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Author’s Note




Marie and Miles’s adventure in Yellowstone was inspired by a real trip I took with my own family. We explored geysers, hiked trails, spotted wildlife, and soaked in the beauty of the park—memories that stayed with me long after our vacation ended.




The magical passport, hidden clues, and scavenger hunt are all make-believe, but the magic of stories, mysteries and imagination have always lived in me since I was a little girl. While the story is fiction, the facts about Yellowstone and the National Park System are real. I researched them through a variety of sources, including the National Park Service, to make sure the details were accurate and true to the park’s wonders.




I hope this story inspires you to visit our national parks, to explore their trails, discover their wonders, and maybe even find a little magic of your own along the way.




Keep wondering, keep wandering...




Meredith





 Prologue

Years ago, on a quiet trail in a national park, a girl named Rita felt something she couldn’t explain.


She had fallen a few steps behind her parents-just long enough to hear the wind shift, to notice the way the trees seemed to lean in, listening. Up ahead, the trail curved toward a waterfall, but something just off a narrower path caught her eye. Nestled beyond a few trees stood a large boulder, smooth and warm in the sun-quietly waiting, as if it had been missed by most hikers passing by.


She reached out and touched it.

For a split second, it felt alive beneath her hand. A gentle warmth. A quiet hum. Just like the magic she loved reading about-the kind that whispered instead of shouted.

She blinked, and the feeling vanished. The rock was just a rock.

Rita opened her National Park Passport, hopeful-maybe there would be a mark, a message, something new. Maybe, just maybe, it was more than just a book for stamps.  Maybe it held a bit of real magic, hiding in plain sight.

She waited.

Nothing.

Whatever magic had been there… it was gone. Or maybe it hadn’t fully awakened. Or maybe...she just wasn’t the one to understand it.

Years later, the passport sat forgotten in a dusty box, its pages still untouched. But the magic hadn’t disappeared.

  It was simply waiting.

  For someone new.

  ​Someone curious.

  ​Someone ready to see what Rita almost did.
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Chapter 1: The Passport





I rolled over and eyed my clock. Any second now, Mom would come bursting in, telling me it was time to get up. I pulled the covers over my head. Maybe today she’d let me sleep a bit longer. It was summer vacation, after all.



​“Marie!” my mom’s voice sings loud and bright, like always. She and my older brother are what my dad calls “Morning People.” My dad and I are NOT like them. “Rise and shine!” Mom shouts as she raises the window shades and the sunlight beams into the room. She’s on the short side, so she has to stand on her tiptoes to get the shades all the way up. “Your brother is already in the bathroom, and your dad is packing the car. First day of vacation!” My mom is always this chipper, especially in the mornings, and especially about family trips (she’s a vacation-planning whiz.)

I’ve learned not to complain to my mom, so I drag myself out of bed and shuffle down the hall to the bathroom, moving like a sloth through the rainforest. I barely have time to squeeze out the toothpaste before my older brother, Miles, bumps into me since I am trying to use the sink too.

“You’re hogging the whole sink, I need to use it too,” I mutter, giving him a side-eye. But Miles just shoves me aside and grins. He likes to argue and always leaves me out of everything. After all, he is four years older than me.

Still pushing against each other for a space at the sink, we both yell out, “Mooooom!”


​“It’s too early to be fighting!” Mom’s sunshiney tone is gone. She’s been up for hours and her short brown hair is already perfectly styled. Meanwhile, my long brown hair looks like a large bird was trying to make a nest in it overnight. I pat it down a little, but it’s no use.


“Get dressed now!” Mom’s voice echoes down the hall as we start shoving each other out of the bathroom.

I can hear her footsteps in the kitchen as she rushes around, making breakfast and probably double-checking our bags. She’s been planning this trip for months: Yellowstone National Park! Mom, being the teacher and planner she is, will make sure everything is set perfectly, from the route to the snacks!

It all started a few months ago when we had a family meeting to decide which park to visit. The year before, we went to Disney World, but Dad hated the crowds and waiting in lines. So this time, he got to choose. He had always wanted to visit a national park-somewhere full of nature and open space. Since Mom had been to a few parks when she was younger, she suggested we start there.

I still remember when she pulled out all her travel books and spread them across the table. “Look at this,” she said, flipping to a page on Yellowstone.

My eyes widened as I took in the pictures. “Wow, look at that huge waterfall!” I exclaimed.

Miles nudged me, pointing at the picture of the hot spring, “Look at all those colors,” he said. “So cool!”

            Dad chuckled, “That Old Faithful lodge looks pretty amazing. I could probably build one myself.”

      “Looks like Yellowstone is the winner!” Mom declared, clapping her hands together. Then she smiled. “I think your grandmother had a special passport book she kept from all her trips to the national parks. You should see if you can find it. I think it’s in the crawl space with the Christmas decorations. There should be a box with her name on it.”

              “Race you to the top of the stairs?” Miles smirked, pushing me out of the way.

              “Not fair you got a head start-wait for me!” I hollered as I tried to catch up with him.

 I wasn’t thrilled about going into the crawl space-it was dark, dusty, full of cobwebs, and probably spiders too. But Miles was already pulling open the door. “There’s the box!” he whispered, spotting a large, old cardboard box with Grandma’s name written on it in big, careful letters: Rita.

[image: Marie and Miles find the Grandmother's box in the attic crawl space]

We crawled inside the little door to get to the attic, knees scraping on the cold wood floor. Miles grabbed the box and carefully lifted the flaps. There, sitting right on the very top, was a small, worn notebook that said National Park Passport on it. Miles and I looked at each other.

“This must be what Mom was talking about,” Miles boasted.

“I can’t believe we found it so quickly!” My heart raced with excitement.

He grabbed the notebook, but as he opened it up, we noticed a letter tucked inside the front cover.

We both stared at the note, reading in silence.



Dear Grandkids,




Get ready for an adventure! This is my old National Park Passport. It looks like a regular book for stamps, but I always thought there was more to it. Sometimes I felt like the pages were trying to tell me something—like a secret waiting to be found. Maybe some pages hide little puzzles or riddles that only show themselves to someone paying close attention.




Now it’s yours. Collect your stamps, but also look closely. Be curious. Trust your instincts. The magic, if it’s there, will only show itself to you. Grown-ups won’t see it.




Be brave, be curious, and remember—the world is full of wonder if you just know where to look.




With love,

Grandma Rita



 We both looked at each other wide-eyed, barely able to believe what we had just discovered. A magical passport? Real magic right in our hands? Clues hidden within its pages, secret adventures waiting to unfold? I had to find out more.

Miles furrowed his brow, flipping through the pages again. “Wait… are we really supposed to believe this book is magic?”

I shrugged, gripping the passport tightly. “I don’t know… but something felt different about it. Like it was trying to show us something.”

Miles glanced at the book, then at me. A slow grin spread across his face. “Only one way to find out! Let’s see what happens next.”

I couldn’t help it-I had to believe it was magic. After all, I had always loved a good mystery, and this one felt like it was just getting started. “Let’s show Mom!”

We scrambled out of the crawl space, racing down the hall with the passport book in our hands. I was so excited, I nearly tripped over my own feet. “We found it!” I called out as we burst into the kitchen.

Mom turned around from the stove, her face lighting up with a smile. “Oh, you found it! The National Park Passport Book!”

“Look, there’s a letter inside!” I said, snatching the book out of my brother’s hands and pointing to the first page, holding it up in her face.

Mom squinted at the book, then shook her head. “There’s nothing there, Marie… Just a plain page.” She gave me a puzzled look.

Miles and I exchanged confused glances, and I felt my heart skip a beat. The letter was right there, but Mom couldn’t see it, just like the letter had said. Miles just shrugged as I looked at him with wide eyes.

I handed the book to her anyway, our excitement bubbling over as she flipped through the pages.

“Oh look, there’s a place to collect stamps at different stops in the park. And there are even different sections for every national park-Yellowstone is here at the beginning. This will be fun!” she said, grinning. She turned a few more pages. “Hmmm, there sure are a lot of blank pages in here. Maybe you can draw pictures of the trip or something on them, Marie? You do love art.” She looked down at me, clearly thinking it would be a way to make the book even more special. She gently opened a special pocket in the back of the book. “And look! There’s a place to keep mementos, like ticket stubs or souvenirs from the stops we make! This is perfect.”

          I just stared at the blank pages, thinking, Of course this is where the stamps should go... but what about the riddles Grandma’s letter mentioned? When will they appear? How will we know what to do? My mind spun with questions. Is there some kind of secret waiting to be unlocked? Could this really be magic meant for just my brother and me?

For the next few weeks, Miles claimed the passport as his own, keeping it in his room, but he let me look at it when I wanted. It was kinda nice to have something that just Miles and I could talk about-no one else. Together, we both eagerly planned our trip to Yellowstone, flipping through Mom’s travel books and searching online. I couldn’t stop reading Grandma’s letter, over and over again, imagining all the amazing discoveries waiting for us. I even found myself trying to guess what the clues might be.

  As the days passed, our excitement continued to build.

And now, here we are. The big day has finally arrived!

          “Marie! Miles! Hurry up! We need to leave soon!” Mom’s voice rings out.

I rush to my room and grab my favorite dress for the plane-I love pretty dresses! Mom used to pick out my clothes, but now that I’m eight, I get to pick them myself. We already had our outfits set, so I quickly put mine on, brush my crazy hair into a somewhat decent ponytail, grab my backpack, lug my suitcase down the stairs, and rush to the front door-leaving Miles behind in the dust.

I am so excited to visit my very first national park-Yellowstone! And who knows what incredible discoveries await us there?


Chapter 2: Welcome to Yellowstone





My dad is tall, so he’s easy to spot in a crowd. He’s always cracking jokes and making people laugh wherever he goes, but when it comes to flying, that smile hides a little bit of worry. He always worried we might miss our flight, so we get to the airport a whole three hours early. Dad has to hold all the tickets because he thinks we will lose them and he barrels ahead of us walking to the gate to make sure the plane is there on time.

We all run to keep up with Dad and watch as he confirms our gate, then he turns to face us. “Ready for our breakfast hot dog?” Dad asks excitedly.


​Somehow, this has become a family tradition. The only good thing about being at the airport so early is the “breakfast hot dog.” This is just a hot dog we get to eat for breakfast since we are at the airport so early and nothing else is open. Now we sit at the gate and wait. And wait…and WAIT. A whole two and a half hours until we can board the plane and be on our way. Ugh!


Even though I hate waiting so long, I do enjoy being at the airport. Watching all the happy people heading to their gates, imagining where they are going. Being on the airplane is so fun too! I love taking off. It feels like you are going to outer space.

After we board the plane and find our seats, I turn to my brother who is already torturing me by poking and leaning on me.

“Did you bring it?” I ask.

He scoffs. “Bring what?”

“Grandma’s passport book?”

His eyes brighten, as he lifts his book bag onto his lap and slowly unzips the front pocket to show me where he put it. As he does, the book seems to glow-just for a second-a soft, golden glow that flickers from the bag, almost like it’s excited for the adventure.

My heart skips a beat. I can hardly contain my excitement. “I wonder what our first clue will be?”

“Stop being so sus, we’ll figure it out when we get there,” he says in that older brother tone, totally squashing my hope to look at the passport again.

Knowing I had no chance to get my hands on it, I look out the window to pass the time. Everything feels so small as you gaze outside and soar higher and higher up through the clouds. We watch a movie, have a snack and before I know it, we are landing.


​“Welcome to Montana!” the flight attendant announces as we land.
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