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Chimera





1





The woman stood framed by the cold darkness of the hall behind her, her face a chiaroscuro semi-lit by a kind of reverential fury. She met my uncomprehending stare with bold determination before repeating her directive. 

‘Get in.’

I stepped inside. She shut the door behind me. I followed her with my eyes, scrutinizing her every feature. Could I be sure I wasn’t still in the Structure, this minute sitting in a chair at Vathos still hooked up to the system? Was I being put through some kind of training program?

‘I saw you in there… That was you. One hundred percent that was you…’

She nodded.

‘How… how were you in our simulation? Are we still in a simulation?’

‘We need to talk. Please come with me.’ She gestured down the hall to an open door.

I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t think I will…’

‘It’s kind of difficult for me to explain…’

‘Well, you better get to it quick. Because I’m still not sure what’s happening right now.’

From the shadows of the door behind her a figure appeared, and spoke. 

‘We hacked you.’ 

A man stepped into the hall. Dressed in a long shabby overcoat, he too could have been a construct of one of our simulations. I scanned my memory in an instant to recall if he’d been there in DP’s program. 

He stopped beside the woman. The two of them gazed at me for moment. 

‘You hacked Vathos?’ I said. 

He nodded. 

My mind went back to the operation. ‘The old man with the letter… the room… the Dictaphone… that was you?’

‘Yes.’

I looked from him to the woman. ‘How?’

He took a deep impatient breath. ‘Look, we’re sure you’ve got lots of questions, and we’ll answer them all, but we should get out of here. Your people have a reach that not even we’re aware of, and they could catch up with us at any second.’ He took the Faraday bag from the woman. ‘With this we should be protected from tracking, but up until you walked through that front door they could have followed you every step of the way. And there’s a good chance they did.’ 

‘I think I’d like to hold onto that,’ I said. 

The man nodded and held out the bag. ‘Please don’t open it.’ 

I took the bag from him. ‘If I do?’

‘If you open it, we walk out that door and you never see us again. Just know that we’re not bad people. We’ve reached out to you because we think you might be able to help us, and we mean you no harm. But we need to protect ourselves from those you work for. We’ve taken a big risk, and we can’t throw our lives away from blind hope you might be willing to stick your neck out.’

‘Who are you exactly?’

He paused before speaking again. ‘How much do you know about the people you work for, and what they do?’

I thought carefully before opening my mouth. ‘What we do is highly classified. It’s no picnic, but it serves a purpose.’

‘What purpose?’ The man was composed, but beside him the woman grew irritated. 

‘I’m not prepared to talk about that.’

The woman clutched the lapels of her jacket closed with a hand. ‘They murdered my son. The people you work for, they killed him. A fourteen-year-old boy. Tell me, what purpose did that serve?’

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing I could say. There was no response to the rage and the fury and the grief in her eyes.

The man took over, raising a placatory hand. ‘Look, I won’t lie to you – we need you. We’ve reached out to you because we need your help. All I’m asking is that you trust us for one hour. Come with us, sit down and hear what we have to say. Then, if you want to go, you go.’ 

I looked from her to him. ‘Where?’

‘Better you don’t know. We’ll take precautions, if you’ll allow it. But it’s as much for your protection as for ours.’

‘You want to blindfold me and drive me to an unknown location?’

‘In a word, yes.’

I took a deep breath. I saw no ill-intent in either of them. Certainly not the woman. And to be truthful, I felt sorry for her. 

I nodded. ‘Alright. You’ve got a half hour.’ 

‘Okay. Let’s go.’

He turned and went out the door he’d come in, glancing once over his shoulder at me. I followed them through a long room, a production line in a former time. Items of unworn clothing littered the broken machinery. They led me to the other side of the building and out another door to a loading dock. Parked in one of the bays was a van, the back doors open. They stopped at the doors. The man took a black hood from his pocket. 

‘Probably unnecessary, since a man like you, with your training, could probably recreate the journey in your head. But I want to take every precaution.’

I took a breath. Nodded. ‘Go on.’ He stepped forward and raised the hood. I put a hand on his arm. ‘If I feel something’s wrong, you know I’ll kill the both of you?’

‘I’ve no doubt.’ He looked me in the eye before raising the hood above my head. I glanced at the woman before the hood was lowered, seeing those deeply sad eyes that looked at me with endless reproach. Then I saw nothing. Something was placed over my ears, then I was taken by the arm and led into the van, and put on a bench. I felt the doors slam shut, and moments later the movement of the van as it lurched away. 

Even with my eyes and ears covered I was able to track the van’s movements, out onto Metropolitan Way and over the bridge, even crossing the old tramlines east of the Village. After that, I grew disoriented. A few strange turns, too many 360s. By the time the van stopped twenty minutes later, they’d thrown me off the track. When we came to a halt, the hood was removed from my head. 

‘We’re here.’

The man stepped down from the van and I followed, the woman behind us. I still clutched my phone in the Faraday bag. I glanced down at it. 

‘You can’t open that yet, I’m afraid. Not until we’ve said our goodbyes.’

I heard the van door close behind me and turned to see a second woman. She glared at me briefly with rageful eyes. She too despised me. I turned away.

‘Come with us,’ the man said. He turned, and tentatively I followed them. I glanced down the alley we were parked in but saw nothing. Once inside, the door closed. The other woman had not followed us in. I heard the sound of a bolt draw across the door. 

‘Sure are taking a lot of precautions,’ I said. 

‘We have to. We’d all be dead already if we didn’t. You should know that better than anyone.’ He raised an eyebrow. 

After a few twists and turns in what were surely the halls of an old residential building, he opened a door and we stepped into an abandoned apartment. He closed the door behind us. 

No one had lived there for a long time, but there were signs of use: empty cups on a table. A faint aroma of coffee. Ass prints on a dusty sofa. Some kind of schedule stuck to a cupboard door. The man invited me to take a seat at a table next to a boarded-up window.

‘Want a coffee?’ he said. 

I shook my head. The woman sat, raising her eyes to look at me intently. I took a seat opposite her, the man sitting last. 

‘So, how did you hack our systems? And how did you get to me?’ I said.

‘I’m sure you have a lot of questions.’ He took out a pack of cigarettes, held it up and raised an eyebrow. ‘You mind?’

I shook my head. 

He lit it, pulled on it, and let his hand fall into his lap. ‘We can’t talk about the hack now, not until we know where we stand with you. You understand, I hope. As to reaching you, I’m sure you can guess what happened. We just emulated some of your own methods, after all.’

‘Pavlovian responses…’

He smiled. ‘We simply fed you enough prompts that eventually you would respond to them. It’s a pretty crude technique. But it works for Vathos, and it worked for us. The old tricks are the best tricks, huh?’ 

I turned to look at
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