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By Don, Campbell[image: ]In the cheerful town of Puddlewick, even the clouds seemed to wear party hats when the balloon festival arrived. The streets buzzed with laughter, music, and the scent of cinnamon popcorn. Balloons of every imaginable shape—hearts, stars, dragons, cupcakes, and even a flying pickle—bobbed and swirled in the sky like a parade of dreams.

Zoe, age eight, stood in the middle of it all, clutching her mischievous orange cat, Jasmine. Jasmine squirmed in her arms, her tail flicking with curiosity and a hint of trouble. Zoe’s eyes sparkled—not at the balloons around her, but at one shimmering speck far above the clouds: the legendary Golden Balloon. It was said that whoever caught the Golden Balloon could make a single wish, and that wish—if pure of heart—would come true.

Zoe had thought about her wish for weeks. Maybe she’d wish for her mom’s garden to bloom all year round, or for Jasmine to stop stealing socks. But deep down, she wasn’t quite sure what her heart truly wanted. She just knew she had to find that balloon.

Zoe had always been a dreamer. Her grandmother used to tell stories about magical skies and talking clouds, and Zoe believed every word. After her grandmother passed, Zoe kept a small notebook of wishes—some silly, some serious, all written in crayon. The Golden Balloon had become her way of keeping those dreams alive.

She tied a bundle of balloons to her wrist, ready to chase the dream. But just as she tightened the last knot, Jasmine spotted a butterfly and leapt from her arms. Her tail swiped across the strings, tangling them into a knotted mess.

Before Zoe could untangle them, a gust of wind whooshed through the square. The balloons lifted—and so did Zoe! Jasmine clung to her shoulder, her big green eyes wide with mischief and surprise.

“Jasmine!” Zoe gasped, half laughing, half panicked. “You’ve really done it this time! “Up, up, and away they floated, past rooftops and treetops, past the clock tower and the candy shop. Below them, Puddlewick shrank into a patchwork of gardens and cobblestone streets. Above, the sky stretched like a giant blue canvas.

From their lofty perch, Zoe could see rolling green hills, shimmering lakes, and the majestic mountains that towered in the distance. And there it was—glinting faintly above the highest peak—the Golden Balloon.

“We’re going to get it,” Zoe whispered, her voice filled with wonder and determination. She tightened her grip on Jasmine, who purred and nestled closer.

The wind seemed to guide them on a whimsical path. First, they drifted through a flock of chatty clouds that gossiped about which balloon was the prettiest. One particularly fluffy cloud named Nimbus puffed up his chest and warned them, “Beware the grumpy owl at the mountaintop! He doesn’t like visitors.”

Zoe thanked Nimbus with a polite nod. “We’ll be careful,” she promised. “We’re just chasing
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