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      I’d thought it was the end for both me and Stella. In the Dark Tournament, I’d battled with courage and passion to save her from the claws of the Witches who had taken her prisoner. I thought I’d won. Everyone thought that. But I’d discovered it wasn’t a real victory. It never was when you were fighting against those harpies. One more time, they’d found a way to deceive us. Kreeshna, the Witch I’d fought for, had never had any intention of freeing me, much less now that I’d given her the glory of winning for her against her Sisters.

      Kreeshna wanted me. I wanted Stella. My love for her had condemned her to die because the Witch wouldn’t tolerate a rival. I wasn’t going to let her die alone, though. That had already happened once on Earth, before we’d ended up in Hell. It had taken me decades and a journey to Hell to find her, and there was no way I was going to let her go. I would die for her. That was the plan. While we’d been locked up in one of the Witches’ dungeons, I’d prepared myself for our final goodbye . . . until she’d come up with a plan to save us both.

      The escape plan? Phantom Death: a serum that made us invisible, covering our tracks while we left the Castle and canceling the memory of us in the Witches’ minds.

      I studied Stella for a long moment. With her long dark hair braided to one side and her high cheekbones, she looked like an Amazon. She was still wearing the Mizhyas’ combat uniform, a form-fitting leather outfit with a wide strip torn from the hem of the shirt. The missing strip was tied around my arm: she’d given it to me to wear as a token of her love during the challenges I’d faced in the Arena. There was something else on her arm as well that I wished I could wash off: the mark of the she-warriors, still visible beneath the dirt and ash coating her skin. It was like a warning, there to remind us of what we were fleeing from.

      This time, though, we were together. Fleeing from Hell. Toward freedom. Once we were back on Earth, Stella would finally be safe.

      I felt a stinging feeling in my fingers and clenched my fists to relieve it. It was like tiny spiders penetrating the skin of my fingertips.

      “Are you feeling it too?” Stella asked when she saw me stop.

      I nodded, looking at my hands and trying to hide my concern. My skin was vibrating now, and the trembling was spreading to my forearms, nearing the mark of the Subterraneans tattooed there. “I hope this isn’t some fucking infernal parasite.” I wouldn’t have been surprised.

      “It’s the serum,” she corrected me. “The effects are beginning to wear off.”

      This wasn’t good news. It would have been nice to be able to get through the Copse without anyone seeing us . . . or sniffing us out. The forest was swarming with Damned Souls and horrendous creatures ready to tear us to pieces. The death serum had given us a good advantage over the Witches, but the distance between us and them wasn’t enough yet. Even if they thought both of us were dead and had no intention of coming after us, it was essential that a Witch not stumble on us by chance or our escape plan would be fucked. We needed to get out of Hell, and we needed to do it fast. We couldn’t afford to be captured again. Not now that we had a chance to make it. During her time at the Castle, Stella had learned of something important: the existence of a portal, on top of the highest waterfall on the summit of Mount Nhubii. The only way out of this infernal place.

      I heard a suspicious rustling behind me and whirled around, dogged by a bad feeling that someone was following us. Had they sniffed us out, now that the effects of the serum were wearing off? I hoped not.

      “What’s up?” Stella asked, seeing me go on alert.

      “Shh . . .” I unsheathed my dagger. It was difficult to get a good grip on it because of the tingling, which had now extended all the way up my arm. Luckily, we hadn’t left the Castle empty-handed, thanks to Stella’s obsession with weapons. “How much time do you think we have before we become visible again?” I whispered, peering around us. Who knew who or what might be observing us from the sinister depths of the Copse?

      All at once an enormous beast shot from the undergrowth, landing in front of us with an infernal howl. “Not long enough,” Stella hissed, gripping her weapons.

      “Stop!” I ordered before she could make a move. “Stay still.”

      The beast was only inches away, but was swinging its head from left to right as if looking for us. It had picked up our scent, but still couldn’t see us. I’d never seen a creature like this so close up. It looked like a prehistoric version of a rhinoceros, only much bigger. The two short horns protruding from its snout poked up through a curtain of hair that fell over its jowls. I would have found it comical if I didn’t know it was set on tearing us to pieces. Its small green eyes looked right through me. What sort of infernal beast had green eyes?

      “Long hair’s not in style anymore, buddy. Hasn’t anyone told you that?” I joked. The creature let out a snort and stepped closer to us, confused because its senses were contradicting each other.

      “Does this really seem like the right moment to start provoking it?” Stella scolded me in an undertone. My words had some truth to them, though. Even I had been happy to rid myself of the long mane I’d grown during my time at the Castle. My old buzz cut looked better on me.

      “Step back slowly,” I whispered. But the more we backed away from the beast, the faster it advanced, obeying its olfactory sense. It had no intention of missing out on whatever it was smelling. “I hope your escape plan includes a shortcut, because I’m afraid we may have to walk backwards all the way to the portal.” Just then, my leg cramped and I fell back. The beast let out a deafening roar and rose up on its hind legs, threatening to crush me. I rolled to the side but too late. Its giant snout hit me square in the ribs, lifting me into the air.

      “Drake!” Stella cried. She’d gone into a crouch, her elbows and palms pressed against the ground. The side effects of the serum were becoming too much for her too. Everything went blurry and tremors racked my body. If I didn’t get my strength back and soon, we were doomed.

      “Come on! Get up!” The urgency in her voice alarmed me. The beast was charging, a split second away from crushing me. Shit, it could see me now! The goddamn spell had chosen this exact moment to wear off . . .  I struggled to stand up but failed, so I scrambled backwards instead, preparing myself for the worst.

      Out of nowhere, an enormous rotating boulder appeared. It rolled over the prehistoric rhino, stunning the beast, which crashed to the ground with a thud. The giant boulder stopped and turned to look at me.

      “Tricu!” cried Stella, dragging herself over to it. It wasn’t a boulder at all. The stone hedgehog submitted to her embrace, then turned to me, still on the ground, and nudged me with his snout.

      “Easy, buddy,” I groaned, gingerly petting his rocky shell. The cuts I’d sustained on my naked chest were only scratches, but I was pretty sure I had a few broken ribs. It was pure luck Tricu had arrived when he had or my ribs would have been the least of my problems.

      Tricu yelped. I was positive he’d been killed during our search for the Castle, but I’d never been happier to be wrong. “You’ve got one hell of a hard head, little buddy.”

      “Man, does he ever. Harder than I thought,” Stella said. “We’ve been through so much together.”

      “Lucky for us.” I turned to look at the huge creature that lay immobile on the ground nearby. “Now I know what happened to all the horrible beasts that went extinct on Earth. They all ended up here.”

      Tricu let out a snort, probably thinking I was talking about him too. To get back at me, he began to shake like a wet dog, firing off a hail of rock shards. I rolled on top of Stella to protect her from the sharp splinters, tightening my jaw against the repeated blows to my back. It wasn’t the first time I’d shielded her with my body while her friend changed size. When he’d finished transforming, he was no bigger than a stone puppy mixed with a bear. I collapsed on top of Stella, utterly exhausted, and she burst out laughing.

      “You find this amusing?”

      “A little,” she admitted, biting her lip. God, was she beautiful. Her dark eyes, so penetrating and intelligent, drove me out of my mind.

      “It’s always worth getting stoned as long as I can be with you.”

      “Don’t put on the martyr act with me. You were just waiting for the chance to grind yourself against me.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Busted.” I lowered my face to kiss her and pressed my body to hers. As usual, a wave of dizziness washed over me. Stella always had that effect on me. She left me feeling so dazed it was like falling under a spell.

      “You make my head spin,” I whispered against her lips.

      “It’s just the serum wearing off.”

      I shook my head and bit her lower lip. “Nope, it’s all you.”

      She smiled, but put her hand against my chest to push me away. “Can we put this on hold for now? We’ve got company.” We both turned to look at Tricu, who was watching us with a curious air. He rolled closer to us and jumped onto my wounded abdomen, his eyes eloquently demanding an apology.

      “Hey!” I complained. Good thing he was so much smaller now that he’d disintegrated, hurling pebbles everywhere. “Okay, don’t take it that way. I wasn’t talking about you. You’re cute, most of the time, anyway.” The stone hedgehog joyfully breathed into my face and I threw myself away from him, landing with my back to the ground. “But, Christ almighty, your breath is the worst.”

      Stella’s laugh resonated in my ear as she lay down next to me and Tricu made himself comfortable on my chest. As I idly scratched his head, a worrying thought occurred to me and I suddenly felt guilty for how things had gone in the Tournament. I’d won, but not without losing something very important. I turned to Stella, my eyes full of remorse.

      “I’m so sorry about Gurdan.” The ogre had accompanied me on the search for the Castle and had been captured by the Witches, who had thrown him into the Arena . . . as my adversary. In order to pass to the next level, I needed to kill him. And I’d been ready to do it, too. I would have done anything if it meant winning the Tournament and saving Stella. Gurdan hadn’t given me the chance, though. Instead, he’d sacrificed himself for me. I knew how much I owed him. He was one of the few allies she’d had that she’d trusted totally. And I’d taken him from her.

      “It’s not your fault, it’s mine,” Stella said.

      I shook my head. “Don’t even think that.” I preferred to live with the remorse for having condemned him to death rather than let her take the responsibility for it.

      “He followed you to save me,” she insisted.

      “Stella, you mustn’t⁠—”

      She cut me off. “Don’t worry about it.” She got up, her expression resolute, and held out a hand to me. “I’m not going to feel guilty about it, if that’s what you’re worrying about. We Damned don’t weep long for our dead. Gurdan was wise. He thought about the choices he was making. I saw you on the screens, I know what happened. He was a good Soul. I’m sure he was happy to go out that way.”

      I searched her eyes, but failed to find even a shadow of sorrow. She really believed it. Stella was stronger than I’d thought possible. Maybe stronger than I was, I, who’d never managed to free myself from my feelings of guilt. Or maybe she’d put on her hard shell again, her steel mask.

      She was Stella, but she was also Kalehna, a warrior forged by Hell. I needed to remember that. That side of her still terrified me. Out there on her own, fighting against all the dangers of the Copse, she’d come very close to becoming one of the Insane. And every once in a while, it seemed to me I still saw a trace of Hell in her eyes.

      I grasped her extended hand and got up. I would never—never—let her lose her humanity.

      “We need to get out of here,” she urged me. “Now that the effects of the serum have worn off, we’re more vulnerable to the attacks of the Damned. Let’s find a place to rest and regroup.”

      I nodded. The pins and needles in my arms and legs had relented but an annoying dizziness still clouded my mind. I sighed in frustration. Goddamn side effects. I didn’t want to be slowed down by them. I turned to look up at Mount Nhubii. In the half-light of Hell’s eternal twilight I could barely make out its jagged crest. It looked like a crown, its sharp peaks encircling the head of a giant. Stella had explained to me that it was the only way out of Hell but I still didn’t know all the details.

      “You said we’ll need a key to open the portal between the two worlds. How do we get our hands on it?”

      “The question isn’t how, it’s at what cost.” She shot me a look that made me nervous. There had to be a crazy idea in that brain of hers. By now I knew her well. Just like me, she wanted to escape from Hell, whatever it took. And she was right. After all, she’d spent a lot more time in the Copse than I had. How far was she willing to go to escape?

      “I’m sure I’m going to regret asking you this, but where exactly are we headed?”

      Stella smiled at me, confirming my terrible suspicion. “Into the heart of the volcano.”
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      “The serum must still be affecting my brain, because I could swear I just heard you say you want to go into the heart of the volcano.”

      “That’s what I said,” she replied resolutely.

      “Please tell me that’s the name of an inn you know in Hell.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” she said, trying to reassure me with a smile.

      “Is there more than one volcano, maybe? Because the only one I know of spits out incandescent poison.”

      “I see you’ve already met.”

      I grabbed her arm to stop her. I didn’t feel like kidding anymore. “Stella, stop. You have to listen to me.”

      “We have to do it, Drake. Everything depends on it.”

      “Including your life,” I reminded her, fixing my eyes on hers. “Are you actually planning to go into a volcano? And, as if that weren’t enough, a volcano from Hell? Even I know that’s an insane mission—insane and incredibly dangerous.”

      Stella gazed back at me firmly. “And what isn’t around here? I told you, it won’t be that terrible. I’ve done it before.”

      I sighed. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Listen, Drake, that portal is our only chance. We need the key.”

      “And the only key in all of Hell is inside the volcano?”

      “No. We won’t find it there.”

      “So then why are we going?”

      “To make sure we have enough to pay the price. The Damned Soul that guards it isn’t exactly going to be happy with a simple ‘thank you.’”

      “What else could a Damned Soul want?”

      “Darknas.”

      “And those would be . . . ?”

      “The currency the Damned use with each other.”

      “The Damned have a currency?” The bets I’d seen being laid during the Witches’ Tournament made more sense now.

      “Not all of them. Only a few are able to get their hands on a darkna.”

      “The ones crazy enough to jump into a volcano, for example.”

      “Now you understand why it’s so valuable.” Stella halted and looked me in the eye. “Drake, I said I know how to get out of Hell. I never told you it would be easy.”

      “Or that you would be risking your life,” I shot back. A desperate thought entered my mind. I stepped closer to her and held her hands between my own. “Maybe we could stay here after all. I don’t want to risk losing you again.” We’d been through so much, I couldn’t give her up now.

      “That won’t happen,” she promised me. There was conviction in her voice. “I can handle it, Drake. Trust me.”

      I clenched my jaw. I knew how strong Stella was. In my heart of hearts, I also knew she didn’t need me. Even so, I couldn’t keep myself from worrying . . . because I did need her.

      “Do what you want. If you don’t want to come, I’ll go alone. We have no other options.”

      She was right. I couldn’t allow my fear of losing her to cloud my mind. Once we were back on Earth, there was nothing that could hurt her. She would be safe. Stella deserved that chance. That was what I needed to concentrate on.

      “Fine, then. I’ll take you into the heart of the volcano.”

      She flashed me a smile. “What a romantic thing to say to a damsel from Hell.”

      “You’re no damsel.”

      Shooting me a sly look, she said, “You finally got it.”

      “Why don’t we stop here?” I suggested, throwing myself down onto the ground. “This seems like a good place to get our strength back.”

      “I agree.”

      “You actually agree with me? Wow, this has been a day of surprises!”

      “It’s not my fault nothing you say ever makes any sense,” she teased, dropping her weapons.

      “Look who’s talking!” I was still far from sure about her crazy plan to climb into the volcano and here she was, saying I was the one with no common sense. I put my arms around her waist and pulled her down.

      “Cut it out, Drake! You’re making my head spin!”

      “I’ve been known to have that effect on women.” I nibbled at her shoulder and she pushed me away, laughing.

      “It’s not you, big talker. I must still be recovering from the effects of the serum.

      I was also still feeling a little dazed. It had been easy enough to let a little piece of us die inside that cell, but now we were paying the price. A sudden wave of dizziness forced me to lie back down. Tricu rolled up to my feet. I felt calmer now that he was here to guard us while we recuperated a little of our strength.

      Stella stretched out on her side next to me. Just the sight of her was enough to make me feel better. I smiled at her and she smiled back. Her exotic beauty was really extraordinary. I’d lived for almost a century, roamed through every corner of the world, and met millions of Souls, but no one was like her. Stella was unique. And she was finally mine. At times I still feared I was living in a dream—or maybe a virtual reality scenario created by the Witches to torture me and that they would soon tear away from me. They would kill her right in front of my eyes. I shook my head to chase away the thought. She was really there. We deserved to be together. We’d earned our freedom with sweat and blood.

      “I still haven’t thanked you,” Stella said, pulling my attention away from my paranoid fantasies. “For the beating you took in the tournament to save me. I watched you, you know? The whole time. The Witches projected everything you did on the screens to entertain the Damned.”

      “I’ll bet your favorite part was when I took off my armor,” I teased, getting a smile out of her.

      “Idiot. I was suffering for you. You were wounded.” She brushed her fingers over the place on my abdomen where I’d been hurt during the battle in the Arena. My adversary had impaled me on a hook. The wound wasn’t there any longer, but the touch of her hand caused tiny shock waves to race through my body.

      “Tell the truth, I looked hot.”

      “I couldn’t really say—there were eight other buff Champions competing for my attention, after all.”

      “Ouch!” I laid my hand over my heart and fell backwards. “There’s no blade sharper than the one that aims straight for the heart.”

      Stella burst out laughing. “You mean straight for your male ego. Drake Reeves, there’s nothing and no one capable of wounding your self-esteem.”

      Hearing that name on her lips made something vibrate inside me. My mind suddenly filled with memories and for a second I forgot all about the Damned, the Witches . . . Hell itself. Instead I found myself in 1941, when Stella and I had been two kids in love, terrified by the war, unaware that we would soon be separated. We’d had to travel through two worlds to find each other again but we were together at last.

      I reached out and placed a hand on Stella’s hip, pulling her closer to me. What she’d said wasn’t true. “Stella Hale, you have the power to shatter me with a single word.” I touched her lips with mine and closed my eyes, letting myself be swept away by the power she had over me. I wished I could feel strong next to her, but the truth was just the opposite: I felt vulnerable, ready to give her all of myself in exchange for a single kiss. When I’d been a Subterranean on my missions on Earth, her lips had been a memory I didn’t dare summon up because the thought of having lost her hurt too much. Even now, they were my sweet hell, and she knew it well.

      Stella lifted herself and straddled me, making me delirious with desire. My hands roamed over her body, hungry for her, cupping her bottom to pull her even closer. The warmth of her sent uncontrollable waves of desire through me. She brushed my neck with her lips, nibbling my skin, driving me out of my mind.

      “What are you doing to me?” I murmured, suddenly falling prey to a crazy emotion. “You’re a Witch. Tell me the truth. You have to be because what you’re making me feel can only be a spell.”

      She put a hand on my chest and pushed me down. Her lips traced a slow path down my body, from my chin to my abdomen, then lower. . .  Emotions stampeded through my brain. Her sensual gaze burned into me, erasing every word, every thought. The blood boiled in my veins, as only she could make it do. It made no sense to resist. I let my head fall back and let her magic possess me until I cried out in ecstasy.
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      “You sure know how to get the party going, my little warrior,” I whispered to Stella as she opened her eyes. Making love with her was an overwhelming emotion. I felt annihilated by the power she held over me. It was the most exciting sensation I’d ever experienced, even though I’d been with plenty of women. The difference was that she had always been my one and only true love.

      “Where did you learn how to do those things?” I asked her cautiously.

      She sat up and collected her weapons from the ground. “It would be better for us to get moving. We still have to get the darknas, trade them for the key, and reach the mountain,” she reminded me, skillfully avoiding my question. “Or would you rather just sit around here and chat?”

      “I thought we wanted to rest and recuperate a little. You haven’t given me any chance to get my strength back.”

      “I’d say you didn’t fare too badly. Or perhaps you would rather have had a long nap?”

      “Not even in my dreams,” I said with a wolfish leer.

      “That’s what I thought. Now move it.”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” I said, saluting and standing at attention like the soldier I was. “Which way is the volcano?”

      Right then, an enormous raptor appeared in the sky above us and went into a downward spiral, squawking loudly as if in pain. It lost altitude rapidly, went into a dive, and hit the ground only a few steps away. Half its body was charred and its powerful wings had holes in them. Stella and I exchanged a glance. There was no doubt about it: the volcano must be erupting and had wounded the bird.

      “That way,” Stella deduced, pointing in the direction from where the projectile had arrived. She stepped closer to the bird, wanting to ease its wounds. The raptor screeched even louder, its suffering, terrified eyes seeming to implore Stella’s help. She crouched over it, but there wasn’t much she could do. It would be better to leave it alone. It was a beast from hell, after all. Who knew how it might react.

      “Stella, you’re too close. It could be dangerous,” I warned her.

      She paid no attention, just curved herself even closer around the enormous winged creature that was now trying to beat its wings. Couldn’t she understand that she couldn’t heal it? The creature’s desperate cries showed how much it was suffering. There wasn’t much left to save. It was dying and even it knew it.

      “That’s enough now, come away from there.” I pulled at her shoulder, but she whipped her head around with a menacing growl.

      “Hungry,” she grunted, her face covered with black blood. I stumbled back in shock. Her hands were digging into the guts of the beast, and I could see teeth marks on its flesh. Stella stared at me, her eyes rabid. They’d gone completely black. The eyes of an Insane Soul. She was completely transformed.

      “Stella, no . . .” I whispered desperately.

      She threw herself on top of me.

      

      I woke with a start, gasping for breath. Instinctively I put a hand to my chest, feeling for the wounds. The shock I’d felt was still vivid inside me. The nightmare had been so real. As real as my fear that Stella would suddenly transform right when we were so close to escaping from Hell. The conversation we’d had about Gurdan must have rekindled my fears. I still couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen even a shadow of sadness in Stella’s eyes when she talked about him. Was it possible she was losing her humanity? No, I had to stop these obsessive thoughts. They were nothing more than fantasies, demons that had invaded my brain, maybe even more dangerous than the ones that lurked in the Copse. I still felt guilty about the fact that Stella had ended up in Hell. I didn’t want to accept the idea that she would be subject to further dangers—especially if I let her go inside an erupting volcano. The poison the volcano was spewing would turn her into a cinder, just like what had happened to the beast in my dream. But then, I had no choice. Even if the mission we were on was dangerous, remaining in the Copse forever would be far more so. Earth was the safest place for Stella, and I was going to take her there.

      I looked around. Tricu was munching on some pebbles but I saw no trace of Stella. Even her weapons were gone. Had she gone hunting? Hearing a sudden smothered cry, I got up to investigate. I had no idea if it had been a beast or a Damned Soul. As I crept in the direction of the sound, a shiver ran up my spine at the images filling my head: Stella hunched over the dying raptor, her face filthy with black blood as she fed. I ran a hand over my face, chasing away the thoughts. It had only been a nightmare. Stella would never turn into an Insane Soul. I wouldn’t allow it.

      I was tempted to turn back. Whoever was suffering there in the heart of the Copse, it wasn’t my business. Yet part of me wanted to make sure what it was.

      When I got to the place the cry had come from, an immense wave of relief washed over me: a Damned Soul was being sucked into a bed of quicksand. My first instinct was to leave. I couldn’t afford to be sucked in myself while I was helping it. But goddamnit, I couldn’t leave it there! I lay down full length on the ground, feeling it sink under my weight. Of the Soul, all I could see was its arm, extended above the quicksand in a plea for help. I stretched out a hand toward it, but felt myself beginning to sink faster. Fuck!

      “Grab my hand!” I shouted, hoping the Damned Soul would hear me. All at once, I felt something grip my ankle. I whirled around, fearing a snake or some other terrible predator but it was Stella. She’d looped a vine around my ankle and was pulling me back out of the slime. Meanwhile, the man sank further as I watched.

      “No! Wait!” I objected. “Why did you pull me away? I hadn’t grabbed him yet!”

      “You couldn’t have saved him,” she said, her tone curt.

      “At least I wanted to try.”

      “Chances are once you’d pulled him out, he would have tried to eat you.”

      “Or maybe not—you can’t know that for sure!”

      “This is Hell, Drake. You can’t save these Souls. It’s not your mission anymore.”

      I grunted. She was probably right: the Subterranean in me continued to try to find a way to redeem even these Damned Souls. Or maybe she’d gone back into her Kalehna persona. Cold as an ice storm. I heard a gurgle and both of us turned as the charred body of the Damned Soul reemerged.

      We stared at it in silence and then Stella turned to leave. “Let’s concentrate on the real mission: getting out of here.”

      I nodded. She wasn’t entirely wrong. Maybe I couldn’t save all the Damned, but at least I could save one of them. I needed to focus on getting her out of there. I turned my back on the heap of rag and bone and looked at Stella. “Where have you been? I woke up and you weren’t there. I feared the worst.”

      “You need to stop worrying about me. Get it through your head once and for all, I know how to take care of myself.”

      “That doesn’t mean you might not need me. I’ve saved you more times than you’ve saved me.”

      She snorted. “Even you know that’s not true.”

      “Are you keeping count?”

      “You’re right, I actually need to update the tally with the quicksand episode.” She smiled and tossed something at my feet. “I’ve brought provisions.”

      I leaned down to check out what she’d brought: a sack with four scary-looking squirrels in it. Their eyes looked demonic and their teeth were razor-sharp.

      “Not exactly appetizing,” I commented.

      “Would you prefer to eat the rocks Tricu’s crunching up? I can tell you, though, he won’t be very happy if he has to share his food with you.”

      “No, please. Mercy!” I touched my back where the stone hedgehog had hit me when he’d changed size. It wouldn’t be a smart move trying to steal a bone from a dog that knew how to turn itself into a mountain of stone. “Where did you get this? Did you make it?” I asked, indicating the sack. It was of some sort of leather, with intertwined strips of the same material forming a shoulder strap.

      “You slept for a long time,” she said with a smile. “I got bored.”

      “Wow, you never cease to amaze me.” Stella had become a master in the art of creating utensils, arms, and every sort of object useful for survival. It was a real shame that we’d had to leave all the ingenious weapons she’d devised in the cave where she’d lived before the Witches had kidnapped her.

      “It’s no big deal. Now let’s get going. We’ll think about food later.”

      “But I’m hungry!” I whined. “Really, really hungry!”

      “The volcano’s not far from here.” Ignoring my complaints, she whistled for Tricu and the stone hedgehog rolled obediently to her feet. They greeted each other by touching foreheads.

      “Is he not coming with us?”

      “No, he doesn’t like where we’re going. I know how to summon him if I need him.”

      I put out the fire and gathered our things, then followed her into the wilds of the Copse.

      It seemed we’d been walking for hours when we finally reached two giant rock walls that stood guard over the road that passed between them, immediately branching out into four different paths.

      “Now what? Which way do we go?”

      “We don’t take any of these,” she said to my surprise. I got the feeling she liked keeping me on my toes.

      “So then . . .  Are you saying we need to turn back?”

      “No, not at all. We keep going.”

      “How? Are we supposed to climb the rock wall?” When she didn’t answer, I was afraid I’d hit on the right answer. I threw my hands up, frustrated. “Why do you always have to be so mysterious?”

      Without bothering to answer, Stella walked over to one of the impossibly high walls and began to examine the surface. Following some small cracks and brushing aside the branches that grew next to it, she uncovered a small entrance, where she squatted down and turned to look at me. “Follow me,” she said, putting her head into the hole.

      I shrugged. “Well, it’s better than climbing.” Before following her, I took advantage of our positions to take a good look at her body. She looked damn sexy from that angle. She kicked me on the shin. “Ouch!” I complained.

      “Stop staring at my ass and move.”

      I got down on my hands and knees and caught up with her inside the small cavity. “I wasn’t staring at your ass. I was contemplating it. It’s different.”

      Her laughter echoed off the walls. I crawled after her, my forehead brushing against her butt every once in a while. “It’s not that bad in here, but if you’re trying to get me to play another of your games, all you had to do was say so.”

      “Shh!”

      “I mean, I’m not complaining, wherever you choose is fine with me.”

      “Would you shut up?” she said.

      “Maybe I wouldn’t have to ask a thousand questions if you would actually respond to some of them,” I said. “What are we doing here?”

      We continued to crawl forward for several minutes. It was damned difficult to orient myself in the total darkness. I heard the sound of something scraping against the rock and a dim light illuminated the small space. Stella’s face emerged from the darkness and she finally answered me. “It’s a shortcut.”

      I looked at the luminous stone she held in her hand. It was similar to the ones I’d seen in the cave where she’d lived once, a mantle of stars breaking the surface of a tiny lake. Illuminated by that same infernal magic now, our faces were close to each other.

      “It’s called a foelstone,” she explained. “I discovered it one day by chance when I was fleeing from a Molock. I was ready to turn and confront it, even though I knew Molocks are among the most fearsome beasts in Hell. But then I saw him rampaging through a group of Damned Souls, so I took my chance and hid in here. And that’s when I found a few of these.” She held up the glowing stone. “You can’t find anything like them anywhere else in Hell.”

      “Do you mean to say this cave produces pocket flashlights and no one else knows about it?”

      “Lots of people know about it, but most of the Damned prefer to get used to living in eternal twilight rather than come in here.”

      I took the stone from her hand and held it under my chin, putting on a ghoulish expression. “Why? Do they flee the light like vampires?”

      She took it back, trying to remain serious. “Because it’s not the cave itself that produces these stones.”

      “So what does?”

      Right then, the tunnel we were in opened up into a large space, allowing us to stand up. I looked around, stunned. We were in an enormous cavern illuminated by thousands of foelstones. They were everywhere: on the ground, the walls, and even the ceiling, where they looked like tiny pulsating stars. “Astonishing,” I breathed, entranced. I couldn’t believe something so miraculous could exist in Hell.

      A movement above us drew my eyes to the luminous stones dangling from the ceiling. “Uh-oh. I hope that’s not what I think it is,” I said, suspicion growing in my mind. There were hundreds of them: small teardrop-shaped sacs. It was as if the ceiling was sweating light. The sacs didn’t look like the stone Stella was holding at all, though they were also luminescent. I had the terrible presentiment that they were some kind of pupae. The question was, what kind of bizarre creatures were hiding inside them? I didn’t want to know the answer.

      “Hurry,” Stella hissed. “We need to get through the cave before⁠—”

      All at once something grabbed her from above and yanked her upwards before I could do anything. “Stella!” I shouted instinctively. At the sound of my voice, the sacs cracked and the luminescent liquid they contained trickled out and dripped onto my head.

      “Shit.” The situation didn’t look promising but there was no time to worry about that now. I had to save Stella. She was hanging from the roof of the cavern, her feet dangling, as a golden thread wove its way around and around her, imprisoning her. It was as if it had a life of its own.

      I leapt up onto the rocky wall, using the luminescent protuberances as steps.

      “Drake, no!” she screamed, trying to stop me. I saw her eyes widen as the thread quickly wound around her face. Stella was wrapped head to toe, like a mummy. She let out a stifled scream before her voice was silenced by the cocoon imprisoning her.

      I jammed my daggers into the rock in a desperate attempt to climb more quickly. When I’d climbed as high as she was, I glanced down and felt a wave of vertigo. Fuck, we were high up. Calculating the distance, I hurled myself across the cave at her, clutching at the giant cocoon.

      The thing lit up, pulsating like the other sacs dangling from the ceiling. It was translucent, and the light allowed me intermittent glimpses of Stella trapped inside. She moved her head, her eyes wide open, trying to tell me something. I drove my knife into the hard cocoon around her and the phosphorescent liquid spurted into my face. “Don’t give up!” I called, gritting my teeth as I strove to open a hole with the knife.

      All at once, an inhuman shriek split my eardrums and I almost fell. When I lifted my eyes to see where it had come from, a shudder of terror mixed with disgust ran down my spine. A giant white spider was racing toward me, clambering over the ceiling upside down. “Fuck!” I sawed desperately at the cocoon, my eyes riveted on the ferocious spider. It was close to us now. “Come on, come on, come on!”

      With another monstrous scream, the spider leapt at us. Summoning up strength I didn’t know I had, I managed to tear a hole in the sac trapping Stella a nanosecond before the spider reached us. Together, we plummeted toward the floor of the cavern. The spider threw itself onto its web, trying to catch us in mid-fall, but Stella pointed her wrist at one of the walls, piercing the rock with the small harpoon that shot out from her armband. We abruptly swung in a different direction. Crashing with a thud against the rock wall, we raced to climb down, jumping from one phosphorescent rock outcropping to another.

      “This time I saved you. Mark it down on your point tally,” I said smugly.

      Stella rolled her eyes. “Don’t you think we should get out of the cave first? It doesn’t count if we die here.”

      Another bloodcurdling shriek from the spider made us whirl around. Even worse, an ominous crack filled the cavern, followed by hundreds more. The pupae hanging from the ceiling exploded, the luminous liquid they contained splashing everywhere. Within a second, innumerable small white spiders were raining down onto us from the ceiling.

      “Hurry!” Stella shouted. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

      “Really? Ya think?” I joked.

      We tried to run, but the tiny monsters jumped onto us, incited by the continuous, acute shriek their mother was emitting. The sound was bloodcurdling. I slapped at them, crushing the tiny beasts as I forced my way toward the cave’s exit.

      “Drake, move it!” Stella urged, her voice suddenly filled with a new urgency. As I turned, I understood the reason: seeing that her offspring hadn’t managed to stop us, their mother had decided to take over.

      “Holy shit!” I pushed Stella into the narrow passageway and jumped in after her. We rushed to seal it off, chasing away the spiders that had pursued us inside. Stella crushed two against the rock wall, making a spider puré, and I tore another from my arm and crushed it underneath my foot, reducing it to a luminescent pulp.

      When all the spiders were dead, Stella and I stopped, out of breath, and looked at each other. Both of us burst out laughing. Drenched in the luminescent liquid, we both looked like human torches.

      “So what about adding a point for me now?” I teased, winking at her.

      She bit her lip and shook her head. “Nope, no point for you. We both did it.”

      God, she was stubborn. I snatched a quick kiss from her anyway, swallowing the viscous slime that coated her lips.

      “Yuck!” we both complained. It was disgusting.

      “We’d better wash off this filthy stuff before we attract some other infernal beast,” she suggested. “We look like walking lanterns.”

      “I agree, under one condition.”

      “And what would that be?” she asked, suspicious.

      “No more shortcuts.”

      Stella laughed. “Oh come on, you know that was fun.”

      “Says the girl who was just turned into a cocoon by a spider.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of spiders?”

      “Yes. Especially gigantic ones that try to eat me.”

      “Princess,” she teased. Her smile faded and I could see she was remembering that princess was the name Gurdan had used for me. “You know, complaining doesn’t allow you to appreciate the positive side of the situation,” she said.

      “May I remind you that you were inside an enormous cocoon only a few minutes ago? Oh, and that was before a giant luminous spider unleashed her infernal offspring on us. I’d be interested to know what the positive side of the situation might be?”

      “That we’ve arrived,” she replied with a satisfied smile.

      I turned just as the towering black volcano behind me belched a threatening invitation.
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      The volcano was immense. Black as night, gushing lava, it reared its head high into the sky as if it were the king of Hell. It was impossible to imagine someone purposely scaling it, much less looking down into its crater. Only the Witches would dare to do that. Its poison gave them strength. For us, on the other hand, it was lethal.

      “We need to get this shit off us before it solidifies,” Stella commented, trying to peel off the luminous substance that coated her body.

      “Solidifies? What happens if it solidifies?” I rubbed my fingers together, realizing that the residue of the liquid was beginning to change consistency, becoming more gel-like. Not a good sign, seeing as we were covered from head to toe in it.

      “You’ll turn into a permanent walking torch.”

      I shrugged. “Sounds cool. I could be really useful at parties. Though I’d have to find a more interesting name to call myself than ‘walking torch.’”

      “And what would you call someone with a luminous, solid layer over his face?”

      “Green Lantern? Mm, no. That one’s already taken.”

      Stella shook her head. “There’s nothing cool about wandering around Hell glowing like a ghost.”

      I scoffed. “Ghosts don’t glow. Vampires, maybe, but only the ones from Twilight.”

      “Twilight?” Stella frowned. “Whatever. Why do I even bother asking you?” She took the knife and used the blade to peel away the gel, which was getting harder by the second. “Go ahead and leave it on if you feel like being spotted a mile away. You might as well throw yourself right into a Molock’s cave.” She tore off the last remnants of spider drool or whatever it was.

      “No one’s ever thought of me as a brilliant guy. At least let me enjoy the moment.”

      “You’re such an idiot, Drake.”

      “I have the right, seeing as how we’re about to go inside a haunted volcano. I bet even Molocks aren’t that crazy. Do I get to make a last wish?” I lifted an eyebrow and shot her a wolfish smile.

      Stella approached me until her face was inches from mine and set the blade of her knife against my bare abdomen. She peeled off a piece of gel, her knife descending to the waistband of my pants, dangerously close to the most vulnerable part of me. I wasn’t sure whether to be excited or freaked out.

      “I’d say you’re already pretty damn lucky that I’m crazy enough to save your ass every time you fuck up,” she whispered against my lips.

      “That shit you swallowed must have gone to your head.” I winked, trying to hide my agitation as her fingers slid even further down my belly.

      Stella brushed my lips with hers. “Like it or not, I’m winning.”

      I grabbed the hand she was holding the knife in and pulled her against me, letting her feel the effect of her teasing. “Enough with the contests. I’d save you a thousand times and a thousand times more I’d let you save me,” I murmured, kissing her tenderly. I caressed her shoulder, picking off the last remnants of gel, then touched her amber skin with my lips, leaving a trail of kisses as I moved slowly toward her ear. “You missed a little here.” I sucked on her earlobe and she pressed herself against me, yielding to my kisses.

      “That was a lie,” she whispered, her eyes half-closed.

      “You’re right. I’m an opportunistic liar.”

      “Among other things,” she replied with a smile.

      I kissed her neck passionately and she offered no resistance, strengthening my unreasonable hope that maybe my last wish would be granted after all. The closer I held her, the more I longed to merge with her.

      “There’s no time for this,” she murmured between my kisses. “We need to get going.”

      I held her against the wall. “If I’m going to die in a volcano, at least give me something beautiful to think about while I’m suffering the tortures of Hell.”

      Stella laughed and brusquely pushed me away. “I’m not giving you shit.”

      “Just like that you break my heart!” I called after her as she strode away.

      “Big talker.”

      With a wink, I raised my shoulders and let them fall. “Better to try and fail than never try at all.”

      I pulled the last shreds of gel, which had already turned hard, off my hand, and hurried to catch up. “So the luminous stones that I saw in your little lake came from the spiders’ lair,” I said. Part of me imagined Stella alone in that cave grappling with the giant white monster. The other part of me preferred not to think about that.

      “It’s the mother that secretes the substance.” She pulled out a small foelstone. It looked like an ordinary stone now that its luminescence had been extinguished. “Once it turns solid, you can make it light up and go dark again whenever you want. See?” She rubbed the stone with her palm and it lit up.

      I watched as it began to glow, pulsating as if it were a living creature. “It’s like magic,” I murmured, fascinated.

      Stella put it away, replying curtly, “No magic. It’s just a reaction. Rubbing it activates the luminescence.” She seemed to have an aversion to any sort of magic or witchcraft. Maybe it reminded her too much of the Witches, the reason she was in Hell. Or maybe it was just the apothecary side of her talking. I couldn’t even imagine how many details she’d carefully observed during her odyssey through Hell. Details that had led her to discover remedies that had saved her life or at least made it better, as in the case of the foelstones. The moment when we’d been falling suddenly came to my mind. I remembered how she’d used her armband to pull us up. I took her wrist in my hand and took a close look at the device for the first time. “How’d you get this? Is it another of your inventions?”

      Stella allowed me to study it for a moment, then drew back her hand. “No, it was a gift.”

      “A gift? From who?” I hoped she wasn’t going to say it was from Vargan, her friend and ally who had been killed during the party where the Witches had kidnapped her. In all sincerity, I was happy that particular Damned Soul had been gotten out of the way.

      “Someone you haven’t met yet.”

      “Yet seems to imply that I’ll be meeting him soon.”

      Stella turned and flashed me a smile. “Yes—if we get out of here alive.”

      I heard a sudden rush of air beneath our feet. “Careful!” I shouted, instinctively picking Stella up just as the geyser beneath her sent up a stream of poison. I succeeded in pulling her out of the way just in time, but the incandescent liquid splashed onto my arm and wounded it. The sting of the burn made me curse.

      “What the hell are you doing? I’d already seen it!” she scolded me.

      “You could also just say thanks once in a while.”

      “And you could stop getting yourself hurt for my sake.” She examined the wound on my arm and muttered something in the common language of the Damned. “Look, it burned you! Now you’ll have a scar.”

      I knew that poison well. It was the same one the Witches’ Dakor had injected into me so many times I’d lost count. It was a wound that left a mark.

      “I don’t care about the scar. As long as I know you worry about me.”

      Stella shot me an angry glance and began to walk again. “See whether you can make it to the top without getting yourself killed. You’re worth more to me whole.”

      A huge smile lit up my face. “Finally you admit I’m worth something to you.”

      “Don’t make too big a deal out of it. We all have our worth. No one’s indispensable.”

      I bent over to pick up a fragment of volcanic rock and held it out to her. “Here. You dropped your heart.”

      Stella laughed and kept walking. There was nothing she hated more than appearing vulnerable. Ours was a continual struggle in which I tried to make her lower her defenses. Sometimes I thought I’d succeeded, but it didn’t take much for her walls to go up again.

      “You weren’t really serious when you said that, right?” I asked her. She didn’t look back but I could see a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I’m indispensable to everyone. I’m handsome, strong, and fascinating. How could I not be indispensable?”

      “Just shut up, Drake.”

      “Only if you admit you can’t live without me.”

      All at once the ground trembled beneath our feet, struggling to contain the power of the volcano. We’d almost reached the top and the beast was waking up.

      “This way!” Stella cried, but a chasm suddenly opened in the ground between us and a tall spray of poison shot skyward. I fell backwards in my attempt to avoid it and the liquid sizzled at my feet. I felt an ache in my chest when I saw Stella on the other side of the gap. We stared at each other across a lethal, incandescent river of poison.

      “Let’s keep heading up the mountainside!” she shouted, as determined as ever. She wanted us to continue on opposite sides of the crack, but I had no intention of losing sight of her. I got up and readied myself to jump.

      “Drake, no!” She tried to stop me but I took a running start and hurled myself at the far bank, making a painful landing on the sharp volcanic rock. Stella rushed up to me.

      “Bad idea,” I muttered, reading the reproach in her eyes.

      “Didn’t we say ‘whole’?”

      “I’m not whole without you,” I said. Though she tried to hide it, I saw I’d gotten a smile out of her.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “We’re almost at the summit.”

      The final yards were even steeper and more difficult to climb. The ground trembled, trying to intimidate us into turning back. Stupid volcano. We had no intention of turning back. If the only way out of Hell had been to throw ourselves into the heart of the crater, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it as long as it meant getting Stella to safety.

      I hoisted myself onto the summit and looked down. The mouth of the volcano yawned below me. It was so immense and menacing-looking that vertigo threatened to overcome me. Large and small craters alternated with pillars of black rock. The most impressive was right in the center: an enormous hole that had to be thousands of feet deep, filled with incandescent liquid. Normal magma would have been preferable—red is the color universally used as a warning, and everyone knows it. In this case, the apparent purity of the liquid was deceptive. The crater looked like a pure mountain lake, its crystalline waters shimmering with golden reflections, but I knew all too well it was lethal poison. Even from a distance you could feel the heat emanating from it.

      I turned when I heard Stella begin to cough. Drops of sweat were rolling down her face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, worried.

      She nodded. “It’s the poison. We should have brought masks.”

      Only then did I realize that the air must be impregnated with it. I couldn’t smell it but my skin prickled. I frowned, mentally chastising myself for having been so stupid not to have thought of that first. We had to hurry.

      I crawled to the very edge to look down. By now I’d abandoned the vain hope that we would find the coins sitting there at the summit. There was nothing of any value there, just the ground littered with piles of volcanic rock of various sizes. I imagined that they were Damned Souls who had disintegrated there, becoming fossilized. Directly below us, dozens of yards down into the mouth of the volcano, I saw a rock ledge spiraling downwards, dotted here and there by small craters of steaming poison.

      “How do we find the darknas?” I asked, driven by a new urgency. Stella’s answer was as rapid as it was terrifying.

      “We have to go inside.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” I said with a sigh.

      There was a problem with Stella’s plan: the spiral ledge was too far beneath us. If we tried to jump onto it, we would almost certainly crash to the bottom. There was no way to get to it.

      I heard Stella grinding her teeth with effort and turned to see what she was doing. She was stretched along the edge of the volcano’s mouth, groping with both arms for something underneath.

      “Hold my ankles,” she ordered, then leaned perilously out over the volcano’s mouth. I obeyed, resting my weight on her legs. “It’s still here,” she said. “Luckily, it’s empty.”

      “What’s empty?” I asked without really expecting an answer.

      She pulled herself back up from the void, a smile of satisfaction on her face. “It’s a graconia’s nest.”

      “Should I know what a graconia is?” I asked, looking at the strange colorless filament she held in her hands. It looked like a rubbery vine. Knowing Stella, it wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d said we were going to do some bungee jumping. She continued to pull the vine, hand over hand, until she had a long rope of it that she tied around her waist. When she’d finished, she tied it around me as well.

      “It should be strong enough to hold both of us,” she said, beginning to climb over the edge.

      “I’ll drive, if you don’t mind.” I stepped behind her and wrapped my arm around her before she could object. The vine held her so close to me I could barely focus. “This position’s kind of nice, you have to admit,” I whispered into her ear.

      “Knock it off or I’ll cut your end and let you fall.”

      “I’d like to see you try it,” I taunted her.

      She tilted her face to me and shot me a sly look. “I advise you not to defy me.”

      I laughed and gave in. As stubborn as she was, she would have done it just to keep me from winning. We passed a thin stream of poison that flowed into a small crater before finally landing on the highest level of the spiral, where the path wound toward the heart of the volcano. The ground sizzled with every step we took as we ventured deeper inside the mouth.

      Stella coughed again when we reached the point where we were level with the largest crater. We were so close it seemed bewitched, haunted by a spell that attracted the Damned to submerge themselves in its waters.

      An imposing shadow darkened its golden reflections all of a sudden. I instinctively went into a crouch, turning my head cautiously to observe the gigantic creature that glided over our heads.

      “Shit,” I murmured, scrambling to take refuge under the overhang from which we’d pulled the vine out of the nest. The damn thing wasn’t a bird, it was a pterodactyl! It must be the graconia Stella had mentioned. I hoped it wouldn’t be upset about the way we’d almost completely unraveled its nest. With a little luck it might not even see us. I decided it was better to just focus on one problem at a time. We continued to descend.

      “This way,” Stella said, sliding herself into a cleft in the rock. We were so low in the volcano’s mouth by now that the central crater was above us. From our present vantage point, it looked like a small volcano inside a larger one.

      I followed her along a path that seemed to be leading us into the very heart of the beast. The tunnel was so narrow our shoulders touched. Stella took out her foelstone to light our way.

      “Why didn’t Tricu come with us? He would have been really useful—he could have transformed himself into a ladder that we could have climbed down.”

      After a pause, she responded, “Volcanic rock makes him nervous.” I gathered from the expression on her face that Stella felt empathy for him. He didn’t want Hell to turn him into something darker either.

      I touched one of the walls and drew my hand back quickly. They were black, and as hot as burning charcoal. “The main crater is right above us,” I murmured, fascinated. How had Stella managed to get here the first time? Would we come out alive? Everything around us vibrated, as if the volcano were threatening us. It felt like being inside the stomach of a hungry ogre.

      Stella put away the foelstone and the darkness closed in around us.

      “Why did you turn it off?”

      “Because we’ve arrived,” she said. Her eyes were fixed on something. Suddenly I realized the darkness was lifting. At the end of the tunnel a thin trickle of water illuminated the narrow space. It was iridescent, as if glowing with its own light.

      No, it wasn’t water. It was giving off golden glints. It was poison.

      We were in the very heart of the volcano.
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      It took me a few seconds to understand that the heaps of black sand around us in the tunnel were carbonado dust: the black diamond so prized by the Witches. It was everywhere in the Castle. The building itself was built of the rare mineral. It was said that Sophìa, obsessed by the diamonds that were everywhere in Heaven, had brought some with her when she’d been expelled from Eden. But the gems, previously resplendent, had lost their purity in the Witch’s hands, turning black. No diamond touched by a Witch kept its shining light.

      I sank my hand into the black sand. It just looked like dust, but I knew carbonado was a cursed crystal, the most precious in all of Hell. Its chemical bond was indestructible, its powers extraordinary. Thinking about it, I realized that many of the weapons in Stella’s cave had fragments of carbonado in them. Now I knew where she’d gotten the mineral. It wasn’t for nothing that her clan considered her the queen of Hell. Possession of such a resource had conferred great power on her.

      “You found the Holy Grail of Hell. Now I understand why the Damned respect you so much.”

      Stella drew her dagger and held it to my throat, pressing hard. “I earned their respect,” she growled, her gaze full of fury. Had I offended her in some way?

      “Hey, chill. I was just saying⁠—”

      “Do you think just anyone is crazy enough to come down here?” Unexpectedly, her eyes turned black, sending a ripple of dread through me. For a second I thought she was changing into an Insane Soul right before my eyes. The mere thought terrified me.

      I felt blood trickling down my neck from the point where her blade was pressing into my skin. “Stella, what’s wrong? It’s me.” It must have been the poisoned fumes she’d been inhaling that were making her lose control.

      She seemed to come to her senses then and lowered her dagger, though her eyes remained cold. “I know perfectly well who you are. Don’t dare question my authority in the tribe again. You have no idea what it’s cost me to keep it.”

      “You’re right. I can only imagine. But I know it takes guts to come all the way down here, and you’re the bravest person I know. Forgive me. I always talk when I should keep my mouth shut.”

      “You got that right,” she retorted, punching me in the shoulder.

      The small waterfall of poison shone in the darkness. Stella held the blade of her dagger under it and it sizzled on the steel. A single drop of the deadly liquid would have burned right through her skin. It was the deadliest acid that had ever existed. It defied belief how the Witches immersed themselves completely in it and emerged unscathed. Far from hurting them, they benefited from it. They’d even created a drink from it—Cider—which they consumed greedily. For Damned Souls like Stella, on the other hand, it was one hundred percent lethal.

      She withdrew the dagger, and while it was still dripping, plunged it into the black sand. Fixing her eyes on me for a brief second, she pulled it out and held it out for me to see the blade, which was now coated with a solid sheath of carbonado.

      “Impressive,” I murmured.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” With the point of the dagger, she picked up a small heap of the carbonado dust and held it under the stream of poison, which washed every grain off the blade. It almost seemed as if the stream of golden lava was the pulsating heart of the volcano and Stella had just made an offering to it. The sand collected in a little triangular cavity at the base of the small cascade. I crept closer to watch while the substance metamorphosed into a single piece of indestructible carbonado.

      Once it had hardened, Stella pried it out of the cavity with her knife and held it out for me to examine. The dust had solidified, taking on the form of a triangle the size of a silver dollar, the exact shape of the mold it had been forged in. The black stone sparkled with golden reflections. Stella tossed it at me and I grabbed it from the air. My skin sizzled as the token cooled in my palm. It wasn’t a stone. It was a darkna, the common currency among the Damned. And Stella had been the one to create it.

      I’d never seen anything like it before. I hadn’t thought of carbonado as a plastic substance, able to be molded, but it had done just that in reaction to the poison. That must be the way the Witches shaped it.

      “How did you discover this process?” I asked her incredulously. All at once the walls began to vibrate more menacingly around us, as if the giant that was the volcano could no longer tolerate our presence.

      “It’s a long story,” she said curtly. “I’ll tell it to you if we ever get out of here. Now help me.” She pulled the dagger from its sheath on my back and handed it to me so I could make it poison-proof, as she had. Once I’d added a layer of carbonado to the blade, we took turns transforming the powder into darknas.

      “Where did you learn how to transform a carbonado stone into a darkna?”

      Stella flashed me a rare smile, a glint of satisfaction in her dark eyes. “I didn’t have to learn it from anyone. I’m the one who originally coined them.”

      “Are you saying darknas didn’t exist before?”

      “I believe that’s the definition of ‘coin.’”

      I was blown away by Stella’s abilities. Not only was she incredibly strong and brave, her inventiveness had also helped keep her alive.

      She shrugged. “I’m an apothecary, remember?”

      “I knew a few apothecaries at the Castle, but none of them could do what you do.”

      “So now do you believe I earned my title?” She pointed her dagger at me for an instant, almost as if warning me to consider my answer carefully before I spoke.

      “I never doubted it,” I answered, managing to get a smile out of her.

      By now the walls around us were vibrating so forcefully that I was thrown against Stella. I felt like Pinocchio in the belly of the whale.

      “Quick, we have to hurry!” Her voice was agitated. “The volcano is waking up!”

      “Waking up? It’s not an ogre.”

      “You can kill an ogre. This is something much, much worse.”

      I picked up a pile of dust and held it under the stream of poison, then another, while Stella emptied the contents of our water bottle so she could use it to carry the coins.

      “The volcano alternates between periods of inactivity and massive eruptions,” she explained.

      “How massive are we talking?”

      “Massive enough to convince the Damned that it’s not a good idea to come here.”

      A sudden deafening blast rang out in the cave, silencing us. We sought each other’s eyes, on alert. “How many coins do we need?” I shouted above the din, hoping we’d already forged enough.

      “We’ve got to get out of here. Now!” Stella turned and ran down the narrow tunnel. I followed close behind. It sounded as if the whole world outside was crumbling to pieces.

      When we emerged from the tunnel I realized it wasn’t an illusion. “Fuck,” I muttered. The volcano was erupting. I pulled Stella under an overhang to protect her from the spurting acid. She’d been right, as usual. The ogre had awakened and he was in a really bad mood. Trickles of acid leaked from every crack as multiple explosions in the various craters shook everything. We were standing at the foot of the largest one, which looked like a pot of water that had come to a rolling boil. I could see no way to escape from there, not with geysers of acid erupting everywhere.

      “Drake! We have to get out of here!” Stella screamed, trying to force me out into the open.

      “We can’t! It’s better to stay here.” Maybe the volcanic rock we were sheltering under would be enough to protect us. “Let’s wait for it to die down,” I suggested.

      Stella’s face blanched and she murmured, “There’s no time.” I lifted my eyes to see what she was looking at and swore. The lava in the main crater above us was flooding out, pressing its way through cracks in the sides of the smaller volcano, flowing ominously toward us. Soon our hiding place would become a pool of transparent poisonous lava.

      “Drake!” Stella’s desperate cry spurred me into action. Planting my feet firmly on the ground, I pressed upward, grunting from the effort, trying with my bare hands to move the enormous rock roof that sheltered us. The river of poison was fast approaching, and once it reached us it would be all over. When Stella understood my intentions, she rushed to help me push. I gathered all my strength, begging my muscles to give their all, as I’d never done before.

      The volcano belched again and the roar shook everything, helping me in my desperate effort. The rock finally broke away and we allowed ourselves a moment to rejoice. There was still hope.

      “Quick! This way!” I hugged Stella against me, making sure our improvised roof was protecting her. It wasn’t wide enough to shield both of us, but I didn’t care if the poison rained down on me as long as she was protected. Every drop burned on my naked back like what it was: lava. I clenched my jaw as we raced up the spiraling path inside the volcano. Poison shot through the air all around us in a rain of sparkling explosions, and for a moment I thought we wouldn’t make it. When we reached the end of the path, I knew for sure.

      The vine was gone.

      The winged dinosaur had pulled it up and we were trapped.
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      Stella looked around. I could see the tension on her face. Had she also realized we were completely screwed? We were inside a volcano, right in the middle of a fucking eruption, with no way out. Unexpectedly, she emitted a strange guttural cry. Its echo came back at us, sounding like an infuriated ghost.

      “Great idea! Maybe Tricu can get us out of here,” I said.

      “I wasn’t calling Tricu. He wouldn’t have time to get here.” Her expression hardened and her eyes were worried as she watched the explosions of poison that shot upwards, then rained down on us like fireworks.

      “So what was that sound you made, then?”

      “It means that if this bastard wants to kill me, he’ll have to do it on my terms.” I couldn’t tell if the look she threw me was one of determination or fear. Before I could find out, though, Stella took off running.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, disoriented, as Stella ran full speed toward the central crater, deftly avoiding the poison geysers as they shot up. Had she gone mad? Throwing down the slab of rock we’d used to protect ourselves, I took off after her. A violent shudder pierced my body like a sword as, without slowing her pace, she leapt into the void.

      “Stellaaa!!” I came to an abrupt halt on the edge of the crater and grabbed my hair in desperation as I watched her fall, her arms stretched wide in a swan dive, toward the lake of poison below.

      All at once an inhuman cry filled the air. Instinctively I went into a crouch as a gigantic shadow passed over me.

      It was the graconia.

      The giant bird went into a dive toward the falling figure and glided underneath her. She landed on its back. Stella’s strange call rang out again, filling the crater as she soared high into the air, riding the winged dinosaur.

      Falling onto my back, I burst into hysterical laughter. The thought crossed my mind that maybe I’d gone insane—I was lying there at the very edge of a crater that belched poison and I was laughing—but fuck, was I relieved.

      The animal glided toward me, and Stella held out her hand. I scrambled to my feet and jumped, grabbing her hand as the winged dinosaur flew by me and pulling myself up to its back.

      The rain of lava became denser as we flew up through the mouth, as if the fire-breathing monster that lived in the volcano didn’t want to let us go. I covered Stella’s body with mine against the poison. Unexpectedly, strange leathery shields rose from the pterodactyl’s sides and bent inwards, covering its back—and us—as it continued to fly at top speed, taking us away from there.

      Stella gave a laugh of pure relief and the beautiful sound filled the tiny cockpit that sheltered us. “See, we did it!” she exulted, unable to keep the enthusiasm out of her voice. “We have the coins!”

      I held her close and rubbed my cheek against her temple. “I don’t care about the coins. I only care about you. Next time, please do me a favor and clear your plans with me before jumping into an erupting volcano? You just about scared the life out of me.”

      Stella laughed and turned to look into my eyes. “Private Drake Reeves, you are not allowed to be afraid during a mission. Especially not one this important.”

      “You’re my mission.” I brushed her lips with mine, my mind still in turmoil from the terror of having almost lost her.

      Once we were safely away from the mouth of the volcano, the protective shields withdrew. We looked around, marveling at the landscape rushing by beneath us. We were so high up that the freshness of the air and the absence of poison in it made my head spin. I was so dizzy I almost lost my grip on the winged dinosaur when it suddenly went into a dive.

      “I advise you to hold on tight,” Stella warned me.

      I clung to whatever I could find on the animal’s back while clutching Stella around the waist with my other arm so she wouldn’t fall off. The giant bird plunged into a thick canopy of trees, skillfully dodging the branches. Finally, spreading its huge wings, it floated to a halt.

      A short distance away I could see the giant volcano still polluting Hell with its poison. Sliding off the pterodactyl’s back, I offered a hand to Stella. The graconia turned its enormous head to look at us. Its eyes were amber, streaked with fiery red.

      “You’re not a macho fire-breathing dragon, are you?” I asked it cautiously. The graconia exhaled a forceful puff of warm air into my face.

      Stella laughed. “For starters, it’s a she. And I don’t think she’s particularly fond of you.”

      “Easy there. I’m usually quite popular with the female sex.” But she was probably right. The beast’s eyes weren’t exactly friendly.

      “Just try not to call her a dragon,” Stella suggested. She stroked the graconia between its eyes. The flying dinosaur’s expression softened and she began to make a low rumbling sound that almost sounded like purring.

      “Dragon, dinosaur, what difference does it make?” I demanded.

      Stella smiled. “She’s a graconia, and her name is Kuna.” The winged being, whatever it was, emitted another odd cry that sounded satisfied. She seemed to be very fond of Stella.

      I raised a hand to try to stroke her, but she backed away as if afraid of me. She blinked, her bottom eyelids rising to meet the top ones rather than the other way around. I’d never seen anything like it. Her skin was blue and armored with hard scales like a dragon, but her sharp claws and enormous wings reminded me of a bat. She was frightening and magnificent all at the same time.

      Stella took my hand and, holding it in her own, stroked the creature’s snout. At the touch, the graconia seemed to relax.

      “She’s really . . . hot,” I commented.

      “Her body is adapted to the temperatures of the volcano. She lives there.” I stared at Stella, fascinated by what she’d become. Even the creatures of Hell recognized her as their queen. “Anuìk,” she murmured, and Kuna bowed her head. I didn’t understand the language she’d spoken, though I’d heard it before. It was Grimtholk, the common language of the Damned.
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