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Chapter I – Elderflower Tea and Stars Above
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My name is Andrei Vasiliu. I’m thirty-three years old, and yes, I’m still single.

I live in Iași, Romania's second-largest city, where I work in road and bridge construction.

Maybe someday I’ll meet someone who will accept me just as I am: a simple and open-hearted man.

I don’t want all the gold in the world,  just honesty, and just the truth.

What I’m about to tell you, I know. It sounds unbelievable.

Please read to the end, and then decide for yourself.

The road to the cabin was long and winding. It made my muscles hum from the tension of every curve, but it also untangled something tight in my soul.

I arrived just as the evening light was folding itself into the forest. The cabin looked small and modest, as it always had. Its roof creaked when the wind played with the trees. It was cold inside, not just in the air, but in that particular way a place gets cold when it hasn’t been lived in for a while. I didn’t mind. 

I was finally here, far away from the city's crushing noise and the relentless clatter of the rock crusher at work. It was a massive machine that felt like it had ground up not just a boulder, but my spine and will as well. 

Here, there was something else entirely. I lit the fire in the stove, hearing the familiar crackle of dry pine and the growing orange breath of flame. After two hours, the cabin was no longer hostile. It was mine again. The walls seemed to soften. The air smelled like warmth, resin, and the faint memory of old tea.

I made myself a cup of Elderflower tea, not for the taste, but because that’s what I always did the first night there. Ritual has its own kind of magic. The steam rose slowly from the ceramic mug, warming my fingers as I stepped outside onto the porch. There, the mountains stretched around me like sleeping titans. 

The silence wasn’t empty;  it had texture. If you listened carefully, you could hear the silence breathing in the trees' sighing, the distant call of a nocturnal bird, and the soft crunch of some unseen animal moving through the underbrush. I sat down in my favorite chair, the weathered deck lounger that had molded itself to my back over the years, and tilted my head toward the sky. 

Above me were the stars, thousands of them. No... millions, tonight. Not the pinpricks you see from the city through dirty glass and light pollution. No, these were diamonds scattered across black velvet, so clear it felt like I could reach up and pluck one down if I stretched just a little higher.

"God, this is beautiful," I murmured aloud, not speaking to anyone, or maybe I was talking to the forest itself. "I wish I had never had to leave."

The tea was hot, but I barely noticed the taste. I held it closely, breathed in the steam, and let it anchor me.

Tomorrow was the beginning of mushroom season, the holy time of the wild. I had looked forward to it for a whole year since the last season.

Already, I could see the cool breath of morning mist, the wet softness of moss under my boots, and the thrill of spotting that first boletus cap hidden beneath a fallen pine branch. I closed my eyes briefly, and I was already there, walking calmly and feeling complete.

It was sometime deep in the night when I woke again. The stars had shifted, and a chill had crept under my skin. My joints were stiff from lying in the lounger for too long. I must have fallen asleep with the mug still in my hands. Now, it was empty, tipped slightly to one side. Groggily, I rose to my feet, feeling the pleasant soreness in my back.

Inside, the fire had died to embers, casting a warm, pulsating glow across the room. It felt like the forest's heartbeat was beating just for me.

I slipped under the heavy wool blanket in my bed, which always smelled faintly of pine smoke and time. When my head touched the pillow, sleep returned swiftly, heavily,  and completely.

Before I drifted off, I remember thinking these last thoughts: What if tomorrow were different?

What if the forest had something new to show me?

I didn’t know, then, what it was, but the stars did.
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Chapter II – Just Another Morning in Nature

[image: ]


The kettle's water was bubbling noisily, letting me know it was time to add two teaspoons of coffee and one teaspoon of sugar. The aroma filled my lungs and gently tugged me outside, onto the cabin's porch.

It was a clear June day in 2019, a year that had tested me. First, the refrigerator broke down. Then, like a string of cosmic jokes, the washing machine followed, and finally, the television. Not that I used it much, I only turned it on once a week to catch the news and see what was happening in the world. 

The rest of the time, I drowned myself in books. Mrs. Geta, who ran the secondhand bookshop, knew me as if I were her son. I stopped by her little place on my way home every day. “Andrei, read this one,  The Agony and the Ecstasy by Irving Stone. You’ll love it,” she’d say, barely visible behind the towers of old, beloved novels. And she was always right.

Once I finished a book she recommended, I’d bring it back. I did not want to return it, but to leave it there, hoping someone else would discover the same joy I did and that the magic of words would find a new reader.

Then came that February, and with it came the collapse of the company I worked for. That was the final cherry on a rather sour cake. 

I eventually found another job as a stone crusher operator. It was not exactly my dream, but it was enough to keep me afloat, and sometimes... that’s all that matters.

But now, I was here in nature, among fir trees, rocks, and peace.

Everything that had been, was already behind me.
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Chapter III – When the Stars Laughed at Me
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The trail through the forest had always been my trusted friend. It guided me gently through the pines' calm silence, up past the moss-covered boulders where porcini mushrooms were beginning to bloom. My basket was already half-full, and my mind danced with childhood joy.

Every tree, every twist in the path, was familiar, until it wasn’t. A thick, unnatural fog pooled in the valley below as I crossed the rocky ridgeline at the top of the hill. It was dense, opaque, and still, but I wasn’t worried. 

I knew this mountain better than I knew myself. So, like always, I stepped forward into the mist, calm and confident. And then, everything changed. A sharp whine split the silence, followed by a rumble that vibrated through my chest.

From above, a mechanical roar descended like a storm. When I looked up, I saw it: a massive floating platform made of sleek, glowing metal, humming with a sound I could feel in my bones. A sharp whine split the silence, followed by a deep hum that seemed to come from the sky.

I looked up and froze. Just a few meters away, a vast platform of gleaming metal floated right above my head.  It hovered effortlessly, its underbelly glowing with shifting lights:  blue ,white,  and red, cast shadows that danced on the strange ground beneath me.

It was close, too close.  I could feel its silent presence vibrating in my chest.  There were no treetops here. No pines. No forest. Only this vast, open expanse beneath a sky of flying vehicles, and that impossible structure watching me like some alien god.

And beyond it, a city. No. A skyline pulled from a dream, or a nightmare. Buildings, wrapped in light, soared into the clouds. Some were twisted like glass spirals. Others blinked with digital skin that shifted every few seconds, displaying ads and symbols in languages I didn’t recognize.

The sky wasn’t blue.  It was a murky amber color lit by floating highways and electric signs. Thousands of aerial vehicles zipped through invisible lanes. They spun in patterns too fast to follow.

Some were shaped like bees, others like fish. Some were just silent orbs glowing with faint blue halos.

Andrei Vasiliu, thirty-three, from Iași, operator of a stone crusher and lover of forest mushrooms, was not in the Carpathians anymore. I stumbled backward and fell on my knees in a patch of grass that didn’t feel like grass. It was too soft, too even, too perfect.

I blinked. Once. Twice. But the world didn’t change. 

A soft chime rang above me. I looked up to see a drone the size of a pigeon hovering silently and scanning me with a rotating green light. "Subject unknown," it chirped in English, then in something that sounded like Spanish, then Chinese. "Redirecting to protocol 9."

I panicked and ran.  Instinct took over before reason could, but even the world I stumbled through felt, wrong.

There were no trees
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