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Four little kittens, brave and bold,

Fought tigers fierce in a clash untold.

But none could guess, beneath their guise,

They born from sabertooth allies.
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​​​Part I
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Chapter 1. The Ruins of the Hotel 
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I stood in the middle of the room, pressing against my ear a phone that had shattered into tiny pieces before our eyes and listened.

I listened to the mechanical voice of the announcer, whose few sentences had overturned my worldview and erased all my plans.

"Plans have changed. We’re returning to the Hotel. We need to hurry."

Kat and Jane, who had been frozen in shock by everything that had just happened, snapped out of it and, within seconds, stood beside me, fully prepared and awaiting orders.

Luckily, we hadn’t managed to get far from the office of the "passionate lover of artifacts and metaphors", who also happened to be the Director of the Transportation Department. We practically ran back to his office. As we moved, I sifted through possible scenarios, trying to piece together at least some kind of plan, but the information I had was critically insufficient. Once again, I would have to rely on improvisation.

We practically barged into the office and caught our "priceless friend" in a rather interesting activity: with all his work monitors minimized, he sat in front of a single screen, playing Solitaire.

Seeing us, he flinched and clumsily tried to shield the screen with his body.

"Do you still have some unresolved issues?"

Jane, without a hint of ceremony, circled around him, trying to get a better look at the monitor. His scrawny frame was no match for blocking all of us, and he surrendered.

"I was taking a break! It’s been an extremely stressful day. I honestly don’t know how you’re still on your feet after everything that happened," he began his defense. "Besides, our technician, while repairing equipment at one of our client’s facilities, discovered and sent me a malicious program for examination. It had paralyzed several offices belonging to our esteemed client."

"Oh, yes, we’re quite familiar with that issue," Kat joined the conversation.

"Really?! And how dangerous is it?" the clerk asked with concern.

"If this program spreads beyond this office, I guarantee your entire department will be paralyzed for weeks," I answered.

"Oh, dear God! Not that!! ... I suppose it would be best to delete it right now!" he stammered uncertainly before adding, "Although, I must admit, there is something... intriguing about it."

"Exactly! And where did your technician say he found it?"

"He’s currently working on restoring a client’s facility that was damaged by a terrorist attack or military action. Some hotel on ‘the edge of the multiverse.’"

We exchanged glances. I was already getting used to coincidences, and that was beginning to worry me.

"We came back to thank you once again for your hospitality and to say goodbye," I began my improvisation, "but it’s hard for us to leave our new friends in such a difficult situation. Tell us more about this facility. If it’s on our way, we might be able to do you a favor and neutralize the threat from that malicious program."

"Oh, that’s so noble of you! That hotel is part of a larger complex that our client set up on a remote planet as an outpost. Restoration work is currently underway after a series of explosions caused partial destruction. Fortunately, the power unit remained intact. I could help you get there through a mobile portal that our specialists use."

"That would be extremely helpful. The only thing that concerns me is our safety if we end up in a different universe than our native one."

"We can check your signature compatibility in just a few clicks," the clerk stated and started tapping at the screens.

"This is incredible! In fact, everything happening today is incredible!" he exclaimed, staring at the result.

"What surprised you?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

"Your signatures are a perfect match with the universe where the facility is located!"

"In that case, it shouldn’t be difficult for us to resolve your problem there. Allow us to take our leave and be on our way," I concluded. "By the way, who exactly is your ‘esteemed client’, if that’s not a secret?"

"Alas, it’s a secret even to us. Rumor has it—it’s some very ancient civilization. But no one has had direct contact with them."

I nodded in understanding.

"Are you ready?" I turned to my team. "Then, Let there be a door!"

A now-familiar door materialized on the opposite wall. Stepping through its threshold, we found ourselves in a corridor of the Hotel.

"I’ve actually missed this place," Jane admitted, pulling her irreplaceable scanner from her pocket and setting it to work. "I need to swing by my room and check my arsenal."

Meanwhile, Kat had been silently deep in thought the entire time.

"Come with us for now—we might need your help," I asked her. "We’ll look around, get back to our room, and figure things out."

"I hope so," she replied, giving me a strange look. At the time, I didn’t give it much thought, attributing it to emotional and physical exhaustion.

The section of the Hotel we were in seemed untouched, yet my gut told me it was completely deserted. As we moved, I randomly pushed open a door—inside, there were belongings, but no guests. I repeated the same action several times on our way to Jane’s room, and every time, I got the same result.

"Either there’s a massive sale at the Shopping Mall, or..." I managed to think before stepping into Jane’s suite.

Jane’s quarters seemed intact, but something caught my attention—stale air and a light layer of dust. It felt like years had passed since we last left.

Walking up to the glass wall of the veranda, I saw drastic changes in the landscape—partially collapsed Hotel walls, a dead forest with bare branches beyond them, a faded sky, and a complete absence of seagulls.

As Jane sorted through her gear, Kat came up beside me. Seeing the same scene, she gasped.

"My God! ... You don’t think this happened because of us, do you?"

"What’s going on?" Jane’s voice came from inside, followed by her approaching footsteps.

"Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!" she exclaimed. "Well, we’ve got some work ahead of us. Let’s figure out what’s going on—I’m ready."

"I suggest we stop by my place and grab something to eat—not sure if the bar is even open at this point."

"I wouldn’t mind a little break—my mind feels overloaded with heavy thoughts," Kat admitted.

"Oh, and my stomach says yes to this!" Jane chimed in.

"Settled then. Jane, take point. Move out!"

My gaze caught my reflection in a mirror. "I’m looking pretty worn out. Shower first—before the bathtub gets occupied by mermaids again. Then fresh clothes!"

Reaching the elevator, I rapped on the doors—not expecting anything—and got no response.

We spotted my room’s door from a distance, thanks to the cement debris on the floor and a broken handle. Brown stains, bullet holes in the walls, and spent casings painted a grim picture of battle. The battered Door didn’t respond to my greeting, and the wall beside it bore marks of plastic explosive use.

I looked at my companions. Jane shrugged.

"They started it first," she stated. "But damn, that Door put up one hell of a fight. Respect!"

The door was unlocked, and we stepped inside. The room was pitch black, triggering a vivid flashback to my first time here.

"Jane, by any chance, do you have any glow sticks?"

"Would I ever go anywhere without them after meeting you?" she smirked.

She cracked three and handed one to each of us.

The room was turned upside down. Yet, the mezzanine remained untouched. But the dried brown stains along the stairs and the blank canvas above the couch made something very clear.

Jane scanned the Fridge.

"No pulse. No exit route. Only rations and strong drinks... And respect to you, my dear. I’ll find whoever did this and turn them inside out—I swear!"

After tidying up as best we could, blocking the door with the couch, grabbing a quick bite, and toasting to our fallen comrades—the Door and the Fridge—we decided to analyze everything with fresh heads and surrendered to sleep.

The last 24 hours had been packed with action and drained our reserves. The adrenaline had run dry. In the same clothes, we collapsed onto the bed and blacked out.
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Chapter 2.  The Undead
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A persistent itch in the back pocket of my jeans yanked me out of the grip of my nightmares—only to promise fresh ones in the waking world. There was no other option. I carefully got out of bed, trying not to disturb the not-so-peacefully sleeping warriors—Kat still seemed to be hurling lightning bolts at the attacking "leather sacks", while Jane was deep into another target practice session in the cave temple.  

In the dim light—the glow sticks still faintly flickered—I made my way to the bathroom, pulled out the phone, and answered.  

The same voice as last time uttered a single phrase:  

"Your help is needed on the eleventh basement level of the 'Hell Staircase,' urgently!"  

And the call ended.  

I immediately tried to call back, but the same voice responded: "The subscriber is out of the coverage area." And once again, the call was cut off.  

"Squad, wake up! Combat alert!"  

Jane’s reflexes were impeccable—within a second, she was on her feet, trying to remember where she had left her backpack. Kat sat up in bed, turning her head in all directions, trying to grasp who she was and where she was.  

I didn’t wait for them to fully wake up. As I rummaged through the nightstand drawer, I started issuing orders:  

"Someone’s waiting for us on the eleventh basement level of the Hell Staircase! You have one minute to get ready. We move out."  

"Who’s waiting? What kind of help?" Kat asked, still caught between sleep and reality, getting to her feet.  

"We’ll figure it out when we get there."  

"Don’t worry, Kat," Jane reassured her. "Alex just found another ‘guillotine’ for us to stick our heads into."  

"By the way, Alex," she continued after a brief pause, "you never told us where you got the phone that I personally shot to pieces not so long ago. And who’s your new mystery caller?"  

"If only I knew myself."  

"Are you saying," Kat joined in, "that we’re walking into an unknown situation, for an unknown reason, against an unknown enemy? Wasn’t it you who didn’t want to play by someone else’s rules just recently?"  

"We’re going now to find out exactly that. We don’t have any other options today. ... Ready? Move out!"  

As we moved through the empty corridors of the Hotel, I caught myself feeling that the emptiness now was different from before—something elusive, intangible. Maybe the lack of lighting and the layer of dust created this sense of abandonment, washing away any signs of habitation. No footprints on the carpeted floors except our own... A creeping sensation settled under my skin.  

"... the only thing missing is ghosts," I muttered aloud, finishing my thought.  

We all stopped at once, as if we had hit an invisible wall.  

Ahead, about twenty yards away, a door unexpectedly creaked open, spilling a sliver of light into the corridor, most likely from a window inside the room.  

Standing motionless in the middle of the hallway, bathed in a swirling cloud of dust illuminated by the light, was a figure—draped in tattered, dust-covered rags, with hair turned gray from the accumulated grime.  

Jane cautiously stepped forward, flicking the safety off her Uzi and studying the "zombie."  

Halfway to it, she stopped and signaled for us to move closer.  

Kat had been gripping my arm the entire time, her face paler than chalk. As we approached Jane, I started to make out more details.  

"Holy hell! That’s the Manager!" The thought hit me like a punch to the gut. "He got out of his sarcophagus. But how?!"  

Kat’s grip on my arm tightened even more. Jane, as if reading my thoughts, nodded and handed me her Uzi. She then drew her machete and cautiously advanced toward the "ghost."  

"Who are you?" she called out, her voice echoing through the empty halls of the Hotel.  

"Jane... water..." the "undead" rasped, barely moving his lips.  

Jane rushed to him, and within seconds, we joined her.  

The Manager was more dead than alive. We lifted him under the arms and carried him into a nearby room, laying him down on the bed.  

We had no idea how to help him, but there was no time to figure it out—we had already stayed too long.  

"Leave... me... save... the Hotel," he barely whispered. "The staircase... it’s an ambush..."  

And with that, his eyes closed forever.  

Jane checked for a pulse and shook her head. There was nothing more we could do. We left him in the room, marking the door with a glow stick, and rushed toward the Hotel bar, hoping to reach the entrance to the Hell Staircase.  

Just before stepping into the Hotel lobby, I held up a hand, stopping the team.  

"If we believe the words of the 'walking corpse' Manager, an ambush awaits us on the staircase. Charging in blindly is suicide. That leaves us two options—lure the enemy out and eliminate them, or find another way in. What does your intuition say, Kat, Jane?"  

"We could lure them out. But who’s to say the trap won’t snap shut before we can do anything?" Kat shared her thoughts.  

"Agreed! Never underestimate the enemy," Jane chimed in. "On the other hand, even if we find another route to the lower levels, there could be an ambush waiting there too. I’m sure, Alex, that your 'quantum brain' has already come up with a fourth option."  

"You’re not far off. What if instead of entering from the top—where they’re expecting us—we come in from below?"  

"???"  

"Our friend the Lift is clearly out of service, but the elevator shafts should still be there... It won’t be a pleasant stroll, but I’m counting on the element of surprise."  

"And how exactly do you plan to get in?" Jane asked.  

"How do we get in, Kat?" I turned to her with a smile. "I think I saw an elevator door somewhere around here."  

We had decided against "sticking our heads into the guillotine" and opted to flank the trap instead. Returning to the nearest elevator doors, I knocked on them for good measure—but got no response.  

"Kat, begin resuscitation procedures! Just try not to blow the fuses again."  

Kat stepped forward, rubbing her palms together. Sparks of electricity crackled between her fingers, and her metallic copper-colored hair flared out, glowing with flickers of blue light.  

"Alright, Kat, 200 joules—clear!"  

"Cut it out, Alex! We’ll play doctor later. Right now, let’s see what happens."  

And she discharged a bolt of electricity into the doors.  

"Did I hear something, or was that a faint groan?"  

"Something was definitely there!" Jane confirmed. "Hit it again!"  

Another bolt crackled through the air.  

"You guys just won’t let me die in peace, huh?" A voice groaned, more articulate this time.  

"Give me a minute to tighten my bolts..." the Lift wheezed.  

"Can you take us down to the lower levels?"  

"Bro, you know I would... But..." The elevator door creaked but didn’t budge. "The best I can do is let you into the shaft. But for that, I need two more jolts from you."  

"And what good will that do? We need to reach at least level minus twelve."  

"Two levels down, there’s a manual-service platform used for emergency maintenance. Take it. I don’t know if it will get you to twelve—there was an explosion on eleven, and I got buried under the rubble down on eighteen."  

"Do you know what’s on eleven?"  

"Not sure. But I dropped off some tech guys with power equipment there."  

"Anything else you can tell us?"  

"Avenge me, bro!"  

"That goes without saying, my friend. We’ll turn them all into spoons! And we’ll get you out of there."  

The Lift tried to respond, but its energy was fading fast.  

"...Kat, do your thing!"  

A series of familiar crackles followed, filling the air with the scent of ozone.  

Kat did her job flawlessly, and the elevator doors slid open just enough for us to squeeze through.  

The faint glow from a light stick was enough to reveal the service platform and a ladder bolted to the wall, running alongside the communication lines.  

"Everyone ready? ... Kat, what’s wrong?"  

"I... I’m afraid of heights."  

Jane and I exchanged glances.  

Jane pulled out a paracord bracelet from her backpack.  

"I never go anywhere without it. And neither should you."  

"I’ll belay you—trust me. Think of it as just another challenge from one of your themed parties," I added.  

"I always avoided those. But okay. I’m ready. Help me, Jane." 
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​​​Chapter 3.  Through the Hotel's Belly
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At first, the descent was slow, but soon Kat got the hang of confidently shifting her grip and placing her foot on the next rung without looking down. Meanwhile, Jane, moving with the agility of a monkey, managed to check the side corridors branching off from the shaft at every level.

When we finally reached the platform and stepped off the ladder, Kat’s hands were trembling. It was clear just how much physical and emotional energy this had cost her.

"You’re a natural climber!" I encouraged her.

"I can hardly believe it myself. Maybe I just never had someone by my side I could completely rely on before."

"Don’t sell yourself short, girl! Trust me, I’ve seen enough—most men in your place wouldn’t have done this with half as much composure and control." Jane backed me up.

But looking at Kat, it was hard to tell where her thoughts were at that moment. I studied her eyes carefully. Suddenly, she shook her head strangely and started looking around in confusion, as if she had no idea where she was.

"Jane, we have a problem. Looks like Kat’s been ‘hacked’," I stated. "Kat, what are you feeling right now?"

Jane returned from her sweep of another corridor and stared at Kat questioningly.

"I remember clearly walking up to the hotel room. Then... my mind feels scrambled, like static. And my dreams... they were strange... terrifying. And now I just find myself here."

Jane and I exchanged glances.

"Do you remember what you felt before you lost control?" I asked.

"It felt like someone was rummaging through my head. But I brushed it off, thinking it was just exhaustion and all the emotions from the artifact vault."

I looked at Jane.

"Jane, looks like we’ve been walking into a trap this whole time. The Mistress is close. Scan Kat, but quickly."

Kat didn’t ask a single question and let herself be scanned.

"She’s clean. But there’s residual background activity across nearly the entire surface of her cerebral cortex from an external influence."

"I let you down," Kat whispered, her voice shaking.

"Nonsense. Forget it! No one could have been prepared for this. I was just lucky to have dabbled in all kinds of ‘nonsense’ in my youth. ... From now on, let’s agree—you report any suspicious sensations to me immediately, even if it’s just an itch on your nose! Got it?"

At that moment, all of us instinctively reached for our noses at the same time.

"Jane, have you felt anything like this?"

"Me? Ha! It’s rare for anyone to make me feel anything," she paused, giving me a look that was hard to interpret. "Probably ever since that concussion on one of my missions."

"We’re changing the plan. What did you find in the tunnel?"

"Technical maintenance shafts... and something that sounded like ventilation."

She suddenly froze.

"Wait—no, no, no! Don’t tell me we’re actually going to... Ugh, fine, come on, Kat. You’re gonna love this." Jane groaned in defeat.

"Hold on a minute. Don’t disappoint me—pass me a couple of grenades from your backpack... and some duct tape."

"??? ... You really are a prophet," she muttered, reaching into her backpack and pulling out two grenades. "...and a magician! How the hell did these get here? Need help?"

"Take Kat. I’ve got this."

Once Jane led Kat to a safe distance inside the tunnel, I got to work setting the trap.

Using duct tape, I secured both grenades to the platform railing so that the door latch kept both safety levers firmly pressed down. Then, I made sure the door wouldn’t open on its own during movement. After double-checking, I carefully removed both safety pins. So far, everything was going according to plan.

I set the control panel to the -11th floor. The indicator immediately lit up red. Just as I was about to curse, it flickered off for a second—then turned green.

The platform began to descend—with a little gift for the masterminds of this setup.

Mentally counting the seconds it would take to reach each floor, I calculated that we had less than a minute to take cover.

"We need to hurry. Where’s the ventilation? ... Wait, what’s this?" In the dim glow of the emergency sticks, I noticed a narrow hallway ending in a door.

"Alex found his next guillotine!" Jane declared.

"Let’s embrace our controlled insanity!" Kat suddenly chimed in.

"Our Kat is back!!" Jane grinned, and I finally exhaled in relief.

Jane pushed ahead, holding her rifle in one hand and her scanner in the other.

"Clear. I’m going in," she said, pulling the door handle. The moment the door cracked open, we were hit by a stench so foul it felt like we had just opened a sewer hatch.

"Suddenly, the ventilation shaft idea doesn’t seem so crazy anymore," Jane muttered. But before she could continue, the distant echoes of automatic gunfire erupted from the elevator shaft.

"No time! Move!!" I commanded.

Jane opened her mouth, probably about to argue, but before she could, the shockwave of an explosion started rolling through the hotel tunnels.

We leapt inside, and the door slammed shut behind us.

If you’ve ever been on giant water slides at an amusement park, you’ll understand what happened next without further explanation. The only difference was... we really wished there was water in these pipes right now.

Our glow sticks became useless as we hurtled through the dark, twisting and turning, accelerating and decelerating unpredictably. If I had tried counting the bends, I’d guess there were at least a couple dozen before we were finally ejected—one by one—into a reservoir with a high ceiling.

Once again, we got unbelievably lucky—there was only enough liquid to reach our knees.

Jane managed to shake the slime off her hands, fish out some glow sticks from her backpack, and illuminate the space. The pipe we had just exited was high above us, offering zero chance of returning the same way. Not that we’d want to.

Jane tapped the wall—solid.

"They’ll put up a memorial plaque here: ‘To the pioneers—no human foot had stepped here before them!’"

While Jane paced the perimeter, knocking on the walls—because, let’s be real, no one would do it better—I tried piecing together the events leading up to this moment, searching for some logic in all this madness.

"Kat, how are you feeling? Any weird sensations?"

"You know, when you first told me this place would never be boring, I thought you were just trying to flirt with me. But now... I realize how wrong I was!"

"Do you regret it?"

"Not at all. Compared to everything I’ve been through with you guys, my past themed parties feel like kindergarten recitals."

We didn’t have time to finish the conversation—just then, from the opposite corner of the chamber, we heard metallic banging.

Jane had found what she was looking for.

"At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if you pulled a blaster or plasma cutter out of your backpack... or at least an ice axe."

"If I have to, I’ll chew through this wall with my own teeth—God as my witness!"

... And God answered.

Something creaked above our heads, and suddenly, we were engulfed in a cone of pure white light, piercing through the swirling mist.

"Close encounters of the third kind—knew it would end this way!" Jane declared.

"...or Breath of God?" Kat asked.

"Breath of Hell, judging by the smell! Whoever’s up there—we better get moving," I concluded.

As I searched for anything that could help us reach the ceiling hatch, I glanced at my team—only to see them looking right back at me.

And then we all couldn’t stand it and laughed out loud.

We stood there, covered head to toe in thick green slime, practically encased in latex—completely indistinguishable from the Transport Department’s ‘managers’.

The only thing that stopped our howling laughter was the sight of an unclear oval silhouette in the hatch above... followed by a ladder descending toward us.

"Jane—first!" I ordered, and we started the climb.
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​​​Chapter 4.  Hotel Resuscitation
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It took a moment for our eyes to adjust to the bright light, allowing us to fully take in the scene before us.  

A maintenance crew from the Engineering Department—a dozen humanoids clad in red latex—had us surrounded, pointing whatever tools they had on hand in our direction.  

Then, one of them, seemingly the "foreman," tilted his head slightly toward me, as if trying to get a better look.  

"Boss? ... What did they do to you?!" his "voice" echoed in my head. Then he gave his crew a signal, and they lowered their tools.  

I glanced at myself, then at my team, and barely managed to hold back laughter—we were covered head to toe in green slime, making us look almost identical to the Transport Department managers in their green latex suits. But, apparently, our height had raised concerns about my well-being.  

As I wiped the "cosmetics" off my face, a wave of panic rippled through the workers.  

But something else caught my attention—until recently, we had needed a translator ring to communicate with them. I decided to shelve that mystery for later.  

"We were sent by your client to handle the security situation on-site," I said aloud, watching for his reaction. He understood me perfectly. "I think we’ve resolved the issue. Details... after a shower."  

As if on cue, three technicians produced fire hoses with industrial nozzles, all aimed at us.  

I barely had time to open my mouth before it was full of water!  

"Well... at least it’s quick," I thought as I got slammed against the wall by the sheer force of the water jet.  

After coughing up half a gallon and clearing water from every possible orifice, I addressed the foreman.  

"I assume we’ve reached Level -11, and you’re the ones we were called to rescue? Give me a status report."  

"We are immensely grateful that our client has shown such concern for us! We were just finishing restoration work when they attacked. Or rather, demanded access to the restricted area where the facility’s energy supply systems are located. We refused. 

The security system includes a protective field around the site, not just in the spatial dimensions of your universe, but also in higher dimensions, preventing entry from those as well. Because of that, we were cut off from our portal, which remained outside."  

"Well, I think we’ve bought you some time with that access issue. How’s the repair progress? How soon can it be completed?"  

"We were ready to restore power when everything happened."  

"Will this cause delays? Our friend—the Lift—got buried under debris. Can you help free him?"  

"The complex is a fully autonomous and self-repairing structure. Very little can actually destroy it. The moment we restore power, it will begin fixing everything on its own."  

"I feel like I’ve seen this before," I recalled the Door. "Alright, so what are we waiting for?"  

"Orders."  

"Perfect! I hereby order you to turn the power back on and go home! All in favor? ... Unanimous!"  

As I expected, the overwhelming desire to get the hell out of here gave my order an air of legitimacy, and suddenly, the whole place came to life—lights flared, machines hummed, the entire structure began buzzing with activity.  

The Hotel’s invisible forces had awakened, eager to restore order.  

"Let’s check out the situation outside," I suggested to my still-dripping-wet team. "We can dry off on the way."  

The engineers opened a passage through the force field, and we stepped out to survey the area.  

What we saw was chaos—not just chaos, but Chaos in motion.  

Chunks of rubble, obeying an unseen force, gathered into neat piles and began shifting toward the corridor walls. Twisted metal unbent itself, torn rails glowed white-hot, straightened, and fused back together.  

We also spotted some warped firearms littering the ground.  

"They got the hang of those quickly," I noted.  

Closer to the platform, the carnage was even more surreal. But Kat drew our attention to scattered fragments of an entirely different nature—some looked eerily like shark fins.  

We didn’t have time to examine them further.  

While Jane and I focused on securing the perimeter and planning defenses for the level, Kat observed and analyzed our surroundings.  

When I found the mobile portal door—completely intact—I left Jane and Kat to hold position and returned to the crew. They were already packed up, tools gathered, and ready for departure.  

"Looks like your portal is intact and waiting for you."  

They tried to move, but I stopped the foreman with a gesture.  

"One quick question: why did we need translator rings during the ‘trial’ if we can communicate just fine without them?"  

"According to our laws, if the accused is proven guilty, they are immediately sentenced to disintegration. The rings are used for that process. ... Shall we go?"  

I was so stunned by this revelation that all I could do was nod.  

As the engineers exited through the force field, I rejoined my team.  

Kat and Jane were casually chatting, watching the surreal spectacle of the Hotel's resurrection.  

Hearing my footsteps, they turned, giving me concerned, questioning stares.  

I tried to keep a neutral expression but probably failed:  

"So, what do you think—should we take the pipes back up or call a taxi? ... I should have asked the engineers to drop us off in the hotel lobby."  

"I’d rather climb the elevator shaft bare-handed just to get back to my room and crawl under the covers in my cat-print pajamas," Kat sighed.  

"Alex, do you think the bar will be open by the time we get back?" Jane asked, oh-so-casually. "Care to join me? Ha-ha! ... And you, Kat? You can even wear your pajamas—let’s make it a private pajama party!"  

But then, a faint vibration and a rush of air from the elevator shaft caught our attention. The sound was getting louder.  

Jane flipped her safety off and racked the bolt on her gun.  

"Hug the walls," she ordered, dropping to one knee and aiming at the shaft.  

A screech of brakes echoed up from below.  

And then—our Lift appeared!  

Its doors slid open with an almost cheerful chime, and an ecstatic voice rang out:  

"Hey, Bro!!... Hey, Magneto!!... Hey, Amazon!! I’m SO happy to see my rescuers again!! Four years under the rubble—man, you don’t even—"  

"FOUR YEARS?!" Kat and Jane shouted in unison.  

"Hop in, I'll give you even a lift to the next hotel! Where are you going?"  

"THE NEAREST HOTEL?!"  

"Take us to my room—if you still remember where it is," I replied, keeping my voice steady. "We need to recharge our batteries too."  

"No problem, Boss! ... What the hell happened up here?! You left a warzone! I got chills in my circuits!"  
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