THE SIMULATOR

1
THE NIGHTMARE
The boy was rushing in the dark and foggy swamp with all his might, his face frozen by terror, with only his eyes desperately looking for a way out. He would feel no pain from obstacles as he was crashing into branches and bushes, falling towards the ground, pushing up to pick up speed and run even faster away from the eminent horror. Desperately looking back from one step to the other, one look in front to make sure his front foot would land on something solid and then back to see if the beast was closing in. The light from the full moon would penetrate the fog at its thinnest only to disappear now and then behind the tree canopy. The silvery reflections of its myriad rays diffused by the fog would only make it the spookiest place he had ever been. 
The terror in his face and his struggle to outrun the monster as he was thrusting through branches and bushes would only worsen his desperation to escape, adding more agony as he could feel the end was near. 

The pale face of the Dracula was breaking through the fog behind him; his body shutting down like it was frozen, with no leg movements as if he was being dragged by an imaginary crane towards the boy, getting ever so close. His mouth open, almost drooling, ready to feed like he had never fed before, the primal hunger of beasts that no matter when they were last fed still appear to be satisfying their hunger as the purpose of their being. 
Leaping with ever bigger steps but gaining less and less as if time was slowing for him and accelerating for the beast, the boy could feel his heart pumping like there was not enough blood to push. He could almost feel the beast behind him ready to dive into his flesh, like he was to be sacrificed to a god with no mercy. Facing the abyss of nothingness a sparkle of a scream began to grow in his lungs absorbing all his essence, forcing his self to become this desperate huge scream that could escape his body, taking him away from the excruciating pain that was about to come. The desperate scream penetrated all space around it breaking through the dream world into reality as a shockwave from a plane breaking through the sound barrier, only this time to make the sound even bigger with all the emotions terror can trigger in the living. 
The two-floor apartment of Jonathan Spikes was filled with the echo of his son’s scream as he was waking up from his nightmare. He jumped out of his bed in shock as if a bombshell had exploded in his ear, and he rushed into his son’s room and turned the light on. His boy Steven was sitting up on his bed, breathing fast as the leftover echo of the scream gave way to meaningless utterances in an attempt to form words and meanings to solidify reality. Sweating with his heart pumping as if it was going to break, the boy looked at his father storming through the door. He fell into his arms as hard as he could. In his mind he was already inside of him, in the womb of his strong muscles, safely protected by the strongest man in his world, his father. How many times had he missed this cozy, safe harbor those strong arms made? This universal grip of reality and warmth was the closest one could get to the primordial womb we all come from.

His father’s soothing voice would suppress the unreal even more, bringing comfort and clarity to the familiar reality of his room. “It was just a dream,” Jon kept repeating to him, making sure he felt the pressure of his grip all around him. Enough pressure to transmit warmth and trigger his senses without paralyzing them. It took a few minutes for the boy to calm down, his breathing to return to normal and to settle comfortably in his bed. Jon was lying next to him caressing his hair and rubbing his arms and legs, making sure he felt enough of him to know he was real and he wouldn’t let anything happen to him.

The boy was calm enough now to be able to make sense when Jon asked,
“Was it the same dream?”

The boy looked at him and nodded. He took a few breaths and said,
“I couldn’t fight it dad, I was too afraid.” Taking a quick break, he continued,
“It was too big, and kept coming fast.”

Jon interrupted him to force him to take a breath.

“Did you know it was a dream?”

“I couldn’t tell,” replied the boy. “It was really scary.”
Jon knew that terrors had to always look larger than life, otherwise they wouldn’t stand out. Space and time are subject to the protagonist of the play, emotion.

He learned about all aspects of dreams in his job as he would always have to tell their difference from the simulations he was immerged in. Dreams have a different purpose. They are a way for the subconscious to provide focus on what the conscious mind suppressed because it was standing in its way to function normally, to survive in a real world of challenges and uncertainties. 

The world of terror is a binary world, with only fight or flight. The more you fight the farther away it goes, the more you flee the bigger it groes breaking through the dream and spilling into reality. The brave ones would fight it but it would never disappear, always watching from afar just beyond the twilight of consciousness.

“Do you remember why it was chasing you?” asked Jon knowing very well that the boy wouldn’t know. It was more of a reality check he was trying to bring the boy to. Reality is more aligned with reason than dreams are, and the less obvious the reason the more easy for the brain to reject an experience as unreal. That could be very calming to someone in distress. 
The boy shook his head lightly and relaxed over his pillow. Jon knew this was a recurrent theme in his son dreams that would mainly happen before he left for a mission. He would tell himself there was nothing he could do at the moment as it was part of his job, but he knew inside of him this was just an excuse. The missions were his way to feel alive even when they were just simulations. He couldn’t tell the difference anyway most of the times. Like the perfect actor who slips into his role the moment he enters the stage, everything else would disappear in missions. His real life up to that moment, his ambitions, his worries, his dreams and even the audience like his son, his parents and everyone else connected with him in real life would seize to exist. He would be in someone else’s life, a puppeteer, away from the blows and arrows of misfortune his puppet would endure, but claiming its victories and glory as his doing. Reaping the rewards and avoiding the pain. What a cheat he thought. 
These thoughts were puzzling in his head as he closed his eyes next to his son. He would stay as long as the boy needed him even though he had to rest for the next day’s mission. He would never ignore or reject his calling since they had lost the real mother in the family. His wife had died when their boy was only four, leaving him to play both parent roles as if he knew either of them. He barely remembers much of her lately, as between raising his son and serving the army there was very little time left to reminisce. This was his preference anyway. At times like this though he couldn’t help wishing she was here. Her passion for life and everything human, although overwhelming for him at times, was what their son needed now. 

What guilt he felt after the accident that killed her. He was in a mission and before he left they had a huge fight about the distance he was building between them. For a woman like her, having someone around that couldn’t relate much was a real torture. She was right of course, but he was too cowardly to humiliate himself in front of her, admitting he was so superficial, still a teenager in the body of an adult. Boy, did he grow suddenly after her death. Like a giant hand slapping him in the face, throwing him through walls and bricks, tearing buildings apart to wake up an adult full of guilt, responsibilities and most of all humility. It was since that time that his enthusiasm for risk-taking gave way to prudence and wisdom that made him the top strategist in his unit. 
His son was calm now, with eyes shut falling back to sleep again, and soon enough he also began drifting away next to him, thinking about tomorrow. He had no idea what the mission would be as this was part of the protocol S teams followed. S for simulator and not for superman, as ironically referred to in the media sometimes. The military itself would later begin to call them Sims as a concatenation of simulator and teams, mostly because it rhymes better. Again, the media would ironically call them the Simpsons, like a sequel from last century’s cartoon favorite “The Simpsons”. Sims became the label of this elite incidence response unit of about 400 well trained commandos that was formed by the Pentagon. Along the spirit of the old commando units, only this time with university graduates some even from other parts of the world. 
The secret services would drool to recruit these candidates but the Pentagon would make sure they couldn’t afford it. Why would one choose a life in secrecy when they could have the highest salaries in the world out in the open and retire at a fraction of the service duty of a career officer? Each mission whether real or a simulation would gain them points towards their retirement. Real missions would naturally add more depending on their complexity, the challenges they would face, the outcomes and their performance. The fewer mistakes they made the more they would score. No promotion structure other than the point system was available for the Sims. It was all supposed to motivate them to excel operationally and optimize their strategy and performance to meet each challenge they faced.

The purpose was for them to become highly experienced within a short period of time, capable of executing high precision surgical hits anywhere in the world. Modern warfare had changed from the days of the past where two armies would collide in a predefined geographic terrain. Those days had long gone, with robotic units in the air, sea and on ground making sure that any such army would be destroyed with not even a single casualty on the part of the US. So the enemy adapted. The smaller their units and the more disperse they could be, the more difficult they were to target. Borders no longer confined conflict. Enemy army units could function well within one’s defenses, even in cities, remaining undercover and coming out to strike when ordered.

In the past they used to call them terrorists and spies, but now this was the reality of their era. The term terrorists persisted to this day, but they were now formed as a regular army, some of them serving their duty, some professionals but nothing like the idealistic fanatics of the past that used to blow themselves away in the name of any religion or cause that promised them eternal glory in an afterlife. It was amazing back then how people would risk everything they had for the promise of what they would have dead, somewhere they had never been before. Reason nowadays had finally given way to intuition and despair. It was human nature they learned in their psychology classes. If you run a lottery where you play your last dollar to win $10 with a 10% chance of winning most people won’t do it, but if your winning price is a billion dollars people will pay the 1$ even if the chances are 1 in a billion. Same thing with the old religions; they would offer you everything and forever in the afterlife only for the small contribution of being their obedient subject during your short and painful lifetime. How can anyone beat this deal? Be a king for eternity in return of being a slave and a martyr for only your pathetic little lifespan.

It was almost certain that all countries had terrorist units dispersed throughout their neighboring countries, such as those countries that dominated global politics, just in case they needed to exert some leverage. In order to counter such threats, the US would require small, flexible fighting units that would attack enemies with surgical precision in any part of the globe within hours. These fighting machines, as they used to call them, would amass the expertise and skills of decades of real-life action in a couple of years. 
Trained in different scenarios and combat situations in completely realistic simulations where they would be immersed as teams, they would face almost any conceivable threat humans could envision. They would make a thousand mistakes, die a hundred times, feel every pain and trauma a real soldier could experience in a war and learn from it all. Real missions would be intermixed with simulations in ways they wouldn’t be able to tell them apart. This ambivalence about a mission’s existence as a real mission would make them less anxious in threatening situations but not careless enough to make mistakes, just in case it was a real mission.

Almost all scenarios were possible in simulations with the exception of involving real family members or simulated versions of existing Sims. Under tremendous pressure from the teams and humanitarian organizations, the army had agreed not to scan family members and include them in simulations such as hostage cases, for example. The real truth though was that they did try it, only to have most Sims resign after such missions. 

Training would start with simulated missions and at a later time switch to a mix of them without knowing when it would be a real or simulated mission. Jon, like most Sims members, had been in countless missions in almost all regions of the world from the pole to the desert, in cities and in the fields, underwater and at the top of mountains. Many times he wasn’t even sure if had been to a place or he had just seen it in a documentary. He wasn’t even sure who all the Sims were, as they would be different most of the times on purpose, to minimize attachments that could clot judgment. 
It was part of the philosophy of the Sims. They could be formed by whomever was available and be as effective as if they were operating together for years. Role distinction they would call it in training. In each mission you would be assigned a role. It could be that you were the team’s sniper, or the strategist or any of the main roles Sims included. This could be different in another mission or roles could change as a mission evolved and members were eliminated.

After years though, like in the case of Jon, your skills and talent in whatever you were good at would show and the Simulator would naturally try and maximize the chances of mission success by placing you in that role frequently. Jon’s expertise was on strategy formulation and execution. This would make him by default the leader of a team in most cases. While a glorious position to have, it was not envious at times as he would be the number one target the enemy would choose to attack. 

The general idea of the Sims was not as original as it had appeared even in cartoons and movies in the past. Jon would remember the scenes from a G.I. Joe movie developed just at the beginning of the century that they would show them in their first gathering as cadets. Their trainers would make every effort to get it through their head that real missions didn’t look like drug-trips of indestructible heroes as the movie portrayed them. They would show them parts of the movies and say, “These are people, that don’t eat, drink or shit. They never sweat, sleep, get tired or feel pain.” 
“These are not humans and will be the most formidable enemies of your ego. Learn from them. Never do what they do if you want to stay alive and succeed.” 

Despite all this Jon would feel the adrenaline and enthusiasm like most of the cadets, as they would see themselves as action heroes emerging victorious from impossible situations and after beating formidable enemies to earn the gratitude of all humanity, including of course the good looking girls. 

That wouldn’t last long, he remembers, as they would then show them movie scenes with more realistic scripts of people getting tortured and shot, throats slit and women raped and as if that wasn’t enough, this time they would have digitally replaced the faces of the actors with the faces of the cadets. It would be the shock of their life for most of them to see themselves being shot in the head, dropping down like a lifeless sack of meat, blood spilling around and laying down there with the frozen eyes of the dead. It felt like an out of body experience where your soul hovers above your dead body suddenly sucked out of it, drifting away in a dreaded void of darkness. You weren’t moving into the light, you were moving away from it. Leaving everyone and everything you knew behind. 
Women cadets would have it worse especially when rape scenes would be shown. Jon would never forget the girl that was sitting a couple of seats down from him crawling and puckering on the floor behind her seat, weeping, covering her face with her hands. It was a mix of embarrassment and shock at seeing herself being raped in front of all these cadets. Even the anatomy of the actor would look like hers. Some other girls would hold on to their chair so hard you could see no blood was flowing in their fingers. The idea was not just to show you what could happen to you and how your comrades would see it, but also for the others to see what real missions could bring to their comrades and deal with it. Many times a soldier would freeze, not because of what was happening to him but on account of what was happening to others around him.
These realities would shock more than half of the audience and they would be withdrawn from the program. Jon would later find out that the auditorium was no usual room. It was part of the Simulator, a fully controlled environment where the computer would develop and project scenes in real-time based on the reactions of those sitting in it. It would record their reactions and every physiological symptom to screen those who could still keep their sanity, and reject the more sensitive ones along with the psychos who weirdly enough might have gotten pleasure out of the sickness. For all Jon knew, each cadet could have been watching a different version of the same play with them as the protagonist. They were all wearing the intercom head sets that connected them to the Simulator. A powerful enough fourth generation optical supercomputer that, if needed, could process changes in the displayed scenarios faster than their brains could process based on their reactions, before even the signals from their senses reached their brains. How can you beat the speed of light of photobits as the unit of information exchange for these machines? They were nothing like their binary ancestors as they could store not just zeros and ones, but any base system unit in a single photon. Phase modulation was the trick, as he found out in his physics courses. It seemed easier to play with the phase of a photon instead of the frequency as frequency changes would require different energy sources, making the manufacturing and control of the computer units a lot more demanding and costly.
For every mission the Simulator would screen the Sims that were on duty and would form the ideal unit matching their skills and experience with the mission profile. It would even work possible scenarios eliminating team members to form the most enduring team that could function even with the loss of many of its members. To make this as successful as possible, Sims should be able to play each other’s roles as much as possible. To get them there they would all go through the same training and play every possible role many times until they could comfortably slip into them when needed. The only difference among them would be their natural inclination towards certain functions, like Jon’s natural talent which was strategy. He could form alternatives and select the optimum ones in no time mostly by instinct. Others would be excellent marksmen and would make the sniper in a team, while the more agile ones would lead frontal assaults on enemy positions. 
As his thoughts about his job and his life blared on, mixed with present and past images, Jon drifted off to sleep next to his son. He woke up hours later at the faint and repetitive sound of his alarm coming from his room. His muscles were stiff from the uncomfortable position he put himself in at the end of the bed to give his son all the room he needed for a comfortable sleep. He got up to start preparing for the job although he didn’t need to do much really. Clothes, food, and weapons would all be provided at the base. He would mainly prepare his son’s stuff as he would have to spend this time with his grandparents. He couldn’t tell how long each mission would be so he made sure ahead of time to duplicate clothes, toys and study materials for his son at his parents’ home. His son might have to stay there for days, weeks or even permanently if something fatal happened to him. In such an event and as part of the benefits of Sims, the military would provide a steady income to his family, cover education completely and living expenses for his son’s education at any school he would choose to go to anywhere in the world, and even secure a job for him when he would become an adult.
Jon woke the boy up and went downstairs to prepare breakfast. His son was used to these night wake-ups so ten minutes later he joined him fully dressed and with his backpack hanging from his shoulder. They had breakfast in silence mainly because they were both still sleepy and tired from the night’s distress. At the end, his son broke the silence to ask,
“Dad, will my nightmares ever go?”

Jon took a deep breath as if he was about to dive into the sea of childhood psychic perception and replied,
“Just hold your ground and fight back.

The enemies in your dreams are only as strong as your fears.

Remember what we say?”
His son jumped in to finish the sentence. 

“Live your dreams like they are real and your life like it is a dream.”
Jon could never remember where he saw the phrase put it seemed to make an impression at least to his son. Dreams uncover real worries, important elements of our reality that eat at our soul. We don’t deal with them when awake, so the mind creates another life in dreams where it is in control and forces you to acknowledge and deal with the unresolved issues of the day. Facing them like they were real was simply a way to pay the respect your dream deserved and deal with the seriousness it represented. Dreams also focus on the issue they need to convey and never present details. Living your life like a dream helps you focus on real issues away from the meaningless minor destructions and discomforts of life we sometimes we become fixated on.
His son smiled in contentment as if the affirmation of the popular saying spread a protective spell against all the evils in his dreams. They got ready to go. Jon pulled out his car and they took off for the grandparents. It was still night and way before rush hour so the drive was quite pleasant for both of them. They cruised past the typical New England suburbs where street lights would reveal the autumn colors of the season, under the silvery hue of the moonlight. There was a chill in the air and the yellow leaves would swirl around with the gusty wind. They drove by a group of construction workers rushing to fix a pothole on the road before the morning traffic. Jon, by instinct, estimated the time it would take for them to complete the task to two and a half hours. Clouds in the sky would make him think how long it would take them to cross the sky given the wind conditions. A new house coming up would probably need a couple of weeks given the 3D construction technologies used nowadays. Like the first 3D printers, but scaling up to the size of buildings they would lay concrete one layer at a time constructing the house from the ground up, inserting pipes and wires with no human intervention.
Observing external events and estimating their completion time was the only way sometimes to tell how long had they been in a mission. There was no abrupt change in simulations that would signal when the Simulator was taking over their reality and when it would return them to it. They knew it would take over sometime when they would be sitting in their shuttle capsules and that they would “wake” up exactly there. Without a steady frame of reference it would be impossible to know exactly how long they had been in the simulation, especially if it was a short one. You had to look outside to get signals of change like the position of the sun and the moon, the weather changes, the people around you and even your body to tell time went by. If you were fresh and shaved at the beginning of a mission and would come back exhausted and ragged you could tell the mission was more than a couple of hours and probably less than a day. Even in real missions you would be required to sit in your capsule at the end of the mission so you couldn’t tell them apart. In fact, unless there was a serious physical change on your body like a wound, you had to wash and change into clean clothes before sitting in your capsule at the end. You were supposed to look exactly as you did when you first sat there at the beginning of the mission. Even if you could tell the passage of time by looking at your clock at home you still wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was a real mission or a simulation.
The scenery slowly changed as they were getting closer to the ocean. His parents’ home was by the seashore, no more than half an hour drive from him. They were expecting them so his father would be sitting on the porch by the door waiting to see them. He would getting quite a thrill in his old age being able to spot the moment something would first appear, like the first ray of the Sun breaking through over the sea, or its last glimpse as it was setting behind the mountains. It was difficult to explain his fascination with the first or the last moment of something, but he remembers his father telling him in his retirement, “I missed a lot of sunrises and sunsets in my life worrying because I would fear the day ahead of me or be filled with disappointment about the one behind me at the end. At the beginning you don’t know anything about what lies ahead while at the end you know everything that happened before. You start empty and you end up full. You have a day to live at the beginning; a day to think back at the end.” 
These boundary moments, he would say, were the most difficult but peaceful of them all. Of course he would then extend this to almost everything. Entering or leaving a grocery, starting or ending a discussion, a phrase and even a breath. Properly defining everything as starting or ending, he would build his philosophy that the best way to live is to see no middle. He would describe it quite poetically as seeing a sunrise and sunset in everything. We never enjoy the middle he would say, and continued: “Have you ever seen anyone admire the sun any time other than sunset and sunrise. We dream at the beginning, we work in the middle and we reminisce at the end. The most boring part is in the middle so make everything beginning and end and you always have the best.”
Lately though he was getting quite extreme and obsessive. He would let something drop only to see the moment it touched the floor. Not so exciting for Jon’s mother when the object would be a dish. His father was not much of a philosopher when he was an officer in the army but turned out to be quite philosophical and poetic in his retirement. Writing his memoirs and exchanging poems with his friends became quite an activity for him especially lately that his arthritis, among other afflictions, wouldn’t allow him much physical activity.
They saw his father sitting on the porch holding his cane as the car pulled off the road. As soon as the car stopped his son jumped out and ran into the old man’s arms shouting “Grandpa, grandpa!”
“Hey champ, good to have you again,” said his grandfather gently padding the kid.
The house door opened and Jon’s mother showed up. 

“I’ve made you your favorite pie,” she said to the boy.

His son threw himself in her arms his whole face gratified.
“thank you grandma,” he said.
“Now, run along and enjoy yourself,” replied the old woman pointing the kid towards the kitchen. She turned to Jon as he was approaching with his son’s backpack. 

“How are you?” she asked, caressing his cheek.

You could tell her voice was full of worry for him. You would think that an army officer’s wife would be used to seeing her men come and go, but the worry of the inevitable could never disappear. For her any time could be the last time anyway in the line of job her men were in, so she would always worry like she did the first times; only now her aging made her look more weathered as if the accumulated agony and worry piled up close to the last stroke. Every time Jon would leave for a mission you would think this was all she could take, only to pull her strength back and continue again and again. 
“I’m fine ma,” Jon replied and continued with a dramatic and worried tone in his voice. 

“How are you?”

The only way to get his mother’s mind off his situation was to make her feel bad enough about making her son worry for her. She could never accept she might overwhelm her son with her concerns so she would immediately switch focus from Jon’s issue to easing his worries about her.

“We will be fine,” she replied with a steady voice this time.
This was the signature answer of his mother. He would ask her about the present and she would reply about the future. A future that could only follow from one present – they were not OK now but he shouldn’t have to worry because they would be fine in the future. Apparently it was easier to tolerate the present when the prospects of a manageable future were ensured, even if the only reassurance she had was her own belief. This woman could fit so much into so little. It was a completely irrational proposition but it would sound comforting and sane in a weird, believable way. At least the acting was perfect as he could never really tell whether this was a cry for attention or a genuine attempt to make him feel better. 

He kissed her and sat next to his father.

He padded his back and asked, “How are you dad?”
The old man swallowed to wet his throat and replied.

“When I was 20 years old my eyes used to see the world as if I was 80. Now that I am 80 they see it as if I am 20. I want to take your mother around the world not just vacationing but to live in every place we go. A few months here, a few months there. Enough to get to know the neighbors and then leave again.”
“You can do that virtually dad. I can get you a lifecam,” said Jon.
“I know about these things,” he responded and continued.
“Remember, in my time we had webcams. At least then you would make the effort to go to your computer and talk to your friend. Now the dam machines keep following you around the house. And worst of all you don’t even control them. The other person tells them were to go. Do I want a dam robot following me in the bathroom just because my stupid friend controls it?”

“You can adjust the settings dad,” said Jon and continued.
“This way you can turn it on and off when you want and have it follow you or stay in one place.”

“This is a waste,” his father interrupted him. “I saw one in a friend’s house. His daughter bought it for them and set it up. His son-in-law would barbeque in California and we would smell it here in New England right through the hologram. You know how weird it looked. The smell of the steak, coming from the holographic robot projector and two idiots around it, trying to catch a whiff, so we can praise the loser. He could fart in California and we would smell it here.”
Jon could not but smile at his father’s description. He was a great storyteller, the old man. Nobody could deny that. His son especially would love to listen to his stories over and over again. He remembered once when he was seriously wounded in a mission and had to spend time in bed, his father would keep him company sharing his stories for hours. Sometimes funny, other times dramatic, all captivating with animations and sound effects. Jon was grateful for that as he would forget his pain and make time pass. Today though he didn’t feel like overextending his stay. It was one of those days that he wished something could time-travel him to the end of the mission. Too bad he couldn’t apply his father’s philosophy. 
He stood up and with a more serious tone in his voice, spoke to both of his parents.

“Listen guys. I want you this time to make an effort and keep him on time with his school. It’s not the most demanding school in the world but he needs to attend his class sessions.”

“With his real form,” he added emphatically.
He called his son, kneeled down to his level and said in a serious tone,
“Listen buddy. Grandma and grandpa are old. They need you to look after them. They can’t look after you and worry about you. Get to school on time and no funny stuff.
No Yoda ears or Pinocchio nose on your avatar or anyone else’s.”

“Sure dad,” nodded the boy.
“I’m serious,” said Jon trying to be as authentically strict as he could. He knew that wasn’t easy and that his son already knew he could easily get away with most of his mischief, but he had to give it a try. To make himself more believable, he added,
“… or no more expeditions for you.”

The boy nodded again without saying anything.

His son’s favorite past-time activity lately would be to join real expeditions virtually and in real time. He once joined a three-day expedition to the Alps. Their house would freeze from the Hypernet switch trying to simulate the environmental conditions of the real team. Thousands of others would join expeditions like this through their connection to Hypernet, the evolution of the old Internet with real-time holographic projections of real-life environments. Users could even control elements of the physical world of the real teams like cameras and robots, while at the same communicating with the real and virtual team members.
Another time he joined a deep-sea search only to abandon it a couple of hours later because he got bored from the darkness of the ocean. Jon didn’t mind him joining real-life activities but he would strictly forbid him to join simulations. Living lives that weren’t real could be quite disturbing for any normal person, not to mention a boy. People would forget themselves in simulations, acting as if they were actually living in Rome in the first century or battling in the Crusades. Real people would be joining imaginary armies in thousands sometimes, out of joy for the illusion of changing history’s outcomes. They would even get fanatic trying to recruit more to alter the outcome of a battle. Entertainment had taken a rather immersive role and with most people working from home under their own schedule, it was possible to lose control of time and mix simulations with reality. 
Under extreme conditions some would develop split personalities mixing real and imaginary, dragging one into the other, and really messing up whatever was real around them, including work, family, and relationships. They could even become a threat to themselves and others. Surprising and dangerous things could happen if you opened your door in real life and believed your guest was your enemy in the simulation. Experience overload the psychiatrists would call it. Human brains that had evolved to handle a normal life’s load of experiences would be exposed to even ten times more experiences at the expense of those peaceful and boring moments one would spend strolling by the beach, painting or reading a good book or even talking nonsense with friends. There was a reason for those idle moments in life and that was to let the brain recharge to handle the active ones. Moments that people used to spend in solitude were as valuable as the more active ones as they allowed for a introspective recollection and reordering of the more intensive events of a day. That time was valuable for people to assimilate and make sense of their world.
Jon hugged his son, holding him a little longer than normal but not long enough to make him feel uncomfortable and raise suspicions that something could be wrong. Lately he had a sense that something bad would happen, but he wasn’t sure if this was depression from his loneliness or the gamble against the odds he was taking in every mission. Even the probabilities were against him as a streak of success in real missions is bound to be followed with a failure at some point in the future. Sometimes he would suspect physical tiredness only to reject the possibility immediately as this would have been picked up by the Simulator and had him screened out of missions. 
Other times he would feel he was getting bored with the missions. He was working in one of the most stimulating environments that kept changing all the time with every simulation or real mission, and still he would get bored. He knew though the real reason was the emptiness he felt growing inside of him as time went by. It would grow like the monster in his son’s dream simply because he avoided facing it. In moments of insight he would feel like his soul was a tub full of holes. Instead of fixing the holes to block the leaks he kept pouring in more excitement. Of course he could never fill himself completely, but he was so used to pouring he feared if he stopped he would empty completely of life. And he would continue getting more and more tired, feeling that each mission would be the fatal one. All these thoughts though would miraculously disappear with the start of the mission and the flow of adrenaline in his brain. He was longing for that kick-off, like a drug addict. Things would fall into place after that and he could tolerate everything that life would throw his way or at least he would get numb enough to feel nothing. His son, though, was a real illusion breaker. That little boy would be his only attachment to real life, his source of reality, the force that stabilized his being and gave meaning to his life. It was exhilarating and fulfilling to be around someone with no existential issues and with a full joy and excitement for everything in life. 
Jon let go of his son who ran back to the kitchen for more cake, and said goodbye to his parents.

“See you soon,” he said looking at them without expression as he opened the door of his car.

“Good luck,” replied his mother waving her hand. His father stood up and waved also as Jon was getting in his car. He waved in return and he was on his way.
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