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​Chapter 1: The Ordinary World

​
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If there was a prize for most pointless act of vandalism, Leon figured he’d just taken gold. He was on his knees in Agnes’s study, jammed wrist-deep in a gap between floorboards that he’d tripped over, stubbed his toe on, or otherwise ignored for the better part of six years. But this morning, in a moment of existential boredom, he’d gone at it with a flathead screwdriver he’d palmed from the kitchen. The board lifted on the third try with a groan, like a cranky old man, which fit the general mood of the place.

The compartment was as deep as a sandwich and twice as moldy. Inside: one leather-bound journal, its spine so cracked it looked like the vertebrae of some extinct species. The cover was stained dark at the corners—tea, probably, but knowing Agnes, maybe formaldehyde or goat’s blood. He lifted it out and thumbed it open.

First surprise: the pages stuck together like a cheap romance. Second: Agnes’s handwriting had, if anything, gotten worse with age—cramped, spidery, letters leaning so hard they were nearly horizontal. The first two pages were an inventory of herbs and the exact dates of full moons since 1978. On page three, the tone changed.

“At dusk,” it said, “the old oak at Millhaven’s heart glows faint on the north side. Bark shimmers gold when the light goes. Do not place your hands on it unless you mean to go through.”

Leon snorted. Classic Agnes. “Don’t trust the veil,” she’d said at dinner one time, as if she were the town’s designated batshit cryptkeeper. He’d looked up from his Kraft mac and cheese, met her dead-eye stare, and asked, “What veil? Like curtains?” She’d snorted right back at him, but with less humor.

He shut the journal. The back cover had a spot of wax stuck to it, still faintly scented. He weighed the thing in his hand and tried to decide whether to put it back. He’d already come this far, so, screw it. Into the bag it went, wedged between a water bottle and the half-dead Chromebook assigned by the school.

The study was peak Agnes—every surface doubled as a shelf. Mason jars labeled in faded marker and capped with tinfoil lined the walls, their contents shifting from herbal (mint, elderflower) to suspect (twisted bone, human hair, something that had once been alive and now was black-green sludge). Maps, some hand-drawn on butcher paper, were thumbtacked in crooked grids. Her desk could have been made of books and papers alone, the wood lost under three inches of disarray. It all smelled like the back room at a New Age shop: dust and dried lavender and something earthy he couldn’t identify.

“Leon!” his mom called from somewhere down the hall, like a foghorn crossed with a guilt-trip missile. “You’re going to be late. Again.”

He got up, reassembled the floorboard as best he could, and slung his satchel over his shoulder. Last thing: he turned and scanned the room, checking for evidence. Agnes, had she been alive, would’ve caught the change instantly. But she wasn’t, and the only witness to his little crime was the resident house spider, squatting in a web between a stack of National Geographics and a deer skull.

He flicked the light switch as he left. The bulbs in the study were antique, and the filament glowed a sickly orange before dying with a fizz. Agnes would have called it “an omen,” which he found hilariously on brand.

The outside air hit like an insult—sharp, too cold for April. Leon zipped his hoodie and started down the walk, the satchel thumping against his hip. He took the route past the graveyard, partly out of habit, partly because he’d convinced himself it was shorter. He stepped over the half-rotted fence and ignored the rows of stones, most too weathered to read. Millhaven was the kind of town where the dead probably outnumbered the living.

His phone buzzed in his pocket: a reminder from his chemistry teacher that the group project was “in urgent need of your participation!” Leon grunted and slid the phone away, no intention of ever reading that email.

He couldn’t help it: the journal’s weight nagged at his shoulder. “Do not place your hands on it unless you mean to go through.” The phrasing stuck. He pictured Agnes writing it, eyes half-glazed, grinning because she’d made the words sound like a threat. Which was classic, really, the way she treated all her stories—not as metaphors or games, but as something dead fucking literal.

Leon’s first instinct was to laugh it off, and he did, under his breath, alone in the morning air. His second instinct—the one he’d trained not to trust—was a tiny, persistent itch behind his ribs. The kind that said maybe there was a reason Agnes had buried the thing in the floorboards. Maybe it wasn’t a joke. Or if it was, it was a joke he was now inside of.

The rest of the walk blurred past: the corner with the bent street sign, the store with the “ATM Inside” banner flapping so hard it had nearly shredded. In his mind, every time he tried to focus on the day ahead, the phrase snapped back, like an elastic band: the bark shimmers gold when the light goes. Do not place your hands on it unless you mean to go through.

He wondered, half-ashamed, whether the trees even glowed at dusk. He’d never looked. Maybe after class.

The school came up over the crest: a concrete slab of a building, designed with all the charm of a fallout shelter. The flag in front hung limp, like it was too tired to try. Leon trudged through the double doors, braced himself for the industrial strength of disinfectant and boiled hot dogs, and tried to ignore the way his mind kept wandering back to the old oak in Millhaven Woods, and the place “on the north side” where the bark might shimmer, just for a second, for those paying attention.

He didn’t know if he was the punchline, or the one with the setup.

Either way, he already had the secret, pocket-sized, and he couldn’t wait to see if it was as full of shit as everything else.

​

Millhaven High after three p.m. was the perfect place to study the many forms of public decay: motivational posters curling off cinderblock walls, linoleum floors eroded to a gray that defied Pantone, the vending machines long since replaced by caution-taped water fountains and the silent threat of the principal’s “hydration patrol.” In this habitat, Leon had learned the subtle art of invisibility. He always chose the last row, not because he feared attention, but because the sightlines were better for strategic naps and illegal phone use.

Today, though, the phone was dark in his pocket, the Wi-Fi down after a “network incident” involving two juniors, a Chromebook, and an unsanctioned cryptocurrency mine. Instead, Leon’s fingers traced the seam of his satchel, the shape of the journal inside as tangible as a bruise. He hadn’t opened it again, but he could feel Agnes’s handwriting through the cover, script so dense it must’ve broken several ballpoint pens in the making.

At exactly 3:04, Petra sat beside him, all knees and elbows and a backpack with half its zippers burst. She didn’t so much occupy a desk as conquer it. She leaned sideways, smacking her gum, and clocked the edge of the journal immediately.

“Is that what I think it is?” she said, voice at normal volume because Petra did not understand the concept of ‘inside voice.’ “Please tell me it’s more haunted grandma fanfic.”

Leon rolled his eyes. “It’s a notebook.”

She snaked a hand before he could react, flicking the flap open. Petra never asked for permission. She never needed it. Her hair—electric blue today, magenta roots poking out like she’d pissed off a box of crayons—brushed his arm as she fished the journal out and opened to a random page. “You know what your problem is? No boundaries,” Leon muttered.

“That’s my best quality,” Petra said. She peered at the text, mouth twisting in admiration. “‘The roots writhe if you watch too long. Sometimes you can see faces in the bark. North side, dusk only. Wear gloves if you value your skin.’ This is vintage Agnes.” She flipped to the inside cover. “Did she seriously write a trigger warning?”

“Don’t read it out loud,” Leon said. It came out sharper than he meant, and Petra raised her eyebrows but handed it back.

He slammed it shut and crammed it to the bottom of his bag, pinning it with his shoe.

Petra grinned. “Relax, Frodo. I’m not going to toss your grandma’s cursed diary into Mount Doom.”

In front of them, the teacher had begun his usual decrescendo from mild optimism to outright despair. “Let’s... see... if the notes on page 218 make this clear—” he said, even as three-quarters of the class stared into the glowing abyss of their phones. Leon watched a bead of sweat zigzag down the teacher’s temple and wondered how many years it would take for a grown man to reach total apathy.

“Did you actually read it?” Petra whispered, a flicker of sincerity breaking through her shit-stirring. “The journal?”

“A little,” Leon said, staring at the whiteboard. “It’s mostly rambling. Stuff about the woods. Folklore. She probably wrote it high on cough syrup.”

Petra jabbed his ribs with her pen. “But you believe it, right? You always do. One time you made me hike to that junky old stone circle because you said it was an elf portal.”

“I never said elf portal. I said it was a boundary marker.” Leon smirked. “There’s a difference.”

She rolled her eyes so hard it nearly dislocated something. “Yeah, a boundary marker for the elfin blood feud.”

“You’re just jealous I have family history. All you’ve got is a genealogy.com addiction and a cousin who was on ‘Cops.’”

“That’s only because you won’t let me interview your mom for my podcast. Imagine the ratings spike: ‘Local Teen Raised By Witch and Survives.’”

He shot her a look. “Not a witch. Herbalist. There’s a difference.”

Petra opened her mouth, no doubt with another joke, when two seats up, someone snickered loud enough to carry. It was Bryant, football-shaped and personality to match. “Nice book, Leon. Is it a spell book? Gonna curse my GPA?”

His buddy Dylan added, “If it’s fairy tales you want, you should read my English essays. Total fiction.”

Leon smiled without mirth, just a quick baring of teeth. “Your essays can’t even get a C without spell check. So, yeah, maybe stick with the fairy tales.” He held Bryant’s gaze until the guy shrugged and turned back to his worksheet.

Petra gave him a sideways look. “You know you’re the only person I know who can roast people without changing facial expression. You should put that on your college apps.”

“Don’t have to. My references are all ex-gym teachers. They say I’m a team player.”

She snorted. They both tuned out the rest of class, except for the last five minutes, when the teacher’s voice cut through like a judge pronouncing sentence: “Before you leave, remember, final drafts due tomorrow. No exceptions.”

Petra stood first, stretching like she’d spent the period bench-pressing her own attention span. “You coming to rehearsal?” she asked, even though they both knew he wasn’t.

He hesitated, just enough for her to smirk. “Or are you off to commune with the local nature spirits? Gonna find your grandma’s haunted oak?”

“Just because I read about weird shit doesn’t mean I believe in it,” Leon said. It sounded weak, even to him.

Petra patted his shoulder. “That is the least convincing sentence you have ever said.” She lingered a second, then slung her bag across her chest and started for the door. “Don’t get murdered in the woods. I call dibs on your room.”

He was alone before he’d thought of a comeback. Most of the class had already scattered. The hallway was empty, echoes of lockers slamming a few corridors away. Leon walked slower than usual, weighed down by the journal like it was made of uranium.

He passed the trophy case, then the bio lab where someone had left a formaldehyde jar open again. At his locker, he almost dumped the journal, but changed his mind last minute. He stared at the cracked leather, ran his thumb over the corner where Agnes’s writing poked through in blue-black veins.

“Do not place your hands on it unless you mean to go through.”

He tried to think of what Agnes would say. Probably something like, “If you’re going to trespass, at least leave a note.” Or, more likely, she’d just smile and wait for him to figure it out himself.

Leon squeezed the journal back into his satchel, shouldered the bag, and stepped into the glass-blind sunlight outside.

His next class was thirty minutes off, but instead of heading there, he kept walking. Past the parking lot, past the smokers pretending to vape, toward the edge of the sports fields where the woods started to thicken. Every step felt like he was winding a clock, something ticking louder in his chest.

Behind him, Millhaven High hummed its usual static. In front of him, the treeline stood still and silent, like a challenge. He thought about Petra’s grin, about Bryant’s laugh, about Agnes’s script warning him not to touch unless he meant it.

Leon wasn’t sure what he meant, not yet.

But he was definitely going through.
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​Chapter 2: The Old Oak Tree

​
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Leon made it exactly twelve seconds inside the front door before the house’s smell clocked him in the face. It was equal parts Pine-Sol and old garlic, with a backbeat of basement mildew—home, in other words. He dumped his satchel on the nearest chair and let it slither to the floor, then stepped on it while wriggling out of his shoes, because putting things down gently wasn’t how Leon’s family functioned.

Mom’s car was gone, which meant the house was his, if you didn’t count the three cats and the ghost of Agnes. He kicked through a tumbleweed of laundry and headed straight to his room. If there was one sacred rule of the household, it was this: all emotional breakdowns must take place behind a closed door.

The room was peak Leon—a barnacled desktop, a mattress with exactly one fitted sheet, a wall crowded by torn-out magazine pages and old punk show flyers. There was a Jurassic Park poster so sunbleached that the T. rex looked like it had vitamin D poisoning. He fell backwards onto his bed, hoodie and jeans still on, only the tips of his socks actually making contact with the sheets.

He could feel the journal in his bag, like it was pressing through the canvas and into the meat of his shoulder. He let the feeling build for a minute—then yanked the bag up, dug out the journal, and dropped it on his stomach.

The thing was hideous in daylight. It looked less like an object and more like a crime scene, the cover mottled and wax-spotted, the pages at the edge gone gray. For a second, he wondered if he should’ve worn gloves, but that seemed like giving in.

He cracked it open, flipping past the full-moon charts and fungus inventories, each page edged with Agnes’s microscopic handwriting. The lines bent and squashed, crowded by marginalia in two, sometimes three different pens. On one page, she’d started annotating her own thoughts—arrows, asterisks, corrections. Leon tried to follow one paragraph about “soil memory” and nearly gave himself a headache.

Then he found it: the page with the oak. It had the feel of something rehearsed—a centerfold, meant to be found. There was the sketch: a gnarled trunk, blacked in with heavy pencil, the roots so exaggerated they looked like hands clutching the ground. Agnes’s note below the picture was three lines, written with such intensity that the ballpoint had cut through the page.

“DO NOT PLACE YOUR HANDS ON IT UNLESS YOU MEAN TO GO THROUGH.”

All-caps, underlined twice, the last three words squeezed in like she’d run out of room but couldn’t bear to continue on the next page.

He read it once, snorted, then read it again. On the second read, the words hit a little differently, as if they were vibrating under the surface.

“You were such a drama queen,” he said to the empty room. It sounded both accurate and like an apology. He traced the sketch with his index finger, half expecting it to flinch. When it didn’t, he thumbed back a page, looking for more context. All Agnes gave him was a string of half-legible bullet points:

- Not a portal. Not really. Just a way through.

- Only works at dusk.

- Map attached. Do not go alone. Do not eat anything that comes from the other side.

He barked a short, ugly laugh. “Got it, Gran,” he said, louder this time, like maybe the walls would tell her.

He snapped the journal shut and wedged it under his pillow. Not because he believed in any of this. He just didn’t feel like looking at it anymore.

For ten minutes, he lay on the bed with his eyes shut, listening to the house creak and the cats do their ritual parkour in the hallway. He checked his phone—battery at two percent, so useless. He swiped anyway, scrolling through group chats until it died completely, leaving him with a slab of glass and a notification he’d never read. He lay there, counting cracks in his ceiling, wondering if people on TV actually ever “cleared their heads,” or if that was just a phrase invented by therapists.

His body decided for him. He rolled out of bed and drifted to the kitchen. There were no snacks, just some off-brand granola bars (sawdust with raisins) and an unopened jar of peanut butter. He ripped the wrapper off a granola bar, ate it in four bites over the sink, then shoved the empty wrapper into the disposal and turned it on for the full three seconds, because why not.

He wandered back to his room, but the journal kept dragging at him. Eventually he gave in, pulled it from under the pillow, and found the map. Agnes had drawn it on loose-leaf paper and glued it to the inside cover. It was half schematic, half fever dream: landmarks notated in a mix of Latin and code words only she would ever understand.

There was “Devil’s Backbone” (the cracked boulder behind the playground), “Skinny Lake,” and “Whisperfield” (the clearing where kids sometimes dared each other to get drunk or die of boredom). The old oak was at the end of a dotted line labeled “The North Path,” and next to it, Agnes had written: “Gold shimmer at twilight. If you see it, RUN.”

Leon snorted. It was so on-brand it hurt. He traced the route on the map with his thumb, back and forth, back and forth.

He could wait until Mom got home. He could call Petra and make her come as backup. He could not do it at all, just chuck the journal in the creek and live out his natural lifespan, unsparkled by supernatural bullshit.

Except, he’d already decided, hadn’t he? If not in words, then in the way he couldn’t stop thinking about the journal, the tree, the dare.

He didn’t even bother changing clothes. Just shoved the journal and map into the satchel, double-knotted his fraying sneakers, and fished a flashlight from the junk drawer—just in case. He paused at the door, thumb hovering over the lock, as if the next ten seconds might actually make a difference.

“Here goes nothing,” he said, with maximum disdain and minimum volume.

He cut through the backyard, past the rusted swing set, hopped the short fence, and headed into the woods.

The last of the sunlight spiked through the treetops, bleaching everything to pure white and pure black. His hands already hurt from the cold, but he didn’t slow down. He followed the dirt path around the edge of the subdivision, through an avenue of thin maples that snapped at his clothes with every step. The deeper he went, the less sound there was—no distant cars, no dogs, not even the buzz of power lines.

The woods weren’t a forest. They were a leftover, a band of half-wild green that split the town in two. He’d played here as a kid, invented stories about monsters and lost hikers, but he’d never really believed any of it. The only scary thing he ever found in these woods was the time someone dumped a deer carcass behind the pool supply store. He and Petra had poked it with sticks for science.

He lost the trail once, circled a stand of scrub pines, then found the boulder—Devil’s Backbone—exactly where the map said it would be. The sun was lower now, light carving sideways through the brush.

He followed the map to the next landmark, a dried-out creek bed lined with the shattered remnants of what looked like a hundred years’ worth of broken bottles. He balanced along the slippery rocks and came up on the far side, face-to-face with the clearing.

The oak stood at the center, older and bigger than the sketch had implied. Even from thirty feet away, Leon could see the split in the trunk, where something had ripped through long ago. It looked less like a tree and more like the world’s worst attempt at a human heart. The bark was so dark it looked black, but across the north face, there was a stripe of gold—not painted, not moss, but something like the inside of a seashell, catching the last light and bouncing it back in slow pulses.

He stopped at the edge of the clearing. His legs said run, but his chest said stay. He took one slow step forward, then another.

He heard Agnes in his head: “Don’t trust the veil.” He heard Petra: “Don’t get murdered in the woods.”

He was close enough now to see that the shimmer wasn’t just light—it moved, thick and alive, the way gasoline moves on a puddle. He swallowed, and his ears popped from the pressure. He almost laughed.

He stepped all the way to the trunk, reached out, then hesitated. What if it did something? What if he went through? What if he came back with gills, or teeth, or a fungus brain?

He set the bag down. He fished the journal out and held it open, like maybe it would do the heavy lifting for him.

Instead, his hand landed on the bark.

It was warm. Not just sun-warmed, but alive, like a hot water bottle left on a radiator. It tingled under his palm, and for a split second he thought of all the dumb kids’ books where this would be the part where “a surge of energy” or “strange colors” would leap out. Instead, there was just this: the feeling that someone was pushing back, but softly. Like being measured.

He left his hand there. The light intensified, and the smell of woodsmoke spiked into his sinuses. The world got sharper, the colors flipped their filters, and every hair on his body stood up.

He grinned, a lopsided, “fuck you” kind of grin, and said, “Is that it?”

The bark pulsed once, the shimmer jumping to full brightness, and something changed. It wasn’t sudden. It was just as if the woods blinked, and when they opened again, everything was the same, but more. Leon’s heart went electric. He stepped back, then forward, unable to tell which direction was up.

He grabbed the map, looked down, and realized it was now written in ink so black it looked like void. The landmarks glowed, and the word “GO” was circled three times, in Agnes’s hand, even though he swore it wasn’t before.

He snorted, nearly dropped the journal, and shrugged the satchel onto his shoulder.

“Fine. We’re doing this,” he said, to nobody and nothing.

He took one last look at the cottage, now invisible through the trees, and set off into the unknown, footsteps punching holes in the ground as he went.

​

The deeper Leon stomped into Millhaven’s “nature preserve,” the less it resembled anything a developer would admit to, and the more it felt like something waiting to be cleared for condos. But Agnes’s map—upgraded to infernal-black ink after the incident at the oak—tracked surprisingly well to the landscape. There really was a split boulder marking the turnoff from the old trail, shaped like it had been karate-chopped by God. The creek bed, usually a trickle but now just mud and broken glass, was exactly where she’d drawn it, complete with the evidence of recent illicit bonfires and an unkillable patch of poison ivy.

Past that was the stand of birches. They weren’t the delicate, picturesque kind—these looked sick, their white trunks stained like they’d been used as mop handles by someone with boundary issues. Leon counted the trees under his breath as he walked: twelve, then a sudden gap, then thirteen, leaning over the path as if daring him to duck. He did, and one of the low branches scratched the back of his neck. He barely felt it.

He stopped once to check the map, more out of stubbornness than necessity. The path ahead was easy: just keep heading north, toward the place marked “end of line.” The woods were different here. Not evil, exactly, but at least annoyed—roots that tripped you for sport, brambles that clung just a little too long. And quiet. That was the part that gnawed at him: he couldn’t remember the last time he heard a bird, or a squirrel, or even the whining buzz of a mosquito. There was just his own breathing, and the slow grind of his shoes on cold dirt.

He paused at a break in the brush, not for the first time, wondering if Petra would’ve made it this far. Then he remembered her opinion of the supernatural—“Totally real, but not my problem”—and decided, yeah, she probably would’ve bailed by the first major landmark.

The sun was nearly gone, what little light left filtering through the branches and turning everything into a bad photocopy. The air felt denser, flavored with the chemical aftertaste of decomposing leaves. Every once in a while, he thought he saw something—movement at the edge of vision—but every time he turned to check, it was gone.

The clearing came on him suddenly. One step, he was wading through low limbs and tripping hazards. The next, he stood in open space, the sky above streaked pink and bruised purple. The oak stood at the center, precisely as advertised in Agnes’s sketch, only even more monstrous in person.

If trees could get old, this one looked like it had collected the whole set. The trunk alone was big enough to make three Leon-sized coffins, the base swelling with knots and knots of roots. They stuck out of the ground like the backs of giant snakes, some as thick as his thigh, all pointed outward from the trunk as if radiating force.

And there it was—the shimmer. Gold, but not like a school trophy or a wedding ring. It was the color of honey poured through dirty glass, slow and inconsistent, moving in a way that made Leon’s retinas itch. It flickered in time with his breathing, which, fine, maybe that was a trick of the light. Or maybe the tree was syncing itself to him, like a monstrous FitBit.

He lingered at the edge of the clearing, sizing up the oak like it might size him back. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was already bone dry.

Just looking, he told himself. Scientific observation. Field work for the “Granny’s Off Her Meds” Thesis.

He circled the trunk, careful not to step on the big roots—out of habit, out of courtesy, out of don’t tempt fate. The north side was darker, the shimmer more obvious here, veins of gold running up from the ground to about Leon’s eye level. He crouched, squinting, and saw that the light seemed to be coming from under the bark itself, as if the tree had veins and was flexing them just for him.

He reached out a hand, almost in a daze, then pulled it back.

This is how horror movies start, he thought.

But he wasn’t in a movie, and there was no one around to say “don’t do it.” So he reached out again, slow this time, like the tree might flinch.

He made contact with a section of bark right over the brightest part of the shimmer.

It was warm. Not summer-day warm, not even fever-warm, but almost electric—like a hand warmer gone nuclear. The texture was less rough than he expected. Instead of catching his skin, it buzzed, like a slow phone vibration, against every nerve ending.

He jerked his hand back, surprised at himself, but the buzzing lingered in his fingertips.

Leon shook out his hand, flexed the fingers. “Okay,” he said, voice small but perfectly audible. “Guess we’re doing this.”

He put his palm to the bark again, harder this time, fingers splayed wide, digging in at the seams. The hum ramped up—now in his whole arm, now in his chest, now behind his eyes. He pressed in, and the gold light surged under his hand, flashing from syrup-slow to blinding white in a split-second.

He tried to let go, but something about the heat—or the pull, or his own curiosity—kept his hand glued there. He got his other hand up, like maybe leverage would help, but the second he touched the tree with both, everything short-circuited.

A noise started—first a low growl, then a roar, not outside his head but inside it, filling up all the empty space. He felt his feet leave the ground, or at least forget they existed. The world didn’t go black; it went through every color at once, then erased itself.

His ears popped, his nose filled with the scent of burning leaves, and the air pressed in like he’d just dived deep into the bottom of a lake. His stomach lurched, and he had just enough time to think, Oh, shit, I am actually going through, before the roaring drowned out everything and even his thoughts were gone.

When sensation returned, it was all wrong. The air felt dry and metallic, his skin buzzing, his legs numb and then burning. He was aware of himself only as a collection of aches and heartbeats, not as a person or a body.

He realized he was face-down in dirt. It wasn’t the same dirt as before; this was finer, paler, and stank of minerals and unfamiliar things. He pushed himself upright, arms shaking, and saw—just for a second—the oak, on its side, uprooted, the shimmer around it pulsing like a dying heart.

Leon tried to say something. What came out was a cough, and then a
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