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Chapter 1. At the Crossroads
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Our recent "blind date" trip with Spike marked the point of no return that had been looming on the horizon all this time — once we moved to the next level, there would be no coming back from the Game. A week had passed since the meeting with the "Curators," and I’d spent hours on the mezzanine, unable to make up my mind. In fact, there was hardly any room left to maneuver: judge or be judged, eat or be eaten, live out my days wandering the deserted corridors of the Hotel, or blaze across the sky like a shooting star?

There was still the option to try to return to my old world through the Imperial — back to my previous life. But after everything I’d been through in the Hotel and the surrounding universes, would I last even a couple of months there, or would I fall apart, like Spike did after demobilization?

Personally, I was leaning toward accepting the offer. But how could I make that decision for those who had put their trust in me — especially remembering the fate of Sally and Oliver?

Another clone of the "unkillable phone" had taken up residence in the back pocket of my jeans — that artifact stubbornly reborn like a Phoenix every time I tried to get rid of it. And I kept expecting a call at any moment, asking for my decision. Then again, my mind is an open book to the Curators anyway.

Though maybe I don’t even know the phone’s true purpose — no wonder the Mistress was desperate to get her hands on it by any means. Now, the answers to those questions rest with her in the crystal sarcophagus.

The Curator in the form of the pseudo-Jane had been right — the Homo sapiens head turns out to be too small to contain the whole picture: as soon as you piece together the tiles of one mosaic, it immediately becomes a tile in an even grander puzzle.

Thoughts crowded in my mind, elbowing each other, storming the narrow gates of my consciousness like shoppers on Black Friday.

"Enough making excuses and delaying the inevitable!" I thought. "Time to bring it to the team."

"Team! Aren’t you tired of doing nothing?" I called out from the mezzanine, seizing the moment when everyone was together. "You’re looking gloomy!"

"Finally!!" Jane perked up first, setting aside her crochet tutorial. "I was starting to worry they’d pulled the corkscrew out of your rear end on that last mission! When do we roll out?"

"We’ll need to restock the armory first," Spike replied from the corner, still polishing our weapons.

"I’m sick of hanging around the Hotel all the time too!" Kat declared. "Time to blow off some steam before I short-circuit myself!"

Ariel had been showing up less often lately, helping her father with the newly arrived "relatives," and she wasn’t with us today.

"Then this is an official gathering! Everyone to the kitchen," I announced, taking a deep breath and exhaling sharply.

Suddenly I wished Ariel were here — to take my hand and say, "Not every time at a crossroads do we choose the road; often the road chooses who gets to walk it. This time, the road has chosen you — go, and know it’ll all be alright, my boy. I’ve checked."

Descending from the mezzanine, I watched the atmosphere begin to stir — with the scent of adventure, gunpowder, and the pulse of blood in our temples!

Kat and Jane were harassing the Fridge, setting the table with snacks and drinks — clearly anticipating another long "heartfelt" conversation, the kind that burns through a week’s worth of calories.

"Two shots of adrenaline to get started, please!" I ordered as I walked into the dining room. The Fridge had gotten to know me so well, I wasn’t surprised to find two doses of amber liquid with ice waiting for me on a tray in coffee cups. The Fridge’s display showed a winking emoji and the message: "’Jack’ shared some of his adrenaline!"

One cup was emptied right there beside the Fridge. Taking the second between two fingers and raising my pinky aristocratically, I made my way to the main table.

"Too bad Ariel isn’t with us right now," Jane noted. "She’s probably up to her ears in stuff, and we can’t even help her."

"Don’t worry. If we need to, I’ll loop her in via live feed."

"No need," I heard her familiar voice in my head.

The door to Ariel’s room flew open, and a cheerful steam whistle sounded as she rolled into our quarters on her steam-powered mechanical chair, puffing rhythmically with a big smile.

"You really do read our minds! We’re happy to see you!" Jane greeted her on behalf of all of us.

"Something like that!" Ariel answered, still smiling, casting a playful glance my way.

Parking to my left at the table, she placed her hand over mine and I heard her voice in my mind: "Everything will be alright, my boy. I’ve checked."

I smiled and began:

"Spike and I have already told you a few times in full detail the story of our last outing. You know about our encounter with the civilization that left behind those cliff-carved cities and the portal transport system. About what we saw in their Museum of History...

But that’s not the whole story..."

I paused briefly, thinking how to break the shocking news gently, but didn’t get a chance to continue.

"Classic Alex — in all his glory!! I like it. But Spike, why didn’t you say anything until now? What did Alex tell you not to talk about?" Jane fired into interrogation mode.

"I don’t know what you’re talking about! I told you everything I saw with my own eyes," Spike shot back, turning to me. "Alex, what’s going on?"

"Not exactly ‘with your own eyes’... They ‘switched’ you over to visit the museum while I spoke to the pseudo-Jane. Remember waking up on the floor thinking you’d just nodded off?"

"I remember! We’d been walking through those endless halls for so long, everyone got tired, and when we got back, we took a break. That’s when I dozed off. What do you mean ‘switched’??"

"The ‘Curators’ — as I’ve come to call them — wanted to talk to me alone. They showed you a fake ‘hours-long museum tour’ while we had a private chat for just a few minutes.

It’s time for you to hear what that conversation was about."

In response, I got a full measure of dead silence. Even Jane held back from her usual quips and just pursed her lips, staring daggers at me. Kat’s face radiated indifference, like it was saying, "Really? That’s your big reveal?" Spike fell into deep thought. Ariel watched me with a hint of surprise and admiration.

As for Cadet Jason, he came up to my chair, jumped onto my lap, and rested his head on my shoulder.

"I want to warn you — to the Curators, we are all — every atom, every thought — an open book," I said, raising my voice toward the ceiling. "I’m sure they’re listening to us right now. Aren’t you?"

A moment later, the silence in the room was broken by the familiar ringtone. I pulled the phone from my back pocket and set it on the table — on the screen, Marilyn Monroe blew me kisses, and the message below read: "I missed you, Alex!"

"I remember that phone in your hands. You showed that screensaver to Big Ben and me back in the Imperial pub," Spike recalled aloud.

And I continued:

"The conversation was short. They told me my training was complete, and the team had passed all the tests. We were offered a place in the Game. Our role — to put unruly players in their place. I’ve made my decision. The rest is up to each of you."

"And what did they promise you in return?" Kat asked.

"To grant my deepest wish... to live out the rest of my life in full color. ...That is, if I’m still alive."

"Do you have any proof that they are who they say they are? Or do you think someone’s using you again, in the dark?" Kat pressed on.

"I share your doubts, but I heard something from them I promised to take to my grave. Words aren’t proof, but the fact that they were spoken tipped the scale in their favor."

The phone on the table rang again.

I answered and put it on speaker.
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Chapter 2. Armed and Dangerous!
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The voice on the phone said just one thing:

"We understand your doubts. And they only confirm that you’re ready for your first mission." Then — dial tone...

Jane was the first to snap out of it:

"I get what guided your decision. But what do you expect to hear from us? Something like, ‘Go on, Alex, we’ll wait for you here’? ...DREAM ON!! You’re sharing the glory with us whether you like it or not!"

"We’ll need to restock the armory first," Spike reminded. "But space is tight — does anyone know what we might need?"

The familiar sound of tectonic movement in the Hotel walls didn’t catch us off guard anymore. Beside the front door, a new airlock appeared, opening into warehouse the Fishing and Hunting store.

"I think I’ll pick something out for myself, too," Kat mused aloud.

"That’s great — but kind of creepy when you stop to wonder who’s roaming the warehouse behind that door right now?" I added, but got no support.

"Simple fix — I’ll handle it," Spike offered.

"The Curators specifically pointed out that we’ve managed to build a team of excellent, experienced, and loyal allies. I fully agree with them on that. Let’s get to it," I said, and the work began.

The fact that we had no idea what lay ahead — or under what conditions — left its mark on our prep. I was sure each of us had the same thoughts, but no one showed it. Everyone kept working with the same focus and responsibility, ready for anything.

Good thing we had a direct portal to the storage levels. Otherwise, we’d have had to turn the suite into a full-on armory. Still, we kept the bare essentials in our rooms and moved the rest to the warehouse near the airlock. Once that was done and the place was tidied up, the obvious question came up: "What now?"

Everyone gathered around me, curiosity practically beaming from their faces.

"What?" I tried to shield myself with a wall of confusion, but it didn’t work. The "volume" of their unspoken questions just cranked up to sixty decibels.

"Alright, alright," I gave in, pulling the phone from my pocket and hitting the only saved number.

"The subscriber you are trying to reach is out of coverage area," the familiar automated voice replied.

"Of course," I thought, and said aloud, "I’ll keep trying. In the meantime, turn your creativity on and think — what ‘we’ll do it later’ thing have we forgotten? ...Kat, flip through the Guidebook, check the images — you’ve already proven your sharp eye can spot trouble before it escalates."

"Bar brawls and the like? On it!" she snapped off a salute.

Jane found this turn of events too funny to pass up and couldn’t resist a jab:

"I believe in you, Kat!" she shouted after her, as Kat headed up the mezzanine stairs. "Guess I’ll go put on some war paint too — can’t show up to the ‘party’ unprepared!"

"Sensors have detected suspicious activity on the lower levels of the Infernal Staircase. I want to check it out," Spike added.

"Fine. Take Jane with you — before the mascara sets!" I grinned, earning a friendly slap on the backside from Jane, who had silently appeared behind me.

"You still haven’t grasped the full scope of my hidden talents, Alex! I can do my makeup so scary, the monsters will forget the way here for good! Ha-ha-ha!"

Spike and I exchanged glances but decided not to fan the flames.

"And what are you doing? Need a hand?" Jane asked.

"I’ve saved the most boring task for myself — going to try building a house of cards again from all the facts we’ve got."

"Boring? Sounds like the most exciting part to me."

"The real fun comes in the postmortem," I thought to myself, and said aloud, "Be careful — comms might cut out on the lower levels. Good luck!"

Jane looked at Spike, who was already rummaging through crates of gear and ammo, carefully packing his backpack and vest pockets.

"Alex, have you noticed Spike’s been a bit down lately? Try to find him a worthy mission," she added.

I nodded.

Ariel said she’d be helping her father today but would remain in touch. With the rest of the team busy, I could finally return to my favorite pastime — tossing a deck of cards into the air, hoping that one day they’d fall into the shape of the perfect house, revealing all the answers. But for that, I needed a quiet, cozy corner.

I walked up to the Door and asked:

"What’s new on the network, my sleepless Watcher? Everything calm in this lovely place, or should I bring my carbine?"

"The Hotel’s dead silent — the other doors are going crazy playing word games with each other. Lucky me, I get to be the audience for your Reality Show! Front row seat, speaking privileges included!"

"Wouldn’t mind sitting front row with popcorn myself... but those spotlight beams are just too tempting! Ha-ha-ha!" I bantered back.

Still, I decided not to step out without a weapon. I went to the warehouse and, without much thought, grabbed a Glock with a shoulder holster and two spare mags. There was even a mirror in there.

"Armed and dangerous," the reflection told me — though the wide-brimmed hat and cigar were clearly missing from the full picture. "Alright, I’ll pick those up for the casting call — if we make it that far."

Just as I opened the door and stepped over the threshold, Kat’s voice rang out from the mezzanine:

"Heading out, cowboy? Where can we find you this time?"

"Wandering the prairie, chasing the sunset...


‘Find me by a lipstick trace,

By the whistle of a bullet’s flight,

In a bed or at gunpoint's face...’"


...the words of an unknown poet suddenly came to mind. Grabbing the converter helmet from the couch, I stepped through the door.

I hadn’t even reached the elevator before its doors opened wide:

"Yo, Bro! Out for a solo stroll today? Where to this time?"

"Looking for a quiet spot to think."

"Ha-ha-ha!!" the Elevator bellowed. "This Hotel was made to make your dreams come true! I can drop you off in any corridor you want!"

"Take me to the lounge. I’ll sit by the pool — if no one minds."

"Ha-ha-ha!! Bro, you’re killing it today!" the Elevator roared as we took off.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3. The Thirty-Second Level
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As soon as the elevator started moving, Jane’s voice came from behind me:

"Finally caught you alone."

Already used to the Hotel’s antics, I quickly assessed the situation.

"You again? You could’ve just answered the phone," I said, turning around.

"Some things are better discussed face-to-face — that’s how you say it, right?"

The Elevator stopped and silently opened its doors, releasing us into the Hotel’s hall. I looked around.

"Shall we sit by the pool? Or maybe you’d like a drink, then... Ah, sorry, I forgot who I’m talking to. You did an excellent job mimicking Jane’s presence in my mind."

"And how did you spot the fake? Actually, never mind — I already got my answer, thanks."

"Don’t mention it. Still not clear why go through all this trouble to appear human? We could’ve discussed everything mentally."

"Good question. Here’s the thing: unlike many ‘overripe’ civilizations, we’re not a collective mind. Each of us still has our own preferences and beliefs. Personally, I think giving up our physical form was a mistake. That’s why I sometimes enjoy stepping into the role of an actor in a ‘historical reenactment’."

"Glad to hear that — not all is lost for you then! So, what’s the agenda for today’s meeting?"

"...That might have to wait. Looks like your friends on the thirty-second level are in trouble. You’d better hurry!"

And with that, pseudo-Jane vanished from my mind.

I bolted toward the Elevator, hoping it could hear me. It was already waiting.

"Bro..." it began.

"I know — take me to the thirty-second!"

"Alex, the lower levels are locked due to an emergency."

"I don’t care — Jane and Spike are down there!"

"Twenty-eighth. That’s as low as I can go," the Elevator informed me, and once again, the floor dropped out beneath me.

I drew my Glock and checked the magazine. "Guess I picked the wrong time to wander the Hotel without proper firepower," I thought, but — "We play with the cards we’re dealt."

Before I even arrived, I tried calling on the radio — nothing. Then I ripped the converter helmet off my belt, shut my eyes tight, and put it on. The helmet recognized me, and within five seconds, I had the all-seeing view of the multiverse. But today, I only cared about one world — ours.

I directed my gaze downward and fiddled with the zoom, cursing myself for not doing this before Jane and Spike left. Adjusting the zoom, I found the 32nd level — and what I saw was chaos. Dozens of unknown entities or machines were attacking the door behind which Jane and Spike were holding the line. It was hard to get a clear look at the attackers — they kept shifting and rearranging. At a glance, they looked egg-shaped, with multiple limbs like insect legs, which allowed them to move effortlessly along the tunnel walls and ceiling.

"We’ve arrived — twenty-eighth level. Everything below is locked, which is strange," said the Elevator.

"Can you reach the superadmin?"

"...Just an automated message: ‘Unavailable. Repelling invasion.’"

"Then we’re on our own," I concluded. "Do me a favor — go fetch Kat. Right from the suite. And bring my gear. Get the Door to warn her you’re coming. Go!"

I stepped out as the Elevator sped off.

I tried radioing Kat — no luck. Shame Ariel wasn’t around today. My next try was Jane and Spike. At least that worked!

"I’m on my way. Reinforcements incoming. Report status. Over."

Jane’s voice: "Copy that! We’re holding the line. Conserving ammo. No casualties. That was quick, Alex! Over."

"That wasn’t me, but I know who to thank. Hang tight — we’ll be there soon. Over and out."

I slipped the helmet back on and studied possible routes to reach them. The first couple of levels wouldn’t be too hard, but farther down were organized enemy formations — breaking through them wouldn’t be easy. And the lack of intel on the enemy’s weaknesses made things worse.

Then, by accident, I did the one thing the Mistress explicitly warned me not to do when explaining how the helmet worked — I shifted the dimensionality control.

The world didn’t collapse!

The display flickered, and the image shifted dramatically — my world now looked two-dimensional and panoramic, with a clear boundary running across it. Objects that crossed that boundary showed their inner structures in cross-section. It reminded me of traveling through the rock wall of the Cave with the artifacts in the mobile portal.

Suddenly, one of the creatures moved toward me, and as it crossed the invisible boundary, its insides were revealed. I didn’t get a good look, but their internal order and shapes looked more like a mechanism than any kind of biology.

But the biggest surprise came when I looked behind me — in a dark chamber, elevated slightly, was an amorphous silver mass. From it extended dozens of tendrils, twitching seemingly at random. But then I noticed more and more of them moving in sync with the enemy creatures in the Hotel tunnels.

"There’s the puppeteer," I thought — and then the approaching sound of the Elevator pulled me back. I removed the helmet.

The Elevator screeched to a halt, doors flying open. Kat stood inside, brushing herself off as she got up from the floor:

"Wow, you really are a Schumacher! Riders would not rate that five stars on Uber! Still, I gotta say — you’re right where you belong!"

"Thanks, Mistress of Thunder and Lightning!" replied the Elevator.

"Alex, help me with the crates," Kat said. She’d brought my carbine, loadout vest, and backpack — plus two extra crates from the armory.

Kat had also equipped herself — a Glock in a shoulder holster and, instead of her usual machete, a military knife next to her radio.

"She’s got foresight," I thought. "Kat’s definitely aiming to become a full-fledged combat unit. And honestly, that’ll be good for her too."

"You’re awesome, Kat! How’d you know to bring these exact crates?" I asked, peeking inside.

"Knowing Spike, it wasn’t hard to guess the essentials would be on the top row," she replied seriously. "You already know what’s going on?"

I gave Kat a quick rundown of what I’d discovered. The Elevator, doors still open, seemed to be eavesdropping — because once I finished, it chimed in:

"Once I ferried a group of tourists between Hotels, and they mentioned a creature just like the one you described. According to them, you don’t want to mess with it!"

"Too bad it wasn’t warned not to mess with us!" I shot back. "We’ll deal with it soon. Thanks for the intel! Try to dig up more if you can."

"Happy to help, bro!" the Elevator replied, and zipped off to gather more info.
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Chapter 4. Someone's Gonna Get Hurt
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"What’s the plan, Alex?" Kat asked.

"First — don’t rush in like lunatics. Good thing you’re here now — correct me if I’m wrong," I replied. Kat nodded.

"One: these creatures aren’t acting autonomously. Which means — we find and disable their control center.

Two: they’re likely artificial in origin, maybe hybrids. I can see inside them with the helmet, but I don’t have time to study them for weaknesses.

Three: looks like the Hotel has secured Spike and Jane in the same kind of protected room where we once rescued the maintenance crew. But this time, there’s no secondary exit — they’re trapped in there until we bust them out."

"Sorry to interrupt, but... couldn’t the Hotel make them a new exit into the tunnels? Somewhere safe to escape?"

"That would require superadmin privileges — and he’s not available. Sorry, an idea just came to me. I want to check something. You’ve got your radio? Ask Jane and Spike for more details — find out what you can."

Thinking aloud definitely helped. As I put on the helmet, I focused on how these creatures could have entered the Hotel without tripping Spike’s sensors or the Hotel’s own security. Only one answer made sense — a mobile portal. And that question opened up a dozen more. Most importantly: where is the current entry point into the Hotel? Does it connect to another three-dimensional world — or a fourth-dimensional one that’s pulling the strings? And what happens to a projectile’s trajectory when crossing from 3D into 4D space?

I cursed my shallow knowledge of topology. No matter — we’ll figure it out experimentally. For now...

Using the helmet, I scanned the tunnels surrounding the room where Jane and Spike were holding out. At first glance, they were safe for the moment — but how long that would last, no one knew.

"Kat? You there?" I asked without removing the helmet. "Any word from the team?"

"Yeah — they’re good for now. Shield’s up, ventilation is working."

"Ask Jane if she still has her scanner — did she try using it to repel the attackers?"

"Already asked. Doesn’t work on these things."

"Excellent, Kat!" I praised her foresight and thought to myself, "Guess I’m not the only clever one here — and that’s great!"

Still shuffling and rearranging the facts I had, discarding the overly fantastical combinations and examining possible portal locations, I became more and more convinced that the portal had been closed after the enemy deployed. So now the question was: how do we make them reopen it?

The adjacent levels showed no portal traces either. That left one path — grab the enemy by the scruff and shake hard.

"Kat, how’s your battery life?" I asked, taking off the helmet.

In response, Kat snapped her fingers. With a loud crack, an electric arc leapt from her fingers, folding in on itself — and hovering in mid-air, a compact ball of lightning about the size of a walnut hissed and sparked. With a flick of her palm, she sent it flying at the far wall of the elevator shaft — where it exploded in a bright flash and deafening bang, leaving a fist-sized chunk missing from the concrete.

"Bravo! When did you learn that?"

"Recently. I didn’t say anything — wanted to surprise you," Kat grinned.

"Well, you succeeded! I’m not even going to ask you to clap your hands now."

"My biggest fear was that you wouldn’t let me come near you after this! Ha!"

"How could I dare tell you no after that?" I smiled back.

Apparently wanting to test that, she came over and kissed me on the cheek. I survived!

"Guess we didn’t need to haul the dynamite after all," I joked.

"I didn’t know what we’d need — no time to pick and choose."

Still, I pulled a half-dozen dynamite sticks from the crate and stuffed them into my pack, along with radio detonators and several under-barrel grenades into my pouch.

"Ready? Let’s go!" I ordered.

The helmet’s intel came in handy — we cleared the first two sections of the Hell Staircase without issue, but then we began hearing skittering and rustling from below. It was clear — there’d be no sneaking past unnoticed.

We exited the staircase into a nearby tunnel, and I put the helmet back on. Just as I feared — the staircase was swarming with those biomechanical creeps. But the entrances to the tunnels on the next two lower levels were clear. The enemy must have assumed that blocking the elevator was enough to secure this direction. I removed the helmet.

"I’ve got good news and bad news," I began, but Kat cut me off:

"That’s so unlike you! Usually both are bad — so I guess this time it’s not hopeless," she smirked.

"Let’s hope not. But this’ll be a test for you."

"I’m here for the tests, haven’t you figured that out yet? Hit me with it — and don’t worry about me!"

"No way down the stairs..."

"Oh no, Alex! Please — not the water slide again!"

"This time — climbing. Down the elevator shaft. No backup belay from me."

I saw Kat tense up, her face going a little pale. But she took a deep breath and steadied herself:

"I can handle it. Our team’s down there," she said flatly.

"Perfect!" I said, pulling out rope and a carabiner.

I helped her into a simple harness and attached the rope. Gave a quick briefing. Once I was sure she got it, I led her to the elevator platform, helped her over the rail, and onto the wall-mounted ladder.

"Take your time — you’ll be fine. I’ll be setting traps while you descend. Think through our plan as you go. Good luck!" I kissed the top of her head, couldn’t help myself. Kat gave me a surprised look, then smiled and started her descent with steady confidence.

Back to work.

Trying not to attract attention prematurely, I set dynamite traps with remote detonators on the staircase and in the tunnel leading to the shaft, then returned to the elevator platform.

I looked down — Kat was nowhere in sight!

Panic hit me like a wave. I squinted into the shaft but couldn’t make out a thing. My mind scrambled to formulate a new plan. My heart was pounding so loud it echoed in the shaft, made my ears ring.

Then, just as I was about to lose it, my radio came to life, and Jane’s voice said:

"I’m here. Tunnel’s clear at least forty yards out. Over."

I leaned over the platform and saw Kat step out of the tunnel below and wave up at me. I barely stopped myself from swearing. Instead, I forced myself to sound calm and replied:

"Good work, Kat! Proceeding with the plan!"

I stepped into my own tunnel and sat down, leaning against the wall.

"What the hell was that?" I muttered. "Losing control mid-mission... I’d be court-martialed for that..."

A few minutes later I pulled myself together, loaded armor-piercing rounds into my rifle, and stood up.

Time to give these invaders some hell.
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