

    
        
          The Secret of the Underground River

        

        
        
          Stories for kids, Volume 9

        

        
        
          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 SECRET OF THE UNDERGROUND RIVER

    

    
      First edition. July 4, 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 Legend Beneath the Hills

Chapter 2: The Hidden Cave Entrance

Chapter 3: Following the Sound of Water

Chapter 4: Messages Left by Explorers

Chapter 5: The Treasure Hunter Arrives

Chapter 6: The River's Ancient Puzzle

Chapter 7: Lost in the Underground Maze

Chapter 8: Protecting Nature's Secret

Chapter 9: The Greatest Discovery

Chapter 10: The River That Changed Everything

Sign up for Chloe Hartwell's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To every young explorer who believes that the world is still filled with hidden wonders waiting to be discovered.
 
To the curious hearts who love mysterious caves, winding rivers, ancient maps, and adventures shared with loyal friends.
 
May this story inspire you to explore with courage, protect the beauty of nature, and remember that the greatest treasures are never measured by gold or jewels, but by kindness, knowledge, friendship, and the responsibility to care for our world. As you journey beside the hidden underground river, may your imagination flow as freely as its waters and your sense of wonder grow with every page.
 
Keep exploring, keep learning, and always be a guardian of the extraordinary treasures that nature has entrusted to us.
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Chapter 1: The Legend Beneath the Hills
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The bus rolled to a stop beside a small wooden station surrounded by green hills and tall oak trees. Lena Carter stepped down with her backpack slung over one shoulder and breathed in the fresh country air.

"Summer at last," she whispered with a smile.

Waiting by the fence was her grandmother, waving both hands enthusiastically.

"Lena!"

"Grandma!"

They hurried toward each other and shared a warm hug.

"You've grown taller since spring," Grandma said, laughing.

"And you've planted even more flowers," Lena replied, admiring the colorful garden around the cottage.

"I certainly have. Come on. I've baked your favorite blueberry pie."

That was all Lena needed to hear.

The cottage sat at the edge of Willow Hills, a peaceful village where everyone seemed to know everyone else. The winding roads were lined with wildflowers, and birds sang from every tree. It was far quieter than the busy city where Lena lived, and she loved every visit.

After unpacking, Lena wandered into the backyard. Beyond Grandma's vegetable garden stretched rolling hills covered with thick forests. In the distance rose tall limestone cliffs that looked almost silver in the afternoon sunlight.

"They're beautiful," Lena said.

Grandma joined her by the fence.

"They've watched over this village for hundreds of years."

Lena studied the rocky hills.

"I've never been beyond those trees."

"Not many people have."

"Why not?"

Grandma smiled mysteriously.

"Because those hills are full of stories."

Lena's eyes brightened immediately.

"What kind of stories?"

"The oldest one is about an underground river."

Lena turned quickly.

"An underground river?"

Grandma nodded.

"They say a river flows beneath the hills through hidden caves no one has fully explored."

"But rivers are above ground."

"Most are."

"This one isn't?"

"According to the legend, it disappears beneath the earth, winding through secret tunnels before returning to the surface many miles away."

Lena leaned against the fence, completely interested.

"What makes it special?"

Grandma looked toward the distant cliffs.

"People say the river glows."

Lena blinked.

"Glows?"

"A soft blue light, bright enough to guide travelers through the darkness."

"That's impossible."

Grandma chuckled.

"That's exactly what most people say."

"So no one's ever found it?"

"Some claimed they did."

"What happened?"

"They returned with wonderful stories but no proof."

Lena frowned thoughtfully.

"Maybe they imagined it."

"Perhaps."

"Or maybe they wanted attention."

"That is possible too."

"But what if it really exists?"

Grandma smiled again.

"I wondered the same thing when I was your age."

Lena looked at the hills once more.

"What else does the legend say?"

Grandma lowered her voice.

"The river is said to protect itself."

"What does that mean?"

"No one who searches only for treasure ever finds it."

Lena laughed.

"Why would there be treasure?"

"Every old legend needs treasure."

"So there's gold?"

"Some stories mention gold."

"What do others say?"

"They say the greatest treasure isn't something you can carry."

Lena tilted her head.

"What does that mean?"

"I suppose you'll have to decide for yourself."

That evening, after supper, Lena couldn't stop thinking about the glowing river. She opened the sketchbook she carried everywhere and drew the distant hills from memory. Then she added imaginary cave entrances, twisting tunnels, and a shining blue river beneath them.

She smiled.

"What if it really exists?"

The next morning she met her friends in the village square.

Owen Brooks was already waiting with a backpack nearly as large as himself.

"You packed enough for a mountain expedition," Lena joked.

"You never know."

"Planning to climb the hills?"

"If there's something interesting up there."

Maya Chen arrived carrying a notebook and a magnifying glass.

"I brought supplies."

Lena laughed.

"You always bring supplies."

"They're useful."

Moments later Eli Turner came jogging across the square carrying two apples.

"I almost forgot."

"You almost forgot what?" Owen asked.

"To wake up."

Everyone laughed.

After greeting one another, they wandered toward the village bakery.

As they walked, Lena shared what Grandma had told her.

"So there's a glowing underground river?" Owen asked.

"That's the legend."

"I'd love to explore caves."

Maya adjusted her glasses.

"Underground rivers do exist."

"They do?"

"Of course. Rainwater can flow through limestone caves."

"But glowing?"

Maya shrugged.

"Some minerals reflect light."

"Or maybe tiny glowing creatures," Eli suggested dramatically.

"Like cave dragons."

"There are no cave dragons."

"You don't know that."

"I do."

"You've checked every cave?"

Maya sighed.

"I walked into that one."

They laughed again.

Their conversation caught the attention of an elderly man sitting on a bench outside the village library.

His white beard reached nearly to the middle of his chest, and a wide-brimmed hat shaded kind blue eyes.

"Talking about the underground river?" he asked.

Lena nodded politely.

"Yes, sir."

"Interesting subject."

Grandma had mentioned only one village historian.

"You must be Mr. Holloway."

"The very one."

He smiled warmly.

"I've spent forty years studying these hills."

Owen's eyes widened.

"Have you found the river?"

Mr. Holloway chuckled.

"I wish."

"So it's not real?"

The old man folded his hands over his walking stick.

"I didn't say that."

Lena leaned forward.

"You think the legend could be true?"

"I believe every legend begins with a tiny piece of truth."

"Really?"

"Stories grow over time. Details change. People exaggerate. But somewhere beneath all that, something real often remains."

Maya looked interested.

"So you've found evidence?"

Mr. Holloway nodded slowly.

"Old journals."

"What did they say?"

"Several explorers reported hearing rushing water beneath the hills."

"Did they see it?"

"One claimed he did."

"And?"

"He disappeared before he could show anyone."

The children exchanged surprised glances.

"He disappeared?" Eli repeated.

"Moved away," Mr. Holloway corrected with a laugh.

"People always leave out that part."

Everyone relaxed.

"I've also found maps with unusual markings."

Lena's curiosity grew stronger.

"Can we see them?"

"They're incomplete."

"Still."

Mr. Holloway hesitated.

"I suppose there's no harm."

Inside the small library, he unlocked a glass cabinet and carefully removed an old leather folder.

Its edges were worn with age.

He unfolded several faded papers across a wooden table.

One showed rough sketches of hills.

Another contained notes written in faded ink.

The final page displayed strange symbols.

Lena examined them closely.

"They look like arrows."

"They might be."

"They're pointing somewhere."

"Perhaps."

Owen pointed toward a torn edge.

"The map is missing half."

"Unfortunately."

"What happened to it?"

"No one knows."

Mr. Holloway carefully rolled the papers back together.

"I've searched for the missing piece for years."

"Maybe it's still out there," Lena said quietly.

"I've always hoped so."

As they prepared to leave, Mr. Holloway gave them one final piece of advice.

"If you ever explore the hills, stay together."

"We will."

"And never enter a cave without telling someone where you're going."

"We promise."

"Good."

His expression became thoughtful.

"Legends are exciting."

"They are."

"But real adventures require wisdom."

The children thanked him before leaving the library.

Outside, Owen could hardly contain his excitement.

"We have to explore."

"I agree," Lena said.

"So do I," Maya added.

Eli grinned.

"I was hoping someone would say that."

The following afternoon they packed water bottles, flashlights, notebooks, and sandwiches before setting off along an old forest trail that few villagers used anymore.

Sunlight filtered through the leafy branches overhead.

Birds chirped from hidden nests.

Butterflies floated lazily among patches of wildflowers.

"This place is amazing," Lena said.

"It feels untouched."

"Almost," Owen replied.

After nearly an hour of walking, the trail narrowed.

Tall grass covered parts of the path.

Old wooden signposts leaned sideways, nearly hidden beneath vines.

"It doesn't look like anyone comes here anymore," Maya observed.

"Maybe that's why."

Eli pointed ahead.

"What's that?"

Half buried beneath moss stood a weathered stone marker.

The children hurried toward it.

The stone was nearly as tall as Owen.

Its surface was covered with carved symbols worn smooth by countless seasons of wind and rain.

Lena brushed away loose dirt.

"These aren't random."

Maya knelt beside her.

"They repeat."

"What do they mean?"

"I'm not sure."

Owen ran his hand along one edge.

"There's something stuck here."

Carefully he pulled free a small object trapped between two cracks in the stone.

It was a folded piece of thick, yellowed paper.

"Be careful," Lena said.

"It looks ancient."

Owen unfolded it slowly.

Part of a map appeared.

Only a few landmarks remained visible, but one drawing clearly showed a cluster of hills with a winding line disappearing beneath them.

Lena stared in amazement.

"It looks like..."

"The underground river," Maya finished.

"There are markings here," Owen said.

"They point toward the western cliffs."

"And this symbol," Lena added.

"It's the same one from Mr. Holloway's map."

"It can't be a coincidence."

Eli looked around nervously.

"So someone hid this here?"

"Maybe."

"Or lost it."

Lena carefully compared the symbols in her sketchbook.

"They match almost perfectly."

She gently folded the map.

"We should show this to Mr. Holloway."

"We should," Maya agreed.

"But first..."

Owen pointed toward faint footprints leading away from the stone
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