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Chapter 1: March 1918 The Western Front
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The high-pitched whizz of the 7.92mm bullet passed his left ear, followed a microsecond later by the dull thud of its impact on the sandbags behind him. He instinctively ducked, although he consciously knew the action to be irrelevant; by the time he'd moved the high calibre Gewehr 98 bullet would have penetrated his skull and wreaked havoc with the vulnerable neurological connections of his brain despite them being encased in a standard issue Brodie helmet. 

By sheer luck though, on this occasion his instincts may have saved his life for no sooner had he flinched to avoid the single rifle round than the thud of a dozen machine gun rounds tore the sand-filled sacks apart splattering sodden material and hessian into the air. The fire from the German lines had been particularly intense this morning. He looked at his Longines trench watch. Its grimy, mud-splattered face informed him that it was 0915 hours. The shells and mortars had been going for nearly five hours without pause. 

Jeremiah had been on the front line for three months now. It was his third tour of duty. Most of the fresh-faced brothers-in-arms he had arrived at the front with in late 1916 had either met with an untimely end to their short lives or had been hospitalized with injuries so severe that their existence would forever be marred by the death factory that was Belgium and Northern France in these misbegotten times. He was well aware, as aware as any man is in such a situation, that his luck could not last forever. As he shivered against the wall of the trench he wondered dully, was this day, Thursday the 21st of March 1918, to be the one when his luck finally ran out.

In Jeremiah's experience, one muddy French field was very much like the next, he felt he had seen quite a enough of them. Was this particular quagmire of broken trees, mud and barbed wire to be the one where he would join so many of his fallen comrades?

Three more high-pitched whistles shattered his short reverie. Each was followed by an explosion and a shower of mud. Mortar shells plunging into the sodden landscape. Despite the fear that accompanied the situation, such events were becoming almost mundane to him by now. He was, he supposed, an old hand. He loathed the shells, the bullets, the mortar rounds; what sane person wouldn't? But that wasn't what terrified him.

Up to now, despite being bombed, shot at and mortared he had only once known the unspeakable level of fear that comes with the brutality of hand-to-hand fighting. That had come at Passchendaele and, in theory at least, the British had been on the offensive. He remembered the waiting, pressing his face up against the side of a wooden rafter, anticipating and fearing the whistles that would signal the order to advance.

When they finally came, he made the mad dash across the 70 yards or so that separated the British trenches from those of the enemy. Such a short distance, less than a minutes walk under normal circumstances, yet it cost so many their lives. On that day, he had been one of the few lucky ones, one of those that had made it through, charging like a deranged berserker, mad with fear, as he slid down the side of the German trench to find himself face to face with three gray-clad infantrymen. The .303 round in his rifle accounted for the first, the butt of his rifle for the second, and his bayonet the third. 

The last he could not forget to this day. The thick-set man had lunged at him with his own bayonet but his clumsy effort was easily parried and left him wide open to Jeremiah's counter thrust. The blade that the young British infantryman had sharpened so keenly the night before tore easily through the man's uniform and on into the soft tissue beneath. Jeremiah was briefly aware that the well-honed bayonet must have travelled clean through his opponents stomach as the man’s expression turned from anger and hate to one of surprise and bewilderment. That look, that realisation ... it was an expression that was to often haunt Jeremiah's quieter moments in the long months since. Death at a distance was one thing, face to face with the brutal reality was another. 

He knew it was kill or be killed but he was never meant to be a killer. Such things come easily to some men, they can kill without a second thought, but Jeremiah was never such a man. 

From that day forth he carried a fear that ate away at his courage and his conviction. He hated the sheer predictability of the day-to-day carnage, the meaninglessness of an individual’s sacrifice to an entirely indifferent war machine, the arbitrary nature of meeting your demise by the bullet or the bomb, but sharing a trench with the enemy, an enemy determined to end your existence; the immediacy, the intensity, the utterly personal nature of such deliberate slaughter. The thought of this he could no longer abide. 

As these obsessive notions dominated his thoughts yet again he realised with a sense of shock that the mortars had briefly stopped. He knew what was to happen next and he knew he wanted to escape it. He wanted to be anywhere, do anything, be anyone but be here in this muddy foxhole on this day. For a few brief seconds, silence reigned, almost a stillness, shattered all too soon by the sound that he had come to dread; the call of multiple whistles, blown simultaneously in a shrill cacophony, ordering hundreds of field gray uniformed men to climb out of their trenches and to move forward across no-man's-land. He heard of the cries of 'Vorwärts stürmen' from the officers and the shouts of the men, brave beyond belief and oddly pathetic at one and the same time.

Jeremiah clambered to the top of the trench and let off several rounds from his short-action, magazine-loaded Lee Enfield .303. With much practice, he had become a very proficient rifleman and, on a good day, he could fire as many as thirty rounds in a minute complete with magazine changes. Today was not a good day. His fingers shook, his grip seemed unsteady, a cold sweat soaked through his shirt and down his arms. He even clumsily dropped a magazine at one point. Still, he managed to fire perhaps fifteen or twenty rounds at the advancing enemy.

Daniel had stood by him in many a previous battle and did so again in this moment, seemingly calm and unflustered, despite the perilous nature of their situation. He rattled off round after round in an almost mechanical routine. He was accurate too, even under this pressure. Jeremiah thought his comrade must have taken out six or seven of the enemy in that first thirty seconds. 

Jacob on his left was not so steady. He seemed to be swearing as much as he was shooting. A tirade of obscenities was shouted at the oncoming Germans, interrupted by the noisy reports from his own .303. Then, suddenly, mid-oath, a bullet tore through Jacob's skull and exited through his neck. He slumped at Jeremiah's feet, twitched twice and then surrendered his young life for a cause which he never really understood and wouldn't have believed in if he did.

Daniel and Jeremiah fought on as the Germans advanced closer and closer. They were taking heavy casualties but they seemed to have men to spare. There was no stopping them now.

Then, terrifyingly, to Jeremiah's left, they were there in the trench. His worst fear was happening before his very eyes. The British troops were fighting bravely but to no avail, as the Germans swarmed along the defensive zig-zags of the Tommy's trenches. 

Two British infantrymen wearing the insignia of the Royal West Kent's tried to hold them back but they were only two against maybe six or seven of the Kaiser's men. Jeremiah heard the screams as the German bayonets found their targets. The men were on the muddy rafters that lined the footings of the trench now but the Germans showed no mercy as they stabbed them repeatedly with their 'butcher's blades' as the Tommies called the M98 bayonet. He pondered darkly in those moments just how appropriate the name was as the two men were slaughtered like cattle. 

Jeremiah and Daniel turned to their right to try to make their escape. They realised they were heavily outnumbered at this stage and their only alternative was to flee. Jeremiah had not gone more than 15 metres though when he came face to face with a second group of Germans coming in the opposite direction. 

They were trapped. 'How strange they look in those bizarrely pointed helmets', his scrambled brain thought as he realised that there was to be no escape. He managed to take one out with the last round in his Lee Enfield whilst Daniel attempted to hold the others off with his bayonet. Within seconds though, he took a blow to the head from the butt of a Mauser 98 and slumped, face down, in the mud at Jeremiah's feet. He stumbled clumsily over Daniel, desperately seeking a way out. Four or five bayonets were pointed directly at him now and the awful realisation filled his panicked mind that this was the ...

Tearing off the VR headset Jerry was not surprised to find himself in a cold sweat. 'Kaiserschlacht  -  Spring Offensive 1918' was easily the best virtual reality version of a World War 1 battlefield he had ever experienced. He looked across to Danny who had also unplugged himself.

"That reality was so real it was almost unreal," he joked.
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Chapter 2: Debriefing
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Jerry and Dan had been friends for something like a decade now, having met over an Americano in a bookstore in Cambridge where Dan had just begun his master's studying quantum theory at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Meanwhile, Jerry had been in the second year of his studies into abiogenesis at Harvard. Despite their vastly different specializations, they hit it off immediately, partially because of their shared love for literature. A chance remark from Dan about the Edgar Allan Poe collection of poetry that Jerry was pondering while the volume lay open on the table in front of him lit the fuse for a two-hour conversation. Many others had followed in the decade since.

At a glance, one never would have thought that the two of them were the most natural of friends, yet the enduring nature of their relationship proved otherwise. Dan was an avowed minimalist, an attitude that he took to the verge of absurdity. His standard, indeed only attire, consisted of black, logoless T-shirts and proprietary blue denim jeans. He wore these whether he was lecturing, in the lab or socializing. Jerry, in all the ten years of their friendship, had never seen him dressed in any other way. As time went by, they had tended to spend increasing amounts of their spare time together. At one time, before Dan had gotten together with Sarah, Jerry would happily spend hours chatting and gaming into the early hours at Dan's flat in North Boston. Of late, almost all the games had been VR. It was another passion they both shared.

The flat had been sparse beyond belief in those pre-partner days, though surprisingly comfortable. Dan's wardrobe consisted of a bare wooden frame with a hanger pole suspended between a pair of four-by-twos. On it hung seven hangers, six of which had clothes that were, as far as Jerry could tell, exactly identical to those that Dan wore that day.

During a break in proceedings, Dan would brew them both a coffee. He served it strong and black without even thinking to enquire if his guest required milk or sugar. There was none in the house if they had. The surfaces of the kitchen were metal, clean and without the slightest clutter. Every item had its place and remained there unless called into use. Each was good quality but always sans pattern or label. Function over form, utility over decoration, expressed simply in every aspect.

The only exceptions to this utter simplicity were a chromatic image of Niels Bohr on one wall and a five-inch-high prism on the windowsill of the south-facing aperture opposite. During sunny days, light would be dispersed into a pure rainbow of color gently traversing the white walls of the apartment from dawn to dusk. Occasionally, during the evening, passing cars which had failed to dip their headlights would sometimes cast similar spectral effects though for but a few brief seconds.

On this occasion it was Sarah who served the coffee whilst the two men sat back on the black couch, still attempting to recover from their virtual encounter with the German Army circa 1918. She had watched them across the room over the last few minutes. The strain on the portion of Jerry's face that was visible beneath the VR headset was all too obvious, as was the stressed spasticity of his movements.

Normally, Dan was the calmer and more phlegmatic of the two, but even he appeared unusually stressed to Sarah. Jerry was the first to break the silence.

"So intense ... so intense. Damn, that was something, was it not!?"

Dan, deliberate as ever, pondered the question.

"Imagine that experience when they update it to be compatible with Neuralink 7."

"Yeah," responded Jerry, "gonna up the game to a whole new level."

The two men slowly sipped their coffees, imagining a scenario when games that were nearly indistinguishable from reality would be supplemented by Musk's latest technology.

"You know he was aware of these possibilities way back in 2016 Dan? Musk said then that the chance that we were living in base reality was probably billions to one. Seemed like hyperbole at the time, like he'd watched The Matrix a few too many times or something. But now ..."

"Yeah, now it almost seems like an understatement," responded Dan.

"Much of it goes back to Bostrom," continued Jerry, "he thought there were just three possibilities. Either civilizations destroyed themselves before they developed the ability to create simulations, which I suppose is possible, or they didn't care to as they didn't have any interest, which seems unlikely given human nature. Finally, it could be that we are simply already living in a simulation but just don't realize it because it's just so damn convincing."

Sarah watched the two men as they considered these possibilities. This was something she found fascinating in both of them, a characteristic rare among people, even those as gifted as Dan and Jerry. Unlike so many, being able to simply sit there in silence without the need to fill the gap with meaningless jokes, to escape into the trivial or resort to hiding behind an old-fashioned smartphone or a Neuralink 6 was so appealing.

It was Sarah herself who broke the silence.

"Didn't Edgar Allan Poe have some inkling of this back in the 19th century Jerry?"

For her part, she could only vaguely extract a general idea of what the words she was referring to. But she knew Jerry had been a devotee of Poe from an early age and would probably be able to recall the exact verse without the slightest effort.  

Jerry nodded slowly, savouring his own ability to recollect such things, before reciting:

Take this kiss upon the brow!  

And, in parting from you now,  

Thus much let me avow  

You are not wrong, who deem  

That my days have been a dream;  

Yet if hope has flown away  

In a night, or in a day,  

In a vision, or in none,  

Is it therefore the less gone?  

All that we see or seem  

Is but a dream within a dream.  

––––––––
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I stand amid the roar  

Of a surf-tormented shore,  

And I hold within my hand  

Grains of the golden sand  

How few! yet how they creep  

Through my fingers to the deep,  

While I weep  while I weep!  

O God! Can I not grasp  

Them with a tighter clasp?  

O God! can I not save  

One from the pitiless wave?  

Is all that we see or seem  

But a dream within a dream

All three were silent for a moment more before Sarah broke in.

"He seems somewhat depressed with the realization, does he not?"

"Yes, hard to say that wasn't just Poe being Poe though," smiled Jerry, returning to his more normal, upbeat self.

"The possibilities are endless but it's a question of how we think of life if life itself is unreal. On the other hand, perhaps it simply means that pain, and fear, and death are equally unreal and that the realization of this releases us from lives bound up in fear."

This explanation had much appeal to Sarah as it chimed in nicely with many of the more profound ideas that she was being exposed to as an undergraduate in the second year of a comparative religions course. Thoughts of the Hindu concept of Maya and several Taoist ideas about the impermanence of life and reality itself filled her head. The concept, she realized, was by no means new. How had so many of the ancient civilizations managed to harbor such profound ideas given the conditions that people generally lived under back in those far off times?

Her fascination for such things was the whole reason for her being in Cambridge in the first place. Fresh up from a small town in Virginia, she had met Dan at one of the first lectures she had attended: Taoism and Cosmology - Going with the Flow. By sheer chance, if you believe in such things, he had taken a place on the pew next to her. He'd been carrying a well-worn copy of Capra's 'The Tao of Physics', a book Sarah had read just a few months previously.

Dan had noticed her looking at the volume and asked if she had read it. She replied that she had but felt she hadn’t really understood the vast majority of it. Dan nodded thoughtfully, then proceeded to discuss the ideas in such a way that they seemed self-evident. There was no fluff, no obfuscations, no talking down to her; just a simple, clear and essentially modest explanation. There was something about this simplicity, this honesty that Sarah couldn't help but like.

––––––––
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She was attractive enough to have had to deal with unwanted attention on a regular basis, although she did little to encourage this with her modest and simple dress style and her preference for wearing her hair very short. From her perception of that moment though, Dan was not hitting on her but simply, straightforwardly and honestly discussing a book that they'd both enjoyed. Paradoxically, she found such an approach oddly stimulating and even found herself slightly surprised by her own reaction.

After the lecture, Dan turned to her and made the simplest invitation possible: "Coffee?"

Her reply was equally simple and unequivocal: "Yes"

Thus their conversation continued in Starbucks. After the first few minutes of listening to his words and watching the almost feline simplicity of his movements, Sarah found herself surprised that it wasn't just Dan's mind that she was attracted to. There was something about his simple, direct physical presence that appealed to her at a level that previously she hadn't even known she possessed.

Two weeks later, without telling her parents, she'd moved out of her digs and into Dan's one-bedroomed flat. That was only 18 months ago now, yet already she found the thought of life without Dan, his calmness, his presence and the almost casual directness of his integrity almost unthinkable.

She'd met Jerry a month or so later and immediately liked him though it would be hard to find anyone superficially more different from Dan if one had consciously searched and yet ... and yet there was that fundamental honesty and openness that they both shared. Jerry may have been the more extroverted, definitely the more loquacious and certainly a whole lot louder than Dan, but that profound honesty and openness was something they both expressed in all their interactions. Sarah could disagree with Jerry, in fact she often did, but she never doubted his motivation, although he could be annoyingly condescending at times, the ten years between them giving him the right, at least in his eyes, to be irritatingly paternal. Still, to Sarah's perception, even that was based in affection.

She admired his ability to remember and organize so much information in a way that made him seem almost encyclopedic in some areas. His outward appearance almost seemed to contradict his ability to organize information. His hair was long and often unkempt. His beard, when he had one, seemed to be ever changing in style. His clothes were often mismatched as if he had taken barely a moment's thought about what he should wear that day (which was perennially true). Jerry was an eccentric but an eccentric in that way that only true eccentrics have. He seemed utterly unaware of his own eccentricity, of his uniqueness, of just how original he was. It was not that he was seeking to be different, it was just not something that people such as the Jerrys of this world gave much, if any, thought to.

These were the nights that Sarah had come to love. She would listen and almost voraciously consume the ideas, concepts and speculations that the two of them would indulge in and occasionally, especially in matters that had a bearing on her own specialty, contribute herself. On the first few such occasions, she had felt a little constrained, almost intimidated, by the two men but they treated her with
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