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The forest clearing was a cathedral of shadows, its air thick with the acrid bite of burning sage, the earthy crush of pine needles underfoot, and the sharp, metallic tang of my own blood. I knelt at the center of a ritual circle, its boundaries etched deep into the loamy earth with precise, ancient runes that pulsed faintly under the swollen full moon. My hands trembled around the obsidian athame, its blade gleaming like liquid night as it caught the silver light pouring from the sky. The moon hung low, a gravid orb that seemed to throb with a living energy, casting a glow that felt almost tangible, wrapping the clearing in a shimmering veil. The forest was unnaturally silent, save for the faint crackle of smoldering herbs in a bronze censer and the low, resonant hum of power vibrating through the ground, like the heartbeat of some ancient beast stirring beneath the earth.
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