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            "In the silence of forgotten alleys, where shadows linger like unspoken regrets, the past does not sleep—it waits, mirror in hand, for those brave enough to gaze back."  
— Max Nabati

      

    

Written by

Max Nabati
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Preface
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Some cities are built on top of older cities.

Some rivers remember every name they have swallowed.

Some mirrors refuse to forget the faces that once looked into them.

The stories in this book are set in places where the ground is never quite finished with its dead: where a staircase behind an ordinary shop can descend into a forgotten palace, where a portrait in an abandoned house may blink when you turn away, where a river at night sounds almost like a voice calling you by a name you have tried to leave behind.

I did not invent these doors. I only found them ajar and listened.

What you are about to read is what stepped through.

Max Nabati
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Hidden Chambers
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The air in Isfahan’s ancient bazaar was heavy with the aroma of saffron, leather, and the dust of centuries. Tucked within its maze of alleys, a modest shop brimmed with antique treasures; lamps etched with forgotten poems, rugs woven with stories of kings. Behind the counter stood Haji Abbas, his eyes deep as the city’s history, his hands weathered by time. Known throughout the bazaar, he was more than a merchant; he was a keeper of secrets, a guardian of Isfahan’s soul.

Beneath the bustling marketplace lay a hidden world: a subterranean city carved by the Safavid kings, its tunnels and chambers cloaked in shadow and mystery. Haji Abbas had stumbled upon its entrance as a boy, lured by a faint scent of jasmine and the echo of distant lutes. The city was a masterpiece of faded mosaics and murals depicting feasts, dances, and forbidden revelry; a secret haven where the Safavids escaped the eyes of their court.

Abbas, now old, guarded this secret fiercely, sharing it only with those whose hearts echoed his reverence for the past. One autumn day, Zahra, a young scholar with eyes like the turquoise tiles of the Jameh Mosque, entered his shop. Her passion for the Safavid era burned brightly, her questions sharp and hungry. Abbas saw in her a kindred spirit, someone worthy of the city’s truths. With a knowing smile, he led her through a hidden passage in his shop, down a spiralling staircase, and into the underground city.

Zahra’s breath caught as she stepped into a chamber aglow with torchlight, its walls adorned with murals of queens adorned in silk and poets lost in song. The air carried whispers of music, as if the city itself sang of its past. Abbas watched her, his heart heavy with the knowledge that this secret came with a warning: the city was alive, its magic bound to the Safavid legacy, and it demanded respect.

When Abbas passed away, his death left a void in the bazaar and in Zahra’s heart. She mourned her mentor, but the city’s whispers began to change. The murals, once symbols of history, now gleamed with the promise of wealth; jewels, gold, relics of a lost dynasty. Zahra, once driven by knowledge, succumbed to greed. She deciphered ancient texts, unlocked hidden chambers, and sold treasures on the black market.

The city became her vault, its sacred halls defiled by lavish parties where guests danced amid relics, unaware of their sacrilege. Whispers of Zahra’s betrayal reached the bazaar’s elders. They knew the city was cursed, its magic protective of its secrets. One night, as Zahra prepared another decadent gathering, the ground trembled. The city’s walls groaned, dust cascading like tears.

Zahra, caught in the collapsing tunnels, realised her folly. The city was no mere treasure trove; it was a living guardian of the Safavid legacy, and it would not forgive her betrayal. Trapped in the labyrinth, Zahra’s wealth crumbled to
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