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    To the God who said, "Seek, and you will find." May every reader learn to seek Him and find the treasure that lasts forever.
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A Spring Morning
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The sun peeked through the gingham curtains in Nathaniel’s bedroom, splashing warm golden light across his quilt. Outside, birds sang bright songs, darting through the budding branches of the apple trees. Spring had truly arrived on the cottage farm, and everything smelled like sunshine and damp earth.

Nathaniel tossed off his blanket, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His feet landed softly on the old wooden floorboards as he stretched his arms overhead and let out a long yawn.

He padded into the kitchen, where the smell of cinnamon toast and warm butter filled the air. Grandma was at the stove, flipping pancakes with her usual morning hum. Grandpa sat at the kitchen table, sipping coffee from his favorite chipped mug—the one with the fishing boat on it—and glancing over the newspaper with a sleepy smile.

“Good morning, Grandma. Good morning, Grandpa,” Nathaniel greeted them cheerfully. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Morning, sweetheart,” Grandma said, turning with a spatula in hand. “We did just fine, thank you. How about you, honey?”

“Like a baby,” Nathaniel grinned. “I barely moved. I was out cold. Hey, do you think my friends could come over today? We want to hang out in the woods behind the pasture. Just for a while.”

Grandma paused, lowering the spatula. She gave him that look—part concern, part love—that she always wore when he brought up the woods.

“Now, Nathaniel,” she said slowly, “you know the woods can be wild. That’s where the animals live. That’s their home, not ours. I don’t want you wandering too far.”

Grandpa looked over the top of his newspaper and gave a small nod. “Your grandma’s right, son. Coyotes have been seen lately. You be smart out there.”

Nathaniel nodded quickly. “I promise. We’ll stay close. Just on the edge, not deep or anything. I’ll keep an eye on everyone.”

Grandma sighed and gave in with a soft smile. “Alright. But you stick to your words And take your water bottles—and maybe that whistle I gave you for your last birthday.”

“Yes, ma’am! Thanks, Grandma!” Nathaniel darted off to grab his boots, barely able to hold in his excitement.

By the time the sun was higher in the sky, the crunch of gravel signaled the arrival of his friends. Kevin, Mark, Tim, and Wally walked up the winding path, each with a backpack slung over one shoulder and grins stretching from ear to ear.

“Hey, guys!” Nathaniel called, running to meet them at the gate. “You made it early!”

“Couldn’t wait,” said Kevin, bouncing slightly on his toes. “My mom said I was dressed and ready before she even had coffee.”

“Same here,” said Tim. “I had toast in one hand and my shoes in the other.”

“I dropped my toast twice,” Mark admitted with a smirk.

“I’m just glad you all came. I’ve got an idea for today. What do you say we go birdwatching? It’s perfect weather for it, and the trees are full of new nests.”

“Sounds cool,” said Wally. “I brought my binoculars—well, kinda. They’re my dad’s hunting ones, but close enough.”

“I like birds,” Tim added. “Especially the blue ones with the fat little chests.”

“You mean blue jays?” Nathaniel asked.

“Yeah, those! They look like they’ve got attitude.”

Grandpa chuckled from the porch, overhearing. “Watch out for those blue jays, boys. They’ll yell at you before they fly away.”

The group laughed as Grandma handed Nathaniel a small canvas bag.

“Snacks and water,” she said. “And remember what we said—stay close.”

“We will! Promise!” Nathaniel shouted back as the five boys took off down the trail, the sun warm on their backs and the promise of adventure pulling them deeper into the trees. 
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Into the Woods
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The woods stretched ahead like a world all their own. Nathaniel led the group along the familiar winding path; a trail he'd walked dozens of times before. But today, it felt different somehow. The air was fresh and cool, filled with the earthy scent of wet leaves and pine needles crushed under their sneakers.

Tim pointed toward a flash of movement. “Over there! That was a cardinal, right?”

“Yeah,” Nathaniel said, smiling. “Bright red one. You’ve got good eyes.”

“I spotted a woodpecker earlier,” Wally added, lifting his binoculars. “I think it was the same one I saw near our fence last week.”

Kevin let out a quiet whistle. “These birds are everywhere out here. It’s like bird city.”

The boys kept their voices low, listening for wings fluttering in the branches above. From time to time, they paused to watch a nest or follow the darting shadow of a bird across the sky. For a while, it was just them and the birds and the wind moving gently through the trees.

But then, something odd caught Nathaniel’s eye.

He slowed down and stepped slightly off the trail. “Wait... hold up.”

About ten steps ahead, near a large, crooked oak that leaned toward the west, he saw it—something painted on the bark.

A white “X.”

“Guys,” he said, his voice hushed but sharp. “Come look at this.”

The others moved closer, weaving through brambles and low-hanging branches. Kevin squinted. “Is that... paint?”

“Yeah,” Nathaniel said. “It’s old. Look how it’s flaking.”

Tim ran his hand across the bark. “That doesn’t look like anything natural. Someone marked this tree.”

Mark tilted his head. “Maybe it’s a hunting thing? My uncle does stuff like that.”

Nathaniel leaned in, inspecting the base of the trunk. A slight gap between two thick pieces of bark caught his attention. He reached in and felt something dry and thin—paper.

He gently pulled it out and unfolded it.

It was a map.

Drawn by hand in faded ink, the parchment was creased and yellowed, with symbols along a winding path—twisting through trees, looping around a small creek, and ending at what looked like a rocky cave marked with another “X.”

“Whoa,” Wally whispered. “Is this real?”

Kevin’s eyes were wide. “This is like... something out of a movie.”

Nathaniel’s heart pounded. “Where do you think it leads?”

“Only one way to find out,” said Mark.

“We shouldn’t go too far,” Tim added, his voice cautious. “Your grandma said—”

“I know what she said,” Nathaniel replied, frowning slightly. “And I remember. But this—this could be something important.”

He looked down at the map, then glanced at the boys surrounding him. They were silent for a moment, the wind stirring the leaves around their feet.

“We do it smart,” Nathaniel said at last. “We go slow. We stay together.”

“But first,” Wally said, “we should pray. Just in case.”

They stood in a circle beneath the marked tree. Nathaniel tucked the map under one arm and bowed his head. The others followed.

“God,” he whispered, “we don’t know where this leads, but we ask You to guide us. Keep us safe. Help us be brave. And let us make it back home with something worth finding. Amen.”

“Amen,” the others repeated.

With that, Nathaniel held up the map, took a deep breath, and stepped off the worn trail onto the path the map had shown.

Branches creaked softly above them.

And the real adventure began.
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