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The forest seemed to breathe. Liam didn’t notice it at first, not over the crunch of dead leaves beneath his sneakers or the lazy drone of cicadas. But when he stopped and listened, he heard it. Not silence, not stillness. A slow rhythm, like the trees were drawing breath form hidden mouths. 

A chill crept down his spine. He told himself he was too old—twelve now—to be scared of the woods. But that didn’t stop his fingers from twitching. 

The tree loomed ahead, twisted like a knotted muscle. It was the largest in the clearing, an ancient giant, with roots that broke the earth like bones trying to escape. Liam felt a pull towards it, the same sick curiosity that makes you press a bruise or pick at a scab. 

He pulled the pocket knife from his jeans. The handle was warm, its blade dull but sharp enough. He stepped forward and carved his initials into the bark. Just a stupid mark to say I was here.

The knife carved in the tree easier than expected. The bark split open with a wet, gurgling sound. Then—the tree bled.

Thick, syrupy liquid oozed from the wound–a deep, arterial red. It moved slowly, clinging to the bark in heavy droplets before trickling onto Liam’s fingers. 

It was warm.  

His stomach turned. He wiped his hand on his jeans, but the smeared, leaving ugly streaks behind. The scent hit him—metallic, coppery.

Blood.

Liam stumbled back. The trees felt too close. Their branches twisted like reaching arms. Their trunks straight and stiff—like silent guardians, watching. 

The forest held its breath. No breeze. No cicadas. Only the drip, drip, drip of the bleeding tree.

He ran.

Behind him, something moved. 

Something big.

Something breathing.

He didn’t stop until he broke through the treeline and stumbled into his backyard. The sun hung low, shadows stretched long across the grass. His shirt clung with sweat. His hands felt sticky. His hands were clean, but he could still feel the sap. The jeans though—those were stained—a dark, ugly smear stretched across his thigh.

“Shit,” he muttered, scrubbing at them. The red wouldn’t budge. His mom was going to kill him.

The back door creaked open. The scent of simmering tomatoes and garlic curled around him.

It was a small, homey kitchen—cluttered countertops, old magnets on the fridge, a window above the sink that faced the woods. His mom stirred a pot on the stove. 
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