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In the shadows of Persepolis, where stone whispers secrets across millennia, I found the seeds of these tales. This quartet, The Persepolis Inheritance, emerges from a lifetime of exile and return; my own journeys between cities and countries, and the intangible borders of memory.

Each story stands alone, yet together they form a mosaic of Iran's restless soul: from the opulent decay of the Qajar era to the digital mirages of an imagined future. "The Mirror of the Nārenj" begins this exploration, reflecting the vertigo of cultural collision through one man's encounter with a relic that defies time.

These are not histories, but hauntings, invitations to question what we inherit, willingly or not. I write them as a bridge, fragile and necessary, between what was lost and what endures.

Max Nabati  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Mirror of the Nārenj


[image: ]


It was not the heat, though the Tehran summer lay upon the city like a smothering quilt of dust and drained perfume, that made me seek the shadows of the old mansion in Sanglaj. It was the memory of another climate, a grey, persistent drizzle that seeped into the bones of Parisian stone. I had returned, Amir Hossein, with a European education folded into my leather valise like a suit of clothes that no longer fit, my Persian tongue feeling thick around French phrases, my mind a palimpsest of conflicting geometries. I was a ghost in my own city, a man who walked through the familiar as if it were a meticulously staged dream.

The invitation came on paper so thick it felt like vellum, embossed with a crest that was neither wholly Lion and Sun nor Fleur-de-Lis, but a strange hybrid: a stylised sun with petal-like rays. The script, in an exquisite nastaʿlīq, summoned me to the home of Mirza Ahmad Khan, “a fellow admirer of the bridges over the Seine.” My father, a practical merchant, had shrugged. “He is a fossil,” he said. “A man who sold pieces of the past to the Franks and now drinks himself to death with their wine, haunted by the very ghosts he trafficked.”

Intrigued, I went.

The mansion was a fortress of Qajar decadence hidden behind mud-brick walls. Inside, it defied the outer world. Here, time was not a river but a stagnant pool, heavy with sediment. The air smelled of rosewater, stale tobacco, and something else; a mineral scent, like wet clay from a deep trench. Mirza Ahmad Khan received me in a room he called the Mirror Hall. It was not hyperbole. Every surface; walls, ceiling pillars, even sections of the floor; was clad in mirrors, cut and bevelled in the Venetian style, yet framed in Isfahan's khatam-kari. The effect was vertiginous; a multiplication of reality into infinite, receding galleries where our forms fractured and recombined. I saw a hundred versions of myself, a hesitant young man in a frock coat, and at the centre of it all, enthroned in a worn velvet chair, the single, unchanging nucleus of this kaleidoscope: Mirza Ahmad Khan.

He was older than I had imagined, a figure carved from ancient walnut. His face, under a velvet kolah (hat), was a map of regrets and acute intelligence, the eyes a pale, watery blue that spoke of some northern ghost in his lineage. He wore a traditional qaba (clothe), but of French brocade, and a Breguet pocket watch chain glinted against the dark fabric. He did not rise, but gestured to a chair opposite him, placed precisely so that our reflections would converse long after we had fallen silent.

“Amir Hossein,” he said, his voice a dry rustle of pages. “You have seen the Jardin des Plantes. Tell me, do they still have that old cedar they say Bernardin de Saint-Pierre sat beneath?”

We spoke of Paris, its avenues and its mists. He knew details that predated me by half a century: a particular wine shop on the Île Saint-Louis, the pattern of the cobblestones near the Panthéon. His Paris was a city preserved in amber, a perfect, lost Paris of the Second Empire. Mine was the modern, bustling Third Republic. We were talking past each other, about two different cities bearing the same name. It was the first doubling.

“They think I am a fool,” he said abruptly, cutting off a reminiscence about the Comédie-Française. “A Francophile parrot. They do not understand. To love something foreign is not to disdain what is yours. It is to recognise that the self, like a nation, is not a singular thing. It is a congress, often a quarrelsome one, of many souls. I did not go to France to become French. I went to understand what was already French within me.”

He poured us wine from a crystal decanter; a deep red Burgundy. “This,” he said, holding his glass to the light, where it cast a hundred ruby reflections, “is the blood of a land that believes its logic can order the world. Our poetry is the blood of a land that knows it cannot. I have lived in the tension between those two certainties.”

The conversation turned, as it inevitably did in those days, to the concessions, the humiliations: the Tobacco Regie, the British and Russian claws in the flank of the dying lion. A bitterness tightened his face. “We are becoming a phantom country,” he murmured. “Governed by phantoms, sold piecemeal to phantoms from abroad. Our reality is being overwritten by their narratives. But what if...” he leaned forward, his reflection leaning towards mine in a thousand mirrors, “...what if the phantoms themselves could be harnessed? What if the past is not a corpse, but a sleeping army?”

He fell silent, staring at the multitude of himself. Then he began his tale.

“Two years ago, driven by a melancholy I can no longer name, I undertook a journey. Not to Paris, but to a ruin far older than any European capital. To Persepolis. It was not archaeology I sought, but a kind of echo. I wished to stand in the Apadana and hear, beneath the wind, the rustle of robes from all corners of the world. I wanted the silence to speak.”

He described the journey south, the desolate beauty, the sense of travelling back in geological as well as historical time. He arrived at the site as the sun was setting, gilding the great staircase and the towering columns, casting long, distorted shadows that seemed like the ghosts of the Immortals themselves. And there, amidst the fallen bull-capitals and the cuneiform-insured walls, he found a camp of European efficiency: canvas tents, surveying equipment, and a short, wiry man in a dust-covered khaki suit, barking orders in French.

This was Professor Émile Laurent, archaeologist of the Délégation Scientifique Française en Perse. He was a man of brisk energy, a human pickaxe, for whom the sublime ruins were a puzzle to be solved, a text to be deciphered. He saw not the ghost of an empire, but a diagram of power.

“He welcomed me as a curiosity,” Mirza Ahmad said with a wry smile. “A ‘native’ who spoke his language better than some of his own students. He showed me his finds: shards of pottery, a fragment of a lapis lazuli inlay. He spoke of histoire, of civilisation. His words were like his tools; they sought to extract, to categorise, to own. I felt a defensive pride swell in me. This was our glory, not a specimen for his glass cases in the Trocadéro.”

The climax of Laurent’s current season, he explained, was the excavation of a small, sealed chamber near the Treasury. The work was delicate, slow. Mirza Ahmad took to visiting the trench daily, watching the Frenchman’s meticulous, almost obsessive labour. A strange, competitive camaraderie developed between the elderly Qajar aristocrat and the middle-aged French savant.

“Then, the day before the chamber was to be opened, something happened,” Mirza Ahmad’s voice dropped. In the mirrors, his countless faces grew solemn. “Laurent invited me to his tent for an evening drink. He was agitated, not with excitement, but with a kind of intellectual unease. He pushed a photograph across his camp table to me. It was a family portrait, taken in a Parisian studio. A severe-looking woman, two boys in sailor suits, and Laurent himself, looking younger, stiffer.

“‘My family,’ he said. Then he pointed to a painting on the tent wall; a cheap lithograph of a Qajar court scene. ‘You see that courtier there, in the background? The one with the slight build and the unusual watch chain?’

“I looked. The figure was indistinct, a typical peripheral dignitary. But the watch chain... it was unmistakable. It was the design of my own, the one given to my grandfather by a French envoy. A unique piece.

“‘I have seen this chain before,’ Laurent said, his voice tight. ‘Not in a museum. In my own family. My great-grandmother, née Hortense Heravi, wore its mate as a necklace in her wedding portrait. Heravi. A name she said came from her Persian grandfather.’

“The air left the tent. Heravi. Not a common name. It suggested a lineage from Herat, a crossroads. My own mother’s lineage, long dormant in our family stories, was from that region. We stared at each other across the lamplight, the French digger and the Persian relic, connected by a glint of gold in two separate portraits, decades and deserts apart. It was the first thread, Amir Hossein. The first hint that our stories were not parallel, but intertwined. That somewhere in the branching tree of time, a French sapling and a Persian root had grafted, in secret, beneath the soil of history.”

He paused, drinking deeply. The mirrors seemed to hold their breath, the infinite gallery of our selves suspended in a moment of uncanny recognition.

“The next day, they opened the chamber. It was not filled with gold or tablets. It contained only dust, and one object. A small, intact vial of greenish glass, sealed with wax. Inside, a residue of powder. And etched on its side, in flawless French of an eighteenth-century hand, a single word: Nostalgie.”
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The Chamber of Echoes
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The vial, that anachronistic tear of green glass in the heart of the Achaemenid dust, became the axis upon which our shared reality began to tilt. Professor Laurent’s initial scientific triumph curdled into profound unease. Here was an artifact that defied strata, that mocked the careful chronology of his trowel. His French mind, trained to order time in linear, sedimentary layers, was confronted by an object that had wormed its way backwards, or perhaps had always been there, waiting.

Mirza Ahmad Khan described the scene in the Persepolis camp with the precision of a miniaturist painting a moment of rupture. Laurent, cradling the vial in his gloved hand, had turned not pale, but grey, the colour of the surrounding mortar. His students buzzed with theories; a later Safavid intrusion, a clever hoax by a previous expedition. But Laurent’s eyes, meeting Mirza Ahmad’s across the trench, spoke of a quieter, deeper dislocation. They were the eyes of a man who has just found a door in his own house that he never knew existed, and from behind it, he hears a familiar voice singing a forgotten song.

“He dismissed the others,” Mirza Ahmad continued, his gaze lost in the labyrinth of his own reflections. “We retired to his tent, the vial between us on the table, next to the photograph of his family and the lithograph of the Qajar court. The sun beat on the canvas, and the silence was a third presence, thick as the dust outside
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