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      The chains bite into my wrists, cold metal against feverish skin. I come to consciousness in pieces – first the pain, then the weight of defeat, and finally the humiliation of being displayed like a trophy. The obsidian floor beneath me reflects fractured light, and I know before I even raise my eyes that I've been brought to the throne room of the Underworld.

      My head pounds with the remnants of battle magic. I attempt to summon even a flicker of my power – the shadows that usually dance at my fingertips – but nothing comes. These aren't ordinary chains. The metal pulses with ancient binding spells, specifically crafted to contain a Dark Fae warrior.

      Memories flash through my mind like lightning strikes. The battle between the Fire Fae and demons had raged for hours. I'd been leading the flank, cutting through demon soldiers with blades forged from my own shadows. Victory had seemed within our grasp until a wave of darkness rolled across the battlefield. Not the familiar darkness I command, but something older, hungrier.

      Then, pain. A presence inside my mind, invasive and overwhelming. I remember falling, my power snuffed out like a candle. The last thing I saw before unconsciousness claimed me was a pair of crimson eyes, glowing with triumph.

      The Underworld spreads around me now, a cavernous chamber carved from living stone. The ceiling arches impossibly high, stalactites hanging like frozen daggers. No natural light penetrates this deep, yet everything glows with an eerie luminescence – the walls themselves seem to pulse with veins of molten fire. The air is thick with sulfur and something else, something sweet and intoxicating that makes my head swim.

      Ahead of me looms a throne carved from a single piece of obsidian, its edges sharp enough to draw blood. Runes of power have been etched into its surface, glowing with a malevolent red energy that matches the eyes of the figure who now approaches.

      He moves like liquid shadow, each step predatory and precise. The demons part before him, their heads bowed in fearful reverence. Even in my captivity, I can't help but notice how they tremble at his approach. This is no ordinary demon. This is their prince.

      The Demon Prince stands well over six feet tall, his broad shoulders draped in a cloak that seems woven from the night itself. His face is a study in cruel beauty – high cheekbones, a strong jaw, and lips curved in a perpetual smirk. But it's his eyes that hold me captive, deep crimson irises that glow with an inner fire. His dark, almost black hair falls messily around his face, persistent strands falling into those burning eyes.

      Power radiates from him in waves that make the air shimmer. I've fought demons before, but never one like this. Never one whose mere presence makes my skin prickle with goosebumps and my breath catch in my throat.

      He stops before me, looking down with an expression of amused interest, as if I'm a curious specimen he's eager to dissect.

      "The Warrior Princess of the Dark Fae," he says, his voice like velvet over gravel. "Finally brought to her knees. How the mighty have fallen."

      I spit at his feet, a small act of defiance that costs me as the guard to my right strikes me across the face. The blow snaps my head to the side, and I taste blood on my tongue, metallic and sharp.

      "That's enough," the Demon Prince commands, and the guard retreats immediately. "She's not to be damaged." His gaze travels over me slowly, possessively. "Not by anyone but me."

      I glare up at him, refusing to show fear despite the chains that bind me. "If you're going to kill me, Demon Prince, just get it over with. I won't beg for mercy."

      A laugh escapes him, deep and resonant. "Kill you? My dear Seraphina, if I wanted you dead, your ashes would already be scattered across the battlefield." He crouches down, bringing his face level with mine. "No, I have far more interesting plans for you."

      "I am Rael, Prince of the Underworld," he continues, his voice dropping to an intimate whisper that only I can hear. "And you, princess, are going to be my most treasured possession."

      "I belong to no one," I hiss, straining against my chains. "Especially not a demon."

      His smile widens, revealing the sharp points of his fangs. "We'll see."

      He reaches out, and I tense, expecting pain. Instead, his touch is surprisingly gentle as he runs a clawed hand down my throat. His skin burns against mine, not painfully but with an intensity that makes my pulse jump traitorously.

      "You burn so brightly, little phoenix," he murmurs, his breath hot against my skin. "I can't wait to make you beg."

      A shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with fear, and I hate myself for it. My body betrays me with its response to his touch – a warmth blooms in my core, spreading outward until my skin feels too tight. I recognize the reaction for what it is: desire, unwanted but undeniable.

      I've been trained since birth to resist torture, to withstand pain and fear. But this – this insidious heat that spreads through me at his touch – is something my training never prepared me for.

      Rael's nostrils flare slightly, and his smile turns knowing. Of course – demons can smell desire. My humiliation is complete.

      "Take her to the eastern tower," he commands, straightening to his full height. "Make sure she's comfortable... but secure. I'll visit her tonight."

      The promise in his words sends another unwelcome shiver down my spine. As the guards haul me to my feet, I force myself to meet his gaze one more time.

      "You'll never break me," I say, infusing my voice with all the conviction I can muster.

      Rael merely smiles, those crimson eyes gleaming with anticipation. "Breaking you isn't what I have in mind, little phoenix. I intend to remake you entirely."

      As the guards drag me away, I feel his eyes on me, a physical weight between my shoulder blades. And beneath my rage and fear, I feel something else stirring – a dark curiosity about what the night will bring.

      I am Seraphina, Warrior Princess of the Dark Fae, and I have never lost a battle of wills. But as the heavy doors of the throne room close behind me, I can't shake the terrible suspicion that this time might be different.
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      The eastern tower isn't a dungeon as I expected, but a gilded cage that mocks my captivity with its luxury. Silken sheets drape a bed large enough for five, crimson and black like everything in this cursed realm. The windows—if you can call them that—offer views of a landscape straight from nightmares: obsidian plains stretching to mountains that belch smoke and fire into a starless sky. No bars restrict me, but enchantments shimmer in the doorway and along the walls, powerful enough that even my Dark Fae magic can't penetrate them.

      I pace the perimeter like the caged predator I've become, testing for weaknesses and finding none. My armor has been replaced with a gown of sheer black fabric that clings to my curves and reveals more than it conceals. The bodice consists of a tight corset embroidered with crimson threads that mimic the flow of lava—a mockery of my position as a Fire Fae warrior. My captors have left me my dignity, but only just.

      Hours pass in this beautiful prison. I try to summon my magic again and again until sweat beads on my forehead and my muscles tremble with fatigue. The restraints they placed on me in the throne room are gone, yet my power remains muted, accessible but diminished, like trying to breathe underwater.

      The sun has long since set—not that it matters much in a realm of eternal twilight—when I sense a shift in the air. The temperature rises several degrees, and the scent of brimstone intensifies. He's coming.

      I position myself by the window, determined not to appear anxious or afraid when he enters. I won't give him the satisfaction.

      The door opens without a sound, and he fills the frame—broader and taller than I remembered. Rael, the Demon Prince, has changed from his battle attire into something more casual yet no less intimidating: a black silk shirt open at the throat, revealing glimpses of tanned skin and the suggestion of muscle beneath. His crimson eyes find mine immediately, as if they can see through the shadows I instinctively gather around myself.

      "Comfortable, princess?" His voice slides over me like hot oil.

      "I've slept in worse places," I reply, keeping my tone neutral. "Is this where you typically house your prisoners of war, or am I receiving special treatment?"

      His smile is slow and deliberate as he steps into the room, the door closing behind him of its own accord. "You're not a prisoner of war, Seraphina. You're my guest."

      "A guest who can't leave?" I arch an eyebrow. "In my court, we call that a prisoner."

      "Semantics." He waves a dismissive hand and moves closer, each step measured and predatory. "Would you like some wine? It's from my personal collection—a vintage older than your grandparents."

      I ignore the offer. "Why am I here, demon? What do you want from me?"

      "Direct. I appreciate that." He stops a few feet away, close enough that I can feel the unnatural heat radiating from his body. "Very well. I brought you here to offer you a deal."

      My pulse quickens, though I keep my expression carefully blank. "What kind of deal?"

      "A simple one." He begins to circle me slowly, like a wolf assessing its prey. "Surrender to me willingly, and I'll let you go."

      A startled laugh escapes me before I can stop it. "That's your deal? Submit to you, and you'll free me? Why would I believe that?"

      "I am many things, Seraphina, but I am not a liar." His eyes never leave mine as he completes his circle. "I swear on my power that if you surrender to me fully and willingly, I will release you from the Underworld unharmed."

      I study his face for any sign of deception, but find none. Still, demons are masters of manipulation.

      "What exactly does 'surrender' entail?" I ask, though I already suspect the answer.

      His smile widens, revealing those sharp canines. "Everything. Your body. Your will. Your fire." He steps closer, and I force myself not to retreat. "Give yourself to me completely, acknowledge me as your master, and once I've had my fill, you'll be free to return to your court."

      The proposition hangs in the air between us, loaded with implications that make my stomach tighten with something that isn't entirely revulsion. Part of me—a small, traitorous part—wonders what it would be like to surrender to this creature of darkness and fire.

      I push the thought away violently. "And if I refuse?"

      "Then you remain here as my prisoner until you change your mind." He shrugs, the movement elegant and controlled. "I'm immortal, princess. I have all the time in the world."

      I consider my options, which are painfully few. Even with my diminished powers, I might be able to escape eventually, but the Underworld is vast and filled with dangers I can't begin to comprehend. And there's no guarantee I'd find a way back to the surface without Rael's assistance.

      But surrender? Submit to this demon's will, his touch? Let him claim me body and soul?

      The very idea should disgust me. Instead, it sends an unwelcome thrill down my spine that I ruthlessly suppress.

      "I know what you're thinking," he murmurs, his voice dropping to a silken whisper. "You're weighing your chances of escape against the prospect of surrender. Let me save you the trouble." He leans in, his breath hot against my ear. "You won't escape. And sooner or later, you will surrender."

      His confidence ignites my temper, and with it, my power surges. Before I can think better of it, I gather the fire that burns in my core—weaker than usual but still present—and spit a stream of flames directly at his face.

      It happens too fast for most beings to react, but Rael isn't most beings. His hand comes up in a blur of movement, catching my flames in his palm where they swirl and dance before he closes his fist, extinguishing them completely.

      "Defiant to the end," he says, sounding more pleased than angry. "I was hoping you would be."

      Fear flickers through me as he moves closer, backing me against the wall beside the window. I brace for punishment, for pain, but instead, he merely raises his hand to my face. One claw-tipped finger traces the line of my jaw in a touch so gentle it might almost be tender.

      "Do you know why I chose you, out of all the Fae warriors on that battlefield?" he asks softly.

      I remain silent, refusing to engage with his games.

      "Your fire calls to mine," he continues, undeterred by my silence. "I watched you fight. You move like a flame yourself—beautiful, deadly, consuming everything in your path." His finger trails down my neck to my collarbone, leaving a path of tingling heat in its wake. "I knew then that I had to have you."

      His touch drifts lower, one finger dragging down the center of my corset with deliberate slowness. The fabric is thick enough that I shouldn't be able to feel the heat of his skin through it, but somehow I do—a line of fire that follows his touch from the base of my throat to just below my ribcage.

      "You don't know it yet," he whispers, leaning closer until his lips nearly brush my ear, "but you were made for this—for darkness, for fire. For me."

      My breath catches treacherously. His proximity affects me in ways I don't want to acknowledge—my skin too sensitive, my pulse too rapid, my body responding to his as if it recognizes something my mind refuses to accept.

      His finger continues its downward path, stopping just above my navel. "Do you want to know what it would be like, little phoenix? To surrender to me?"

      The question hangs between us, dangerous and tempting. I force myself to meet his gaze squarely.

      "I will never surrender to you," I say, each word precise and cold. "I would rather die."

      He chuckles, the sound vibrating through me like distant thunder. "Death is not on the table, my dear. Only pleasure or captivity." His finger traces back up my corset, lingering over my heart. "And I think you already know which you truly desire."

      I want to deny it, to spit flames at him again, but his proximity has me pinned physically and mentally. All I can do is glare at him with all the hatred I can muster.

      "Such fire in your eyes," he murmurs, his voice dropping even lower. "I can't wait to see it when you're writhing beneath me." His lips brush my ear as he whispers, "I'll tell you a secret, Seraphina. Corruption feels good. It starts as a whisper, a curiosity, a 'what if.' Then it becomes a craving that consumes you from the inside out until giving in feels like the sweetest relief."

      His words paint images in my mind that I can't easily banish—images of his hands on my bare skin, his body pressed against mine, the taste of his kiss. Heat pools low in my abdomen, and I hate myself for it.

      "Get out," I manage to say, my voice hoarse.

      He smiles against my skin, inhaling deeply as if savoring my scent. "Your lips say one thing, but your body says another." He steps back suddenly, leaving me cold despite the room's warmth. "Think about my offer, princess. Surrender willingly, and you'll be free once I've had my fill. Fight me, and you'll remain my prisoner—but you'll surrender eventually, all the same."

      He moves to the door with that supernatural grace, pausing with his hand on the latch. "Rest well. Tomorrow, we begin in earnest."

      The door closes behind him, and I slide down the wall, my legs suddenly unable to support me. Only when I'm certain he's gone do I allow myself to tremble—with rage, with fear, and with something else I refuse to name.

      I am Seraphina, Warrior Princess of the Dark Fae. I have faced down armies without flinching. I will not surrender to a demon, no matter how tempting his offers or how persuasive his touch.

      But as I lie awake that night, staring at the ceiling of my luxurious prison, I can still feel the trail of fire his finger left down my corset, and I wonder if resistance is truly possible in a realm where he makes all the rules.
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      Morning in the Underworld isn't marked by sunshine but by a subtle shift in the eternal twilight—the crimson glow intensifies, casting longer shadows across the obsidian floor. I've spent hours searching for weaknesses in my prison, testing each enchantment until my fingers burn and my lungs ache from breathing in the residual magic. Nothing yields. Even the smallest flame I conjure sputters and dies within seconds, leaving me exhausted and furious.

      I press my palm against the window, feeling the barrier that prevents me from simply jumping to freedom. Far below, creatures of shadow and fire move through the vast courtyard of Rael's fortress. Some appear almost humanoid, others are twisted parodies of animals from the surface world, and a few defy description entirely—masses of writhing darkness with too many eyes or limbs.

      A sudden silence falls over the courtyard. The creatures scatter like insects exposed to light, and I know without turning that he has arrived.

      "Still looking for a way out?" Rael's voice comes from directly behind me, though I never heard the door open.

      I spin around, my back pressed against the window. "Just admiring your collection of abominations. Friends of yours?"

      His mouth quirks in amusement. He's dressed differently today—a sleeveless tunic that reveals arms corded with muscle, carved with intricate tattoos that seem to move subtly beneath his skin. Power emanates from him in waves I can almost see.

      "My subjects," he corrects, moving further into the room. "Though I suppose 'friends' is a concept foreign to demons."

      "Is that why you've taken to kidnapping? Loneliness?" I keep my tone mocking, though I'm acutely aware of the growing distance between me and the door.

      Something dangerous flashes in his crimson eyes. "I don't experience loneliness, princess. Only... hunger." The way he says the word sends an involuntary shiver down my spine.

      He approaches slowly, deliberately, like a predator who knows his prey has nowhere to run. "Did you consider my offer?"

      "I did." I raise my chin, meeting his gaze directly. "I'd rather rot in this prison for eternity than surrender to you."

      Rael smiles, revealing the sharp points of his canines. "I was hoping you'd say that."

      He lunges for me with supernatural speed, but I'm ready. I may be weakened, but I'm still a warrior princess of the Dark Fae. I duck under his arm and roll across the floor, coming up in a fighting stance on the opposite side of the room.

      "You'll have to do better than that, demon," I taunt, gathering what little power I can access into my fingertips.

      His laugh is rich and appreciative. "Oh, I intend to."

      We circle each other slowly. I know I'm outmatched—he's stronger, faster, and has the home advantage—but I'll be damned if I don't make him work for his victory.

      I strike first, feinting left before spinning right, my leg sweeping up in a kick aimed at his head. He blocks it easily, but I use the momentum to bring my other foot up, catching him briefly in the chest. The impact is like kicking solid stone, but I have the satisfaction of seeing surprise flash across his face.

      "You fight well for someone so depleted," he remarks, not even winded.

      "I'm just getting started," I lie, ignoring the trembling in my muscles.

      This time when he moves, I can barely track him. One moment he's ten feet away, the next his hand closes around my throat, lifting me until my toes barely touch the floor. I claw at his arm, my nails drawing lines of black blood that evaporate into smoke almost instantly.

      "Enough games," he growls, his voice deeper, more guttural than before.

      With his free hand, he makes a twisting gesture, and shadows wrap around my wrists like living ropes. He releases my throat only to spin me around, slamming me face-first against the obsidian wall. The shadows pull my arms above my head, solidifying into unbreakable chains embedded in the wall itself.

      I struggle against the restraints, which only tighten in response. Rael presses against my back, his body radiating heat that seeps through my thin gown.

      "I told you resistance was futile," he murmurs, his breath hot against my ear. "But I must admit, I enjoy watching you try."

      "Go to hell," I spit out, still straining against the chains.

      His laugh vibrates through me. "We're already there, little phoenix." His hands come to rest on my hips, holding me in place. "Now, shall I tell you exactly what I plan to do with you?"

      Despite my best efforts, my body betrays me. My heartbeat quickens, and heat blooms in my core at his words. I remain silent, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of my response.

      "Your silence won't save you," he continues, one hand sliding up my side to just beneath my breast. "I can hear your heart racing. I can smell your desire, no matter how much you try to deny it."

      "It's not desire," I manage, my voice hoarser than I'd like. "It's disgust."

      "Lie to yourself if you must, but don't lie to me." His lips brush the sensitive skin behind my ear. "I promised to tell you my plans, so listen carefully, princess."

      His hand splays across my abdomen, burning through the thin fabric of my gown. "First, I'm going to break down that impressive wall of defiance you've built. Not with pain—that would be too easy, too expected. No, I'll use pleasure."

      My breath catches treacherously at his words.

      "I'll touch you until you're trembling," he continues, his voice a silken caress. "Until you're wet and aching for more. I'll make you beg for my hands, my mouth, my body."

      His words paint vivid pictures in my mind that I can't easily dispel. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out the images, but they only grow more insistent.

      "When you're desperate enough to plead, I'll taste you." His tongue traces the shell of my ear, making me shiver involuntarily. "Every. Inch. I'll learn what makes you gasp, what makes you moan, what makes you scream my name."

      I'm breathing harder now, unable to control my body's reaction to his words and proximity. The chains above my head mean I can't even press my thighs together to relieve the ache building there.

      "And when you think you can't take anymore," he whispers, "when you're hovering right on the edge of ecstasy, I'll claim you. I'll make you mine so thoroughly that you'll forget you were ever anything else."

      A small, unwilling sound escapes me—not quite a moan, but close enough to make his grip on my hip tighten possessively.

      "You'll surrender, Seraphina. Not because I force you, but because you'll want it more than you've ever wanted anything."

      With sudden violence, he spins me around to face him, my back pressed against the cold wall, hands still chained above my head. His eyes burn like twin embers, his face inches from mine.

      "Do you want to know the best part?" he asks, his voice dropping even lower.

      I remain stubbornly silent, though my chest rises and falls rapidly with each breath.

      "The best part," he continues, sliding one muscled thigh between my legs, "is that you'll love every second of it. Your surrender will be the sweetest thing you've ever experienced."

      He presses closer, pinning me to the wall with his body—hard muscle against my softer curves. The contrast is intoxicating—my helplessness against his strength, my coldness against his heat.

      "You're insane if you think I'll ever beg you for anything," I manage to say, though the words lack conviction.

      His smile is predatory. "We'll see."

      In one swift motion, he dips his head to my neck, his fangs grazing over my pulse point. Not breaking the skin, but applying just enough pressure to remind me that he could. The sensation sends electric shivers through my entire body.

      "Your heart is racing," he murmurs against my skin. "Is it fear, little phoenix? Or anticipation?"

      Both, I think, but I'll die before I admit it.

      His tongue traces the path his fangs just traveled, hot and wet against my throat. My head falls back against the wall of its own accord, giving him better access. I hate myself for the involuntary surrender, but I can't seem to stop it.

      One of his hands threads through my hair, gripping it firmly and holding me in place as he continues his exploration of my neck. The other slides down to my waist, fingers splayed wide as if claiming territory.

      "So responsive," he purrs against my skin. "I wonder how you'll sound when I make you come for the first time. Will you scream? Or will you fight it to the very end, trying to deny the pleasure I give you?"

      The crude words from his cultured mouth send another wave of unwanted heat through me. I'm wet now, my body preparing for something my mind still rejects.

      "Stop," I whisper, but even to my own ears it sounds unconvincing.

      He chuckles, the sound vibrating against my throat. "Your lips say stop, but your body..." He shifts his thigh higher between my legs, pressing against my center. "Your body begs for more."

      A moan escapes me before I can stop it, and I feel his smile against my skin.

      "That's it," he encourages. "Let me hear you."

      Shame and desire war within me, and shame temporarily gains the upper hand. With a surge of willpower, I gather what little magic I can access and channel it through my skin, making it burn hot enough that he has to pull back.

      His eyes widen momentarily in surprise, then narrow in appreciation. "Impressive. You're stronger than I thought."

      The effort leaves me drained, my legs trembling with exhaustion. The chains above my head are now the only things keeping me upright.

      Rael steps back, studying me with those burning eyes. "You've earned a reprieve, I think." With a wave of his hand, the shadow chains dissolve, and I slump to the floor, my arms falling limply to my sides.

      "Rest while you can, princess." He moves toward the door, pausing to look back at me. "When I return tonight, we'll continue where we left off."

      The door closes behind him, leaving me alone with my conflicted emotions and the phantom sensation of his fangs against my pulse.

      I curl into myself, hugging my knees to my chest as I try to regain control of my treacherous body. The worst part isn't that he touched me, or even that he made me respond. The worst part is that a small, growing voice inside me wonders what it would be like to surrender—to give in to the pleasure he promises and damn the consequences.

      That voice terrifies me more than anything else in this hellish realm.
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      Night falls differently in the Underworld—the crimson light doesn't fade so much as deepen, like blood thickening. I've spent hours gathering my strength, testing the limits of my magic in small, careful bursts that won't alert the guards. The enchantments on the tower room prevent me from using major spells, but they don't completely block my connection to shadow—and shadows are everywhere in this realm of eternal twilight.

      The guard outside my door changes at irregular intervals, but I've been counting, watching, learning the patterns. The current one has been stationed there longer than the others, and twice I've heard the rhythmic breathing that suggests he's nodding off. Demons may be powerful, but they're not immune to boredom.

      I press my ear to the door, listening intently. There it is—the subtle change in breathing that indicates sleep. I focus on the thin line of shadow beneath the door, willing it to extend, to reach, to connect with the guard's own shadow. It's a technique I mastered centuries ago, a subtle manipulation that most Fae consider beneath them. But growing up in the Dark Court taught me that no advantage is too small.

      The shadow stretches, impossibly thin, searching until it finds its target. I close my eyes, channeling what little power I can access into the connection. Then I send a simple command: Sleep deeper.

      A heavy thud against the door tells me it worked. My lips curl in grim satisfaction. One obstacle down.

      Now for the enchantments. I can't break them—they're too powerful, woven with ancient demon magic—but I've discovered a fluctuation, a momentary weakening that occurs when the realm's energy pulses. It's coming soon; I can feel it in the air, a building pressure like the moment before lightning strikes.

      I position myself by the door, hands pressed against the invisible barrier, waiting. The pulse comes—a wave of energy that makes my teeth ache and my vision blur—and I push with everything I have. For one heartbeat, the barrier gives, and I'm through, stepping over the unconscious guard into the dimly lit corridor beyond.

      My heart pounds with exhilaration and fear. I'm out, but far from free. The Demon Prince's fortress is a maze of corridors and chambers, and somewhere within it, Rael himself waits.

      I move swiftly but silently, barefoot on the cold stone, keeping to the deepest shadows. My gown—still that revealing black silk that makes me feel more like a concubine than a warrior—hinders my movement, so I tear a slit up the side, freeing my legs. The sound of the fabric ripping seems deafening in the quiet corridor, and I freeze, listening.

      Nothing. Just the distant sounds of the Underworld—moans that might be wind or suffering souls, the occasional roar of what could be beasts or the fires that burn eternally in the pits below.

      I navigate by instinct more than knowledge, choosing passages that lead downward, assuming the exit must be at ground level. The architecture is disorienting—corridors that seem straight suddenly curve, staircases that descend unexpectedly begin to climb. It's as if the fortress itself is alive, shifting to confuse intruders.

      Despite this, I make surprising progress. No alarms sound. No guards appear to challenge me. The few demon servants I encounter seem not to notice me at all, their eyes sliding past as if I'm invisible. It feels... wrong. Too easy.

      A terrible suspicion begins to form. What if this is part of his game? What if Rael is allowing me this illusion of escape, only to snatch it away at the last moment?

      I pause at an intersection, pressing myself against the wall as I consider my options. Left leads further down, right seems to open into a larger chamber, and straight ahead the corridor narrows ominously. I choose left, moving more cautiously now, all my senses straining for any sign of a trap.

      The passage widens into what appears to be some sort of feasting hall—long tables carved from the same black stone as everything else, set with goblets that gleam like liquid fire in the dim light. The hall is empty, but evidence of recent use remains—half-filled cups, plates with the remains of food I can't identify and don't want to.

      I skirt the edges of the room, staying in shadow, making for a set of massive doors at the far end that might lead outside. Halfway there, a prickling sensation crawls up my spine—the unmistakable feeling of being watched.

      I spin around, eyes searching the darkness, but see nothing. Still, the feeling persists, growing stronger with each step. He's here. Somewhere in the shadows, watching, waiting.
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