane falling across her eyes.

“Okay,” she said weakly. “That’s new.”

She turned and began the slower walk back toward Highcross, her muscles tired, but her mind sharper than before. The run had burned away some of the cafeteria’s weight—not all of it, but enough for her to breathe.

Behind her, the crossroad settled into stillness again, its paths blending seamlessly into the grass.

The courtyard had quieted by the time Gwenna returned. Lantern light pooled along the stone paths, warm against the cool evening air. Her hooves struck the ground more softly now, the urgency of her run replaced by a lingering ache she couldn’t name.
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