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      The air smelled of sweat and blood. The dust stung our wounds as we awaited the Stage Director’s next move. It was she who transformed the battlefield and chose our means of combat. We had fought barehanded and with weapons of all sorts, had maneuvered ourselves through mud and flames. They had even sealed us in a glass cage where sharp blades protruding from the walls threatened our every move. There was no limit to the number of challenges in this duel. It was win or die, a lethal game that would have only one Champion.

      “Faust! Faust! Faust!”

      It wasn’t my name the spectators were shouting as I thudded to the ground on my back. It was my opponent’s. I spat out a mouthful of blood, its taste filling my mouth, and locked my eyes on his. Encircled by a black mustache and goatee, his lips curled into a mocking sneer as the crowd cheered him on.

      “No reason to gloat over an audience that changes sides so fast,” I grunted. Not long before, everyone in the stands had been applauding my feats and shouting my name as I defeated an entire horde of Damned Souls to then battle a giant beast with pestilential breath. It had been fucking hard to reach that point. I had taken part in the Opalion often enough to know that the first two trials had been tougher than usual. Despite that, now I was right in the middle of the third one, the worst: the duel against the challenging Champion.

      “Even the smallest victory deserves its moment of glory,” he shot back with a grin.

      “Well, they say settling for second best is a virtue. A shame it’s not one of mine.” I charged him and slid across the ground, knocking him off his feet. He was getting back up when the earth trembled beneath us and split open. We froze.

      Within seconds the Arena had transformed yet again, leaving us only a few strips of land on which to do battle: concentric rings connected by walkways in the form of spokes scattered here and there around the circumference. I moved my foot away from the precipice and looked down. Nothing could be seen in the depths of the darkness.

      “Get ready to take a dive, soldier,” Faust warned me.

      “I wouldn’t count on it if I were you.” I kicked up the staff that lay on the ground, grabbed it in midair, and twirled it over my head. “I was a pilot in the U.S. Army. I know how to bring down my enemies.” I dealt him a powerful blow and he crashed to the ground.

      A sneer appeared on his lips. “I was a firefighter. That doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy watching you burn.” He leapt to his feet and tongues of fire burst from the chasm right behind me. The heat hit my back and I instinctively rolled into a front flip, gritting my teeth from the painful burn. I looked up and followed Faust’s eyes to the Panthior, the platform of honor. It was his Amìsha—the Witch who had claimed him as her Champion—who commanded the flames. She was inside his head . . . and in his blood.

      Only three of the ten members of the Sisterhood were watching the Games from above: Sophìa, the queen of the Underworld, in her ever-vigilant role as Stage Director; the Witch of Honor, who had earned the title by defeating her Sisters in what they called “the Hunt”; and last, the member of the Sisterhood who offered her own Champion to challenge the Witch of Honor’s if he survived the first two trials. The two challenging Sisters assisted their warriors during the duel using black magic, while the Stage Director made the challenges increasingly more perilous. We were pawns in a deadly game in which the chessboard itself could do us in. As if that wasn’t enough, the other seven Sisters watched over us in their guise as black panthers prepared to rip to shreds anyone who dared set foot outside the Circle. Seven ferocious felines spread out in a ring, their eyes trained on me. Their claws were lethal for those of my kind. One scratch was enough to kill us.

      That was how the Witches spent their time at the Castle. That is, of course, when they weren’t busy corrupting the minds of mortals on Earth by granting their wishes in exchange for a piece of their souls. No one could resist the Temptation, a promise of death that sooner or later led them to Hell.

      Damned Souls weren’t granted the luxury of battling for victory—they were tossed into the Arena as fodder for the Champions or the wild beasts captured during the Hunt. The more courageous Souls came to watch the Games from the stands set aside for them in the amphitheater. Opalion celebrations were the only occasions on which Sophìa opened the Castle doors.

      Feeling the Arena’s dusty ground beneath my feet reminded me that I was still in play, ready to fight. Faust and I had battled it out, chasing each other all the way to the last ring of land. The panthers prowled back and forth nervously, keeping watch over the areas assigned to them. They were eager to sink their poisonous claws into one of us.

      The crowds cheered with surprise when I tackled Faust and pinned him to the ground, his face dangerously close to the borderline. “Not bad for somebody who’s fighting without lymphe, don’t you agree?” Elite Champions like Faust were allowed to drink their Witches’ blood, known as lymphe. That was how the Sisterhood controlled them—and made them stronger. Tightening my grip, I shoved the staff against his throat. “I’ve heard the winner gets to spend a fiery night with his Amìsha. Not a bad reward.”

      “You have to earn the title before you can enjoy the privileges of a Champion.” Using my staff as leverage, he broke free, hurling me away.

      An arsenal of swords plunged from the sky, impaling themselves in the ground. Just in the nick of time I dodged one headed right at me. “Isn’t that what I’m doing right now?” I grabbed the sword and our blades rang out as they clashed.

      “Your tongue is as sharp as my sword. What a shame it won’t help you win the tournament.”

      “I’m going to do far more entertaining things with it.” I grinned at him, but a needle shot toward me and wounded my arm, wiping the grin off my face. “Ow! Weren’t the flying swords enough?” I groaned. A second later I spotted a huge shower of needles zooming in our direction.

      “Shit.” I threw myself into a somersault to avoid them and glimpsed my opponent running in the opposite direction. He was trying to reach the walkway to the first ring of land, where an entire armory of weapons had appeared. I gave chase. I had to keep him from reaching it or beat him to it. Breathlessly, I raced after him around the last ring, dodging the needles shooting toward us. The panthers paced back and forth ominously, waiting for one false move. A series of spears suddenly sprang from the ground, forcing my adversary to slow down. I pounced on him, hurled him to the ground, and punched him repeatedly. He grabbed my face and shoved it back as though he wanted to rip my head off.

      I heard a sinister hiss just as a needle pierced my ear. Faust laughed when he heard me curse. I bit down on his fingers and clenched my teeth until I tasted his blood in my mouth. He howled and let go of me.

      Pulling myself to my feet, I touched the needle in my ear. “Actually, I might decide to keep it. Bet it looks good on me.” Just then another series of needles struck my bare chest. “These, maybe not.” I gripped them all in my fist and threw them to the ground, returning my attention to my opponent.

      Time seemed to freeze along with our gazes, locked on each other. The needles had stopped, the spears had withdrawn into the ground, and the audience was holding its breath. It was just me and Faust now, ready to find out who would become the new Champion.

      It was time to put an end to the duel.

      He shot off so fast I couldn’t defend myself when he kicked me square in the back. He tried to attack once again, but this time I warded off the blow and began to punch him over and over, forcing him to back toward the edge of the chasm. Faust was a tough guy. Maybe casting him into the void really was the winning strategy.

      “Only wusses attack from behind. Hasn’t anybody ever taught you that?” I reproached him.

      “To be honest, I learned it from you.” His foot slid across the ground to the edge. I had him trapped. Gloating, I smiled. “See you on the other side.”

      Faust smiled back at me. “Pilots fly first.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and with an amazing leap front-flipped over my head, inverting our positions. I ducked to avoid his punch, barely avoiding losing my balance. This time I was the one dangerously close to the edge. I caught his leg mid-kick and he spun around in the air to break free.

      The crowds were in raptures over our dark dance.

      “What, were you trained in a circus?” I inched forward just enough to be out of the danger zone and resumed the battle more aggressively than ever.

      “This place is the most freakish circus there’s ever been. Haven’t you noticed that yet?” I shrugged. He wasn’t all wrong.

      A spear materialized not far away. It was my chance. I took a running start, slid across the ground, and snatched it up, but instead of hurling it at Faust I charged him. “You’re right. Pilots fly first.” I planted it in the ground and flew through the air, kicking him in the face with both feet.

      “Drake! Drake! Drake!”

      I turned to the audience, bowing. “I see you’ve come back to your senses.”

      Fast as a whip, Faust’s legs jerked me down and I toppled onto him. “Have a nice flight, then,” he shot back, grinning. He planted his feet on my abdomen and with a powerful shove sent me sailing over his head.

      I didn’t see it coming. The crowd gasped in shock. When I spun around, a panther pounced on me, her golden eyes sharp as those of a serpent.

      I had crossed the line.

      Her roar silenced the stands as her razor-sharp claws sliced through my chest. The poison set my veins on fire and a blinding agony clouded my brain. I heard the horn announcing the end of the tournament. Then everything went dark.

      Game over.
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      I was once a Subterranean—a Soldier of Death—until Death claimed me and cast me into Hell, the only place from where there is no escape. Neither alive nor dead.

      When I lived on Earth my mission was to redeem mortal souls and take them to Eden. Down here there was no one to save, so I figured I might as well enjoy my stay at the Castle. Sure, the hangover after every defeat in the Opalion was a real pain, but with time I got used to it.

      The Subterraneans who didn’t rebel were treated a whole lot better than the prisoners. I’d heard their screams coming from the Torture Caverns. What good would it do me to remain locked up, being tortured? That was why I’d gritted my teeth and agreed to be subjugated. In exchange, the Witches gave me more breathing room, more freedom.

      The other alternative was to run away, which was out of the question, not to mention an insane idea. Who knew what ferocious creatures were lurking out there? There had to be a reason they called it Hell and I had no intention of finding out what that reason was.

      The battles were a whim of the Sisterhood, the harpies who ruled the Underworld, and I had been battling for one of them. The rules at the Opalion were simple: fight for your Witch or die for her. Unfortunately for us, we Subterraneans were immortal. That was why they chose us for the Games. On Earth their lethal poison was the only weapon capable of annihilating us, but once in Hell there was no place else for us to go. Tournament after tournament, death after death, I was still condemned to Hell. Only Oblivion could put an end to everything, but that was a luxury very few were ever granted.

      Feeling water choking me as I came to, I opened my eyes and jerked my head above the surface. I was in one of their healing vessels, pools of regenerating water carved into the rock walls. This was where they brought Soldiers after battles. The real magic was that the water didn’t seep out of the vertical chamber.

      “Welcome back to the living.” The image of the young woman in front of me went blurry and then grew focused again. Lenora, if I remembered right. Her big green eyes smiled at me kindly, unlike those of her friend Khetra, who looked annoyed.

      “Easy does it, Soldier. You haven’t fully regenerated yet.” Khetra pushed me back in by the shoulders so I grabbed her wrists and, to distract her, planted a kiss on her lips. They were Mizhyas, the Witches’ maidservants. The form-fitting outfits they wore looked so sexy on their toned, curvaceous bodies. Brown, like their short fur boots.

      She broke away, indignant. “You’re as insolent as ever.” She had a fair complexion and red hair, and was adorable when she pouted—that was why I always tried so hard to irritate her. Lenora was shyer but just as attractive, with her blond hair and Mizhya tattoo that made its way from her shoulder down to her breasts—I had personally verified that. Every Mizhya in the Castle had a tattoo somewhere on her body. They were all really artistic, all different, almost as though they were brands distinguishing each of them.

      I laughed and pulled myself out, dripping wet and stark naked. “I already feel like I’m in great shape. What do you think?” I asked a third Mizhya whose name I couldn’t remember. She must have been new. I winked at her and she tossed me a towel to cover myself.

      Instead, I draped it around my neck. The water in the vessel reflected my tanned image. As a good soldier I had always shaved my head, but in Hell my hair had grown so long I had to tie it up in a ponytail. The tattoo of the Subterraneans that wound down my left arm kept me from forgetting who I was. My cuts and bruises had disappeared, leaving behind only the scars from the poison. Not even when I fought in the army had I collected so many of them. Not that I’d spent much time on the battlefield, given that I’d died when I was only twenty-three. Some girls even found them sexy, especially the two lines that cut through my eyebrow.

      Khetra grunted. Of them all, hers was the name most firmly branded in my memory, and not only that. She knew how to play erotic games with her whip that were hard to forget. I didn’t grant her exclusive rights to me, of course. I was definitely too much for just one lady. After all, I was in Hell. My soul was already good and damned. What worse could happen to me?

      “Lenora, go call the mistress and tell her the Soldier is back,” she said.

      “What’s the rush?” I grabbed the blond’s wrist to stop her, but Khetra instinctively reacted, freeing her friend.

      “Drake, do you want to get us killed?!” The Mizhya looked around, on her guard.

      “Don’t be jealous, Ginger. I didn’t mean to neglect you. We can all have fun together.”

      Mine was a dangerous game, I was well aware. That was why I found it so amusing. The Mizhyas’ lives, though, were way more at risk than mine. No enchanted pool of water could bring them back if they died. They weren’t immortal like Subterraneans were. They were Damned Souls recruited in Hell to serve the harpies.

      “You’d better not attract too much attention, otherwise we’ll sell you out the first chance we get,” Lenora said.

      “Come on, keep me company for a while until I recover. It was a really rough tournament.” I played with the little braid that dangled in front of her ear. That too was a distinctive sign. There wasn’t an Amazon at the Castle who didn’t have at least one braid, including the Witches.

      “The prisons around here aren’t a good place to hang out. You’d better toe the line or not even you will meet with a happy end.”

      “Kreeshna asked to be notified when you woke up and that is what we’re going to do,” Khetra added coldly. Then she shot me a little smile. “I understand her impatience. I bet she wants to punish you again. After all, your tongue is more poisonous than her panther claws. Her serpent will put you back in your place.”

      Kreeshna. I hated faking being subjugated to her. She’d been after me since I’d transformed and had tried to wear down my resistance, but I had never succumbed to her. Now that I was here, what alternative did I have? At least at the Castle I could entertain myself with the Mizhyas. They were friends, and a rather amusing pastime to boot.

      Reaching out, I grabbed Khetra’s ass and pulled her toward me. “I know a place where I could put my serpent. What do you say?” I asked, grinning.

      She twisted my wrists and a second later I found myself on my knees, my arms pinned behind my back and her knee shoved up against my spine. Sometimes I forgot the Mizhyas were trained to kill.

      “Ow! If you don’t feel like it, just say so. How about later?” Khetra shoved even harder. “Okay! I get it! I’ll take that as a no. Would you mind easing up a little? My arm’s still sore!”

      “I could try to rip it off you. That would solve the problem.”

      “Hey, if it turns you on,” I said playfully, and finally I heard her laugh behind me.

      Her breath touched my ear. “In the stables of the East Wing, after the horn sounds the beginning of the Hunt. Lenora and I will be standing guard on the tower, so try to get yourself back in shape for both of us.”

      I smiled, already aroused by the thought. They always played hard to get, but deep down they had just as much fun with me as I had with them.

      “Who’s having fun without me?” a voice thundered as someone made their way into the caverns. Kreeshna.

      Khetra shoved me away and bowed before her mistress. “I was keeping this Soldier in line, my lady.”

      “Exactly,” the Witch pointed out, coming closer. She spread her arms and waited until her maidservants had undressed her. “Go. Leave us alone.”

      The Mizhyas bowed again and I winked at them. Lenora hid a smile as they slipped away.

      “You weren’t good enough in the Arena today,” Kreeshna told me reproachfully, immersing her naked body in a little cascade of water that flowed from the rock. Her chocolate-colored skin glowed with golden reflections, her dark hair braided to one side. I walked over to her and her perfume was enough to leave me in a daze. Part of me hated that vulnerability, but I had to play along if I wanted to maintain control.

      I stroked her neck with my nose. “My opponent was fighting with the power of Witch’s blood in his body.”

      “If you want my lymphe you’ll have to earn it, Child of Eve,” she said sternly. “Children of Eve” was the name the Witches used for those of my bloodline. We Subterraneans were descendants of the children Eve had hidden from God since she hadn’t yet purified them in the sacred river. For this offense, we were condemned to ferrying mortal souls to Eden—one of the reasons Witches and Subterraneans were mortal enemies. The Witches wanted those souls for themselves.

      “I thought I was already doing that,” I whispered against her lips. Every Witch claimed a certain number of Subterraneans for herself, but she chose only one of them as her Champion. Then she would offer him her blood so he would battle to the death for her. Kreeshna had never designated me as her Champion, though she had claimed me. This made her my Amìsha—and me her slave. One of the many.

      She continued to send me out to do battle despite the fact that I had never won an Opalion. I didn’t have a chance against the other Witches’ Champions who had been allowed to drink their lymphe. No other substance could rival its extraordinary effects. During the Games, the Witches manipulated their Champions by means of the infected blood running through their veins. They gave them more strength, made them more cunning . . . they controlled them. Anything, as long as it meant triumphing over the other members of the Sisterhood. It was all just one endless competition among them.

      The Witches’ blood was their most powerful weapon for subduing us, and we yearned for even a single drop. A taste of paradise, they said. Some of her Sisters offered it more readily, even to prisoners, when they wanted to have fun. But not Kreeshna. I couldn’t figure out why she kept sending me out onto the battlefield without it. She was always asking me to make more of an effort, to fight more ferociously if I really wanted her lymphe. But how could I win without the help of her power to begin with?

      Once in a while the Sisters challenged each other in the Kryadon—the Hunt—and rode their winged steeds as they tracked down the strongest warriors spawned in Hell, creatures to recruit for the Opalion. It was nothing more than preparations for the Games, a challenge, like everything else that had to do with them.

      It was impossible to hide from the Sisterhood. Some of the Damned even saw being recruited for the Games in the Arena as a privilege. They considered it a good way to die.

      The Kryadon was a point-based competition. The Sister who brought home the most dangerous plunder won the title of Witch of Honor and opened the Games in her honor at the Arena, where she could show off by sending in her chosen Champion to fight. Battles excited them. If he was worthy and won for her, incredible pleasures with his Amìsha were in store for him. The Champions had to realize that winning in the Arena had its advantages. The Witches were lusty creatures, so Opalions were held often.

      I had never really gone into battle for Kreeshna’s sake. I did it because it was fun and because it was the best way to pass my time at the Castle, apart from entertaining the Witches’ maidservants, of course. They were masters at the art of satisfying Subterraneans’ needs. The Witches used us to quench their own thirst. Somebody else had to think about us.

      My hand slid down the Witch’s body, brushing against her breasts. It slid further as the Witch closed her dark eyes, yearning for pleasure. I ran my tongue down her cleavage and she dug her gold-painted fingernails into my shoulder ecstatically. Licking her was pure torture. Satisfying her without anything in exchange was my punishment for not winning. A bittersweet punishment.

      A hiss made me freeze.

      Recognizing the sound, I stayed perfectly still. The Witch’s serpent coiled sinuously up her chest, his dark eyes staring at me threateningly. Each Sister had her own Dakor, and together the two of them formed a single being. Kreeshna smiled and her pupils lengthened, becoming identical to those of her creature. “Over the centuries, I have always chosen my Champions with great care.”

      “I can’t win a tournament if I’m fighting without lymphe.”

      “Training is the key to victory.”

      “What, is it because you still don’t think I’m worthy? Doesn’t it bother you, losing in front of your Sisters? Competition is everything for you guys, you’ve said so yourself.”

      “A defeat learned from today means a great victory accomplished tomorrow. When you have a lot of time on your hands you can afford to look at things in the long term, don’t you think?”

      “So what are your long-term plans for me?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out, Soldier.” The Witch stroked my head and grabbed my hair, biting my neck. “A Champion needs to demonstrate his strength before being chosen. And he needs to be faithful to his queen above all else,” she whispered.

      I stiffened. Had she penetrated my barriers and dug around in my mind? The Witches were masters at reading people’s thoughts, but I kept mine well protected. I would have to be more careful.

      “What makes you think I’m not faithful to you, my queen?”

      “I know you well, Soldier. I knew you long before you ended up here.” The Witch ran her sharp fingernail down my naked chest over my heart, leaving a red streak behind. I gritted my teeth as the poison burned my blood. Her face transformed, taking on the appearance of someone I knew well. I flinched, but quickly tried to hide how shaken I was. It was Stella, the fiancée I had lost long before.

      “Even if you continue to push me out of your mind, I know she’s still in there.”

      I balled my hands into fists. The Witch had often morphed into my long-lost love, to subjugate me completely, maybe. Or to torture me, because despite everything my grief over losing Stella had never faded. Though I’d continued to surround myself with girls during the many years I’d spent on earth after my death in World War II, no one had ever filled the void she’d left.

      “That’s it, that’s the fire I’m looking for,” she went on. “I see it in your eyes, feel it flowing through your veins when you look at the face of this mortal woman.” With her nails she traced a path over the mark of the Subterraneans on my arm. “This is the ardor a Champion feels for his queen.”

      Overcome by the sensations, I moved closer to the Witch and kissed her, pretending it really was Stella. Kreeshna was right: heat burned in my chest at the thought of actually having her there with me, but it was just a lie. Stella was a distant memory that I had never let go of. Again, I clenched my fists. I had to be careful. The Witch had bedazzled me, but I had to cling to reason and not lose control unless I wanted to end up a prisoner in one of their dungeons. With them, everything was a test.

      I broke away from her and looked her steadily in the eye. “You don’t need to change your appearance to bring me closer to you. There’s no creature more beautiful in all the kingdom,” I lied. “There might have been a time when I rejected you, but now I have no desire other than to serve you.”

      The Witch bought my bullshit and broke the spell. Her appearance changed back to normal. “I’m so happy you succumbed to me. It was a wise decision.”

      I kissed her shoulder as fiery rage burned inside my chest. “You’ve taken my soul, you know that. I’m yours. Let me fight as your Champion.”

      The Witch relaxed at the touch of my hands on her body. “You’re definitely moving in the right direction.” Kreeshna moaned, her longing evident, then put her hand on my head and pushed me down. She rested one foot on my shoulder, opening herself to my kisses. “Don’t stop. Don’t run from me.”

      “I would never run from you, my lady,” I told her, fawning.

      The steam rising from the water surrounded us, filling the air with a spicy aroma. I hated her but loved her at the same time, addled as I was by her power. It was the promise of her blood that had that effect on me. It would give me my strength back. Maybe it would even give me back the powers I had lost when I arrived there. The only problem was that I risked losing myself in her. I shook my head, trying to liberate myself from her spell. By surrendering to Kreeshna I had allowed her to enter my soul.

      A ghastly sound echoed off the walls of the grotto, making a swarm of black butterflies flutter away from the ceiling and scatter through the cavern. It was the Sisters’ horn. One of them was announcing the start of the Kryadon.

      Lenora rushed in, out of breath, to tend to her mistress, who pushed me away as a suit of armor materialized on her shoulders and head. The metal helmet looked like a prolongation of the tattoo that was spreading over her face. It made her look like a butterfly, especially the pointy antennas.

      “Make do with the privilege of serving me, Child of Eve,” she replied. She grabbed the weapons the Mizhya was holding out to her: two short-handled whips, their leather straps trimmed with nails. A flick of her wrist and they burned into my skin, forcing me down, my palms on the ground. I gritted my teeth to keep myself from reacting. Her serpent hissed and lunged toward me. Maybe the beast could sense the hatred I was emanating.

      “Yes, my lady.”

      The rest of the armor formed over the Witch’s body. “We’ll meet again soon, Child of Eve. I’m going out to win the Hunt. That way you can die in the Opalion for me . . . yet again,” she said provocatively. The sadist. With that, she disappeared.

      “I can’t wait,” I muttered sarcastically. My eyes met her maidservant’s. She looked sorry for me.

      How much longer would I have to keep up the charade? Was it really worth it, being treated like a filthy slave? Sooner or later I would have my revenge on Kreeshna. All I needed was to feed off her blood. Then I would annihilate her. Her and all her Sisters. I had to resist.

      I smiled to myself.

      Until that moment came, there were two young ladies waiting for me in the East Wing.
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      I sneaked up the long, narrow stairway leading to the roof of the tallest tower. It hadn’t been hard to go unobserved. The Witches had all left to take part in the Kryadon and the only people around were Mizhyas and other claimed Subterraneans. I had even crossed the inner courtyard, where an army of Mizhyas were training in what looked like an actual battle. From there, various wings of the Castle, joined by tall, ominous-looking towers, could be reached. During the Games, the courtyard morphed into an amphitheater and the magic began. Though the flooring inside the Circle constantly changed, growing smaller and transforming itself, their macabre symbol was always present at its center, interwoven with that of the Subterraneans like an ancient threat. It was a sign of their power and their supremacy over our race.

      There were ten Witches at the Castle, all as sexy and gorgeous as they were evil and deadly. Camelia was the most eccentric and sensual, with hair that often changed color; Nausyka, her silver hair streaked with black, was the most capricious; Anya the wisest. There was Zafirah, with violet eyes and short, curly hair; Nerea with yellow eyes and blond hair spotted like leopard fur; Zhora with big green eyes; and Bathsheeva, the golden-eyed warrior with a long ebony ponytail. Each of them was pure evil. Then there was Sophìa, the Empress of the Underworld. The devil in person, to be exact. I hadn’t run into her very often. She was a bizarre, eccentric creature. Even more than her Sisters, I mean. She wore sumptuous, close-fitting black gowns that suddenly changed their appearance since they were made of live butterflies, her precious black Souls. When she wasn’t present, her Specter took command of the Castle. That role belonged to Devina and I had no doubt as to why. She was the most malicious Witch of all the Sisters, an even bigger bitch than Kreeshna. The devil’s perfect right-hand woman. Rumor had it that Sophìa loved to stay in her secret refuge for long periods of time, sorting through the Souls that the Witches had collected on Earth during the Reaping. The Souls arrived at the Castle in the form of black butterflies and the Empress divided them up based on their sins, giving each the punishment they deserved. Then she released them, leaving them to the cruel mercies of Hell. Only the strongest survived the trials of the Copse.

      Nope, I had no intention of finding out what was out there. I was fine right where I was.

      Whenever Kreeshna wielded her superiority over me, the blood boiled in my veins and I wondered whether I was doing the right thing. Then I would try to focus on the advantages, like I was doing right now. I would rather pretend to be subjugated than rot in a prison cell. The cool air atop the tower confirmed that thought. It was like finally emerging from a catacomb. It felt like freedom.

      “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

      I turned toward the voice. Khetra was above me, sitting on one of the black stone battlements crowning the tower. We were by the stables reserved for the Sauruses, the winged lions that looked kind of like black dragons. The Witches rode them through the skies of Hell. The massive stalls were empty now, which was why the Mizhyas were standing guard. Normally the Witches’ steeds watched over that section of the Castle.

      I leaned over the edge to see what was on the other side. The tower was so tall nothing could be seen in the darkness of the void below. “Guess you’re not afraid of heights.”

      “Looks like you are, though. You’re pretty pale.” Khetra jumped down and landed next to me. She ran her fingers through my hair, undoing my ponytail, and kissed me passionately.

      “You don’t waste any time,” I murmured with a grin.

      “I want to take what I want before my mistress comes back and chops off my head.”

      I pushed her against the wall and this time I was the one who kissed her. “You like danger. You’re lucky because I like it too.”

      “You throw a party and don’t wait for all the guests to arrive?” Lenora’s head peeked over the Castle wall. She climbed over it nimbly and jumped down beside us.

      “How the hell . . . ?” I murmured, stunned. The tower was incredibly high. She couldn’t have climbed it with her bare hands. The Mizhya smiled and threw two daggers in my direction. They lodged in the wall behind me. I admired them, finally understanding: they had hooks on them.

      “I wasn’t trying to cheat you out of anything. We were just warming up,” Khetra told her.

      I pulled one of the daggers from the wall and studied it. “Is climbing tall, perilous castle walls your favorite pastime?”

      She snatched it out of my hand. “Patrolling the Castle walls is my duty. As for pastimes, I prefer far different things.” She went to Khetra and kissed her ardently.

      I smiled. “The party’s getting more exciting.” Both the Mizhyas claimed me, pulling me towards them by my waistband. Two aroused girls risking their lives for me. Like I said, the Castle wasn’t such a bad place after all.

      Lenora’s eyes didn’t leave mine as she pulled another dagger out of a sheath strapped to her thigh. Man, was she armed.

      “Babe, I like danger, but what do you mean to do with that?” I asked with alarm.

      “Don’t worry, I come in peace.” She slid her fingers into the now-free sheath and pulled out a long vial. It was metal, so there was no way to see what was in it, but I would’ve bet my balls it was red.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      She nodded. “I know an apothecary. He assured me we’d have a good time.”

      It wasn’t Witches’ blood but a substance that was just as coveted in Hell. They called it Elixir and it was famous throughout the realm because it contained drops of Witches’ blood that had been purified of the poison. It was how Souls got high. As long as it was properly produced, that is. Otherwise they died. It was a risk they were willing to take.

      “How do I know it’s not Cider?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at Lenora. Cider was pure poison. No creature except a Witch could drink it. Better not to be too trusting.

      “Suspicious, are we?”

      “I like to be cautious.”

      “I never would have imagined that about you,” she replied with a sardonic smile. She shrugged and tipped the vial over her lips. A droplet fell through the air and she caught it on her tongue, looking at me the whole time. “What do you say now?”

      “I think I’ll drink it from your lips.” I pulled her against me in a long kiss and the Elixir enraptured my mind with its fruity succulence. The Apothecaries were skilled at removing the poison from the blood. One miscalculation and the substance became lethal. Not for those like me, naturally, but Lenora definitely would have died. The three of us drained the vial of its contents and the warm liquid soon took its effect. An intoxicating sensation, especially when combined with the ecstasy of their bodies pressed against mine.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Lenora said.

      “Sure thing, blondie. Ask me anything you want.”

      “Who’s Stella?”

      I froze. I didn’t want to think about Stella just then. Anything but. Ever since I’d lost her, I’d done everything I could to avoid thinking of her. Every woman I picked up, every risk I ran was nothing but my desperate attempt to take my mind off Stella.

      “Does it seem like the time to bring that up?” Khetra asked her reproachfully.

      “She’s right. I don’t want to think about her right now. She’s not important.”

      “She must be important since you get so upset whenever our mistress takes on her appearance.”

      I clenched my fists. “She used to be, but she died when I was still back on Earth.”

      Lenora looked into my eyes. She seemed to want to tell me something. When she finally spoke, my whole world shattered into a million pieces.

      “She’s out there. In Hell. I’ve seen her.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders, shocked. “What did you just say? It can’t be.”

      “She’s out there somewhere,” she repeated. “I saw her in Kreeshna’s crystal sphere. The mistress has been watching her for a long time now.”

      My eyes opened wide and I staggered backwards, supporting myself against the wall to avoid falling. It was impossible. I had always believed a Subterranean had helped Stella cross over, had taken her to Eden, where I would never be able to see her again. The thought that I hadn’t been able to say goodbye to her had almost destroyed me. How could a creature as pure as she was end up in Hell? “It can’t be,” I insisted, in a complete daze.

      Khetra moved away, annoyed. “Sometimes mortals have dangerous desires, and the Witches know how to fulfill them in exchange for their souls.” With this, she smiled. She enjoyed that game.

      I didn’t.

      Stella, in Hell? She must be terrified.

      My head was awhirl with thoughts, images, terrible conjectures. Before I could overcome my shock, the tower doors suddenly burst open. A Mizhya raced through them in my direction. She had a threatening air, but only a few steps later she arched her back, her eyes opened wide, and she fell facedown on the floor.

      I looked up at Faust, who was standing just outside the doors. Lenora and Khetra put themselves on guard, brandishing their weapons. “Stay back, Soldier,” the latter ordered him.

      He ignored them, urgency in his voice. “Drake, there’s something you need to know.”

      “I already do,” I said, nodding, grateful that he had come running to tell me just as soon as he’d found out. Faust knew me well. I’d talked to him several times about Stella when I was too drunk on Elixir to keep my secrets to myself.

      “You’d better hurry. Kreeshna is hunting her down.”

      The blood turned to ice in my veins. I strode over to Faust. “How do you know all this? How?!”

      “My Amìsha Anya told me. Kreeshna wants to bring her here and throw her into the Opalion.”

      I reeled away from Faust, even more devastated than before. Learning that Stella was in Hell had been a shock. Imagining her in the Opalion was too much to bear. So that was why the Witches had been going on Hunts so often recently: they were looking for Stella. She wouldn’t last one minute in the Games.

      “She’ll pit her against you,” Khetra broke in, thinking out loud. “She’ll want you to kill her in the Opalion to prove your devotion. She’ll track her down, no matter what it takes. You can’t prevent it.”

      My eyes widened. This was even worse.

      “She’s nasty,” Lenora said. “It would be just like her.”

      “Faust, look out!” I shouted.

      The Mizhya on the ground had pulled the dagger out of the back of her neck and was poised to attack my friend from behind. Faust blocked the blow and grabbed the weapon. This time he stabbed her beneath the ear—the only spot on the Damned where a dagger thrust was lethal—and the Mizhya exploded in a cloud of dust.

      “You killed her!” Lenora cried in dismay.

      “She tried to keep me from coming here to warn him,” Faust said in his defense.

      I barely heard their voices. A deafening thought was pounding in my temples: Stella was out there. “I have to find her before Kreeshna does,” I murmured, my heart full of conflicting emotions. Fear . . . and hope. Would I really find Stella again? There was no time for an escape plan. I had to hurry or that hope would also vanish in a cloud of dust.

      “Stay where you are,” Lenora warned me, guessing my intentions.

      Faust blocked her way. “Step aside, unless you want to end up like your friend.”

      “Try it,” the Mizhya shot back, brandishing her dagger, “and the poison on my blade will give you a taste of justice.”

      Faust attacked Lenora, and Khetra darted toward me. Taking a giant leap, she whipped out a set of double sticks, which I dodged just in time. “Drake, please, don’t do anything stupid.”

      “People tell me that all the time, but I never listen to them,” I replied, returning her attack.

      “Didn’t you say she doesn’t matter to you?”

      I managed to yank one of the sticks away from her and our weapons slammed together. “I lied. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to get over losing her, and now that I have a shot at finding her again I’m not going to miss my chance.”

      Faust dealt a blow to Lenora and she crashed to the ground, out cold. He picked up her dagger and prepared to finish her off, but Khetra stopped him.

      “No! Don’t kill her.” She raised her hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “Believe me, I don’t want to,” Faust said, “but she’s going to wake up and tell them everything.”

      “She won’t. You have my word. Don’t kill her.”

      Faust shot me a hesitant glance and when I nodded, he gave them the benefit of the doubt. “All right, but I’ll be keeping an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t change her mind. The same goes for you.”

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen,” Khetra promised. She knelt at Lenora’s side.

      I turned to Faust. “Hey, bud⁠—”

      “Don’t thank me too much.” He cut me off with a cocky smile. “I owed you one after kicking your ass in the Opalion.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      He gripped my fist and we man-hugged. “Admit it, it must’ve been humiliating to be defeated in front of all those people.”

      I burst out laughing. “Come back and see me when you’ve gotten all that lymphe out of your bloodstream, then we’ll see who kicks whose ass.”

      Faust laughed. “I’m not giving up such a privilege for you. It was a good fight, though. But you’re still just an ex-military player.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I leaned over Lenora and picked up her hooked daggers. “These’ll come in handy.” I winked at Khetra and she rose to her feet, standing in front of me. We stared at each other for a long moment. I wasn’t so sure she wanted to let me go any more. Still, what I saw in her eyes was sadness, not defeat. Finally she stepped aside.

      Closing the distance between us, I locked my eyes on hers. “If they find out you let me go, you know what they’ll do to you. Can I trust you?”
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