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CHAPTER 1

Anonymous
localhost:3132

~ Is anyone there?
→ A savior.

~ Are you God?
→ God? A game designer who doesn’t play his own
game? No, I am not.

~ What do you need?
→ Wrong question, wrong answer.

~ What is the right question then?
→ What do you do?

~ Makes sense, so what do you do?
→ I play a game with you.

~ Game!? What game?
→ ACE

~ What does it mean?
→ Agency, Connection, Exchange.

~ Explain more…
→ Which part?

~ Start from Agency!
→ It is about how to make proper decisions

~ Which decisions?
→ All your decisions

~ Like what?
→ Like the one you made in the museum.
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CHAPTER 2

Unveiling theMysteries

I am not lying. Believemywords. I wish I were awriter. I’d
write a book about every crack and crevice of this strange
museumwe’re trapped in—amadhouse that’s even hidden
theway out from us.
Of course, not one of those Dozari1 writers—the ones who
churn out flimsy stories with half-baked characters, all
propped upwith conflict, suspense, formalism, and other
storytelling tricks designed to toywith the reader’smind and
trap them in the story.
I wish I could be one of those writers—the kindwho, once
they step into their story, lose control of where it goes. It’s no
longer the story that serves them, but the characters inside it
who take over, dragging thewriter along by their whims and
their disobedience.
Maybe I shouldn’t have called themDozari writers. I’m
ashamed. After all, everyone finds something they care
about—and they should pursue it regardless of what comes of
it.

1Dozari (pronounced doh-zah-REE): A Persian term suggesting
something cheap, trivial, or of little worth—roughly akin to “two-bit” or
“dime-a-dozen” in English. Theword originally referred to a low-value
two-rial coin once used in Iran.
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Not everyone is meant to be first-rate.
If therewere no second-rate people,
whose shoulderswould the first-rate people stand on?
Whowould be there to cheer them on?

Still, I don’t want to take backwhat I said about Dozari writers.
Maybe it’s better to let the shame crawl insideme—perhaps
somethingwill come of it, something to helpme grow. Isn’t
pain always part of growing, after all? I’d rather suffer than
hide behind silence, waiting for the shame to erupt later,
somewhere else, in another way.
Dozari people aren’t the ones who, for whatever reason,
couldn’t become first-rate at what they loved. Even those who
still don’t knowwhat theywant aren’t necessarily Dozari.
TheDozari people are those who constantlymake decisions
that, sooner or later, bring shame upon themselves and the
generations that follow. Decisions that, sooner or later, drown
them in awave of guilt. To tell you the truth, only Dozari
people wish theyweren’t Dozari—likeme!
Well, that was toomuch for a start. Anyway!

• So quick!
◦ Just had to pee.

• Whichway now?
◦ Hmmm… I dunno. Why the hell is there nobody else in
this damnmuseum? Where’s the exit? I’m losingmy
mind.

• No idea. Let’s try this way.
◦ Okay, let’s go. So, what was «Mr. Writer» writing?

• Nothingworthwhile—forget it.
◦ Were youwriting prose, or poetry?
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• Amix of both.
◦ Say a line from the poem.

• I’m a Dozari person.
◦ Hahaha! But that’s literally true!

• Ugh!?
◦ Hedayat, don’t scowl—I’m joking! If you’re Dozari, then
Imust be too, since I became your girlfriend.

• Yeah, true! In that case, I’ll add another line to the poem.
◦ What’s that?

• Avawishes sheweren’t Dozari either.
◦ Nice! Now that’s what I call a brilliant poem.

“ForMadmenOnly—Not for Everybody.”2Thatwas the
sentence engraved above the arch of an old door that didn’t
seem connected to the strangemuseum at all. All along that
long, winding corridor, we hadn’t seen another door—nor a
single other person. Whenwe saw that line, glowing faintly
under dim bulbs, Ava and I looked at each other—and burst out
laughing.
It was three years ago. A girl withWestern-colored eyes and
the hair and face of an Easterner hadwritten, “ForMadmen
Only—Not for Everybody.”
And I—I hadn’t letmy heart, poundingwildly ever since
seeing her profile pictures, calm down even for a second.
Without wasting amoment, I messaged her, “Hi. I’m a
Steppenwolf.” Ava, withoutmissing a beat, replied in English,
“I was searching for you in the deserts—and here you are, on
dating apps?”

2In HermannHesse’s Steppenwolf, this line appears above the entrance to
theMagicTheater entered by the novel’s protagonist, Harry Haller.
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Shewas not willing to go into that theater. “This isn’t Harry
Haller’s theater, is it?” she asked, gesturing toward thewriting
on the theater wall, urgingme to read it. I said excitedly,
“Don’t even say that. I’m notmissing a chance this exciting!”
The argument got a little heated. In the end, she scrunched her
face and said in a sulky tone, “I’m not coming then. You’ll have
to go in alone.” I droppedmy gaze—just in case those languid
eyes and her piercing, irresistible stare tried, once again, to
changemymind. I’d only taken a few steps inside when she
shouted, “Damn you, Hedayat! You pig-headed, stubborn
adventurer. Wait!” And she came afterme.
As far as the eye could see, there was nowall, no ceiling,
nothing to catch the light or reflect it, nothing to offer our eyes
even the faintest reassurance. A navy-blue glow spread an eerie,
uniformhaze over everything—and yet, it had no discernible
source. Avawas clutchingmy arm tightly, murmuring under
her breath. I glanced behindme. The doorwe’d just passed
throughwas gone. Neither of us cast a shadow on the ground.
If you take the sun out of the sky, and thewaves out of the
ocean—then splash gray across the heavens—then slowly,
fearfully, walk the surface of that ocean, youmight get some
vague sense of the ambiguity we stood in.
I could clearly hear Ava’s breathing. Andmy own. Every
motion, every step felt futile—utterlymeaningless. Sowe
stood still andwaited. Without the two of us, that place would
have been the very definition of nothingness. All of a sudden,
a deafening explosion erupted around us. The horrifying
noise swallowed even our screams—we couldn’t even hear
ourselves. Clinging tightly to each other, we trembled. The
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blast, baseless andwild, didn’t just tear through flesh and
bone—it sent shivers down to our very souls. We stayed like
that—screaming—until the deafening force slowly began to
fade. We took our hands away from our faces, lifted our heads,
and looked around. It took awhile for the high-pitched ringing
inmy ears to finally let go.
A sound like radio static replaced that harrowing explosion. It
wasn’t soft enough to go unheard, nor loud enough to disturb.
Avawas the first to come to her senses and suddenly shouted,
“Did you get that? Thatwas the Big Bang! We’re inside a
universe simulator! Ohwow, look how beautiful everything’s
getting! Look, the galaxies are forming! Look over there! Those
colors!” She let go ofmy arm and ran a fewmeters ahead, lost
in delight. I said, “See? See, I told youwe should try it. See? I
was right, wasn’t I?” She replied, “Yes, darling. You’re always
right.” She said it in German, without thinking. I replied in
Persian:

• You gotta be scared shitless for it to be fun.
◦ No, that’s not true at all.

• Yes it is!
◦ No it’s not.

• Yes it is!
◦ Okay, whatever you say.

With everymovementwemade, the celestial bodies
around us twisted and swirled. Themesmerizing shades of
violet, green, turquoise, and crimson—blending into one
another—were beyondwords. They could have stolen anyone’s
senses. Ava’s loud voice snappedme out of it, “Look over
there!” My eyes followed her outstretched arm. I shouted,
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“Holyge-Boom-Boom! What’s that doing here?”
Amassive butterfly—with golden-yellowwings speckledwith
blue, and violet antennae—flew right above our heads. With
each flap of its wings, the celestial bodies twisted, collided, and
fused—giving birth to something new. I was still staringwhen
Ava’s scream broke themoment, “Hedayat, look over there.”

• Holyge-Boom-Boom.

And then, without thinking, I shouted:

• Don’t go any closer.
◦ Why?

• It’s dangerous.
◦ Howdo you know?

• I don’t know. I just feel like it’s dangerous.
◦ Let go ofmy hand; you’re hurtingme. Why shouldn’t I
go?

• Ava, no! Wait!
◦ Wehave to jump inside these things to figure out the
secret of existence, right? Wasn’t that thewhole point
of coming here? Unveiling theMysteries!

She didn’t giveme a chance to utter a single word to convince
or dissuade her. She stepped closer to the black hole in front of
her—and dove straight in. The very instant Ava jumped, the
mouth of the black hole collapsed in, and everything vanished
beforemy eyes. Screaming, I rushed towardwhere she’d
been—but there was no black hole. I ran back and forth, frantic
and lost, shouting, “Avaaaaaaa! Avaaaaaaaaaaaa, where are
you?”
Oneweekend, in the centralmarket of a bustling city,
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take a small child from theirmother and leave them in the
crowd—my fear and disorientationwereworse than that
child’s, with the same helplessness, the same sobs, the same
wailing.
Nomatter how full the theater’s skywas—with galaxies
and stars and planets andmeteors andwormholes—there
wasn’t another black hole in sight—none I could throwmyself
into, hoping itmight takemewherever it had taken Ava. Out
of desperation, I began hurlingmyself recklessly into the
wormholes. Each time I leapt into one, I emerged in a new,
strange, uncannyworld—each terrifying in its ownway.
Worlds that either sprouted horns from your head or twisted
yourmind intowild hallucinations. Fruitlessly, I passed from
this world into another, and another, until—exhausted, aching,
and desperate—I collapsed onmy knees. And then, suddenly,
I saw her. Shewas standing on an asteroid that was slowly
drifting closer and closer. I jumpedwith joy and cried out,
“Ava! I’m here! I’m here! Where did you go?” Her asteroid
stopped just short ofme. A pale blue scarf was wrapped around
her neck.
I had to run. I had to reach Ava—fast. But that damned,
familiar state had foundme again, as if an elephant, a dinosaur,
and awhale had all dug in behind each ofmy legs. The harder
I tried, the slower Imoved. My legs felt paralyzed—locked! As
always—right at the crucial moment. Ava stood there calmly,
without the slightestmovement. She rested a hand on her hip,
leaned into one leg, raised her other hand, and held up a small
piece of paper forme to see.
I shouted, “ThankGod you’re okay, Ava! Come closer. Let’s
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find away to get out of this damn place.” She pointed to the
crumpled paper between her fingers and cried, “I’ve read
your story. Black holes unveil themysteries, Hedayat. You
know that. All the secrets of the universe are poured into black
holes—and eventually, one day, are revealed. Every last one of
them. I will never forgive you.”
And the howl of her voice echoed inmy ears, beyond the
galaxies: “Traitooor! Traitooor!” Her asteroid drifted back
with each oarlike stroke of her arms. Sobbing, I cried out,
“Wait! Don’t go! Letme explain! Avaaaaaaa, don’t go!”
Falling tomy knees, I howled at the sky, crying, “Damn
these black holes. Damn the story. Damnme for entering this
museum.”
I woke up, gasping throughmy tears. I dragged «Mr.Writer»
over to his desk, forced him into the chair, shoved a pen into his
hand, andmade himwrite down the number I had seen in the
dream—before he could forget it or disobeyme. 3132
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CHAPTER 3

Disobedience

I don’t havemuch time. I have to leave quickly. Hedayat
must not find out that I’m talking to you! I know the amount
of detail he puts intowriting about theworld around him
might start to wear you down—to the point where youmight
want to put the book aside. Please, grit your teeth and bear it.
That’s just his way. He finds the philosophy of everything in
the ordinary and the simple. And these simple things, in the
not-so-distant future, will weave together so tightly that the
result will become something beautifully complex. I have to
go now. It’s getting late. The rest ofmy teammates are already
in position, and soon it’ll bemy turn to shoot. If I miss, all our
effort will be wasted. It might even cost us our lives.
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CHAPTER 4

Story’s Hero

• Stop chewing that damned nail. What is wrongwith you?
• You don’t listen tome.

• Okay. Okay. Stop. I’m listening. Go on.
• Who’s this Anonymous you’re chattingwith?

• No idea. I’m about to find out.
• Close the chat console. Right now. You’ve been hacked.

• His tone doesn’t really sound like a hacker. I’ll make him
introduce himself. Hold on.
• No, no, no—don’t talk to him anymore…

• Stop nagging!
• Close the console window. Don’t give him time to creep
into yourwhole damn computer.

• Letme at least askwhat ACE is about.
• Damn your curiosity, Hedayat. Close the console before
it’s too late. You never listen—later you’ll say, “Why
didn’t I…”

• Okay, okay, okay. I closed it.

I slammed the laptop shut so hard the sound echoed through
my bedroom. The grogginess of a Sundaymorning and the
heaviness of last night’s sleep crashed down onme all at once.
With an unwashed face, puffy eyes from crying, a dry throat,
and a full bladder, I sat down at the desk—next tomy bed and
right beside thewindow—towrite down every detail of that
cursedmuseumdream before it slipped away.
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I’ve always been a dream-writer. Of course, not all my dreams
are loadedwith enough charm and detail to pushme into
this kind ofmorning trouble. If I had put offwriting and
remembering the dream for a few hours, I would probably have
forgotten forever the reverse of 2313—the number 3132—that
had appeared in themuseum sky; I would never have opened
the console window1; I would never have sent amessage on
the reverse port2, 3132; and no conversationwith Anonymous
would ever have taken shape.
Anonymous—whose presence andwords shape a sweeping arc
to the story I’m about to tell.
Anyway!
I had to getmy lazy ass off the chair—fast. Any second now,
that voice insidemy headwould be back. Like a parasite
chewing throughmy brain, it wouldn’t stop nagging until it
was sure everythingwas under control. Too late—the voice
spoke up, “Update your system. Right now.” Still half-lost in
my haze, I replied:

• I need to pee.
• Change all your passwords too—your OS, emails, and
bank cards. Everything.

• It’ll take time. I need to pee!
• Don’t you dare play your instrument!

• I’m not gonna play anything this early. I need to pee.
• Block port 3132.

• I’ll block it afterward. First, I need to pee.

1Console—a plain text window throughwhich programmers talk directly to
a computer, or to whoever is on the other end.
2Port—a numbered doorway throughwhich a computer sends and receives
itsmessages; every conversation over a network passes through one.
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• And block 2313 too.
• Don’t even bring up blocking port 2313.

• I said block it.
• Noway. What if Adam or Evemessagedme on it?

• Shhh. Don’t say that out loud!
• What do youmean by “shhh”? There is no hacker inmy
head.
• Port 2313 is compromised. That hackermessaged you
through its reverse number.

• It was just a coincidence.
• Impossible.

• It’s not impossible. Now shut up—I need to pee.

I finally draggedmy lazy ass away from the desk. To be
honest, I only said it was a coincidence to shut his big
mouth. Otherwise, yeah—I really should’ve taken that day’s
non-coincidence seriously.
Now, the fact that a significant number in someone’s life
shows up right in themiddle of their dreams could be chalked
up to the dark-room games of themind—but the presence of
Anonymous on a port with the reverse of that numberwas not
something that could be glossed over so easily. Oh, and before
I’d even stepped out ofmy bedroom, letme introduce you to the
voice insidemy head that you just heard. That voice belongs to
one of the genies of the lamp.
The story of how I first realized there were all these genies of
the lamp hiding out in the backrooms ofmymind goes back a
few years. It was whenmy then-girlfriend forcedme to step
into a therapist’s office for the first time inmy life. That’s a
story best saved for later.
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My therapist was one of those Dozari types who, right after
reading books, articles, theories, and the history of psychology,
fed those ideas straight to his clients. He did this before doing
any actual research—just to see whatmight happen. According
to him, the idea that humans are guided by a handful of basic
emotions—such as joy, anger, or sadness—was already outdated.
There had to be something farmore complicated at play.
He had such a flair for storytelling that he actually convinced
me that deep insidemymind, there was a group of genies of the
lamp—eachwith their own unique identities, shaped entirely
by the social environment inwhich they appeared. According
to him, these genies of the lampmight be very similar to one
another in their emotions—or very different. Even theway they
expressed sadness, anger, or any other feeling could differ from
one to another.
He quickly gaveme an assignment. I had to fill a notebook he’d
givenmewith the names and traits of each of those genies of
the lamp living insideme. It took twomonths and nine days
for his words to stop sounding like a joke. It happened exactly
when, for the first time, one of those identities—or rather, one
of those genies of the lamp—emerged in complete silence from
the dark room ofmymind, poked its head out andwaved. It
was «Mr. Employee».
«Mr. Employee» was the onewho hit snooze on his alarm
everymorning at exactly 7:30 andwent right back to sleep.
He’d drag himself out of bedwith curses and struggles, get
dressed, and head towork. He’d read books in traffic on the
way. He had no sense of time andwas always late. If he could
get awaywith it without a guilty conscience, he’d shirkwork
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asmuch as possible. Still, whenever he didwork, the rest of
the teamwas pretty happywith the quality of his code. Hewas
the loudmouth, the noisy one on the team. And if he didn’t get
enough attention—especially from themanager—he’d throw a
damn tantrum.
Little by little, the rest of the genies of the lamp started
showing up, one by one. «Mr. Youngest Child», «Mr. Friend»,
«Mr. Best Buddy», «Mr. Old Classmate», «Mr.Music Student»,
«Mr. Responsible Neighbor», «Mr. Intellectual Boyfriend»,
andmanymore. I spent somuch timewithmy genies of the
lamp—thanks to that clownish yet lovable therapist—that
I eventually learned how tomanage them and how to stop
each of them from stuffing their emotions into one another’s
pockets.
In the evenings, when I got back home fromwork, I would
leave all mywork-related anger right there at the door. These
results keptmy girlfriend pretty happy—happy enough, in
fact, that our relationship lasted about a year longer than it
probably would have otherwise. To be honest, though, the real
reason she had forcedme to see a therapist in the first place had
nothing to dowith that.
It didn’t take long before I reached a point where I could
actuallymess with the genies of the lamp that people
recognizedme by. For example, sometimes I’d drop a nasty
curse word at a family gathering, and for the first time, smoke
a cigarette right in front of them,without shame. Other times,
I’d suddenly become polite aroundmy friends, refusing to say a
single word about pussies or asses, and getting embarrassed by
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their dirty jokes. Now and then, I wouldn’t practicemy Setar3

exercises correctly, which really frustrated and confusedmy
music teacher.
Some timewent by like that until a brand-new identity
showed up insideme—with strange behaviors I couldn’tmake
sense of. It was unlike any of the other identities I’d uncovered
so far. Unlike the others, this one actually spoke—and loudly;
it still does, in fact, so loud you’ve heard it, too. Whenmy
therapist toldme that this loud voice had always been there,
and that I’d never noticed it, horns nearly sprouted frommy
head.
At first, I thought this newly emerged identity was one of
my fantasy identities—the kind I could never find a social
environment for in the real world, a place where Imight coax
them out of their shells and let them play. I wondered if it
might be that beloved identity I sometimes dream about at
night. I mean: «Mr.Writer»—the identity I’ve always longed to
have.
One day, that newly emerged voice came right out, laying its
cards on the table: “I know you’d love to see yourself as some
kind of otherworldly writer—someonewho can re-read his
ownwords over and over, marveling at them and indulging in
his own narcissismwithout hurting anyone. But I want you to
know that I amnot your «Mr.Writer» because he’s sitting right
in front ofme—eyes locked onmine,mumbling something
under his breath. Seems like he’s complaining. Apparently,
someone—with all their constant acts of disobedience—isn’t
letting «Mr.Writer» finish his novel. What I want you to

3Setar—a traditional Persian instrument.
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understand is that I amnot that «Mr.Writer» sitting here
across fromme. Letme be.”
That new voice wantedme to set him apart from the rest of
the genies of the lamp—even from «Mr.Writer»—and just let it
be. He tried to remainwithout a title, without a label, without
a name. Hewanted nothing to dowith those forced identities,
the ones stuffed down your throat by parents or school before
you even knew yourself, nor did hewant to be one of those
self-made identities that people vainly believe they had built on
their own. Hewantedme to let him live free, unchained by any
identities, names, titles, or labels. So that’s what I did. I let him
stay adrift, nameless. If he ever found out I had secretly called
him «Story’s Hero» behind his back, he’d skinme alive.
«Story’s Hero» is always right. Always! Nomatter where the
story begins or ends, or whether he’s up against others or even
me. Whenever there’s a fight, conflict, or problem in the stories
ofmy life, he’s always right. Everyone else is always perceived
as guilty and at fault. There are times when he, with a thousand
twists of logic to appear fair, tries to concede that someone else
is right instead. But he hunts so hard for a reason, hurls himself
so hard against everywall, blames himself so relentlessly, sinks
so deep into his own labyrinth of thoughts and thrashes about,
that he drivesme tomadness right alongwith him. In the end,
out of sheer frustration, I had to tack a new amendment on top
of his decision and somehow—oneway or another—swing the
judgment back in favor ofmy «Story’s Hero».
Do youwant to knowhow the «Story’s Hero» is
always—always—right, or how Imanage to reverse the
judgmentwhenever he concedes that someone else is right?
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Frommy childhood—
The dayswhen Iwas pure,
I search for amemory
To justifymymistakes.
Or I go tomy therapist, who says:
People should accept you as you are.
And if that doesn’t work either,
I have good friendswho listen gently,
And always takemy side.
That is how «Story’s Hero» is always right.

Since I didn’t have proper access to the dark room insidemy
head—to really see how things were run among the genies of
the lamp—I had no choice but to accept his claims: that all his
talk—or,more precisely, his nagging—isn’t just for himself;
thatmost of the time he’s playing the role of classmonitor; that
he is, in fact, the only voice for all the other genies of the lamp.
To tell you the truth, I believe him. Instead of asking the other
genies of the lamp to speak up and confirmwhether «Story’s
Hero» represents them too, I’d rather not. Otherwise, my head
will fill with all sorts of voices. You knowwhat happens after
that?
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Hubbub beginswhen everyone speaks at once.
Everyone fears the hubbub.
Even the hoopoe on themosque’s minaret.
Let someone dare,
let a gathering rise,
to lay firewood beneath the sobs of lonely narrators,
beneath the ravings ofmad prophets,
so that Abraham
may be freed
from the flames,
the flames of his own clumsy tale.

With all the grogginess weighingme down, it felt like a
magnet of fear and temptation constantly pullingme in
opposite directions. On the surface, everything screamed
that Anonymouswas a hacker, and I should get rid of them
immediately. On the other hand, I was eager to discover what
they actuallymeant by the ACE game.
I could easily guess where that temptation and curiosity were
coming from. They rose from the grave ofmy «Mr.Writer».
It all stemmed frommy unfinished novel—a story that has
remained incomplete formore than ten years, gathering dust
because of the endless disobedience of the «Mr.Writer» within
it. But…
It’s better not to dwell any further on «Mr.Writer» for now.
Anyway!
«Mr.Writer» hadwritten somewhere inmy story: a decent
person should be able to rebel against himself.


