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IN THE SHADOWED FOLDS of ancient Persia, nestled at the foot of the Zagros Mountains, stood the fabled city of Hegmatane​[1], once the beating heart of the Median Empire. Its crumbling ziggurats and labyrinthine alleys whispered secrets older than time, secrets that pulsed with a strange, otherworldly energy. This is where our tale begins, in a city where the veil between worlds was perilously thin.

Atousa, a sharp-witted young woman with eyes like moonlit obsidian, lived in Hegmatane. From childhood, she was captivated by the chilling tales of her ancestors; stories of gods, demons, and heroes that seemed to linger in the city’s ancient stones. She dreamed of stepping into those stories, of facing the horrors and wonders her grandmother whispered about under starless skies.

One fateful night, as Atousa sat in her courtyard, gazing at a sky heavy with foreboding clouds, a spectral light tore through the darkness. It coalesced into a grotesque, magnificent creature; a Simurgh​[2], its feathers shimmering with an unnatural glow, its eyes burning with forbidden knowledge. “I am the Simurgh, watcher of the veiled realms,” it intoned, its voice a cacophony of whispers. “I have come to draw you into the abyss of legend, where the truths of Hegmatane lie buried.”

“Where will you take me?” Atousa asked, her heart pounding with both dread and exhilaration.“To the Shattered Lands,” the Simurgh replied, “where the heroes of old are bound by curses, and the secrets of this city fester in shadow.”

Without hesitation, Atousa climbed onto the creature’s back. Its wings, jagged and radiant, carried her through a sky that seemed to scream as they soared over jagged peaks and desolate plains. They arrived in a realm where the air itself felt alive with malice; a place where the heroes of legend, like Rostam and Sohrab​[3], were not mere men but spectral figures, trapped in an eternal purgatory of their own making.

Atousa met these cursed heroes, their forms flickering between flesh and phantom. They spoke in riddles, recounting tales of valour tainted by betrayal, love devoured by vengeance. Each story was a thread in a tapestry of dread, revealing that Hegmatane’s glory was built on a pact with an ancient, malevolent force. Atousa vowed to unravel these truths and bring them back to her city, to break the curse that bound both the heroes and her home.

But as she learned their stories, a darkness stirred. The Divan​[4], a shapeless entity of pure malevolence, emerged from the Shattered Lands’ core, its presence a blight that warped reality itself. It sought to consume the heroes’ fading essence and extend its dominion to Hegmatane, devouring all light in its path. Atousa, driven by a courage she didn’t fully understand, allied with the spectral warriors to confront the Divan.

In a harrowing battle beneath a sky fractured like stained glass, Atousa used her knowledge of the ancient tales to outwit the Divan. She wove traps from forgotten incantations, drawing on the heroes’ fragmented memories to weaken the entity. The fight was brutal; Rostam’s blade flickered with ghostly fire, Sohrab’s cries echoed with unending sorrow, and Atousa’s resolve held them together. Together, they drove the Divan back into the abyss, but not without cost: the Shattered Lands grew unstable, threatening to collapse into the void.

Atousa returned to Hegmatane, her mind heavy with the heroes’ stories and the lingering dread of the Divan’s survival. She shared their tales with her people, but the city’s elders grew uneasy, warning that speaking such truths might awaken the darkness again. Atousa became a figure of both reverence and fear, her name whispered as both saviour and harbinger.

Years later, as Atousa’s hair turned silver, she continued to tell the stories, her voice carrying the weight of the Shattered Lands. Hegmatane remained a city of legend, but the air grew colder, the shadows longer. One night, as Atousa gazed at the sky, she saw a faint, unnatural light flicker on the horizon. Was it the Simurgh, returning to summon her once more? Or was it the Divan, stirring in the abyss, its hunger unquelled? The truth remained veiled, and Atousa’s journey was far from over.
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