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        To everyone touched in some way by mental health illnesses,

        Sometimes love is messy.

      

      

      

      
        
        Also, to all the times I was on a video chat and the other person had to say,

        “Melissa, you’re still muted.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A QUICK NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The In Fire and Ash series is the third trilogy in the world of Mantirum.  It can be read independently of the previous trilogies.  However, if you would prefer to enhance your reading experience for the sake of the crossover characters mentioned, start with the Of Fates and Furies trilogy.

      Happy reading!
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      “Five more minutes, Ashlyn,” I said to myself.

      It was a small space of time.  Yet, each second seemed to crawl slower with my impatience, which pretty much summed up every morning of my life now.  Me, awake far too early, and the clock grudgingly moving toward the moment I could finally escape my house.

      Pausing in the hall, I gently touched the picture of my uncle.  It had been almost five weeks since his death, but time had done nothing to ease the ache of losing him.  Or the loneliness.

      My listless gaze swept over the inside of the home I so resented.  Once, it had been a refuge, a place of safety.  Now, it was my prison of forced solitude.

      On weekends, I only ever left for my assigned shift at the Roost, the local teen hangout, a place I equally loved and despised.  Listening to the music was nice.  The degrading training sessions I had to endure so the academy students could complete their assignments, though?  That I could have done without.  But those students were the entire reason I was here.  Not only here in this house but here in this little unknown Maine town.  Uttira, a place filled with mythical creatures—the children of the old gods.  A place where humans like me were a rarity.  Or a delicacy, depending on who a person spoke to.

      I hated that the children of the gods used me to teach their young how to hunt or interact or whatever with humans.  I was a tool, an inconvenience, an afterthought, nothing more.  And I wanted out.  Out of this house.  Out of this town filled with dangerous creatures, and out of this life filled with rules and restrictions.

      I wanted freedom so badly it hurt, but I could never take the way out that my uncle had or the one Adira offered me.  One was death, and the other was a complete memory wipe.  The thought of leaving this place, ignorant of the creatures that existed in our world to prey on unsuspecting humanity, terrified me.  I wasn’t ready to die.  I was still waiting to live.

      So, here I was, existing alone, trapped in a warded house, and yearning for a freedom I would never have.

      However, this morning’s added tension made my itch to escape even stronger than usual.  I didn’t want to be late for Eliana’s meeting.

      She was one of the few friends I’d managed to make in my almost eighteen years on this planet, and the thought of her meeting with three novice druids worried me.  It didn’t matter that Eliana was a succubus and could handle herself around other mythical beings better than I, a lowly human, could.  I didn’t want to lose her, too, through some stupid mistake.  And when it came to druids, mistakes ran rampant.

      I worried that meeting the druids at the academy, the only other place I was allowed to go during the week, wouldn’t be safe enough for both Eliana and me.  Though the wards ensured no one would die inside, I knew better than most that there were worse things than death.

      Which was why I needed to time my arrival perfectly.

      The inherent safety of the building only applied if I made it inside.  Arriving too early would be as risky as arriving too late.  I glanced at the picture of my smiling uncle, a reminder of what would happen if I risked too much.

      We all die at some time.  Better to risk a little than to risk nothing and die alone in this damn house.

      Shaking away the thought, I checked the time and headed to the garage.  Anticipation and dread sank into my stomach.  As much as I wanted freedom, I feared it.  However, I didn’t let that stop me from starting my car and backing out of the garage.

      A tingle danced over my skin, a sign I’d passed through the ward.  My house didn’t look different from any other on my block, but I knew it was.  None of the other homes had wards.  Then again, none of the other houses were occupied by humans.

      Forcing that bitterness aside, I grounded myself in the positive.  I had a measure of freedom for the next seven hours, which was infinitely better than sitting in my living room and adding to my journals.  Maybe the dwarf I’d been tutoring in math would have a new book for me.  The idea of something new to read made me positively giddy.  Joy was a much safer emotion than fear.

      A few minutes later, Girderon Academy’s enormous gates came into view.

      The grand, sprawling building rose several stories high.  Easily over two hundred years old, the elite institution solely educated Uttira’s youth, and if the gate and stone exterior didn’t scream old money, the cars in the lot sure did.  The few already parked gleamed in their vivid, eye-catching colors.

      I knew from experience that the drivers of those pretty cars were likely as beautiful.

      Beauty was one of many ways to lure in prey and the primary reason to exclude the handful of human residents from attending.  But Megan, the new local fury, who was close to my age and raised in the human world, hadn’t liked the segregation.  Seeing the flimsy excuse for what it was, she’d fought for my right to go to school there, something my uncle would have never allowed.

      He would have said the academy was too dangerous, and he would have been right.  But I was beyond caring that the majority of the student body would try to lure me to my death.  I was more than willing to risk anything to get out of my isolated hell.

      Parking in my reserved spot near the door, I scanned the lot.

      I’d perfected the art of looking without looking years ago.  The range of my peripheral vision enabled me to see the wisp of strawberry blonde hair teasing my temple, and the troll who lingered by his truck.  He watched me hungrily, but he didn’t worry me.  Trolls weren’t fast or smart.

      Before he even realized I’d left my car, I pulled open the door to Girderon’s hallowed halls.  A tingle ran through me, letting me know when I was inside the ward.  I knew better than to let my guard down, though.  The ward didn’t guarantee safety.  The rules my uncle had drilled into me were the only way to ensure I’d still be free to return to my prison at the end of the day.

      Keeping my gaze lowered, I hurried down the hall toward the pool room while popping in my earbuds.  The familiar sound of my uncle’s voice filled my ears.

      “Rule number one: Never make direct eye contact.  That’s how half of them gain control of your will.  And once they have control, they can make you do anything.  Hurt the people you love.  Hurt yourself.  Anything.  You’ll feel like you’re trapped in your own body.  There is no worse hell.  Always keep your gaze averted.

      “Rule number two: Never let your guard down.  You can’t trust any of them.  They’ll do anything and everything to lure you in close enough to make the kill.  Those two rules apply to every creature.

      “I’ll go through additional, species-specific rules, starting with the most common creatures.  Mermaids.  Found on land and in water.  Their claws are poisonous if they break the skin, and...”

      I opened the door to the pool room and, from the corner of my eye, saw the mermaids splashing and playing.  Thanks to my uncle’s voice, though, I couldn’t hear them or their siren friends.  With one seductive note, any of those creatures could lure me to my watery grave.

      Ignoring the mad gestures they were employing in an attempt to get me to glance their way, I skirted the tiled space and let myself into the bathroom, the designated location for our meeting.

      Three girls glanced up from their places around the partial drawing on the floor.  They looked completely normal.  Human, like me.  But I knew better than to believe appearances and didn’t stop to stare at what they were doing.  My lessons were too ingrained.

      Moving to the sinks, I held my hazel gaze in the mirror, observing what the druids were doing from my peripheral.  One of them gestured at her ears and shook her head.  Despite her mimed request, I didn’t take out my earbuds.

      Druids were a different level of lethal compared to the other creatures in Uttira.  While these girls wouldn’t eat my heart from my chest or grind my bones for a substitute parmesan pizza topping, they would still use me in a second if it helped a spell.  Or worse, use me as a Guinea pig to test a spell.  And, since they were here to cast one to get rid of Eliana’s mom, I wasn’t sure which role the druids might unexpectedly decide I could fill.

      Hopefully, Eliana would show before I found out.

      The girl who’d gestured got up and plucked one of the earbuds from my ears.

      “We’re siren proof in here,” she said, tossing it at me.  “You can put that back in and keep staring at the mirror, but it’s not necessary.  It’s not like we can hurt you here.”

      That was laughable.  The ward would prevent my death, but there were still many ways I could be hurt.  If she had suffered a day in her life, she would know that.

      However, she was right about not needing the earbuds.  I couldn’t hear the sirens, and blocking the sound of the druids wasn’t necessary.  Technically, neither was avoiding eye contact with them.  But since most of the creatures didn’t wear species indicators, it always paid to follow the no eye contact rule.

      “Focus, Anne.  What the human does or doesn’t do isn’t our concern as long as she stays out of the way,” one of the other two said.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” the third said with a level of excitement.  “It’ll get the Council’s attention for sure.  If this doesn’t earn us our marks, I don’t know what will.”

      I struggled not to roll my eyes at the mention of the infamous Mark of Mantirum and removed my other earbud.

      “Tone down your optimism, Meg.  We’ll probably need to wait another year, just like most druids before us.”

      “We have a lot more experience, and Adira knows it.”

      Adira, the sole “counselor” for Girderon Academy, cared about far more than experience.  Maturity, the ability to follow simple rules, and how all the cogs fit into her power-machine seemed to be at the top of her list.  Likely, the three cogs before me didn’t have their marks because Adira hadn’t yet decided how they could best contribute to Mantirum society.

      However, the speaker was right about one thing.  They would eventually get their ticket to freedom.  With their marks, they would be able to come and go from Uttira as they pleased.  Something I would never be able to do.

      Leaning against the sink, I boldly watched the three work.  They placed a few bowls in their circle and had barely finished the last chalk rune on the floor when the door opened.

      The blonde hair and petite form were easily recognizable from the corner of my eye, and I lifted my gaze to give Eliana a friendly wave.  She was one of the creatures I’d been warned never to look at, but the young succubus wasn’t like everyone else in this town.  She truly didn’t want to hurt me and was an honest friend.  That was why I was happy to see her and why I supported her, even though I was against this whole setup.  I didn’t want these druids doing something that would cause Eliana more trouble than she already had in her life.

      Eliana returned my wave before the Debbie-downer of the druid group spoke up.

      “Perfect timing,” she said.  “We just finished setting everything up.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Eliana asked.

      “You and the human should stand off to the side.”

      “Ashlyn,” Eliana said, letting her annoyance show.  “Her name is Ashlyn.”

      Her defense of me almost made me smile.  To her, I was a person.  To everyone else, I was simply fair game.

      “Great.  This is Meg,” the leader pointed to a girl with thick hair, “Anne,” she indicated the one with glitter makeup, “and I’m Lauv.  We’ll do the spell, and when I point to you, you’ll need to speak your mother’s name.  That’s it.  Nothing to it.”

      “How many times have you successfully performed this spell?” I asked.

      “More than a dozen times inside the barrier.  Finding volunteers with a mark to travel outside the barrier is a little harder.”

      “So never?” I pressed.

      “The spell is the same.  It’s just the location that’s different.”  Lauv’s gaze shifted to Eliana.  “Are you changing your mind?”

      I looked at Eliana, too, hoping she’d say yes.  Spells weren’t something to mess with.  Ever.  She met my gaze for a moment and looked sad.

      “No,” she said softly.  “I’m not changing my mind.”

      “Good.  Ashlyn, you’re heavier than Eliana.  Go stand against the door, so no one interrupts.”

      I didn’t take offense at the heavier comment.  Eliana was petite and undernourished.  I was taller and lean but with enough muscle, hopefully, to fight my way free in an emergency…if I had the free will to do so.

      Biting back my need to reiterate that this wasn’t a smart idea, I moved past Eliana with a warning look.  She gave me a weak smile but took my spot by the paper towel dispenser.

      The trio of druids positioned themselves so they were cross-legged and knee to knee within the circle.  Lauv took a larger, empty metal bowl and set it in the center.  Anne grabbed a handful of small twigs from outside the circle and placed it inside the empty bowl, starting a fire with a single word.

      They began chanting and speaking in their nonsensical spell language.  As they spoke, they added objects to the flames, and the color changed from orange to red to purple then blue.

      The chanting stopped, and Lauv nodded at Eliana.

      “Wait, put the ash in,” Meg said.

      A tingle lit under my skin, and I straightened away from the door to tell them to stop.

      “The hell?  Shut up,” Anne hissed.

      Meg grabbed a handful of ash and tossed it into the flames before I could say a word.

      The ingredients exploded in a burst of light.

      My middle gave an immediate gut-wrenching twist, and pressure squeezed my head to the point that my ears popped.  I stumbled forward in slow motion.  It felt like I was falling.

      Then my foot came down, and the pain, pressure, and blinding light disappeared.

      Staggering upright, I hugged my arms around my middle and took a few calming breaths while waiting for my vision to clear.  However, even after several blinks, I saw nothing but complete darkness behind the lingering blue spots.

      This was what I’d feared.  There were so many fates worse than death.  Blind in a world filled with monsters was one of them.

      Gods, I hated druids.

      Given the complete silence around me, they probably already knew they’d screwed up.

      I opened my mouth to tell Eliana what had happened, but no sound emerged.  Not a whisper of noise.  I inhaled to try again.  Nothing.

      Not good.  I reached for the door behind me, intending to knock on it and get their attention, but my hand merely brushed through air.  Then I noticed the fishy stink of the pool was missing, too.

      I swallowed hard and started putting together the pieces.

      No vision.  An inability to speak.  And a missing door.  All immediately after the druids completed a relocation spell.

      Fighting not to panic, I continued to reach out, needing to be sure things weren’t as bad as I suspected.  However, my hands found nothing in the immediate vicinity.  No tiled bathroom wall or door.  No friendly succubus or stupid druids.

      I started to shake at the confirmation of what I’d suspected.  Something had gone wrong with the druids’ spell, and rather than relocating Eliana’s mom outside of the barrier that warded Uttira, the three idiots had relocated me.

      Since I couldn’t leave Uttira without the Mark of Mantirum, I doubted I was outside the barrier, though.  The mark and the barrier were safety features to ensure that the humans who knew of Uttira’s secrets couldn’t escape.  Plus, if I were outside, I would be freezing.

      Squatting, I touched the stone floor beneath my feet.  Unless Girderon had a basement, the druids had sent me somewhere outside of the academy but not outdoors.

      I was in some other building within Uttira.

      A tremble stole through me as I considered the danger.  Leaving the academy meant there was no anti-death ward to protect me from whatever might lurk nearby.

      Staying crouched, I listened.  Not a whisper of noise disrupted the surrounding silence.  I ran my fingers over the floor and heard the faint rasp.  That meant my ears were working fine even if my voice wasn’t.  But what about my eyes?

      I debated the wisdom of using my phone to test my vision. If I could see the screen light up, so might something else.  And wherever I was, the creatures here likely knew nothing of my presence.  For now.

      Yet, I couldn’t hope to find my way out of this place completely blind, and each second I lingered only increased my risk of discovery.

      After several long minutes of nothing, I gave in and pulled out my phone.  I didn’t even have to turn on the flashlight to see.  The faint glow from the lock screen was enough to illuminate the grey stone beneath my fingers, and my breathing hitched at the proof my eyes were working.

      Standing slowly, I lifted the phone higher.

      The empty stone room looked exactly the way I imagined a medieval prison cell would look, right down to the wooden door with the old, beaten metal latch.  The space lacked a window, furniture, and thankfully shackles.  It had nothing but stone and the door.

      Unlocking my phone, I considered what to send Eliana.  My uncle warned me that human phones were monitored for our protection, and I didn’t want to say something that would get Eliana into any trouble.  So, I settled for simple and hoped it would be enough to let her know I needed help.

      Me:  Marco!

      I returned my phone to my pocket and went to the door to press my ear to the surface.  While I listened, I tried talking.  No sound emerged, regardless of how hard I tried.

      Okay.  No big deal.  No voice meant that I couldn’t scream bloody murder when something scared me.  That was a good thing.  Of course, I couldn’t scream for help either, but I refused to let myself think like that.

      Remaining focused on the positive, I quelled my fears as best as I could.  Too many of the creatures in Uttira found the scent of fear irresistible, and the last thing I wanted to do was attract them.

      All I needed to do was remain calm, figure out where I was, and find a way out so I could go home.

      Calm.  Figure it out.  Go home.

      No problem.

      The handle lifted easily and soundlessly under my touch, and the door opened a crack, revealing more quiet darkness.  As I stood there, details from the opposite wall began to emerge until I saw the stone hallway stretched in both directions.

      Nothing stirred either way.  I eased out of the room and, picking a direction, tiptoed down the hall.  More details emerged from the darkness as my eyes adjusted.  Metal torch brackets jutted from the wall barely above my head, though the flameless torches did nothing to light the tall, wide hallway or the wooden doors that dotted its length.

      Yet, I could see.

      I paused and watched more details emerge around me.

      That couldn’t be right.

      Frowning, I looked behind me and saw a glow reflecting off the gently curved wall.  The light moved, growing brighter.

      Shit.  Something was coming.

      I started walking faster, keeping my steps silent.  However, the light didn’t fade.  It continued to increase, leaving me with little choice.  Running would be too loud.  I needed to hide.

      When I reached the next door, I paused and pressed my ear to the wood.  A faint noise came from the direction of the light, feeding my need to hurry up and hide.  Easing the door open, I slipped into the complete darkness and quietly closed the door.

      The sound of my soft breathing didn’t drown out the scrape-thump of each step of whatever was coming.  Something big.  A troll maybe?  It made sense.  Trolls lived in close communities yet stayed apart from one another.  A big building with a ton of rooms would be perfect for trolls.

      The soft glow at my feet started to fade as the thing in the hallway passed, and I let out a shaky exhale.  That had been close.

      In the darkness behind me, something sniffed and a stomach growled.

      My eyes went wide.

      “Come closer,” a voice hissed.

      I shuddered at the drawn-out S and grabbed the latch.

      The stomach rumbled louder, and chains clattered against stone.

      Heart pounding, I prayed that the thing in the hall was far enough away and blindly fled the room.  Behind me, the creature let out a low wail, and the racket from its chains echoed in the dark hallway.

      I fumbled for my phone while using my other hand on the wall as my guide.  The dim light from the lock screen illuminated the hall.  Behind me, the thing continued to make noise.  The commotion incited more voices to call out.

      “Help me!”

      “Free me!”

      “End my torment!”

      The weak light showed a dark void ahead, and I found a spiraling set of stone stairs that sank into more darkness.  I didn’t want to go down, but I couldn’t stay on this floor either.  Not with all the yelling.

      I’d barely had that thought when I heard a shout over the others.

      “Quiet or you’ll lose your tongues!”

      I fled down the stairs.  The next landing was as dark as the one above but silent.  My gut told me to keep going down even as my panic screamed at me to get out of the stairwell.

      I could almost hear my uncle’s warning.  “Listen to your gut.  If it’s telling you something is wrong, it probably is.  Hell, assume that something’s wrong all the time, and you’ll more than likely live to see another day.”

      Willing my feet to keep moving, I passed seven landings before I finally left the stairwell.

      When I emerged, I felt a slight breeze.  No light though.  That was still absent.

      Using the light from my lock screen, I looked left then right.  The stone hallway appeared the same as the previous one, but it had fewer doors.

      Scouring my memory, I tried to recall if my uncle ever mentioned a building of this size.  As the liaison officer, he’d moved around Uttira freely, but I couldn’t ever remember him mentioning any buildings this big.  An over seven-story building was hard to miss.  Then again, Uttira was huge, and many of its citizens had done their best to avoid my uncle.

      Before I could decide which way to go, a scuffle of sound came from the right.

      I retreated into the stairwell.

      “What is that glowing?” a low voice asked from above.

      Eyes wide, I bolted back into the hallway, veering left as I pocketed my phone.

      “Run, run, run,” a voice said with a laugh.

      The light in the hallway grew brighter, and over my own steps, I heard another set giving chase.
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      Without consciously deciding to, I quickly slipped inside the next door.  Clapping a hand over my mouth, I smothered my rugged breaths and stared at the wooden panel.

      Steps shuffled in the hall, and my eyes widened when I realized the creature had stopped just outside the door.

      “Don’t hide.  Play,” a voice begged.

      I retreated a step.  The need to look for something, anything to protect myself, clawed at me, but I couldn’t look away from the door.  If it opened, I knew I would never see my stupid, stifling home again.  I would never have to face hours of mind-numbing boredom while hoping that Eliana would stop by for a visit.

      As awful as my life had been, it still had been a life, and I wasn’t ready to let it go.

      Slowing my breathing, I forced myself to think of the positive.  The door remained closed and was a barrier between me and whatever creature waited.  I was safe for the moment.  I willed myself to believe that and swallowed my fear.

      The thing outside the door heaved a sigh and lumbered away.

      A wavering exhale escaped me, and I closed my eyes for a grateful moment.  When I opened them again, I realized there was more wrong with my situation than the creature in the hallway.

      I could see.

      Flickering golden light bathed the wooden door before me.  Trembling, I listened.  Not a whisper of sound emerged over my own.

      Hopeful that I’d found a lit haven, I fixed my gaze on the ground and slowly turned.

      In my peripheral to the right, I saw a bed.  A wooden post rose from the corner nearest me and met with a beam draped with heavy fabric.  A golden cord tied the dark red material to the post, making it easy to glimpse the splash of white amidst the darker colors.

      Someone lay on top of the mattress.

      I turned for the door before I froze, torn.  The monster out there or the monster in here?

      Think, Ashlyn.  What does your gut tell you?

      Facing the bed, I lifted my gaze a fraction.

      What I saw nearly stopped my heart.

      The woman on the bed had been there a very long time.  Dust coated her white gown.  The delicate fabric swathed her skeleton, except for her head, toes, and hands.  Wisps of red-gold hair, almost the same shade as mine, lay on the aged pillow beneath her skull.  She looked peaceful, based on the way her hands rested on her chest.

      No, she looked human.

      I didn’t let that fool me, though.  Many of the creatures could change their appearances.  It was merely another way to lull their prey.

      Pay no attention to me, sheep.  I’m no wolf.  Just one of your own kind.  I silently snorted to myself at that sarcastic thought.

      However, my situation was no laughing matter.  Why was she here?  Human or not, it looked like she’d died in that bed a long time ago.  Where in the hell was I?

      I openly studied the rest of the room.  Other than the huge, four-poster bed to my right, a narrow table waited to the left and a chaise sat against the far wall.  Dust coated each piece.  Yet, torches burned brightly from their holders on the wall.  Exactly how long could a torch burn?

      My gaze lingered on the surprisingly grand items on the table.  Golden necklaces set with big jewels and bangles decorated with ornate designs lay on the surface, along with a hairbrush and small vials.  Based on the shape of the glass and the decorative etchings, they looked like fancy bottles for perfumes or scented oils.  Whatever they once contained had long ago dried to yellowed chunks at the bottom.

      Above the table, a flattened gold disc roughly the size of a dinner plate hung on the wall.  My wavey reflection glinted back at me in the torchlight, and I realized the purpose of the disc.  A mirror.  This room wasn’t old.  It was freakishly old.  I didn’t even know when in our history we’d used polished metal as mirrors.  My gaze shifted to the straw-stuffed stool in front of the table.  The material clinging to it was in tatters, the stuffing long decayed to nothing but a few pieces here and there.  The chaise along the back wall wasn’t in any better shape.

      I glanced at the bed, amazed it was so well-preserved in comparison, and noticed my shoe prints in the dust on the floor.  My gaze flicked between the tracks I’d left and the lit torches.  No one had been in here except me in a long time.

      Then how were the torches still—?

      Something rattled.

      In the mirror's reflection, I caught a movement on the opposite wall.  The head of yet another skeleton had tipped forward.  This one wasn’t comfortably lying down but reclined against the wall.

      I turned to look at it.

      Cloth pants covered the legs stretched out on the floor.  While the man wore no shirt, not every torso bone was bare to my gaze.  Bits of dried skin still clung to him, unlike the woman.  Also, unlike the woman, he was chained.  Shackles encircled his dried wrists.  The heavy links anchored to the wall kept his hands above his head.

      The head swung slightly to the side.

      I made a face, praying a rat wasn’t going to crawl out of him.  Voice or not, I’d scream.

      However, as I stared, I saw it wasn’t something inside of him making him move.  He was moving.  His withered skin twitched and plumped.  Underneath it, bits started wriggling and knitting together.

      My mouth dropped open, and I backed up a step.  What in the hell could reanimate?  Zombies weren’t real, no matter what the movies said.  I knew that because I’d asked.  Druids were powerful, but not this powerful.  At least, I didn’t think they were.

      My gaze darted to the bed as I shuffled back another step.  The skeleton there remained in its restful repose.

      Another rattle returned my attention to the skeleton that was looking more corpse and less bones as tissue closed over the gaps and re-forming organs.  There was no blood.  Only gross red.  The thinness of his legs under the cloth dissipated as he continued to flesh out.  On the crown of his head, the first sprouts of dark hair emerged.

      The feeling that I was safer in this lit room rather than the dark hallway vanished, and I silently retreated a few more steps until the reanimated skeleton man disappeared from view.  Then I turned and hurried to the door.

      Struggling to breathe through my panic, I quietly gripped the latch.  It gave a soft clink but didn’t budge when I tried to open it.  I looked down in confusion and saw a hole in the solid metal surface.  A keyhole?  I needed a key?

      Rather than overthink the reason why it was locked on the inside, I frantically turned and scanned the table for a key.  Finding none, my gaze slid to the bed and the peaceful woman.  A stick of metal protruded from the bony cage of her clasped hands.  Of course, the dead lady would be grasping the key.

      Hurrying to her side, I eased the bent, thin toothbrush looking thing with four metal bristles from her hold.

      The fleshy skeleton, once again in my line of sight, lifted its head.  The dark hair growing from its crown fell back, revealing empty eye sockets that glowed red.

      My heart, which had started beating faster the moment he moved, tripled its efforts.  Air soundlessly wheezed in and out of me.  I knew I needed to look away, to follow the rules, but the terror of what I was witnessing held me transfixed.

      Its jaw moved.  Teeth flashed behind partially formed lips.  The arms reached for me, as if beckoning me to come closer.

      Finally, self-preservation kicked in, and I managed to retreat a step.

      A pained sound tore from the creature.  It flung its head back and fought against the chains in earnest.  As I watched, its developing biceps flexed and one of the chain loops opened slightly.

      I spun around and raced for the door.  The lock and key weren’t anything like I’d seen before, and it took a moment of fumbling to understand I had to insert it and push down on it like a lever.  When I did, the latch released.

      Behind me, the rattling stopped.

      “Let me help you,” he rasped, the words garbled by missing tissue.  “You cannot torment dressed like that.”

      I pulled the key free and fled out the door.

      Something soft brushed my bare legs, stopping me in my tracks, and I looked down.  There was barely enough light coming from the room to see that I now wore the same Grecian style dress the woman on the bed had.  One shoulder was bare.  A belt hugged my waist, and a band of material bound my breasts.  And, from the feel of things, I wasn’t wearing any damn underwear.

      That sent a new bolt of urgency through me.  I did not want to find out why I was missing that piece of clothing.

      Taking off again, I ran down the hallway.  The sound of my bare feet slapping against the stone filled my ears.  Nothing else.  No rattle of chain or rasping voice.  The silence was more terrifying than the noise.

      The light faded, and I slowed enough to place my hand on the wall and keep it there for guidance.

      What was that thing?  It had obviously changed my clothes magically.  Several creatures could do that.  Druids.  Various types of frost giants.  I’d never heard of any kind of magic-wielding creature reanimating itself, though.  What was I dealing with?  Was this a troll house or wasn’t it?  I’d heard of trolls killing humans, but not other creatures.  At least, not like what I’d just witnessed.  If this place wasn’t for trolls, then what had chained him to that wall?

      More importantly, where was I, and how did I get out?  Because I wanted out.  Now.

      I realized darkness had never fully bloomed around me.  The vague shape of the walls stood out in the gloom, and the path ahead slowly grew brighter.

      My gaze darted to the doors to the left and right, searching for an escape.  But the last thing I wanted to do was step into a room with another chained creature.  I wished I would have stayed in the place I’d started.  Safely by myself.

      The rasp and thump of heavy footfalls accompanied the increasing light, and my pulse picked up speed even more.  If I couldn’t find a place to hide and calm down for five minutes, every creature here would smell my fear and come running.

      Just as I was about to turn around, I heard a rattle of metal behind me.

      “There she is.”

      The rough words sent a spear of panic through me.  With the reanimated man on one side and the light growing on the other, there was nowhere to go.

      Think, Ashlyn.  Most creatures will try to steal your free will first.

      Eyes wide and downcast, I turned and leaned my forehead against the wall so I wouldn’t be an easy target.  Those that wanted to kill humans only did so to consume human flesh, which was against the law.  And very few creatures were dumb enough to break that law and risk attracting the wrath of a fury.

      Stay facing the wall, I coached myself.  They’ll lose interest and go away.  You’ll be fine.

      The reanimated man came close enough that I could see his feet on the floor behind me.  Fully formed and covered with smooth golden skin, they paced back and forth.

      “Look at her cower,” he said sadly before his tone turned tormented.  “Game, game, game.  I hate games.  No, I love them.  Pain is better than nothing.  But nothing is all I receive.  Look at her skin.”  He paused his pacing to make an angry, wounded sound.  “I want that skin.  I’ve suffered to touch it.  It’s mine.”

      He wanted my skin?  Terror like nothing I’d known before gripped me.  There was no law against maiming or killing humans for fun, so long as the death didn’t expose the existence of mythical creatures living within human society.  I imagined how he meant to take my skin and fought not to shudder in reaction.

      Instead of reaching for me, though, he resumed his pacing.

      “No, don’t touch.  She’s not real.  This isn’t real.  Game, game, game.”  He made another pained sound and continued to move behind me.

      The light in the hall grew brighter, and I tried to think of a way to save myself.

      “She never plays.  No, not like this.  What does it mean?”

      The orange pool of light on the floor gave way to an enormous shadow that tilted up the nearby wall.  Whatever creature cast that shadow was huge.

      The thudding footfalls slowed, and I knew I now had the attention of two creatures.

      The cold from the stone increased my shaking as did the silence behind me.  When the reanimated one spoke next, my blood ran cold at the dire warning in his rage-filled tone.

      “Leave now or, mark me, blood will flow.”

      A worried grunt came from the torch bearer before the creature lumbered away, taking its light with it.  The other one remained quietly watching me.

      What did it mean that he could scare away a creature twice his size?

      It meant I was screwed, that’s what, I thought as I trembled harder.

      “Look at her cower,” he repeated, his tone once again soft and smooth.  “Her skin calls to me.  Teasing.  Tempting.  I want it.”  He made a frustrated sound and breathed in.  “She smells real.  She always smells real.  Will this never end?”

      The remaining light completely vanished while I struggled to understand what the creature with me was saying.  The man was clearly insane.  He had to be.  Why else would he think I wasn’t real?  Yet, if he believed I was a figment of his imagination, did that mean he wasn’t going to do anything to me?

      My gut said he wouldn’t.

      Confusion morphed into hope, and a shuddering exhale escaped me as I took a chance and lifted my head from the wall.  The reanimated man paused his pacing, and his chains clinked.  But he didn’t attack.

      Swallowing hard, I turned and took a step.

      “Goddess, pity me,” he murmured.  “I forgot to put her hair up.”

      The warmth of my long hair disappeared from my neck and upper back.  My hands twitched, but I stopped myself from reaching to feel what he’d done.  My hair didn’t matter.  All that mattered was getting away before he realized I was real.

      Keeping my gaze down, I anchored my fingers on the wall and moved forward.

      “She caresses the stone.  What does that mean?  Does she like this stone?  No.  Never.  Game, game, game.  Always the same.  More pain.”

      He continued to talk to himself, nonsensical observations that let me know he saw me even though I couldn’t see a thing.

      Between his muttering and the rattling of his shackles as we moved, my nerves felt stretched to the point of snapping.  So much so that I didn’t immediately register the bite of pain in my palm.  When I did, I unclenched the fist of my free hand, loosening my hold on the key.

      He noticed.

      “My treasure.  My purpose.  It must be returned to me.  How?  How?”

      I ran my fingers along the rustic metal and debated what to do.  He clearly wanted the key.  The idea that he might leave if I gave it to him tempted me.  But I couldn’t hand it over, no matter how much he wanted it.  If I did, he would know I could hear him, which would prove to him I was real.  It was safer for me if he continued to think I was a figment of his mind.

      Lifting the key, I tucked it into the
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