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      I shouldn’t have gone into the woods alone, but I didn’t have many choices. At least, not if I wanted to keep any part of my sanity intact.

      For months, I’d been laid up in bed, barely able to stand long enough to sponge off at the sink. While my mother took care of me, my father picked up the slack with the household duties. And when either of them were too busy to tend to me, I had Liorna, my best friend, who would ease some of the burden on my parents.

      Prior to this, I’d lived in my own cottage nearby, a rare blessing in Crowbrook Village. Most women did not manage to have a place to call their own until they married, and sometimes even then multiple generations lived together. I never lost sight of the luxury of my small but beautiful cottage.

      I would visit my parents daily with fresh bread I’d baked, or to help them as they slowed a little with age. Since I did not yet have a spouse or children, I could use my free time to make life for others easier, starting with my family who had always been nothing but kind and understanding to me my entire life.

      Then, I’d become drastically unwell, and no one knew why, or how to help. Before long, I spent more time in bed than not, and eventually, my parents and I decided it would be easier for me to take one of the rooms in their home as my own. My little cottage was shuttered with vague hopes of my return one day.

      I could see it outside my bedroom window, and each glimpse pained me, which only led to more guilt since I should only appreciate that I had the family to support me. And from there, I would spiral with how wonderful my parents were and how I had become a burden, which they never made me feel as if I was, which only made them more wonderful.

      Stuck in bed was driving me crazy. I had to get out of the house. My parents would hear nothing of it, so I’d waited for them to go down to the brook, of which my village took its name, and then dragged myself outside, leaning against walls and furniture until I found the front door.

      The late afternoon sunlight felt good on my skin. Slightly rejuvenated, I’d plucked the basket my parents had left on the front step and then tottered towards the tree line. These days, the pantry was difficult to keep stocked, since most of the food for Crowbrook Village came from foraging and hunting. Neighbors would share some of their supplies, but that would put a strain on them, so we often declined their gesture and hid away just how much we were struggling.

      In the shade of the trees surrounding Crowbook Village, I tugged free clusters of dark berries and placed them in the basket. Their juices stained the tips of my fingers, and I smiled at the feeling of being productive again, even if just a little.

      After I’d cleared a few small bushes of their gifts, I turned my attention upwards to the low hanging branches of the surrounding trees, scanning for ripe fruits. Everything was out of reach. In my healthier days, I would climb up the trees to gather fruit untouched by the crows that nested in the woods. For now, I felt lucky that I was still upright and feeling as well as I had in a while.

      The illness had been strange like that. Sometimes, I would feel well, even almost entirely better, for a few hours, or even most of a day. Then, without warning, I would relapse and hardly be able to sit upright in my bed.

      No one else in the town, not even my parents, had felt any illness coming on, so we’d quickly determined that whatever I had, it wasn’t contagious. That left us with even more questions.

      Some of the more robust parts of the country, such as where the Ministry and the Vanguard claimed land, had access to medicines that didn’t reach the small outlier towns like Crowbrook Village. I was too sick to travel, and my village didn’t have much to barter with anyway.

      Nothing came without a price under the rule of the Ministry and Vanguard.

      Dizziness overtook me, so I leaned against a nearby tree, breathing heavily, basket hooked in my limp gasp.

      What have you done, Iris?

      When the moment passed, I staggered forward, determined to gather enough food to make this journey worthwhile. My parents would be upset that I had wandered out alone, but they would also be relieved to have at least a little help with their endless chores.

      Perhaps I should have asked Liorna to join me, but as my best friend, she was duty bound to tell me what I didn’t want to hear. That included not allowing me to leave my house when I was still struggling with this illness. She probably would have gone so far as to alert my parents.

      Despite all the difficulties in her own life, she was always around for me.

      As I gathered a few more berries from the next bush, I smiled to myself. I was grateful, not only for this reprieve from the mysterious illness, but for all of the wonderful people in my life who helped take care of me.

      A collection of mushrooms stood at the base of the tree, and I stooped to pull them. Pain stabbed me in the chest. Straightening up, I tried to breathe, but agony ripped through my ribcage. I dropped the basket as I stumbled forward, trying to remember which way was back to the village. Back home.

      The world grayed, and I couldn’t make sense of where I was, where I was going. Every breath burned like fire in me.

      I took another step, and my knees collapsed. I fell face first into the leaves and twigs, my body burning up. My lips parted but no words came out. My eyes remained glued open, drying up, until I could force myself to blink.

      A crow landed nearby. His feathers coursed with white magic. He tipped his head back and forth, studying me. I stretched out my hand towards him, as if he could help me, but he was just out of reach. My arm fell heavily against the ground.

      Crunching sounds approached. Perhaps one of my neighbors had seen me wander into the woods and had come to check on me. Everyone knew how unwell I’d been.

      An icy cold shadow dropped over me. Panic shot through me as skeletal hands slipped under me and shoved me over, onto my back.

      A scream caught in my throat as I stared up at the human skull face of a Monster draped in black cloaks. I tried to push away from him, but my body was too frail. He scooped me up.

      Despite my protests, weak as they were, he trudged deeper into the forest, taking me away from my home, and towards a terrifyingly uncertain future.
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      When I woke, my body ached and I felt so tired, I couldn’t believe I wasn’t still asleep. It seemed impossible to be this exhausted and conscious at the same time.

      At least I was back in my bed. Except I wasn’t. I was in a bed, but not mine.

      My wary mind roused a little more as I tried to understand where I was. With effort, I opened my eyes to a brightly lit room.

      I was lying in a small bed across from a low burning fireplace in a cottage I had never seen before. The skull faced Monster used a canister to water potted plants along the mantle. On the open windowsill, black crows picked at slices of fruit and bread laid out for them, presumably by this Monster.

      I tried to wrap my head around the contrast of this demonic-looking being and how he fluttered around the house, tending the plants and birds. I’d met Monsters before as they passed through my village on their way to some far-off destination, and I’d known that even the terrifying looking ones were often harmless.

      But I’d never been scooped up in the woods by a Monster before, or taken inside their home and tucked into a bed. Here, I was alone with this Monster. I could only hope that he didn’t act like his appearance indicated.

      The skull face and dark robes made setting aside judgment a little difficult.

      He turned with the canister to water a plant on the table between us.

      “Ah, I see you’ve awakened,” he said. “Good, good.”

      Despite the talk I’d just given myself, fear jolted through me. I started to push myself upright. My arms quivered and threatened to collapse.

      The Monster dropped the canister onto the table as he all but flew to my side. I swallowed a scream as he wrapped his lanky arm around me, making cooing sounds.

      “You need to stay lying down,” he said softly, and it was impossible such a tender voice came from that horrible skull for a face. “You must relax, my dear.”

      I shuddered, unable to stop staring at the point where his boney fingers wrapped around my bicep, his arm curled around me. Every time I glanced up at his face, I thought I might faint all over again.

      Despite my fear, I had no energy, no strength to resist his pampering. He pressed his free hand to my forehead and tsked.

      “What are you?” I asked, throat dry and apparently so were my manners.

      He tipped his head to look down at me, but I couldn’t read his expression, largely because he didn’t have any skin or muscles on his face to give him one.

      I let him slide me back down into the bed, head on my pillows. He stepped back, but only half a step.

      “I’m a skuldrith,” he said. “We don’t spend much time around humans or, well, each other, so most have not met us. We prefer our solitude, until someone…needs us.”

      My body turned cold and pale. Needs us sounded like an ominous code for something unpleasant.

      My time had come. This Monster had found me in the woods, probably because he could smell death on me.

      “You mean, you collect the dead, right?” I asked, daring him to confirm that he had gathered me up, probably to consume my fresh, warm corpse.

      “Yes,” he said softly, “but not what you are thinking. As you surely know, the Monsters came to the human world to flee the destruction of our realm. Some unknown force, the Mystical Eruption, blew open the Veil and allowed us through. The magic that swept through with us changed your world, and now we all inhabit this new world together.”

      I didn’t have the energy to nod, but I’d heard this story many times. Somehow, I never grew tired of it. The idea that life had been so very different only thirty years ago—not long before my birth—still seemed too fantastical for me to accept.

      “Back in the Monster realm, before all that, skuldriths were well known for their healing abilities,” he said. “We have always been few and far between, but desperate Monsters would seek us out to cure the incurable, heal the unhealable. We can save almost anyone, as long as they are not yet dead. That is the only point from
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