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​​CHAPTER 1 – THE FOREST THAT WASN’T REAL
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Aiden was running.

The trees weren’t green.

Their leaves were the color of crumpled foil, catching every bit of light and turning it into sharp flashes of silver. When the wind pushed through them, they didn’t rustle like normal trees—they clinked, a soft metal-on-metal sound that made Aiden’s teeth ache.

The ground under his sneakers looked like snow but felt like sponge. Each step sank a little, then bounced him back up, as if he were sprinting across a field of tightly packed white marshmallows.

If this was a normal dream, he thought, then I’m a purple giraffe.

Branches—thin, silver ones that shouldn’t have been so strong—clawed at his arms as he shoved through them. The air glowed with a light that wasn’t quite sunlight and wasn’t quite moonlight, either. It was something in between, pale and steady, like the world’s biggest night-light.

Behind him, something moved.

He didn’t have to look to know.

The Shadow Hunter.

He didn’t know how he knew its name. The syllables were just there in his head, like a word he’d always known but never needed until now. Thinking it made the back of his neck prickle.

Whatever was chasing him didn’t make normal footsteps. It made a sound like shadows scraping bark—dragging, wet, wrong. Every time it slid closer, the trees shivered as if they were afraid too.

‘Keep running...’

The whisper slid between the trunks, thin as smoke.

Aiden didn’t know if it came from the trees, the air, or something inside his own skull. It didn’t matter. He ran.

A low root bulged up in front of him.

He jumped.

The root shifted.

It twisted at the last second like a snake, trying to hook his foot. His heel clipped the top of it. He skidded, windmilling his arms, barely catching his balance.

‘What kind of nightmare tries to trip you on purpose?’ he gasped.

The forest didn’t answer in words.

But the branches rattled all around him, leaves clinking like a hundred metal chimes. Somewhere above, the foil-like canopy opened just enough to show a slice of sky.

It wasn’t blue.

It was a deep, swirling violet, speckled with stars. And in the middle of all those distant pinpricks of light—

There was one drop of gold.

Not a star. Not like the others. It hung low, between two twisted silver trunks, just ahead of him.

It looked like a piece of sunset someone had torn off and forgotten to put away. Warm. Stubborn. Refusing to go out.

Aiden stumbled to a stop.

The golden droplet pulsed, just once.

Something inside his chest pulsed back.

Behind him, the Shadow Hunter scraped closer. The sound of it tore across the forest floor—ragged, eager.

Aiden swallowed.

‘I am not going toward the glowing mysterious thing,’ he told himself out loud. ‘That’s a terrible idea. That’s how people die in movies.’

The golden shard glowed again.

From somewhere—everywhere—the same whisper rose as before, except this time he could almost hear words inside it.

Find it...

Find the shard...

Aiden didn’t know why his feet started moving.

He just knew that if he kept running away forever, he was going to trip, or tire, or break. And the thing behind him would be waiting for that exact moment.

He took a step toward the light.

The ground thumped under his feet, like a slow, heavy heartbeat.

Not mine, he thought.

Another step. Another thump.

He pushed through the last line of trees. The trunks leaned inward, bending toward the glowing droplet as if they were trying to drink it.

Up close, it wasn’t a droplet at all.

It was a shard. A broken piece of something bigger. About the size of a skipping stone, hanging in the air, turning slowly. Its light washed over his face, warm and steady. When he reached toward it, his fingers tingled.

Behind him, the Shadow Hunter roared.

The sound was like every bad feeling he’d ever tried not to think about—anger, shame, being laughed at in front of the whole class—smashed together into one awful noise.

Aiden flinched.

The shard brightened, as if answering.

His left wrist prickled.

He glanced down.

For a split second, he saw it: a faint, silvery mark beneath his skin, glowing in time with the shard. One, two, three—

The ground boomed again.

The heartbeat wasn’t under his feet anymore. It was everywhere.

The silver trees groaned and leaned closer, their roots tearing up the marshmallow ground. Crack-lines raced between them like lightning.

The shard hovered just out of reach.

‘A little closer,’ Aiden breathed.

He stretched his fingers.

Warmth brushed his fingertips—

The world split.

The ground opened with a sound like someone ripping up an entire city of tiles. Aiden dropped with a shout as the forest tore apart into bright, spinning pieces. Trees, sky, light, and shadow spiraled around him like a broken kaleidoscope.

The golden shard winked out.

Darkness swallowed him whole.

Aiden’s eyes flew open.

He sat bolt upright in bed, chest heaving, fingers still reaching for something that wasn’t there.

His room slowly came into focus.

Faded blue curtains. Slanted morning sunlight sneaking around the edges. The mess on his desk: notebooks, a broken pen, a mug with a crack down the side. The familiar, slightly squashed shape of his pillow.

He yanked his hand back to his chest and stared at it.

Nothing.

No floating shard. No silver forest. Just his own fingers and—

A faint mark on his left wrist.

Aiden froze.

It lay just under the skin, like the ghost of a bruise. If he squinted, he could see thin lines curling out from a center point, forming a small, broken circle. When he held his breath, it was almost invisible.

When he exhaled—

It glowed.

Very softly. Like a firefly someone had pressed into his skin.

‘No,’ Aiden whispered. ‘No way.’

He poked it with his right index finger.

Warmth shot up his arm.

Not burning-hot. Not painful. Just a quick, surprising rush—like dipping his hand into water that was the exact same temperature as his own blood. Underneath the warmth, something else flickered: a tiny, tired ache, deep as bone, like whatever had lit up inside him wasn’t done paying for it yet.

He yanked his finger back.

‘Okay,’ he told the empty room. ‘Okay. Reality check. That was just a dream. Weird dream. Creepy dream. But this—’ He looked down again. The glow flared in answer. ‘—this is not helping.’

His alarm exploded into noise on the bedside table.

7:10.

School day.

Math test.

Real life.

Aiden slapped the alarm quiet and swung his legs out of bed. His room was cold enough that his toes curled when they hit the floor.

He pulled on his uniform, moving on automatic. Shirt, trousers, socks that didn’t match but were close enough in the half-light. All the while, the word shard echoed in the back of his mind like a song he couldn’t un-hear.

He tugged his sleeves down as far as they’d go.

The mark still tingled under the fabric, like a battery that hadn’t decided yet if it was empty or full.

Downstairs, the kitchen smelled like toast and something tomato-y from a slow cooker.

His mum stood by the bench with a mug of coffee, hair scooped into a messy bun, scrolling something on her phone. She looked up as he shuffled in.

‘You’re up,’ she said. ‘That’s new.’

‘Ha ha,’ Aiden muttered.

He poured cereal into a bowl and added milk. His hands felt weirdly far away from his body, like he was controlling them from the wrong dream.

Mom squinted at him over the rim of her mug.

‘Rough night?’ she asked.

Aiden’s spoon clinked against the side of the bowl. He shrugged. ‘Just... weird dreams.’

‘The math test kind or the monster kind?’ she said lightly.

He almost laughed.

If I say ‘metal forest and shadow thing that wants my soul,’ you are going to call twelve counsellors, he thought.

‘Probably both,’ he said instead. ‘And maybe I’m getting a cold.’

She reached over and touched his forehead with the back of her hand, then brushed a thumb under one of his eyes.

‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Dark circles: medium. Temperature: normal. Level of sarcasm: unchanged.’

‘I’m fine,’ he said, staring very hard at his cereal.

For half a second, he almost told her. About the forest. About the shard. About the way his wrist still felt like it had a tiny, stubborn heartbeat of its own.

But the words stuck.

It sounded ridiculous in his head. Out loud, it would be worse.

‘I’ll come straight home after school,’ he said instead. ‘In case I start, you know, dying of my cold.’

Mom’s mouth curved.

‘Deal,’ she said. ‘And if it’s really bad, we can cancel your maths homework.’

He looked up, hopeful.

She snorted. ‘I said if it’s really bad, not if you yawn twice.’

He rolled his eyes and took another mouthful of cereal.

As he ate, he could feel the mark on his wrist humming quietly under his sleeve, like it was listening in on the conversation.

Mom rinsed her mug and grabbed her keys.

‘Text me if you feel worse,’ she said, pausing in the doorway. ‘No being a hero about it.’

‘Pretty sure I’m not hero material,’ Aiden said.

‘Good,’ she replied. ‘Heroes never remember to put their dishes in the sink.’

When she’d gone, the kitchen felt bigger and quieter and a little less solid, like the world was waiting for him to step wrong.

He rinsed his bowl, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and headed out.



The school courtyard buzzed the way it always did in the morning.

Someone laughed too loudly near the bike racks. A locker door slammed. A soccer ball thumped against a wall. The air smelled like damp concrete and the weird combination of cafeteria toast and cleaning spray.

Totally normal.

Aiden walked through the gates, backpack straps digging into his shoulders, trying to act like everything inside his chest was normal, too.

It wasn’t.

Every time he thought about the shard, his wrist warmed. Every time he tried not to think about it, his wrist warmed anyway, just to be annoying.

‘Stop it,’ he muttered into his sleeve. ‘You’re a hallucination. Or a... delayed dream. Or... something.’

His wrist pulsed once, completely unhelpfully.

He turned the corner toward the rows of lockers—

—and stopped.

Two older boys had someone pinned against the metal doors.

Aiden didn’t need to see his face to know who it was. The hunched shoulders, the messy hair, the way the person clutched something to their chest like it was a life vest in a storm—

Finn.

‘Come on, Scaredy-Finn,’ Jake drawled, dangling a sketchbook just out of reach. ‘Show us your latest masterpiece.’

Finn’s fingers were hooked around the bottom edge of the book, knuckles white. ‘Give it back,’ he said. ‘Please. It’s my—’

‘My what?’ Jake flipped the cover open. A dragon sketched in blue pencil snarled up at him from the page. Tiny stars swirled around it. ‘Wow. Did the kindergarten art teacher help you?’

The other boy snorted. ‘So many dragons. So many stars. So many pathetic little worlds in your head.’

He plucked at another drawing. A city made of glowing crystals. A whale made of clouds. Aiden had seen Finn draw like that in the back of their notebooks when the teacher wasn’t looking.

‘Don’t—’ Finn’s voice cracked.

Aiden’s muscles pulled tight.

No.

Not again.

He’d watched stuff like this before. Everybody had. Sometimes it was Finn. Sometimes it was someone else. Aiden knew exactly what happened if you stepped in:

teachers sighed and said ‘don’t make it worse,’

kids whispered that you were ‘asking for it,’

bullies remembered your face, and suddenly you were the favorite new toy.

His feet felt rooted to the ground.

Move, he ordered them.

They didn’t.

Jake put two fingers to the dragon’s nose and ripped the page clean out of the sketchbook.

The sound of the paper tearing sliced right through Aiden.

Finn let out a strangled noise.

Something inside Aiden snapped.

By the time he realized he was moving, he was already between them.

‘Give it back,’ he heard himself say.

Jake’s smirk faltered. ‘Oh look. It’s Aiden-who-doesn’t-mind-his-own-business.’

The other boy snickered. ‘Aiden-who-likes-to-start-fights.’

‘I don’t start fights,’ Aiden said. His voice sounded steadier than he felt. ‘I end them.’

His wrist burned under his sleeve.

Jake’s gaze flicked to Aiden’s fists, then to the teachers across the courtyard, then back. He clicked his tongue, bored.

‘Tch. Not worth it.’

He crumpled the torn page into a ball, dropped it, and shoved the rest of the sketchbook into Finn’s chest so hard Finn staggered.

‘Keep your baby drawings,’ the other boy muttered. ‘No one wants them anyway.’

They walked off, their laughter fading into the noise of the courtyard.

For a few seconds, Aiden just stood there, breathing fast.

Then the adrenaline drained all at once, leaving him hollow and shaky.

Great. You did it again, he thought. You just painted a bigger target on him. And on yourself.

‘Aiden?’ Finn’s voice was small.

Aiden ducked to scoop up the crumpled page from the ground. The dragon’s head was folded in on itself, a crease right through one eye.

He smoothed it as best he could and handed it back.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

Finn nodded way too fast. ‘Yeah! Totally. I love it when my art gets turned into modern crumple sculpture. Very... avant-garde.’

Aiden huffed out a laugh despite everything.

‘Next time,’ he said, ‘tell a teacher.’

Finn snorted. ‘Yeah, right. Then they’ll bully me for snitching, too.’

Aiden didn’t have an answer for that.

He watched Finn tuck the broken drawing carefully into the back of his sketchbook, like he was afraid it might shatter completely.

Maybe they’re right, that other voice in his head whispered. Maybe you just made it worse.

He shoved the thought down.

‘You two attract unnecessary conflict.’

Aiden turned.

A girl stood a few steps away, her arms folded, a notebook pressed to her chest.

Mira.

He’d seen her around school for years—always with a book, or three, or an entire backpack full. Always sitting near the back of the classroom, writing tiny notes in the margins of her worksheets. Always watching.

Up close, she looked exactly the same and completely different.

Her dark hair was pulled back into a messy bun. There was a blue pen tucked behind one ear, and another clipped to her collar. On the strap of her backpack, a small metal pin glinted—a circle made of seven broken lines, like a ring someone had snapped and put back together wrong.

Aiden found himself staring at it.

Mira noticed. She flicked her eyes down, then back up.

‘It’s from my grandma,’ she said. ‘She said it helps you tell the difference between what’s real and what’s not.’

Finn swallowed. ‘Cool,’ he said, his voice a little thin. ‘Do they make a version that stops bullies too?’

‘If they did,’ Mira replied, ‘it would be sold out.’

She shifted her notebook to her other arm and looked at Aiden—not at his face, exactly, but somewhere around his left sleeve.

‘When you stepped in,’ she said, ‘your wrist lit up.’

Aiden’s stomach dropped.

‘No, it didn’t,’ he said too quickly. ‘That would be ridiculous.’

‘I don’t say things that are ridiculous,’ Mira said.

Finn leaned in, squinting. ‘I thought that was just the sun reflecting or something. Or my eyes. Or the cafeteria lights escaping.’

‘There are no cafeteria lights in the courtyard,’ Mira said.

‘Oh. Right.’

Aiden tugged his sleeves down so far they nearly covered his fingers.

​‘My wrist is fine,’ he said. ‘Totally un-glowy. Normal, boring wrist.’

Mira’s eyes narrowed a fraction, like she wanted to argue. Instead, she tilted her head.

‘You look like you haven’t slept in three days,’ she observed. ‘Did you have a nightmare?’

Aiden jumped so hard he almost dropped his backpack. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Because you flinched when someone slammed a locker,’ Mira said. ‘And you have pillow lines on your face. And you nearly walked into a trash can just now.’

Finn glanced at him. ‘She kind of has a point.’

Aiden rubbed his eyes. The images from the dream slid back into his mind: silver trees, metal leaves, the golden shard, the Shadow Hunter’s roar.

‘It was just... weird,’ he muttered. ‘That’s all.’

‘What kind of weird?’ Mira asked.

‘The kind where your feet don’t work and the floor’s a marshmallow and something wants to eat your soul,’ Finn added helpfully.

Both of them looked at him.

‘What?’ Finn said. ‘I have weird dreams too.’

Mira hugged her notebook closer.

‘Silver trees,’ she said slowly. ‘Leaves that sound like metal. A forest that feels too real.’

Aiden’s throat went dry.

‘How do you—’

‘And a piece of light,’ she added. ‘Gold. Hanging in the air.’

The world seemed to tilt.

‘Wait.’ Finn held up both hands like he was trying to stop a runaway shopping cart. ‘Did we all just describe the same creepy dream? Because if we did, I would like to officially unsubscribe.’

Mira ignored him.

She focused on Aiden.

‘You reached for it, didn’t you?’ she asked softly. ‘For the shard.’

He stared at her.

‘How do you know that word?’

Mira hesitated, chewing lightly on the inside of her cheek. Aiden had seen that look in class when the teacher asked something and she already knew the answer but wasn’t sure if she should say it.

‘Because,’ she said at last, ‘it’s not the first time I’ve read about it.’

She tapped her notebook.

‘And it’s not the first time I’ve had that dream.’

A bell rang somewhere overhead, making all three of them jump.

Students began to drift toward their classrooms, the courtyard slowly emptying. Aiden’s brain buzzed with too many questions.

‘You... you’ve dreamed of that forest before?’ he asked.

Mira nodded. ‘Three times this month. Before that, only once. Years ago.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell someone?’ Finn squeaked.

‘Tell them what?’ she said. ‘‘Hi, I’m Mira, I think I’m visiting a repeating extra-dimensional forest in my sleep’?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘The school counsellor would be delighted.’

She took a breath.

‘I’ve been taking notes,’ she admitted. ‘Comparing what I see to what’s in my grandma’s old books. There are records of people who—’

She stopped.

‘What?’ Aiden asked.

Mira glanced around at the students still milling nearby, then lowered her voice.

‘...who share dreams,’ she said. ‘Who go to the same places. The books called it a Dreamverse. But I didn’t know if it was real. Not until now.’

Aiden’s skin prickled.

‘Dreamverse,’ Finn repeated. ‘Sounds like an app I do not want to download.’

Aiden looked at his left wrist.

Or, more accurately, he tried very hard not to look at his left wrist and failed.

‘I’m not—’ he started. ‘I don’t— This is crazy.’

His wrist tingled.

No, not tingled.

Burned.

Heat flared under his skin, sudden and sharp. He hissed and clutched it with his right hand.

‘Aiden?’ Finn said. ‘Dude, you’re glowing.’

I am not glowing, Aiden wanted to say.

But when he looked down, there was no way to pretend it wasn’t happening.

The mark under his skin had woken up.

Silver light shone through the fabric of his sleeve, making the thin school cotton look almost transparent. Little branching lines raced up his arm like roots, then sank back down again. For a split second, the scar-deep ache from that morning returned, doubled.

Mira’s eyes went huge.

‘It’s reacting,’ she whispered. ‘Something’s pulling on it.’

‘Can we maybe not be pulled on?’ Finn said. ‘I am very against being pulled on.’

The air around them thickened.

It felt like the moment before a thunderstorm—pressure building, invisible, making it harder to breathe. The chatter in the courtyard dimmed, like someone had turned the volume down on the world.

Lockers at the far end of the row wobbled, edges blurring.

‘Aiden,’ Mira said, ‘try to calm down.’

‘I am calm,’ he lied.

His heart hammered against his ribs. Every beat sent another flash of light through his wrist.

The concrete beneath their feet shifted.

Just a
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