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All stories are ghost stories. This one, perhaps, more than most.

What you hold is no traditional novel: a dossier of fragments from a vanishing. The testament of a man who chased a telephone voice into a self-made labyrinth, leaving only a bewildered map.

The city breathes here-real streets walked with effort, air parsed through permissions and codes. A Filtered City of layers, where words, images, connections negotiate allowance and desire.

The tragedy is ontological: What of a mind in a prescribed garden? What of one interpreting lies, only to find its own the most compelling? Old questions in digital guise.

I did not author this. As archivist-or textual coroner-I assembled Dariush Qazvini's black notebook, found by chance in an emptied apartment. I transcribed, ordered the chaos, added faint narrative threads. Inevitably, I interpreted. In our filtered world, reading is translation.

Facts dissolve into rumour; people into the city's hum. All that remains: his obsessive pursuit.

Read as symptom, not puzzle. We are its citizens-overwhelmed like Pedram, wall-building like the professor, thread-chasing like Qazvini. The ghosts?

Unfiltered selves: connections unmade, words unread. The most haunting whisper: we built the filters ourselves.

Enter, if you will.

The number rings.

Answer.

-L.V.

A Cold Winter, Somewhere Around Tehran
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Chapter 1: The Wrong Number
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The telephone rang in the dark. It was a foreign sound, an intrusion. Dariush Qazvini had long since ceased to be a man who received calls. The instrument, a relic of black plastic, existed for his outgoing needs: to order groceries, to confirm a rare appointment with his publisher, to listen to the pre-recorded electricity bill. For three years, since the silence in the apartment had become a permanent resident, it had not rung after nine PM.

He let it ring four times, the sound cutting the dim air of his study. On the fifth, he picked up.

“Hello?”

A pause, filled with the hollow static of a poor connection, the ghost of a thousand filtered pathways. “I need to speak to Parviz Ostovar.” The voice was a woman’s, taut with a fear that seemed to vibrate down the line.

“There is no one here by that name,” Qazvini said, already moving to replace the receiver.

“Please. Wait. The number I was given... it’s this one. It’s a matter of... security. Of a life.” Her Farsi was cultured, Tehrani, but frayed at the edges.

“You have dialled incorrectly.”

“Are you certain? This isn’t the office of Parviz Ostovar, the private detective?”

Qazvini froze, his hand hovering above the cradle. The name echoed in the quiet room. Parviz Ostovar. It was the name he sometimes whispered to himself when the sentences wouldn’t come, the name on the spines of a dozen worn paperbacks stacked beside his desk. An American writer of elegant, puzzling fictions about chance and identity. Qazvini had translated two of them in his earlier, more engaged days. To hear it here, attached to the profession of his own fictional creation, was a dislocation so profound it felt like the room had tilted.

“Who is calling?” he asked, his voice lower.

“My name is Nassim. Nassim Soltani. My husband... he is coming. He was released. We need protection.

Mr. Ostovar was recommended as a man who understands... discreet situations.”

Qazvini was a man who had built a career, modest but sufficient, on the foundation of a pseudonym.

He wrote detective novels under the name Amirali Shariati, tales of a world-weary investigator named Navid who navigated a Tehran of shadows and secrets. It was a formula, a way to translate the vague anxiety of his days into narrative order. The real Qazvini, the man who had once written serious, unread essays on Saadi and the modern self, had receded, leaving only the empty vessel of Amirali Shariati. And now, into this vessel, another identity was being poured: Parviz Ostovar, private detective.

The coincidence was not just a joke; it felt like a sign, a cryptic message addressed directly to the part of him that still believed in meaning. In the Filtered City, where connections were severed by unseen hands and truth was a shape glimpsed through frosted glass, this wrong number felt like the first clear signal in years.

“This is he,” Qazvini heard himself say. The lie was effortless, as if a switch had been thrown.

“Parviz Ostovar speaking.”

A shuddering breath on the other end. “Thank God.

He is coming back tomorrow. My son, Pedram... he is not well. The professor’s return will destroy him. Can you meet?”

The part of Qazvini that was still a writer-the part that collected strange moments-leaned forward.

The part that was a recluse pulled back. But the voice on the phone held a frequency of desperation he recognised from his own years of silence. It felt less like a choice and more like a script he was meant to read.

They arranged a meeting for the next afternoon at a café in Tajrish, a place Qazvini knew had unreliable Wi-Fi, where conversations were often drowned by the square’s roar. He hung up and sat in the dark for a long time. Outside, the familiar hum of Tehran at night was punctuated by the distant wail of a siren. He opened his laptop, the glow illuminating his face. He opened a browser, clicked his VPN-a digital contortionist he called “Cyrus”-and waited for the familiar icon to signal a connection to a server in Marseilles. He typed “Parviz Ostovar” into the search bar, then deleted it. He typed “Soltani Tehran,” but again, deleted it.

The act felt too real, too much like the beginning of something from which he could not return.

He looked at his own reflection in the black window. For a moment, he saw not Dariush Qazvini, nor Amirali Shariati, but a stranger. A man who had just agreed to become someone else.

The Filtered City had delivered its first puzzle, and he, the writer of fictions, had already begun to write himself into the lead role. The telephone sat silent, a black hole that had just swallowed his old life.
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