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Prologue
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The Forgotten City breathes in silence.

Long before Dana carried the flame, the city was sealed in shadows. Its gates smirked, its mirrors burned, and its archives whispered names erased from memory. The air was heavy with grief yet sanctified by unseen hands.

Butterflies crossed thresholds as omens. Numbers appeared as sigils. Music rose as talismans. Each fragment was a law, each law a wound, each wound a rite waiting to be spoken.

Dana did not arrive as savior, nor as exile. She arrived as vessel—chosen to inscribe what others had forgotten, to banish what desecrated, to restore what was sovereign.

The city waited. The flame stirred. The archive opened.
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Chapter One: Bone Breath and Asphalt Cradle
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The city was already whispering when Dana woke. Not in words, but in the low hum of streetlight static, the tremble of concrete veins, the scent of rust and jasmine tangled in the morning air.  Her breath felt borrowed-bone breath, she called it.  A relic from someone else’s lungs.  

She lay still beneath the threadbare blanket, tracing the tracks of the ceiling like constellations. One resembled a hawk’s talon. Another, the sigil she’d seen in last night’s dream-three intersecting lines, pulsing with a faint blue glow.

The shelter was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of silence that meant something had shifted. Dana sat up, her shoulders aching from the ritual she’d performed in secret the night before. A banishment rite, stitched together from memory and instinct. She’d burned a strand of her own hair, whispered the names of the Forgotten Ones, and buried the ashes beneath the bed.

Her mothers warning echoed: “Don’t name the city. It will name you back.”

But Dana had already been named. Not by the city, but by something older. Something that moved beneath the asphalt like blood. 

She dressed slowly, layering her clothes like armor. A threadbare hoodie, jeans with sigils inked on the inside hem. Boots scuffed from running. She tucked the bind-rune into her pocket-a small stone etched with ancestral markings. It pulsed faintly, as if aware.

Outside, the city exhaled. A bus screeched past, trailing omens in its wake. A man shouted numbers-“717!717!”-before vanishing into an alley. Dana paused. That number again. It had followed her for weeks. 

She walked toward the edge of the district, where the buildings leaned like tired elders and the air tasted of metal and prophecy. A butterfly landed on her wrist. Black wings, flecked with gold. She whispered thanks.

At the corner, she saw it: the first hinge. A rusted door frame with no door, standing alone in a vacant lot. She approached, heart thudding. The bind-rune grew warm.

She stepped through. And the city began to speak.
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Chapter Two: Thread Under Skin
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The bind-rune pulsed like a second heartbeat. Dana felt even before she touched the stone-an ache behind her ribs, a whisper in her blood. It had grown warmer since she stepped through the hinge. Not hot. Alive.

She sat at the edge of her cot, fingers trembling. The stone lay in her palm, etched with ancestral lines that seemed to shimmer faintly in the dim light. She hadn’t carved them. They had appeared. Or maybe they’d always been there, waiting for her eyes to adjust.

Her skin itched. Not from dirt or sweat. But from something beneath. Threads, she thought. Threads under skin. She peeled back her sleeve and gasped. Faint lines-like veins, but wrong-traced her forearm in geometric patterns. Sigils. Runes. A language she didn’t know but somehow understood. 

She whispered the numbers: “33...8181...144...”

Each one sparked a memory not hers. A woman standing in firelight. A child drawing symbols in ash. A hawk circling a tower made with bone. 

Dana stumbled through the mirror. Her reflection looked back with eyes too bright, too knowing. Her pupils had changed-slitted like a predator’s. She blinked and they returned to normal. But the knowing remained,

She wasn’t alone in her body anymore. 

The city outside groaned. A siren wailed, then cut off mid-howl. Dana felt the sound in her spine. The bind-rune pulsed again, and this time she saw it: A flash of the corridor from her dream. Long. Endless. Lined with doors that bled light. 

She had to go back. Not to the shelter. To the hinge. 

She wrapped the bind-rune in cloth, tucked it into her boot, and stepped outside. The butterfly from yesterday hovered near by, then darted away. Dana followed. 

At the corner, the man before reappeared. “1040,” he whispered. “The hinge is hungry.” 

Dana didn’t speak. She simply nodded. Her body was changing. Her name was changing. And the city was watching. 

She walked towards the rusted door frame again. This time she didn’t hesitate. She stepped through. 

And the threads beneath her skin began to sing. 
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Chapter Three: The Hawk That Watches
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The sky cracked open at dawn. Not with thunder, but with silence so deep it rang. Dana stood at the edge of the vacant lot, Staring at the rusted hinge. The bind-rune pulsed in her boot. Her skin still sank with threads. 

A shadow passed over head. She looked up. A hawk was there. 

Wings wide. Eyes like burning coins. It circled once, twice, then hovered-impossibly still-above the hinge. Dana felt her breath catch. Not in fear. In recognition. 

She had seen this hawk before. In dreams. In drawings she didn’t remember making. In the eyes of her mother when she whispered, “you were born under the watcher’s wing.”  

The hawk cried out. A single note. Sharp. Spitting.

Dana dropped to one knee. Not in worship. In alignment. The bind-rune flared. Her veins glowed faintly beneath her skin, tracing the sigil she’d seen in the mirror. The hawk descended, landing on the rusted frame. It stared at her. 

She stared back.

Numbers flooded her mind. 777. 144. 33.

Each one a door. Each one a name. 

She reached into her boot, pulled out the stone. The hawk tilted its head. Dana held it up. The markings shimmered, rearranged. A new symbol emerged-part hawk, part hinge, part flame. 

She whispered: “Watcher. Witness. Flame-bearer.”  

The hawk blinked once, then took flight. It didn’t leave. It circled. Guarding. 

Dana stepped through the hinge again. This time the world bent. The air thickened. She saw corridors of light; rooms filled with ancestral echoes. A child drawing sigils in blood. A woman chanting over broken bones. A man with no face, holding a key. 

The hawk flew beside her, wingtip brushing the veil.

She emerged on the other side, changed.

And the city began to speak in her voice.
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