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PROLOGUE
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In the heart of a quiet town, where the streets curved like secret paths and the air smelled of fresh-cut grass, there stood an ancient oak tree. It was the kind of tree that seemed to hold the sky on its shoulders, its branches stretching wide like arms ready to hug the world. ​ The grown-ups called it just another tree, but the kids knew better. ​ They called it magic.
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The oak had been there longer than anyone could remember, its roots twisting deep into the earth, its leaves whispering secrets to the wind. ​ It had seen everything—every laugh, every tear, every story that had ever passed beneath its shade. ​ And if you listened closely, you might hear it whisper back. ​
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But the oak had a secret of its own. ​ A story it had been holding onto for years, waiting for someone brave enough to uncover it. ​ A story about a girl who once danced beneath its branches, who loved the tree so much she never wanted to leave. ​ A story about a locket, a well, and a promise that had been forgotten.
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This is the story of three kids who dared to listen. Jake, Dale, and Rebecca didn’t know it yet, but they were about to discover something extraordinary—something that would change their lives forever. It started with a treehouse, built from crooked boards and big dreams. ​ It grew into a mystery, tangled in the roots of the old oak. ​ And it became an adventure that would teach them about courage, friendship, and the power of remembering. ​
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Because sometimes, the most magical places aren’t castles or kingdoms. Sometimes, they’re right in your own backyard, waiting for you to climb up and see the world in a whole new way. ​
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This is the story of The Midnight Treehouse. ​ And it begins with a whisper. ​
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THE SKY FORTRESS
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It was already warm by the time Jake reached the base of the ancient oak, sun filtering through the green canopy overhead and turning every blade of grass into something alive and wild. His sneakers squished in the morning dew. He paused, shifting the bulging backpack from one shoulder to the other, and looked up. The tree was huge—bigger than any tree in the neighborhood, maybe in the whole town. Its limbs twisted and spread like the arms of some wooden monster, and Jake loved it.
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Dale was already there, stacking two-by-fours and balancing his father’s tool belt on his hips with exaggerated importance. Rebecca arrived a minute later, a neat folder clutched in both hands and a ponytail as tight as her smile.
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“You’re late,” Dale called, grinning. “We almost started without you.”
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“Yeah, right.” Jake tossed his backpack to the ground. “You’d just build a wooden box and call it a day.”
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“Boxes are structurally sound,” Dale said, straight-faced, but Jake saw the twitch at the edge of his mouth.
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Rebecca rolled her eyes and started unfolding a paper the size of a treasure map. “Before we do anything, we have to go over the plans.” She flicked a glance at Jake. “And you promised not to add a catapult this time.”
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Jake thought about the last time—splintered boards, a bruised tailbone, the memory of Dale getting launched onto a pile of leaves. “No catapults,” Jake promised, mostly meaning it.
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They circled the trunk, which was fat enough that all three of them could barely touch hands around it. Rebecca’s plan was elaborate, but Dale’s practical mind had already simplified it. “If we start here, and notch the supports into the main fork, we’ll save hours,” he said, tracing invisible lines in the bark.
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Rebecca checked her notes. “The platform should be about seven feet up. That gives us enough room for a ladder without making it impossible for smaller kids.”
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Dale grinned at Jake. “You sure you can climb that high without your mom noticing?”
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Jake bounced on the balls of his feet, a fizzy feeling rising in his chest. “My mom thinks I’m at the library.”
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Rebecca raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Instead, she produced a stubby carpenter’s pencil and started marking the trunk with careful, straight lines. Dale started measuring, calling out numbers, and Jake was already thinking about what they could hang from the lower branches. A flag? A tire swing? Maybe a secret rope to escape if parents ever showed up to ruin things.
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They fell into the rhythm of work. Dale manned the saw with focus, his hands steady even when the boards squealed and kicked back splinters. Jake hauled each cut plank up the rickety aluminum ladder, careful not to drop them, and handed them to Rebecca, who sat perched on a sturdy limb like a schoolteacher overseeing recess. She checked each board against her plans before giving a nod and passing it to Dale, who hammered it in place with hard, satisfying whacks.
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The work wasn’t easy. Within an hour, their t-shirts clung damply to their backs, and the air under the branches was thick with sawdust. Sweat dripped down Jake’s forehead, stinging his eyes, and every time he blinked, the world shimmered, golden and alive. Dale barked knuckles twice, but only swore once. Rebecca wiped her glasses with the hem of her shirt and checked her checklist after every nail.
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The treehouse started as a wobbly promise, but by lunch it was a real platform, boards overlapping at the edges and anchored with enough nails to withstand a tornado. Rebecca sat cross-legged on the plywood floor, drawing diagrams of walls and trapdoors. Dale stretched out on his stomach and peered down at the world below, his hair dusted pale with wood flour. Jake just spun in circles, arms out, windmilling.
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“We need a name,” Jake said, flopping down next to Dale.
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Dale squinted at the sky through the leaves. “Something cool, but not lame.”
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Rebecca didn’t look up from her notes. “No puns.”
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Jake chewed on the inside of his cheek. “What about The Sky Fortress?”
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Dale mulled it over. “That’s actually good.”
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Rebecca circled it on her page. “Sky Fortress. Approved.”
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There was an hour of argument over the ladder versus trapdoor debate—Rebecca’s logic versus Jake’s sense of adventure, with Dale as the swing vote. In the end, they built both: a rope ladder for daily use, and a trapdoor for “emergencies.” Jake insisted on painting a red X on the hatch, just so they wouldn’t forget.
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They ate peanut butter sandwiches and warm juice in the shade, toes dangling off the edge of the platform, talking about all the things they’d do in their new hideout. Secret club meetings, all-night horror movie marathons, epic capture-the-flag campaigns that would make them legends.

––––––––

[image: ]


By late afternoon, the walls went up. They were crooked and uneven, but they stood. Dale’s hammer had developed a limp, and Rebecca’s list was smeared with thumbprints and sweat. Jake was proudest of the window—they’d used an old picture frame from his basement, glass long gone but perfect for peering out at the street below.
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They were finishing the roof when Jake slipped, a split second of nothing under his foot. He gasped and grabbed for a branch. Dale’s hand shot out, gripping Jake’s wrist tight. Jake dangled for a breathless moment, then hauled himself back up.
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“You okay?” Dale asked, not letting go right away.
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“Yeah,” Jake said, heart racing in his chest. “Totally fine.”
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Rebecca looked down at them, hair clinging to her forehead. “Safety first, guys. Seriously.”
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Jake saluted with the hammer. “Aye, captain.”
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They worked slower after that, careful with each step, each grip. The treehouse felt more real than anything Jake had ever built—better than forts of couch cushions or driftwood teepees by the creek. This was something that would last, something they’d come back to even after summer ended.
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The sun started dipping, and the world beneath the tree turned honey-colored and soft. They hammered the last nail, stood back, and just looked at it: The Sky Fortress, perched among the leaves, strong and perfect and theirs.
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Rebecca climbed up through the hatch, ducked her head, and grinned. “It’s even better than the plan.”
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Dale thumped the wall in approval, then pulled a Sharpie from his pocket and scribbled “Dale Bennett, Construction Boss” on the inside of the door.
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Jake wanted to carve their names into the trunk, but instead, he settled for yelling, “Sky Fortress forever!” loud enough to scare a flock of sparrows into flight.
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They high-fived, loud and awkward, and for a minute they just sat in silence, listening to the wind and the heartbeat thrum of the tree.
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When the sun was a coin on the horizon and their arms ached, they gathered their tools, crammed sawdusty shirts into their backpacks, and climbed down one by one. Jake was last, pausing at the base to look up at the fortress silhouetted against the dusk. It looked like it belonged up there, wild and a little bit magic.
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He couldn’t wait for tomorrow.
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At home, the house was so quiet that Jake kept expecting to hear something—clatter in the kitchen, TV noises from the living room, anything—but it was like the world had shut its mouth for the night. He brushed his teeth, flopped into bed still smelling faintly of sap and sweat, and tried not to think about how alive the treehouse felt when he’d left it. Moonlight painted pale stripes across his bedroom carpet, climbing up the dresser and onto the wall, and Jake found himself tracing them with his eyes until they blurred and doubled.
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He rolled onto his side and tugged the covers up under his chin. Downstairs, someone closed a cabinet softly, then silence again. He pictured the Sky Fortress, its dark outline against the navy blue sky, and wondered if the wind made it creak, if raccoons had already discovered it, if the platform would really hold through a thunderstorm.
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Jake didn’t remember falling asleep, but suddenly he was awake inside the treehouse, except it wasn’t daytime or even normal night. Everything glowed the strange blue of a storm cloud just before rain, and all the angles were off—boards bending a little more, shadows pooling in the corners, the ladder swaying without being touched.
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He tried to call out for Dale or Rebecca, but his voice stuck in his throat.
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The branches around the Sky Fortress shuddered. Jake hugged his knees and peered out through the empty window. He heard a soft footstep behind him—impossible on wood, but clear as a knock. He spun around and saw her: a girl, maybe his age or a little younger, standing in the hatchway.
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She was see-through. Jake blinked. She stayed there, shimmering, wearing a dress that looked like it belonged in a museum—long, lacy, and dusted with little flowers at the sleeves. Her hair floated around her shoulders, moving even though the air didn’t. Her face was pale, but it wasn’t the color that made Jake’s heart hammer—it was the look in her eyes. She stared at him with a sadness so heavy, he felt it land on his chest.
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