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Rudkhan Castle​[1], 1970s.

A stone fortress lost in the heart of Fuman’s dense forests, where mist coils through trees like a living thing and ancient stones whisper under the rain. In this castle, severed from time, lives Sohrab, a 35-year-old itinerant watchmaker settled in a crumbling cabin near its walls. With hands smelling of oil and metal, eyes lost in the fog, and a pocket watch that ticks relentlessly in his coat, Sohrab dwells in a world where time is broken. He repairs watches, but he himself seems trapped in an endless loop, where past and future bleed into each other.

Sohrab was born in Rasht, in a family sustained by forest and sea. His father, a fisherman, and his mother, a weaver, told eerie tales of Gilan’s woodland spirits. Sohrab was fascinated by watches from childhood; not just their mechanics, but the idea that time could be tamed. After a failed love broke his heart, he fled to Rudkhan Castle, a place rumoured to bend time itself. In the 1970s, as Iran straddled tradition and modernity, Sohrab lived a simple but strange life; his only companion a transistor radio that sometimes crackled with voices from nowhere.

One autumn dusk, as thick mist swallowed the castle, Sohrab was in his cabin, repairing an old watch bought from a nameless traveller. The watch was odd; not only its gears that spun backward, but for its hands that sometimes moved in reverse. As he opened it, he found a piece of silk inside, embroidered with closed eyes. The moment he touched it, a voice echoed from within him: “Bring me back.” Sohrab froze. He ran outside, toward the castle’s walls, where mist cloaked everything in white. In the fog, he saw a shadow; not human, not beast, but a dancer suspended in the air. It spun, beckoning him deeper into the castle. He felt the watch, the silk, and the shadow were linked; not only wasn't from this time, but it belonged to another, where the world’s rules shattered.

Sohrab grew obsessed. He scoured the castle, climbing mossy stone steps and exploring ruined rooms untouched for years. In one chamber, he found a wall carved with strange symbols; closed eyes like the silk, and lines resembling a map to nowhere. Each night, as the mist thickened, the dancing shadow returned; sometimes near, sometimes far, always silent, calling him to something unknown.

In a castle room, Sohrab found a metal box filled with broken watches; not ordinary, but with hands spinning in impossible directions. Among them was an old photo; of himself, in clothes he’d never worn, beside a woman with closed eyes, like the shadow. The photo was dated 1941, thirty years before. How could it be? Was he lost in time, or was the castle playing a supernatural game?

Sohrab called Tannaz, a 27-year-old itinerant librarian collecting old Gilan legends, and Bidar, a hunter who knew the forest’s hidden paths like his own veins. Tannaz believed the wall carvings tied to an old tale of a woman, “Nazgol,” cursed to wander time forever. Bidar said the forest and castle were “alive,” trapping people in their depths. He shared stories of hunters lost in the mist, returning with memories not their own. They ventured deeper into the castle. Tannaz scoured old records, uncovering Nazgol’s story; a woman who vanished in the 1940s after her watchmaker lover died, supposedly cursed. Bidar led Sohrab to a hidden tunnel, its walls carved with the same closed eyes. There, Sohrab found another watch; not broken, but ticking, its hands moving backward. As he held it, the woman’s voice whispered: “Time isn’t yours.”

One night, alone in the tunnel, the mist thickened, and the dancing shadow appeared; not distant, but before him. He reached out, and as his fingers touched it, everything went white. When he awoke, he was in his cabin, but his watches showed days had passed. On his table was a new photo; not from his camera, but as if he’d drawn it: himself and Nazgol, their faces fused, like a mirror blending two souls. Tannaz later found that Rudkhan Castle was a site for secret 1940s experiments; it wasn't military, but mystical, by a group seeking to manipulate time. Was Sohrab tied to this past? Bidar said the forest and castle were their own masters, choosing Sohrab. He led him to a strange tree in the woods, its bark like stone, its roots stretching to the castle’s tunnel. At its base, Sohrab found a mirror; not cracked, but smooth. When he looked, he saw only Nazgol, her eyes now open, staring back. Sohrab no longer knew who he was. Was he Nazgol? Was time broken in the castle, or was his mind collapsing? He heard voices from his silent radio, saw dancing shadows in the mist, and felt himself fading.

Sohrab sits in his cabin, his pocket watch ticking backward on the table. Mist seeps through the windows, and the forest seems to breathe. He stares at Bidar’s last note: “Tonight, the stone tree. She’s there.” Tannaz and Bidar begged him not to go, but Sohrab can’t resist. He feels Nazgol, whatever she is, holds the key to his being. He pockets the watch, grabs his camera, and steps into the forest. The mist swallows him like a living sea, and a shadow dances in the distance. Will he find the truth? Is Nazgol real, or part of him? Or will the castle and forest keep him forever? The forest is silent, and Sohrab vanishes into the mist, unsure if he’ll find answers or dissolve in its endless dance.
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