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Blue Screens of Death

A snort, a twist of his head. Skin, stuck to damp and sticky plastic, pulled at his cheeks before finally, he managed to pull his head away. A hand came up to touch his face, to trace the ridgelines that sleeping on the keyboard all night long had created. Brown eyes, gummy with sleep, cranked open, and John Lee managed a low groan.

Where? … How? … John’s muddled thoughts struggled to catch up to his waking mind. It had been decades. Not since the System had appeared had he woken up like this. Turning his aching head, John took in his surroundings.

His home. The basement apartment suite that he had rented out and stayed in with Anne – no, she called herself something else. Some stupid elf name. What was it again? Luthien– before they had broken up. When he caught her cheating on him with Kevin. Except… did he catch her cheating? Or was that part of the dream and this the reality. The thought was distant, more a recollection of an event that he should know than the vivid memory that it should be.

His dual monitor set-up was right there. On one, a game ran on it — one of the latest versions of that fantasy book, the Heretic III, with all its scary monsters and intricate storylines. On the other, the code he had been working on as a favour to a friend.

This isn’t right. I should be… somewhere. Dornalor… the ship. I can’t be here… 

Muddled thoughts bounced around in a frenzy. It had been ages since his mind did that ping-pong ball thing, where it refused to focus. Ever since the Apocalypse, ever since that gene update, he had been fine. He didn’t ache from sleeping in a weird position; he didn’t have blurry eyes from not enough sleep or a pounding headache because he hadn’t had coffee yet. 

His hand shook as he pulled a bar of chocolate towards him. Cheap, store-brand chocolate, but it gave calories and sugar and a little dopamine rush. Except his wrist ached, and he had to try twice to peel it open because the tendinitis was back, along with the weakness in his grip and slight numbness in his fingers.

“This isn’t real…” John said, drawing a breath. Or was it just a dream? A vivid daydream of a better world, one where I was a… well, not a hero. At least someone who mattered. Where I didn’t hurt every single day; where I wasn’t betrayed because I did the betraying. Where…

“You awake, John?” A voice. Too familiar, too female. 

John jolted to his feet, wincing as pins and needles made him limp out the door of his bedroom-cum-office towards the living room. Too late. He forgot to lock the door – or maybe she just used her key that she hadn’t given back – because she was here.

She was tall — taller than his five-foot-seven frame. Because, of course, he dreamed of being taller. Who didn’t? Though… why he wanted to look like Keanu Reeves, he couldn’t understand. He kind of liked being who he was, even if it was a generic, big-nosed, heart-shaped, brown-haired, brown-eyed Chinese man. Nothing wrong with that…

“Here, I brought breakfast!” Her hands were filled with brown paper bags from his favorite fast-food place. Not the Tim Hortons but the A&W here. Because Canadians had made the brand right and made the food actually good. It amused him that the food was so different. But…

“Breakfast?” Puzzled, his mind tried to reconcile the dream — her death, their breakup. He never did see her corpse. Never tried to find it.

Just like he never tried to find his father’s or his sister’s.

Except, that wasn’t…

“Yeah. I thought you might want it. I’m kind of beat myself…” She hid a yawn behind a hand, walking over to their small dining table. Over her shoulder, she called out, “You really shouldn’t fall asleep on your computer. You know you shouldn’t.”

“Where were you?” John said, trying to remember. She had done this… a lot. When they were dating before. Disappearing for ages. In fact, she would say…

“We had a long game night. So I just kind of slept over.” 

John jerked back, remembering now. Of course. But she had never bought breakfast for him, never walked over and kissed him hungrily, mouth still a little raw from waking up. Never held him tight, pushing her body against his in obvious need. Instead, she’d head to bed, not speaking with him, not…

“What’s wrong?” Anne said, pulling away as he did not kiss her back. 

“I’m just… uhh… morning breath,” John said, lamely. Then he cursed himself because he should be more assertive. He would be if he could figure out what the hell was going on. “Just… give me a second.”

“Of course. I’ll be out here.” And then she winked as he stumbled off to the bathroom, leaving him to clean up. To wash away some of the confusion.

 

***

 

It didn’t help. The shower, the brushing of the teeth, all of it. Everything felt so normal, so real. The memories of his dream were real too — the time in the Apocalypse and the System. It was all so real, but also, it was fading. Like it was a bad dream, fractured and disappearing.

“Snap out of it. It was just a dream, right?” he questioned, staring back at himself in the bathroom mirror. Hands clenched around the sink, pain shooting through his wrists and fingers. This was reality. A girlfriend who loved him, a life as a code monkey freelancing when he could, and a beautiful territory to live and explore within. 

Not memories of desperate battles where pain and blood and lives were at stake. No female Samurai by his side, and no male alien lover or mecha at his fingertips. He was no hero, no settlement lord or Paladin.

Another shake of his head, of lips pressed against his, of a blade sunk deep in his chest. John straightened, touching his unmarked, rather sallow chest. Perhaps he should go to the gym. He kind of liked the body dream John had. Muscular like a gymnast, instead of his less than impressive body. 

Getting dressed was simple, fast. Jeans and a T-shirt. His hands paused at the shirt, the famous saying ‘This is how I roll’ and the d20 staring at him. Remembrance of hiking up Kathleen Lake, of waking up with blue screens pushed at him. 

They faded as he pushed away the dream.

It was summer, not mid-May. There was no snow, just warmth and long, lazy days where the sun never set. He didn’t walk in on his girlfriend banging another man on his couch. She was right outside, waiting for him…

Oh. 

She was in his room now and wearing a lot less than even in his dreams. And rather insistent on impressing on him how much she missed him last night.

 

***

 

They did not get much done that day. Lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, her sweaty body lying on his, and warmth radiating through their pressed flesh, he could not help but smile. This was good; this was nice. 

What is, is.

The words rang through his mind, and for some reason, the mantra — the reassurance that had gotten him through some hard days — rang off. Instead of reassurance, it felt wrong now, as if a bell had been rung, but he could not hear it, just feel it in his bones.

It tore him from his contented reverie and made him antsy. He rolled her off him and resolved to get moving. 

By the time John managed to drag them out of the apartment, they had to have a second shower and change of clothes, and it was late in the day. Since it was a Thursday, that meant the farmer’s market was open. Rather than drive over, the pair decided to walk over, arm-in-arm. The walk through the greenway leading to the river before hitting the Millennium Trail was as beautiful as always. Peaceful. Yet, every once in a while, John would look around, his body tensing as he spotted a squirrel, a nesting bird, or, once, a fast-moving red fox. To his surprise, Luthien never mentioned it, just leaning into his arm and blabbering on about her job as a retail worker.

It was a nice walk, a peaceful one, and the farmer’s market was as he remembered it. Sparse, with only about a dozen or so tents set-up. Nearly half of them were local farmers, getting rid of their produce, the other half mostly consisting of food vendors. Nothing spectacular, of course, but it was a relaxed evening out. 

“Richard! Grab hold of Howard, will you!” The voice was so familiar that John was turning towards it already, his mouth opening as he got ready to call out to her. 

And there she was, a buxom redhead in plaid shirt and blue jeans, as curvy as he remembered with that smile on her lips that made most men melt and kept the area in front of her farm’s produce table filled. Beside her, rushing to pull back a bouncing, happy Husky, was another redhead, thinner, freckled, but with quite the grin. In moments, he was engaging in conversation with the young lady that Howard had ‘accidentally’ run up to.

“Richard…” Not the female redhead but the man was who John focused upon. He remembered the smiling youngster, the way he seemed to handle the Apocalypse so well. His last glimpse of him, just before he had rushed off, his face furrowed in concentration as he fired his shotgun, holding the line.

“Hey!” An elbow in John’s side. He looked down, only to spot Anne glaring at him. “Stick your tongue back in. No flirting with the boys without asking me first.”

That was a surprise. He didn’t recall telling her about his interest. Not that it ever really came up, except once in a while. Most people, most men, just weren’t that interesting. Physically, they just didn’t do much for him — not unless there was something else beyond the physical. He didn’t recall telling her, but the look she gave him was all too knowing.

“When… I
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