LOST CRYSTAL (continued)

He couldn’t be speaking about her higher position. She’d out ranked him for weeks now. “Worse?”
“I don’t know how to explain it. The gifts…They’re special and? Well, it’s…you’d think it would be dangerous, but so far it seems to be working for her.”
“Dangerous?” He stood up and the wise cracker held up his hand in a bid to ward him off.
“Jesus Christ, relax. Dangerous, but not for her. For the assholes who are targeting her. You better sit down before I tell you the rest.”
He wouldn’t. He glared instead.
“Oh, alright. Alright. It seems she is now the only genie in our universe and those imbeciles are refusing to tell her about it.”
He shook his head. How the hell had this happened? “Doesn’t she know?”
“In her current reality there are a few problems—” He must have seen the deeper glare coming his way because he quickly amended. “glitches, not problems. They were bound to happen once she entered that particular dimension. Her original cabinet was there, and it was in pretty bad shape.”
“Original cabinet.” It was a statement, more for him than for the wise cracker. Now he had a few answers. That’s why he’d found her. Why he wanted her. Why he had to kill the mother fuckers who’d given her all the power.
Original cabinet? Damn.
“There’s more bad news, I’m afraid.”
“I fail to see how it could get any worse. She’s been a holographic energy force for the universe for centuries. The personal AI for the mother fucker of said universe for half that long, and now that her energy has returned to its original cabinet—”
“They call them bodies in her current reality.”
He went on as though he hadn’t been interrupted, “And I remember that she’s my original wife from a time when we both had bodies, I’d say we’ve reached the pinnacle of the worst of times, wouldn’t you?”
“I would if you’ve mentioned the kids. Then I’d really agree with you.”
He looked away and then looked back. “Are you telling me that she has children in the center E reality?”
“No.”
He was relieved to hear that.
“You both do. I mean they’re your kids, but someone else raised them. Yours, genetically speaking, and for some reason she has a husband there. We think it may have been a riff off an old simulation, but that’s not what is of a concern. They’re doing a challenge for wives and it seems that two of the guys who are vying for her in the next reality are her—your sons.”
He was waiting for the guy to tell him he was joking. This had to be a joke.
But it wasn’t.
“I think she likes one of them because she put him on her advertisement. He’s some sort of a model.”
His eyes narrowed. “How long have you been in space, kid?”
“I’m not a kid. And I’m going to remind you again. We knew her as someone other than you did. Hell, we were the ones who recommended she keep a handle on you, so don’t be talking down to me.”
“I meant no disrespect. It was a commonsense question. She can’t romantically be drawn to her son.”
“Sure, she can. They bettered that kid’s odds because he was less of an asshole than the other one. The only downside to that is that they used your DNA to do it. What a kick in the balls.”
“Why doesn’t she know? Isn’t there anyone there to help her?”
“As far as we can tell she merged with her cabinet self. Pretty tragic there because they were good friends. And, the virtual reality side of her real reality is something they won’t let her see, so she’s left in a shitty position.”
“I don’t care about what the universe has to say in regards to disrupting a circle’s start, we’re pulling her out. What?” The wise cracker looked dubious.
“She thinks it’s a video game. I don’t fucking know. Don’t look at me like that. They swiped her and she can’t remember anything, and they won’t give her the paperwork they have that would explain the situation to her.”
He didn’t mean to continue to stare, but it was as if he was frozen in some sort of nightmare. Maybe they had him in a bad simulation.
“They have no idea who they’re dealing with. She makes a living out of designing nightmares for people. She was our best simulator. Just one little tweak, and she’d change a guy’s good time into a begging fest for self-induced death. I’m not telling them either. If she doesn’t get their paperwork, then they are responsible for everything. Oh, fuck.”
“What?” He took a step forward and stopped when the wise cracker started laughing.
“I told you.” He pointed at the monitor where something was moving. “She’s in virtual reality hunting them down as a giant spider. Black and fuschia. It’s her favorite color striped combination when she wants to chat with the difficult ones during a simulation. The criminal element has a tendency to respect the arachnids over a child of nine.”
“That’s how old she is in virtual reality?”
“In the center E, yes.”
“A spider?”
“Giant.” He sounded almost proud. “Look it’s their own fault. They had her working in cartoons for a long time the last time she was in this reality. I’ve been looking things up and all I can say is that they are fucked. I mean it. She makes a career out of payback if you fuck anyone in her circles over and here in this one?” He hiked his thumb toward the monitor. “She has children they neglected to tell her about.”
Before he commented on this, he wanted to make sure he had it all straight. “My Tinkerbell AI was your nine-year-old ghost who worked miracles for you with the simulations? And, she was also the lady who ran things in the universe as well?”
“Yup. Her energy field was split, and they spread it around. We’ve collected some and will gather more, but for right now I’m just going to tell you. The people who are in the E with her know who she is, and they are taking advantage of the fact that she doesn’t remember. They brought her into a reality that was a simulation she did two hundred years ago.”
“This is a hostage taking then?”
“It will be if they don’t give her the paperwork and we have to intervene. It’s tough to watch, but we’ve got a team on this so no one can take anything from her where it counts.”
“I’m not following.” His main concern was getting to her and making sure she remembered.
“It’s a monetary based society. The simulation they brought her back to was one of her worst and their best. They’ve used her talents in virtual reality and pulled them into real reality to enrich themselves, leaving her in a shitty existence as I’ve said. As you know, the money only counts when you’re on the outside circles.”
“She’s worried about money?”
“Other than to live and eat? No. She’s sold what assets she did have there, because they’ve kept her isolated from earning an income. We think they’re trying to hide her. It’s the family aspect of this reality that’s causing her the problem. They all know this reality has been scheduled to close and we think they’re going to try to take her things when it does.”
“She has things there? How long has she been in this reality? Her original cabinet, I mean.”
“From the beginning. She never left so it’s all hers. Someone knew it. That’s what they’re waiting for.”
“They can’t take anything from her. The universe has come together. There are no more simulations to be done. This is it.”
“I know it, but somehow these clowns think they’re going to stay in their best reality, which is only great because she’s there, they’d have nothing without her things. That can only mean they have something stashed somewhere. We’ll find it, but for now we have to figure out what we’re going to do about her being there.”
He nodded. “Get her protected as best you can. Let’s pull out whoever we can that are not involved, children first, and then we’ll take care of the leftovers.”
He turned away and then turned back. “I suppose I should ask. What’s your name, kid?”
“Gee, what’s your hurry? It’s only been four months we’ve been sitting all day together in this room.”
He waited. The kid had a low threshold when it came to the pressure of silence.
“My name is Harley. They call me the big H or Jack if you’re a friend.”
“Interesting. How about I call you kid?”
He pointed to the monitor where the giant spider was sticking its big hairy leg through a window terrorizing a badass and said, “That lady there calls me Jack.”
“She’s my wife.”
“She’s my friend.”
What do you know? The computer geek had a backbone. “Okay, I’ll call you Hank.”
“Why didn’t I think of that? It makes better sense.”
A backbone that aired on the side of commonsense. He could work with that.
Something shifted on the monitor and he had to ask, “What’s she doing now?”
“She just turned a woman into sand, bottled her up, leaving a protective force in the bottle that won’t let her out, but will let smells in and positioned the bottle in a jail bathroom that’s doing a study on men who have gastro-intestinal problems.”
“Creative.”
“You have no idea.” The kid shook his head. “She’s been moving in and out of real and virtual reality so long, this comes as second nature to her. Being her husband could be a daunting task, no?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Yeah, well, neither do I. Good thing too. This just came in.” He pointed to another monitor and smiled. “It seems as if your grandson wants to meet you. He knows who his grandma is, but he’s not sure about you.”
“Are they all on that circle? The children, I mean.”
The kid nodded.
“Pull up the schematics. Let me have a look. There has to be a faster way to get there. I’ll speak to the children. My wife needs to get the paperwork and then we get our honeymoon before the children get involved.”
He made a piffttt sound and muttered, “Yeah, right. If your kids are anything like you, they’ll be camped out on your energy field for years, making sure their mom isn’t taken again.”
“I should have said something to her before…”
“Regrets will get you nowhere. Look at it this way. If all this didn’t happen, her original cabinet would have been buried deep enough that the rest of her energy wouldn’t have found its way home. We never would have been testing for a match for your children and the universe would still be arguing about what final reality would work for everyone.”
“They’ve chosen a final one?”
“Didn’t I tell you?” He didn’t like Hank’s grin. “It’s hers.”
“With the arachnids?”
“Most people call them children, but sure.”
He knew what he meant. A mixed virtual/real reality existence? Damn.
“What’s got you smiling? Planning your honeymoon already?”
All he did was nod because the kid had no idea.
No idea at all.

