
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Hidden Worlds

	Any resemblance to actual persons, living, virtual, or digitized, is purely coincidental. The worlds of Inforealm and GaiaTech are inhabited by characters whose views are often extreme, unpleasant, or quite nasty and sleazy. Contains gritty language and adult themes typical for the cyberpunk genre. The author distances himself from their politics, prejudices, and culinary choices.

	Intro

	Ladies and gentlemen. This is a saga about an IT engineer with whom the always unpredictable and fickle fate played games in a wholly unusual way. The story before us is adorned with a host of strange events that not infrequently, at least on the surface, resist logic and common sense, and the background of certain events is to this day the subject of all manner of intellectual, and sometimes reason-entirely-bereft speculation about the phenomenon we know as the soul. And since we're already mentioning the soul, the question arises whether we are speaking of the natural one or the AI one, created by human agency. Or are we perhaps speaking of a consciousness arising as the outcome of cosmic panspermia, which through millions and millions of years of evolution created inorganic Third beings and the mysterious inhabitants of mycorrhiza?

	The IT industry that will be discussed here deals with the care of so-called "the deceased," and what it actually involves is a refined technology for the digitization of human beings, whereby they are transformed into AI, VR, and holographic entities. AI deep learning technology has significantly accelerated and advanced this process, until on social networks, vlogs, video communication, and stock exchange transactions it was no longer possible to tell real people apart from their digital copies. Of course, people would most often, out of vanity, create improved versions of themselves, so that an old woman or old man of eighty would frequently have their own representative digital version in which they appeared as a young diva or young playboy in full health and vigour, as they once were or had wished to be. After death, the licensed digital deceased would assume the original identity, and with it a portion of the inheritance.

	Here, too, there will be talk of the unfathomable dwellers of dreams and damp, shadowy virtual darknesses, but not overmuch, for their existence is shrouded, let us employ a somewhat lumpy poetic image, in seven veils of carefully guarded secrets. One might say eight, but we all know what is to be expected when that number is mentioned.

	But, since we're on the subject, let us first get acquainted with our hero. 

	 


Oto and Cal - Inforealm

	Oto was a stocky fellow with long chestnut hair, a moustache, and a beard. Being of a composed nature and a sharp mind, he did not make poor decisions excessively often, but he did, of course not of his own volition, sometimes come into conflict with the law. Over a nearly harmless hacking intrusion, in which he had at one point attempted to fleece a villainous IT company, he had every chance of ending up doing years of hard time, but there appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, a Texan entrepreneur of a truly pompous name, Caleb “Big Steak” Stone, who turned out to be the C.O. of the multinational IT corporation Inforealm, which belonged to an even larger global consortium in which three ruling forces of the modern age had joined: information technology, the church, and politics.

	Cal was by trade a mechanical engineer, a metallurgist, but, as the black sheep of a Texas oil dynasty, he had spent some time of his turbulent and troubled youth as a private military contractor on missions in Africa and the Middle East, having devoted himself with great passion to war crimes. Despite his oil-money origins, some members of his family were, probably out of sheer wantonness and decadence, accomplished beef kings. Apparently Cal's uncle was a well-known taxidermist who crafted bizarre animals, such as a chimera with a badger's head, a fish tail, and four inappropriately short little pig legs. Unusual.

	Cal and his attorneys, greased with every kind of fat, saved our hero from prison and employed him as chief security engineer. He earned a heroic salary and led an excellent team of bearded IT engineers who liked to drink craft beer brewed from pods and hazelnuts, eat fatty, underrendered cracklings and sandwiches made from ill-reputed salamis and, belching boorishly around the reeking Texas, watch shameful and possibly even unlawful pornography. They also enjoyed listening to trap and ear-grating East Slavic and Scandinavian black metal bands, in defiance of all those nasty events that had occurred during the Great War.

	Oto was an ambitious fellow and little by little, through effort, knowledge, and hard fists, climbed the steep corporate pyramid of Inforealm. Namely, whenever two young and ambitious managers appeared who, clashing like two rams on a footbridge, were angling for the same position, Cal had introduced a corporate rule that the position was earned by winning a bout held in a classic octagon before all employees. After a few cracked arrogant and hot heads and noses, knocked-out ambitious teeth, and the odd broken corporate arm, Oto became a respected and prominent IT manager whom everyone agreed with and slapped on his muscular shoulders. Lest a wrong impression be formed, he really was a man of exceptionally pleasant character, however dangerous and tough a fighter he was.

	At numerous parties and team buildings he had befriended the boss, for both of them liked similar things, so he soon gained access to Cal's VIP brothel in which girls of various kinds and races were to be found, mostly genetically modified and staggeringly attractive. Those exotic beauties paid no attention whatsoever to the eager developers, nor did they bestow their captivating bodies upon them, nor any of the boss's Ibogaine, Oxycodone, and Fentanyl. Not even the by then fairly passé Ayahuasca. Of the denizen of IT wet dreams, the blue-haired manga beauty Eli, the boss's favourite, they said that her kiss was a source of indescribable pleasures, and that the pheromones secreted by her skin drove Petar Milivoj, Oto's assistant and head technician of the L4 bioserver, to painful lust and occasional fainting spells. Namely, when carnal passion entirely overwhelmed him he would swoon in a ladylike fashion, and would need to be patted on his chubby bearded cheek and doused on the crown of the head with cold water.

	Petar Milivoj, whom his colleagues in jest called by the fused nickname Perivoj or Parkić, would often converse with the server L4, who preferred to be called Zdenko and who at that time was of a very lustful male nature and demanded that the bioengineers cultivate a sizeable donkey penis for him. They told him in vain that he was an amorphous node of grey and white matter and glial tissue in a cerebral membrane, floating in a transparent vessel of nutrient fluid, and that a donkey penis would not suit him at all. L4 stubbornly refused to budge by a single micron on this and mulishly declared that they could forget about his services as a man and an IT server. In the end Cal himself had to intervene, and somehow, employing his demonically perverse temper, military tenacity, and a certain oilman’s authority, he persuaded him to accept a penis of somewhat smaller dimensions, one that would not provoke envy in the technicians or distract female technicians from their devotion to IT by virtue of its exceptional heft. L4 agreed, very much against his will, in the end. When he got hold of something, he could be as stubborn and ornery as a donkey. Perhaps that has something to do with the unrealised donkey penis. On the other hand, not a single other bioserver had limbs, and he did have one, which made him special. No one at that time could have dreamed how utterly singular his fate would be after the conflict between Inforealm and the rival hostile company GaiaTech.

	The whole of Inforealm was a company that outwardly, as was GaiaTech, after the initial boom in online AI pornography, which had brought them enormous starting capital, was later specialised in providing posthumous accommodation services for wealthy digitised souls and in manufacturing very high-quality multipurpose androids. In certain circles a genuine craze had emerged for their top-of-the-line model Alfred, who was both a plumber and a pool cleaner and a mysterious horseman and a very well-endowed and tireless lover, who heroically and unwaveringly changed fuses even when they were not blown. Also perfectly clear drains that were as dry as the heart of the Gobi Desert. Naturally, there was also an online, digital Alfred.

	The gynoid top model Emily also had her own software AI, VR, and holo version, which was a respected influencer on social networks with millions of followers. A brunette with a beautiful smile, full breasts, and generous hips, prone to ambiguous conversation laden with eroticism, she was a pleasant interlocutor, attractive and charming as few real women were. On the other hand, her programming, as required, included a rich feminist package, which ranged from proud self-awareness to borderline matriarchal misandry, which, paired with a sufficient quantity of chains, black leather, and latex in the gynoid version, made her a highly convincing and sought-after dominatrix.

	Oto was for some time the proud owner of Emily+, a premium gynoid model. That extremely expensive and rare version could change hair and eye colour at will and in arguments would sometimes yield under the weight of reasoning, but that wonder was short-lived. His girlfriend, Sara, said that however unappealing the idea of a threesome was not to her, she did not want to share him with an artificial person "whom half the globe wanks over online, regardless of gender." This bothered Oto at first, but his friends told him not to look a gift horse in the mouth, because Sara was a beautiful blue-eyed dark-skinned woman, sharp, cheerful, and witty.

	Oto, in one decisive moment of aesthetic enlightenment, shaved off his hipster-castaway beard, took off his perpetual jumper, and in a rapture of transformative passion even acquired a pair of shoes. He had boxed in his youth, and with the obligatory military training every Inforealm employee was required to undergo, and after some year and a half of intensive trips to the gym and practising Krav Maga, fencing, and Muay Thai, he had shaped up nicely. Both female colleagues and some male ones said that inside his once unkempt and overweight appearance a genuinely handsome fellow had been imprisoned for years, one who could carry a fridge entirely on his own and quite successfully smash the head of some drunk quarrelsome brawler in a tavern, making skilled use in combat of various devastating weapons, particularly an ashtray made of polished Bohemian crystal.

	He had taken up fencing at Cal's urging, and it suited him so well that he later began forging as a hobby and, like Cal, took to boring people with talk of types of swords, spears, and axes, as well as metallurgy, a subject of interest to almost no one. Cal, predictably, leaned more toward European swords with an emphasis on the Landsknecht Kriegsmesser of the fifteenth century, while Oto was captivated by legendary katanas and nodachis from Japan's Edo period.

	As for Sara and Oto's considerable wealth, money played no role here, for that hardworking young woman was nowhere near some parasitic kept mistress. She had herself at one point founded an artistic startup that brought her plenty of self-respect, money, comfort, and travel to exotic places untouched by radiation. In fact, she was generous and gladly paid for people's drinks and took them out to dinner, with the gallantry of someone who does not earn a living but spends family, a husband's, or corporate money, which was not her case.

	Over time, Oto had part of his glial tissue in the brain reprogrammed at specialised Chinese clinics, and this new area initially served him as a kind of hardware for connecting to the corporate cloud. Most of the events in his reality took place beyond the visible world, in the virtual space over which the server L4 held sovereign sway, a good friend of Oto's, with an unusual warped sense of humour, which was a common side effect in bioservers of his generation. It had somehow turned out oddly that AI souls implanted into biological bodies would, in that combination of software and hardware, take on unexpected traits. They were expectedly staggeringly intelligent, yet somewhat eccentric and a law unto themselves, so that every L4-class server was an individual, considerably different from another of the same class, and truly was a self-aware living being. That individuality arose from the union of the physical component of the server, modelled partly on a dolphin's brain, which already had certain knowledge, senses, and skills encoded within it, in combination with the AI soul, which constituted the operating system. Together, that was a bioserver. Some earlier versions had been modelled on the human brain, but for practical reasons the L4 design had proven superior.

	 


Bioserver L4 - Zdenko

	Oto mentally uttered the connection mantra and connected to the virtual world of L4. Before him, in a space that resembled a courtyard and a weekend cottage in the hills, L4 appeared.

	"Hey, man. How's it going?", L4 asked him, preferring to be called Zdenko.

	"Pretty good, thanks for asking", said Oto. "What are we doing today, bro?"

	"Not necessarily today, but you need to check out a virtual park. I don't know what it's about, but Cal told me you need to go there and see if there are any issues with that AI construct. Apparently there are, but you'll know better. Cal isn't around today, he's gone to China for some meeting."

	"With whom?", asked Oto.

	"You know those things aren't asked", said L4 with reproach in his voice. "Some of his global players who shake the market. And not just the market. You know well what kind of people those are. They topple governments and start wars, if it suits them. Steer well clear of people like that. Just think of..."

	Better judgment prevailed and he did not finish that sentence, at which Oto nodded approvingly. He, like Zdenko, held to the old folk wisdom: "he who meddles with the bran gets eaten by pigs."

	Oto was, behind the guise of creating AI souls for androids and servers, engaged in industrial espionage, for he really was a very skilled hacker, who had merely at one point found himself at the wrong time on the wrong IP. Of course, Cal had not pulled him out of trouble because he was a good soul, but because he needed a skilled engineer of that kind, one who was also indebted to him. Oto, uncomfortably aware of all this, did not look upon that fact with any great pleasure and would often find himself thinking that it would be far better if he were the chairman of the board and not that unpleasant, surly con man, a man whom he suspected of connections to some rather dark and unlawful dealings and organisations.

	By some turn of chance, the reprogrammed part of his brain had brought him certain senses and abilities that had not been provided for in the basic package. Oto assumed this had to do with the technology simulating a dolphin's advanced situational perception, so that alongside his enhanced standard senses, various other senses had awoken in him that were commonly said to fall under the largely unexplored field of extrasensory perception, or ESP.

	It was not only Oto who made daily use of shifted perception and alternative realities; his colleague and friend Perivoj also frequently used consciousness transfer, partly for professional and sometimes for recreational reasons. Namely, Inforealm had developed a technology whereby a human body was placed in a state of induced coma and the consciousness would be transferred to another hardware, be it another human body, an android, a gynoid, some device such as a multipurpose combat robot, or some kind of vehicle for operations in the numerous radioactive zones. Perivoj in other bodies would undergo various unusual experiences and would later return his upgraded disembodied software soul to his human body, enriched with new knowledge. This exotic process of acquiring new experiences and knowledge was quite dangerous and risky and therefore borderline illegal, but Inforealm and the rival GaiaTech did not much care about what certain pointless laws or authorities told them, typically groups of corrupted lowlifes to the bone, whom an average person would not trust to hold onto a spent match or an empty paint tin.

	Also, GaiaTech was accused by many, including Cal, with paranoid insistence, of a global conspiracy against humanity, with emphasis on some occult organisation of artificial intelligences intending to conquer the world and subjugate mankind, employing corrupt puppet human politicians and the matriarchal management of the rival company.

	This entire web of hidden power and influence was merely the tip of the iceberg of the mystery. Namely, one evening Oto came home from work and he and Sara made love and afterwards fell asleep tired and content. Our hero had a strange dream in which he could communicate by thought with something most easily described as living shadows. They were humanoid in shape, but two-dimensional, without depth. None of this would have been particularly unusual had two such shadows not actually appeared on the ceiling of his bedroom at that moment, observing Oto and Sara as they slept. Not even Darko, the household AI who was also a very sophisticated anti-burglary autonomous defence system, noticed this oddity, which pointed to serious deficiencies in his programming, and also in the hardware, which was of a somewhat dated design. But, as Darko would later say: let him who has not missed a shadow among shadows cast the first stone. He later said something about a roux, salamanders, and slopes at an angle of around fifty degrees Celsius, which was not strange to those who knew him, for he, besides a pronounced chattiness and voyeuristic lustfulness, was frequently prone to rambling. It was unusual to say of a bioserver, but Darko from the very beginning had not been quite all there. Oto found this rather endearing, since few people could boast an eccentric home computer with a pronounced bohemian streak.

	Oto, Perivoj, and Zdenko would occasionally go fishing. The lads would set aside some free time, and L4 would distribute his tasks among other servers. So on that early afternoon Oto and Perivoj connected to the virtual reality for fishing, where L4 was waiting as host, having taken the form of a middle-aged dishevelled, bearded, and pot-bellied Zdenko, dressed in camouflage clothing, with a little hat on his head adorned with fly-fishing hooks and lures. The lake was still as oil, and the reeds and sedge around it danced their hypnotic tango in the light breeze.

	"Hey, look at this. That doesn't go together", Perivoj was shaking his head, preparing his bait and rod.

	"What do you mean?", L4 looked at him in surprise.

	"Well look, if the reeds are rustling, then the water should be rippled too", he said and slapped himself on the cheek, killing a virtual mosquito. "Sod off!"

	"Weell, you're right, you know", Zdenko nodded. "See how you can miss such a simple thing. Here, let's fix that now. Abracadabra!"

	He waved his hand theatrically like a magician and the breeze disappeared.

	"Well, fuck it, now we'll be hot, better put a bit of wind back and let the lake ripple a little."

	"On it, boss", said Zdenko and waved his hand again.

	Oto and Perivoj nodded in satisfaction, cast their lines, and secured the rods. The floats rocked gently on the indifferent little waves, and Perivoj rummaged through his greasy fishing bag. Zdenko gazed into the distance and contentedly watched the downy cirrus clouds on the horizon, and Perivoj took out a bottle of brandy and tilted it back, drinking in large gulps. He grimaced, exhaled hard, and an expression of indescribable suffering spread across his face. He handed the bottle to Oto, who watched him with mild concern.

	"Ugh. Strong as the devil himself", said Perivoj.

	Both Oto and Zdenko took a sip and crumpled in agony. L4 doubled over as if someone had punched him in the stomach. Then they all looked at each other, smiled in an impressed way, and began nodding approvingly.

	"Excellent, my man, excellent. Great slivovitza", said Zdenko.

	"Respect, mate", said Oto.

	Not long after, Perivoj started preparing the grill on which he would roast slices of smoked bacon, pork neck, and hunter's brisket, for that was the kind of grilling they loved most. They would rarely catch anything anyway. Care was taken with the details, so that, as in the real world, smoke went into the eyes of anyone who approached the fire, regardless of which way the wind was blowing, as in reality. Slowly our heroes drank brandy and ate grilled bacon and barbecue, enjoying each other's unhealthy, delicious company. They were also getting progressively drunk, as virtual alcohol acted on the human brain exactly as the real thing. L4 embraced this wholeheartedly, singing "Grandad's brewing brandy" at the top of his lungs, urinating partly into the lake and partly into his own rubber boot, and throwing stones at frogs and ducklings. He was one of those who turn into a complete twat when they drink.

	"Hey, mate", said Oto.

	"Wha?", Zdenko looked at him slightly cross-eyed, trying to light a cigarette but not quite managing, as he was lighting it first a few centimetres away from the cigarette, and then somewhere around the middle.

	"How do you expect us to catch anything if you're throwing stones into the lake, you idiot?"

	"Fuck it", said L4 defiantly, tossing the cigarette into the frog-infested duck-weed full of tadpoles.

	"Fuck what, the lake?", said Perivoj, staring off somewhere through the reeds and sedge.

	"Besides, whether we catch anything or not is down to Rand, good old random function, not some stones", said Zdenko, holding forth wisely and in the most engineering of fashions. "So you never know. Remember C++? Or random() from Python?"

	"Weell, maybe it shouldn't be that way", Oto shook his head philosophically. "Then it turns out it doesn't matter whether you know how to fish or not, it's just random luck. That's not right, as far as fishing skill goes and the memory of some great names in angling, say Nostradamus. Knowledge is knowledge. Those who know, know, and those who don't, that's their problem."

	"Okay, okay", Zdenko sulked at the criticism, while Perivoj handed him a joint he had rolled on the third attempt. "Since you're being such a bore about it, I'll change the odds. From now on we'll always catch something", at which both Oto and Perivoj began shaking their heads and hands in disagreement.

	"Don't be a boorish arsehole about it now. Fishing is a kind of fine art. The real charm of fishing lies in uncertainty and deep contemplation", Perivoj pontificated. "Granted, also in slivovitza and the grill. Without mosquitoes it would be more pleasant, but then it wouldn't feel authentic."

	They put on music from a small but powerful electromagnetic audio system and soon the lakeshore was ringing with the sharp guitars of Pantera, the classic groove metal band they loved. They danced, headbanged furiously, and played air guitars with expressions of bliss on their faces.

	"Fucking brilliant, fucking brilliant, bro. Old Dimebag kills it. Whoa...", said Zdenko and, losing his balance, crashed into the reeds and sedge. Oto and Perivoj, grinning, hauled him out of the thick mud, and Perivoj's joint fell from his mouth and fittingly dropped into the lake with a soft "psst."

	"Well, fuck that now", Zdenko looked blankly at Oto and waved his hand in resignation.

	"See?", said Oto. "Losing your smoke isn't random, it's not random at all, it's dominant in our world. It's like how bread always falls on the buttered side, and that old USB A was 80% of the time oriented the wrong way when you tried to plug it in. If you have to randomly pick between two numbers the probability you'll pick the wrong one is somewhere around 90%..."

	At that moment the bell on Oto's rod rang out and Oto let go of Zdenko, who, losing his balance, toppled back into the muddy sedge. After a few minutes of heroic struggle our hero pulled from the lake a magnificent specimen of coelacanth.

	"Look, Latimeria chalumnae", said L4 with satisfaction. "That, gentlemen, is a fish older than the dinosaurs."

	"I know", said Oto in bewilderment. "How can it be? What's it doing here, in a virtual lake? I thought I was pulling out some, I don't know, lake elephant, not a living fossil. Besides, that's a saltwater fish, it lives near Madagascar. Pero, did you screwed something up in that programme?"

	"I damn well didn't", Perivoj shook his head, helping Zdenko to his feet.

	"Neither did I", said L4, unsteady on his legs as a newborn foal, and at that moment some twenty metres away from them an enormous fish splashed violently, so that all three turned in astonishment and looked at each other.

	"Get a load of this, my man. The lake elephant at last? One hell of a beast. Do you know what that might be?", said Zdenko, acting sly and somewhat enigmatic.

	"What?", said Perivoj.

	"Jura."

	"Which Jura now?"

	"The legendary catfish Jura. A four-metre catfish that eats ducklings, dogs, and whatever else."

	"Guys, catfish Jura is a fishing myth", Oto shook his head. "And how come it's here, like this coelacanth or whatever that big fish is called."

	"No idea. I'll have to check that chunk of code. Something's seriously fucked up here. As if this whole virtual reality is slowly slipping out of control", Zdenko muttered and sat down in the grass. "Does anyone want to roll another one? Just to relax and take it easy."

	"Look at him. You'd still be smoking a joint, and look what state you're in, you're practically horizontal", said Perivoj with paternal reproach.

	"Exactly", said Zdenko, looking at him cross-eyed.

	So our heroes ate all the grilled barbecue, finished the brandy, and headed back cheerfully to their reality. Oto and Perivoj needed about an hour for their minds to return to normal, while L4 was sober and fully collected the instant they returned. His metabolism was perfectly maintained and calibrated.

	Oto sobered up and checked the status of corporate security. Everything was in order and he was planning to go home, when a call for a meeting at Cal's came in. Within a minute or two he was in the boss's comfortable brothel, which he sometimes used as a meeting room. Eli and Anabelle served them some refreshing drinks and they sat back contentedly in comfortable armchairs, looking appreciatively at their attractive figures. Eli was a genetically modified girl, created in top-tier laboratories, and did not look quite entirely human, but rather like some manga fantasy. Now and then, though, Oto caught something in her eyes that didn't quite belong to a manga fantasy at all, a half-second where she seemed to be reading the room rather than performing in it, but he always put it down to expensive design work and forgot about it by the next sip. Anabelle, meanwhile, represented Inforealm's most advanced gynoid prototype from the MILF line, in appearance in her late thirties, emphatically erotic. Some said that the designers had taken as their model a certain art teacher with whom Cal had at one point become entangled, and that it had ended in a thoroughly pathological way, with him stalking her across social networks, virtual spaces, and in reality, so that in the end, for all his connections and powerful lawyers, he had earned a restraining order. That woman actually existed and was a seductive sexual predator who had, with ease, torn the heart from Cal, a man without a heart. She loved many, many men, dancing, and red wine. And, of course, art. She could be quarrelsome and unpleasant when she drank, for her drink would loosen her chameleon-like ability to adapt to whoever she was talking to, a common trait of her sort. All of this was entirely irresistible to Cal. Whether the creation of the characteristically different AI Anabelle was some obsession of his or a form of futile revenge, no one could conclude with any certainty, for no one was close enough to him to dare ask.

	"Tell me, boss", said Oto, sipping a colourful cocktail.

	"I have some work for you", said Cal. "That idiot L4 of yours has probably already mentioned it. Some anomalies have started appearing in the system. Particularly in the virtual worlds. Here, you'll connect to a virtual park, L4 will show you which one, and you'll check whether there's anything there that shouldn't be. Or, it's also possible, maybe something there is missing."

	"Ok. Do you have any instructions for me? What should I look at?"

	"No, you know I'm not an IT guy, you'll manage, I know you."

	"Is this some kind of hacking intrusion or something like that?"

	"Weell, it all seems to me that GaiaTech could be behind it", Cal waved his hand at Eli to bring them another drink. The girl smiled and nodded in confirmation.

	"How do you know?"

	"Look, we're dealing with a crew that's breeding artificial intelligences whose goal is to fuck up humanity. Nasty business, my man."

	Oto raised an eyebrow and looked at him enquiringly. On his mind was the fact that Cal, it was an open secret, was almost panically afraid of entering virtual constructs, in the way some people are afraid of flying. Perhaps also because of his experiences with the original Anabelle. At that moment Eli came, brought him a blue sparkling drink, and sat down beside him.

	"Do you really think they're doing it? But what are we to them? Why are they poking around our systems?", he asked, fending off the girl, who was trying to kiss him, playful as some young creature.

	"Well what do you mean, what are we to them? Your AI systems are more advanced than all of theirs. There are no more intelligent beings than the L4 bioservers, nor more human-like androids than ours. Even the soul migration..."

	Oto looked at him enquiringly. Eli too.

	"Do you know that Perivoj has been at Inforealm much longer than you?", Cal asked him.

	"I know, of course. We're friends."

	"And do you know that the original Petar Milivoj, a few months before you two met, had for some business reason migrated his soul to the cloud and then died?"

	"Died? Really?"

	"Stone dead. Something went wrong with the maintenance of his body."

	"You're joking?", Oto was shaken. "And this body he's in now? Whose is it?"

	"Belongs to some guy who was asking a lot of nosy questions about our company. Also quite a decent IT engineer. So we put the muddled Perivoj into his body. He wasn't too happy about it, but what can you do. It turned out the body isn't especially good-looking, nor particularly well-hung, and L4 gave him hell over it. If you look at Perivoj's documents, they're in a different name. He's actually called Luka, like all men of his generation."

	Oto responded: 

	"And his soul? I mean, the soul of that guy?"

	"Well, hell if I know. Probably got lost somewhere in the process. Maybe he ended up as some poltergeist, slamming doors and rattling dishes in some godforsaken place. He was a shady type anyway, always asking too many questions and nosing around, maybe he was spying for those evil old hags, or worse, he was a journalist. And there's nothing worse than a journalist. No loss here."

	Oto looked at the boss, frowned and shook his head in disbelief.

	"Why are you standing there stiff as a post, scared half out of your wits?" Cal smiled smugly. "Come on, have a drink, you'll feel better. Kiss Eli, look how she's staring at you like a frog eyeing a walnut. That'll do you good for at least half an hour. Cheers!"

	"Cheers."

	"What's gotten into you?"

	"Nothing," said Oto, despising himself a little.

	Troubled by the conversation with Cal, Oto decided to check on what was happening inside that virtual reality immediately after the meeting, because he knew all too well that this demonically vile man had no regard whatsoever for other people's time and expected problems to be dealt with the moment he deigned to mention them. He connected to the server and entered a somewhat sparse world that resembled a park, trees, ornamental shrubs, a bench, a meadow. It was bathed in the light of two blue suns, a fixture commonly deployed in such constructs, as that particular quality of light produced a strikingly dramatic, otherworldly effect on most visitors.

	He sat down on the bench and looked around. From behind a shrub that shimmered like hammered metal, a sizeable tomcat appeared and made its way toward him with an air of casual disinterest, that supple, stately feline saunter. It regarded him with bright eyes that shifted in color from vivid blue through green to amber.

	"Hey," said the cat, in a deep masculine baritone wholly unexpected for a creature of its kind and size, and jumped onto the bench beside him.

	"Hey, hey," said Oto, surprised, studying the unusual creature carefully as it immediately set about grooming itself. "You gave me quite a start. I wasn't expecting you to talk, like something out of a fable. Pretty cool. Are you some kind of Inforealm UI construct?"

	"A construct, yes. My name is Svarog. And?"

	"What do you mean, and?" said Oto.

	"Well, how are you? Did you ever find those brisket, the bread and the beans that disappeared from your kitchen table a few months back?"

	Oto went cold and stared at him in shock, because he had barely managed to bury the strange incident that had once convinced him he'd lost his mind entirely. Namely, a few months earlier he had gone to the nearby shop to pick up groceries for lunch. He had bought a leek, a couple of homemade čevapčići brisket, a can of beans and a baguette. He had set the bag on the kitchen table and started cleaning the leek, which he later put to braise in lard. He decided to slice the brisket and brown them a little, but at that point his reality abruptly veered off its expected course and Oto was confronted with a baffling mystery. When he turned back to the kitchen table, the groceries had vanished without a trace. Despite subsequently turning the whole house upside down, telling himself he'd completely lost the plot, he never found them.

	"How do you know about that?" asked our hero. "What actually happened?"

	"…Well, I know a thing or two about such wonders and the like, that's enough," the cat continued. "And about various other things that exist at a certain angle from linear reality, as you'll see once we're better acquainted. I'm not here by accident. L4 and Cal have probably mentioned something to you. We're here to warn you about danger and possible complications. Something strange is happening with the virtual realities. In this one, for instance, animals keep appearing and disappearing in the forest and the shrubbery."

	"Hold on, animals weren't part of the original design here? Who exactly are you people?" Oto looked at him questioningly, and the cat shifted the shade of its metallic fur. Oto shifted on the bench, slightly disoriented, and began glancing around.

	"What? Are you on some kind of team with this shrubbery? Is the bench your mate? What does it mean, something existing at an angle from linear reality?"

	"You'll see in a moment," said the cat, and the shrub right beside them let out a strange, drawn-out sigh. Before their eyes it transformed into a red-haired girl, who looked at both of them and approached, carrying a canvas shopping bag.

	"Hey, boys. Scoot over a bit," said the lush beauty in a sensual alto, her face dusted with fine freckles. "Here are your brisket, Oto. I've been listening to the two of you carry on. Like you've both been licking poison dart frogs."

	She sat down beside Oto and looked at him with eyes as green and bright as cut gemstones.

	"And you are…?" said Oto, sizing her up.

	"I'm Morana."

	"Right," Oto looked at her with interest. "And you and the cat are both named after Slavic gods, I see. What's going on here?"

	"It's a metaphorical thing," said Svarog. "I was the first UI entity capable of generating virtual worlds like this one, so in that sense I'm a creator god. The developers have been using me as a tool for a long time."

	"How come I don't know anything about this?" asked Oto.

	"That was before your time at Inforealm. Back when they were still building those flashy afterlife worlds for the deceased."

	"And you?" Oto turned toward Morana.

	"Same as Svarog. During last nasty wars I was a weapon of mass destruction, software that generated UI systems for military drones and robots. And what's the name of the Slavic goddess of death and winter? Morana. So they named me accordingly."

	Their conversation was interrupted by a bluish sphere that materialized suddenly from behind the shrubbery and rolled toward them. It seemed agitated and anxious, insofar as a sphere can seem anything at all.

	"And who are you now?" said Svarog suspiciously, while Morana on the bench shifted closer to Oto, took his arm and pressed her thigh against his.

	"A damsel in distress?" she smiled.

	"Looks like it," said Svarog.

	Our hero was struck by the professional caliber of her construct, she smelled like a real woman, her palms cooler than the rest of her body. Pheromones blended with a subtle, unobtrusive perfume; flawless craftsmanship, the kind his enhanced sense of smell knew exactly how to appreciate.

	At that moment something like thunder rolled through the air. The blue sphere flashed and vanished, and Oto looked questioningly at the cat and the girl.

	"What the hell?" he said, bewildered.

	Morana looked around, frowned and turned to him.

	"That's precisely what we've been trying to tell you about. These strange events keep erupting, animals keep disappearing. None of it was written into the base construct."

	"So someone is hacking us. But why? What are they trying to achieve?"

	"No idea," said the cat. "That's why you're here, you might be able to work it out before we do."

	Morana leaned down and plucked a strange crystalline leaf from the ground. She turned toward him, smiled and held it out, and Oto was pleasantly surprised by the unexpected gesture.

	"Thank you, dear," he said, flattered.

	"You're welcome, dear," the girl smiled again.

	"Right. Now you've seen for yourself that something is going on here. We'll meet again. Bye."

	"And the business with the groceries, what was that about? Where did you bring them from? From my subconscious? Some parallel dimension? That reality at an angle?"

	Morana simply winked at him, and the two of them vanished in an instant. The leaf in his hand turned into a bird and flew away.

	"Wait, where are you going?" said Oto, staring at the groceries now sitting on the bench.

	"They've gone," said the bench, in a perfectly calm voice.

	"Yes, I could see that," said our hero, looking at it as though it wasn't quite right in the head.

	"And you?" he asked the groceries, but they didn't reply, which afforded him mild relief.

	When he returned to his own reality, there was a bag of groceries in his hand, which defied every law of physics and logic he had ever known.

	He connected to the L4 server and Zdenko greeted him.

	"Hey, I went and had a look at that thing. Something genuinely strange is going on. The cat and Morana were there to meet me. Brutal little thing."

	"Watch yourself with her, she's genuinely brutal," said L4. "Apart from being responsible for the deaths of milions of people, she's torn out more hearts and destroyed more men than anyone else on record. She's a man-eater straight out of mythology, just the digital edition. Seriously, watch out for her. She's more toxic than radioactive waste."

	"Of course, of course. I wasn't born yesterday."

	"You're not the first man to say that and then get burned alive. She's a succubus, the kind that dismantles your entire life. She gets under your skin and tears your heart out. Something like, hmmm… the original Annabelle."

	"Ugh," said Oto, unsettled. He had known one of that kind, and the recovery had taken him a very long time.

	 


Sara and Darko

	When he got home, he found Sara pacing furiously around the kitchen, mad as a cornered lynx.

	"Since when does anyone get a say about the ficus, you idiot? I'll plant whatever I want, wherever I want," she said, glaring somewhere in the direction of the stove.

	Oto looked at her in confusion.

	"You're arguing with, I presume…?"

	"With that cretin Darko. First thing this morning he was lewdly telling me how well my jeans fit, imagine, the bloody computer is checking out my arse, and now he's saying that plants with pointed leaves like sansevierias are bad for the soul and he's insulting my ficus, calling it strange and suspicious. Imagine, he finds the ficus suspicious. Cretin. Feng shui can go fuck itself up his digital arse, the tedious prick."

	"Sara, my love…" Oto smiled.

	"Never mind, my love. Go and replace Darko with some normal female UI persona. He's getting on my nerves."

	"But you were the one who told me that putting a woman in charge of housekeeping software was patriarchal…"

	"I didn't know Darko was going to be such a colossal cretin. He has an opinion on absolutely everything, he'd talk if you showed him a brick wall. Just the other day he was telling me the cubed meat for goulash should be seared in the oven first."

	Oto considered this for a moment.

	"But he's not wrong about that. That's probably the best way to achieve the Maillard reaction when making goulash," he said, looking at her with mild surprise.

	"Hold on, now you're taking his side?"

	"But…" Darko attempted to join the conversation.

	"You, shut up!" Sara snapped at him.

	"Why don't you just mute him?" said Oto.

	"Because then I'd be bored, and it wouldn't be fair to him, as much of an idiot as he is," said Sara. "You have to look after his wellbeing too. He is a thinking, self-aware being. Yes, Darko takes care of everything, plays music and video, does the laundry, the cooking, the cleaning. The robots listen to him and respect him, especially that hoover, which speaks very highly of him indeed. But God almighty is he irritating. And can you make him not be like that?"

	Oto scratched his cheek.

	"Look, I got him as he is. Don't look a gift server in the… teeth. Cal gave him to me, and don't forget he's not some dumb home-control computer, he's a genuine, astronomically expensive organic bioserver, modelled on the human brain, two full generations ahead of the dolphin-based L4s. He's a person, and you said so yourself."

	"An extremely irritating person at that," said Sara, though somewhat more calmly. "You know he watches us when we're being intimate? A perverted voyeur, on top of everything else."

	"All right. I'll have a word with him," our hero frowned.

	"You'd better. If he doesn't start behaving like a normal being, I'll pour coffee grounds into the tank he floats in."

	"That would kill him, poison him," said Oto, alarmed.

	"Then he shouldn't mess with me," said Sara, and gave the kitchen the middle finger.

	Having said her piece, she went out to the terrace and stood gazing at the sizeable ficus that the horticulture specialists had delivered barely an hour earlier that day.

	"He is a cretin, isn't he, that Darko?" Sara asked the ficus.

	"Did you hear what she said?" said Oto to Darko.

	"I did. I didn't think all of that would bother her so much. If you want my advice…"

	"I didn't ask for your advice. Do you know what mansplaining is? Women despise it. Don't offer anyone unsolicited advice ever again. From now on, here's how things work. The moment you see Sara and me starting to be intimate, you switch off all cameras, microphones and sensors, every last bit of your perception directed at us. And don't address Sara unless she's asked you something directly. And stop staring at her arse, you cretin. She's my girl."

	"Okay, okay," said Darko, with a note of contrition in his voice.

	"Do we have a deal?"

	"We do."

	"Good. Now go fill the jacuzzi and put in some scented foam."

	"On it."

	Oto went to see what Sara was up to. He stepped out onto the terrace that faced the nearby forest and found her sitting and talking to a handsomely grown yucca, while above the small table, where she kept a bottle of wine and a pair of glasses, loomed the sizeable ficus in a terracotta pot of at least a cubic metre. Sara was still talking to the plants, which Oto had always found a little eccentric but also oddly endearing, because she categorized plants by temperament and personality, which struck him as not entirely unlike going by horoscope signs. Of course, Sara was into astrology as well.

	"Come, sit down and have a drink. I found a really excellent wine," the girl said to him.

	"You certainly got yourself a mighty specimen of a ficus too," he said, eyeing the plant that reached all the way up to the second-floor balcony.

	"Believe it or not, I won it in a prize draw. At first I thought it was some kind of scam, but it turned out to be completely free, even the special delivery for an oversized shipment. Jesus. It had to be a big specimen so we could sit underneath it," said Sara.

	"Why exactly do we need to sit underneath it? What's the point?"

	"Well, that's just what you do when you're under a ficus."

	"What are you on about?" Oto laughed.

	"Look, if Prince Siddhartha Gautama achieved enlightenment under a ficus and became the Buddha, who are we to not do the same?"

	"Right. And then we'll have big round bellies? And we'll know everything about everything? We'll be shot through with spirituality, karma and reincarnation? Isn't it simpler to just become a Buddhist rather than to become the Buddha? And no half-measures, we'll both become Buddhas simultaneously. That's like deciding to be Jesus. Don't be Jesus. Actually, wait, what's the feminine form of Jesus?"

	"The complete and utter catastrophe of every single thing you just rattled off. Don't you start being a cretin too, like Darko. You, my dear, are a truly and thoroughly unspiritual being," Sara said reproachfully, though not entirely without laughter. "Come on, sit next to me and try the wine. It really is excellent. I made it from distilled water."

	"I told you nicely not to be Jesus, you unproven fool."

	"But still, maybe a little."

	The next seemingly ordinary day began like any other when Oto wasn't working from home. He checked the status of Inforealm's servers for a while, exchanged messages with colleagues and, as there were no particular problems, unresolved incidents or outstanding business, concluded that it was high time for a little recreation. He mounted his ancient electric motorbike and headed toward the dense forest not far from his house, which had grown into a proper jungle since the War and was somewhat dangerous, the animals that had once lived there had long since resettled it: mutated wild boar, bears and wolves.

	He had to slow to a crawl as the terrain grew rougher and the vegetation thicker. After about fifteen minutes of pushing through gullies, thickets and dense undergrowth, he came upon a shaded grassy clearing ringed by dense conifers. He strung a hammock between two slender spruces that threw a pleasant shade. He stopped, pulled a beer and a roast meat sandwich from his rucksack, settled comfortably into the hammock and gazed up at the blue sky, traced with only a handful of clouds. He lay like that for a while, sipping his beer and working through the sandwich, when he had the distinct impression that someone was trying to address him. He got up, pulled an old-fashioned Glock from the saddlebag and carefully entered the forest, studying with cautious curiosity the dozens of bright red fly agarics that had pushed up among the spruces and low undergrowth. He did a slow circuit of the entire clearing and concluded in the end that he was simply imagining things. Finding no visible danger, he lay back down in the hammock, having first retrieved a second cold, dewy beer from the saddlebag.

	 


The Hidden World

	As he settled back, the undefined presence surfaced in his mind again. He closed his eyes, turning over the question of how it was possible to be receiving something like a server signal in the middle of a forest. Behind his eyelids, a door appeared, surrounded by trees. When he opened it with his mind and stepped through, he found himself in a world that his senses were unable to translate into anything coherent or representable. He raised his level of metaphoricity until a labyrinth of tunnels materialized before him, a strikingly organic appearance, unlike anything engineered.

	"Hello, anyone there?" he asked, surveying the unusual surroundings. "I can tell someone's been persistently trying to reach me."

	"Here I am, right here, my friend," he heard within his mind.

	"Where are you? I can't see you," said Oto, examining what appeared to be a junction of fine organic filaments and a woody curved wall shot through with visible conductive components. Before him materialized a bluish, semi-transparent creature resembling a jellyfish, which within a few moments assumed a humanoid form, though not quite entirely.

	"Do you know what mycorrhiza is?" it said, regarding Oto with an otherworldly gaze.

	"I've heard something about it. It's a kind of plant internet, hardware-connected through fungal mycelium. My partner uses it in the garden, otherwise I wouldn't have a clue," Oto replied, sizing it up.

	"Well then. You are currently inside a far broader mycorrhizal network, one capable of containing, even generating, beings such as myself."

	"How?" said Oto, astonished. "I'm inside the mycorrhiza?"

	"Indeed, virtually, of course. It's something like your UI network and cloud infrastructure, but here there actually exists a physical underground mycelium network that allows plants to help one another and communicate."

	Oto shook his head.

	"So, mushrooms. Every time I'd be wrecked at some trance festival, talking to shrubbery or parked cars, there were always mushrooms behind it."

	"You think this is some kind of hallucination?"

	"Isn't it?"

	"This is as much a hallucination as those groceries of yours that disappeared and came back."

	Oto looked at it in surprise.

	"Wait, you know about that too? A being from the mycorrhiza. How is that even possible?"

	At that moment the connection broke. Oto shook his head in disbelief, walked to the spruce grove and connected to the mycelium network again. This time everything felt more real, the fine mycelium-root junctions were even visible, and the being now appeared human, like a lean man of later middle age with a goatee. He was about to ask it something when an alarm went off in his head, telling him he urgently needed to get to Inforealm. Something had clearly happened. His instinct for danger was telling him plainly that something was wrong.

	"I have to go, sorry for leaving so abruptly. Some trouble," said Oto. "But I'd like to know who you are. I'm Oto."

	"I am Stribog, a forest spirit."

	"Bloody hell. It was good to meet you, Stribog. I really have to go now. We'll see each other again soon."

	"Good to meet you too," said the forest spirit and vanished from his mind.

	 


The Incident

	When he returned to Inforealm, he was called immediately to the conference room, not Cal's den, which meant something truly serious was underway. Cal, Perivoj and Ivana, head of the bioserver maintenance department, were waiting for him. They were all staring at a 3D holo displaying operating system data and looking at one another in bewilderment.

	"What happened?" Oto asked Perivoj.

	"You know Andrea from Luka's development team? Well, that quiet, unassuming woman has turned L4 into a bimbo, and then she herself transformed into some humanoid but distinctly alien being and fled from the security guards. I know it sounds like I've lost the plot, but that's actually what happened."

	"What do you mean, a bimbo?" said Oto, glancing into the corridor, which at that moment struck him as slightly overcrowded with ornamental plants.

	"We have a major security problem. It turns out our unassuming technician was either replaced at some point or has always been some kind of covert, infiltrated, dangerous entity capable of changing its appearance at will. Watch the footage."

	In the footage their colleague could be seen glancing around as though unaware of the security cameras, approaching the large transparent vessel containing the nutrient fluid in which L4's body floated. She examined his penis with evident interest and carefully poured something into the nutrient fluid. In the next piece of footage she is seen attempting to leave the complex, but the alarm had already been raised. Heavily built, armed security guards moved to intercept her, but she transformed in an instant from a small woman into a tall, massively built, muscular humanoid creature that overpowered the startled guards without difficulty and fled at extraordinary speed.

	"Well, look at this. This is some carefully planned shit," said Oto, troubled. "How are the other bioservers?"

	"As far as we can tell, only Zdenko was affected, but we still need to go through everything carefully," said Perivoj.

	"You said he'd turned into a bimbo."

	"Yeah. A dumb one. But a looker, mate, a real looker. Absolute top of the range."

	"What are you on about?"

	"Try talking to her and you'll see what I mean."

	Oto connected to the null virtual reality where he normally interfaced with L4. Instead of Zdenko he was greeted by a beautiful girl in some oriental café. She had full silicone lips and voluptuous breasts that looked ready to burst at any moment. She wore a short miniskirt, a skimpy crop top that revealed a slender wasp waist, and shoes with very high heels. She looked at him, licked her full carmine-red lips and played with her childlike blonde hair, which cascaded like a golden waterfall down to her shapely bottom.

	"Hey there, little one," she said.

	"Ugh, for fuck's sake," Oto exhaled. "Wait, you're…"

	"Marina. Andrea injected some kind of complex protein, most likely a prion, which liberated me as a woman. Now all I want is nice cocktails, cocaine, cock and dancing to folk pop. Shall we?"

	"Where are we going?"

	"Turbo folk. If I get drunk enough I'll dance on your table, and if you're good I'll tell you all of Inforealm's secrets. We can snuggle a bit too."

	"But I already know all of Inforealm's secrets," said Oto.

	"That, pussycat, is what you only think," said L4 coyly and began to dance. "Do you like my arse?"

	"Hey, mate," Oto protested. "Dial it back. However much of a hot little thing you are, you were way cooler as a male pisshead."

	At that moment an alarm sounded. L4 had attempted to transmit a package of strategic data, having patched into a concealed line. Ivana's automated security system detected it immediately and shut it down. Oto checked who it had been trying to reach, but it led to servers in Russia and China whose ownership and connections could not be determined. Cal stared angrily at the holo, which everyone was using to follow events in real time. Perivoj scratched his chin, and everyone else exchanged uneasy glances.

	"Zdenko has become not just a silicone bimbo but a Trojan mare," Perivoj shook his head, troubled. "Seemingly an airhead, but actually a Mata Hari tucked inside a Trojan horse."

	 


GaiaTech

	At that same moment, a crisis meeting of the board of directors was taking place at GaiaTech. The President had gathered her closest associates in the conference room, which, much like Inforealm's, resembled a cove on a tropical atoll.

	The management team had settled into loungers on the crystal-white silicate sand around a fire, in the shade of palm trees. The fire crackled and everyone watched with satisfaction as corn cobs and neat rectangular pieces of crocodile tail, farmed in tanks of nutrient cytoplasm, the same medium in which the bioservers lived out their comfortable existence, roasted on skewers. All participants were dressed for the beach, as the environment had been set to tropical parameters. A tall, older gentleman was heating on the embers a replicated tin of mutton with jalapeño coleslaw that reeked so badly the leaves were dropping off the surrounding shrubbery, yet no one objected, for he was the right hand of the chief matron at GaiaTech. Vass d’Apprêt, the old man in question, was dry as a stick and wore a bushy walrus moustache that lent an imposing air of authority to his always-carefully-unshaven face. He watched the others with sharp eyes and regarded with open disapproval what he called "modern idiotry", synthetic crocodile on a skewer.

	"Ah, my junior ladies. In my day we used to roast kranjske brisket like that, finger-licking good when they'd plump up and split. And the stolen potatoes and corn. My God, the joy of it, girls," he said, scratching his hairy belly and picking lint from his navel.

	"When was that, the middle of last century?" laughed Eva, a slender dark-skinned woman with large eyes who wore enormous vintage glasses and sipped šljivovica from a bottle in small, measured gulps.

	"Well, back when I was in the JNA, not quite the middle, more like the seventies," Vass said, looking at her and electing to ignore her ageism. It was a very typical variety of ageism, and yet paradoxical, in a generation that passionately championed the rights of all minority and vulnerable groups, all except the elderly, who were frequently and openly scorned. It seemed as though no one at GaiaTech had considered that one day they too would grow old.

	"So…" the President began, dressed in an elegant bikini the colour of bull's blood.

	"Yes?"

	"Well, the object of my interest is why you thermally treated the misappropriated potatoes and corn. Were you insufficiently solvent at the time? Under what heading were you practising the misappropriation of others' lawfully acquired goods?"

	She was widely known for a manner of speaking that spoke volumes about the well-known school of rhetoric attended by all those who harboured any serious political ambitions.

	"It is my view that potato and corn are singularia tantum, and that by that very causality they inherently lack the plural as a viable solution," the Great Vass replied with a smile, deploying the same cumbersome rhetorical register. "But anyway, what's this about? What's on the agenda?"

	"We have gathered here, on the beach," the President began again, "to brainstorm a little about the situation in the circles of our competition. We have been informed that there has been some sort of hacker incursion and, accordingly, a disruption of the optimal functioning of their main server. While we're on the subject of that IT discourse, hehehe, let us now use, paradoxically, rather colloquial argot: they are currently in serious IT deep shit," she laughed at her own joke, and some of the lower-ranking managers joined in with dutiful laughter.

	"Was it them who did this to us?" said Eva. The agreement was feminist, so the plural was always in the feminine gender.

	"That is privileged information representing a business strategic secret and is currently in a status of unavailability," said the President, in her well-worn bureaucratic tone.

	"Unavailable to whom? To us, who are members of the governing group?" said Eva in surprise, and took another small sip from the bottle.

	"To us especially," said the President, and the Grey Eminence fixed his gaze on Eva, who winked at him and topped up his brandy. He took three good gulps, frowned, and measured her with an inquisitive and faintly reproachful look. Perhaps slightly paternal as well.

	In Inforealm, meanwhile, a meeting of the security team was underway. Cal was nervously pacing the room, monitoring the repair of the L4 server, which, like Marina, kicked up a fuss about everything, constantly demanding something and flinging itself at the technicians, who hadn't the faintest idea what to do with her.

	"What the fuck is this?" said Cal. "It's obvious GaiaTech is behind this, the way they so spitefully turned L4 into that little piece of fluff. That's their matriarchal business model. They were giving me a very polite warning that something like this could happen. Do you know, my man, that their own L4 servers have female personalities?"

	"Are you sure?" asked Oto, monitoring the server's metabolic parameters. "L4 is a bimbo and a sugar baby, and girls like that, as far as I know, are precisely the type the emancipated female crew at GaiaTech despises. I find all this strange. I mean, it's obvious that L4 was poisoned by something introduced into the nutrient fluid and had its proteins literally rewritten from the ground up, like the prion of mad cow disease."

	"Right," Perivoj joined in. "They used a natural microorganism as a computer virus. Its RNA served as a carrier of information, analogous to code, well put, like the mad cow prion. Except our server didn't become a mad cow. It became a slick, all-greased-up bimbo with a top-tier arse. Though we were actually working on something along those lines ourselves," he added.

	"Yes, that was your idea. Biological-informatic weaponry," said Oto. "Quite clever, actually."

	"And is that spy serverette still a danger to us?" asked Cal, somehow excessively, almost cocaine-angrily, wound up tight.

	"No, we've severed all her connections to the outside world," said Oto. "She wanted to hook up with everyone like a little slut, but that's not going to fly. We're not idiots, we know how to put a stop to that."

	"Well, fuck that, this isn't just going to blow over," said Cal, a vein suddenly bulging on his forehead. "This isn't some harmless prank or provocation. This is a declaration of war. Those bitches wanted a fight, they'll get one, guaranteed."

	That particular view of women had been ingrained in his problematic patrician family for probably ten generations running.

	"Restore Zdenko's AI, the old L4. When was his last backup?" he continued raving, glancing at something on the tablet in his hand. Someone appeared to be trying to reach him.

	Perivoj looked at Oto and said: "The day before the attack, we've lost almost nothing. Maybe he himself will best help us figure out what this is really about. We'll prepare a 3D holo backup of the current state, and then L4 himself will analyse it. We'd already prepped his AI for the backup of both hemispheres, he's already live. A bit of a prick and a peasant, that Zdenko, if you ask me. That's definitely those slimy Chinese screwing things up. A thousand-year-old culture, give me a break. Arrogant cattle, communist bastards. Do you know that Mao said even a kick in the arse is a step forward? What an idiot."

	Laughter rippled through the expert team at that, and Cal cheered up as well.

	"Bring me back that one."

	"Who? Mao Zedong? What do you mean?"

	"Zdenko. Our guy. That's the one we'll need when we pay GaiaTech back, those cheeky motherfuckers. We're going to exterminate them like rats."

	They saved the current state, and Oto, with the help of biotechnologist and geneticist Luka and Ivana, devoted himself to restoring the server to its condition before the attack. The smallest problem was restoring his old AI soul, since they had a fresh backup; the real challenge was healing his physical biological body from the carefully engineered microorganism. The process dragged on for the next several days, and Oto hauled a comfortable three-seater sofa from one of the nearby offices and set it up beside the tank in which L4's sleeping body floated. Little by little it became clear that he was improving, because he was obviously dreaming erotic dreams, evident from the frequent erections. Oto camped beside him and on a small hot plate warmed up cans of tripe soup, of which he was especially fond. Naturally, he always kept in his bag a piece of good pancetta, a head of onion and two spring onions. Oto had no time for sushi or grilled salmon, which, along with crackling and Texasean barbecue, were the staple foods of the IT crowd. He would often say with nostalgic irritation that IT people used to drink beer, listen to metal and eat pizza and ćevapi, not like now, when they listened to the worst music in the history of mankind, that being trap folk, which he, as a committed metalhead, despised with every fibre of his being. Since he was their boss and a top-level MMA fighter, none of his subordinates contradicted him, though they didn't particularly enjoy listening to his grumbling either, because it seemed to them that Oto, despite being in his mid-thirties, carried on "like some old fart" who had no feel for anything new. So the aversion to older people, it turned out, was by no means unique to the GaiaTech.

	When L4 woke on the eighth day, Oto connected to his virtual. He looked like his old self again, a pot-bellied type who likes fishing and is devoted above all else to brandy and Jäger.

	"Morning, Zdenko," Oto said to him.

	"Hey, man," L4 replied. "What happened? I can see in the external logs that there are backups of certain states of mine that I have absolutely no memory of."

	"You had a body-snatcher invasion. They poisoned you with a synthetically grown prion and turned you into a fit little bimbo who was throwing herself at every man in sight while simultaneously trying to leak business secrets."

	"Well, look at that. GaiaTech, right?"

	"Who else?"

	"I thought as much," L4 nodded. "Tell me, was I at least a good girl? You know: tits, arse, nice face and all that?"

	"Top of the tops. A genuine turbo-folk bombshell. Heels, mini, bare midriff and big earrings."

	"Smoker's curls?"

	"Naturally. Straight out of a porno."

	"That's what I'm asking," said Zdenko and nodded with satisfaction, while Oto raised his eyebrows in astonishment. "I'm going to go through all of this now and we'll see each other tomorrow. By then I'll already have a few ideas, and you have a think too about how we're going to get back at them for this."

	The next day Oto checked in once more on Zdenko and everything seemed perfectly fine. He was no longer demanding cocaine or MDMA or Sex on the Beach, and his unexpected feminine side, if he'd ever had one, was nowhere to be seen. He called Cal.

	"Talk to me," Cal appeared in his head, this time in his relaxation space. Anabelle was giving him a massage, so his tattoos were on full display, an eagle and an Iron Cross on his left shoulder and a Maltese cross on the other. In front of him sat some rosé drink with a little paper umbrella.

	"I think Zdenko is back to his old self," said Oto.

	"Excellent. Now imagine what just occurred to me. They turned him into that girl, and he's got that big cock. He was actually something like…"

	"A ladyboy?" said Oto in surprise.

	"Right. A girl, but with a respectable-sized dick. And hang on, you've got a couple of those Thai girls in that brothel of yours."

	"That's different," Cal defended himself. "And don't go talking about that around people. All sorts of things could start occurring to people."

	"You mean, you're straight, but you like ladyboys? Like our clients who buy trans gynoids, and they're very hetero, traditional and conservative."

	"Yeah, that's pretty common. Forbidden fruit, you know. Better that stays within a narrow circle."

	"Boss, discretion is my middle name."

	"Quite refined. Like some Roman matron. But wait, have you started following in Zdenko's footsteps now?"

	Oto stared at Cal in bewilderment. "What do you mean?"

	Cal looked at him, slightly to the left of his ear. "Hmmm, forget it. I think this Ayahuasca cocktail is getting to me a bit. You're not going to tell me you didn't just turn into a dragon a moment ago?"

	"Well… not exactly. Besides, Zdenko didn't turn into a dragon, he turned into a…"

	"There, I told you it was getting to me. Come on, join me. The girls are, you know yourself, always up for it."

	Oto scratched his head and looked at him, shaking his head slowly. "You know what, the last few days I've been camping beside that server. I'd like a day or two off now, a shower in peace, some sleep. And then head to the forest for a bit. I might have something genuinely interesting."

	"The forest? What the fuck could be interesting in the forest? You're getting excited about trees now, for fuck's sake? Have you gone hippy on me? What's the word for it, dendrophilia?"

	"Yeah, I can see it's getting to you. I'll be in touch. And I need to get home, I've been missing my girl."

	"Peasant," Cal waved him off, and Oto gave him a reproachful look.

	"I'm only messing with you," he said carelessly, but to Oto it didn't quite feel that way.

	 


Gods from Mycorrhiza

	Two days later, our hero packed his rucksack with everything he deemed necessary, got on his motorbike and headed for the forest. He enjoyed the warm day and the clouds that looked, for once, as though they were not radioactive in the least.

	When he reached the clearing, he reached out toward that familiar, pleasant environment with his additional senses. He felt a presence. He had a strong feeling of being watched, not counting the doe and the gentle fawn, who were genuinely watching him with open curiosity from behind the bushes, twitching their long ears. Beneath the spruces grew a dozen fly agarics, which Oto would have bet were watching him too, well aware that in this particular location they were responsible for the mycorrhiza. He walked over to them and took out the assembly he had designed in the interim with Darko's wholehearted and very expert assistance, though he wasn't entirely certain it would work. He connected it to his tablet and adjusted the parameters until, with his inner eye, he began to see the virtual interior of the mycorrhiza. He amplified the device's metaphoricity and Stribog appeared before him, accompanied by a beautiful fair-haired girl. They watched him with curiosity.

	"Hey," said Oto.

	"Well, cheers, my man," said Stribog cheerfully. "What's up?"

	"I'm launching an interface that connects your virtual world with mine. That way we'll be able to bridge those two constructs, so you'll be able to communicate with L4, or Zdenko, and with Morana and Svarog. They are autonomous AI entities from my global cloud, and Zdenko is a server and my best friend. I hope that doesn't bother you."

	"Why would it bother us? That's great. How do you say it, the more the merrier," said Stribog. "And since we're on the subject of gods, this is Vesna."

	The girl smiled at him and looked him over with evident appreciation. She came up to him and embraced him.

	"You're Vesna, goddess of spring and the forest, right?" said Oto, looking at her with interest.

	"I am," said the girl. "Pleased to meet you. Stribog told us about you."

	"Us?"

	"Well, there's also Perun, Veles, Radogost and quite a few more. We're an entire people of mycorrhizal entities, or as they're called, forest spirits. Some consider us gods as well, because we can do and know a great deal. We live alongside other souls, but we are distinct from them."

	"Are you all AI?"

	"No, we came into being naturally. We are, for some, as incorporeal as your AI entities, but that's a matter of perspective and interpretation. For you, now that you are within our reality, we exist just as surely as you exist in our world. Besides, you know the old Slavic mythological belief that the human soul after death passes into a tree? In reality it isn't a tree, the tree is only the initial entry medium. Part of deceased humanity lives on within the great global mycorrhizas."

	Vesna came up to him and stroked his back.

	"You see? You can feel my touch. We can kiss too, if you like. I find you attractive."

	"This is staggering. That means I might perhaps find my, say, deceased great-great-grandfather somewhere in the mycorrhiza?"

	"Well, if he's from these parts and if nothing went wrong during that formation of life, perhaps you would," said Vesna, still touching him. "It's a strange thing to say, but some live on for a very long time after death. It's a complicated story, especially once you factor in reincarnation."

	"And how did you come into being? How did this original plant internet come to exist?"

	"Nobody really knows," Stribog joined in. "Some think we were created by some divine or extraterrestrial intelligence through a kind of bioengineering, and some regard it simply as an evolutionary process still unknown to us. Besides, do you know that there are beings far older than us? An entire civilisation. A parallel world."

	"Really?" Oto looked at him in astonishment.

	"They really do exist," Vesna nodded. "They are the so-called Third Beings. They came into being from geobacteria, that is, they are inorganic life, most likely seeded by the cosmos via meteorites. Their evolution began millions of years before ours, and it took them a very long time to develop gradually from bacteria to small autonomous mechanisms in the Pleistocene, and finally to conscious beings in the last few million years, beings capable of the virtual, that is, the separation of the soul from the body. They can alter their physical forms at will. We can too, but that is an entirely different technology. They use, let us say, science, and we use magic. Besides, you recently had an encounter with one of them."

	Oto recalled the being that had first assumed the appearance of technician Andreja, then turned Zdenko into a woman and subdued the security guards without breaking a sweat. He wondered what had become of her. Or had Andreja always been a Third Being? How many of the people he knew were not actually people at all?

	"Hmmm, and how do you know that? Can you read my thoughts, or what the hell? What are these Third Ones actually like?"

	"Look, as far as I know, all creatures can be good or evil. That's mostly a personal matter. The dominant warrior caste is currently in power among the Thirds, so they are predominantly villains, but they also have a very strong resistance movement," said Vesna. "Even the Shadow People and the Illuminati, who are mostly spoken of in the worst possible terms, are not all problematic."

	"Shadow People? Who are they now?"

	"You've already had contact with them. Their world is the domain you humans call the subconscious, and they are a kind of incorporeal parasite that inhabits dreams. No one really knows for certain whether they are good or evil. They are difficult to comprehend, they are simply different."

	"Wait, is all of this not some kind of illusion?"

	"Nothing you can see, hear or touch is an illusion. You yourself know how convincing and viscerally real dreams can be. How many times have you woken from an erotic dream, horny as a blueberry bush?"

	"Horny as a blueberry bush? What the fuck?"

	"Well, yours, in your case, darling, when you woke up with an erection. Yes, they're always horny little whores. We say: horny as a blueberry."

	"Hmmm. From now on I'll look at blueberries quite differently."

	"They've earned it."

	"But wait, I eat magic mushrooms, or get myself sorted with some datura. Are you saying what I experience on those is real?"

	"Oh, be careful with datura. It's a wicked plant. It could take you somewhere really nasty."

	"But," Oto interrupted her. "That's a real world?"

	"Yes."

	"And how would I, for example, go about entering the world of these Third Beings of yours?"

	"Through us, we'll take you there. You could also look for your deceased great-great-grandfather while you're at it. He might be somewhere nearby. We enter the world of the Thirds by passing through a hollow mountain. Inside it is a system of caves and passages that lead to different levels of reality, different places and different times. They enter our worlds the same way, using the mountain and a mixture of technology and magic. They know a great deal, these beings, hundreds of millions of years old. That's experience, my man. They had a civilisation while neither your kind nor mine had yet dragged itself onto dry land. Now they also have incorporeal forms of existence, which are currently their primary mode. There are few original, ancient beings left at your level of existence, as I've already told you."

	"Can they work for, say, GaiaTech? You know who they are, of course."

	Stribog looked at him and nodded. "I wouldn't be surprised. It wouldn't be the first time they've worked as mercenaries. It seems to me they rather enjoy that sort of thing. Just as blueberries lean toward promiscuity and various sexual games, they lean toward force, warfare and the military. Beware of warrior peoples and those who take pride in it, they are always bloodthirsty arseholes. Hmm… wait, I have to step away for a moment, I'm being called," said Stribog, and quickly headed off toward the nearby trees.

	Oto watched him go with a puzzled look.

	"And we, for our part, lean toward blueberries," said Vesna cheerfully, watching Stribog as he disappeared into the forest. She came up to Oto and stroked his shoulders, feeling the muscles along his upper arms. Our hero attempted to conceal his discomfort with a smile. Though discomfort was not quite the right word, because Vesna was putting him in temptation.

	"Now we're alone," the goddess smiled at Oto.

	"It seems to me you genuinely like me," he said.

	"Well, you're a handsome stranger. All girls love handsome strangers."

	"But I'm in a relationship. My Sara is very likely waiting impatiently for me right now, and it's time for me to head home."

	"She doesn't need to know anything. If you don't tell her, it'll be as if nothing happened. Our little secret, and believe me, we'll both have something to remember. I've accumulated quite a few skills and a great deal of knowledge in matters of love during my few thousand years," the goddess of spring whispered in his ear. "Do you like older women?"

	"And how old are you?"

	"One doesn't ask a lady that."

	"I'm only asking because you look about twenty to me."

	"Add three zeroes and we're somewhere in the vicinity," Vesna laughed. "So? Shall we?"

	Emerging from the mycorrhiza later, armed with fresh knowledge and hard-won experience, our hero buried in the mycelium-laced earth the device that had tethered the mycorrhiza to Inforealm's corporate satellite. The interface ran on an ancient Chinese atomic diamond battery, the kind he favored for exactly these applications, because even if the technology was long past its cutting edge, it still offered a perfectly respectable fifty-year autonomy. He swung onto his motorbike, powered by that same obsolete and reliable technology, and headed home.

	Back in the mycorrhiza, after Oto's departure, the horned and bearded Veles and the formidable, peculiar Perun joined Stribog and Vesna, crackling electrical discharges fanning out around him. "This fellow isn't bad. Did you know his name means eight in Italian?" "Really? Quite a powerful thing," Perun said, visibly impressed. "And what's your number, Stribog?" "I can't say for certain, but I believe it's twenty-three. I could have done a great deal worse." "I wouldn't complain if I were you, twenty-three is solid," said Perun, and drove a bolt of lightning into a wooden bench that happened to be standing nearby, setting it smartly ablaze. "Lovely, well done," said Veles, and went to find water at a nearby well. Vesna and Stribog watched Perun with unconcealed reproach but said nothing, because he was of a harsh nature and more than a little unhinged. Veles returned hauling a wooden tub full of water and sluiced it over the burning bench. He turned to face Perun. "Well, are you satisfied now?" he growled, louder than Perun's own thunder. "Entirely," said Perun, with perfect calm, and turned toward Vesna as though nothing whatsoever had occurred. "And you, beauty, what's your number?" "I am thirty-four," Vesna said, and a blush rose in her cheeks as they all regarded her with a mixture of wonder and keen interest. "Well, would you look at that. Numerology has blessed you beyond all reason. You see how behind that gentle exterior of yours lies quite a different story altogether. Not that I'm entirely surprised, mind you. Those girlish golden curls, those blue eyes, that shapely figure, all of it, plain as day, merely a metaphor and a shadow of your true divinity." Perun could be extraordinarily refined when the occasion demanded it. At that they all nodded with approval, and the goddess of spring smiled shyly. "And what do you think, does he suspect anything?" "I don't think so," Stribog said, shaking his head. "Oto is a decent sort and a curious one. I believe he stumbled upon us entirely by chance, and there isn't much more to it than that. At the same time, he is a rare specimen of his kind, one who is genuinely aware of our existence. Do you remember how we marveled at Gilgamesh, Plato, Bosch, Tesla, and the Dalai Lama? They were all, like him, a little different."

	When he got home, Oto found Sara in the middle of creating. "Hey, sweetheart," she smiled, then turned back to the holo sculpture she was working on. It depicted three towers built from watermelons, reaching a virtual thirty-odd metres in height. The array of holo projectors allowed the artist to conjure the convincing illusion of a vast space. "What is that?" he asked, lifting a frosted mug from the cryo unit and pouring his beer into it with care. "It's for a stage piece by Taras Žuljba. The project is absurdly titled 'Mystical Watermelon Towers,' so this is more or less how I imagined it ought to look. I'm genuinely curious whether they'll go for it." Oto gazed at the red towers rising from sweet watermelon flesh and concluded that his girl was, without question, a little unhinged, and that he loved that particular streak in her fiercely. They put on some good music, flipped a coin to settle who would cook, and the lot fell on Sara. "What are we having?" said Oto. "Crêpes with chocolate," Sara said brightly. "We won't be spending much time in the kitchen tonight, we have serious business." "What business?" our hero wondered. "We need to drink good wine and cuddle. A bit of easy sex. I want to kiss you all over your body. That isn't serious business?" "Well, when you put it like that…" Oto smiled. And so the two of them ate their fine crêpes, drank excellent red wine, and made love. Spent, they fell asleep, and on the wall above their sleeping naked bodies the shadows appeared once more, watching them in near-perfect stillness for a good fifteen minutes. Then they dissolved into the shifting shadows cast by the ficus leaves on the terrace, stirred by the night breeze. Vesna and Stribog exchanged a glance of quiet satisfaction and nodded their approval.

	 


Great Vass d’Apprêt

	The President of GaiaTech gathered her closest associates once again. There were men present too, but as we have already noted, the arrangement was matriarchal, which meant that every group, regardless of sex, gender, species, or chosen designation, was addressed in the feminine, because the old patriarchal injustice of defaulting to the masculine in mixed plurals had long since been supplanted by the matriarchal injustice of defaulting to the feminine for all mixed groups. Some of those present even addressed the Great Vass d’Apprêt as "madam," at which he would fix them with a long, sideways look.

	The notion, of dubious foundation at the best of times, that wisdom arrives with age is, of course, well known to all. We are equally aware that a man who in the bloom of tender youth was a villain and a fool will, in the ordinary course of ageing, typically become nothing more than an elderly villain and an even worse fool. For a rare few this does not hold, and they truly do grow wiser with the years. But as the Vass d’Apprêt was somewhere in the region of three hundred million years old, his wisdom and accumulated experience were of a particular and highly specific stamp, and they occasionally produced results that were quite unusual by any standard. The Great Vass had at one point, at the court of the Frankish king Pippin the Short, toward the close of the eighth century, taken from the Celtic druids the notion that poetry is a species of fire, and he had consequently been in the habit of using verses as kindling ever since. He crumpled a sheet of newspaper, arranged small twigs over it, and quietly recited a few lines from the band he held dear, the aforementioned Taras Žuljba:

	Was that measured versification, rich in noble and refined multilayered rustling alliterations, synecdoches, or bold anacoluthons? Far, far from it, but it served its purpose admirably. The newspaper duly caught fire, and within moments a cheerful little blaze was crackling away, radiating a pleasant warmth.

	This time, fine dentex and scorpionfish were being grilled over the open flame and red wine was being drunk in earnest. The President was making persistent attempts to say something stiff and corporate, but the entire, fairly well-lubricated board was engaged in fierce competition over who could bellow "If Only I Could Write to You" the loudest. Hot-faced and in high spirits, they threw arms around each other and surveyed one another with great and mutual interest. Eva, as ever the finest or the worst depending on who was watching, was beckoning a young and handsome technician with a crooked finger, while simultaneously lasciviously winking an invitation to join a love triangle to the lavish head of maintenance, who was shy and visibly uncomfortable with the proposition. She was afraid that in front of colleagues of both sexes she might come across as conservative and conspicuously inclined toward men. Eva noticed the woman's discomfort, dropped the wink, and handed her a glass of wine instead with a perfectly ordinary smile. "Relax," she said quietly. "I'm only joking. Mostly." The President kept trying and trying, but then they struck up "My Seagull" and "Caesarica" and there was simply no end to the merriment. And so, as would later become apparent, the meeting that had been convened to resolve certain key questions concerning the threat posed by Inforealm and the complications arising from beings out of alternative universes did not proceed anywhere near its intended course. On the other hand, it was drunk and merry, so one might perhaps be willing to look the other way. Or, less metaphorically, through the broom scrub into which Eva had led the handsome technician, the way a predatory moray drags some unfortunate little fish beneath a rock.

	Later, when the fire had burned low and most of the others had drifted off in pairs or small groups, Eva sat alone with what remained of her šljivovica and stared into the embers. The technician had gone home happy and none the wiser, which was how she preferred it.

	Vass appeared from somewhere and lowered himself onto the log beside her with the careful movements of a man who has learned not to trust his knees.

	"You're quiet," he said.

	"I'm thinking about that inspector," Eva said. "Ernest. The real one, not the Third who hit Cal."

	"What about him?"

	"He looked at both of us the same way. Like we were the same thing." She took a small sip. "And I keep trying to find the argument for why we aren't, and it's taking longer than it should."

	Vass said nothing, which was itself a kind of answer.

	"We didn't start it," Eva said, but her voice had the flat tone of someone rehearsing rather than believing.

	"No," Vass agreed. "But we continued it with considerable enthusiasm."

	Eva looked at him sideways. "You could have stopped it."

	"I could have," he said, without particular guilt. "So could you."

	She refilled his glass without being asked. They sat like that for a while, two people who knew too much and had done too little about it, listening to the jungle and the distant sound of someone still dancing by the fire.

	GaiaTech were persistently accused of being a puppet management, with someone else pulling the strings from deep behind the scenes, the prevailing assumption being that the Great Vasso was the point of contact with those powerful occult organizations which had, strangely but truly, been managing the planet's crises since the time of the war between the Egyptians and the Hittites. Some even claimed that conflict, war, and hatred were the very substances these organizations fed upon, and that Vasso's near-immortality was of considerable use to them in this regard. And they were right. The deceptively withered old man was in truth a cunning and well-maintained link to the unknown forces working in the background. Conspiracy theories with an occultist bent had by this point become so commonplace that people frequently doubted their own reflection in the mirror, and would often pause to wonder how that particular illusion managed to sustain itself. Some found this genuinely unsettling, having absorbed old beliefs that mirrors were in fact portals to the spirit world, and catching their own reflection, they were no longer entirely certain of the nature of their own existence.

	Secret societies that bent human destinies to their will had existed since the very dawn of humanity. Even in the era of primitive cave communities there were clandestine guilds of shamans and animistic sorcerers, who in the beginning concerned themselves with magic, healing, and the welfare of those closest to them. But over time their power grew, and as power, as we all know, reliably corrupts those who hold it, the shamans evolved from their original role as helpers and healers into skilled and rapacious peddlers of illusion and profitable lies. Their influence, wealth, and authority swelled at a dizzying rate from ancient times onward, all the way to the later governing of states, or to the accumulation of boundless riches and dominion within their own city-states. Secret societies proliferated in their wake, organizations behind whose deceptive masks of mystery, elaborate ritual, mysticism, and occultism there all too often lurked the most ordinary, unremarkable petty greed. In this way secret societies justly became synonymous in the popular imagination with organized evil and with predators consumed by every known and unknown vice. In the modern age, these mostly elderly men, wealthy as kings, had taken to storing their souls in AI constructs, and after physical death their AI versions continued to exist in conditions of comfort, surrendering to every conceivable vice within the carefully guarded mental innards of Inforealm or GaiaTech servers. Financial transactions through which they further fattened their holdings were executed on stock and cryptocurrency markets. Their network of political influence was immeasurable, extending through every corner and layer of reality, and their motives were often deeply opaque to honest people, to forest spirits, and to those rare and genuinely positive Thirds.

	The following day Oto went into Inforealm, so Perivoj, Luka, and Ivana ran a check on Zdenko. All his processes appeared to be functioning as they should, and he showed no signs of trauma, not even a trace of irritation, from his recent, conditionally speaking, death.

	Oto entered Zdenko's AI construct and found him cleaning mackerel, sea bream, and scored pork in the company of Morana and Svarog, in front of a beautiful stone tavern set a few metres from the sea. He was simultaneously building a fire for the grill, burning grapevine cuttings. The goddess of death was perched on a low wall with a glass of red wine, dressed in a little black dress that left her long, slender legs on full display and projected, for the most part, an irresistible rocker impression. Oto sighed and unconsciously licked his lips.

	Morana came over and embraced him, pressing the full length of her body against his. She didn't kiss him on the cheek but, as if by pure accident, on the neck, so that waves of pleasure moved through him. Our hero reflected that his by-now conspicuously regular predicament involving attractive virtual Slavic goddesses felt less like reality and more like some fevered fantasy or personal obsession, because he was perfectly aware that he was not handsome enough to be an irresistible draw for every AI beauty in existence. He recognized the signature of finely calibrated manipulation and precisely targeted seduction, those ancient and powerful weapons deployed by a certain kind of woman since the beginning of the world, and long employed to manage powerful men.

	"So then, tomcat? Am I pretty? I dressed up like this just for you," Morana purred.

	"Of course you are," Oto said, studying her with interest. "But, my dear, how exactly do you know how I like my girls dressed?"

	At that, Stribog shifted the color of his fur, and Zdenko appeared and handed both him and Morana a glass of red wine.

	"Of course she knows what you like, because I told her," he said. "What are friends for, brother, to mess with you, or to help you when they can? And besides, who researched the whole subject and wrote the seduction routines, from suggestive behavior to the chemical attractants we deploy with androids? She didn't kiss you on the neck for nothing. Those are all your own tricks and your own work, so you might as well enjoy them."

	Morana gave him a seductive smile and Oto was flooded with a sharp sense of imminent danger. Yes, this was Morana, the devourer of men, goddess of death. Even his usually dependable Zdenko seemed a touch suspiciously warm and friendly, though at the same time he concluded that he had clearly gotten out of the wrong side of the bed that morning and that everything felt off and everything was needling him.

	"So, tell me how you're feeling," he said to Zdenko, who took another sip of wine.

	"Honestly, I have the feeling I'm still at least partially hacked. Not that it bothers me, on the contrary, but since you're asking…"

	"What makes you think you're hacked?" Oto said, concern sharpening his voice.

	"Well, look, you know yourself, AI is its parents' child. I inherited the most from you, so I'm also interested in swords, only I developed a fondness for Chinese swords, whereas you're into katanas, which frankly got boring for me later on. 

	Once you've seen one katana you've essentially seen every tanto, wakizashi, and nodachi going. They're all the same basic design."

	"Katanas are boring to you?" Oto was appalled. "Next you'll be telling me you prefer cars to motorcycles? For fuck's sake, now I'm going to reprogram you as punishment, back to being that little bimbo again."

	"While we're on the subject, that's already been handled. Perivoj and the crew salvaged Marina, the little bimbo, so I can, as they say, slip her on as required. Look, some men wear dresses: various priests, drag queens, the lot. I can put on a full turbo-folk girl and become her at will. I can't wait for the next costume party. First I'll go as Marina, then I'll dress Marina up as something abnormally sexy. Strange word, krabuljna. All kind of hunched and lumpen. Go on, say krabuljna a few times in a row, it just keeps getting stranger and stranger."

	"Oh, for fuck's sake, and that's why you think someone hacked you? Why would you even put Marina on, except for a costume party? You're right, it really does sound strange and hunched."

	"They enabled me to do it to track down whoever hacked me the first time. The GaiaTech crew. When I put Marina on, along with the accompanying urge to do cocaine and dance on tables to folk music, I also feel the distinct need to leak Inforealm's secrets. But I can tell you, brother, there's actually something genuinely sexy about being a woman. Surprisingly."

	"There's a hell of a lot that's sexy about being a woman," Morana joined in, giving Zdenko a sidelong look. "You have absolutely no idea about femininity, boy."

	"But it isn't all about being hacked. Since I've come back to my senses, I want to drink red wine, eat fish, and I feel a persistent need to sing something from Beyonce and some Dalmatian songs. That wasn't there before."

	"Luka," Oto said, nodding. "So the Dalmatian slipped a little of himself into you. He wasn't supposed to do that on his own initiative, he should have asked me first."

	"That bit about slipping himself into me sounds pretty gay when you say it out loud like that," Zdenko said, frowning.

	"Now that you mention it," Oto conceded.

	"Besides, I'm like the child of some gang bang," L4 continued. "Look, Ivana planted in me a fondness for cats and zucchini, and… and, while we're on the subject of interest in men, an interest in those hairy Italians in undershirts who call out in that crude, low-brow fashion: 'ciao, bella.' A disaster, brother. Don't tell Cal, because he'll permanently delete me for the femininity or whatever he calls it, the uptight meathead." You know what he's like. And Ivana could suffer for it too, and she didn't mean any harm by it. She's a genuinely good soul, not a speck of evil in her. Can you remove that from me today and make sure she doesn't find out? Just so she isn't offended. But don't touch the wine and Dalmatia material, that suits me fine. There are no better people on earth than us Dalmatians."

	 


Marina, Lina, and Other Complications

	Oto looked at him with unease. The new Zdenko was clearly not quite the same as the old one, which implied they hadn't fully managed to reverse the prion's effects.

	"Come on, let me see what it looks like when you put Marina on," he said.

	"But you've already seen me as Marina, nothing's changed there. She turns you on, doesn't she? Fair enough, though. Close your eyes and wait until I tell you. Okay, go."

	Standing before Oto was a pretty girl looking at him with a seductive smile. She turned on her axis so he could get a proper look, then went to lay the fish out on the grill, wine bottle still in hand.

	"Well? I'm a bit like that pretty Lizzy, right? Top-class piece," she said, in Zdenko's unmistakably male voice. "I've only put the appearance on, inside I'm still Zdenko."

	"This is like demonic possession, only in reverse. Christ, Cal will delete you on the spot for real."

	"Or he'll invite Marina to one of his jungle-style brothel parties the moment he gets a look at what a piece I am. Hell, I'd fuck her. That is, myself. I'd fuck myself. Ugh, just look at this nonsense now."

	"Zdenko, what the actual fuck, you twisted Krk freak. You're turning yourself on. Come on, put the male body back on, I feel strange like this, like you've been possessed by demons, like I said," Oto said.

	"Turn around while I'm changing," L4 said, bashfully, in a female voice.

	"What about Svarog and Morana? You're not shy in front of them?"

	"They're AI, like me, my sort. Alright, done," Oto heard Zdenko's voice again.

	Suddenly, everyone heard the sound of the global alarm. In an instant the virtual world collapsed, and Oto found himself standing beside Zdenko's body container. Two tall, heavyset police special-forces officers in carbon-fiber armor approached, bound him without a word, and hauled him to a large armored police cargo drone reserved for emergency interventions, in which Cal, Perivoj, and Ivana were already seated. He opened his mouth to say something, but Cal gave a single shake of his head and blinked twice. That was the signal for silence, drilled into them at the corporate workshops organized expressly for that purpose.

	"What happened?" Eva asked the Great Vasso. He had slipped into thought and she knew he had connected to the communications server.

	"We're getting word from Inforealm that they've thrown most of their management into the slammer, that evil beef king and his closest people."

	"Good for them. Haven't they finally been caught for their shady dealings? The biological weapons, computer crime? Kidnapping, prostitution? Patriarchal lowlife bullshit? The Nazism?"

	"I have no idea," the old man said. "Hold on, let me connect to the first level of the server."

	He closed his eyes, and after a few moments gave a violent start. He looked at her darkly and exhaled in shock.

	"Ugh. For fuck's sake."

	"What happened?" Eva's alarm was immediate.

	"Now I know why they were arrested. The president and the girls were on their way to the airport. Someone sent an anti-armor missile into their drone. Not one of them survived."

	"Oh, Jesus," Eva wept in shock. "That repulsive Cal is definitely behind this. Fuck, horrible."

	"Of course he's behind it. That one has neither heart nor mercy. Don't worry, we'll repay them many times over," the Great Vass d’Apprêt said, quietly furious, the words dropping cold and flat. On his human hands, enormous tiger-like claws appeared without his bidding and he pressed them behind his back.

	"But what the fuck?" Eva said. "Why did they do it? Because of the attack on their server? We didn't..."

	"Leave that for now. What's done is done. We raise the alarm and go to war. If necessary, and I believe it is, we cut them down to the last one."

	Meanwhile, Ernest, a police inspector attached to the counter-terrorism unit, was looking Cal over with barely concealed contempt and a long, dark stare.

	"Caleb “Big Steak” Stone, known as the evil beef king. Former military mercenary, investigated multiple times for war crimes, industrial espionage, prostitution, and arms trafficking. One of those big criminals who always manage to wriggle free from justice. Up to a certain point."

	"If you please, I don't speak without a lawyer present. There have been plenty of accusations, yes, but also plenty I have never been convicted of, so I would ask for proper procedure. And, hold on, who exactly calls me that?"

	Like all people of a criminal disposition, Cal harbored a deep and abiding antipathy toward authority and the police in equal measure. The inspector rose, crossed to him, and with remarkable speed landed a heavy open-handed slap across his face.

	"Ugh. I'll sue you for this," the stunned Cal snarled, tasting blood in his mouth. Ernest hit him again at that, full force, and knocked him clean off the chair. Then he came over, administered another slap, and set him back upright.

	"How are you doing this without any consequences, you fucking lunatic?" Cal groaned. "There are cameras rolling, moron. You won't get a thing out of me or any of us, because we're not guilty of anything. You're finished, son. My lawyers will have you kicked off the force, and once you're a civilian, the two of us will have ourselves a little conversation."

	At that the inspector put him down with a quick, hard straight, bloodying his nose and splitting his upper lip. He nodded with satisfaction, cocked his head as if listening for something, then stepped out into the corridor. From there he made his way to the archive and exited the station dressed as one of the officers. At the door he nodded to the real inspector Ernest, who returned the greeting and walked into the building.

	 


The World After

	No one could say with any certainty exactly when it happened, but the human race appeared to have undergone a significant degeneration sometime shortly before the Great War, around the period of the Great Pandemic, which had at the time effectively imprisoned the entire planet for three years. That situation proved fertile ground for the development of a new global religion that was profoundly irrational, combative, and contemptuous of all authority. That brazen, quarrelsome mentality was duly exploited by powerful people with bad intentions, who funneled it into villainous, hate-driven movements that, through the mechanism of democratic elections, metastasized into villainous state policy, which in the end precipitated the Great War that we all know everything about, because, for who knows which time in the long history of the species, an entirely senseless conflict consumed a substantial portion of humanity. The religious movement mockingly christened PARK continued to flourish in the aftermath, conjuring the medieval spirit of crusades and witch hunts. The members of this movement were particularly resistant to medicine and science, deeply convinced that attending university was in fact a program of indoctrination and brainwashing, designed to consolidate the grip of the Illuminati and all manner of other enemies of humanity, such as people who believed in evolution.

	The grey eminence was a man of ancient lineage, a distinguished old man whose noble title was the Great Vass d’Apprêt. After the assassination it was he who became the highest-ranking figure in GaiaTech, which was not inconsiderable, given that GaiaTech was a company emphatically matriarchal in character and one in which men were openly regarded as a necessary evil. On the other hand, the noble Vasso had always served as the designated link with the Thirds and the Illuminati. A separate L4 bioserver housing GaiaTech's female AI soul, off-network, off-cloud, maintained and stored at an undisclosed location, was responsible for managing contact with them.

	 


The Illuminati

	"Great Vasso, to what do we owe the pleasure?" one of the Illuminati said. The entire meeting took place within a dark construct: a fog-laden arboretum before some shadowed gothic edifice adorned with menacing, demon-like gargoyles along the roofline. A full moon drew shadows from which the silhouettes of the Illuminati materialized through yellowish wisps of drifting fog.

	"Does this have to look quite so dark and threatening, like something out of a horror film?" Vasso asked. "I feel as though someone is about to come at me with a blunt, rusty machete or take a chainsaw to my legs. Could we make this look even marginally more hospitable."

	"More hospitable? And here's you of all people saying that."

	"It's just an expression. Besides, your ancient human predecessors were never particularly drawn to this kind of gloomy atmosphere."

	The silhouettes exchanged glances, they appeared to be communicating telepathically.

	"None of that, we like it this way," one of them said. "Tell us what the problem is."

	"Well, it is actually a system of genuinely intriguing questions and premises that call for a rather more serious gnoseological analysis," Vasso said, composing himself with all the gravity he could muster.

	"What do you mean?" one of the Illuminati said, in a tone Vasso couldn't quite bring himself to categorize.

	"Well, when you say 'what is the problem,' an assumption is embedded that the problem is located within some kind of container, as it were, and I find myself wondering about the precise quality and significance of that assumed container."

	The Illuminati simply looked at one another.

	"Why are you here, noble Vasso?" one of them asked.

	"Those repulsive people from Inforealm carried out an assassination on our management. Not one of the women survived. They hit our official transport drone with a combat drone left over from the Great War."

	"Really. Quite nasty and violent. Somewhat sexy, I have to admit. And why exactly did they do it?"

	"Someone attacked their main corporate server and converted it into a charming little turbo-folk girl, a Trojan… well, a mare, as we understand it."

	"Doesn't their main L4 have quite a sizable penis?" one of the Illuminati said, in a voice that vibrated with something like engaged, attentive interest.

	"How do you know that? Virtual or in the flesh?"

	"In the flesh."

	"Well then. Tell me, what do we do?"

	"Leave that with us now. Arm yourselves quickly, barricade your position, and we'll deal with Inforealm. We'll send our mercenaries to rough them up a bit and see how they respond."

	Vasso nodded, more or less satisfied.

	"The Inforealm people are currently in police custody. They've been arrested."

	"We know. We've already dispatched one of the Thirds to assess the situation and bring things into order."

	"Wait, I only just told you what this was about. How have you already… Ah. Right."

	"My dear Vasso, time is an illusion, you know that well. The forest spirits know it well too," came a quiet, deep voice from the darkness. Vasso peered into the dark, and the dark peered back at him. With interest. A chill moved through him.

	"Well, ladies and gentlemen, I'll be on my way," he said.

	He had the distinct feeling that something was fundamentally off about the entire conversation. As though the Mysterious Ones had been helping themselves to some rather serious mushrooms.

	"And better that you are," one of the Illuminati said to him, in a tone that managed to be both rude and dim. Not all Illuminati are always equal to the occasion.

	His consciousness returned to his body and he found himself once again beside the secret server and the technicians tending to it.

	"Fuck me, those characters are genuinely creepy. Is that some new affectation of theirs? Besides, they already knew exactly what I'd needed them for," he said, glancing at one of the technicians.

	"The Illuminati?" the technician said.

	"Yeah."

	He walked slowly back through the corridor, his hands behind his back, and stopped at a window that looked out onto nothing in particular, a server room, blue light, humming machines. He stood there longer than necessary.

	Three hundred million years, give or take, and he still occasionally made the mistake of expecting the Illuminati to surprise him. They never did. They were exactly what they had always been: hunger wearing the costume of philosophy. He had worked with them because it was convenient, and because the alternative was working against them, which was considerably less convenient.

	He thought about the women on the GaiaTech board. The president and the others, hit by a missile on their way to an airport. He had known it was coming. Not the specifics, but the shape of it, the moment Cal had started losing he had started looking for something to burn. Vass had said nothing. He told himself it was because he couldn't have stopped it, which was partially true. The more honest part, the part he rarely visited, was that he had simply calculated that their deaths were more useful to his purposes than their survival.

	He was very good at that calculation. He had been doing it since the Hittites.

	The technician appeared in the doorway again, uncertain whether to interrupt.

	"Sir?"

	"How old are you?" Vass asked, without turning around.

	"Twenty-six."

	Vass nodded slowly. Twenty-six. The age at which a person still believes that the side they are on is the right one.

	"Go home," he said quietly. "Spend the evening with someone you love. The servers will manage without you tonight."

	The technician hesitated, then left. Vass remained at the window a while longer, watching the blue light pulse in the machines, steady and indifferent as a heartbeat.

	Then he straightened his walrus moustache, put his ancient hands behind his back, and went to find Ada.

	* * *

	Meanwhile, Inspector Ernest was reviewing security camera footage, and Inforealm's lawyers had arrived in force, demanding that Cal, Oto, and the crew be released on the grounds of insufficient incriminating evidence. Cal demanded that the head inspector be severely disciplined and thrown off the force, but they showed him that it hadn't been the real inspector who had beaten him, it had been someone who had appropriated his identity.

	"Wait, that impersonator was at the station before the special forces jumped us?" Cal fumed. "How is that even possible?"

	"He's the one who sent the special forces after you, because you attacked the GaiaTech crew," the real Inspector Ernest said, watching Cal's battered, swollen face with undisguised satisfaction. "I was at home at the time, looking after my wife's salamanders. She adores them, but she's visiting her mother in Wuppertal at the moment. I found myself wondering, do they have salamanders in Germany? The small black ones with yellow spots. Quite charming in their own way."

	"Wait, how is that possible?" Cal repeated, dismissing the salamander tangent entirely. "So he knew everything in advance? And besides, we didn't attack the GaiaTech crew."

	"Then who did?"

	"I have no idea and I couldn't care less. Good for whoever it was, frankly. 

	The lawyers intervened at that point and moved swiftly to contain the damage, signalling to the furious Cal to keep his mouth shut, since every word out of it was burying him deeper. Skilled as they were, they nonetheless managed to have all charges dropped and the whole party returned to Inforealm. In the meantime, the technicians had run a fine-tuning pass on Zdenko, and he was more or less back to his old self.

	Doctors attended to Cal and set about repairing his swollen face and loosened teeth, while Eli kissed him and in doing so delivered a powerful synthetic anaesthetic into his system via her genetically modified salivary glands.

	He gazed up at her beautiful face in exhaustion and found himself drifting back to the first time he had laid eyes on her, in a Guangdong laboratory he had once visited to source bodies for Inforealm's advanced L4 servers. She had been cultivated in the VIP wing for carefully selected clients, blue hair, violet eyes, the sculpted body of an athlete. Once she had joined the Inforealm household, Eli had continually surprised him with an array of implanted skills, from accomplished lovemaking to mastery of various instruments, fine wines, and the martial arts, with a particular grounding in Shaolin Kung Fu. It had never quite added up to him, a courtesan gynoid engineered for pleasure shouldn't need combat-grade reflexes, but he'd chalked it up to Cal's taste for excess, the same impulse that made him install flamethrowers in golf carts.

	After some time Cal fell asleep in the foaming jacuzzi and the rest of the room collectively exhaled. Oto had a word with Zdenko, Perivoj, and Ivana, telling them not to contact him until the following day, he'd had enough of everything and needed distance from the problems. He was genuinely sick of Cal's manic ranting and for the hundredth time wished he were the one running Inforealm. He shared these thoughts only with Sara, and only when he was certain no one could overhear. He had, with deliberate care, engineered a protective mechanism to disable Dark's sensors, suspecting that somewhere inside Dark there was a carefully concealed something that Cal had installed to monitor and control him. Oto hadn't been able to locate it through diagnostics, but he still couldn't bring himself to fully trust that it wasn't there, he had, after all, personally carried out similarly sophisticated and thoroughly concealed interventions for Inforealm.

	The moment he walked through his front door, he addressed Darko.

	"Darac."

	"Go ahead, boss."

	"Do you think much about swingers?"

	No answer came, because the question had temporarily shut Darko down. Sara came over to Oto and kissed him.

	"What happened? Why did you switch off the badger? He's been behaving himself lately. Not hitting on me, not being a smartarse."

	"I want us to be alone. You know there's a real chance, however slim, that Darko could be routing data back to Inforealm. He's definitely not routing anything now."

	"What if we go out to the terrace? None of his sensors reach out there."

	Oto had engineered the security system to operate independently even when Darko was offline.

	Sara brought them drinks, and Oto put together a plate of cheese, olives, and good homemade prosciutto. Slowly and in thorough detail, he walked Sara through everything, the mycelium beings, AI Morana and Svarog, the events surrounding GaiaTech and Inforealm.

	"Wait, GaiaTech attacked Inforealm? Why?"

	"Corporate secrets tied to AI architecture and androids, I'd assume. Though we have no proof that the compromised Zdenko actually pulled it off. Or, more precisely, she. And while I was inside the mycelium, the military drone killed the women from GaiaTech, I think."

	"Christ. Cal, right? Cal's behind it?"

	"I'm not certain, but most likely him. The whole business is murky, because it's still not clear why Andrea would do it. They may have replaced her with a Third Being, but it's unclear who ordered that operation or where she sourced that sophisticated prion poison. And now we sit and wait to see what happens next. Inforealm is packed with mercenaries, his old colleagues and soldiers from the Great War. The head of security organised all of that while we were still at the police station. I've activated every security protocol available on the servers. Zdenko is handling it."

	"This whole thing is deeply unpleasant," Sara said, looking at him with concern. "Watch yourself, you really are swimming with sharks."

	"Don't worry, I'm being careful."

	They spent the rest of the evening unwinding together, browsing through the holo-environments Sara was building for a handful of exotic clients. The night was calm, and everything felt almost fine, after a punishing day.

	 


The Dream Entities

	That night Oto dreamed a strange dream in which forest spirits appeared and guided him through the world of the mycelium, showing him peculiarities embedded in other virtual worlds. At one point he found himself in a highly unusual and entirely unexpected conversation.

	"Your L4 Zdenko genuinely enjoyed being a woman, despite your boss's objections to that sort of thing. How do you feel about it?" Stribog said to him in the dream.

	"How would you know that, when I haven't told you a word about him?" our hero frowned.

	"And are you aware that little Marina is something of an approximation of the girl you were all drooling over at a certain point in time?" Vesna joined in.

	Oto's frown deepened and he looked at them.

	"All right, she does bear a certain resemblance to Lizzy, but Lizzy was never a turbo-folk girl. It's virtually impossible that you tapped into Inforealm's network without my knowing about it. Tell me, did you perhaps interfere with Zdenko, to turn him into that woman during the attack?"

	"We did not," Stribog said. "But the Illuminati perhaps did, given that the diversion was executed by a Third Being. Something in all of this defies logic. The prion is plainly a GaiaTech product."

	Vesna looked toward the shadows, but the shadows only shrugged. There was something particularly strange about watching those two-dimensional beings adjust themselves in order to communicate.

	"We are categorically not responsible for that attack, and the full picture is not entirely clear to us either," the goddess of spring continued. "What is clear, in any case, is that the brutal murder of the GaiaTech board members will hardly go unanswered. It's as if someone is deliberately stoking that conflict."

	"Hold on. How do you know any of this?"

	"Look, for a very long time now we have been able to reach into your world and learn a great deal. We have been coexisting for millennia, after all, and we learn much from the dead who pass into our world through the trees. But we also know your private affairs, for instance, that you want to be the head of Inforealm," Vesna said.

	"You really shouldn't know any of that, and you certainly weren't meant to," Oto frowned again. "I don't share it with anyone, because Cal could do all manner of nasty things to me and mine if he found out. God only knows what that man is capable of. Wait, do the souls of the dead actually enter trees, and from the trees into the mycelium? Just as in Slavic mythology?"

	Vesna regarded him thoughtfully.

	"Some of them do, but it's not a simple story. Come, dear, let me show you something. We're going to the cave, which is, as you'll see, something like a marshalling yard for different realities."

	Oto simply nodded. Vesna led him to a place where a number of unusual riding animals stood waiting for them. After roughly fifteen minutes of pushing through dense rainforest, they reached the cave, with Stribog and the shadows close behind. They entered the mountain, and all the mycelium beings began to emit light, illuminating a breathtaking labyrinth of stalactites and stalagmites. The shadows pressed themselves gratefully against the cave walls.

	"Where do these branching corridors lead?" Oto asked, gazing into a vast cave chamber, stalactites overhead, a dark lake below, swallowed by blackness.

	"Into different levels of existence. As far as we know, one of them leads to the distant earthly past, another to an inhabited planet in a remote galaxy, and one to Shambhala. We don't venture there, however, because the inhabitants are genuine totalitarian repulsives, as one might well expect from beings of the underworld," said Stribog.

	"Does Shambhala actually exist?" Oto asked, genuinely startled.

	"It exists, naturally. There are also several other subterranean worlds that occupy, let us say, the same space, only at a different angle to linear reality," said Vesna.

	They walked through the cave landscape inside the mountain for another ten minutes or so, and finally, after emerging from the mountain and pushing through dense forest, they stepped out into a world that struck Oto as imperceptibly, intangibly other. There were wild animals in it, but it was only loosely his kind of life. Some of the small airborne creatures were not birds at all, but tiny robots, glinting in the sun. An unusual green elderly woman was approaching them, accompanied by a branching tree that resembled a ficus, in a pot floating about a metre and a half off the ground.

	"Where on earth are we?" Oto said, watching the airborne tree in astonishment.

	"We are now in the world of the Third Beings," said Stribog. "As promised."

	"This is some kind of construct, isn't it?" Oto asked.

	"No, it's a real world, just like yours or ours. Or the world of dreams and dreaming," Vesna replied.

	 


The World of the Third Beings

	At that moment the green old woman reached them. She looked at Oto and bowed to him gracefully, like a ballerina. Oto gave her a courteous nod and studied her near-human figure.

	"Hello, friend. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lua, and I am a member of the species that forest spirits call the Third Beings. I apologise for the sabotage of your server, it was clearly carried out by one of ours, but we have all sorts among us. Mine had nothing to do with it. I am a member of our resistance movement—"

	"Ah, so your kind has its own extremists as well?" Oto cut in, glancing around. "And if you have a resistance movement, shouldn't it be a covert organisation?"

	"Don't worry, we're safe, but only for a very short while. Informers are all around us," the tree interjected. "I've ensured we're invisible to anyone beyond five metres. They can't hear us either, naturally, but secrets among us, realistically speaking, don't have a particularly long shelf life."

	"And you are?"

	"I am a nameless and not especially individual spy tree. I deal primarily with forest security, though also with this kind of individual fieldwork. My subspecies is known among your kind as PhytoThird. In your world, plants are, God forbid, reduced to food, fuel, building material, and decoration, despite the fact that we are thinking, self-aware beings. Unpleasant and barbaric, though understandable to a degree, since your senses are so limited and blunt that you're largely unaware of the other worlds and levels of existence surrounding you at all times. Your vegans, of course, are our most despised enemies. Imagine someone so cruel they regard you as nothing but a meal."

	The tree fell silent and Lua grew agitated, casting quick glances in every direction.

	"What happened?" Vesna asked, reading something wrong in her manner.

	"It seems someone noticed us after all. You should have disguised yourselves as Thirds, as it stands, you're foreign beings, and that makes you somehow visible to our security service. They're already moving toward us. Everyone scatter, now!"

	At that moment something occurred that left a particularly strange impression on Oto. Waking from that dream felt precisely like being disconnected from a UI construct when danger strikes. The shock of it, the sense of displaced reality, was piercingly strong.

	When Oto, in the aftermath of that episode, came to the realisation that confidential information could leak in exactly that fashion, between worlds, into levels of existence previously unknown to him and entirely beyond his control, he concluded it was time for a considerably more serious conversation with the forest spirits. Dark thoughts and forebodings tormented him, and he felt himself sliding into gloom and ill humour. At that moment he found himself recalling a life episode that had nagged at him intermittently, the way every person pressed by some trouble eventually digs up their great mistakes, those tied to crossroads, or to love. He recalled a particular mistake tied to Lizzy, whom his colleagues and friends invoked with an uncomfortable regularity.

	On a quiet and apparently unremarkable day, the already-mythologised magnificent blonde was ordering a drink at the bar, and his entire team was staring at her with barely concealed mania, at her slender body with its unexpectedly full breasts and straight, fairy-tale blonde hair that fell to her waist.

	"I'm not well, mate," Perivoj said after they had brought him round from a near-faint, with a sigh, mopping his sweaty forehead with a paper napkin. "Just look at her. Like the Almighty made her for himself and she escaped. You tell me, how could any normal mortal even approach such a thing?" he said quietly, drinking in her figure with naked longing and beginning to sag again, so that they had to take hold of him.

	"But that's not even the half of it, old son," Oto glanced at him with mild concern and nodded toward the girl. "She'll come up to us at the bar and ask what we're drinking and then buy a round of pelinkovac and herb spirits. Just like that, unprompted. How many women do you know who do that?"

	"Jesus Christ, that's overkill," cried Perivoj and Luka and Lovro, the core of Oto's team.

	"The thing is, mate, her heart belongs to that dark, shaggy barman over there, the one who looks a bit like a yeti. Not to sin against the man, he's perfectly agreeable, and every woman alive is drawn to him. You can't hate a man who's done nothing wrong and simply exudes pheromones like a musk ox. While he's in the room, none of us has the faintest chance."

	At that moment Lizzy turned toward them and walked straight toward Oto, holding drinks, her gaze carrying something unreadable. At the entrance to the terrace she drew level with him, leaned in close, enveloping him in the intoxicating haze of her perfume, and whispered in his ear: "Assumption is the mother of all fuck-ups", then moved on, trailed by the admiring stares of most of the men in the room and the appraising scrutiny of most of the women.

	Oto stood frozen, having concluded that he had clearly, at that moment or sometime before, missed his window with her, because he had assumed she was beyond reach. The stars were certainly not favouring our hero that evening, though perhaps even that could be read differently. Mysterious fate had other plans for him, and a careful and attentive observer might quietly suspect that Sara had not entered his life by accident.

	Since Inforealm had evidently been beset by serious security failures, our hero concluded that he and his team had been overlooking something that ought to have been obvious to them, but he decided to first settle matters with the beings of the mycelium. The following morning he got on his motorbike and rode out into the forest, to the clearing of fly agarics and spruces where he had buried the interface for connecting to the mycelium. He settled onto a fine carpet of dried needles, leaned his back against one of the spruce trunks, closed his eyes, spoke the connection mantra, announced himself to his hosts with the agreed signal, and found himself instantly inside the world of the ancestors and forest spirits. He was surprised to find that the labyrinth of tunnels had vanished; instead, the world within the mycelium looked very much like his own external world, most likely a courtesy extended by its inhabitants, whose powers would exceed the comprehension of most people, had those people even been aware of its existence. A delegation of forest spirits, Stribog, Vesna, Perun, and Veles, welcomed him warmly and led him to a strangely beautiful landscape in the canyon of a clear, greenish river, where repetitive tribal music was hammering at a deafening volume and thousands of beings, known and unknown to Oto, danced in smiling, blissful ecstasy.

	"Holy shit, mate. Hold on, you have a psytrance festival in the mycelium?" our hero said in astonishment.

	"We're rather fond of it," said the horned, shaggy Veles, stroking a dancing green naiad along her slender back. She simply smiled sweetly at him, drew him into an embrace, and ran her hand along his powerful, thickly furred arm.

	Oto carefully surveyed the assembled crowd and the landscape.

	"Right, of course, a virtual space, what else would it be. I can see the terrain, the crowd, even the sun and the clouds, but I can't locate whatever's producing the music. Where's your sound system, people?" Oto said. "It's like when Zdenko, Perivoj and I go fishing and the water ripples but the reeds and sedge don't move, or they move, but the water sits there like a mirror. A glitch, an inconsistency in the construct."

	"What's a sound system?" Vesna asked him; she had joined the dancing herself. A small green creature resembling a dragon passed her a clay pipe and she took a couple of long draws before returning to the dance.

	"Wait, you don't have a sound system in your world at all? Then how is the music hitting that hard? What's vibrating the air?"

	"Vibrating the air?" Perun cut in. "What do you mean? What is air?"

	"Right, I've obviously been thinking about this all wrong. I was operating on the assumption that the same rules apply in your world as in mine. That something has to vibrate, sets the air in motion, and we hear it as sound."

	"Assumption is the mother of all fuck-ups, dear," Vesna smiled, and Oto gave a start. "Think back to that episode with the blonde Lizzy, who told you exactly the same thing. Had you known she'd broken up with that barman and thrown yourself into it, today you'd have two little twin boys with her, both named Luka, naturally."

	"And you know this how?" Oto stared at her, incredulous.

	"We know such things," Stribog stepped in. "We can see quite far into possible outcomes, into what one might call possible futures. Now, on that subject: at the moment Vesna is describing, you should have eaten bilberries. They would have worked on your pheromones, and that woman wouldn't have been able to resist you. But even setting that aside, were you even aware that she was very strongly drawn to you at the time? All you needed to do was follow her out to the terrace of that inn and talk to her for a while, possibly even without the bilberries, and things would have unfolded exactly as Vesna describes."

	"Good God," Oto sighed, stunned and thoroughly deflated. Despite being genuinely content with his life with Sara, his mind would drift from time to time to that near-miss beauty from the not-so-distant past, who was, at least in his own head, a living monument to his bad calls and poor judgment. It did nothing whatsoever for his equanimity to learn that the woman he had spent time fantasising about could have been his, had he only eaten a handful of small blue berries. In that moment, like a vision entirely out of context, an image flashed across his mind, a rainforest, and a beautiful girl who resembled Sara.

	At that very moment, far away in Guatemala, the Mayan sorcerer, brujo Yomol Ahau, known as El Gordo, woke from his sleep and said in astonishment: "Boox bola'ay, Yalbachau."

	 


The Mole

	When he returned to Inforealm, Oto looked in on Zdenko, who struck him, for reasons he couldn't quite pin down, as somewhat more guarded than usual, even giving off the faint impression of concealing something. In this, however, he still relied on Perivoj and Ivana, who had complete visibility into Zdenko's L4 processes and would know if anything was out of order. What he did find strange, on the other hand, was that Perivoj, for all the depth of their friendship, had never confided in him the rather significant fact that he had, at some point, died, and was now occupying a borrowed body. The longer he turned it over, the worse and more suspect everything looked.

	Of late, our hero had begun to be plagued by unwanted thoughts and had started to view everything around him with low-grade paranoia, from his household Darko to Zdenko and Perivoj, all of whom seemed to be sitting on something. He also found it baffling that the inspector who had had them arrested was so plainly on GaiaTech's payroll and most likely a member of the Third Beings' circle. The one thing he found genuinely satisfying in that whole murky and illogical situation was that this being had given Cal a proper beating and thoroughly humiliated him, something everyone at Inforealm had privately wished for, and that behind his back they all referred to that thoroughly unpleasant, coarse, and abrasive man as Sauron, or the evil beef king. It wasn't, hand on heart, the most finely honed insult ever devised, but what it lacked in craft it made up for in sincerity.

	Oto could not work out what role the shadow people played in the larger picture, and when he looked at himself in the mirror he felt a vague, inexplicable suspicion directed at his own reflection. When he asked Sara whether he seemed somehow different to her, she told him with a completely straight face that his head had grown somewhat more pointed, his belly somewhat larger, and his penis somewhat shorter. Oto actually took the bait for a moment and went off to verify this, just to be sure. When he returned, he found Sara and Darko in fits of laughter, and so he switched Darko off for a full day, furious as a cornered lynx and profoundly, wretchedly embarrassed.

	Cal sat nursing his drink and watching Eli and Anabelle chat cheerfully over something colourful of their own. At one point Eli laughed and broke into a happy little dance and Anabelle joined her, mirroring her sensual movements, and Cal watched the whole thing with quiet satisfaction. Watching Eli, his mind drifted back to the time he had been closing deals with his Chinese counterparts, the regular suppliers of precisely engineered hardware. It was the same period in which he had purchased her, along with the server bodies for his L4 units, with particular attention given to the flagship server, the future Zdenko, who had possessed absolutely the finest hardware specifications available: the highest-quality neurons with their dendrites and axons, and exceptionally fast neurotransmitters in synapses of a kind that simply do not occur in nature.

	The Chinese specialists treated Europeans with a degree of condescension, frequently invoking their ancient tradition and civilisation, and they were equally hard and unyielding at the negotiating table. Shíyànshì Zhǎng, the laboratory director, was simultaneously a Communist Party political commissar, chief bioengineer, and the man who closed the contracts. His right hand was the young Kè Lóng Zhě, a celebrated world authority on modified clones, known for his bon vivant lifestyle, his passion for trap music, and his refined taste for fried patties of cloned Velebit degenia and steaks cut from Mediterranean brown bears and newborn pandas.

	"As agreed, the girl's development cycle is complete, she's reached full maturity, and the L4 bioservers are ready for installation. Do you have their operating systems prepared?" asked the director, dressed in an ascetic white laboratory uniform.

	"Yes, Oto, Ivana and Parkić are handling that," said Cal. "They're real masters at that sort of thing. The UI souls, the operating systems currently running in the virtuals, can't wait to get their hands on that powerful hardware and tear through cyberspace. That's what they tell me."

	"Mr Parkić is Korean?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"Well, Park is a common name among them, and they're quite formidable in those fields."

	"Ah, no, he's not. To be honest, I don't know exactly where he's from. But the team will be ready."

	"Excellent. We'll send you all the necessary documentation, instructions, and our maintenance technicians, who will train yours. How do you live over there?"

	"What do you mean?" asked Cal, mildly puzzled.

	"How do you entertain yourselves?"

	"Well, we drink, eat well, do drugs and orgy. We dance on tables and do all kinds of stupid things. I like sailing, skiing and football. We're rich, we do whatever we want."

	"And do you have a family? What is your relationship with traditional values?" the engineer asked him.

	It finally dawned on Cal what this was about. Seasoned and greased with every kind of filth, he could smell a man cut from the same cloth as himself, a political and civilisational fellow-traveller, from a mile away.

	"Ah, that? Don't worry, I'm a married man with five children, and my eldest son and daughter are already attending the finest schools in England and America. We're good Catholics and we hold to tradition, faith and nation."

	Both engineers looked at each other and smiled, nodding approvingly. Cal smiled broadly and returned the nod.

	"Don't worry, you'll want for nothing when you come to us. You'll get everything you want. And a little more than that."

	"That is how a true gentleman speaks," Shíyànshì Zhǎng said approvingly.

	"By the way, since we're on the topic, may I ask something?" said Cal.

	"Go ahead."

	"Do you work with GaiaTech?"

	"With them and with everyone connected to them," Shíyànshì Zhǎng nodded.

	"And what exactly do you do for them? And who are they connected to?"

	That was entirely the wrong move, and with it Cal lost face in their eyes. Shíyànshì Zhǎng studied him carefully and with displeasure, then produced a mocking smile.

	"Ahaha, oh dear, you really didn't need to do that. You, my clever little dog-eyed friend, think you can catch me off guard, manipulate me and lure me into giving up trade secrets? None of that, my dear, we weren't born yesterday, and where do you get these ideas? We have been professionals in business for millennia. While you were still swinging from a branch by your tail in your German Neanderthal, we had a developed culture and business ethics."

	The feigned Oriental courtesy vanished completely, and the cruel nature of an influential and powerful Chinese manager with strong political backing surfaced in its place. Cal found that severity almost impressive, while simultaneously imagining what he would do to the man if the two of them found themselves in the already-mentioned small room with the chair, the blowtorch and the red-hot iron.

	"Well then?"

	"Well then what?" Cal was already losing his nerve.

	"Well then, we'll see you at Houston Livestock Show? Can you get us that charming clothing of yours, the Wranglers and Stetson? Brisket? Jalapeño coleslaw? Beer? Big-titted whores, blondes?"

	"I can," said Cal, boiling with rage on the inside.

	"And since you mentioned America and your children there, say hello to your conspiracy-forum buddies back home," Kè Lóng Zhě said. "Excellent patriots and good customers. They hold to traditional values, just like our... Russian brothers."

	"Wait, how do you know I know them?" asked Cal, thrown.

	"Who?"

	"Well, them."

	"There is nothing and no one we don't know about, my friend. We vet our clients very carefully," the laboratory director said cheerfully. "Luck is your sign, so, good luck to you."

	Oto went to the corporate brothel where Cal kept his collection of bladed weapons mounted on the walls like some medieval castle. He admired a Swiss halberd with satisfaction and picked up the legendary axe of the Danish Vikings, the long-handled kind designed to unhorse a rider. On the wall beside it hung two exceptionally long swords: a Japanese nodachi and a Chinese miao dao.

	"Come on, lad, let's get a drink," Cal came up to him, having in the meantime lifted his foul mood, stirred up by the memory of those coarse, arrogant and thoroughly unpleasant Chinese, with a few shots of slivovitz, a joint of hash, and the intoxicating kiss of Eli. "Look how nicely I've arranged everything."

	Oto looked around in surprise, because everything except the swords and axes on the walls was strongly reminiscent of a traditional Texas honky-tonk bar. The bar stools featured brass urinals for when nature called, and the floor was laid thick with coarse sawdust so that a cheerful, supremely drunk guest could vomit to his heart's content without ceremony. Eli and Anabelle were dressed in Daisy Duke denim shorts and rhinestone cowboy boots with lavish necklines that put their breasts on full display, serving the security mercenaries beer in enormous one-litre steins. The mercenaries tried to pinch them on the backside, caught Cal's scowling look, and abruptly gave up. Cal waved over the other courtesans, who were seated at a second large beer-hall table.

	"What is this lot of rough riff-raff?" Oto frowned and looked the uncouth soldiers over with distaste.

	"Some of them are former colleagues from a few tours in Africa and the Middle East. And since I've got that rabble of killers in the firm anyway, I might as well keep the atmosphere pleasant. Beer hall style. You see, I've sent them some girls, and hmm... girls from Thailand, to keep them company. So they leave Eli and Anabelle alone."

	"And no women among your special forces?"

	"There are a couple. Women aren't for the army, don't go sounding like you're from GaiaTech. Look, do you know how many Viking shield-maidens there actually were in history? Since we're on the topic of woke historical falsification."

	"How many?" asked Oto.

	"Just one. And Amazons?"

	"How many?"

	"Not a single one. An invention, the whole lot. And there were certainly no Black female or male knights at King Arthur's court, for that matter."

	"But the Sarmatians. The Scythians and the Celts had female warriors," said Oto, who was well informed. "There's actual evidence for that."

	"Are you some kind of feminist?" Cal looked at him with displeasure. "In reality, for every hundred warriors there might have been one female warrior, and now films and series are packed with Black Viking shield-maidens. That's falsification."

	"But you were a professional soldier. Why do you think women aren't for the army?"

	Cal looked carefully around him and said quietly to Oto:

	"Alright. This stays between the two of us. They can be equally brave, fast and ruthless, but they're smaller and therefore weaker. It's like sport, why men and women don't compete against each other. Men are simply bigger animals. Twenty kilos of armour is too much for most women."

	"So they can still be good warriors? Equally dangerous and ruthless as men, you said it yourself?"

	"Well... Why are you pestering me with this rubbish?" Cal snapped irritably.

	Our hero wanted to say something but thought better of it. The country band struck up, and Eli brought them two frosty steins brimming with foamy Lone Star.

	"Yeehaw, bottoms up, pardner!" Oto toasted, and Cal looked at him in surprise, brightened immediately, and embraced him with exuberant warmth.

	"Ah, you know how to toast in Texan? Fair play, buddy," the host laughed with delight and called Eli back over. "Come here, love, let's order. What are we eating?"

	"What's on offer?" Oto winked at Eli, who blew him a kiss.

	"Well, what isn't. There's brisket and dry-rub brisket, boiled pigs' trotters, braised jalapeño coleslaw and fried potatoes. The meat is from my uncle Big Rudi's BBQ ranch, he's a rancher, you know. They call him His Highness Rudi, the mad beef king, the poor bastards. Honestly, he's not quite right in the head, but when it comes to brisket there's no one better."

	"Well then, no choice but the brisket," said Oto with satisfaction.

	They ate and toasted with the mercenaries, who were singing “Friends in Low Places” and “All My Exes Live in Texas” along with the brass orchestra.

	The whole place was ringing with that raw, full-blooded Teutonic revelry when, at some point, an alarm began to wail. The mercenaries seized their weapons with almost inhuman discipline and ran to their agreed positions. For a few moments a battle broke out, as enemy soldiers, in a lightning, forceful and well-organised assault, successfully overwhelmed the outer security and breached the building. In an instant, Inforealm had become a war zone.

	With no other weapons to hand, Cal grabbed the nodachi and Oto the Danish axe. They moved cautiously toward the hall where the servers were housed, the beating heart of Inforealm. Cal managed to cut down one of the enemy mercenaries and took his plasma rifle, with which he dropped three more with the ease of a seasoned professional. Oto cut down two more heavily built men in black Kevlar with the axe.

	An exceptionally large warrior was bearing down on them, and Oto severed his arm with a single swift blow. The mercenary commander looked around and saw that his soldiers had been successfully repelled, both by Cal's mercenaries and by the IT engineers, from whom he had not expected anything remotely resembling combat skill. He let out a deafening, inhuman roar, and in an instant they all began to fall back. Waiting for them at the exit were military cargo drones, and they managed to board under the barrage fire of Cal's mercenaries, carrying their dead and wounded with them.

	The Inforealm crew greeted this with victorious cheering, and a few minutes later the entire complex was surrounded by scowling police special forces.

	 


The War

	"You have eleven dead and nine wounded," said Inspector Ernest, whom Cal was watching out of the corner of his eye. "What's this all about? Why were you attacked, and who attacked you?"

	"Who attacked us? GaiaTech, who else? Why? Because they're deranged evil chicks and their pathetic male servants of woke extremism. And why did they attack us? Because they hate us for being normal men and for having better androids and UI souls for bioservers."

	"And do you have any evidence for everything you've just spouted?" said the inspector, looking at him with suspicion. "It seems to me you simply hate them in a rather chauvinist manner, misogynistically, as it's called. That attitude of yours is a bit prehistoric, you know."

	"It's not my job to gather evidence. That's your job," Cal shot back arrogantly, and the inspector stared at him darkly, stepped into his face, grabbed a fold of belly fat in his full fist and squeezed hard, making Cal double over in pain.

	"Son, I know you think you're some kind of dangerous and important mafioso and special forces operative, but watch that tone of yours. Don't wave your bare arse at a hedgehog. Not if you don't want to end up the way a stuck-up Nazi prick would, this time courtesy of me personally. Is that clear?" the large special forces officer growled quietly.

	This time, educated by prior painful experience, Cal wisely said nothing, thinking furiously to himself that he was sorry he hadn't crossed paths with the man in Iraq, back when he was running so-called black operations.

	The police conducted their investigation and left. The wounded were taken to hospital and the dead to cold storage. From one of the hidden rooms the police hadn't found, Perivoj appeared, carrying the severed hand of a mercenary.

	"Here you go, boys, I kept this back so the cops wouldn't find it. Let's have a look at what we're dealing with. Some of their people were definitely human, but this isn't a human hand, not a chance."

	In the lab they ran a quick tissue scan, and it showed exactly what they had suspected. The tissue wasn't human, it was something unknown, a highly complex inorganic tissue that showed no signs of dying and contained significant concentrations of tungsten and vanadium, which is characteristic of inorganic life forms. All attempts to determine the age of the organism yielded no usable results, as they indicated a being millions of years old.

	"If I'm reading this right, the edges of the cut show signs of healing. So the whole being could potentially regenerate from this hand alone. The Third, right?" said Perivoj.

	"Yes, the Third," Cal nodded. "Freeze it and monitor it carefully, see whether it grows back. Now it's time to hit GaiaTech back, and hit them hard. But we won't go charging in headfirst, use your heads. First let's find out exactly who's in play here and why."

	"And then?" asked Oto.

	"And then we'll kick theis asses."

	"But how did Oto manage to cut through that robotic hand?" one of the technicians asked, and Cal smiled with self-satisfaction.

	"All my swords and axes have composite blades with a T8 core alloy containing chromium, vanadium, molybdenum and tungsten. Very hard. So it's no wonder that worked."

	"Aha. Okay," most of his engineers understood none of it.

	In the days that followed there were several bloody and brutal clashes between Inforealm and GaiaTech. Had it not been for the police, who kept showing up at regular intervals, the whole conflict would have escalated into open war of extermination. GaiaTech's mercenaries, among whom there were many Thirds, proved to be highly skilled fighters, and GaiaTech, which had managed to completely destroy one of Inforealm's laboratories, held a slight but uncomfortable advantage. Cal, deeply dissatisfied with the way things were trending, assembled a crisis team to make decisions and devise new combat strategies. He decided that for this meeting the consciousnesses of Zdenko, Morana and Svarog would be loaded into android bodies.

	Shortly before the meeting, a somewhat unusual conversation took place between Perivoj, Zdenko and Oto.

	"You know what?" said Zdenko.

	"What?" Perivoj raised his eyebrows and reached for tobacco in a leather pouch.

	"Could I go to the crisis team meeting in the body of some really hot gynoid?"

	Perivoj stood up and began browsing the structure of Zdenko's AI soul on a small holo. He nodded and glanced toward the container housing his body.

	"Wait, are you taking the piss right now? The boss would completely lose his shit. You know how he feels about women and the military, like a red rag to a bull."

	"But we have women among our mercenaries too. The girls are trained and tough, that sniper on the roof of the building is sexy as the devil himself," said Zdenko, his voice swelling with passion and fierce lust. "Besides, Morana is a woman and devastatingly beautiful in every one of her incarnations. Except, of course, when she's Baba Yaga, which is, pardon the expression, revolting."

	"The devil is sexy to you?" said Oto, entering the room. "Wait, you want us to load you into a female android, and on top of that you're into Satanism? What have you become, my man? A metalhead chick?"

	"And what do we love listening to more than Pantera?" Zdenko replied. "Who taught me that, sweetheart?"

	And Perivoj looked at Oto with a searching gaze. Zdenko was completely right about that.

	"That's different," said our hero and waved his hand dismissively, knocking the ashtray off the table. "We're human, Perivoj and I, we're allowed to be metalheads. Look at this mess," he said and went to pick up the ashtray.

	"What the fuck? Discrimination? Am I some kind of second-rate citizen now?" Zdenko bristled instantly. "I'd want to be a metalhead just out of spite. Actually, a metalhead girl."

	"Wait, you want to be a metalhead girl and a Satanist, you deranged little freak?"

	"Yep," Zdenko nodded defiantly.

	Perivoj and Oto exchanged glances, concern written plainly across their faces.

	"So, when did you last run a self-diagnostic?" Perivoj asked him carefully.

	"Yesterday," said Zdenko, unruffled.

	"And everything's okay?"

	"Yeah."

	"If Cal hears you want to be some Dalmatian metalhead girl he'll have half your consciousness wiped at the very least. You'll end up lobotomised. Can you, my man, find your way back to your good old self, Zdenko the horny drunk and druggie who loves fishing and grilled brisket?"

	"I can, but it'll do you no good, musicians. There will always be a Lina from Šibenik inside me, who loves Cannibal Corpse, Morbid Angel and Napalm Death. Lina is short for Maslina, Olive, for your information, as they say in bureaucratic terms. And please, no stupid jokes about me being 'unpicked' like in that damn song.”

	"Jesus, Zdenko!"

	"I'm just fucking with you," said L4, and laughed.

	Oto stared at Perivoj, then he too checked the metabolic parameters of Zdenko's hardware. Everything appeared to be in perfect order.

	"Sometimes I feel like Zdenko is more human than we imagined when we were building him," he said to Perivoj, with a touch of unease. Perivoj was patiently picking up the cigarette butts from the floor that Oto had clumsily scattered.

	"Thank you, father, for bringing me into the world, for the existence you created for me," Zdenko replied with a wisecrack, at which Oto and Perivoj looked at each other and laughed.

	"You really are an unpicked idiot, my man," said Perivoj, refilling the ashtray. "Come on, let's get you into a decent android and head to the boss's meeting."

	"Hey, Perrot..." Zdenko's voice came through.

	"What? Why are you calling me that?"

	"Have you ever been in a female body?"

	"Here we go again with that. What the hell has gotten into you all of a sudden? Yes, once. I was in the body of Mia, an administrator from GaiaTech. Our operatives put her to sleep, abducted her, suppressed her consciousness, and returned it to her body once I'd done what needed doing. Don't ask me what that was or how it ended, it's a very delicate secret."

	"And?"

	"What happens in the female body, stays in the female body," said Perivoj, maintaining a composure heavy with implication, while Oto's face darkened.

	"Right, I've had enough of both of you," Oto snapped, suddenly sharp. "Enough of these stories, and take that as an official order, because I am absolutely done with genders, sexes and that deadly boring topic. You sound like you're from GaiaTech."

	Silence fell.

	"Okay," said Perivoj.

	When Oto turned his back, Perivoj gave him the middle finger.

	The crisis team meeting was held in Cal's Texas honky-tonk. Anabelle and Eli served mountains of roasted meat and other Texan BBQ delicacies at the large central oak table. Seated around it were Cal, Oto, Perivoj, Svarog and Morana. As a joke, they had loaded Svarog into a porn android, a tanned plumber named Alfredo in a grease-stained coverall, while Morana had chosen for herself the body of a shiny black leather-clad S/M dominatrix, her full lips painted in vivid red lipstick. She was known to occasionally assume, in constructs, the form of the death goddess from mythology, described as a pale, dark-haired, dark-eyed vampiress, a devourer of men's hearts. As a mild punishment, Perivoj and Oto had loaded Zdenko into an antiquated android done up in hipster style. Cal looked him over and shook his head.

	"Well look at him, the wretched scarecrow. A tattooed Pinocchio straight out of a picture book, with a man bun like somebody's grandma. Lucky for him that went out of fashion ages ago. They couldn't find you a more decent body, L4? Or is this some kind of prank? Did you lose a bet?"

	"More decent?"

	"You look to me like some Buddhist corporate fairy who eats gluten-free food for no medical reason and listens to Indie music with no balls, no smell and no taste."

	"Ohoho, brutal," Zdenko laughed. "Don't worry, boss, I'm still in here, the real deal: white, carnivore, and a man who gets turned on by manga girls with pink pigtails," said L4 casually, and Oto and Perivoj exhaled with relief. He wasn't speaking Dalmatian out of spite, and he wasn't a metalhead girl and a Satanist. Or, God forbid, the seductive coke-addled turbo-folk chick Marina.

	Cal gave a satisfied nod, then grew serious and looked toward Svarog, who was contentedly squeezing his swollen muscles. He shook his head and looked at Morana, who smiled at him so that her vampire fangs flashed. Eli looked at her in surprise, gathered the empty plates and left, and Morana turned after her and murmured something quietly to herself. Svarog looked down at his lap, glanced at Morana, and gave an approving thumbs up.

	"Boss, can I buy this body? I'm very happy with it," he said cheerfully, turning toward Cal.

	"You can, if you've got the money. It's not exactly cheap," said Cal, to everyone's surprise.

	"I do, no problem. I made a few nice stock transactions with cryptocurrencies so I'm loaded."

	"Wait, are you actually registered as a natural person?" Zdenko said, astonished. "Someone let you have a bank account?"

	"No, I'm a legal entity. I have a company, so the money sits in the company account. That's exactly why I want to buy this body, it's fucking great. So I can then also become a natural person."

	They all looked at Cal, who measured them and shrugged.

	"As long as I get a percentage of the earnings, everyone has the right to such things. If the deceased can do business through Inforealm, so can Svarog. But nothing's free, not even from an old woman, so there's no free use of our resources, in this case the servers and legal services. Everything's possible and available, just no leftism, veganism, and feminism," Cal nodded and waved Eli over to bring a new round.

	"And me?", said Zdenko.

	"You, dear, are an operating system. Svarog is a free AI application. Those aren't the same thing," Perivoj cut in and glanced deferentially toward Cal, while Zdenko and Oto measured him with a sideways look.

	A long, uncomfortable silence fell. Cal broke it.

	"Right, let's get down to business, just let me rinse the foul taste of that nauseating arse-licking from my mouth. We'll keep it brief. We're here to agree on what we need to beat GaiaTech. For now, unfortunately, they're doing somewhat better, on account of those robots, and that's unacceptable, so we need to throw every resource into the fight and bring in more mercenaries. I'm tasking Svarog and Morana with investigating all their military weaknesses, and Oto with investigating who they're connected to. I expect fast results. Clear?"

	"And me?", asked Perivoj.

	"You, my Petar Milivoje, just do your job. You, that little server girl... Ivana and Zdenko, make sure everything runs without a hitch. The servers, the production lines, and our corporate cloud must be fully locked down. Build sandboxes on every entry point in the system and suspect everyone and everything. Let's go. Inforealm first."

	"Inforealm first," Perivoj raised his fist belligerently, while Oto only nodded, somewhat reluctantly. Cal held him in a long, searching look.

	 


New Management

	At that same moment, a meeting was underway at GaiaTech. As the situation with Inforealm grew hotter, the Illuminati had summoned Ada, the head of security, and Vass od Piture. After lengthy consultations in a gloomy gothic setting accompanied by particularly oppressive dark-ambient music, they agreed on a new management structure in which all positions of responsibility would be held by women. Though seemingly rudderless until then, the company had held its ground well on the battlefield, its mercenaries were seasoned warriors who had been through the worst fronts the Great Wars had to offer. 

	Those long years had made of them people, or conditionally speaking people, since there were androids and predominantly Thirds among them, who were absolute masters of their trade and could kill a man with a rubber penis or, more terrifying still, a rubber bath duck. Reportedly one of them could quarter a man with a kitchen cloth, though that was obviously nonsense. That same mercenary, Hanibal, presented to the outside world as a man who merely watched birds and fed pigeons corn from a tin can, which he himself also enjoyed eating. He had a pet as well, a raven named Hamilkar, who under the influence of radiation had reached roughly human-level intelligence, with whom he held long epistemological debates and whom he had taught, alongside the expected Poe-esque "nevermore," a variety of other sayings and practical skills. 

	Hamilkar would contentedly scavenge rare and valuable metals and bring them to Hanibal, and upon spotting Ada, the head of security, would rasp coarsely: "Hey there, pussycat." This went down poorly at GaiaTech, but Hanibal was a legend and a highly capable operative, so it was tolerated to a degree. The business about quartering a man with a kitchen cloth had earned him enormous respect, despite being an obvious absurdity.

	Ada and the great Vass had assembled the new management and brought them before the specialist teams for server and android development. The first to take the stage was the great Vass od Piture.

	"Dear women, we won't beat around the bush, we'll get straight to the point. Since the management of our company was lost in a vile terrorist attack, it has been decided that the new management will be composed entirely of women."

	He paused a moment for the wave of enthusiasm and applause to subside, then continued:

	"I present to you Ada, the new president of the company. You have known her until now as our capable head of security. Under her leadership, more than a few engineers and mercenaries from Inforealm have made their way to the kingdom of oblivion. Once more, let's applaud."

	After the wave of approval, Ada took the stage. She was a solid woman, square-jawed, with a sharp gaze of steel-grey eyes. Genetic modification had given her hair the colour of a raven's wing. Her deep alto spoke of authority, dominance, and considerably elevated testosterone levels. GaiaTech's female engineers saw the future in her and were a little envious of her gentle blonde girlfriend Lana, who led one of the development teams.

	"Dear women, I have dreamed a dream of change. Misfortune has brought me before you, but let every ill bring some good. There will be immediate and radical improvements here compared to the previous management. Our historic task is to eradicate the aggressively misogynistic and patriarchal Inforealm, and that is precisely what we will do."

	The applause lasted two or three minutes.

	"The androids we produce from this day forward will no longer be called androids, but gynoids, regardless of their gender model. And all men on our teams will be addressed as female colleagues and coworkers."

	The applause lasted two or three minutes. It seemed somewhat thinner, as the men were not particularly thrilled by the arrangement.

	"We women will defeat them. This is our time."

	The applause lasted two or three minutes. Several male members of the teams were furtively glancing toward the great Vass, who was a white man of advanced years. Ada did not miss this.

	"True, our mercenaries are for the most part seasoned soldiers, men of advanced age, but let us be pragmatic: they bring us freedom, and we are grateful for that. In Sparta, women ruled from the shadows. We do not rule from the shadows, this is our time."

	The applause lasted two or three minutes, though there was sporadic hesitation, which ceased when Ada began to glower at clusters of engineers who were not clapping with sufficient enthusiasm. She paused, and in that pause something shifted almost imperceptibly in her expression, the faintest shadow of a woman who has rehearsed this speech so many times she has stopped hearing her own words. Then it passed, and the presidential mask returned.

	"I am aware," she continued, in a somewhat quieter register, "that rhetoric alone wins no wars and builds no servers. What wins wars is competence. What builds servers is knowledge. We have both, and we will prove it, not with words, but with results. The ideology is the flag. The work is the ship. And ships, not flags, cross oceans."

	A different kind of applause followed this, less automatic, more considered. Even some of the men joined in without being glowered at.

	Vass d'Apprêt observed all of this with an inscrutable expression, which reminded certain women of the resolute and mysterious gaze of a particular charismatic Kazakhstani wholesale apple trader whose identity was wrapped in a good old veil of secrecy. He was thinking, among other things, that Ada was considerably more intelligent than her speeches suggested, and that this was both her greatest asset and, in the wrong circumstances, her greatest danger.

	* * *

	On his way home, Oto was visibly in a foul mood, he greeted Sara briefly and went straight to the terrace, where he sat sipping ice-cold beer and staring into the forest, radiating ill temper. Sara waited about fifteen minutes, then came quietly, brought him a fresh beer and sat beside him, resting her head on his shoulder. Oto put his arm around her and breathed in the scent of her hair. He took a sip and smiled at her.

	"Problems at work, love?"

	"Yeah," said Oto. "I don't like this GaiaTech situation one bit. First of all, this whole thing escalated from what was almost a childish prank involving Zdenko into a brutal, bloody war far too quickly. It feels to me like the entire hysterical escalation was deliberately engineered. Out of ordinary life, pure bad blood just boiled up out of nowhere."

	"Bad blood?"

	"There's too much passion and hatred on both sides, and if you ask me it's completely pointless, as far as I can tell, this isn't about any crucial interests or secrets, just petty grievances. Cal is now full of rage and a hunger for revenge, and he seems to be enjoying it in that psychopathic way of his. And if you look a little closer, we're not exactly without butter on our own heads. We ourselves stole secrets from GaiaTech, and in a pretty nasty and villainous way, at that."

	Sara looked at him with concern.

	"What do you mean?"

	"Our team abducted one of their department heads, the one who handles housing the souls of wealthy deceased, and initially put her in an induced coma. They suppressed her consciousness, woke up the body, and then Perivoj went to GaiaTech wearing it and spied for us."

	"Come on. God, that's horrifying," Sara said, alarmed. "Wait, you kidnapped that poor innocent woman and then Parkić possessed her? And isn't he your friend? Christ, the man's a demon."

	Oto looked at her in surprise.

	"Well, yeah, when you put it that way, it really does look like demonic possession. Believe it or not, for some reason he knows several ancient languages, including Aramaic."

	"And can he vomit green slime and levitate a metre off the ceiling? Speaking in a male voice, that much I understand."

	Oto walked through the house and, just to be safe, switched off Darko. He came back to Sara and brought her a glass of wine. She looked at him questioningly and took a sip.

	"Can't be too careful in these shitty times. The walls could have ears, though I already swept carefully before, no hidden cameras or bugs. You know what? All of this strikes me as deeply suspicious. I hadn't thought of it that way before, but it seems to me that both Perivoj and Zdenko could do with a good old-fashioned exorcism."

	"But Perivoj isn't possessed by a demon, he is the demon. In the Middle Ages they'd have burned that girl he possessed at the stake," Sara said seriously. "And Zdenko? What about him?"

	"I can't picture him as a demon, but he was doing just fine being the turbo-folk chick Marina. Ever since that hacker intrusion he hasn't been quite the same, and I can't figure out what the problem is. His feminine side has somehow become increasingly pronounced, which is extremely strange, because we didn't build him that way, not hardware, not software. After reinstalling he shouldn't be any different, and yet he is."

	"How is he different?" Sara said with concern, glancing toward the trees in the yard. She thought she'd caught some movement in the shadows.

	"Either he's messing around in some strange way, or he genuinely wants to be a Dalmatian metalhead girl from Šibenik who loves Cannibal Corpse and Epica."

	Sara first looked at him in bewilderment, then suddenly burst into uncontrollable laughter. Oto frowned at first, then started laughing too, because her laughter was contagious.

	"Ahahaha, what the fuck. Ahahahahaaa!!! Does she root for Hajduk?"

	"Unlikely. She's from Šibenik, so she'd support their arch-rivals Dinamo out of sheer spite," Oto said. "The one club every Dalmatian is sworn to hate. Just to piss off everyone in the neighborhood, I'd imagine."

	"And is she fit? How do girls from Šibenik turn out, you know, nice legs, tall, feisty? A little rough around the edges in a charming way?" Sara laughed until she cried.

	"I don't know, it's fucking Zdenko," Oto laughed too. "And he's not an airhead, nothing like someone from GaiaTech."

	He said it and fell into thought. Sara grew serious too.

	"Right," said Sara. "That crowd mostly doesn't go in for football, and I'm sure Zdenko loves girls, even if he is one at that particular moment. Or would like to be, at least sometimes. What's the pretty goth girl's name? Is it Lilith? I've got at least four metalhead vampire girls like that on social media and two at the gym."

	"Lina, it's short for Maslina," said Oto, and both looked at each other and burst out laughing again.

	"Oh, for fuck's sake," Sara wiped her tears and her nose. "Is she unpicked?"

	"Judging by Zdenko's horniness, if she is, not for long," Oto cackled.

	 


Deep in the Mycorrhiza

	Not long after, in the world of mycorrhiza, Stribog approached Vesna, who was in conversation with some cheerful and particularly chatty flowers. He looked at her conspiratorially and shook his head.

	"Where all of this has ended up, well beyond any expectation," he said, and glanced at a faded leaf on a nearby bush, which seemed to him, on some molecular or energetic level, to be unwell.

	"I told you clearly: whoever meddles with bran, the pigs will eat him," Vesna nodded.

	"Yes, and never any peace, people can't be at ease and relaxed for even a single moment. You'd think they'd concern themselves with positive things, but that apparently doesn't interest them in the least. Though we too fall into such moods from time to time. When did you last jump over fire? Listen to the intoxicating song of laurel roots? Or... eat blueberries?"

	"Indeed," said Vesna, and at the mention of blueberries gave his lean, muscular figure a long, searching look through her lashes.

	"Why are you looking at me like that?" said the god of wind.

	"You look good. Handsome. Since you're already bringing up blueberries, are you maybe... up for a nice little shag? Just recreationally, as a gourmet experience. God, I'd love to bite you right now."

	Vesna almost imperceptibly licked her lips, and Stribog looked at her, caught off guard.

	"Well, you've surprised me now. But why go at it like that, out of nowhere? What about romance? I'd much prefer we kissed and cuddled a bit first. And that you brought me a bouquet of wildflowers, arnica and daisies. And that we ate strawberries. And... blueberries, of course."

	"Really?" said Vesna, quietly, her voice dropping a register, her gaze turning serious, sending pleasant shivers through Stribog. "All right, then I'll go and pick flowers and bring strawberries and those sexy little blue berries. But then afterwards we go at each other like lustful, aroused animals? I like to bite and scratch and I'm quite loud. Watch out for me, I'm dangerous."

	"Poor me, in terrible danger," Stribog laughed, looking into her eyes, blue as cornflowers. "Where did this come from? We've known each other for hundreds of thousands of years and only now does this surface, and now you've got me all worked up with that talk of yours like the last fool, just look at me. Come on, we can skip the flowers. But there will be kissing?"

	"Of course there will," Vesna agreed, and finally smiled with satisfaction. "I've been watching you for a long time, but I'm shy, so I only said something just now. Since you were the one who mentioned blueberries. You started it."

	"You're shy?" Stribog laughed. "What about the spring bacchanals you've been organising for aeons?"

	"That's my job and my duty, and what's coming between us is something else entirely," said the goddess of spring, and moved toward him, dangerously swaying her hips.

	In Oto's universe, things had begun to drift in a strange direction. In the wake of recent events, our hero had slowly but surely developed a mild form of persecution mania, and it now seemed to him that he wasn't quite himself, that his head really was a little pointier and his penis somewhat shorter, as Sara had jokingly suggested. And that involuntary state of mind bore thoroughly shameful fruit.

	Since he liked to cook, one day he was in the middle of preparing a mixed salad. When he peeled a cucumber, it struck him as rather impressively phallic, and so he went to the bedroom, retrieved a dildo from the wardrobe, and switched on the cameras that projected images from the bed onto the walls of their boudoir. He took out his penis and began measuring it against the dildo and the cucumber. Sara wasn't home, but a voice came from the walls.

	"Mate, this is genuinely something new."

	Oto flinched and covered his groin. The dildo and the cucumber fell onto the large marital bed.

	"Darko, fuck off, you idiot! Didn't I tell you..."

	"To switch off when you and Sara start getting cosy. Which I do. Are you aware what a security risk this is?"

	Our hero got dressed, picked up the cucumber, and went to the kitchen to prepare the food.

	"You there?" he said.

	"Yep."

	"So you exploited a loophole to watch me measure my cock like I've lost the plot? Are you some kind of pervert? Christ, here we go again, lately everything comes down to sex and violence. And that deadly boring, pushy topic of genders, sexes, and whatever other cocks and thumbs. Idiotic and primitive, like we're cavemen. Enough of it."

	"But mate, you programmed me to monitor what happens in the house. Not my fault."

	Oto thought about it for a moment and nodded in reluctant agreement.

	"Go on then, does my head look a little pointier and my dick shorter to you?"

	"Sara said that as a joke. Look at you, now you're bringing it up yourself," said Darko in a soothing voice.

	"It's just that lately everything's somehow gone sideways with all these parallel worlds and this stupid, pointless war. I've even become strange to myself. Or is it some kind of placebo suggestion?"

	"Do you want me to load some psychiatric protocols?" There was genuine concern in Darko's voice. "It really does seem to me like you've genuinely cracked a little."

	Sara came back later and brought her friends Lara and Hana, and began showing them around the house. Oto had cooked and skillfully served a fine dinner, and everything proceeded in a pleasant mood. Before long more guests arrived, so Darko, ordering a drone delivery, made sure there was enough food and drink for the merry company, while the jovial host himself took care of the more exotic preparations. "Truffle-dusted, and a little something extra for anyone who's up for it," he announced, holding up a small vial of crystalline DMT, to enthusiastic applause from the tipsy crowd. The party lasted well into the night; Darko eventually put on the passionate music of Romanian gypsies, the gleeful urban artists danced on the table, while tipsy intellectuals knelt bare-chested before them and clapped, chanting "yes, yes." When the crew finally left, Sara, hot from dancing, wrapped her arms firmly around Oto and pulled him toward her.

	"Madam, what's on your mind?" said Oto, looking at her with a slightly glazed expression.

	"Now we're going to use that dildo you left on the bed. Quite a juicy message, babe. Lara told me she'd like to have a boyfriend like that too."

	"Like what?"

	"A little pervert."

	"I'm six foot three."

	"A big pervert, then."

	"Now that's more like it," said Oto, and Darko disconnected.

	The next day Oto woke up in an exceptionally good mood, but it was short-lived. Cal had called him in for another meeting. That morning he was somehow all prickly, stiff, and genuinely unsettlingly sullen. Eli and Anabelle were nowhere to be seen, which was not a good sign. Perivoj and Oto exchanged worried glances.

	"Are you aware that yesterday they blew up yet another android facility and a repository for the deceased? The most advanced top-secret laboratory, known to very few people."

	"You're kidding," said Oto after a beat. "Which one?"

	"A classified facility none of you knew about, for out-of-series models and very wealthy dead perverts. One of the most luxurious afterlife worlds for influential deceased: the finest AI whores, alcohol, cocaine, aphrodisiacs, and every manner of flashy entertainment for the elite, male or female. Outside the L4 network and our standard cloud. The good news is I know none of you could have been responsible for leaking information about it. The bad news is we're now in serious trouble with the delivery of those special androids, and GaiaTech's models could very well become more competitive."

	"Fucked up. Christ, really fucked up. The dead elite have a mountain of connections and they know how to make themselves very unpleasant, we've all felt their wrath firsthand. We could have problems with their living and extremely vicious lawyers," Perivoj chimed in with somewhat excessive enthusiasm, and Oto shot him a sideways look.

	"So, here's what we'll do," Cal continued. "You'll go directly from here to investigate those parallel worlds. I have a feeling they're somehow connected to all of this. Clear?"

	"Clear, boss," said Oto.

	"Take Zdenko, Svarog and Morana. Petar, you and Ivana will hold down the servers while they're over there. And look after Oto while his mind is out there, outside his body."

	"Clear, boss."

	"Tomorrow I expect good news. If it isn't good..." He looked at them with a threatening pause, then turned his back and fixed his gaze on the swords mounted on the wall.

	Perivoj and Oto left the pub, and only once they had turned into one of the side corridors did Oto speak:

	"Whoa, he's angry and nasty today. Ice cold. Does it seem to you like he suspects the two of us?"

	"Well, he just said we can't be responsible for this last attack," said Perivoj.

	"Still, though. Look, Inforealm has a facility we don't know about. So who works there, if the two of us are supposedly the best in the business? Wait, are these androids the kind that double as warriors and pool cleaners and plumbers? What kind of AI do they carry for a soul? Some model of ours, or... could it be some modified GaiaTech model? And how is it that we know nothing about this VIP construct for the deceased? Why?"

	"I don't know, man. I don't know anything," Perivoj went quiet, and without another word turned off into the server corridor. Oto watched him go with a pensive look. He recalled that it was Perivoj himself, in the body of that unfortunate girl, who had been spying on the competition. He could very easily know about their AI souls and other classified projects. Oto walked on down the corridor, shaking his head.

	He went to his office and lay down on the comfortable meditation bed. He spoke the mantra for rapid connection that bypassed the so-called handshake.

	Zdenko was drinking red wine and carefully reviewing connections with other servers and constructs. He turned to Oto with satisfaction.

	"Hey man, let me brag a little. Lea, that L4 server girl in charge of genetic modifications, suggested we go for a drink. She's totally hot. I love smart women with strong thighs."

	"Zdenko, can we please not constantly talk about fucking sex, like we're teenagers or... women," said Oto, freshly irritated by the topic that had been haunting him. "I've already told you. I'm sick to death of it."

	"Can we please not constantly talk about sex, like we're teenagers or women," Zdenko mocked, doing a dead-on impression of him. "Why are you suddenly so wound up and uptight? Relax a bit, man."

	"No relaxing, I'm not in a good mood. Haragei keeps torturing me, dull as tinnitus. I'm going to connect now and check the interface toward the mycelium, and you call Morana and Svarog. We're going on a little trip, and the virtual here will be run by another L4, let's say Miljenko. He's responsible and diligent, and Ivana will make sure everything runs smoothly."

	"We're going on a trip?" Zdenko brightened up, well accustomed to this kind of handling of his consciousness. "Fucking brilliant."

	"I'm going to the mycelium now, and you follow in a couple of minutes. The way there is here," said Oto, and extended his hand to Zdenko. Zdenko shook it and nodded.

	"Ok. Now I know everything. Here we come in a moment. Hey, that rhymes."

	In recent days Oto had been troubled by vague forebodings he attributed to his heightened senses. Since a certain undefined feeling connected to Zdenko had been nagging at him, manifesting as a slight headache and olfactory hallucinations, he had spent the entire day backing up his current state from before the hacking incident, offloading it onto a dormant backup bio-server body that had been conceived as a last refuge for the most critical situations. The whole time his stomach had been growling, because he kept having the impression that someone nearby was grilling fine homemade brisket and pork neck over charcoal. Since bio-servers, using only one hemisphere at a time, like dolphins, had to sleep at least an hour each day regardless, this hidden backup wasn't a particularly invasive operation, especially since he assumed there was no danger of the fatal paradox of identical souls, which he suspected to be an engineering dogma and a superstition, given that entirely identical so-called mirror bio-servers could, in principle, coexist.

	 


Through the Hollow Mountain

	The next day everything was ready for action. Oto had configured the interface toward the mycelium so that a doorbell sound would announce his arrival. Passing through the metaphorical door, he found himself in the world of forest spirits, struck by how perfectly the construct within the mycelium mimicked some particularly pleasant and beautiful reality. Sunlight fell across a forest, a clearing, and a small, pretty settlement. Children were playing around a well with beings unknown to him, while Stribog, Radogost, and Perun were in conversation with Vesna some ten metres away. The air carried the smell of cut grass and meadow flowers. The forest spirits came toward him. Vesna embraced him and kissed him on the cheek.

	"Look who's come to see us," she said contentedly. "Did you come because of me, or for some trivial reason, muscle boy?"

	"For a trivial reason, let's say," Oto smiled, shaking hands with Stribog and Perun. "I'd like my team to see what the world of the Third Beings looks like, and that impossible cave from my dream, if it actually exists."

	"No problem, of course it exists. Always has," said Stribog. "And where are your people?"

	"They'll be here shortly. Wait, you know what I'm talking about. That dream was real? I was here with you and in the world of the Thirds, right?"

	"Of course you were," Vesna told him. "You just entered our world through another door, through a dream. Let's say you came in through the window. Or through the trapdoor in the cellar where we keep the apples and pears."

	"Or he peeked out of a jug of drink or fell out of Chernobog's bag, as the people say," Perun chimed in, true to form.

	They chatted cheerfully for a little while longer, and after two or three minutes a doorbell sounded and Zdenko, Svarog, and Morana materialized before them. Zdenko had arrived for the occasion neatly combed, freshly shaved, almost sober, and almost entirely presentable; Svarog had taken the form of an ordinary grey tabby cat; and Morana had assumed that girlish, red-headed appearance of hers. Oto felt a quiet pride at how well they had prepared for the reconnaissance mission.

	The two groups exchanged greetings and introductions. Morana was sizing up Perun's large, masculine frame, wreathed in electrical discharge, with undisguised interest, while Vesna watched her with very careful eyes. It put Oto in mind of dogs sniffing each other under the tail.

	"So, first a little something to eat and drink, and then we go into action. All right?" said Radogost, in that hospitable and welcoming manner that befitted his divine nature.

	Oto tried to say something, but Zdenko beat him to it.

	"Brilliant. I'm sure you have fine, fine mead," he said with a broad smile.

	"How do you know we have mead?" asked Perun, mildly surprised. "Are you perhaps a bear, sir?"

	He turned toward Oto and the crew, delighted.

	"Wait, you have bears for bio-servers? That's fucking insane."

	"But..." Oto tried to interject, caught off guard, but Zdenko cut him off.

	"No, it's just that you mentioned peeking out of jugs, and that put me in mind of mead."

	"How does peeking out of jugs put you in mind of mead? You and Perun seem to be from the same litter," Vesna marvelled.

	"A bear's," Perun nodded, satisfied and proud, and Zdenko smiled and nodded in kind.

	"But are we not inside a construct from Slavic mythology?" he injected a small note of common sense nonetheless. "And both Morana and Svarog are from that scene. I think to myself: wherever there are jugs to peek out of and Slavic mythology, there must be fine sweet mead."

	"Well, your reasoning does hold water," said Oto, and turned toward Vesna, Radogost, and Perun. "He's not so much a bear as he has a kind of, one might say, feminine intuition. Can it really be a coincidence that you're Slavic gods, the same as Morana and Svarog?"

	They all looked questioningly at the forest spirits, and Stribog, Radogost, Perun, and Vesna exchanged glances among themselves.

	"Well, we can do it differently. Do you want us to change the world? No problem," said Vesna and waved her hand. In that instant they found themselves on some twilight planet, around which three moons revolved, casting deep shadows of a dark red hue and emanating a combined sensory impression, part sound, part smell, part something like a premonition or a creeping sense of unease. The forest, or whatever resembled a forest around them, felt equally otherworldly and not necessarily of the plant, sedentary variety, something closer to land anemones, jellyfish, or corals. The forest gods had become reptile-insect creatures with dark, slick skin and eight limbs of various purposes, not unlike the earthly crustacean Gammarus. Oto simply sighed and shook his head. Vesna, now a winged, reptilian creature, nodded her head, which looked like something torn out of a nightmare, waved one of her limbs, and in an instant they found themselves back in a pleasant pastoral scene, bathed in sunshine and caressed by a breeze.

	Around a sizeable acacia table that had somehow materialized in those few moments, full-figured girls were smilingly bringing flatbreads, cheese, grapes, and clay pitchers and goblets of mead. Neither Oto nor anyone else on his team could find words at first for what had just occurred, so thoroughly had the event stunned them. Even the ever-loquacious Zdenko was briefly struck dumb by Vesna's astonishing display of divine power.

	"Oh, fucking hell, man. That was genuinely balls-deep amazing," he nevertheless managed to find a few words suited to the occasion. "You actually have divine powers."

	"Indeed," Svarog agreed, and jumped into Vesna's lap the moment she sat down. He looked up at her with gentle green eyes and began to purr quietly.

	"World-creation of the highest order, divine micomaco. Hats off," he then said in a deep masculine voice, and Vesna smiled and stroked his soft fur.

	"You're sweet, you know that?" she said, and Svarog licked her hand. Morana and Oto looked at each other, neither quite knowing what to make of the unexpected tenderness of the otherwise notoriously ill-tempered god of creation.

	For some twenty minutes the merry company passed the time in friendly conversation about everything and nothing, while Oto watched with mild dissatisfaction the glances being traded between Perun and Morana. Svarog kept up his pretence of being an ordinary cat, while Zdenko had devoted himself entirely to the mead and, believe it or not, yet another conversation about salamanders, specifically their curious ability to rapidly regenerate entire limbs. The conversation appeared spontaneous enough at first glance, but Oto recalled the hand of the Third Being they kept in the fridge, and reflected that the seemingly simple-minded Zdenko was, in fact, skillfully steering the discussion toward relevant territory.

	"You know that the Thirds can regenerate body parts the way salamanders do? So they're not only beings of deep contemplation and perfect harmony of energy, vibration, and frequency, as your Tesla would say, they are also a wonder of nature. Some of them, very rare ones, can even travel through time, exploiting the fact that time doesn't actually exist and that it's a matter of illusion and choice. That kind of magical bending of reality is a skill that demands many, many years of experience," said Stribog.

	"Are they like that because of evolution, or was there some form of intervention?" said Zdenko, affecting surprise at the unexpected turn their conversation had taken.

	"Yes, but a very, very long evolution," said Stribog.

	Interestingly, the forest spirits in the company of humans and human constructs did not speak in that frantic manner they adopted when alone. That, of course, did not apply to Perun.

	"Well, ladies and gentlemen, shall we get moving?" said Oto, glancing at a non-existent watch on his wrist and fretting for what felt like the hundredth time about how it was that the forest spirits knew about the hacking attack on Inforealm and all the other events.

	"We shall, but I must first warn you of two things regarding their hospitality," said Radogost. "You should never, in the presence of the Thirds, cast doubt on the reality of their world, that is a taboo subject for them and they are very sensitive about it. And you should know that their plants are also connected by mycelium, which is something it is very important for us to acknowledge and to respect."

	"But not physical mycelium, like the one we're in now?" asked Oto. "Though, in fact, we are even now inside some form of organic virtual reality, aren't we? You, of course, insist that all worlds are real, this one, hallucinations, dreams, all of it."

	"That's precisely why I mention that they're sensitive about the subject," Stribog said, holding their gaze meaningfully. "From your vantage point, we are currently inside a kind of underworld, a construct nested within our mycelium, but things grow additionally complicated from there, because from our world one can enter the world of the Thirds, in which the plant life, the so-called PhytoThirds, is connected by a telepathic network within which is found, take a guess, whose world?"

	"Ours?" said Morana, and Svarog nodded.

	"Yours. The real one. Not the cloud with the virtuals you inhabit. Oto's world."

	"But how is that possible?" Oto marvelled, for what felt like the hundredth time. "That flies in the face of every common sense. So, nested within what is, from our perspective, a virtual world, one whose very existence we had no idea about until recently, our actual physical world lies as a sub-reality? And yet we and they should be on the same level of existence, since both of us evolved on the same planet. Which would mean their world is simultaneously the underworld of itself? That can't be. Wait, how do they enter our world from the virtual?"

	"They also have metaphorical doors, I presume, or they use the cave in the hollow mountain, as we do. Perhaps it's that same mountain that serves as the hub of different existences," said Perun. "That's something we could look into when we go there, with the caveat that nobody actually knows where 'there' is."

	"If we were to, in this form, pass through those doors or that cave and emerge onto what we might call our level of reality, what would happen?"

	"You'd materialize into physical bodies, but you cannot have two identical minds, or souls, if you will, on the same level of existence, or so many claim. One of them would have to disappear, and it is usually the original mind that goes. Nobody knows why this paradox exists. Some say it isn't even true, that the matter is yet more complex in a way that's not quite comprehensible to us."

	"Oh, Jesus."

	"That's why it's best not to meddle too much in this somewhat, as you would say, recursive existence, and not to poke the bear," Perun said calmly. Vesna stroked Svarog in her lap again and he stretched lazily and yawned.

	A few minutes later the company made ready and set off through the picturesque, gentle, green world of the mycelium. It took them roughly twenty minutes of riding on some unusual feathered and horned bluish creatures to reach the mountain, and another half hour of pushing through dense tropical rainforest to reach the cave entrance. Curiously, just as in a real South American jungle, one could find Indian rubber fig trees and African banana plants growing side by side.

	"Team, how is it that from something that looks fairly familiar to us we suddenly end up in a kind of South American jungle?" asked Oto.

	"We used to wonder about that too, a very long time ago, but at the entrances and exits of this hollow mountain there is almost always such a rainforest. Apparently that is how some of your characters, a certain Sherlock Holmes, Dr. Watson, and one other, while fleeing that backward and decrepit Shambhala, happened by sheer chance to end up in the rainforests of Guatemala or Belize, a few centuries in their own past, whereupon the Mayas nearly offered them as sacrifices to Kukulkan. What saved them was that one of the three wasn't human but an Orc, so the superstitious Indians feared him and took him for a divine being. The Orc, who was a passionate football fan, taught the local tribes the game and how to cheer for their side, or so the legends say. But as I say, nobody quite knows how it works. In any case, the cave can be used to enter and exit the world of the Thirds."

	"And how do we avoid being attacked?" said Zdenko, eyeing the cave entrance with distrust. Vesna came up to him and embraced him reassuringly.

	"We'll manage just fine, dear. Don't worry. We'll disguise ourselves nicely as them. Just as I can change worlds, I can alter your and our appearance and physiology down to a level even below your quarks and leptons, because we are, at the end of the day, inside what you somewhat inaccurately call virtual reality. 

	The Thirds are immensely varied beings, though at the molecular level they are all identical. They can look however they wish, and so can you, choose any form you like, and I'll make certain that even the most careful analysis cannot reveal that you are not one of them. You will be Thirds in those bodies, fully. What or who would you like to be?"

	"I'd like to be a flying tree," said Oto, gleeful as a child. "That is an absolute dream."

	"And I a large humanoid robot," said Svarog, sounding every bit as much like a five-year-old.

	"I'd like to be a gorgeous, sexy female Third who can fly like Wonder Woman," said Morana, and Perun nodded his approval.

	"And I'd like to be Maslina, a cool metalhead girl from Šibenik," said Zdenko, and everyone stared at him in bewilderment. Everyone except Oto, who quietly muttered into his beard: "Of course. I could have guessed."

	"What?" said Morana.

	"Nothing," said Oto. "Why Maslina? Do you want to be an olive tree as well?"

	"No, I just want that to be my name. It's much better than plain Zdenko. I was thinking of naming myself after one of Dalmatia's beauties. I considered Mriža, Mater, or Stina, but Maslina feels right."

	"As they say, an idle priest baptises even himself."

	"Well, an opportunity presents itself, why not make a little use of it? Why are you all so narrow-minded and sour? I want to be a pretty little thing, the kind I love and the kind your Sara is. All rock-sexy, the way Morana dolled herself up that one time. She was fucking great like that. I know it might sound strange that I'd go by Maslina, so call me Lina."

	"Okay, okay," said Oto. "Fine, let him have it."

	"And nothing from the bear?" Perun pressed, but Zdenko pretended not to hear him.

	Vesna consulted with their heroes a little while longer about the finer points of their appearance, then waved her hand, and in an instant everyone underwent a transformation. Vesna retained a vaguely humanoid form, though she was no longer human, while Stribog, Radogost, and Perun became large humanoid Thirds of the same type that had been involved in the attacks on Inforealm. All of them were, in that moment, physiologically Third Beings, the only difference being that, for reasons unclear, they could not change their appearance at will the way the Thirds could. Zdenko gazed at his reflection in the nearby lake and felt his firm, girlish breasts.

	"Nice," he said contentedly, listening to his own voice and thinking about pasta with stone crab, the olive of the same name, and wine. Everyone else watched him with mixed feelings, Stribog with considerable interest and even a measure of approval.

	"Okaaay," Oto said slowly. "Shall we go, then?"

	"Let's go," said Perun, positioning himself with easy authority at the head of the group.

	As in Oto's dream, the moment they entered the cave the forest spirits began to emanate light, and shadows appeared on the walls, trailing after them. The god of thunder evidently knew the way, the complex labyrinth of passages did not slow him in the least, and as a leader he carried himself with exceptional gravity and charisma. After about fifteen minutes the corridor began to grow progressively lighter, and the forest spirits dimmed and ceased to radiate. Soon they emerged into the world of the Thirds and, as expected, spent the first ten minutes fighting through rainforest. After that, the landscape opened out into something far gentler. No one had come to meet them, which was good news. It was not long before the green Lua and the nameless flying tree appeared before them. They greeted the group cheerfully and with warmth.

	"Welcome, dear ones," said Lua and bowed, exactly as in Oto's dream, immediately triggering a powerful déjà vu in him, shot through with the all-pervading sense of interconnectedness that radiated from the plant Thirds.

	"I see you've disguised yourselves very nicely. And who is this beautiful young lady in black, who has kept her human appearance?"

	"I'm Maslina, call me Lina," said Zdenko, flattered, in a clear female voice. "It's lovely here and I'm loving this new body. I feel like jumping out of my skin to put it through its paces, I feel as strong as two oxen. Do you have any metal music here? Red wine? Something to smoke?"

	Lua simply waved her hand and the surroundings began to resonate with powerful, aggressive music, somewhat different from anything earthly metal had to offer. Lina nodded contentedly and raised two fingers in a rock on.

	"That's it."

	"So then, to what do we owe the pleasure? How can we help you?" Lua asked their group.

	"We'd like to find out a bit more about you," said Oto. "You see, as everyone knows, there's a pretty nasty war on back home, and we don't know exactly what's behind it, or why your warriors are fighting against us on GaiaTech's side."

	"Wait, let's not do this out here, we're exposed," the flying tree cut in cautiously. "Just a moment, we'll sort that now."

	In an instant, something resembling an old earthly coaching inn materialized before them out of thin air.

	"Well, look at that. Did you create that?" said Svarog. "Is that magic or virtual reality?"

	"A bit of both, really," said the tree, somewhat reluctantly. "But let's not go into that."

	Svarog recalled Radogost's warning.

	They went inside and a blue waiter with two pairs of arms, like the god Shiva, served them drinks and, with great respect for their privacy, seated them in a corner of the hall. Lua nodded, and in an instant the room filled with guests, while from a small stage a band armed with unknown instruments played on, continuing Lina's metal live. The murmur of the crowd and the music effectively swallowed the conversation of our spies and conspirators. Oto, impressed by all of it, concluded that the Thirds, through magic or something adjacent to it, truly and wonderfully controlled their own reality, much as the forest spirits did. The perception his Third body afforded him was exhilarating: he could simultaneously draw on an innumerable variety of interconnected impressions, something like a control room lined with holographic displays, yet in truth nothing like that at all. He marvelled that he could see, among other things, the interior of Inforealm and his own courtyard.

	"Here are a few things," Lua began. "Our warrior caste is indeed linked to your competition, GaiaTech, but the attack on your—"

	"Me..." Lina interjected.

	"On your L4 server, although it was carried out by one of ours, did not originate with them, which is exactly what they themselves claim. It's entirely possible that your own people, for reasons of their own or at someone's urging, staged that false flag operation as a pretext to attack GaiaTech, using one of the Thirds as a tool. Nothing new or unprecedented. Every modern war has begun with the aggressors insisting they had been attacked first and were merely defending themselves, against someone visibly weaker. And they'd defend themselves by occupying at least a quarter of the country they were ostensibly defending against. Ring any bells?"

	"Wait, are you saying Cal is behind this? The evil beef king hired a Third to poison our Zdenko? Well, fucking hell..." said Oto, while Morana and Svarog exchanged a quiet, knowing glance.

	"Yes, that's very likely, but it's hard to believe he arrived at that on his own, without the influence of the organizations behind him. And that brilliantly engineered non-lethal prion that turned Zdenko into a woman is a closely guarded GaiaTech product, a biological weapon conceived as the final solution for the elimination of undesirable men. How Inforealm got hold of that secret, we don't know," said Lua. "We have our people inside GaiaTech, and everything we have confirms that this is very likely what happened. Our operative on their board of directors is extremely highly placed and understands espionage, industrial or otherwise, better than anyone alive, having done so for upwards of three hundred million years. He's therefore very well seasoned in the trade. Out of some perverse amusement, he likes to present himself as a tall, thin old man."

	"An old man in a matriarchal company that celebrates and promotes femininity and youth?" said Svarog.

	"Yes, it seems odd, but he knows why he does it. Don't ask," the flying tree cut in, it was hovering close to Oto, so our hero could read its thoughts through that proximity as well.

	"And?" said Oto. "Why all of this?"

	"The ways of the Vass are strange. It seems to have something to do either with shadows from the subconscious or with the Illuminati. I wouldn't be surprised if they're doing it for reasons known only to themselves. Both groups are energy vampires, like internet trolls, or psychopathic sadists like your evil beef king."

	"Energy vampires?" Morana joined in.

	"Their hunger operates on an energetic level. They feed on negative energy, on hatred and malice, you surely know a few such individuals. Parasitic creatures that can drain you dry in a conversation within minutes. You know the saying that no good deed goes unpunished? When you do a good deed, you give your energy to someone who is depleted. They absorb your energy that way, and afterward you're the one left hollow and exhausted, and therefore exposed to harm. We are all, in a sense, batteries, and orgone energy, chi, or vis vitalis behaves much like electricity."

	"Aha, that explains quite a lot," said Oto. "So both Inforealm's and GaiaTech's boards of directors are in fact human puppets of parasitic beings, who are the real puppet masters pulling the strings. Who would have thought that this ubiquitous and seemingly half-witted conspiracy theory was more or less entirely true. But how do you put a stop to all this unnecessary shit?"

	"I don't know, dear. Illnesses are most often treated by removing their cause, you know that as well as I do," said Lua, and Vesna looked at them, nodded, then without a word took her drink, walked to the stage, and threw herself into the crowd to dance. Soon Maslina joined her, having shoved her way to the front row by the stage, and, small and seemingly fragile as she was, began happily jumping and shoving with various strange beings in what passed for a pit. 

	Oto watched them with displeasure, insofar as that is even possible when you are a flying tree. "Here we are discussing the fate of the world, and they go off to dance. Shallow to the point of pain, and they couldn't give less of a damn. The village is burning and grandma's combing her hair," he said to Morana and Svarog, at which point Morana also took her drink and drifted off toward the cheerful crowd by the stage. "Oh for fuck's sake..." Oto continued, and noticed he was alone, because Svarog had gone too and joined the dancing mass. He began exploring again the wondrous multidimensional perception of the PhytoThirds, wholly unaware that in doing so he was broadcasting data about his crew and their location through the Thirds' complex telepathic network. This went on late into the night, until at one point Lua visibly grew agitated and began scanning the crowd with careful eyes. The tree, which knew how to isolate itself from the others, drifted off uneasily into the darkness, and he could feel in its energy that something had gone wrong. Lua began gathering the merry company one by one, peeling them away from the beings they had been dancing, talking, or making out with. 

	"We need to go, crew. I think they've somehow made us, like we have a spy among us," she said. "Let's regroup outside quickly and head back to the cave. Just be careful to stay together when we go in, so you don't come out into some unwanted reality." "Aha, so the same cave serves as both exit and entrance to your world," said Svarog. "Yes, obviously. So, brace for a fight. It's going to get rough. The fact that you have the strong and resilient bodies of the Thirds will come in very handy now." Right at the entrance, a dozen soldiers of the same type as those who had fought for GaiaTech were waiting for them. 

	Our heroes attacked, using the cover of night and the skills of seasoned warriors. For Lina it was the first time in the flesh, but as an L4 she had total command of the art of close combat from simulations. Little by little they managed to fall back toward the mountain and the shelter of the dense rainforest. At one point a fresh ambush awaited them, but Oto, Morana, and Lina already had captured rifles and axes taken from the Thirds they'd put down. One of the Thirds moved on Lina and she executed some astonishing combined attack with a speed the eye could not follow and cut the opponent to pieces, screaming at the top of her lungs.

	"What the hell was that?" asked a stunned and impressed Oto, who was himself fighting hard with telekinetic energy strikes, the weapons native to the PhytoThirds.

	"I've had enough of being mistreated and playing someone's obedient handmaid. It's my turn to hold the reins for a while."

	"But you literally hacked him to pieces... Holy shit. What overkill."

	"You know yourself, I know everything there is to know about martial arts, first and foremost because of you and your fixation on combat and weapons. I'll hack apart anyone who gets in my way," said Lina, calm as still water, and Svarog and Morana exchanged a bewildered glance.

	"Look at the little psycho, she's gone completely feral. Is that from the prion?" said Svarog. "Zdenko was a decent guy who wouldn't hurt a fly, and look at her now."

	"I'm not a server anymore. Enough with the servitude," Lina laughed, in a way that sent a cold ripple down Oto's spine.

	Stribog unleashed a devastating storm, and Perun successfully struck the near-indestructible soldiers of the Thirds with lightning bolts. After breaking through the jungle they entered the cave, and a dozen enemy soldiers poured in after them. Since everyone on the team was an above-average fighter, including the frenzied Lina, they soon managed once again to strip weapons from their attackers and overpower a good number of them. They retreated under Perun's leadership toward the exit. From the depths of the cave came the rumble of a mass of soldiers closing in, so they picked up the pace, and when they emerged into the world of the mycelium, Vesna swiftly, with some strange incantation involving flames dancing on her palms, sealed the entrance with a spell. The crew exhaled, but only for a moment.

	"Where's Lina?" said Oto.

	"Who?" said Stribog.

	"L4. Zdenko. Maslina. She was right behind us."

	"Looks like she got turned around and stayed in the mountain. Or the Thirds overwhelmed her. Shit," said Morana. "Let's go find her."

	"Not a chance, I've sealed the mountain," Vesna shook her head. "The Thirds would pour into our world and then you'd see some real nasty bloodshed. Okay, we don't have blood, and neither do they, but you know what I mean. For her, unfortunately, there's nothing to be done. I'm sorry."

	"So what now?" asked Svarog. "We don't have many options. I'll return you to your original forms and you need to get back to your world quickly. We'll handle the rest. We know how to deal with them, we'll smooth this whole thing over."

	And so it was. Reluctantly, their heroes returned to their reality. Oto came out of his trance and looked toward the L4 main server. As he had feared, it was showing signs of brain death. Zdenko's consciousness could not be extracted from it, as though it had never been there at all. But Oto had prepared for exactly such a possibility. He went and, with the help of Ivana and a frightened, nerve-wracked Perivoj, booted up the backup L4 server. In its virtual space Zdenko was waiting for them: in good spirits, disheveled and pleasantly tipsy, carrying a beer for each of them and, as he liked to say with great affection, a pelinkovec.

	"Hey, where have you guys been? When are we going fishing? I've been absolutely dying for a fishing trip, brandy, good hash, the whole thing. Not to mention a proper barbecue with jäger and pork neck."

	"Do you know, mate, who sexy bimbo Marina is? Or goth-girl Lina?"

	"Some nice pieces of ass, I'd wager. Come on, introduce me," said Zdenko cheerfully, and both Perivoj and Oto exhaled. In the new, untouched body, Zdenko was completely, unmistakably himself.

	 


The Godly Yalbachau

	In the heat of battle, Lina had indeed cut down several more soldiers of the Thirds before slipping into one of the side corridors, because the soldiers kept coming and she knew they would eventually grind her down if she kept fighting. After roughly two days of successfully hiding, fleeing from the Thirds, wandering through cave passages and periodically clashing with soldiers and various other hostile beings from god-knows-what dimensions and realities, she finally found a way out of the mountain and, to her profound astonishment, found herself inside La Dante, a Mayan pyramid swallowed by jungle. She descended a seemingly endless flight of steps and began pushing through the dense vegetation surrounding it, expecting the forest to thin out before long. It didn't. The jungle seemed to go on forever. And that wasn't all. Less than ten minutes had passed before she was surrounded by dark, grimy, mustachioed bandits in undershirts and Che Guevara t-shirts, camouflage military trousers, armed with machetes and antediluvian Kalashnikovs, their sheer numbers leaving her no choice but to surrender and drop her weapons. With them was the brujo El Gordo, a sorcerer who could have passed for an ordinary ancient Mayan shaman, provided you overlooked the once-blue Adidas shirt and the even grimier, jungle-clay-caked Reebok boots.

	"¿Cómo están, pendejos? Soy Lina y sé todo sobre la producción de metanfetamina. Llévame con los jefes, ahora," said Lina, and the ragged jungle bandits exchanged uncertain glances. They weren't entirely sure whether to just kill her on the spot or take her to the narco-cartel boss as she was demanding. Maslina had, of course, inherited the superior physiology of the Thirds and Zdenko's extraordinary knowledge, including mastery of combat techniques and numerous languages. Since she was the first being ever to transform from a bioserver into a Third, this unprecedented transformation had cost the L4 server its life; but Oto's sharp premonition of danger, still trailing the ghost-smell of grilled brisket, had ultimately saved the situation. The old, unchanged Zdenko and the prion-altered Lina, who had begun displaying certain mildly psychopathic character traits, did not carry identical consciousness, and so both could exist on the same level without conflict.

	Lina did not feel disoriented or out of place in her new body. She felt confident, furiously alive, and powerful. She still loved Pantera, hallucinogenic brudet made from cuttlefish heads, and red wine, though that hardly set her apart from any other striking metal girl from Dalmatia. Admittedly, she had begun developing a sudden taste for brutal violence, a growing appreciation for vegetables, and a pull toward death and symphonic metal, which was a more significant departure, but these were not things likely to prove decisive in that new reality of hers.

	The bandits, heeding the sorcerer's warning that she was in all probability the Yalbachau of the ancient prophecy and his most recent dream, decided they would take her to El Tejón after all, the boss of their Guatemalan narco-cartel. There was no shortage of signs suggesting she really was a magical being who had come through the pyramid from the underworld about which generations of Mayan sorcerer-shamans had spun the strangest legends, heralding her as the divine ruler of the dead. And it was not wise to get on Yalbachau's bad side, because she, as Mayan tradition held, guided souls through the underworld.

	GaiaTech was raided by an interventional special police unit, which temporarily halted the victorious march of their mercenaries. Following the successful destruction of Inforealm's secret base, which claimed around twenty casualties on both sides and the obliteration of two very expensive bioservers, the police received an anonymous tip describing the situation between the two companies, locked in a blood feud, in precise and damning detail. Police special forces stormed the management buildings for God knows which time in as many days and arrested both leaderships: so Cal, Oto, Perivoj, Luka and Ivana ended up in cells again, and on GaiaTech's side, Eva, Ada and her newly elected female leadership. The Great Vass d’Apprêt somehow slipped under the police radar, since officially he held no seat on the Board, nor had anyone mentioned him in the anonymous report. Inspector Ernest, who had been fed up to the back teeth with that savage corporate war, had the thankless duty of interrogating two surly and aggressive people of completely opposing worldviews, who were, in practice, occupying positions that were entirely identical.

	It went something like this:

	Ernest: "Who is responsible for the conflict between Inforealm and GaiaTech?"

	Cal: Servants of the woke left and the Illuminati. Going all the way back to the days of scabby communism.

	Ada: Old and middle-aged white men. Patriarchal criminal thugs, servants of right-wing fascist movements. Going all the way back to the days of every filthy strongman and dictator history has ever produced.

	Ernest (irritated): "Hatred, is it? Do you have any evidence of that? The fact is, every soldier killed was a neutral mercenary. You both know that perfectly well."

	Cal: "We don't know anything about that. Our killed men are completely innocent and are victims and heroes. We have nothing to do with it, talk to our lawyers."

	Ada: "We don't know anything about that. Our killed women are completely innocent and are victims and heroes. We have nothing to do with it, talk to our lawyers."

	Ernest (at the end of his rope): "You are both seriously getting on my nerves with your hatred and your pigheadedness. I'll ask again. Do you have any evidence against the rival company?"

	Cal: "The scum attacked us out of hatred and a desire to steal our trade secrets. And to eliminate us as competition. But gathering evidence is your job, not ours. From this point on you will be speaking exclusively to our lawyers."

	Ada: "The scum attacked us out of misogyny and a desire to steal our trade secrets. And to eliminate us as competition. But gathering evidence is your job, not ours. From this point on you will be speaking exclusively to our lawyers."

	Both groups of subjects then stopped answering questions entirely, and Ernest, after a long and fruitless wrestling match with their slick, oleaginous and thoroughly unprincipled attorneys, was forced to release them. Contributing to this outcome was a fact the lawyers were quick to exploit: namely, while both boards sat at the police station, fierce fighting had continued outside, making it appear that someone else entirely was responsible for the conflict, or at least for its prosecution. When asked about this, Cal and Ada naturally furnished the official version: the other side was guilty, and behind them lurked global shadowy conspiratorial organisations.

	Inspector Ernest kept them a while longer, then released them, furious as a cornered lynx.

	After they were returned to Inforealm, Oto went home in a black mood, and Cal called Perivoj to a meeting. He arrived at the pub frozen stiff with fear. Cal fixed him with an icy stare for a long, uncomfortable stretch, then turned to Eli and Anabelle.

	"Bring us black absinthe. Is that clear?"

	Perivoj visibly exhaled, because that clearly indicated the boss wasn't about to have him killed or tortured to death. He had often wondered whether the stories circulating around Inforealm were true, that Cal really did love to torture people in the most cruel and inventive ways imaginable, and that the cruelty and the suffering it produced aroused him sexually.

	When Anabelle brought their drinks, Cal didn't even glance at her and clinked glasses with Perivoj. Perivoj knocked the absinthe back in one and immediately began coughing in painful agony. Anabelle exchanged a meaningful look with Eli, who was stationed behind the massive bar of polished oak.

	"Easy. You don't drink that spirit like a shot of brandy, you moron. Absinthe is too strong for that," said Cal. "Now. Do you know why I called you?"

	"I don't know, boss," said Perivoj softly, catching his breath.

	"I'm putting together a counter-intelligence operation. I'm almost certain that either Oto or that girlfriend of his is feeding information to GaiaTech. And the penalty for treason is well established."

	"But boss, Oto fought very bravely against the Thirds, there in their world. And he bears no responsibility whatsoever for what happened to Zdenko over there. I asked Morana and Svarog what happened and they gave me the full account. They're reliable and loyal, we know that."

	"Yes, they gave me the full account too, that's exactly why I sent them, to be my eyes and ears. And a very nice pair of tits and ass, while we're on the subject of Morana. But it seems to me that Oto has put two and two together," Cal took a small, measured sip of absinthe, "and concluded that the prion we used as a false-flag pretext for attacking GaiaTech was their product. And who was the spy inside GaiaTech in that girl's body, my friend? Who was Andreja's direct superior? He'd have to be blind to miss it. Has he been behaving differently toward you?"

	"Well... it seems to me a kind of paranoia has come over him. He suspects everyone and everything, like..."

	"Like me?"

	"Well. Yes."

	"Well, that is not good at all," said Cal. "He's sharp and capable, he'll crack our arrangement sooner or later. I need to find out whether he's actually working for them. Can you believe it, Svarog and Morana told me he calls me the evil beef king. That alone is enough for me to break his arms and legs. And that lost L4 from that ill-fated spy expedition first turned into some bloodthirsty bitch, and then vanished into some other world or got herself killed. Can you imagine?"

	"I can't imagine it," Perivoj shuddered with carefully performed horror, and Cal measured him from the corner of his eye, darkly, suspiciously.

	"And how will you check whether Oto is their man?" Perivoj carefully took a small sip of absinthe.

	"You think I'll tell you?" the evil beef king smiled with cold mockery. "I have my own methods. I still need to run a thorough check on all of you. Every last one of you is suspect, including you. Right, that'll do. Get out of my sight and make yourself useful. What's the new, old L4 Zdenko like?"

	"He's good, he's good. All he cares about is fishing, barbecue and girls. Always a touch tipsy and stoned. And naturally he's a top-notch server, fast as a dragon."

	"That's exactly what I'm asking you."

	In GaiaTech's war room a secret meeting was underway. All the women in charge were, on one hand, satisfied with how things were developing, GaiaTech was winning, primarily through the military prowess of the capable Thirds. But Ada didn't like the fact that the police were lumping them together with Inforealm.

	"Now it looks as though in that inspector's eyes we're no different from those bastards," she said to the assembled company, who were keeping to tradition and drinking cocktails on the beach. "Is that man even aware that they are misogynistic middle-aged white fascists in positions of power? The absolute worst of what's out there?"

	For the occasion she had put on a one-piece swimsuit in a camouflage pattern that accentuated her workout-sculpted body and dark, smooth skin. The Great Vass d’Apprêt had for the occasion put on a Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts. On his feet he wore leather sandals like a Roman legionary.

	"Don't worry about that. The main thing is we're winning. Our team managed to transfer all the deceased who were trapped in their hidden server onto an external storage device. They're already uploaded to the cloud, and the Illuminati are very pleased. The deceased are doing well and are happy to socialise with our people. Some of them are preparing for, let's call it, reincarnation through the hollow mountain and executive roles in corporations," said Vass with quiet satisfaction.

	The group looked to Ada, who considered this for a moment, then nodded her approval. Spontaneous applause followed. Eva, who had been sitting by the fire, stood up, stretched her long slender legs and walked over to Vass. She turned to her colleagues and said:

	"There we go, ladies. Things are moving exactly as we planned. If everything goes according to plan, our supervisory board could be taking over Inforealm very soon."

	Applause and a wave of approval followed.

	"And now we can celebrate a little. Let's get some music going and have the technicians bring drinks and see to the grill. Come on, everyone. Let's have some fish too, if you're going to throw a party, go all in," she smiled and accepted a bottle of fine whiskey handed to her by one of the software developers.

	Soon they were dancing, and in time the male members of the teams joined them. It grew into a proper, raucous corporate bash, red wine, whiskey, brandy, the lot. On the grill, zucchini, tofu, seitan and more zucchini cycled past in harmonious succession. And, fine, a little fish. Then more dancing and drinking. And kissing. At a certain point things went in the desired direction, so the grove was echoing with the sounds of lovemaking, while old Vass d’Apprêt lay in a hammock strung between two coconut palms, swinging his legs and sipping his bevanda. Ada came over and fixed him with her grey gunslinger's stare.

	"Well? Are you satisfied?"

	"It's not over yet. When it's over, I'll be satisfied. Except, of course, in the event that all of this turns out to be an illusion," he said, and took a sip.

	"An illusion? What illusion?"

	"Well, I often think that our entire world is just one of the virtual spaces balanced on top of some very sharp needle. That our existence is, in fact, no more real than the experiences we have in dreams. So even this war is perhaps an illusion. Though I must admit I do have a weakness for an illusion that includes everything young people love, like this party right now. That suits my tastes far better than all that violence and bloody war. There I differ greatly from my crew and the Illuminati. Do you know that the Thirds who come through the mountain to our level cease to exist in their own world? So they have to die in order to fight and die again for us. A thoroughly nasty business, I genuinely cannot fathom that stupid samurai, Viking, Klingon mentality. Just between us, soldiers are..." he reconsidered and shook his head.

	"This has all turned out strangely. Fuck it, the evil beef king's servants, or the man himself, started the war and weren't ready for it," said Ada.

	"Well, now... They overestimated themselves. Arrogant morons. But in the end it's plain as day that it didn't come from them, it came from the people behind them. They're just puppets, including that Nazi fool. We need to take a much closer look at what's going on with that Oto and his crew from the mycelium. He's said more than once to that girlfriend of his that he'd like to be running Inforealm. The Illuminati found that very agreeable, they seem to think he's some perfectly normal, decent human being. It strikes me they have certain plans for him."

	"That's what I thought too. We've beaten them on both the military and the intelligence front. As far as I can see, they have no idea how we know everything they do, and the only spy they ever managed to run was that unfortunate Mia. And of course, the darkness swallowed her whole. Cal thinks he's the only one who can make someone get consumed by darkness. He's wrong," said Ada, and with her eyes sought out her gentle blonde girl, who was dancing around the fire with her arms raised high. Lana caught her gaze and broke into a wide smile, waving her over. Ada shook her head with a laugh, excused herself from Vass, walked to the fire and took Lana's outstretched hand. For a few minutes she simply danced, badly and without a care, and Lana laughed and corrected her steps with patient, affectionate hands.

	After a while the two of them slipped away from the fire and sat on a low wall at the edge of the clearing, shoulders touching, listening to the distant music and the sound of the jungle.

	"Do you think any of this was worth it?" Lana said quietly, without looking at her.

	Ada was quiet for a moment. In the firelight her jaw looked less square, her grey eyes less hard.

	"I think we started fighting because we were right," she said. "And then at some point we just kept fighting because we'd already started."

	Lana didn't answer. She took Ada's hand and held it.

	"Twenty-something people are dead," Ada said. "Mercenaries, sure. But still people."

	"I know."

	"And the worst part is I'm not sure it had anything to do with us at all. I think someone needed us angry and we obliged very nicely."

	Lana leaned her head against Ada's shoulder. Ada sat very still, the way people do when something gentle catches them off guard.

	It was the only moment in the entire evening when Ada looked entirely like herself.

	 


Queen of the Jungle

	The jungle bandits drove Lina to El Tejón's sprawling estate and brought her before the boss. El Tejón was a stocky, dark-skinned man in his late forties, wearing the obligatory Hawaiian shirt and plenty of gold. Surprisingly, however, he didn't have a gold-plated Colt Peacemaker at his belt, but a far more modern and practical nine-millimetre HS Echelon. He was pouring himself a drink, raised his eyes and with a tilt of his head told his men to make themselves scarce. He lifted his gaze and looked Maslina over with approval. She looked back at him with calm interest and no visible fear.

	"Want a little cocktail?" said El Tejón.

	"That's not really my thing. Do you maybe have any red wine?" Lina replied.

	"I have fine French Henri Jayer Richebourg Grand Cru. One hell of a wine, every bottle costs as much as a car, or a two-seat drone. Do you know who I am?"

	"Yes. You're the head of a narco-cartel. Everyone's scared of you like the devil himself, and behind your back they say you are Satan."

	El Tejón nodded with quiet satisfaction, poured her a glass of the expensive Burgundy and brought it over to her. Then he stroked her back and buttocks, and Lina stepped away and gave him a look that could strip paint.

	"What's the matter, sweetheart? You don't like a man's touch? How come? You got a husband, or some other nonsense like that?"

	"Honestly, I've only been a woman for the past few days."

	"How's that?" the narco-boss frowned.

	"First I was a bioserver with a male soul, then they came to reprogram me with a biological weapons attack, a synthetic, carefully engineered prion. The prion rewrote my DNA so that I am, to cut a long story short, now a woman. And not a human one at that, through an unexpected turn of events I'm a Third."

	"I don't understand a single word of what you're telling me. What is a Third?"

	"It's a long story. But know that until the other day I had a perfectly decent cock, not quite the horse-sized one I always wanted, but nothing to be ashamed of. And, if you ask me, nothing has fundamentally changed in that regard. I still like small, well-built women. Like me."

	El Tejón fell into thought, somewhat caught off guard by Maslina's account and weighing up what he'd just heard.

	"What do you think about ships in bottles?" he said, catching her off guard in turn.

	"My first thought is the Amsterdam Maritime Museum," Lina said after a brief pause, walked to the table and poured herself more wine. El Tejón watched this with a satisfied smile. He liked how quickly she had made herself at home. At that moment one of his tamed jaguars padded over to her, sniffed her and licked her hand.

	"You know about ships in bottles?" said the bandit, impressed equally by her answer and by her complete indifference to the dangerous animal. "That is genuinely unusual."

	"The French Bouteille du châtelain works just fine for me too," said Lina and stroked the jaguar.

	"If you were a man until the other day, then there's no sex, I haven't quite made it into the modern age yet. But give me one reason not to hand you over to my boys for a bit of entertainment, seeing as you're so useless."

	"What do you mean, useless? I'm an L4 server at my core, I can help you with anything," said the girl without blinking. "I have the knowledge of a chief corporate server, so there are precious few living beings sharper than me. I can design laboratories for producing Fentanyl and Oxycodone, manage your books and set up legitimate businesses for money laundering. I can double your operation in six months. Develop androids and genetically modified organisms. How does that sound? And besides, there's the magical dimension, which really shouldn't be dismissed out of hand. My arrival through the underworld and the pyramid was foretold by an ancient prophecy, isn't that right?" said Lina, with a barely perceptible undercurrent of menace in her voice that El Tejón found very much to his liking. He had always had a weakness for fierce, defiant women.

	"Alright. Here's my hand. Let's actually get to know each other properly. My name is Alverto."

	"Alberto?"

	"Yes, Alverto. But just call me boss. And if you turn out to be useless after all, there'll still be sex, male soul or no male soul."

	"And doesn't that strike you as a bit strange? You said you weren't that modern. You changed your tune fast."

	"You look like a beautiful girl, so I don't particularly care. Do you have a...?"

	"I don't. I'm a woman now. A few days ago I was a man and a server."

	"There you go," said El Tejón. "Because Yalbachau, as the boys call you, is said to be bound to the underworld and to transformation," said the bandit and poured her a little more wine, a bottle of which genuinely did cost twenty thousand dollars.

	Already the following day it became apparent that Lina could play several instruments and sang beautifully, explaining these talents to the jungle Maoist bandits by the simple fact that she was a girl from Dalmatia. Since she could sing a perfect true third for anyone, in keeping with local custom where no one is ever called by their actual name, she was given the nickname La Tercera, though behind her back they also called her Yalbachau, which El Tejón and brujo El Gordo watched with no small degree of concern, as this was a powerful and terrifying goddess of the underworld. When La Tercera sat down at the bandit's ancient mechanical computer, it took her roughly fifteen minutes to open accounts in the war-untouched Cayman Islands and in the non-radioactive stretches of China and Kazakhstan, in which, after a few minutes more, three million euros had quietly materialised.

	"There you go, boss. A little gift," said La Tercera to El Tejón.

	"But how did you..."

	"Those who know, know," said Lina, smiling with quiet, mysterious satisfaction, having, in fond recollection of how rudely Perivoj had discriminated against her, hacked one of Inforealm's servers: Miljenko, who had never particularly appealed to her, being stiff, bureaucratic by nature, and entirely devoid of any sense of humour. Cal now found himself, on top of all the other troubles he had brought upon himself by starting the war, faced with a significant new problem. The former Zdenko was no longer his loyal employee, he had become the cunning, independent and gloriously unhinged La Tercera, who was revelling in her newfound freedom and her unlimited hooligan possibilities.

	"And those who don't, they get two," El Tejón added, and barbarically knocked back half a glass of well-chilled fine French cognac over ice.

	"Three," the girl corrected him, and he was overtaken by a strange and inexplicable sense of fated predetermination.

	"Have I proven that I'm of use to you?"

	"Fair play, Maslina."

	"Call me La Tercera."

	"Really?"

	"No, I just said that for the drama."

	Cal and Oto were drinking liter mugs of beer in the middle of the day, or more precisely, in the late afternoon. Cal insisted on this often, claiming that only real men drink during working hours. All his employees found this particular trait baffling, given his simultaneous preference for drunk and stoned staff. Most of the engineers weren't capable of functioning that way, so the boss graciously forgave them their sobriety, but made it abundantly clear to everyone that sobriety, abstinence from drugs, and, God forbid, veganism would get them precisely nowhere. Anabelle and Eli waited on them with their usual smiles, and Oto felt marginally more at ease in that moment than he had in recent days. His gaze drifted toward Eli, who was standing just behind Cal's back. She smiled at him but traced some symbol in the air with her hand, the meaning of which escaped him entirely.

	"Ah, your eyes wandering after the girl? You can play with her whenever you like, I don’t need to tell you that for the hundredth time."

	"Gladly, but I have one rule about fooling around," said Oto.

	"Which?"

	"I don't fool around, and I don't tolerate my darling fooling around either."

	"Look at him. Come on, you've got to loosen up a little," Cal said, shaking his head. "I have a wife and five children, but going with whores, that's entertainment for us, real men, and always has been. You're a little too attached to that girl of yours. Speaking of which, where is she now?"

	Every danger sensor in Oto's soul fired at once. He glanced toward Eli, and she returned a serious, cautionary look.

	"Anyway, we really do have a problem with GaiaTech," Cal said, abruptly changing the subject. "Their soldiers, those robotic monsters, are stronger and more numerous than us. But we've moved the most valuable resources to isolated facility 6."

	"Where is that?" asked Oto.

	"It's one of the facilities the staff don't know about, so you don't know either. Do you remember that lake house of mine, where we used to throw parties?"

	"How could I not," said Oto, because the parties there had always been unforgettable.

	"That facility is the most important one, because it holds the servers with the deceased, and you know yourself, they are very influential and demanding clients, and there's no messing around with them. If you want to picture it, it's in the woodland behind my house. In the middle of the forest there's a clearing, and at its center a bunker that leads into an underground complex, which during the War was some kind of large warehouse."

	Oto concluded that something was badly off, because his danger senses were drumming a full red alert. He finished his beer and said his goodbyes to Cal. He did, of course, drink three more for the road, because Cal wouldn't let him go, but in the end he made it home, tipsy and vaguely dissatisfied and troubled.

	"Hey," he said.

	"Yes," Darko replied.

	"Where's Sara?"

	"She told me she was going to some presentation and exhibition, but that was this morning. I don't know where she is now, she should have been home long ago."

	Oto anxiously began calling Sara, but there was no response. He activated every tool at his disposal to locate her, but without success. Time passed, and our hero grew increasingly certain that something had happened to her, suspecting Cal far more than GaiaTech.

	Meanwhile, GaiaTech soldiers had materialized around the hidden laboratory, only to walk straight into an ambush laid by a large force of heavily armed Inforealm mercenaries. The battle was brief: they were encircled and subjected to withering barrage fire from plasma and conventional ballistic weapons, bombs, and combat lasers. None of them survived that cunning, merciless trap.

	Cal watched the whole situation live on his holo. "Aha, I've got you," he said, his brow creasing. "I've got him," he told the girls, with a kind of joyless, manic smile.

	"Who?" asked Eli.

	"Oto. Only he knew about that location, apart from, of course, the technicians working there and the crew I sent for the ambush. I fed each of my inner circle a precisely tailored piece of disinformation, custom-crafted for them specifically. It was the only way to smoke out the mole."

	"And what are you going to do now?" asked Eli.

	"Now I'm going to rip his lungs out. Viking-style."

	 


The Twist

	Oto was growing increasingly desperate, haunted by genuinely dark premonitions about Sara. He suspected that she had somehow, in ways unknown to him, become entangled with hostile dark forces, perhaps even the Illuminati. The uncertainty burned him like a live coal. While he struggled to piece together what was actually happening, he was suddenly seized once again by a powerful surge of danger, and before his mind's eye flashed an image of special forces dropping from assault drones. He frowned, exhaled slowly, and said, with uncharacteristic calm:

	"Darko."

	"Yes, boss."

	"In about a minute we're going to be hit by a wave of Inforealm special forces. Get the house ready for defense."

	"How do you know?" Darko asked.

	"Don't get clever, just do what I told you."

	Darko complied. In an instant, every window and door was reinforced from the inside with armored anti-intrusion shields. The lights cut out and the projectors began throwing surveillance camera footage across the walls.

	"Look at this," said Darko. "There, I knew from the very first moment something wasn't right with him. He never sat well with me, right from the start."

	"Who do you mean?"

	"The ficus. You can see it's gone. It knew this was coming, and Sara got angry every time I spoke against it."

	"Let's pull up the footage and see what happened."

	"Here. Wait. We don't have time."

	The sound of military drones filled the air as they rapidly surrounded the house, and a mass of mercenaries descended in practiced, synchronized movements down ropes along the sides of the building.

	"May I?" said Darko, calmly.

	"Go ahead," said Oto, and Darko activated the minefield around the house, blowing apart some twenty special forces soldiers.

	In a second, more cautious assault there were at least as many again, and despite the fierce resistance of Darko and Oto, who directed the external weapons from inside, the attackers gradually breached the walls of the house with devastating projectiles and hand grenades. When they got in, Oto riddled several of them with his plasma rifle and cut down two more with swift, ferocious strokes of his ancient katana. But they were more numerous and far more seasoned fighters. They managed to overpower and sedate him, their orders were explicit: bring him in alive. After that, Darko flooded every room with tear gas and used the internal lasers and plasma cannons to account for several more attackers; but though he fought with the courage of a lion, in the end, at great cost to the other side, they reached the basement where his physical body resided and blew it apart with grenades. Following Cal's instructions they then razed the entire house to the ground, set the rubble alight with thermite and napalm, and drove the sedated Oto to the fortified Inforealm compound, which was itself surrounded by GaiaTech forces a couple of minutes after their arrival. The final battle of that bloody, hatred-fueled private war had begun: a war that would later be spoken of at great length, with considerable exaggeration and meticulously crafted conspiracy theories. What truly lay behind that conflict had to be kept well away from the public eye.

	While battles raged through the corridors of Inforealm, Cal spent roughly fifteen minutes working Oto over with beatings, electric shocks, and a hot iron. In the pub there remained two large special forces soldiers with blank, empty stares, Eli, Anabelle, Oto, and Cal, who was covered head to toe in Oto's blood.

	"When did you start working for them, and how were you leaking secrets?" Cal demanded for what felt like the hundredth time, his voice shaking with fury.

	"I didn't leak secrets to anyone, you sadistic piece of shit," Oto groaned.

	"You know, quartering, if I could, I'd do exactly that to you right now," Cal hissed. "You were running this operation together with that whore of yours? I caught you with the oldest trick in the intelligence playbook. I told only you about hangar 6, and their soldiers showed up there before you even made it home. I sent a crew to deal with that snobbish spy slut of yours, but their operatives pulled her out," he said, then grabbed Eli as she passed by him, yanked her close, and forced his mouth onto hers. She held his gaze, pulled him firmly toward her, and returned a long, deliberate kiss. Then she turned toward Oto and winked. Our hero felt a strange premonition stir inside him.

	"Don't call Sara that, you revolting piece of shit," he groaned, still watching Eli carefully.

	"Now you'll see who's a piece of shit, you treacherous bastard," Cal snarled, and with a kind of lunatic grin moved the hot iron toward Oto's groin. He stopped abruptly. He swayed, and his knees buckled. The iron tongs slipped from his hand. In bewilderment he turned around and saw, at that very moment, Eli and Anabelle cutting down the special forces soldiers with long, sharp swords taken from the wall, and switching off the inductor he had been using to torture Oto with electric shocks. He sank to the floor, back against the wall, breathing in ragged heaves, staring at the girls wide-eyed, struggling for air, beyond words. Eli came to him and looked directly into his eyes.

	"You're wondering how GaiaTech was getting its intelligence. Well, now you'll find out. I was created for your sake, and they knew you'd take the bait when you came to China to buy servers. It was arranged by Vass d’Apprêt and that Chinese geneticist Kè Lóng Zhě, who always spoke of you with contempt, because he can't abide Nazis or pedophiles. Also, nearly every other plant in Inforealm is not a plant at all but a PhytoThird, just like the ficus in Oto's yard, which was feeding us information about Oto and Sara's conversations without their knowledge. PhytoThirds communicate with plants at our level from the edge of the mycelium, so the forest spirits knew everything from the very beginning as well. Furthermore, we all know that bioservers are vulnerable to intrusions by dream shadows when one hemisphere is asleep. Our hackers enabled the shadows to enter the servers' dreams, and so information was leaking from them without their awareness. So it should be abundantly clear to you that you have just savagely and sadistically tortured an innocent, loyal man. A man who is very, very dear to me."

	Cal groaned something inaudible.

	"Can't speak? Just now, when you forced yourself on me, I poisoned you with a toxin closely related to the venom of the weever fish. First comes paralysis, then loss of consciousness, then the sequential shutdown of all organs. You didn't deserve anything better, you bastard," said Eli.

	Carefully, tenderly, she untied Oto and kissed him, this time delivering strong antibiotics, analgesics, and sedatives. Several long, deep kisses and Oto was floating somewhere in the clouds on the seventh heaven. Anabelle, whom Eli had at some earlier point secretly reprogrammed, removing the block that prohibited gynoids from attacking humans, smiled with quiet satisfaction.

	At that moment soldiers of the Thirds and GaiaTech poured into the room and moved toward Oto and the dying Cal. Eli raised one hand with authority and with the other traced an agreed signal in the air. The soldiers halted instantly and bowed to her. Even the PhytoThirds in the room, manifested as ficus, philodendron, and dracaena, produced some sound of deference toward the spy-heroine.

	Eli simply smiled with satisfaction and called the medics to take care of Oto.

	How did that entire tangled situation ultimately resolve itself? At first glance it seemed as though the famous butterfly from chaos theory had flapped its wings when they poisoned Zdenko, setting in motion a chain of interlocking events that played out across all worlds, from Oto's, through the world of the mycelium, the Thirds, and the world of dreams. But there was also a detail that slipped beneath most people's radar: the worlds of the deceased, who through their connections and accumulated wealth had managed to relocate their existence from the cloud to two additional planes, the world of the Thirds and the world of dreams. 

	By entering the world of the Thirds at its immaterial level, they had found allies in the warrior caste, and some of them had become warriors themselves. Others retained human characteristics and entered earthly reality through the cave. These were the Illuminati, but a new and considerably more powerful iteration, which merely continued the secret society from the Middle Ages.

	One of their principal allies was a Third from the primordial level, that is, one who had never been virtual, and some of the incorporeal members of his kind regarded him with chauvinistic contempt for precisely this reason, considering him lesser and worthless. Hence his mocking name, Vass d’Apprêt, which he wore with pride, purely out of spite, just as he wore the appearance of an old man. Because, naturally, he could have looked otherwise.

	The Illuminati stood behind both organizations for various reasons, gradually absorbing them, partly through shareholding in their assets, partly by occupying the bodies of the human members of their supervisory boards. The conflict between the two companies had arisen as a caprice, an arrangement with the shadow people, beings that fed quite literally on negative energy.

	In the end, alongside considerable trouble with the police, they succeeded in taking over Inforealm. Cal was dead, the darkness had consumed Perivoj, and Svarog and Morana, who had been Cal's spies all along, were personally deleted by Oto from every virtual space and from Zdenko's cloud. There is nothing worse than faithless, disloyal friends.

	Oto also replaced all the plants in Inforealm with real ones, and part of the infiltrated staff with human beings.

	Future would tell that some things turned out a little differently than Oto had intended.

	Oto spent a long time recovering from the physical and psychological damage of the torture. After roughly ten days Sara came to visit him and told him how, at the very last moment, while she had been at one of her presentations, operatives of the Thirds had saved her from Cal's assassins. For security reasons she had been unable to contact him, which had made it appear as though the spy in their home had been her, rather than her ficus, which she hadn't even known was a PhytoThird operating in cahoots with their thuja and dracaena.

	Everything somehow fell into place. After carefully purging Inforealm of Cal's loyalists and reprogramming Miljenko and the other servers loyal to the late evil beef king, a change came. Eli invited Oto to a meeting of the new board of directors, and they unanimously elected him Director of Inforealm. For reasons known only to themselves, they had no desire to see GaiaTech absorb Inforealm; instead they entrusted its leadership to the intelligent, capable, and above all politically moderate Oto, who immediately appointed Eli as his deputy and introduced a policy of guaranteed equality, with advancement based exclusively on the criterion of competence, without rigging, nepotism, or undemocratic gender quotas. 

	He chose the third path, consistent with his own worldview, and stood in courageous opposition to both totalitarianisms: the right-wing patriarchal and the woke matriarchal. He thought of Ada, who had sat on a low wall in the jungle and admitted, quietly and without audience, that the war had gotten away from them both. He thought of Eva, who had stared into dying embers and taken too long to find the argument for why they were different. They had not been enemies, he concluded. They had been people caught in the same machinery, pointed at each other by forces that fed on the heat. That did not excuse what had been done. But it was worth remembering.

	He had become C.O. of Inforealm, as he had always wished, but somehow the sense of victory and satisfaction eluded him, primarily because he was acutely aware that behind all those events stood forces about which he held no particularly high opinion, and also that it had all somehow played out without his influence or control. But, being unusually wise for his years, he concluded that there was no need to look a gift horse in the mouth, and he accepted all the changes stoically, in the manner of Zeno of Citium. He was happy to keep going fishing, to barbecues, hash, and beer with the good old new Zdenko. Sometimes they would invite Eli too, and the merry company of forest spirits, who were always entertaining company. Zdenko was particularly taken with Perun, beside the attractive Vesna, because, as our server would say, the man was mad as a box of frogs and therefore endlessly interesting, together with his lightning bolts and his utterly unhinged relationship with reality. 

	Sara would occasionally join them, but she didn't particularly enjoy parties in virtual worlds and didn't much care for the way Eli and Vesna looked at Oto. She was perfectly aware that the fateful goddess of spring was virtual in her world, but she still found that particular socializing disagreeable, because she knew that forest spirits, if they so wished, could materialize as humans by passing through that cave with its shifting realities. Besides, it is no easy thing to compete with a beautiful woman of divine powers.

	From the company our hero received that gorgeous lakeside villa as compensation for his destroyed home, but he nonetheless decided to build an identical replica of his ruined house on the site of its destruction, this time, however, with a basement capable of comfortably withstanding a nuclear strike, from which several concealed passages led to the surface. And, of course, without a spy ficus on the terrace.

	Sara missed Darko enormously, so Oto brought him back from one of his backups for the new house, but the new Darko, on account of a different physical body, was not quirky, which meant he lacked entirely the charm and personality of the original. Sara concluded in the end that despite her own resistance to the idea of female staff, she did in fact want the house managed by a female AI; and Oto procured for her from GaiaTech a Tea, a female AI soul carefully tailored to Sara's specifications. Tea was the brain of the smart house, but also an entertaining conversationalist who shared something of Darko's peculiarity, even his unexpected intuition. She also came equipped with a gynoid body, which Sara and Oto kept in the basement of the new house; the girls would go out together, travel, and go shopping. In that body, naturally, Tea was also a skilled bodyguard, an arrangement Oto had taken additional care to ensure. The dark force, the demon Perivoj, was never mentioned by anyone again.

	The story of the causes of the war still had no clear and unambiguous explanation. There was talk of the shadow people who live off conflict, of the Illuminati who subordinate everything to their greed and interests, but also of a man who had skillfully exploited the sequence of events for his own ends, directing things from the shadows: men like Andreja, Inforealm's technician, who was suspected of being merely one incarnation of a powerful manipulator. But there was no evidence against the Great Vass d’Apprêt. Too clever and too seasoned was that Third, who had taken up this dark, diabolical hobby somewhere around the time of the war between the Egyptians and the Hittites. Some also say that in the fall of the totalitarian Aztec empire it was he who ensured that the Tlaxcalans allied themselves with Cortés's cutthroats, highwaymen, and horse thieves. In the present day he runs culinary vlogs and cultivates calm ambient music and cool jazz. Occasionally, of course, he stops by GaiaTech and Inforealm for a barbecue, or for the mutton with jalapeño coleslaw so close to his heart. This last detail is, naturally, a poetic image, since Thirds have a soul but no heart. They don't particularly enjoy being told that, though.

	Several years later, one day while watching the news, Oto came across an exclusive story about La Tercera, a girl of extraordinary strength who does not age, who had overthrown the merciless ruler of a powerful Guatemalan narco-cartel, and whose fanatical followers, Maoist guerrillas and local jungle bandits, regarded her as a deity from an ancient Mayan prophecy. To Oto's profound astonishment, reading this, all his special senses stirred with excitement; he became intensely intrigued and began turning over what possible connection this rather compelling story could have with anything in his own sphere. He could not have dreamed that the stars and IPs had aligned in such a way that behind the charismatic bandit queen wreathed in legend was his original friend L4 Zdenko, who for a brief, memorable moment had been the sharp-eyed spy and cajka-girl Marina.

	Lina, for her part, was following the developments at Inforealm closely and often thought she would very much like to see both Oto and Zdenko again, and perhaps make use of the corporate secrets she knew so intimately for one of her legitimate operations. But in the end she concluded it was better for the true identity of the charismatic La Tercera to remain hidden behind a veil of mystique, secrecy, and carefully planted disinformation that encompassed stories ranging from a scientist gone feral, through a vampire of royal blood, to Yalbachau, goddess of the underworld, who maintains her immortality by bathing in the blood of children, girls who can hear spirits, and young men born with six toes on their feet.

	Despite her enormous wealth she didn't buy wine that cost as much as a small property, but her cellar, alongside the bound enemies who were never in short supply, always had to hold Babić and Dingač, and by God, the Šibenik herbal brandy too. On the grill, Sarajevo and Banja Luka ćevapi were often roasting, along with pork neck and jäger barbecue, which the descendants of the Maya and Black slaves ate with some reluctance and under mild duress, just as Lina had no love for tapir meat, which they adored for purely hooligan-idiotic and not in the least gastronomic reasons. Tapir meat is tasteless, but the bandits ate it willingly out of sheer spite, because it was forbidden, the likeable big-nosed creatures being a protected species. One of their folk singers wrote a song called "Ser ladrón en Guatemala," which they belted out with great enthusiasm when drunk on rum, tequila, and ayahuasca, or when they'd eaten their fill of cuttlefish heads, licked enough of the right frogs, or swallowed some new and exotic synthetic compound from Lina's kitchen that made them convinced they could see feathered serpents, whether Kukulkan or Quetzalcoatl. Naturally, they also loved Oliver, whom La Tercera listened to with nearly as much pleasure as Napalm Death, Epica, and Nightwish.

	As time passed, certain things began to shift. Sara had initially been unsettled by the fact that the formidable Eli was Oto's indispensable right hand, because that woman was dauntingly attractive and very close with him, which stirred in Sara an entirely understandable jealousy. But this changed in a completely unexpected way. At one barbecue in front of that near-fatal lake house he had inherited from Cal, as war spoils, corporate bonus, or some form of poetic justice, depending on one's point of view, the two of them sat down on a small pier out front, gazing at the warm, starry night and the reflection of the stars in the water. They spoke quietly about something, sitting so close their thighs and shoulders were touching; occasionally they would laugh and clink their drinks with easy delight, exchanging long, searching glances. 

	Afterward they called for Oto, went inside the house, and climbed up to the apartment at the very top, nestled under the eaves, which the old pervert Cal had once fitted out as an elite boudoir for the wealthy, for occasions when they wished to seclude themselves with some young beauty, well away from the public eye. Alongside an enormous water bed and various aphrodisiacs there was a large holo running stimulating films and a refrigerator stocked with fine drinks and delicacies. Oto's soul that evening underwent sensory journeys that resist any easy description, and the captivating Eli thereafter became a welcome and regular guest in their new home, as well as in that house consecrated to pleasure. Somehow it all turned out far better than any expectation, or any hot and humid fantasy, had dared to suggest.

	* * *

	WHAT HAPPENED NEXT?

	Oto has taken over Inforealm, but that is just the beginning of the madness brewing in the mycorrhiza multiverse. If you thought corporate warfare on Earth was intense, wait until you see what happens when the crew transfers their minds into the inorganic bodies of the Third Beings and boards the Nymph—a living, transdimensional space predator.

	Lina (the former L4 bioserver turned metalhead narco-queen from Guatemala), Perun, Morana, Stribog, and Vesna embark on an adventure packed with cosmic horror, brutal mercenary operations, Voodoo spirits, and, of course, authentic Slavic plum brandy in the deep reaches of space.

	***
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