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Chapter 1. Heavy thoughts
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Heavy thoughts after the conversation with the curator wouldn’t let me sleep, so I decided to deal with them. Carefully, so as not to wake Kat, I got out of bed and went up to the mezzanine. On the way, I made a detour past the Fridge, grabbing a glass and a container with "life-affirming elixir."

Settling on the couch at the coffee table, I poured myself "two fingers" and tried to collect my thoughts, warming the glass in my hands. But the thoughts in my head showed me a complete lack of respect, refusing to line up in proper order. I had to give them a fairground ride by turning on the "centrifuge" in my head.

Without going easy on myself, I picked the fraction with the heaviest thoughts that had settled to the bottom of the centrifuge. The very first one — "So, what now?" — immediately gave birth to several more questions: "What’s our current status in the Game?", "How are we supposed to defend ourselves now, stripped of authority?", "What will Ariel say about it?" and the main one — "How do I explain the situation to the team?"

One of my thoughts was clearly ill-timed.

"Something happened?" I heard Ariel’s voice in my head. "I’m awake, come in, let’s talk."

There was nothing to be done — I had to go down from the mezzanine and head to Ariel’s quarters. She was blissfully soaking in her artificial lake, but when she saw me, she surfaced and settled in her favorite mechanical chair, wrapped in a blanket and smiling mysteriously.

"Relax, my boy. There’s no such thing as an unsolvable problem — you’ve proven that more than once to all your skeptics."

"I really needed to hear that. Thank you! But this time it’s different..." and I told Ariel in detail about my conversation with the curator and my doubts.

"This is what I warned you about, remember? But look at it from a different angle — you’re no longer bound! ... And at least you’ve got one ally among the curators. Use that advantage and take a good look around — I’m sure there’s something important you missed earlier."

"I always suspected our brains worked the same way, but now I’m convinced! Thanks again!" I replied.

"And you’re not even going to ask why?" she smiled. "Okay. With your permission, I’ll take on the role of Manager of International Relations — I’ll keep in touch with our mutual friends you helped before, so I can monitor the situation and the rumors in their worlds. How does that sound?"

Unable to resist, I walked over to Ariel and pressed my cheek to hers. But the sensation I felt was different from what I had felt before. I looked into Ariel’s eyes — she was looking straight into mine. In that moment, I felt myself falling into them, drawn in by the answers to all my unspoken questions. But I was absolutely certain I didn’t want to hear them right now.

I shut my eyes so tightly that colored mirages danced behind my lids.

"Not now, okay? Your answers, along with my thoughts, would bury me alive," I tried to explain.

"It’s all right, don’t worry," she smiled back at me. "I just wanted to make sure you’re still capable of staying in control. Go now, sort out your thoughts, and act. And don’t let anyone dare stand in your way!" 

Thanking Ariel and wishing her luck in her new "position," I returned to the mezzanine in a completely different mood than before. The first thing I decided to do was explore the local landmark — the bookshelf — and of course I started with the Hotel Guidebook.

Sitting down on the couch, I opened the book and flipped through it aimlessly for a while, hoping something unusual would catch my eye. Finding nothing of interest, I went to the index and found the hotel where I was accepted into the Apocalypse Bikers’ club, and began looking through the photos: the bikers meeting with "voters" in the bar, the former police chief pushing carts with spare parts around the depot, Harley tinkering with his bike, Mike reading a book by the pool.

In the other places in the multiverse I knew, at first glance, our help didn’t seem to be needed either. The worlds of Mayra and the Beaked Ones were going through turbulent times, but active hostilities had died down — whether peace or a truce would hold, time would tell. Getting involved in politics wasn’t in my plans — they’d have to sort it out themselves. Dragons were chasing predators across the plains... pure idyll!

And here I was, "drifting in zero gravity," instinctively trying to latch onto something, anything, to feel like I was back in action. "Acute adventure and adrenaline deficiency!" I diagnosed myself, and setting the Guidebook aside, leaned back against the couch.

Suddenly, my revived paranoia painted a bright picture: blazing sun, sandy beach, turquoise ocean, calm waters, the cries of seagulls. Not a trace remained of the recent storm. Paradise, nothing less! But, as if on cue, the seagulls fell silent, and the water began to recede from the shore...

And then I suddenly noticed something that had been hidden from me by the desk — the edge of a laptop, buried under a stack of magazines on the bookshelf! The gears in my head kicked into high gear, and the mental calculator produced a result: there was no way the laptop ended up here just to make me remember the hieroglyph on its lid!

I reached the bookshelf already savoring the prospect of a new quest. I pulled the laptop out from under the magazines, sat down with it at the desk, turned it over in my hands and set it in front of me. Wiping the dust off the lid, I carefully opened it like a sapper disarming a mine. Nothing unusual happened yet.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, I hopefully pressed the power button... NO!! The laptop showed no sign of life!! Saying I was disappointed doesn’t even come close. 

However, a sip of the "life-affirming" elixir worked on my gears like grease — something clicked in my head, and everything fell into place!

"Power on!" I sent the mental command to the computer. And what happened was exactly what should’ve happened long ago — back when I had no idea how to send mental images.

The computer turned on instantly, as if it had just been waiting for me to finally come up with the idea. But the most notable thing was that the welcome screen featured none other than Marilyn Monroe from my phone, blowing me a kiss and saying: "Hi, Alex! I already missed you!" I took it as an invitation and a good sign.

When the desktop appeared, my enthusiasm cooled a bit — all the text was in the same hieroglyphs that had meant nothing to me since our very first encounter.

I was already ready to accept the disappointment, but experience with the Hotel told me nothing here ever happened "just because." Skimming the labels under the icons, I sighed and was about to shut down the computer — when I caught — quite literally caught the meaning of one single word on the screen. It read: "Breath of God."

"Most likely, I just remembered the symbol combination from the house with hieroglyphs in the underwater city," I tried to calm myself.

But then another label shared its meaning with me: "Black Corridor."

I wiped the sweat from my forehead and sent a mental command: "Power off."
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Chapter 2. A Second Grader's Problem
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"So you're saying the computer on the mezzanine responded to your mental command?" Ariel asked rhetorically. I nodded.

"...And then you deciphered the meaning of the text written in unknown hieroglyphs on the screen? Did I get that right?"

I nodded again, lowered my head, and asked the question that had been bothering me:

"Do you think I’ve been ‘reprogrammed’? By the Curators?"

"I have only one working theory, but it’s too incredible even for this place," Ariel said thoughtfully. "I need to consult the Teacher. Meanwhile, do something neutral—wash the dishes, hang up the laundry, gather your socks around the house..."

"Now that is the most incredible thing in this place! ... Good luck! I’ll go move some walls, repel a couple of attacks on the Hotel..."

Apparently, Ariel went off to see the Teacher in a good mood. I left her quarters, and the first thing that caught my eye was my sock by the kitchen table. "Oh, come on!!"

Then I glanced up at the mezzanine. No, I wasn’t going to turn on the laptop again. But I never allowed myself to waste food—especially drinks. So I went up, grabbed the glass, the half-full bottle of cognac, and turned toward the stairs, planning to go down.

But then a thought hit me—almost unarmed: "If my phone had just a few games that let me win epic battles, then what could I do with all the apps crammed onto the laptop’s screen??" I hadn’t checked on Pac-Man in a while—time to see how the Players were doing?

And then came the "coup de grâce"—a second thought: "Do I even still have access to the games after losing my privileges?" At that point, I couldn’t help myself—my legs gave out and gently dropped me onto the couch.

Sitting with a glass in one hand and the bottle in the other, I pictured the Pac-Man icon and tapped it... That’s exactly how Kat found me an hour and a half later. When I exited the game and opened my eyes, Jane and Spike were already rushing up the stairs, alerted by Kat, who was now pounding my chest with her fists, yelling in rhythm.

"Careful! You’ll spill it!" I tried to calm her, but got smacked on the head before she finally stopped.

Spike and Jane were already standing in front of me, enjoying the unfolding scene.

"And the two of you are in great shape—not even out of breath!" I sincerely praised them, earning a second smack from Kat. "What’s going on? What’s the occasion?"

"Alex, are you drunk??" Jane asked, now with a hint of concern in her voice.

"I wish!" Spike answered for me. "A couple of sips doesn’t get you drunk."

"Nice eye, Spike!" I replied with complete sincerity, covering the top of my head with my hand holding the glass—just in case.

"What makes you think it was just a couple of sips?" Jane asked, puzzled.

"Look—one finger in the glass, minus two in the bottle, cork right there. Two small sips—a second grader’s problem," Spike concluded.

"How many years do you have to repeat second grade to get that good at judging glasses, bottles, and cognac?!" Kat couldn’t resist.

"How about we go downstairs and discuss the solution algorithm for that problem over a cup of coffee?" I tried to reconcile the opponents.

I survived only thanks to Ariel showing up just in time, asking what was going on. With no satisfaction gained on the mezzanine, the team headed down to the kitchen. Before they took their seats, I suggested grabbing some food and drinks, since it was going to be a long conversation. That’s when they started getting suspicious.

Finally seated at the table, they prepared to listen. I took a third sip of my "booster" and told them everything in detail—from the talk with the Curator to the moment I entered the game. No one interrupted me the entire time, which was highly unusual and starting to worry me.

Spike was trying to make sense of it all, Kat—putting together the pieces, and only Jane didn’t bother with such details. She gave an essay-style summary of my story:

"So, we lost our powers and had the phone taken away because we: one—dug too deep, two—pulled the wrong string, three—challenged the wrong folks.

Then, instead of the phone, we got a laptop that Alex revived with the power of thought... full of apps whose purpose we don’t understand... in a language we can’t read!

It’s like déjà vu—as if we’ve been disqualified and kicked back down to the bottom level of the Game. Did I sum it up right?"

"I’m amazed how you do it... stripping the story down to the core!" I said in awe.

"The devil’s in the details," Kat said thoughtfully, either replying to Jane or to her own thoughts. "And Ariel’s decision to monitor events on the periphery—pure genius!"

"Thanks, Kat," Ariel replied. "Yes, the situation is unusual—but that’s no reason to dramatize it. We’ll get more out of it by examining the upsides too, right Alex?"

"Exactly! So what’s our takeaway? We lost our powers and our phone, but not even they could take away access to the Game or the apps—because we don’t need accessories anymore! I confirmed that up on the mezzanine. Sorry again for making you all worry."

"Worry? That’s what you call it?!" Kat started to boil. "I wake up—Alex is gone! I look around—he’s sitting on the mezzanine, not moving, not answering! Like a replica of the Kalmyk statue!! I think, ‘Great, he’s back at it again—sleep-smashing another proto-empire!’ So I decided to alert the others. And then this..."

"You’re right—plenty of work ahead! Time to clear my head and stretch my legs. Who’s coming with me to the Infirmary to check on Stacey?"

"She has a role in this production too? Or won’t you say, in case the Curators are eavesdropping?" Jane asked.

"From now on, no one’s listening in on us in this room! Ariel, show the team the gift from your Teacher!"

Ariel reached into the cargo compartment of her mechanical chair, pulled out a vintage sugar bowl, and set it on the table. Everyone looked at it in confusion, then at me.

"A shielding field generator—same kind used in the Mistress’s helmet or in the room where the beak-faced ones held Alex hostage. Guaranteed protection in a ten-foot radius."

"I love the design! Looks real," Kat said, impressed.

"It is real—recovered from a sunken cruise ship. I hope no one here is superstitious?" Ariel smiled.

"Thank the Teacher from all of us! We deeply appreciate his contribution to our cause!" I said to Ariel. "So? Who’s coming with me?"

"You’re not going anywhere without us now!!" Jane declared firmly. "Spike, why are you so quiet? Say something weighty—Alex respects your opinion!"

"Mm-hmm," Spike said weightily.

We decided to stick to the usual rules and not leave the room unarmed. Since we had no concrete plans, we went with minimal ammo and a field ration.

"Cadet Jason!" I called out, and the dog immediately appeared at my feet, looking up into my eyes with devotion. "You with us?"

Jason barked in response and ran to his spot. He returned with a backpack in his mouth. Kat strapped it on him, smiled, and commented:

"Jason decided not to burden us with his own supplies. We’re ready!"

"Hello, darling!" I said to the Door. "Let us out for a little walk, would you?"

"Hello, Romeo! Another party today? The morning one wasn’t enough?"

"Appetite comes with eating! What should I bring you back from the party?"

"I’ll settle for Breaking News about you on cable!"

"We’ll do our best!" I promised, and we stepped through the doorway.
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Chapter 3. Who Woke the Paranoia?
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My teammates were engaged in lively discussions the entire way to the infirmary, while in my head, pseudo-Jane reappeared:

"Alex! I still can’t decide—should I admire your team or wipe it out from this multiverse? Don’t interrupt! Just hear me out...

The fact that I expressed my sympathy for you during our last meeting doesn’t mean I’m willing to risk my own team when your next moves are completely unpredictable. I get it, it’s a tactic that gives you an advantage over our opponents, but it also makes the risks for us unreasonably high. We need to coordinate our actions better."

"If you think about it, I could say the same about your team. Only there’s one insurmountable obstacle—your team is a minority in your world and doesn’t control the situation with the top Players. You can’t prevent sanctions against us from your internal opponents. Meanwhile, our team is fully autonomous and no longer depends on anyone’s will. At least, that’s how I see it. And I’m grateful for what you’ve done to make that happen! Special thanks for the laptop!" I replied to the Curator.

"Oh, Alex! You have no idea how precarious your position is on the very edge of Chaos. Your brain is pushed to its limits. I can guess who you got some of your rare abilities from, but your physiology wasn’t built for them! Be careful with that laptop!"

"Did you just say: WHO I got them from?! I didn’t mishear that?" I wanted to clarify—but there was no one left to answer.

"Well, what does it matter right now anyway! There are more important things to deal with," I decided to drop it.

"Hello, Fort Knox!" I greeted the Infirmary as I stepped through the door.

"You’re mistaken—Fort Knox is further down the hallway," came the cold reply.

"Sorry, didn’t mean to offend! I see you’ve added a sarcasm recognition module?.. How’s your patient recovering?"

"The patient has fully recovered and left the infirmary two and a half hours ago," the voice responded, now more friendly.

"WHAT?!" we all exclaimed in unison and exchanged glances.

"Nothing surprising—unique metabolism of the patient and the achievements of Hotel medicine!" the Infirmary answered with pride.

"Much respect for that! But why didn’t you think to notify us about her discharge?" I couldn’t help but ask.

"I was going to, but she asked me not to. Said she wanted to surprise you."

"I see. And she pulled it off..." I said to the Infirmary and turned to the team, "Let’s head back to the room—we have a lot to think about."

"She definitely surprised us! I have a bad feeling about this," Jane said once we stepped into the hallway.

"Let’s not jump to conclusions—rash judgments often lead to bad consequences," Spike set the tone, and Kat backed him up.

This time, the Door opened hospitably without its usual jokes, letting us into the room. As we entered, we froze—standing in the middle of the room in her festive kimono, smiling at us, was Stacey. But as she looked at us, the smile slowly faded from her face.

"Aren’t you happy to see me?" she asked cautiously.

"Girlfriend! We nearly lost our minds when we couldn’t find you in the infirmary! What happened? Where’ve you been for over two hours?" Jane reacted emotionally to her dramatic appearance.

"What do you mean ‘where’? I dropped by the mall... You remember, my uniform was ruined, and the Infirmary only gave me a hospital gown and slippers—I couldn’t exactly show up here like that! Then I went back to my room, took a shower, freshened up. I wanted to surprise you, but you weren’t in the room," she replied, confused by Jane’s question.

"Yeah... You really nailed the surprise!!" Kat clutched her chest theatrically, walked over, and hugged Stacey.

"At ease, everyone! Hugs allowed!" And one by one, we all warmly welcomed Stacey back into the team.

While the kitchen buzzed with preparations for the upcoming "press conference" and gossip exchange, I headed toward the Door. Not far off, by the crates of ammo, Spike was doing what he loved most—gently dusting his assault rifle. That didn’t stop me from asking the Door:

"Sweetheart, do me a favor—ask the Hotel for Stacey’s route from the infirmary to our room."

"You’re up to your old tricks again, Romeo! And that’s a good sign. You can calm your paranoia—I did that the moment she approached me. It happened exactly the way she just described."

"You’re a gem! Safer than a brick wall!"

Apparently, the Door didn’t have a witty response ready, and I used the moment to head back to the kitchen—but I noticed Spike watching me closely. I walked over to him.

"I don’t know how you manage to stay on edge all the time and still keep it together. Is it really that necessary?"

I nodded in reply and added in a low voice:

"I’ll need to talk to you about something later."

Spike nodded back in understanding just as Jane’s voice rang out from the kitchen:

"Boys, are you joining us or should we bring your food over there?"

Spike placed his rifle back in the rack, got up, and we followed the scent of deliciousness.

At the table, there was laughter, chatter, clinking dishes—just like on the first day I arrived here, when I stood outside the Hotel gate, listening to the same sounds, not having the slightest idea how to get inside.

My memories were interrupted by Ariel’s question:

"Is there room for me at the table?"

"You’re always a welcome guest—not just at the table!"

The door to the adjacent suite opened, there was a "train whistle," and through clouds of steam on her mechanical chair came Ariel herself, instantly drawing cheers from everyone present. A spot at the table cleared right away, and her favorite dishes and utensils appeared.

"Greetings, my friends! I don’t often get to see you all gathered together like this! I’m happy to see you again, Stacey! I hope you’re feeling completely well... So—what did I miss?"

A new wave of emotion, chatter, and toasts filled the atmosphere of the room. But then I felt a strange sense of detachment. One by one, I looked at my teammates’ faces as if through a sheet of glass, as if my soul had walled itself off, leaving my body sitting at the table, nodding, smiling at jokes, studying the patterns in the coffee grounds in my cup.

This went on until I met Ariel’s gaze. The wall cracked and crumbled.

"What’s happening to you?? Where do you think you’re going?!" I heard Ariel’s worried voice in my head.

"I don’t even know. Maybe it’s the stress, or lack of sleep," I tried to reassure both of us. "Or maybe it’s the talk with the Curator."

"You didn’t mention that. Alright, don’t waste your energy—we’ll talk later, out loud," she told me, then returned to the group conversation.

Apologizing and blaming fatigue, I left the table, made my way to the bed, lay down... and fell into black nothingness.
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Chapter 4. The Transformers 
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This time, the Black Corridor wasn’t as welcoming as before — it had grown branches. Some unknown force was pulling me through it, instantly accelerating, then braking near a wall abstraction or a cluster of glyphs on the ceiling, turning me to face them. They absorbed me, like Ariel’s eyes, drawing my consciousness in. I couldn’t close my eyes, because I realized — I had no eyelids, no hands... no body at all.

"This isn’t a tour anymore — more like a continuing education course!" I managed to think, just before nearly colliding with three entities who cut me off at one of the intersections.

"Who’s supposed to be watching where you’re going?!" a fairly hefty thought-image slammed into me.

"Sorry — autopilot’s lagging! On my way to the service center!" I snapped back the same way, not even having time to regret it.

Apparently, local customs dictated a different ritual in situations like this. My apology didn’t go unnoticed, and they must have decided to show me some attention, placing themselves in orbit around me and slowly spinning.

Contrary to expectations, I felt no aggression directed at me. After all, what could they do to a bodiless being? That thought let me relax and take a better look at them.

With my imagination in overdrive and "unnecessary" limbs discarded, I could describe them as athletic figures made up of dozens of 8-10 inch cubes held in an elastic casing. The cubes freely shifted around the body, adjusting its shape for whatever task was at hand.

"Transformers" — that’s what I called them in my mind — paused their carousel:

"Newbie," stated one voice.

"Seems familiar," answered another, "Wasn’t he with the bikers when they started that bar brawl...?" The last word I couldn’t reproduce even under hypnosis.

"And took a club to the back?!" added the third.

Then they started convulsing rhythmically, and my brain interpreted their thought-images as roaring laughter. I looked at the scene through their eyes — and found it funny too. I joined in.

When I finally stopped laughing, I realized I was the only one still going.

"Yeah, that really was funny — only now do I appreciate it. Thanks for the laugh! Was that on the news or something?" I tried to smooth things over.

"News?" one voice echoed in confusion. "The bikers told us themselves, then showed us when we were packing up those...!" replied the first voice. "Alex? That’s what they called you, I think. Welcome to the Club!"

"I don’t have my own bike yet, but for Club membership I’m willing to ride a stick horse!" I joked — and apparently, it landed.

The Transformers started convulsing again in laughter, though it wasn’t that joke that got them.

"...to the Rulekeepers’ Club!" clarified the first voice. "Or did you think you were the only one in the universe? ... Sorry, we’ve got to run! If you need help, just telegraph us!"

"Telegraph to ‘Grandpa in the Village’?!" I sent back a mental message as they vanished down the nearest branch.

"We’re called First, Second, and Third!" came the reply, which was supposed to explain everything.

Well... better than nothing. Too bad I didn’t get to ask what this place actually was. But the invisible force was already pulling me deeper into the maze of the Black Corridor. A sudden flashback threw me, for a second, into a similar "tour" through the Hotel aquapark’s pipeline system with the team! Only it wasn’t nearly as clean as this place. I just hoped I wouldn’t end up waist-deep in green goo again today!

Sometimes my hopes come true, and today I got lucky — the corridor "spat" me out directly onto the bed in our room! I jumped to my feet and looked around, which of course got the team’s attention.

"Looks like Alex has a new story for us!" Jane’s voice stated the obvious.

But her remark didn’t snap me out of the weird state I was in. "Weird" was putting it lightly — the room’s walls no longer seemed solid, appearing semi-transparent, and on the edges of my vision they disappeared completely, revealing shadows moving beyond them — humanoid or mechanical, I couldn’t tell...

I looked at my team — five ghostly silhouettes seated around the table, staring at me oddly. One more was rubbing its side against my ghostly legs!

"Who did THIS to you?!" Ariel’s voice
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