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In Alasht, where the morning mist rolled over the cobblestone alleys like the weary breath of the mountains, Esfandiar lived, an old man whose shadow, the people said, was woven not from earth but from memories. The wooden houses of Alasht, with windows that seemed like the eyes of the forest, held a secret in their silence, a secret even the stones whispered underfoot.

Esfandiar, with a woollen cap inherited from his grandmother and a staff carved from an oak branch, wandered through the mist each day, as if searching for something whose name and shape he neither knew nor dared to guess. One morning, when the sun still slept and the mist was thicker than ever, Esfandiar felt the mountains calling him. He packed a sack with barley bread, a piece of cheese, and a bottle of spring water, and set out for the Veresk Bridge.

The mountain path, with its twists and turns that seemed to seep from the veins of the earth, was lined with wild shrubs that whispered with each step: “Where are you going, lone man?” But Esfandiar, accustomed to such voices, only smiled and pressed on. The Veresk Bridge, that iron structure born from the nightmares of a mad engineer, stood in a deep valley where the wind sang songs of death. Esfandiar sat on a boulder and listened to the river roaring below.

They said the bridge guarded the spirits of workers who died building it, and on full-moon nights, their shadows danced in the mist. Esfandiar, with half-closed eyes, saw a figure: a woman with braided hair and a white dress woven from the mist itself. She beckoned him toward Maziar’s Castle and then vanished, like vapour lost in the wind.

Maziar’s Castle, a ruin nestled in the heart of the Alborz mountains, seemed made not of stone but of legend. The path to the castle was strewn with pebbles that rolled under Esfandiar’s feet, as if trying to hold him back. But he, whose heart beat with the pulse of the forest, reached the broken walls and half-fallen towers. He ran his hand over the stones and felt the warmth of an ancient battle. At that moment, the woman’s voice echoed in his ears: “Go to the Shurab Spring, Esfandiar. Your secret lies there.”

The Shurab mineral spring, guarded by eternal rocks, waited. Its clear, warm water was like a mirror reflecting past and future. Esfandiar gazed into it and saw not himself but a young man who once loved a girl from Veresk, a girl said to have been stolen by the mountain spirits on the night the bridge was built. He reached into the water, as if to pull her from the depths of time. The mist thickened, and the sound of an old train’s bell echoed from afar, as if the Veresk Bridge had come alive. The white-clad woman appeared again and said: “Your secret is in the path you’ve walked. Return to Alasht, but know that I am still in the mountains.”
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