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THE MAP IN THE MORNING

The next morning, Charlotte woke up early.

Sunlight streamed through her window, lighting up the desk where the notebook still lay open.

For a moment she forgot everything that had happened the day before.

Then she saw the page.

The map was still there.

Charlotte sat up quickly.

The lines of the forest were drawn clearly across the paper. 

The small square marking the shed sat near the bottom of the page.

And far deeper in the woods...

the small dark circle still pulsed faintly.

Once.

Then again.

Like a slow heartbeat.

Charlotte leaned closer.

“Residual energy detected,” she whispered, remembering the message from the night before.

The notebook didn’t move.

But the circle pulsed again.

Charlotte quickly got dressed and grabbed the notebook.

A few minutes later she stepped outside.

The morning air was cool and fresh.

Across the street, David was already waiting with his bike.

He held up a small backpack.

“I brought flashlights,” he said.

Charlotte lifted the notebook.

“The map is still there.”

David nodded.

“Figured it would be.”

Amram suddenly rolled down the sidewalk on his skateboard.

He stopped beside them and hopped off.

“I brought snacks.”

David raised an eyebrow.

“Already?”

Amram shrugged.

“Exploring mysterious forest cracks requires snacks.”

Chloe jogged up the street a moment later, slightly out of breath.

“I told my mom we were going biking.”

David smiled.

“Technically we are.”

Charlotte opened the notebook so they could see.

The map had grown clearer in the daylight.

The dark circle marking the new energy spot pulsed again.

Amram leaned closer.

“Okay, that’s definitely creepy.”

Chloe pointed at the map.

“That’s way deeper in the woods than the shed.”

David nodded.

“Which means we’ve never been there.”

Charlotte traced the path with her finger.

“There’s a trail that goes part of the way.”

“But not all the way,” David said.

Amram grinned.

“Adventure.”

Chloe sighed dramatically.

“I knew you were going to say that.”

Charlotte closed the notebook carefully.

“Let’s just check it out.”

David grabbed his bike.

“If the notebook says something weird is happening, we should at least see what it is.”

Amram slung his snack bag over his shoulder.

“Worst case scenario?”

Chloe raised an eyebrow.

“Yes?”

Amram smiled.

“We save reality again.”

The four friends started down the street toward the forest trail.

Birds chirped in the morning trees.

The sky was bright and blue.

Everything looked peaceful.

But deep in the woods...

far beyond the old shed...

the air shimmered faintly between two ancient trees.

For just a moment, a thin silver crack appeared again.

This time it stayed open a little longer.

Long enough for something small on the other side to notice the light.
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DEEPER THAN BEFORE

The trail into the forest was quiet that morning.

Sunlight slipped through the tall trees, painting the dirt path with patches of gold and shadow. 

Birds chirped overhead, and the air smelled like pine and damp leaves.

For a while, it felt like an ordinary bike ride.

The four friends followed the narrow trail they already knew.

David led the way.

Charlotte rode beside him, carefully balancing the notebook in the basket on the front of her bike.

Behind them, Amram pedaled while eating a granola bar.

Chloe rode last, glancing around nervously at the tall trees.

“Okay,” she said, “I just want to point out that yesterday we almost got eaten by alien animals.”

Amram swallowed his snack.

“Technically, they weren’t aliens.”

Chloe stared at him.

“They came from another world.”

Amram shrugged.

“Still counts as wildlife.”

David laughed.

“Relax. The rift is gone.”

Charlotte opened the notebook slightly as they rode.

The map page was still there.

The small dark circle pulsed faintly.

And it was definitely farther ahead.

After a few minutes, the trail curved through a group of large boulders.

David slowed his bike.

“This is where the path splits.”

The familiar trail they had taken yesterday continued toward the clearing with the old shed.

But another path branched off to the left.

It was narrower.

Darker.

And covered with fallen leaves.

Charlotte compared it with the map.

“That’s the one.”

Amram leaned over her shoulder.

“Yep. Straight into the spooky part of the forest.”

Chloe groaned.

“I hate the spooky part of the forest.”

David turned his bike onto the new trail.

“Well... here we go.”

The group followed him.

The path quickly became rougher.

Roots twisted across the ground, and low branches brushed their shoulders as they rode.

The trees grew thicker here.

Taller.

Older.

Soon the sunlight barely reached the forest floor.

After ten minutes, David slowed to a stop.

“This trail is getting too narrow.”

They climbed off their bikes and leaned them against a fallen log.

“We’ll walk from here,” Charlotte said.

Amram grabbed his backpack.

“Snack break while walking?”

Chloe shook her head.

“You’re unbelievable.”

They continued on foot.

The forest was much quieter now.

Even the birds seemed to stay away from this part.

Charlotte opened the notebook again as they walked.

The dark circle on the map pulsed a little faster.

“That means we’re getting closer,” she said.

David nodded.

“How far?”

Charlotte studied the page.

“Not much farther.”

Just then—

Chloe stopped walking.

“Wait.”

Everyone turned.

“What?” David asked.

Chloe pointed at the ground ahead.

Large tracks pressed into the soft dirt.

Not like the giant hoofprints from the creature they had seen yesterday.

These were smaller.

But still strange.

Each footprint had three long claw marks.

Amram crouched down.

“Those definitely don’t belong to a deer.”

David frowned.

“You think something came through another crack?”

Charlotte looked at the notebook again.

The dark circle pulsed faster now.

Suddenly—

The page flipped by itself.

Everyone jumped.

A new drawing appeared.

It showed two tall trees standing close together.

Between them was a thin jagged line.

Charlotte looked up slowly.

“Uh... guys.”

She pointed ahead.

About thirty feet away, two massive ancient trees leaned toward each other.

And in the air between them...

a thin silver crack flickered softly.

It was smaller than the rift from yesterday.

Much smaller.

Only about the length of a ruler.

But it shimmered with the same strange light.

Amram whispered, “Well...”

Chloe finished the sentence.

“Another rift.”

David took a careful step closer.

The air near the crack hummed quietly.

Charlotte watched the notebook again.

New words began forming on the page.

Slowly.

Carefully.

She read them out loud.

“Secondary fracture confirmed.”

Amram sighed.

“Yep. That sounds bad.”

Just then—

Something moved on the other side of the thin silver crack.

And a tiny claw poked through.
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THE LITTLE CLIMBER

The tiny claw pushed through the silver crack.

All four kids froze.

It was small—much smaller than the creatures they had seen near the big rift yesterday.

But it was definitely alive.

The claw gripped the edge of the shimmering fracture, like someone grabbing a window ledge.

Then another claw appeared.

Amram whispered, “Please be friendly.”

A small head slowly poked through the crack.

Two round eyes blinked in the sunlight.

The creature looked around curiously.

Chloe leaned closer.

“It’s... kind of cute.”

The animal squeezed itself through the narrow opening, and dropped lightly onto the forest floor.

It was about the size of a squirrel.

But it didn’t look like any squirrel the kids had ever seen.

Its body was covered in soft blue-gray fur. 

Long back legs gave it a springy stance, almost like a tiny kangaroo.

And its tail curled behind it like a fuzzy question mark.

Most surprising of all were its ears.

They were huge.

Almost as big as its head.

The little creature sniffed the air.

Then it looked straight at the kids.

David held very still.

“Don’t scare it.”

The animal tilted its head.

Its nose twitched.

Then it hopped once.

Twice.

Closer.

Amram grinned.

“Okay, that thing is adorable.”

Charlotte quickly opened the notebook.

A new drawing had appeared.

It showed the small creature sitting beside the crack.

Words formed beneath the picture.

Charlotte read them quietly.

“Small fauna detected. Low threat.”

Chloe relaxed a little.

“See? Harmless.”

The little animal hopped closer to them.

It sniffed Amram’s backpack.

Amram froze.

“I think it smells the snacks.”

Chloe laughed softly.

“Well... you did bring a whole bag of them.”

The creature stretched its nose toward the zipper.

Then it squeaked happily.

A soft, high-pitched sound.

Amram slowly opened the backpack and pulled out a small cracker.

“You want one?”

David raised an eyebrow.

“You’re feeding the alien wildlife?”

Amram shrugged.

“Scientific research.”

He held out the cracker.

The little creature grabbed it quickly with its tiny claws.

Then it hopped back a few steps and began nibbling.

Charlotte smiled.

“It’s like a forest hamster.”

The animal finished the cracker in seconds.

Then it looked up at them again.

Its big ears twitched.

Suddenly the silver crack behind it flickered.

The creature froze.

Its ears stood straight up.

Charlotte looked at the notebook again.

The page flashed.

New words appeared quickly.

Her smile disappeared.

“Uh... guys.”

David looked over.

“What?”

Charlotte read the warning.

“Fracture expanding.”

They all turned back toward the crack.

The thin silver line stretched slightly longer.

It hummed louder now.

Chloe stepped back.

“That wasn’t that big a second ago.”

David frowned.

“The rift yesterday started small too.”

The little creature hopped nervously toward the trees.

Its ears twitched again.

Then it suddenly ran into the bushes and disappeared.

Amram looked after it.

“Guess snack time is over.”

The crack shimmered again.

This time it stretched another inch
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