

    
        
          The Adventure of the Vanishing Trail

        

        
        
          Stories for kids, Volume 20

        

        
        
          Chloe Hartwell

        

        
          Published by Graywolf Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE ADVENTURE OF THE VANISHING TRAIL

    

    
      First edition. July 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Chloe Hartwell.

    

    
    
      Written by Chloe Hartwell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1: The Trail That Wasn't on the Map

Chapter 2: The Forest That Changed Its Shape

Chapter 3: Across the Forgotten Bridge

Chapter 4: The Keeper of the Hidden Trail

Chapter 5: The Valley Beyond the Cliffs

Chapter 6: The Cave of Living Echoes

Chapter 7: The Secret Sanctuary

Chapter 8: The Forest's Greatest Treasure

Chapter 9: Guardians of the Vanishing Trail

Chapter 10: The Trail That Lives in Every Explorer

Sign up for Chloe Hartwell's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To every young explorer who feels at home beneath towering trees and open skies—
May this story inspire you to follow your curiosity, care for the natural world, and treasure the friends who journey beside you. Remember that the greatest adventures begin with a single step, and the greatest discoveries are found by those who explore with courage, kindness, and respect for the world around them.
May every trail you follow lead to wonder.
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Chapter 1: The Trail That Wasn't on the Map
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The first morning of the school holidays arrived with clear blue skies, fresh mountain air, and the cheerful songs of birds echoing through the tall pine trees. Just outside the small town of Pine Ridge stretched one of the largest nature reserves in the region, a place filled with peaceful forests, sparkling streams, rocky hills, and winding hiking trails that attracted visitors from far and wide.

For four best friends, however, the reserve was much more than a place to walk.

It was a place where every trail promised adventure.

Emma loved solving mysteries. She noticed tiny details that most people overlooked and always carried a notebook where she recorded interesting clues, sketches, and observations. She believed every mystery had a logical explanation if someone looked carefully enough.

Mason was fascinated by nature. He knew the names of dozens of birds, wildflowers, trees, and insects. Whether he was identifying animal tracks or listening to birdsong, he always seemed to notice things that others missed.

Sophie loved drawing everything she discovered. Her sketchbook was filled with pictures of forests, waterfalls, butterflies, unusual rocks, and old cabins. She believed every place had a story hidden inside it.

Caleb enjoyed learning about history and geography. Old maps, forgotten landmarks, and stories about early explorers fascinated him. Whenever he visited a new place, he wanted to know who had walked there before him.

The four friends had explored together since they were very young.

Every school holiday they searched for new hiking trails, climbed gentle hills, photographed wildlife, and learned something new about the natural world.

This holiday felt different from the beginning.

"I've got a good feeling about this week," Emma said as they entered the Pine Ridge Nature Reserve just after breakfast.

"So do I," Mason replied.

"The forest always has surprises."

Sophie smiled.

"And hopefully lots of beautiful things to draw."

Caleb laughed.

"Maybe even an old mystery."

The children followed the reserve's main trail toward the visitor center, where hikers often collected maps before beginning longer walks.

The building was made of logs and stone, with colorful flower gardens surrounding the entrance. Wooden signs pointed toward waterfalls, picnic areas, birdwatching trails, scenic overlooks, and camping grounds.

Inside, friendly volunteers greeted visitors with warm smiles.

Emma walked over to a large display filled with trail maps.

Most were bright, colorful, and recently printed.

As she reached for one, something caught her eye.

Tucked behind the neat stack of new maps rested an old folded paper, yellowed with age.

Its edges were worn.

The ink had faded in several places.

Curious, Emma carefully unfolded it.

"This looks different."

The others gathered around.

Unlike the modern maps, this one had been drawn entirely by hand.

Tiny mountains, rivers, forests, and hiking paths had been illustrated with remarkable care.

Caleb's eyes lit up.

"This is old."

"Very old."

Near the center of the reserve, a narrow trail appeared that none of the modern maps displayed.

Someone had drawn it using dark green ink.

Across the top of the path appeared three handwritten words.

The Vanishing Trail

Mason frowned.

"I've never heard of that."

Emma quickly compared the old map with a modern one.

"The trail isn't here anymore."

Sophie tilted her head.

"Maybe they closed it."

Caleb carefully studied the old map.

"There aren't any notes saying it was removed."

"That's strange."

Just then an elderly man wearing a green ranger's hat walked into the visitor center carrying a basket of freshly planted wildflowers.

His silver hair peeked out beneath the brim of his hat, and deep smile lines surrounded kind brown eyes.

One of the volunteers greeted him warmly.

"Good morning, Mr. Bennett."

"Morning," he replied cheerfully.

Emma walked over politely.

"Excuse me."

The elderly man smiled.

"Yes?"

She held up the old map.

"Do you know anything about this trail?"

The moment Mr. Bennett saw the faded paper, his smile grew thoughtful.

"Well now."

"I haven't seen one of those maps in many years."

Caleb looked excited.

"So it's real?"

Mr. Bennett nodded slowly.

"The map certainly is."

He gently placed the basket on a nearby table.

"I used to work here."

"You were a park ranger?" Mason asked.

"For nearly forty years."

"I retired a while ago."

Sophie pointed toward the faded trail.

"What happened to it?"

Mr. Bennett chuckled softly.

"That's quite a story."

The children listened eagerly.

"Many years ago," he began, "people spoke about a place called the Vanishing Trail."

"They said it appeared only to hikers who respected the forest."

Emma smiled.

"Is it true?"

The retired ranger shrugged gently.

"Some believed it."

"Others thought it was simply a legend."

"I've never met anyone who proved either answer."

Caleb looked down at the map again.

"But someone drew it."

"Yes."

"They certainly did."

Mr. Bennett sat on one of the wooden benches near the window.

"When I first became a ranger, older guides sometimes mentioned unusual things."

"They talked about hikers finding paths that disappeared the following day."

"They spoke of hidden bridges."

"Forgotten valleys."

"Ancient trees no modern map recorded."

"They called them part of the Vanishing Trail."

Mason leaned forward.

"Did you ever see it yourself?"

The old ranger smiled mysteriously.

"I saw enough to believe every story deserves respect."

Emma noticed he hadn't actually answered the question.

That made her even more curious.

"What makes the trail appear?" she asked.

Mr. Bennett thought for a moment.

"The old stories always agreed on one thing."

"What?"

"It never appeared because someone searched for treasure."

"It appeared when people entered the forest with kindness, patience, and curiosity."

Sophie smiled.

"I like that."

"So do I," Mason agreed.

Mr. Bennett continued.

"The forest has always rewarded those who cared for it."

He looked at each of the children.

"If you ever explore these woods..."

"Leave nothing behind."

"Respect every living thing."

"Stay together."

"And remember that nature often reveals its greatest wonders to those willing to slow down."

Emma carefully folded the old map.

"Thank you."

Mr. Bennett smiled warmly.

"I hope your holiday is filled with wonderful discoveries."

"So do we."

As the friends left the visitor center, none of them spoke for several moments.

Finally Caleb broke the silence.

"I don't think that was just a story."

Emma agreed.

"Neither do I."

Mason looked toward the endless forest stretching across the hills.

"What if the trail is still there?"

Sophie smiled.

"Only one way to find out."

The children gathered beneath a large oak tree overlooking the reserve.

Emma unfolded the faded map once more.

"The trail begins somewhere near Cedar Creek."

Caleb checked the modern map.

"That area is open to hikers."

Mason looked at the sky.

"We've still got time today."

Emma shook her head.

"I'd rather prepare properly."

"Good idea," Sophie agreed.

"If we're exploring somewhere unfamiliar, we should be ready."

Everyone nodded.

They decided to begin their search the following morning.

The rest of the afternoon was spent getting everything they might need.

Emma packed the old map, a modern trail map, her notebook, pencils, flashlight, whistle, and magnifying glass.

Mason filled his backpack with water bottles, healthy snacks, binoculars, a field guide to local wildlife, and a small first-aid kit.

Sophie packed her sketchbook, colored pencils, camera, extra batteries, and a waterproof folder for protecting important papers.

Caleb carried a compass, measuring tape, notebook, rain jacket, and a book about the history of Pine Ridge Nature Reserve.

Before sunset they gathered once more beneath the old oak tree.

Emma looked around at her friends.

"One more thing."

Everyone listened.

"We stay together."

"No wandering off."

"If one person stops..."

"We all stop."

Mason nodded.

"We respect every animal."

"And every plant," Sophie added.

"We leave the forest cleaner than we found it," Caleb said.

Emma smiled.

"Agreed."

The four friends placed their hands together.

"We promise."

That evening excitement made it difficult to fall asleep.

Emma kept thinking about the mysterious old map.

Caleb wondered who had first drawn the Vanishing Trail.

Mason imagined discovering rare wildlife hidden deep within the forest.

Sophie dreamed about forgotten bridges and beautiful secret places waiting to be sketched.

Before sunrise the next morning, they met at the entrance to the reserve.

A light mist drifted through the trees.

Morning birds welcomed the new day with cheerful songs.

Everything looked exactly as it had the day before.

The children followed the main trail toward Cedar Creek.

Soon they reached the place marked on the old map.

Emma unfolded both maps again.

"The trail should start..."

She frowned.

"There."

The others looked.

Nothing.

Only thick ferns and tall wildflowers covered the forest floor.

"No trail," Mason said.

For several minutes they quietly searched the area.

Still nothing.

Then a cool breeze rustled the leaves overhead.

The morning mist drifted gently between the trees.

As the sunlight slowly filtered through the branches, something remarkable happened.

A narrow strip of flattened grass appeared where moments before there had been only undergrowth.

Small stones emerged from beneath the
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