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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.
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