
	Chapter 1: Prologue

	

	The Rector’s Office, University of the Faerie
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Вміст на основі ШІ може бути неправильним.]A massive window caught the warm glow of a single lamp hanging above a heavy oak desk. Bookshelves lined the walls — some books bore no titles, just symbols that vanished the moment you tried to look straight at them.

	In the corner, nestled into a cozy nook of leather armchairs, sat Oleksii, Marta, and Danylo. On the low table before them stood half-empty cups. Behind them, the quiet hum of a coffee machine added a curious contrast to the otherwise hushed, solemn atmosphere.

	They’d been waiting for over thirty minutes.

	Waiting for the rector of the Faerie University — Simurgh.

	Since their “field practice” stabilizing the node network in Ukraine and their return from Earth, well… time had passed. But time in the Between-Worlds isn’t quite what you think. It bends. It loops. It dances to its own tune — and everyone hears a different rhythm.

	Finally, the door opened.

	Simurgh entered wearing a dark blazer with elbow patches and matching trousers. Narrow spectacles glinted on his nose. He moved like an ordinary man — except for one small detail. His shadow didn’t follow his movements. Sometimes there were more than one.

	“You know,” he said, addressing the trio, “I’ve never liked graduation ceremonies. They give people the illusion that something is finished. And with you three... it’s even worse. You’re more like an unfinished equation in infinite space.”

	“Is that a compliment?” Rudenko raised a brow, dry as ever.

	“It’s a diagnosis,” Simurgh snapped.

	“Don’t tell me you called us here just to hand out diplomas,” said Marta, setting her empty cup on the table.

	Simurgh studied them in turn, still surprised by how different they were — and yet how similar in spirit. Over the past millennium, no other candidates had come close. They were the strongest, the most promising. And it no longer felt like a coincidence.

	The Sleeper had begun to stir.

	Simurgh gave his head a small shake, brushing away the old thought.

	“So. You believe your education is complete? All the puzzle pieces in place? Ready to charge out into the world in search of answers?”

	He walked over to one of the shelves, pulled out a book — blank — and flipped through the empty pages.

	“The truth is, you've only reached the first marker. The beginning. What you’ve built so far is merely the shell — the one capable of holding your paradox. The world you used to call 'real' and the one we're in now? They aren’t separate. Not really. But your perception of them has changed. You’ve learned to see more. To feel more. You’re becoming true Aessi.”

	He paused.

	“All worlds are connected not just by space, but by time. And time… can’t be stopped. Only slowed. It never equals zero, never runs backward — unlike space. When you travel through time, your personal clock keeps ticking forward. Always. What you move through is the continuum.”

	“The worlds tied together by time spiral like a coil,” he continued. “They evolve at different speeds. The ratio between them? It can be an hour in one and a thousand years in another.”

	“Usually, the spiral links realities with similar social arcs and spatial constants. Five-dimensional worlds won’t land on the same coil as three- or four-dimensional ones. But that doesn’t stop higher or lower beings from visiting each other’s domains.”

	“Your world — the human world — is a smaller copy, or if you like, a variation of the Faerie realm. It reflects the same principles. Repeats the same mistakes. But,” Simurgh held up a finger, “Earth holds the potential to break the pattern. Humanity is still in its early stages.”

	“We, the Faerie, see in you a mirror of what we once were. And that is precisely why we are forbidden from interfering. Any interference risks fracturing the natural current of your world — and your time.”

	His gaze slid to Marta.

	“And you three — you are the rare ones. The ones who can touch both worlds.”

	Rudenko smiled. “So we’re… what? Biologically upgraded?”

	“You’re Aessi,” Simurgh said flatly, ignoring the sarcasm. “Which means you can be salvation... or disaster. For both worlds.”

	He rose and walked slowly to the window, where electric-blue patterns flickered against the night like world-maps burning in the air.

	Then, without turning around, he opened a drawer, pulled out two small black boxes, weighed them thoughtfully in his palm... and turned back toward them.

	“There are things you can’t explain,” said Simurgh. “But sometimes... you can understand them if you wear them.”

	He handed each of them a small box — one to Marta, one to Danylo.

	“Go on. Open them.”
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Вміст на основі ШІ може бути неправильним.]Inside lay two identical bracelets, etched with strange symbols. They were thin — like liquid frozen in shape — made of a material that looked metallic but felt like skin. At the center: a faint, shimmering mark.

	“This isn’t just an artifact,” Simurgh continued. “It’s... an agreement.”

	“An agreement with who?” Marta asked.

	“With yourself,” he said calmly. “With the version of you that exists when no one’s watching.”

	Marta, careful as if handling a living thing, lifted her bracelet from the box. It slithered gently onto her wrist, then hesitated… and reshaped itself into a ring, curling around her finger like it had always belonged there. The symbol in its center pulsed once, then again — glowing a little brighter.

	“Yes,” Simurgh nodded with interest. “Its form adapts to your will. Over time, the bracelet will begin to mirror your nature — sometimes even anticipate it.”

	Rudenko poked his suspiciously.

	Nothing happened.

	He picked it up — still nothing.

	“Great. Mine’s broken,” he muttered, holding it in his palm.

	The bracelet twitched — and without warning turned into a small snake, darting up his sleeve.

	Rudenko flailed, swearing under his breath, but it was gone.

	Until, a second later, two elegant cufflinks appeared on the ends of his shirt — etched with the same faint symbol.

	“Looks like yours has a sense of humor,” Simurgh noted.

	The two stared at their new... accessories, when a sudden chill passed through the room — like a shiver not of temperature, but of presence.

	As if someone — or something — was standing just out of sight.

	“Wait a second…” Marta and Rudenko turned toward Oleksii in sync.

	He lifted his hand and showed them the same bracelet on his wrist.

	“Seriously? How long have you had that?” Rudenko asked.

	“Since the moment we came back to Earth,” Oleksii replied evenly. “These bracelets hide us from those who can ‘see’ — in the wrong way. Your potential wasn’t fully active back then, so you didn’t need them. Mine… kept me hidden. And cleaned up our traces in the aether.”

	He turned his wrist, and the bracelet morphed fluidly — first into a sleek black Rolex, then back again.

	“Plus, it’s a decent fashion statement.”

	“These aren’t just trinkets,” Simurgh added, setting the empty boxes on the table. “They’re part of the Aessi legacy. They wore them while traveling between worlds.”

	“Though,” he admitted, “we still don’t know everything they can do. I only remember... the symbol used to be slightly different.”

	“What does it mean?” Marta asked quietly, her eyes still on the glowing ring.

	“It’s the mark of the Aessi,” said Simurgh. “Only Aessi — and certain Faerie — can see it. It’s a spiral of time, binding four interwoven worlds. Two of them... are gone. Lost for different reasons.”

	He clapped his hands once.

	And the room — the office — vanished.

	The four of them were suddenly standing in twilight. In the middle of nothing.

	The rector had dissolved into a shimmering shadow. The Aessi symbols on their bracelets pulsed in sync with his form.

	“Enough small talk,” rasped the shadow, its voice dry like ancient parchment. “You already knew this whole setup was just stage dressing. Time for the real conversation.”

	“You now have access to knowledge contained in quantum consciousness,” it continued. “Oleksii, you’re the most proficient — you’ve already begun using quantum links for accelerated analysis. You must continue honing your ability to feel the resonance of reality, to pinpoint the sources of noise and interference.

	Marta — your perception of the threads is coming along well. But you need to focus on local links. Learn to isolate individual patterns from the tangle.

	And Danylo… your danger-sense is already at the level of an average faerie. Which — frankly — isn’t good enough. You’ve got far more potential. And yet, you still haven’t mastered slowing time or basic spatial shifts. You can’t even manage a clean air punch — nine out of ten times you miss. I’m honestly not sure you should go with the others. But Oleksii and Marta insisted on bringing you. Strongly.”

	“Sort yourself out. Your doubts are slowing you down.”

	Rudenko opened his mouth — but Oleksii gently placed a hand on his shoulder. He said nothing.

	Simurgh waved his hand. A glowing map of the Baltic Sea unfolded in midair.

	“Your next task is to investigate the disruption in the Baltic Node network. Something is forcing Doors to open. It's warping spatial stability in nearby zones. There are too many reports in local media — missing livestock, unexplained lights, sudden anomalies. Someone — or something — is trying to tear open the weave of reality.”

	“The Baltic Node spans three linked clusters — one in each country: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. We have observers in all three. In fact, this could’ve been handled by a local observer — if we had one in Ukraine. Which, right now, we don’t.”

	“And besides, it was easier for you to read the terrain at home.”

	“You’ll be met on-site. They’ll brief you on the details. Oleksii, you should already be picking up the coordinates.”

	Oleksii tilted his head slightly, as if listening inward.

	“Yes. I’ve got them. I can tune in.”

	“Good,” said the shadow. “Then off you go. And remember the Code.”

	With that, Simurgh vanished.

	In his place, a parchment scroll floated in the air.

	Rudenko flicked his hand, and the parchment drifted toward him like a curious moth. He caught it, unrolled it, and read aloud.

	

	The Ethical Code of the Faerie

	(Also known as the Code of Non-Interference, or the Pact of Simurgh)

	1. Irreversibility of Intervention

	"Every intervention bends the path. Even help is a direction."

	2. Primacy of Choice

	"A world has the right to its own mistake. Consciousness matures not through protection, but through consequence."

	3. Scale Equality

	"Size does not equal significance. What seems small may be the key to everything."

	4. Non-Interference with Potential

	"Every fork is a chance. We do not choose for others or accelerate their readiness."

	5. No Premature Truth

	"Those who learn too early will lose the power to choose."

	

	“Yeah… nope. He’s still himself,” Rudenko commented.

	“We learned that Code back in first year,” said Oleksii. “Let’s go. We’ll figure the rest out in the field.”

	He waved his hand, opening a ripple in space, and motioned for the others to follow.
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