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The sun was dipping low behind the ancient oaks, casting long shadows across the misty forest floor as I wandered the familiar paths near my village. The air was crisp with the scent of damp earth and wild herbs—thyme, rosemary, and lavender—that I gathered in my woven basket for our evening meal. My simple woolen dress brushed against my legs, the fabric soft from years of wear, and I hummed a quiet tune to myself, feeling the peace of solitude wrap around me like a gentle embrace. Little did I know that peace was about to shatter.

A rustle in the underbrush caught my ear, too deliberate to be a deer or fox. Before I could turn, a figure lunged from the shadows—a man in a hooded robe that blended seamlessly with the twilight gloom. His face was obscured, but his eyes gleamed with a mad intensity. "You'll do nicely," he hissed, his voice like gravel scraping stone. Panic surged through me, hot and electric, my heart slamming against my ribs as I opened my mouth to scream. But his rough hands clamped over my lips, calloused fingers digging into my cheeks, and a foul-smelling cloth—reeking of bitter alchemy—pressed against my nose. I thrashed, my basket tumbling to the ground, herbs scattering like forgotten dreams. The world spun, my vision blurring as a heavy darkness pulled me under, my last thought a desperate plea: Please, let this be a nightmare.

When I awoke, the world was cold and unforgiving. My head throbbed with a dull ache, and my body felt heavy, restrained. Chains bit into my wrists and ankles, the metal icy and unyielding, chafing my skin raw with every futile tug. I lay sprawled on a hard stone floor, the chill seeping through my thin dress, which was now torn in places, exposing the pale skin of my thighs and arms. Shallow cuts stung there, fresh and deliberate, like fiery lines drawn by a cruel artist. Blood trickled warmly from them, mixing with the sweat of my fear. What is this place? I thought, my mind racing in terror. The air was thick with the musty scent of damp rock and flickering torchlight danced on the walls of what seemed to be a hidden lair, deep underground or carved into a forgotten cave.

In the center of it all was a chalk-drawn circle, etched with glowing ancient runes that pulsed like dying embers. I was at its heart, positioned like an offering on an altar. My breath came in shallow gasps, each one tasting of dust and despair. Footsteps echoed, and the hooded man emerged from the shadows, clutching a tome bound in cracked leather. His eyes raked over me, devoid of pity, filled only with fanatic glee. "Awake at last, my pure one," he sneered, his voice dripping with malice. "You are the virgin sacrifice, untainted and ripe for the ritual. These marks," he gestured to my cuts with a ritual knife still stained red, "purify you, draw out the essence needed to bind the demon to my will."

Terror gripped my heart like a vice, squeezing until I could barely breathe. No, this can't be real. I have to escape. I pulled at the chains again, the metal clinking mockingly, sending fresh waves of pain up my arms. "Please," I whimpered, my voice trembling, tears stinging my eyes. "Let me go. I won't tell anyone. Just... please."

He laughed, a cold, echoing sound that chilled me to my core. "Beg all you like, girl. Your pleas only sweeten the offering." He began to chant, his words in a guttural language that twisted in the air like serpents—harsh syllables that made my skin crawl and my stomach churn. The runes brightened, the air growing thick with sulfur, acrid and choking, burning my throat with each inhale. A low hum vibrated through the floor, building to a roar, and then—a rift tore open in the circle's heart, a portal of swirling darkness edged in crimson flame.

From it stepped a towering figure, a demon straight from the nightmares whispered in village tales. His skin was a deep crimson, like fresh-spilled blood under moonlight, stretched taut over rippling muscles that spoke of unimaginable power. Curled horns sprouted from his forehead, sharp and imposing, and his eyes glowed like smoldering embers, piercing the gloom. He wore only a tattered loincloth, barely concealing his formidable form, and his clawed feet scraped the stone as he emerged. Yet, his gaze didn't land on me with hunger or malice; instead, it fixed on the magician, cold and unyielding.

The magician raised his tome triumphantly, his voice booming with false authority. "O foul demon, I have summoned you here to—"

But the demon ignored him entirely, striding past me without so much as a glance, his massive frame casting a shadow that enveloped the room. His clawed feet echoed like thunder on the stone, each step deliberate, advancing on the magician with what I could only describe as murderous intent. Confusion warred with my fear—Why isn't he looking at me? I'm the sacrifice. The demon's voice rumbled like distant thunder, deep and resonant, sending shivers of shock through my body. "Is this guy bothering you, queen?"

I blinked, my mind reeling, my voice emerging as a weak, trembling whisper amid my shock. Queen? Me? But before I could process, the magician sputtered, his triumph crumbling into bewilderment. "I have summoned you, demon!"

The demon tilted his head, his fangs glinting in the torchlight like polished obsidian, a predatory gleam in his eyes. "No you haven't. I don't see you bleeding out in the middle of the summoning circle."

"Then... then why are you here?" the magician demanded, backing away now, his voice cracking as he stumbled over his robe, fear etching lines on his shadowed face.

The demon's grin widened wickedly, revealing rows of sharp teeth that made my pulse stutter with fear. He glanced at me then—for the first time—his ember eyes softening just a fraction, and in that moment, a surge of wonder cut through the haze of dread. "She summoned me."

With that, he lunged, faster than any mortal could move, his massive hands seizing the magician by the throat. The evil man let out a single, piercing scream—high and desperate, echoing off the walls like a death knell—before the demon's jaws unhinged like a serpent's, stretching impossibly wide. In one horrifying motion, he devoured him whole, the crunch of bones resounding through the chamber, a sickening symphony that turned my stomach. Blood splattered across the floor in dark arcs, warm droplets flecking the stone, but miraculously, none touched me, as if an invisible barrier shielded my form. The portal behind him snapped shut with a thunderous crack, sealing the rift and plunging the room into heavy silence, broken only by my ragged breaths.

I lay there, chains still binding me, my body trembling from the adrenaline and the raw sensations assaulting me—the sting of my wounds, the metallic tang of blood in the air, the lingering sulfur that clung to my skin. Emotions swirled in a chaotic storm: terror at what I'd witnessed, confusion at the demon's actions, shock at the sudden violence, and a faint, trembling wonder at this unexpected turn. What happens now? I wondered, my heart pounding with fear and uncertainty.

The silence in the lair was deafening after the portal's abrupt closure, the air still heavy with the metallic tang of blood and the fading acrid bite of sulfur that clung to my nostrils like a shroud. My body trembled uncontrollably, the chains around my wrists and ankles pulling taut with each shuddering breath, the cold metal digging deeper into my raw skin and sending sharp jolts of pain radiating up my limbs. He's gone—the magician is gone—but what about this... this creature? My mind spun in a whirlwind of shock and confusion, my heart thundering so loudly I could hear it echoing in my ears. The demon's massive form loomed in the dim torchlight, his crimson skin glistening faintly with what might have been sweat or the remnants of his gruesome feast, his horns casting jagged shadows on the wall. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, willing this all to be the nightmare I'd begged for earlier, but when I opened them, he was turning toward me, his ember-like eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that made my stomach twist in fresh terror.

He approached slowly, his clawed feet scraping softly against the stone floor, each step measured as if he sensed how close I was to unraveling completely. His fierce expression—the one that had twisted into wicked glee moments ago—softened, the hard lines around his fanged mouth easing into something almost... gentle? No, that can't be right. Demons don't do gentle. Confusion flooded me, mingling with the shock that still numbed my thoughts, making it
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