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    To our soon-to-arrive Ivan, may your life be filled with wonder, adventure, and boundless excitement. 

May you always explore the world with curiosity, find joy in every discovery, and create memories that light up your heart. 

Welcome to the family—we can't wait to see the magic you'll bring!

      

    



  	
        
            
            Nothing is as real as your dreams, and not all is as it may seem. Friends may turn into foes, and what you fear might become your friend.
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Chapter 1: Midnight Picnic to Mountain Peril
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The Starlight Explorers stood nervously in a row, facing their parents, who did not look pleased. They were gathered in Tiffany’s living room, the air thick with tension. Roxanne and Leo’s dad had the first word.

“We were worried sick! A midnight picnic? Really? Why didn’t you think to tell us?” he demanded, his voice firm but tinged with relief.

Roxanne shifted uncomfortably, her gaze dropping to the floor as she ran her hand through her long, blonde hair. “We thought it would spoil the fun,” she mumbled.

Simon’s dad, looking both stern and tired, shook his head. “Simon, I expected better from you.” Simon managed a soft, “Sorry, Dad,” his shoulders slumping as if to hide his athletic frame.

Freddy’s mom spoke next, her voice breaking slightly. “Taking food and disappearing without a word? I thought you’d run away!” A tear rolled down her cheek, and Freddy looked at the floor, feeling a pang of guilt sharper than any scolding.

Tiffany’s dad, Uncle Clement, sighed, though his eyes held a glimmer of amusement. “Tiff, when will you learn to be responsible?” he asked, shaking his head.

Tiffany grinned cheekily, attempting to lighten the mood. “Maybe we should ask the old man of the mountain,” she quipped, shrugging. It was a mistake.

For a second, Uncle Clement’s jaw dropped. Then, the corners of his mouth turned upward, and a mischievous smile appeared. “Alright, Tiff. That’s a great idea. Pack your backpack. Tomorrow, we’re climbing Mount Selson to find the old man of the mountain!”

Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?” She began to object. “Does he even exist?” But Uncle Clement raised a finger, silencing her. The message was clear: not this time. With a sigh of resignation, she fell silent.

The kids exchanged uneasy glances. Mount Selson was tall, challenging, and definitely not their idea of fun—especially with tomorrow’s scorching weather forecast.

“Wait,” Leo blurted out, eyes wide, “you actually want us to hike up that mountain? In this heat?”

Roxanne’s dad nodded. “Exactly. Think of it as a consequence. You’ll have plenty of time to reflect on your midnight adventure—while you’re sweating it out in the sun.”

Freddy adjusted his glasses nervously. “Uh... don’t people usually avoid hiking Mount Selson in the middle of summer?” he asked. “Isn’t it, I dunno... risky?”

Uncle Clement shrugged. “It’s perfectly safe if you’re prepared. You’re young, strong—just pack plenty of water, and you’ll be fine.” But Freddy’s question lingered, casting a flicker of unease over the group.

Simon’s dad offered an encouraging smile. “It’ll be a good challenge. Nothing’s happened on that mountain for years—well, nothing serious, anyway.” His attempt at reassurance fell flat.

As the adults discussed logistics, Roxanne gave Tiffany a playful but exasperated nudge. “Nice going, Tiff. Thanks for volunteering us for the worst punishment ever.”

Tiffany groaned, burying her face in her hands. “I didn’t think they’d actually make us climb the mountain.”

Freddy smirked, pushing up his glasses. “Look on the bright side. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a nest of spiders or snakes. You know, to keep things interesting.”

Roxanne rolled her eyes. “Just great. First a mountain hike, now monsters. Tomorrow’s going to be a disaster.”

The kids were resigned to their fate, and as they parted ways that night, the weight of the impending climb settled over them. This wasn’t going to be just an ordinary hike—they all had a feeling about it. And if they only knew what awaited them at the top of Mount Selson, they might have thought twice about their midnight picnic in the first place...

***
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IT WAS BARELY 6 A.M. the next morning when the sun was already shining brightly. Roxanne knew it was going to be a long day. Uncle Clement’s cheerful mood did little to improve hers.

“Forward!” Uncle Clement instructed, sounding like a military sergeant. The group trudged along, the early morning air already warm.

The hike to the foot of the mountain took half an hour, and just as they arrived, Uncle Clement signaled for a brief stop. “Okay, boys and girls, the easy part is over. Now we start our climb. Take a few sips of water before we begin,” he announced, his enthusiasm unmatched.

Freddy, already out of breath, gulped down half his water bottle. “We’re doomed,” he complained. “We’re never going to make it.”

“Yeah, I got us in a big mess...” Tiffany muttered.

Leo smiled at her. “Hey, Tiff, don’t beat yourself up. We’re all to blame. And honestly, we deserve it.” Tiffany managed a small smile. “Thanks, Leo. You’re a good friend.”

“All forward!” Uncle Clement commanded, and they started the steep ascent.

The path twisted and turned, growing steeper with every step. Roxanne let out a dramatic sigh after about twenty minutes. “This is torture! I wonder if the spankings kids got back in the day were worse than this.”

Tiffany laughed. “Well, I guess now it’s just sore legs instead of sore bottoms!” Both girls giggled, trying to lighten the mood.

“Well, at least we can make our friends jealous with photos,” Roxanne suggested. With a big grin, Tiffany called the boys over for a group selfie. “Let’s make the best of this,” she said, snapping the picture with the mountain rising behind them and the town far below.

***
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AFTER THE GROUP PHOTO, they continued their climb. Roxanne tried to slip her phone back into her backpack’s side pocket, but disaster struck. The phone slipped from her hand and fell into a crack between two large boulders by the footpath.

“Oh no! My phone!” Roxanne shouted in panic.

Uncle Clement saw the commotion and walked back. He peered into the crack, then smiled. “I can still see it. Get a stick and figure out a way to get it out. I’ll wait for you up by the big tree,” he said, pointing up the trail.
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