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The Perfect Tree
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Brad, Chris, and Jesse could barely contain their excitement as Christmas approached in Laurelsville. Every year, the town came alive with holiday cheer, and for the three friends, the best part was the tradition of heading to the local forest to chop down their very own Christmas tree. It was something they had done for as long as they could remember, but this year, something felt a little different.

The town was as festive as ever, with snow gently falling, carolers going door to door, their voices ringing out in harmony, and the sweet scent of peppermint and hot chocolate lingering in the air. It was the picture-perfect Christmas season, yet there was an odd feeling none of them could quite shake. This would be a year no one in Laurelsville would forget.

That Saturday morning, Brad, Chris, and Jesse bundled up in their warmest clothes and headed out with their families to Morgan's Forest Reserve. The forest was famous for its towering pines and majestic firs, and each year, a few trees were marked for cutting to control the overgrowth. It was a time-honored tradition, one that everyone in town looked forward to.

As soon as they arrived, Brad and Jesse couldn’t wait. They leapt out of the car and sprinted ahead, calling to Chris to keep up.

"Hey, you guys, slow down!" Chris’s parents shouted from behind. "We know you're excited, but give us a minute to catch up!"

But Brad and Jesse couldn’t wait. They had to find the perfect tree. Their breath fogged in the cold air as they dashed through the forest, their boots crunching in the fresh snow. The towering trees loomed above them, each one more impressive than the last.

"This is it," Brad said, his eyes wide with excitement as he pointed to a large, perfectly shaped fir tree up ahead. "That’s the one!"

Jesse nodded, just as thrilled. "Let’s do it!"

The boys circled the tree, admiring its thick, deep green branches. They could already picture it standing proudly in their living room, decorated with shimmering lights and glittering ornaments.

Chris finally caught up, slightly out of breath. "You guys are crazy. You didn’t even wait for the others."

But as the three of them stood there, admiring the tree, something caught Jesse's eye—a strange marking on the trunk, almost hidden beneath the snow. It looked like some kind of symbol carved deep into the wood, old and worn, as if it had been there for centuries.

"Hey, what’s that?" Jesse said, pointing to the carving.

Brad leaned in closer, brushing the snow off with his glove. The symbol was unlike anything they had ever seen—a twisted shape, almost like a star but with jagged edges. It was eerie, standing out sharply against the smooth bark.

"I don’t know," Brad said slowly. "Maybe it’s just some old marking from someone carving on the tree years ago."

Chris shrugged, uninterested. "Who cares? It’s a cool tree."

Before they could think too much about it, Chris's parents arrived with saws in hand, ready to help them chop down the tree. The strange marking was forgotten in the excitement as they each took turns cutting, laughing as the tree slowly gave way. Once it was down, they proudly hauled it back to their car.

Brad and his family found another nearby tree, and before long, they were all heading home with their Christmas trees strapped to the roofs of their cars, ready to be decorated for the holiday season.

But as they drove away, a pair of eyes watched from the shadows of the forest. Something—or someone—had been watching them the whole time, hidden just out of sight. The forest, so calm and serene in the daylight, felt darker now, as if it held secrets yet to be uncovered.

And whoever—or whatever—was watching, wasn’t going to let the boys forget that strange marking on the tree anytime soon.
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The Creepy Encounter

––––––––
[image: ]


Brad, Chris, and Jesse were still buzzing with excitement after getting their Christmas trees home. Brad and his parents wasted no time setting up their tree. The living room was soon filled with the scent of fresh pine, the tree standing proudly in the corner, adorned with lights and ornaments. Everything was perfect, just as it always was this time of year. Jesse’s family followed suit, placing their tree in front of the big bay window. The decorations shimmered as they hung them, and Jesse’s mom commented on how beautiful it looked. Everything seemed fine.

But at Chris's house, things were different.

As Chris and his parents brought their tree into the living room, his dad noticed something odd on the trunk. "Hold on a second," Mr. Henson said, narrowing his eyes at the tree. He stepped closer, examining the bark. "Honey, do you see this?"

Mrs. Henson came in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. “What is it?”

His dad pointed to the strange marking etched into the trunk of the tree, just beneath the branches. It looked almost like a symbol, old and worn, yet unmistakably there.

Mrs. Henson squinted. “Yes, I see it. What is that?”

Mr. Henson leaned in, inspecting it closely. The marking was deep, carved with care, like someone had placed it there intentionally a long time ago. "Chris, did you notice this before we decided to cut the tree down?"

Chris shifted nervously. "Yeah... but I didn’t think it was a big deal."

His dad gave him a thoughtful look, then placed a hand on his shoulder. “Sometimes, son, we have to be more careful about things like this. We don’t know what that marking is or why it’s there. It could be nothing... but it could have meant something to someone. What’s done is done, though. The tree’s here now. Let’s just try to enjoy it, alright?”

Chris nodded, but there was an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach that he couldn’t shake. As they finished decorating, the mark was mostly hidden behind the branches, but Chris knew it was still there.
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Meanwhile, a few blocks away, little Danielle was nestled in her bed, the soft glow of her nightlight casting a warm hue over her room. It was exactly one week before Christmas, and Danielle, like most kids her age, was dreaming of Santa’s arrival. She lay snuggled under her blankets, her favorite stuffed bunny tucked under her arm, warm and cozy.

Suddenly, a thud on the roof startled her awake.

Her eyes shot open, and she lay still, listening carefully. Then she heard it—soft jingling, like sleigh bells. Her heart raced. Could it be? Was Santa here already? She quickly grabbed her small pink robe, wrapping it tightly around her shoulders, and tiptoed to the window. Her breath fogged the cold glass as she pressed her face against it, trying to get a glimpse of the roof.

But it was dark, and the moon was hidden behind clouds. She could hear faint footsteps above her, like someone walking around, but she couldn’t see anything.

Her curiosity got the better of her. Danielle quietly opened her bedroom door and padded down the hallway, her little feet barely making a sound on the wooden floor. Just as she reached the top of the stairs, she froze.

There, just beyond the railing, she saw a shadow moving near the Christmas tree in the living room. The figure was tall, hunched slightly, and it was wearing a floppy hat with a ball at the end—just like Santa Claus. Danielle’s heart skipped a beat. Was it really him? Was Santa here?

The figure moved slowly, almost cautiously, as if searching for something in the branches of the tree. The dim light from the streetlamp outside barely illuminated the room, but Danielle could make out the familiar red and white coat.

With excitement bubbling in her chest, she tiptoed down the stairs as quietly as she could, wanting to get a closer look. She peered around the corner, holding her breath.

“Santa?” she whispered.

The figure froze, not turning around. It stood completely still for what felt like an eternity.

“Santa, what are you doing?” Danielle asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

For a long moment, there was no response. The figure remained frozen, its back to her. Then, ever so slowly, it
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