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Chapter 1 - Introduction
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THE FAINT

It had been a quiet day at work, and I kept glancing at the clock, waiting for my shift to end. The thought of the upcoming days off filled me with relief-I was exhausted after months of surviving on just four or five hours of sleep each night. Everyone around me was eager for the break. The 1st of May, combined with the Easter holidays, meant almost an entire week off. I had even taken four extra days off to extend my rest. My plan was simple: sleep and learn. The past year had been relentless-work on weekdays, courses every weekend. I needed this time to recover.

14:30-finally, I could leave. I packed up the food I hadn’t touched all day, having eaten nothing but a peach and a banana. My day had started twelve hours earlier, waking at 02:40, and though exhaustion clung to me, I decided to walk to the subway instead of rushing. A soft rain was falling, the scent of the holidays in the air.

With rock music blasting in my headphones and raindrops sliding down my skin, I set off toward the station. The walk was just two kilometers - I did it every day. A deep calm settled over me, though my legs felt weak. I wasn’t foolish; I knew exhaustion combined with lack of food could take its toll, but I was no stranger to this feeling. I had pushed through it before.

Innuendo played in my ears, drowning out the world. In moments like these, I felt myself transported elsewhere, away from reality. My path led through a quieter area before I merged back into the city’s bustling streets. People hurried past, lost in their own worlds, barely noticing one another.

A homeless boy sat on the pavement, cradling a stray dog, feeding it roasted chicken. He seemed at peace. I watched him, wondering what went through his mind as the frantic crowd passed him by. This time of year, the streets filled with beggars - some who made a living from it, others who had no choice. I never judged them. More often than not, I gave them money when I could.

I reached the subway platform just as the train left. A few minutes of waiting. The dizziness hit me suddenly, most likely from standing still after walking. I was familiar with this sensation. I took a deep breath and started repeating my mantras silently: I am not this body, I am not even this mind. Over and over. It helped ground me, pulling me back from the edges of unconsciousness.

The train arrived. I managed to find a seat, though the dizziness lingered. At least if I passed out, I wouldn’t fall. I just had to stay conscious. Ten years ago, I had lost two full hours of my life to a blackout, and I didn’t want that to happen again.

Just five stops.

I am not this body. I am not even this mind.

Om Mani Padme Hum. Om Mani Padme Hum.
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Chapter 2 
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Vlad

- Up, up! Wake up and get to work.

A deep voice dragged me out of unconsciousness. My eyes fluttered open as I tried to pinpoint where it was coming from. A tall man with a thick beard stood near a large window, but in the dim light, I couldn’t make out his features clearly.

I usually wake up quickly, but this time was different. My instincts kicked in, trying to assess what had happened. The last thing I remembered was sitting down on the train. Then-nothing.

Where was I? A brief moment of panic washed over me, but I forced myself to stay calm. I was in a spacious room with towering windows. The strong glow of the setting sun streamed in, telling me it was late afternoon. And yet, I was sure I had fainted around 3 PM.

- Come on, hurry! Isn’t this how you wake up your friends early in the morning?

That stopped me. This guy knew me.

I had a habit of waking up absurdly early - 2:40 AM sharp - and after my routine, I would start messaging my friends. Of course, they were all asleep at that hour, and anyone who forgot to silence their phone would get an unintentional wake-up call.

The man stepped closer. He was smiling. I studied his face, hoping for a flicker of recognition, but he was a complete stranger.

- Where am I? What time is it? I asked.  I didn’t say a word about being always in a hurry.

He glanced at his watch.

- It’s 5:38 PM. This is going to be your room for a while.

- I don’t need a hospital. I’m fine.

Even as I said it, I knew this wasn’t a hospital. He certainly didn’t look like a doctor.

- No, you’re not in a hospital. And you’re right - you don’t need one. This is simply where you’ll be living for now.

He kept smiling, watching me closely. I was good at hiding my emotions, so I kept my expression neutral.

- Can you explain what’s going on? I like riddles, but I really need to get home.

- There’s no rush, he assured me. - And as for your concern, you’ll be back in time to feed your doves and walk your dogs.

I tensed. He knew about my pets. He knew a lot about me. But then again, my life wasn’t exactly a secret. Still, the way he said it made my skin crawl.

- As for your body, he continued, - it’s still in the train, heading home. But you - you’re somewhere else entirely. Stand up and take a look in the mirror.

I hesitated, then walked over to the mirror. The moment I saw my reflection, I froze. The face staring back at me wasn’t mine.

I was taller. Younger. Stronger. My body was athletic, my features refined. The man standing behind me no longer seemed so tall. I forced myself to remain calm.

- My body... is still in the train?

- Exactly. You fainted. Your consciousness - your mind - is here, occupying someone else’s body. For now, the simplest way to explain it is... time travel. Today’s date is May 6th, 2326.

I exhaled, my mind racing.

- Why didn’t you bring my body, too?

- What? You don’t like this one? He grinned.

He stood up and began pacing the room, his large frame moving effortlessly.

- We’ve only been able to manipulate time for about a hundred years, he explained. - But we haven’t yet figured out how to transport physical objects - anything with mass.

- You’re using high speeds, close to the speed of light, aren’t you? I asked. - Any particle with mass that approaches the speed of light tends to gain infinite mass.

- You’re right. But not entirely. We bypassed the speed of light a while ago. The real problem is that your original body wouldn’t survive the journey. Let’s skip the technical part for now. You’ll have plenty of time to understand our technology.

I frowned.

- What happens to my body in the meantime? How long will I be here?

- Time moves differently in both worlds. In your world, you’ll wake up in 10 to 15 minutes. But here? Months could pass.

I let that sink in.

- So, I was right. Time is...

- Instantaneous, he finished. - Yes. Your Olympics theory was correct. It took over a hundred years to fully understand what you meant by that phrase - and how to use it.

A flicker of surprise ran through me.

- I thought that paper was long gone. Is that why I’m here?

He laughed, a deep, hearty sound that shook his massive frame.

- No, that’s not why you’re here. But you will find out soon enough.

I leaned against the mirror, taking a deep breath. It was all too much.

- This should have happened ten years ago, he continued. - Back then, when you fainted, we were supposed to bring you here.

My mind reeled. That out-of-body experience I had a decade ago... It wasn’t just in my head.

- But you didn’t bring me. Why?

- Because back then, you were drinking too much, he said bluntly. - You wouldn’t have been in the right state of mind to handle this.

I flinched. He wasn’t wrong.

- Alright, I said, forcing myself to focus. - One more thing. How did you manage to bring my mind here? My thoughts, my emotions-they’re generated by my physical body.

He smirked.

- Ah, your Buddhist teachings. We didn’t bring your mind here. We took a snapshot of it just before you fainted... and replicated it.

A chill ran down my spine. I felt like a damn virtual machine. I clenched my jaw, resisting the urge to ask more questions. I needed time to process this.

- We’ll start early in the morning, he said. - That won’t bother you, right? How about 5:30?

- That’s fine, I said.

I glanced around the room, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Is there a bathroom? A kitchen? You know... the basics?

- Of course. Follow me.

He led me through a hidden door I hadn’t noticed before. A small hallway led to two more rooms - a modest kitchen and a compact bathroom.

- You’ll find everything you need in here, he said. - Good night, Radu.

I stiffened. 

- How do you know my name?

- We know a lot about you, he replied. - I’m Vladimir. You can call me Vlad, or just V.

- Good night, Vlad.

He left, and I stood there for a moment, absorbing everything. The name Vlad stuck with me. It was the name of my best friend - who had died years ago.

And now, here I was, in a different body, in a different time, standing in a stranger’s house with a man who shared his name.

Coincidence? I doubted it.

It was a significant event in my life - too vivid to be a dream. Every detail felt real. Yet, I felt no fear or worry. Deep down, I somehow knew there were no good or bad experiences - just experiences, nothing more.

I searched for something to smoke, spotting some flowers in a corner. I just needed paper. I checked the furniture and, for the first time, realized there were no books in the room. "Great future," I thought sarcastically. Either there were no trees left for paper, or nobody read anymore.

I realized I hadn’t asked Vlad (if that was even his real name) about his profession. I would do so in the morning - it might give me a clue as to why they had brought me here. I rarely take things at face value; I don’t blindly believe or disbelieve.

The only furniture in the room consisted of a bed, a wardrobe, and a cabinet. I examined the materials, trying to determine what they were made of. They looked like wood, even felt like wood - almost - but weren’t wood. I instinctively reached for my tool, but it wasn’t there. I always carried a Leatherman with me, never parted from it. But of course, I didn’t have anything from "home." Too curious about the material, I pulled off one of the handles. It had the texture of a rubber-based composite, mixed with plastic.

So, synthetics.

Inside the wardrobe, I found clothes - suits in shades of gray, black, and brown. They felt lightweight and extremely soft, but I couldn't recognize the fabric. There were also shirts, t-shirts, jeans, and a leather jacket. So not everything was synthetic - some real materials still existed. At the bottom of the wardrobe sat an array of footwear: black, gray, and brown boots, sneakers, and shoes.

For the record, I don’t care about fashion. As long as what I wear is durable and comfortable, it's fine. But something was missing - no socks, no underwear.

They must be in the cabinet, I assumed. But when I checked, they weren’t. Instead, it contained only bedsheets, nightwear, and towels - all in shades of gray, black, and brown. There was something about these colors.

I’d sleep naked, then. I didn’t mind - I never liked wearing anything while sleeping anyway.

I walked over to the mirror and examined myself again. The body I was "occupying" didn’t look older than 28 or 30. For the first time in my life, I was tall—around 6'5"—with an athletic build. My face was smooth, symmetrical, with dark hair, black eyes, and perfect teeth.

That, I didn’t like too much.

With my usual small frame and Himmler-like face, I had fooled many people in my life - in a good way.

I stepped into the hallway. The lights never shut off, or I couldn’t find the switch. Moving into the bathroom, I realized I hadn’t needed to relieve myself the entire time. Was this body even human? Or was I an android?

I’d find out soon enough. The bathroom was sparsely furnished, though V had smirked when he showed it to me. A shower cabin, sink, toilet, and a mirror with a strange opening on its left side. No toilet paper, no toothbrush, no toothpaste. Now that was an issue. Maybe because I was in a
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