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1 
 
    
 
   The nightmare started during the second week of the holiday. 
 
   Up until then, James Barratt and Penny Ward — partners for almost three years — had enjoyed a beautifully idyllic week in Greece. They'd spent three days on Crete, followed by four days on Rhodes. Having then gone on to Aphros, they'd found the tiny island to be so beautiful they'd decided to stay there for the remainder of their holiday. Spending their days in a leisurely fashion, they had lazily sunbathed, enthusiastically and energetically fucked, swum, fished, eaten, got drunk once and gone to look at the ruins of an acropolis. 
 
   On day ten, things had started to go wrong. Badly wrong! They were staying in a taverna in the tiny village of Luminos, which was bordered on three sides by a vast range of pumice-coloured hills and mountains. The fourth side was the sandy beach of a beautiful semi-circular bay that stretched for a kilometre in each direction. Luminos resembled an old western frontier town in that it only consisted of two rows of white-painted one-storey wooden dwellings running along opposite sides of the makeshift coast road that meandered its way to Praxos, the only other village on Aphros — and situated at the opposite end of the island. Praxos was also the only place on the island that the once-a-week boat from Athens stopped at. Barratt and Penny had been intrigued by the wooden houses of Luminos — they'd seen enough Greek architecture to know that wooden buildings were unusual — Greek buildings were usually made of whitewashed stone or brick or concrete. Despite the odd architecture, for which no one seemed to have an explanation, they'd been relieved to find that Luminos had a wooden one-room shop that seemed to sell everything they needed. 
 
   Two of the village buildings were made of stone — the church and the taverna they were renting a room in. The church was an old stone, one-storey, high-roofed building; the taverna was a modern concrete, white two-storey building with balconies. Marcos Vandopolis, the taverna owner had been happy to rent them a room — Luminos was not really a tourist town.
 
   Barratt and Penny were more than pleased with their room — they had a south-facing balcony that overlooked the bay and less than ten metres from it, the turquoise Aegean Sea lapped gently at the beach. Every morning they got up and after a breakfast of fruit and Greek coffee, they changed into swimwear, grabbed their towels and made their way to the beach, where they swam, splashed, dived, sunbathed and tanned, as they planned their days.
 
   According to their map — which Barratt had photocopied from a book on Classical Greece — Aphros was shaped like a Cornish pasty, with Praxos at the northern end and Luminos at the southern end. There were no other communities on the island — and nothing between the existing two but hills, mountains, rocks and soil. This was the reason Barratt and Penny had gone to Greece in the first place — and the reason they had decided to stay on Aphros for the remainder of their two-week holiday. They both loved the isolation and primitiveness that the island and the village and its surroundings had to offer — the natural beauty of space and light and silence that every visitor to Greece either loves or hates instantly.
 
   Day nine of the holiday coincided with the anniversary of the third year of Barratt and Penny's relationship. They spent most of that day in bed, only getting up and dressing to go for dinner in the small outdoor dining area at the back of the inn. They ate well, and then went into the bar to celebrate their anniversary. In the long, crowded bar, as with everywhere else they went in Luminos, Barratt and Penny were treated with a mixture of polite curiosity and deferential respect. Two glasses of retsina were placed in front of them the moment they sat down and Marcos, the barman and owner of the inn, wished them good health, and then walked along the bar to serve another customer, leaving Barratt's money untouched on the bar where it had been placed. And it wasn't just in the bar where they received this type of favoured treatment. They obviously had the best room, the food they ate was wonderful, the drinks were — more often than not — free and everyone smiled at them. Constantly. 
 
   Day nine was also one of the many days that the chimera got mentioned — although this time the reference was a little more direct than others heard up to then. They'd heard the mythical beast mentioned by hawkers of goods and had seen a few artistic representations of it since their arrival in Greece. It had been seen and mentioned on Crete and Rhodes — and again when they reached Aphros; on the market stalls of Praxos, they'd seen linen, crockery and clothing items bearing holograms of the chimera. In gift shops were brass and china effigies of it. It seemed to them both that no matter where they went on Aphros, they encountered the image — or the name — of the mythical chimera.
 
   Having toasted each other, they sat drinking the very distinctive and very delicious local resin wine, and Barratt thought about the little he knew about the chimera. At school he'd shown little interest in Greek mythology, but prior to this holiday had taken the time to read a few items pertinent to the island of Aphros. From these few articles and stories, he'd learned that Aphros had once been part of a large area known as Lycia, the reported homeland of the mythical chimera. 
 
   The main myth was that the chimera was a ferocious beast with a goat's body, a lion's head and a snake's tail, which had once terrorised Lycia. A Greek soldier named Bellerephon had flown on Pegasus to the chimera's lair, where he'd killed it by beheading it and pouring molten lead down its neck. Ding-dong, the beast was dead. D — E — A — D, Barratt mused. But everyone around here acts as though it's still alive. Not only that, but the chimera always gets mentioned in the present tense, as though it's not just a monster from some old story that was once used to get children off to bed early, but some sort of living entity, still stalking victims on its old hunting grounds. 
 
   He stopped thinking about the chimera and reached out and took Penny's hand in his. She smiled a radiant smile at him and he leaned forward and kissed her. 
 
   "How about a moonlit walk later?" she said, once they'd reluctantly broken the kiss. 
 
   Barratt nodded with alacrity. "Great idea," he said, thinking about their lovemaking and the beautiful scenery of Luminos. 
 
   Penny was also thinking along similar lines. She loved James very much. It was knowledge that excited her. For years she thought that love was nothing more than some sort of elusive myth, and the best that anyone could really hope for were a few moments of combined lust, tranquillity and semi-understanding. Then she'd met James and had suddenly known and felt exactly what it meant to love someone and be loved by that person. And now they'd celebrated their third anniversary and made love all day long. And he loved her. And she loved him. It was wonderful. It was idyllic. The full feeling it gave her was what life was really about. 
 
   Suddenly, Penny didn't want to be in the bar any more. She wanted to be alone with James. She wanted to be outside in the fading evening light, walking along the beach, or amongst olive trees, or anywhere they could breathe in the almond and jasmine scented night air. 
 
   As she looked out of the open door at the rapidly darkening mauve evening sky, she became aware of two voices raised in anger. She and Barratt looked towards the bar, in time to see an old man seated on a bar stool exchange a few angry Greek sentences with Marcos. The other patrons of the bar fell silent as the quarrel went on for a few more seconds. Finally, Marcos came out from behind the bar and stomped over to the inn door, which he closed firmly and then bolted shut.
 
   Barratt was surprised. He glanced at his watch and saw that it had only just gone eight. 
 
   "Are you closing early?" he asked, as Marcos walked past him back to the bar. 
 
   Marcos paused and shook his head. "No," he said simply, his face still bearing traces of anger from his quarrel with the old man. "I shut the door to keep the chimera out." 
 
   Both Barratt and Penny started in alarm. 
 
   There it is! Barratt thought. That name again! Chimera. Kymeera. What does it mean? And why does it keep being mentioned? 
 
   According to all of the legends, it was dead. Yet some of the Luminos locals clearly still believed in it — and supposedly feared it enough to close their doors against it. Barratt decided to find out if Marcos was having them on — perhaps having a little joke at the expense of the ignorant tourists.
 
   "The chimera?" Barratt asked hesitantly. 
 
   The inn owner nodded. "That is right," he said. "The chimera. The three-in-one." He pointed a finger at the closed door and Barratt knew he was indicating the hills and mountains beyond Luminos. "It lives in the hills and has preyed on this village for years."
 
   Barratt searched for the hint of a put-on in Marcos' eyes, but the man was in earnest. He believed implicitly what he was saying. Barratt was curious. 
 
   "I thought Bellerephon killed the chimera," he said, to which Marcos shook his head emphatically. 
 
   "No! The beast can never die," he said simply, his tone one of complete sincerity. 
 
   "Have you ever seen it?" Barratt asked. 
 
   The barman shook his head again. "No, but many have. Many of this village and of others. This mostly. It has taken five people in the last year." 
 
   Barratt laughed aloud. "Your chimera is probably a wild dog or something similar," he said. "Chimera's don't exist." 
 
   Seemingly unoffended by Barratt's laughter or comment, Marcos shook his head sadly. "The chimera is up in the hills. Those who have seen it would not lie." 
 
   During the exchange, Penny had been giving Barratt warning looks — looks that clearly said: Don't antagonise these people! They are being hospitable and friendly. They don't need a xénos — a foreigner — coming to their village and rudely scoffing at their beliefs! 
 
   As Barratt drained his glass, he looked across at Penny, got the message and suddenly felt ashamed. He was acting in a way that would have offended and angered him had he seen someone else behaving similarly.
 
   "Then I'd very much like to see it," Barratt said, as he suddenly saw a way to end the charade, mollify Penny and show interest in Marcos' mythical beast. "Perhaps I'd be able to get a photo of it. That would be something, wouldn't it?" 
 
   Marcos shook his head. "No one will take you into the chimera's land. It is much too dangerous. You might not come back." 
 
   "I'm not afraid of a mythical beast," Barratt said heatedly, feeling he was being made a fool of again. 
 
   Penny placed a gentle, restraining hand on his arm. "Come on, James; let's go up to our room." There was a note of pleading in her voice. 
 
   Barratt nodded. He'd nearly done it again. They'd had a wonderful day and he'd almost ruined it by belligerently arguing about something that didn't — and couldn't possibly — exist. He looked at Marcos as he and Penny stood up. "I'm sorry," he said, not really meaning it. 
 
   The inn owner nodded and waved Barratt's apology aside. "Is no problem," he said. "Many people don't believe in the chimera — but it still exists." 
 
   Barratt refrained from responding. He took Penny's hand and they walked out of the bar and made their way up to their room. 
 
   Once they were gone, Marcos turned to the old man who had instigated the original quarrel. "Why them?" he asked. 
 
   The old man shrugged. "Why not? I used the last of the stored bodies a week ago. Do you really want to risk it breaking free and coming down here for you?" 
 
   Marcos shuddered violently. "No. But is he suitable? What if he's too strong?" 
 
   The old man shrugged again. "What if he is? Either way our problem will be solved for a while." 
 
   Marcos nodded. "That is true." 
 
   "I think he'll do nicely," the old man said. "I'll take him up tomorrow. But not the girl. We might need her for later." 
 
   Marcos readily accepted the old man's words, for as far as the chimera was concerned, Yannis always knew best. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "The beast can never die!" Barratt said sarcastically from the bathroom. He was standing naked at the basin, brushing his teeth, so his words were muffled, but Penny understood him clearly enough. She frowned. 
 
   "It's what they believe," she said. "You should know better than to mock." 
 
   Barratt turned towards her. She was undressing next to their bed. She was nearly naked. 
 
   "You're not taken in by their myth crap, are you?" 
 
   Penny blushed. She stepped out of her panties. "Of course I'm not," she said defensively. "I just happen to think that they're entitled to believe in whatever they want to, without fear of ridicule." 
 
   Barratt rolled his eyes. "Idiotic beliefs call for scepticism," he said. "I reserve the right to have an opinion. If they have the right to voice their beliefs, surely I have the right to voice my disbelief?" 
 
   Penny stretched out on the bed, resting on her elbows. Slowly she parted her thighs. 
 
   "James, come over here and start believing in this," she said huskily, as she cupped her hand over her vagina. 
 
   Barratt's breath caught in his throat. His cock started to stiffen and climb. He moved towards Penny. 
 
   She opened her mouth.
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   The next day was day ten. 
 
   Barratt awoke first. Rapt, he looked at Penny's sleeping form, loving her beautiful face and her magnificently lithe, tanned body. Gently he slid down the bed and spread her slender legs. He kissed the insides of her thighs, and then brushed the pouting pink lips of her vagina with his mouth. 
 
   Penny stirred slightly, briefly, and then was still again. Sensing she was awakening, Barratt slowly began to lick his lover's delicious slit. His tongue probed inside her moist warmth and her hips shifted to provide further access. He felt her hand touch the top of his head, keeping him where he was. After licking his and her moisture from inside her, he took the tiny bud of her clitoris in between his lips. Penny moaned. He sucked gently and his cock hardened and swelled. Penny's thighs parted further. Barratt licked, sucked and nibbled. Penny writhed. Her body rhythm speeded up, her desire becoming urgent. Barratt sucked harder. Penny thrashed on the bed, a sweet musk emanating from her. Barratt's cock throbbed heavily. He lashed his tongue over Penny's clitoris, feeling it grow between his lips. Penny suddenly came, hard and violently, pulling his hair and raking her nails across his shoulders.
 
   Barratt waited until her frenzied movements had subsided, then moved up Penny's body and slid his engorged cock into her. Despite his urgency, he moved slowly, keeping their lovemaking gentle until he felt the approach of his own orgasm. He then gripped Penny's buttocks firmly and thrust into her with long, hard strokes. Then he came.
 
   They drifted off to sleep again for a while, then awoke, kissed, got up, showered, dressed and went down to the restaurant for breakfast.
 
   Apart from them, the bar was empty of everyone except for Marcos, who was standing in his habitual place, as though welded there. They asked for breakfast and Marcos took their orders. They went out onto the restaurant terrace and sat down, talking quietly and touching each other frequently. Their breakfasts arrived and they hungrily ate the piled plate of pear, melon and apple slices. They washed their breakfasts down with cups of Greek coffee, then sat back to plan their day. They listed their needs: They wanted to make their way into the hills. There was a small amphitheatre they wanted to look at. They wanted to spend the day there. They wanted to have a picnic. They wanted to be together. 
 
   As they talked, a customer entered the bar. Penny, who was facing the two open doors and could see into the shadow-filled bar, saw that it was the same man who had been arguing with Marcos the previous night. He was wearing a white shirt and khaki trousers. Barratt had his back to the doorway, so he didn't see the man exchange a few quick words with Marcos and then start to move towards them. 
 
   Inexplicably concerned, Penny leaned forward over the table to tell Barratt of his approach. Unaware of her consternation, Barratt looked appreciatively at her cleavage. 
 
   "That old man who argued with Marcos last night," she whispered urgently. "He's coming this way." Barratt turned to look, saw that it was the old man, then turned back and shrugged dismissively. "He probably eats his breakfast here every day," he said, then added: "Probably gets it free too." 
 
   "He's coming over here," Penny warned, her voice a whisper that only Barratt could hear. 
 
   "Don't worry. He's an old man," Barratt said, sensing that Penny, for some reason, needed reassurance. "I really don't think that he's—" 
 
   The old man suddenly leaned across their table, thereby effectively cutting off the possibility of any further conversation about him. 
 
   "Mister Barratt," he said slowly. "May I speak to you for a moment?" 
 
   Barratt indicated the empty seat opposite him. "Of course." 
 
   The old man nodded and shuffled around the table and sat in the vacant seat. He then looked intently at Barratt and Penny. 
 
   "I am Yannis," he said. "And you are Mister James Barratt and you," he nodded at Penny, "are Miss Penny Ward." Having said this, he lapsed into silence. A few moments of silence passed. To Barratt, it looked as though Yannis did not know how to say what he had to say. Barratt decided to help him out.
 
   "It's about the chimera, isn't it?" Barratt asked softly. 
 
   Yannis nodded slowly. "I have seen it," he stated. His tone was sincere, but Barratt and Penny could not help exchanging glances of disbelief. "Many times," he added. 
 
   "You've actually seen the chimera!" Barratt exclaimed, a deliberately pronounced and prominent note of incredulity in his voice. 
 
   Yannis nodded again and was silent for a moment. "Mister Barratt," he said finally, almost pleadingly. "I know you doubt, but the chimera really does exist. It has its lair in the hills and often preys on the surrounding villages, mostly this one. I have seen it no less than eight times. I am prepared, for a reasonable sum of money, to take you to see it for yourself. Are you interested in such an undertaking?" 
 
   Barratt nodded with alacrity. "Of course I am," he said. "You must know that!" He paused for a moment of thought. "Of course you know it — it's why you're here now, isn't it?" 
 
   "I understand that you have an interest in the chimera," Yannis said. "However, I did not know if you would be courageous enough to want to venture into its lair."
 
   Barratt acknowledged the baiting for what it was and ignored it. He thought about the rest of what the old man had said. 
 
   "I don't believe in the chimera as a living creature," Barratt said carefully. "Therefore, I feel you might be willing to take me to see something — perhaps even something dangerous — a mountain lion, a bear, some sort of man-eating animal. But I sincerely doubt that it is the mythical chimera. So yes, I'm curious. And yes, I'd definitely like to see it." 
 
   "Very well," Yannis said. "I will take you. There are, however, certain conditions." 
 
   "Such as?" Barratt asked. 
 
   "Firstly, you may not take a camera with you." Despite being disappointed, Barratt nodded. "Agreed," he said. 
 
   "Secondly, you must do exactly as I say for the duration of the journey — there and back." 
 
   "Agreed," Barratt said again. 
 
   "Thirdly, I am sorry, but your lady cannot go with you." 
 
   "If we don't go together, then we don't go at all!" Barratt said abruptly. Penny laid a restraining hand on his arm. 
 
   Yannis shrugged and stood up. "Then I am sorry I have wasted your time. Good day to you." 
 
   "You should go, James," Penny said quietly, as the old man shuffled around the table. "You won't get another chance." 
 
   "But what about you?" 
 
   "If it's worth seeing, you'll tell me and I'll go later. If it's not, you'll have saved me a wasted journey." 
 
   Penny's ability to cut directly to the crux of a matter and solve any of the arising enigmas was one of the many reasons Barratt loved her. Her sense of reality was another. He kissed her warmly on the mouth. 
 
   "Okay," he called after Yannis, who was making his way into the bar. "I agree to your terms." 
 
   The old man stopped and turned. "Fully?" he asked. 
 
   "Yes," Barratt sighed. Yannis nodded and came back to the table. He held out his hand towards Barratt, who shook it, then noticed, with a feeling of indignation that the old man was smiling smugly. 
 
   "Mister Barratt, I will be happy to take you to see the chimera." He said. He then spread his hands apologetically at Penny. "I am sorry, Miss" he said to her, "but there are a great many dangers along the way, especially once we get near to the creature's lair. I can only guarantee the safety of one person at a time. I am prepared to take you to see the chimera on another day, but also on your own. These conditions exist for safety reasons only." 
 
   Penny nodded briefly. 
 
   "And if I decide I don't agree to your conditions?" Barratt asked hotly. 
 
   "Then I will not take you, Mister Barratt," Yannis said simply. "But you have already agreed to my conditions." "Yes, I have," Barratt said. "But only under protest." 
 
   "Your protest is noted," Yannis said dryly. "And now, let us talk business." He named a small sum that Barratt thought was reasonable, and then asked for half to be paid upfront, the other half to be paid upon their safe return to Luminos. 
 
   "How about if I double your fee and you let Penny come some of the way?" Barratt asked suddenly. 
 
   Yannis sighed, but Barratt could see he was interested. Luminos was not a tourist town, so Yannis' income from showing the chimera — whatever it was — was limited. Finally, the old man spoke. 
 
   "Very well, Mister Barratt. I accept your offer. There is an old cottage on the way. Miss Ward can stay there while you see the chimera. Then we can all come back together." 
 
   "What do you think, Pen?" Barratt asked. 
 
   Penny nodded. "Sounds okay to me. I'll get a chance to see some of the scenery. And I'll be near to you." She turned to Yannis. "When do we go, Mister...?" 
 
   "Just Yannis," the old man supplied. "Everyone just calls me Yannis. We could go at mid-day." 
 
   Barratt and Penny nodded their agreement. 
 
   "That'll give us enough time to prepare," Penny said to Barratt. "Will we be walking?" she asked Yannis. 
 
   "No. We shall go into the hills in my jeep, then there is a short walk up to the cottage and from there, there is another short walk into the chimera's land." 
 
   "Great," Barratt said. "We'll be ready by twelve then." 
 
   He and Yannis shook hands again, and the agreed sum changed hands. Yannis made it vanish into his shirt pocket, then got up and left them sitting there. 
 
   Barratt broke the silence. "Well! That was fucking weird!" 
 
   "Yes, it was," Penny agreed. 
 
   Neither of them could possibly have foreseen just how weird it was going to get. 
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   Barratt and Penny spent the remainder of the morning wandering amongst the rock pools on the beach. They swam for a while, only leaving the warm sea when a baby thresher shark came to investigate them. They dried themselves, then lunched on tomato sandwiches, fruit and bottled water in the shade of a gnarled olive tree that was growing at the base of the huge hill at the top of the beach. When it got to eleven-fifteen, they dressed in shirts, shorts, hats and sandals and made their way back to Luminos, in time to go to their room and hang their swimwear out to dry and pack what they needed in their backpacks. Then they went to meet Yannis outside the inn. 
 
   As they wandered through the bar, they saw him sitting at a table, having a long drink in the welcome cool and shade of the bar. On seeing them, he finished his drink, got up and took them outside. He pointed at a green jeep. 
 
   "We go in this," he said. "It's good in the foothills." 
 
   Barratt nodded. "Nice car." 
 
   Yannis smiled, clearly pleased. "Thank you, Mister Barratt. I have had many hours of good driving in it." He paused. "Are you ready to go?" he asked, suddenly serious. 
 
   "We're ready when you are," Barratt said lightly. 
 
   Yannis nodded abruptly, walked around the vehicle and climbed into the driving seat. Barratt and Penny got into the back of the jeep and sat down Yannis started the engine and set off towards the foothills. The entire journey took no more than twenty minutes. 
 
   Judging from the number of rocks, boulders, potholes, and other hazards they encountered, Barratt estimated that, had they been on foot, the entire walk would have taken him and Penny over an hour. 
 
   They sat in the back of the jeep, their hands clasped, fingers entwined. Both were comfortable in their clothing. They adjusted the ties of their straw hats, so that the slipstream wind did not blow them away. Both of them had put their small backpacks — containing food, water, jackets, and other practical items — on the jeep floor in between their feet. 
 
   During the journey, they both remained silent, each immersed in their own thoughts concerning the chimera. 
 
   Barratt still thought that they were the gullible victims of some elaborate hoax. He estimated that they'd probably end up looking down a ravine or into a cave at a tatty mountain lion or a mangy wild dog, or at least some sort of animal that the superstitious villagers believed was the mythical chimera. There was no doubt in Barratt's mind that the last thing he was going to see was the beast itself. 
 
   Penny, on the other hand, was very confused and very concerned. She was sure that the villagers wouldn't be scared of a normal creature like a lion, or a dog, or whatever else it was. They would simply hunt it down and kill it, thereby ending its reign of terror. For them to go to the trouble of actually locking their doors to keep it out meant that it was something powerful and relentless — something dark and terrible. Simultaneously, she felt that the chimera itself couldn't be that bad because Yannis was taking them to see it and he wouldn't deliberately endanger himself. The only other notion that presented itself — and which seemed totally ridiculous — was that the whole thing was a hoax, a pointless joke perpetrated by the whole village, simply so that the villagers could have a good laugh at the stupid tourists. For the briefest of moments, Penny wanted to be away from Aphros, away from the chimera, back at home, safe with James. 
 
   The jeep came to an abrupt halt, slewing sideways. Then Yannis cut the engine and jumped out of the jeep into the sudden silence. 
 
   Barratt and Penny looked around them, bewildered. Apart from the hills all around them and a blanket of deep blue sky, there was absolutely nothing to see. The sides of the hills were dry and rocky, with occasional patches of coarse, scrubby weed. The whole landscape looked harsh and desolate — somehow eerie and alien. 
 
   "Nice view," Barratt said pointedly. He could feel an ominous tension in the still air. His comment made Penny smile and relax a little. She felt very safe with James, not because he was an aggressive man, but because he was tall and broad and was someone who could quietly and confidently look after both of them. 
 
   As he clambered out of the jeep, Penny watched him closely, very aware of his taut, trim body, the muscular form which had given her so much pleasure last night and that morning — his gentle, but firm touch, his warm kisses and his hard body, above, behind and below her, with her riding him hard, both of them thrashing their way to great heights of mutual satisfaction. Penny smiled wistfully in fond recollection. 
 
   Barratt became aware of her gaze and turned to face her, catching the expression and immediately understanding it. He smiled broadly and gave her a there's-plenty-more-where-that-came-from look. 
 
   Penny got out of the jeep, her groin tingling pleasantly. She moved around the vehicle to stand next to James. 
 
   Yannis slung a backpack over his shoulders and turned to face them.
 
   "Ten minutes to reach the cottage, after that, ten more to reach the chimera's land," he said, before turning abruptly and setting off along a narrow, barely-defined trail. Barratt and Penny grabbed their own backpacks and followed, holding hands. 
 
   After a few minutes of walking, they found that the hill steepened considerably and walking abreast became impossible. They continued the climb, Yannis in front, Penny next, and Barratt at the rear, admiring the sight of Penny's delightful buttocks moving beneath the thin material of her shorts as she climbed. 
 
   The three of them eventually reached a clearing and Yannis called a halt. They stopped, pausing to look, delighted, at the tiny cottage that stood at the edge of the clearing. It was obviously uninhabited, but was very well maintained. Barratt questioned Yannis about this.
 
   "The cottage belongs to me, but I moved out of it and into the village, you know, for safety. From time to time I come out and do any repairs that need doing." 
 
   "And see the chimera?" Penny asked. 
 
   Yannis nodded. "Yes," he said quickly. Then he added: "If you would be so kind as to wait here, I will take Mister Barratt to the border of the chimera's land. It won't take long. If you go into the cottage and lock the door, you will be perfectly safe."
 
   "Wouldn't it be better if we all stayed together?" Penny asked, surprising Barratt, but not Yannis, who immediately shook his head emphatically. 
 
   "No," he insisted. "It is much too dangerous."
 
   "Oh, come on, Yannis," Penny protested. "We haven't so much as seen anything dangerous yet. Surely it won't hurt if I come with you. It's got to be a lot safer than having me stay here on my own." 
 
   Barratt nodded in agreement. "That's true. Penny's come this far. She might as well come with us the rest of the way. Let's all go together, safety in numbers and all that. What do you say?"
 
   After a few moments of thought, Yannis threw up his hands in defeat, then nodded and smiled grimly. "Very well. But you must both be very careful. You must keep your conversation to whispers. The chimera has very alert ears." 
 
   Having said this, he set off along the trail again, moving up the hill, away from the cottage. Barratt and Penny hurried to catch up with him. 
 
   The two hundred metre long trail ended abruptly at the edge of a deep ravine. The ravine itself was about half a kilometre wide. The view, which consisted of hills, valleys, rock formations, olive groves and vine-filled glades was beautiful beyond anything Barratt and Penny had so far seen on their holiday. From where they stood, looking back the way they had come, they could see the village of Luminos, tiny with distance and blurred by the constant heat haze. But the most impressive feature of the panoramic view was the huge almost circular column of gnarled, pitted and fissured rock that stood less than thirty metres from where they all stood. 
 
   It appeared to have burst up out of the ravine floor — a tall pillar of solid limestone, measuring at least three hundred metres in diameter and reaching upwards, stretching towards the sky, finally halting its climb when it had grown a few feet higher than the lip of the ravine they were standing on. 
 
   Stretched between the edge of the ravine and the column of rock was a bridge. 
 
   Barratt and Penny looked at it, and then exchanged glances of consternation, for it was a construction made entirely of rope and flimsy wood which looked very precarious, maybe even deadly. 
 
   Yannis pointed at the top of the column of rock. 
 
   "That," he said grandly, "is the home — the lair — of the chimera."
 
   "You mean to say we've got to cross that thing?" Barratt said incredulously, pointing at the rope bridge. 
 
   Yannis nodded. "It is very safe, Mister Barratt, despite its very frail appearance. Someone such as yourself will have no difficulty crossing it. Neither will Miss Ward. I have used it myself recently and it is much stronger than it looks, please believe me."
 
   Barratt thought about this for a moment. "Lead on then," he said, hitching his backpack into place on his back and mentally preparing himself for the crossing. He was brought up short by Yannis' abrupt headshake and his next comment. 
 
   "This is as far as I go." 
 
   Barratt stared at Yannis, seeing a resolute — almost stubborn — expression on his face, but also seeing something else below that expression — a hint of concern, or maybe even fear. Barratt sighed mentally and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a small roll of cash and held two large denomination notes out to Yannis. 
 
   "If I give you these, will you take us the rest of the way?"
 
   Yannis looked at the money, aware of the many wonderful things he could buy with such instant wealth. Despite this knowledge, he had no intention of taking any more money from this ignorant foreigner, for to do so would mean that he would have to cross the bridge and enter the chimera's hunting ground. This he would never do. Besides, his plans had already been ruined — the woman had refused to wait in the cottage, and he was not prepared to let anything else go wrong. No, let them go alone and let the chips fall where they fall. Whatever was left to be salvaged from the situation he would salvage later. 
 
   "This is as far as I go," Yannis said. "I will wait for you in the cottage." Without another word, he moved back down the trail, heading for the cottage. 
 
   "Yannis! Please!" Barratt called. The old guide stopped and turned back to face him, but made no attempt to walk back to where Barratt stood.
 
   "Over the bridge is the chimera's land," Yannis called. "I have brought you to it, as we agreed. I will go no further." He turned and walked away abruptly. 
 
   "You were paid to take us to see the chimera!" Barratt shouted after Yannis' retreating back. "Not to show us a fucking rope bridge!" 
 
   Yannis did not look back and in a moment had turned a comer of the trail and was lost from view. 
 
   "The chimera doesn't fucking exist!" Barratt yelled angrily. Penny took his hand. 
 
   "James," she said. Barratt looked at her for a moment and, as it always did when he saw Penny, his anger immediately dissipated. 
 
   "Yeah, I know," he said, guessing what she was going to say next. "Me being right doesn't alter the real facts." 
 
   "Exactly. We're here — Yannis isn't. We can cross the bridge to see the chimera — or whatever it is, or we can go back. They're our choices. I want to have a look at it and I'm not worried about the bridge." 
 
   Barratt thought about this for a few seconds. Once again Penny had cut through all of the emotional clutter and found the central fact — the crux of the reality they were in. There was a choice to make — go forward or go backwards. It was the only choice anyone ever made. Ultimately, it was the only choice that there was to be made regarding anything. And Penny had, in her inimitable way, held it up for him to see. That was all. 
 
   Barratt put his arms around her waist and kissed the tip of her nose. It was one of his ways of saying thank you. Then their lips met and they kissed out of love and affection and lust and admiration for each other. When the long kiss ended, they remained in their embrace, each reluctant to let go of the other. 
 
   Finally, they released each other simultaneously, but — reluctant to part completely — clasped hands, interlocking their fingers. Then they stood and contemplated the bridge and the pinnacle of rock it led to. 
 
   The bridge hung limply over the ravine, looking more like a loose tether than a bridge. The twin parallel ropes that held the footboards in place were secured to the bases of a pair of two metre high wooden posts. Two more ropes — serving as hand rails — were tied around the posts at their halfway points. Crossing the bridge would be risky, Barratt decided, but clearly possible. Of course, they could simply forget the whole thing and go back to Luminos. 
 
   Barratt studied the wooden posts carefully. He took one in his hands and tried to move it. It didn't budge. It was solid enough It was the same with the other post. 
 
   "Look!" Penny exclaimed as he stepped back. She was pointing at the post. Barratt saw instantly what she was pointing at. He was surprised he hadn't noticed them himself. High up, cut into the surface of the hard wood were a few hieroglyphics. Despite his lack of knowledge, Barratt knew enough about Greece to know that he was seeing words from the Greek alphabet. 
 
   "I wonder what it says?" he mused aloud. 
 
   "Probably something like: 'Turn back or die', I should imagine," Penny said dryly. Barratt laughed, but the laugh, although genuine, was strained. 
 
   "I was only joking," Penny said. 
 
   "Abandon hope all ye who cross this bridge?" Barratt suggested. 
 
   "Well I'm crossing it," Penny said with determination. "And I'm not abandoning hope." 
 
   She checked that her backpack straps were secure on her shoulders, then took hold of the hand ropes and stepped onto the bridge. It remained perfectly still — no swaying, no tilting, no movement at all, except for a very slight natural giving beneath her feet. Penny moved forward confidently. The bridge remained firm. Solid. Barratt slowly followed Penny's example. He crossed carefully, despite his surprise at the bridge's sturdiness. Penny reached the middle of the bridge and stopped, waiting for him to catch up with her. They crossed the last section together, Penny still leading, Barratt a pace behind her. 
 
   Barratt noticed that one of the hand ropes was new. He held its newness and for the briefest moment, he felt a twinge of unease as his mind held onto one particular strand of thought — the cottage, so well maintained, despite not being used, and the bridge he was now crossing, also well-maintained despite its alleged lack of use. He tried to bring the sum of the thought's disparate parts into more focus and make the whole thing more tangible, more cohesive — more meaningful than it was. He tried to find the missing piece that would make these facts mean a lot more than they currently appeared to — but before he could rationalise the seemingly irrational, he and Penny were across the bridge and standing in the land of the chimera. 
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   The bridge came to an abrupt end on a very narrow goat path that snaked away from them to the left and disappeared around a right hand comer, obscured by the side of a large stone hill. 
 
   Barratt felt sure that the path probably ran all the way around the circumference of the column's top, following the lip of the huge rock column they were now standing on. 
 
   Then, as if a blindfold had been rudely tom away from his eyes, Barratt suddenly saw every significant event that had occurred with the utmost clarity. Abruptly, and with an immense surge of adrenaline, he realised that he and Penny had embarked on something that could potentially turn out to be very real and ultimately, very dangerous. Their whole adventure on Aphros was no longer — if it had ever been — about proving that their own cultural disbelief in the authenticity of an ancient myth was more powerful than the local belief in the physical reality and the actual existence of the chimera. It was not about proving anything to anyone at all — including themselves. They were together in a survival situation. They were no longer tourists, but people in a physical — and emotional — place filled with potential danger. They were people who were going to experience something that might very well kill them. What that something was remained to be seen, but there was no longer any doubt that it was real. That it did exist. 
 
   With the truth of the reality of his and Penny's situation formed and concretised in his mind, Barratt accepted it, then tentatively stepped forward and began to follow the path. 
 
   "Coming?" he asked, as he moved past Penny. 
 
   "Just you try and stop me," Penny responded. She caught Barratt's hand and they began walking along the path side by side. She was aware that she was comforting herself, just as much as James was — just as much as she was comforting him, too. She seemed to have intuitively sensed his mood, for she made no attempt to converse with him. 
 
   They followed the perimeter path of the stone column in deliberate silence, their footsteps quiet, their breathing regular and even. It was as if they both knew that any loud noise might bring the beast to them. 
 
   As they walked, Barratt listened attentively for sounds. He heard nothing untoward. In fact, he realised quite quickly, he heard nothing at all, not so much as a cicada chirruping or a bird calling, which he felt was a sign of something ominous. He decided not to mention this to Penny. He was finding the continual silence unnerving and so tried to ease the almost unbearable tension by pointing out anything he thought unusually interesting — an unusually-coloured fern, a strange-shaped rock formation, a strangely-twisted olive tree, and once, as they rounded another corner, the vista below them — the ravine itself, initially sheer, rocky and narrow, but which eventually flattened out into a broad and beautiful valley, stretching down to the sea. He and Penny spent a few minutes looking at the scene. It was beautiful. Beyond beautiful. The sheer-sided ravine opened and spread out into a gently sloping, pine-covered valley, the sides of which were patched with a few cultivated terraces, several silver and green and black olive and almond groves, many grape vines, and groves of lemon and orange trees. Beyond the abundant valley was the Aegean Sea, a vast expanse of turquoise and cream silk carpet, its surface broken by a few pumice-coloured islands — some bigger, some smaller than Aphros. To their left, the sea stretched towards the horizon, whilst to their right, it lay unbroken for several kilometres, before stopping abruptly at the foot of the sheer, blue-misted mountains of the Peloponnese.
 
   "That's so beautiful," Penny murmured. 
 
   "Yes, it is," Barratt agreed. "Apart from you, I've never seen such beauty." 
 
   Penny's heart speeded up in response to James' declaration. She blushed. She didn't know why. She squeezed his hand, loving him. 
 
   They set off along the path again. On the hill above them, there was a faint clinking sound of metal against metal, which was too quiet for either of them to hear. 
 
   Then the beast attacked. 
 
   Something brown and snarling landed directly in front of them and, moving so fast as to make its outline and details indistinct, it launched itself at Penny. 
 
   Penny screamed as the thing grabbed her by the throat. 
 
   Barratt spun sideways and grabbed the thing's arm, breaking its grip on Penny. He then rushed forward, using his momentum and his body weight to knock it over. It crashed to the ground and was still for long enough for Barratt to get a good look. 
 
   Their attacker was a man! 
 
   He was naked and dirty and had long, dark hair. He was tanned very brown under the coating of dirt. His face was animal-like — a savage, growling mask of hatred. Around his neck was a metal collar, to which there was attached one end of a metal chain. The chain ran from the collar to the ground. Barratt looked along its length, seeing that it disappeared over the brow of the hill. He briefly wondered what the other end was attached to.
 
   Despite his fury at the man attacking Penny, Barratt almost laughed at the ridiculous creature sprawled on the ground at his feet. If he'd been of a sadistic disposition, he could have stepped forward and beaten the chained man to a pulp — easily. But he wasn't a sadist — there was a very strong ethical code that Barratt adhered to. It involved not always taking the easiest path, just because it presented itself. This was mostly because it led nowhere and time simply got wasted through following it. So he stepped back, giving the man, who was slowly climbing to his feet, a chance to retreat. 
 
   This act of decency very nearly cost Barratt his life. 
 
   The man — who one moment had seemed defenceless and dazed — suddenly launched himself directly at Barratt. Barratt saw the man coming at him, hands outstretched, teeth bared, securing chain rattling — and he dropped into a crouch. The man sailed over Barratt's head and crashed to the ground. He was on his feet in an instant and advancing fast on Barratt.
 
   Barratt was a little disconcerted by the man's speed and agility. As the man moved within reach, Barratt drove his fist forward hard, intending to punch the man's face in. Instead, his wrist was grabbed and it was Barratt who found himself spinning through the air and landing painfully on the ground, winded. He scrambled to his feet and charged at the man, his fury knowing no bounds now. There would be no more mercy, just because the man was chained He grabbed the chain and pulled it. The man was jerked towards him. Then the man imitated Barratt's action and Barratt was yanked forward. This time, instead of resisting, Barratt used his involuntary momentum to charge into the man. Barratt's head struck him in the stomach and the air whooshed out of the man's lungs. Straightening up, Barratt saw the man double over in an attempt to breathe. Barratt powered a kick into the man's face and heard a small bone snap. He then grabbed the chain again and quickly looped several lengths around the man's neck. Then, fast and brutal, Barratt pushed him off the path, into the ravine. 
 
   The man dropped over the edge. Barratt heard a strangled, keening roar, followed by a loud, wet snapping sound, followed by an abrupt silence. 
 
   Hanged! Barratt thought, abruptly pushing the thought away, somehow knowing he'd have to keep his mind firmly off what had just happened in order to take care of Penny properly. 
 
   Shaking, he ran to her. She was stretched out on the ground. Her eyes were closed. Barratt crouched down by her side and examined her. Her face and arms were bloodlessly white, as though she was in deep shock. Gently, Barratt lifted her into his arms. She was limp, unresponsive. 
 
   The ferocity of the attack had caused Penny to retreat deeply inside her own mind. From this temporary sanctuary, she'd pulled down internal eye shutters, blocked her ears to sound, detached herself from all sensory input and then carefully hidden herself within herself. She was very afraid of the beast that had attacked her. She knew that if it saw her, it would kill her. So she stayed where she was — determined to remain there until the beast was gone away for good. 
 
   Barratt, unaware of the many mental barriers Penny would have to willingly remove before she could acknowledge him or the outside world again, stared at the recumbent woman he loved, saw the depths of trauma in the slackness of her face and feared for her recovery. 
 
   I need to get her out of the sun. 
 
   Barratt turned and carried Penny towards the bridge. He would take her to Yannis' cottage, then get the old man to take them to a hospital on the mainland. Refusal was not an option. He looked tenderly at Penny as she lay, light and delicate, in his arms. He stepped between the two wooden posts of the bridge and a powerful feeling of nausea overwhelmed him. He stopped, catching his breath, recovering from the wave of sickness that had washed through him, churning his stomach, making him want to vomit violently. After a moment, the feeling passed and he stepped onto the bridge. 
 
   The centre of the bridge suddenly tilted crazily to one side, making it impossible to cross. 
 
   What the fuck is going on! 
 
   Barratt leapt back off the suddenly perilous bridge and stood looking at it in confusion. The centre stabilised and looked as it had looked when he and Penny had crossed it. Safe. Strong. Secure. 
 
   How did that happen? What caused it? 
 
   Barratt tried again. He placed his left foot on the bridge and immediately the bridge bucked and twisted, as though trying to get away from him — away from his touch. Barratt abruptly knew that the structure of the bridge was sound — that it wasn't something wrong with the bridge that was causing it to react to him the way it was reacting. It was something wrong with him. 
 
   There's far too much weird shit going on today! Barratt told himself, as he gently placed Penny on a stretch of grass and thought about the sudden dilemma facing him. He clearly couldn't cross the bridge. And climbing down the column and up the side of the ravine was utterly out of the question. So all that was left was...? 
 
   That leaves staying here! 
 
   That was all it left. As he realised this, a feeling of impotence and desolation swept through him and, for the first time in years, he felt that he was going to cry. Suppressing this urge, he focussed instead on the immediate problem of getting Penny to a hospital. 
 
   If he couldn't cross the bridge — for whatever reason — to get to Yannis, then Yannis could cross the bridge to him. Simple. 
 
   Having decided on a course of action, Barratt stood between the two bridge posts took a deep breath of the clear, clean air and shouted at the top of his voice. 
 
   "YANNIS!" 
 
   He waited for a few seconds, then yelled again. Then again. Then again. There was no answer. 
 
   Perhaps the cottage is too far away for him to hear me. 
 
   Then something else occurred to him. Perhaps he's not there. Maybe he never intended to wait for us. Perhaps he's back in Luminos. 
 
   With this possible treachery in mind, Barratt turned and again gently lifted Penny into his arms. He then set off along the path, going the way he and Penny had been going, prior to the attack. A few seconds later, he nearly tripped over something and almost went sprawling. He looked at the obstruction and saw that it was the length of chain. It hung over the lip of the rock pinnacle. 
 
   So, the bastard really did end up hanged by his own chain, did he? Tough shit. 
 
   Unable to resist, Barratt peered over the edge, into the ravine. He nearly threw up. The attacker hadn't simply been hanged by his own chain — he'd been beheaded. His body laid on a narrow ledge a few metres below the edge of the path. His head lay — also on the ledge — a short distance from it. Blood was pooling around the ragged neck of the headless corpse. The circular metal collar was still attached to the end of the chain, but it now dangled emptily in the afternoon air. The force of the drop and the weight of the man had combined to provide enough force for the metal collar to slice through the man's neck, severing his head with ease. 
 
   Barratt backed away from the edge, then stood, shocked into immobility by the violent outcome of his actions. 
 
   No mercy this time! his mind rebuked. It's a survival situation! 
 
   Despite knowing that his mind was shielding him from — and simultaneously revealing to him — the truth, Barratt still felt guilty for taking another human life. Then another part of him — a practical, competent part of him that always surfaced during times of stress and trauma — came into play. 
 
   Pull yourself together, Barratt! Penny needs help! 
 
   Galvanised, Barratt decided to follow the chain, rather than the path, knowing that it would lead to wherever their attacker had been sheltering. He followed it for several metres, finding that carrying Penny grew more difficult, not because she was particularly heavy or unwieldy, but because of the effort needed to carry her over stretches of very rocky terrain. He finally reached the end of the chain. It was secured to a large wooden post, set into the ground in the centre of a dusty, rock-strewn clearing. 
 
   At one side of the clearing — Barratt's left — there was a wide fissure in the rock hill, which looked like a cave entrance. It was about a metre and a half across and two metres high. 
 
   Barratt carried Penny into it. As he entered the gloom, his nostrils were assailed by a dank, animal stench that permeated the enclosed space. Inside, once his eyes had become accustomed to the gloom, Barratt saw that it was set out like a reasonable-sized bed-sitting room. Set back against the wall furthest from the entrance was a rough wooden frame, covered by two or three grimy blankets. It had obviously served as a makeshift bed. 
 
   Barratt carried Penny over to it and placed her on it carefully. He then unslung her backpack and lay her down. Then he unslung his own backpack and reached into it, pulling out his rolled up jacket. He lifted Penny's head gently and placed the jacket beneath it. It would serve well enough as a pillow. He kissed her forehead gently. 
 
   Please recover, please recover, please recover, Barratt pleaded in desperate silence. Then, remaining next to the unmoving woman, he upended both of their backpacks and spilled the contents onto the hard-packed earth cave floor. He quickly itemised their provisions. It was a meagre supply. Two bottles of water. One Swiss Army knife. Two bars of nougat — slightly soft. One packet of chewing gum. One paperback book — a collection of short stories by Angela Carter. A Greek phrasebook. A spiral notepad and two pens. A plastic zip lock bag containing his and Penny's passports, driving licences, plane tickets and a wad of Greek and Euro currency. That was it.
 
   Once his inventory was finished, he looked around the cave. He saw a metal bowl by the cave entrance. Next to it was a small wooden dish. These utensils were presumably for eating and drinking with, although what there was to eat was still a bit of a mystery. Other than that, there was nothing else in the cave. 
 
   He lay down beside Penny, resolved to go and examine the clearing more closely before it got dark. Night fell with tropical swiftness in Greece. His body suddenly felt unusually tired and heavy. 
 
   Probably the aftermath of all the shit that's happened today! he told himself. 
 
   He would rest for a minute or two and then start his survey. He closed his eyes on the remainder of day ten of his and Penny's holiday, gave in to the fatigue and promptly fell asleep. 
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   As Yannis made his way back down to the village, he heard the woman scream. The sound of it — so full of fear and despair — made him smile broadly. 
 
   So, the beast has claimed the woman, has it? That is good. And with the woman dead, the man, Barratt, will be in shock and all the easier for the beast to kill. Things are turning out better than I expected. 
 
   After a steady downhill walk, he reached his jeep — not really his, but a communal one owned by the village — and drove back to Luminos He drove fast, not because he feared the approaching night, but because he had much to tell the villagers. 
 
   Upon reaching Luminos, he entered Marcos' bar and was greeted warmly, but with the proper respect and deference that was due to the Keeper of the Beast. This was as it had always been and how it should always be. He was given ouzo, water, a glass and a bowl of olives, as well as the most comfortable chair in the place and a chance to relax in it. Then the questions started. 
 
   Was the man suitable? Did he see the chimera before it killed him'? Had it killed him immediately, or had it toyed with him first? Was it pleased with the offering? When would the woman be fed to it? And so on.
 
   Yannis smiled, nodded and patiently answered all of their questions. He gave them the answers they wanted — needed — to hear, ones that were not truthful. He did not want anyone to know that the man and woman had bribed him, that they had gone to see the chimera together, that he had not been able to kill the woman and keep her body for future feeding. So he told the villagers the things that would please them and keep them all feeling safe and secure — make them think that he was the only one who could do his particular job, make them think that he, Yannis, the Keeper of the Beast, was irreplaceable. Invaluable.
 
   After a while, satisfied with his answers, they left him alone, but kept him supplied with ouzo and olives. He drank in silence and reviewed his day, somehow managing to find much that pleased him about the day's work, despite the couple's annoying — and inconvenient — divergence from his plans. He estimated that the chimera now had enough food for two weeks, which meant he could take his time looking for further victims. In fact, he had enough time to send a couple of men to the mainland and search for transients, beggars or derelicts — they were safest and there were always plenty of them around at this time of year. Tourists were fine, but only occasionally; otherwise, too many questions got asked. Luckily, with this couple, it was very good because Aristos, one of the Luminos villagers, had brought them across from the mainland to Aphros in his caique. Apart from that one private transaction between the couple and the boat-owner, there was absolutely no link between them and the island — and more importantly, no visible link between them and the village of Luminos. There was no receipt for the boat trip, and Aristos swore that no one had witnessed the crossing. All that remained to be done was to share the couple's meagre property amongst the more needy villagers and it would be as though they had vanished into thin air. 
 
   As he considered this, something amusing occurred to Yannis and he chuckled. Marcos, ever vigilant, looked over at him quizzically. 
 
   "Share the joke," he said. 
 
   "When we share out their things, do I get the lion's share?" Yannis asked. 
 
   Marcos and some of the others laughed. It was an old joke, but one that they liked. Especially after things had gone so well and the chimera was once more appeased. 
 
   "Are you kidding?" Marcos retorted, which produced more laughter. 
 
   "If anything needs weighing," a young man named Costas added, "I have the scales." 
 
   This was a new one and everyone joined in the laughter now. No one could think of any further chimera-related puns and the laughter faded of its own accord. They all knew that Yannis had started the punning because he had something important to say to them all, so they quietened down to listen. Finally, Yannis spoke. 
 
   "I estimate that we have two to three weeks before more food is needed. I suggest we use that time wisely. Two of you need to go to the mainland and bring back more food. I'd prefer them alive, but if you have to kill them, then so be it." He paused and looked carefully at the solemn faces. "Who will go?" 
 
   "I will," said Philipe. "I will take my brother's van."
 
   "And I will go with him," Dimitri announced. 
 
   "And I too," Nikos volunteered. 
 
   There was a chorus of approval from the villagers. The three men were young and strong and would perhaps be able to bring back quite a few victims. 
 
   "I can provide them with something that will put a person to sleep temporarily," said Miltos, a retired chemist. 
 
   "That's a good idea," Yannis said approvingly. "How long is temporarily?" 
 
   Miltos shrugged. "How long will they need?"
 
   "Three hours," Yannis said without hesitation.
 
   "I can arrange for that," the former chemist said. 
 
   There was a surge of excitement in the bar and everyone started talking fast. Yannis signalled Marcos, who picked up an ashtray and pounded it on the wooden bar until everyone had stopped talking. 
 
   "Transients, beggars and derelicts," Yannis said into the silence. "That is all. I do not want a repeat of two years ago. Understand?" 
 
   The three men nodded. So did everyone else. Several shifted uncomfortably. 
 
   "That wasn't us, Yannis," Nikos protested. "That was Alexander."
 
   Yannis held up a placatory hand. "I know," he said. "I'm simply trying to make it clear to everyone, you three included, that easy targets that are not transients, beggars or derelicts are to be avoided. Got it?"
 
   "Yes, Yannis," the three volunteers said in unison. Yannis nodded in satisfaction and everyone relaxed. 
 
   Marcos filled a huge metal jug with ouzo and passed it to the end of the bar with instructions that everyone's glass was to be filled. As this wish was complied with, Yannis sat back and thought about the reason he had for insisting on a particular type of victim. 
 
   Two years previously, one of the village fishermen, Nanos, had volunteered to go to Athens and find fresh meat for the chimera. His choice had endangered the whole village, for he had brought a businessman back to Luminos, thinking the man would be good for chimera food. The businessman was not stupid and he had, it soon transpired, simply been acting kindly to someone he had thought was a simpleton — a mental defective. It was only after Yannis' intervention — providing the businessman's body for the detectives who had come to the island looking for him — that had saved the entire village from a conspiracy to murder charge. The businessman's autopsy had revealed that he'd died from a heart attack, thus exonerating the village of any culpability regarding his death.
 
   Six months later, Nanos's body had been washed up on the island after a boating accident. Only his immediate family had attended his funeral. After a few weeks, Yannis had insisted that Nanos's family should no longer be ostracised — they had paid enough for their relative's stupidity. Within hours, the harmony of Luminos was fully restored and a valuable lesson had been learned. 
 
   Yannis signalled for Marcos to keep the three volunteers supplied with drinks for the evening, then got up and made his way to the washroom, thinking of the next stage of his plans for the chimera. 
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   When Barratt awoke, his head was pounding, his throat was dry and raw, and his back felt as if it had been broken in three different places. He felt as though he was suffering from a massive hangover. He opened his eyes to total blackness and temporary memory loss. He panicked. 
 
   Where am I? Where's this place? Where's Penny? 
 
   At the thought of Penny, his recollection of everything — the trip with Yannis, crossing the bridge, the attack by the chained man, the cave — came back to him with a sudden and immediate clarity. He reached out in the dark and touched Penny's warm sleeping form. Satisfied, he sat up quickly, knowing everything he needed to know at that precise moment. As he moved, he heard the clinking of metal in the darkness. He tensed, suddenly expecting something to happen, although, at the same time, he was aware of a feeling of restriction around his neck and throat and instantly knew that there was no real external threat. He reached up tentatively, certain of what he would find before he'd actually felt it. 
 
   The metal collar encircled his neck. The chain was attached to it.
 
   What's this? 
 
   Suddenly scared, Barratt got up and made his way out of the cave. The chain rattled and followed him. He stood up and stretched to relieve the ache in his back. 
 
   It was night. There was only a thin sliver of moon shining down onto the clearing. There was a faint, sweet-smelling breeze. Other than that, the night was warm, silent and still. 
 
   Barratt felt at the collar around his neck. He ran his fingers around it, trying to find the locking mechanism. Improbably, it appeared to be one continuous band of metal with no join, lock or break in its continuity. Puzzled and a little worried, Barratt investigated the chain that was linked around the collar. It was solid and strong. The links, like the collar, seemed to have no seam or join. Perplexed, Barratt moved forward, following the long length of chain. It led, as he knew it would, to the huge wooden stake in the centre of the clearing. Much of the chain was coiled at the base of the stake. Barratt looked carefully at the stake. It was made of white wood and it was big — about four metres high and had three sides, each of them about half a metre wide. Carved into the three sides were symbols and hieroglyphics — similar to the ones in the bridge posts. Time and the elements had worn at them, but although obviously aged, they were still very distinct — even by moonlight. Some of them were pictures that were easily decipherable, but the words were beyond Barratt's linguistic abilities. He turned his attention instead to the chain, seeing that it went inside the base of the wooden stake. There was a thick metal staple running through the stake. It was this that was holding the chain in place. Barratt crouched down and took a firm grip on the chain.
 
   Who the fuck has done this to me? he thought. I bet it was that bastard Yannis. If it was, as soon as I'm out of this, I'm going to find him and wrap this chain around his neck and pull it very fucking tight. 
 
   Barratt pulled the chain hard, hoping to yank it free from its housing. As he pulled, a sudden jolt of agonising, burning heat travelled along the chain and seared his neck and suffused his body, making him scream in pain. He fell to the ground and dropped the chain. The intense burning stopped immediately. Barratt stayed still for a moment, clearing his head, resting his body. The burning jolt had felt a lot like an electric current. 
 
   Have those village bastards wired the chain and collar up to a generator, so that every time I try to free myself they send a few volts into me? he wondered. If so, they must be nearby. Someone must be able to see what I'm doing. 
 
   Barratt stood up. 
 
   "Yannis!" he shouted into the darkness. "Yannis, unlock this fucking chain!" 
 
   His voice echoed amongst the surrounding hills, then came back to him, but there was no answer. 
 
   Barratt stepped over to the stake. He grabbed it, intending to heave it over, levering it from the ground. The palms of his hands touched the wood and sizzled. The stake was unbearably hot, far too hot to touch. He let go quickly, nursing his blistered hands. As soon as he let go, the pain vanished. Surprised, but glad, Barratt sat down on the ground and contemplated the stake. He was confused and angry. 
 
   They've wired it somehow, he told himself. I don't know how, but somehow the stake and the chain are wired so that every time I try to free myself I get zapped with a few hundred volts. 
 
   Realising the futility of any further escape attempts, Barratt got up and padded back to the cave. He peered in at Penny, but was unable to see her in the pitch-blackness of its interior. He entered and went over to her, feeling for her in the dark. He moved to her wrist. Her pulse was reasonably strong. Tenderly, but unhappily, he traced his fingers over her face and she stirred a little, whimpering softly. He made his way out of the cave again and wandered around the clearing. He was searching for a pool of water or a stream. 
 
   There has to be a water supply, he reasoned. The man who was chained before me must have had something to keep him alive. Must have had. 
 
   A more insistent voice of reason stated that that would depend on how long he'd been chained up. 
 
   Finding the clearing completely devoid of water, Barratt moved a little further afield, climbing over rocks, looking for the source of the liquid of life. As he moved clumsily over the rock-strewn ground, with the length of chain dragging behind him, Barratt became aware of — and angry at — his city-bred clumsiness. His rubber-soled boots seemed to be hampering his progress. Scarcely thinking about what he was doing, he sat down and took off his boots and socks. He felt an instant — and almost indescribable — sense of freedom at this most simple of actions. 
 
   He rolled his socks up and stuffed them into one of the boots. Then, holding the boots in one hand, Barratt stepped forward, finding his instinct had been correct — that he was suddenly able to make more rapid progress. His bare feet held onto the rocks easily and it was almost as if he was thinking ahead, plotting the easiest way from one point to the next. As he agilely leapt from one outcropping of rock to the next, Barratt felt schizophrenically disembodied — as though there were two of him; the agile, rock-leaping Barratt and, further back in his psyche, the city-bred Barratt — the clumsy and scared man who stumbled over rocks and tended towards amelioration in all of his dealings. At that particular moment, despite his awareness of this mental and emotional schism, he made no attempt to unite the two disparate elements, for the rational part of him had no current use for his former self. That particular Barratt would be too much of a hindrance to have around. 
 
   Making rapid progress, he made his way to the full extent of the chain. It took him to the very edge of the rock column that was now his prison — and his home. Then he skirted the entire circumference of the top of the stone cylinder. Nothing. Just rocks, hills, coarse grass, weeds, one or two trees, the bridge, the chain, the stake, the cave, himself and Penny, his meagre possessions — and that was it. Nothing else. No sign of a water supply at all. Nothing. Crossing the path he'd fought the chained man on — but refraining from looking over the side, for he'd no wish to be re-acquainted with those grisly remains — Barratt bounded over the rocks, making his way back towards the cave. Reaching it, he stopped at its entrance and sat down on the ground. He felt restless. He wanted to roam, but he wanted to be near Penny too. He wanted to be with her, but he wanted to explore the night — to wander in and out of the hills, to leap from rock to rock, boulder to boulder, breathing in the magical night air. He wanted freedom — the real reason, and in many ways the only reason, for being alive. 
 
   He sprang to his feet again and approached the stake warily. It gleamed palely in the moonlight. He would not touch this burning thing that held him prisoner. Neither would he yank on the chain. Not just yet. But a time would come when he would break free from this imposed captivity and then... And then he would deal out retribution to his captors. Painful retribution. Oh yes! 
 
   For the briefest of moments, a blood-soaked image filled Barratt's mind — an image that he made no attempt to reject or pull away from; an image that he did not feel sickened by, but which he actually welcomed. In his mind he pictured the villagers of Luminos fleeing en masse from his fury, many of them stretched out, dead at his feet, their puny bodies torn apart, mutilated beyond recognition. The image made Barratt smile in the darkness. Then he checked himself. 
 
   Is that what I want? Revenge? 
 
   No, it wasn’t. Not really. But it wasn't the image of blood that decided him. It was Penny. For what he wanted was to be free. What he wanted was for Penny to be well again. What he wanted was to have his freedom back so that he could take Penny and himself away from this waterless place; so that they could both recover from the attack and put any notion of the chimera behind them. The chimera. The fucking chimera! That had been the start of it all! That had been the cause of their misery and their current predicament. A mythical beast. A creature that didn't exist, had never existed and would never exist. A myth. That's what it was — all it was. A story, nothing more. No, not even that, for it was only a poetic fragment in Homer's The Iliad. A story of a few lines that adults had once told each other and their children, usually — according to tradition — for some moral purpose. The chimera story was probably told to reinforce belief in the gods and to promote courage in the face of adversity — or some similar function. And that was it.
 
   Yet even as he thought this, Barratt knew he was lying to himself. The chimera wasn't really the cause of anything. His wanting to see the chimera was the cause of the current situation. His stupidity. His arrogance. His barely-hidden xenophobia, which had manifested itself as a strong desire to pour scorn on the islanders' beliefs by revealing their chimera to be anything but a chimera. He had agreed to Yannis' suggestion because he'd wanted to point out the ignorance of the people of Aphros. He had wanted to show the villagers of Luminos that their beliefs regarding the chimera were stupid, primitive and untrue.
 
   And now he was chained up and unable to free himself.
 
   Frustrated, Barratt felt again at the metal collar. There had to be a way to unlock it, but he could feel no join, no seam, no lock, although reason told him that there had to be a way he could release himself from it. It couldn't be a continuous, unbroken piece of metal, despite seeming to be. Eventually, he dropped his hands from it, defeated. He was unable, for the moment, to fully comprehend the implications of his imprisonment. He knew what his and Penny's fate would be if they went for too long without water or some sort of sustenance. 
 
   Wearily, Barratt went into the cave and stretched out on the ground next to Penny's warm, sleeping form. He put his arm around her and held her gently. Again, she stirred restlessly at his touch. Was she aware of him as James Barratt? he wondered. Did she know that he was doing his best to look after her? He smiled grimly in the darkness. He wasn't doing a very good job of that, was he? 
 
   This particular thought made him angry. He would do everything he could to keep them both alive — and he had no intention of dying. Tomorrow would be a new day for discovery. He would find a way to free himself and get Penny the medical help she needed. For the moment though, all he could do was hold her and comfort her. Himself too. 
 
   And that was how he slept.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The wicked-looking blade of the brandished knife glittered in the bright afternoon sunlight. 
 
   The stocky man came at him low and fast, but Barratt was faster. Much faster. He simply turned to one side, away from the knife's slashing arc, then reached out his left hand — a hand that was now a huge, hairy claw with evil-looking and razor-sharp talons where his nails had been — and dug them into the side of the man's head. 
 
   The man screamed and slashed frantically, but futilely, with the knife.
 
   Barratt pulled hard and ripped the man's face off. Without thinking of his actions, but simply acting on instinct, he crammed the ripped chunk of skin and flesh into his maw, wanting — needing — to taste blood and meat. He swallowed and the hunger for more burned through him. He reached out and pulled the staggering, screaming man's head from his body... 
 
   Barratt awoke with a start. He sat up in the dark, shivering and feeling sick. His body was slicked with cold sweat. 
 
   A nightmare. It was a nightmare, that was all. A horrible dream.
 
   Having assured himself that this was so, he touched Penny gently, then lay back down. When he eventually fell asleep again, there were no more nightmares.
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   Sunlight streamed onto Barratt's face and pulled him from sleep. 
 
   He opened his eyes, closed them quickly, and opened them again — this time carefully squinting, rubbed his face, then looked around, not sure at that exact moment where he was. Then he remembered everything. And reached out for Penny — who wasn't there! Barratt jumped up, alarmed. Then he saw her — and immediately understood why she hadn't been next to him when he'd awoken. Penny hadn't moved — he had. During his sleep, without being aware of it, he'd moved across the cave towards the entrance. Which was why the bright mid-day sunlight had awoken him. It was as if he'd unconsciously sought the open air — or the night, even when asleep. He found this thought a little disturbing. 
 
   Pushing it from his mind, he crossed to where Penny was stretched out and crouched down beside her. Her eyes were still closed and for one long moment of dread, Barratt thought she was dead. Then he saw the shallow rise and fall of her breasts and the terror left him and he relaxed a little. 
 
   She's alive, but for how much longer? 
 
   Barratt took the water bottle and wet her lips. Penny's tongue flicked out and licked her lips. She gave no other indication that she knew he was there. 
 
   It's as though she's asleep and awake, alive and dead, conscious and unconscious — all at the same time, Barratt reflected, uncomprehendingly.
 
   "Penny?" he said softly. "Are you awake?" 
 
   There was no response. 
 
   Wanting to do something practical, Barratt lifted Penny into a sitting position and used one of the bowls to give her some more water. She did not take it, but when he placed the bowl next to her mouth, she guzzled from it thirstily. During her drinking, she did not open her eyes, nor did she respond to his questions. To Barratt, it seemed as though she was drinking by instinct, whilst still unconscious, although he wasn't sure that such a thing was actually possible. When Penny had finished the water, he eased her back down onto the bed, where she closed her eyes and seemed to drift into an uneasy sleep. Because she had made no effort to look at him, to acknowledge him, or to speak to him, Barratt knew that the attack by the chained man was the initial psychological reason for Penny's behaviour. 
 
   It's almost as though she's retreated into her own mind, he thought, not realising how accurate his speculations were. The fact that she was still in it was because the danger of the attack still existed for her, even though it had ceased to exist in the external world. Therefore she would remain in it until any notion of threat or attack had gone away. 
 
   Is it me who's keeping her in this state? he wondered incoherently, although he knew that logically, he could not be the reason for Penny's continued semi-conscious state, just as he knew that his inaction was not helping her to return to her normal, conscious state.
 
   Pondering on what to do for the best, he got up and went out of the cave. As he made his way across the clearing, he looked at the stake and the chain to which he was attached. Sudden understanding hit him like a blow.
 
   I'm beast food!
 
   His mind scrambled hurriedly over the variety of disparate facts, piecing all of the seemingly unconnected details together. His conclusion was the only possible one. 
 
   That's why I'm here, chained up — so that the chimera — whatever the fuck it is — can eat me! 
 
   He found a patch of shade and sat down in it, thinking over this new — but not really new — seemingly obvious fact. According to Yannis, the chimera occasionally attacked the village. Therefore, in order to mollify the beast, the villagers of Luminos probably fed the odd tourist to it. They kept it in food so that it left them alone. Sometimes the food was a longhaired and dirty man, another time it was a holidaying couple. The whole thing — right from the start — had been a ploy, a deliberate plot against him and Penny. Right down to the locking of the bar door to keep the chimera out, as Marcos had said. The whole thing was nothing more than it a trick to get his curiosity aroused, so that he'd want to see the beast. Obviously it wasn't really a chimera, but rather a wild creature that had developed a taste for human flesh — a mountain lion, a bear, or even a large snake.
 
   Whatever it is, they're scared of it and have chained me here to be its dinner. 
 
   Barratt leaned back against a large rock and began thinking carefully about the best way to escape from his single-strand prison. As he thought, he studied the chain idly, knowing it was too strong to break. 
 
   A slight movement on a rock a little to his right caught his eye. A small green-grey lizard scuttled abruptly and jerkily into view and halted, temporarily frozen into immobility as it leisurely absorbed the rays of the hot sun. Barratt stayed perfectly still, amused by the lizard's constant rapid eye movements — the grey eyeballs that darted up and down and from side to side, never ceasing to look for predator or prey. The eye movements were so fast; the creature's body so still, that it looked as though it was in conflict with itself. It stayed in its sunbathing position for nearly twenty minutes, before suddenly continuing its forward scuttle. It ran along the top of a line of rocks — a line that took it away from Barratt. He saw its peculiar waddling, lurching gait, its back legs seemingly not in sync with its front legs — as though there were two distinct and different lizard halves joined together. Again, it seemed to be in opposition to itself. Barratt watched its receding old man's waddle until it was gone from sight. Saddened by its disappearance, Barratt sat for a few moments, thinking about how the island kept showing him facets of the natural world that were still untouched by urbanity — by civilisation. 
 
   It's raw nature, Barratt told himself, and it's not been sullied by an all-consuming western culture. So far. 
 
   Of course, he knew that Greece was inexorably being turned into the ultimate package holiday resort — and that eventually, as with other countries that had been benignly colonised and imperialised by the tourist industry, Greece would lose much of its native charm and individuality. He knew the irony of thinking such thoughts whilst having contributed to and benefited from tourism. 
 
   All this from one lizard, Barratt thought wryly, but he knew it wasn't so. What he did know was, in some obscure way the lizard had disturbed some primordial, primeval, or primal facet of himself — that it had awakened some long dormant race memories buried within him — ones that had not been needed for thousands of years by modem man. The lizard had stirred instincts within him that had not been used since the time that mankind had opened its eyes for the very first time and named all of the creatures it saw. He was unsure how he knew this — it was a series of feelings, rather than one coherent or articulate thought. But those feelings had been real — and he had felt them moving fluidly within himself. They felt as though they had power. 
 
   Not fully understanding his emotional turmoil, but glad he'd seen the lizard, Barratt turned his attention back to the chain that secured him to the pinnacle of rock. He needed to break free. He had no tools, so therefore the chain was unbreakable. The same applied to the collar — besides, even if he had tools, it was too close to his throat to risk attempting cutting it. The only other possibility was the stake itself. 
 
   It's wood, so perhaps I can cut through it! 
 
   Having decided on a course of action, Barratt got up and went into the cave to get the Swiss Army knife He crossed the darkened interior and knelt down by Penny. At the sight of her stretched out on the bed, helpless and vulnerable, his anger dispersed for a few moments. He stared at her face, the face of the woman he loved, the face of the only woman he'd ever loved. Prior to Penny, he'd either respected or thought highly of his then partner. On two occasions he'd simply tolerated. But Penny was the only woman who moved him deeply — made him love her for who she was, who she would be and what she did. He gently cupped her face in his large hands and, for the briefest of moments considered tearing the beautiful face free from the suffering body and kissing it, touching it, worshipping it — not devouring, of course, although at that moment, a deep hunger was raging through his body — a hunger that needed to be appeased.
 
   Shocked, Barratt let go of Penny quickly. 
 
   What the fuck just happened? 
 
   Had he really just sat there and calmly thought of ripping off Penny's face and eating it? A sense of dread filled him. 
 
   What's happening to me! 
 
   Scared, Barratt picked up the knife and left the cave quickly, shaking his head in disbelief at his thoughts. As he headed towards the pale wood stake, a thought occurred to him.
 
   It's lack of water, he told himself. It's making me act crazily. Making me think crazy things. 
 
   At the thought of water, Barratt's head jerked up and he sniffed the air. 
 
   Something! 
 
   Something smelling of the iron tang of water wafted towards him. It was a clear and strong scent. Not stopping to think about what he was doing, Barratt dropped the knife and was off across the rocks before it had clattered to the ground. He moved nimbly and agilely, his feet moving automatically, without any conscious prompting from him, finding footholds, avoiding loose stones and treacherous hollows. 
 
   He stopped in his tracks. 
 
   Something was happening to him! He wasn't sure what, but he remained motionless as a definite feeling of mental metamorphosis took place within his mind. 
 
   Water. 
 
   That had been the key to change. Or rather, the thought of water. At the precise moment he'd thought about water, his body had turned of its own volition and he'd moved rapidly towards a section of his rock prison in which there was a small pool of fresh water. He had no idea how he knew this, but he did know it for certain. It was very like being able to smell water, but it wasn't only a matter of scent. It was something more — an inherent knowledge. A knowing. No, that couldn't be right, for he'd only just thought of it — and if he'd known of its existence, he'd have collected some water the previous night. 
 
   Barratt bounded forward, half-hoping he was wrong. 
 
   He wasn't. 
 
   Nestled in between two large boulders was a small pool of water with a bubbling undercurrent. A few stringy-looking plants were tentatively growing in the rocky soil that had accumulated over time between the rocks, their leafy stems hanging in the clear water. Bright sunlight dappled the pool's surface. 
 
   It had been there all along. 
 
   Barratt wondered as to the probability of what he was seeing. Not only was he doubtful and concerned about how easily he'd found the pool of water once he'd decided to, but he was also very sceptical about its actual existence here at the top of the huge column of rock he was on. To him, it was unlikely that a spring would have forced its way up through tons of rock simply to accumulate in a pool with no outlet of any kind. It was almost as though it was an artificially produced pool — artificially produced for the sole purpose of keeping the person chained to the stake alive. 
 
   Abruptly, he pushed these thoughts from his mind. He stretched out on the ground and plunged his hands into the cool water. He cupped his hands and filled them with water, which he guzzled greedily. The water, slightly metallic in taste, hit his stomach hard and he retched once and threw it back up, only just managing to turn away from the pool and vomit onto the ground and not in the water. 
 
   He made himself slow down, dipping his cupped hands back into the water and sipping from them gently. He waited for a moment, satisfied only after the water stayed down. Then he rinsed the taste of vomit from his mouth and washed the dirt from his face. He immediately felt better.
 
   And now for Penny, he thought, leaping to his feet and racing back to the cave. He entered and checked on how she was. There was no discernible change in her. He picked up the water bottle and the two bowls and headed back to the pool, where he filled all three receptacles. He then walked slowly and carefully back to the cave, the chain dragging behind him, clanking on the ground with each step. 
 
   Back inside the cave, he squatted next to Penny and wet her lips. Again he sat her up and made her drink. Again she drank, but gave no indication that she knew he was there with her. She simply drank, then slipped back into her strange sleep. 
 
   Despite this, just knowing that she was not going to die of thirst made Barratt happier than he had been since his imprisonment. Still, he was very troubled by the strange events that had started occurring — the strange feeling of changing, the ability to cross hazardous terrain easily — barefoot too, and the ability to find water so easily. How had he been able to do that, despite not really searching for it? How was he able to leap across very rocky terrain barefoot, without a single worry he would misplace his footing? And what had that strange sensation of changing into something else really been? As far as he could tell, he was still the same James Barratt; still the same person he'd been when embarking on the journey into the hills with Penny to see the chimera. Admittedly, he'd acquired a few necessary skills very quickly, such as water divining and rock climbing, but he was still essentially the same person he'd always been. 
 
   Expedience wasn't something to be ashamed of. Necessity was the precursor and catalyst of survival — or was it the other way around? He never knew.
 
   He stopped. He had no answers for any of his questions — nor was he really sure that he wanted any at present. There was one person who could answer his questions for him and that was Yannis, who at that moment was probably sitting in Marcos' bar congratulating himself on the clever execution of a well-planned tourist trap.
 
   Barratt looked angrily out of the cave, his savage gaze directed at the wooden stake that so effortlessly held him prisoner. 
 
   If only I could pull the chain free without getting burned. If only I could pull up the stake without being hurt, I could work at it until it came loose. After that, I could... Could what? he wondered. Could descend on the village like an avenging angel, dealing out retribution, pain and death to all of those who were responsible for his capture and Penny's current state? 
 
   On the bed, Penny moved restlessly.
 
   Barratt shut off his thoughts of exacting his revenge. Within seconds, Penny relaxed and stayed still.
 
   If that's the case, it's probably just as well I'm chained up, Barratt thought, smiling grimly to himself. Perhaps, once Penny recovers from her trauma, she can help me get free. 
 
   Even as he thought this, Barratt knew there was no telling how long such a recovery might take. 
 
   It took two more days. 
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   The chain rattled over the rocks as Barratt left the pool and moved back towards the cave. Every so often it would snag on a rock and cause him to spill some of the precious water over the lip of the bowl he was carrying for Penny to drink. Despite this, he still managed to make reasonably rapid but careful progress, reaching the clearing with most of the water still in the bowl.
 
   He started to cross the clearing, then abruptly stopped still when his stomach lurched alarmingly. Nausea overwhelmed him — his chest heaved, his throat constricted, his eyes watered and he fell to his knees, dropping the bowl of water and vomiting copiously. An involuntary examination of his stomach's former contents made him conclude that the berries he'd eaten that morning had probably caused him to vomit. 
 
   Too many that weren't ripe, he concluded, as he threw up again.
 
   Earlier that morning, he'd found the handful of berries growing on a small bush that was sprouting from a soil-filled crevasse. After watching a bird eat some of the berries, he'd tried a couple of them himself, finding them to be reasonably tasty — and instantly energising. He'd collected them all, knowing that to leave any on the bush would be leaving them for the birds to eat. He'd then put the riper ones in one of the bowls for Penny, wanting her to eat only the best ones, and had eaten the slightly less ripe ones himself.
 
   Having finished retching, Barratt got up, retrieved the upended bowl and made his way back to the water pool. He needed to get the acid taste of vomit out of his mouth quickly. He darted across the rocks, his actions at odds with the way he was feeling. As he reached the pool and rinsed his mouth out, then drank slowly, but thirstily, he reflected on how his appetite had waned since he'd become a prisoner on the pinnacle, and how although he made himself eat berries and roots and leaves and grass stems, what he really wanted to eat was meat — red, bloody, raw, rare meat. As he thought of this, his stomach rumbled hungrily. Barratt was semi-amused by the paradox of his stomach rejecting the vegetation he'd eaten, but hungrily anticipating bloody meat he had no means of obtaining, let alone eating.
 
   Finishing his drink, Barratt sat back against a rock and rested. He felt that the warm sunlight might revive him a little, but he'd started to notice how he tended to feel a little lethargic in the sunlight. This was new to him — normally, sunlight made him feel energetic, lively and randy. And that was the other thing; his libido seemed to have disappeared too. He put this down to Penny not really being with him, even though she was still — very obviously — physically present.
 
   Perhaps I'm suffering from heat stroke, he mused. Despite this suggestion briefly crossing his mind, he knew that it was erroneous and so ignored it. Heat stroke was not what was wrong. There was much more to his suffering than something as simple as that. There were huge changes going on inside him — mentally and physically. His stomach's rejection of the berries, his sensing of the fresh water spring, his ability to leap across rocks with ease, his sensitivity to bright sunlight — these were the physical manifestations of the changes, whereas his desire for raw meat, his liveliness at night, his awareness of a change within himself, his inability to free himself and his commensurate growing rage — these were all symptoms of the mental changes going on within him. 
 
   No, he told himself wryly. It definitely isn't heat stroke. 
 
   He refilled the bowl and got up. He took a few steps across the rocks, this time staying on his feet, despite swaying dizzily for a few seconds. Suddenly, he realised what was wrong. His new-found agility was gone.
 
   Recently, whenever he made his way across a section of rough ground, there was another — new — part of himself that came to the fore to guide him. It was an agile, smooth-moving part of his personality — a part he didn't recognise as himself, which took him over the pitted rocks, the treacherous outcroppings and the hidden hollows with a consummate ease — so it was a part he welcomed. And now he knew it had gone away again. For a moment he was angered by the disappearance of this new skill — especially at a time when he really needed it — but there was also the rational part of him which knew that it wasn't a newly learned skill at all — it was a new facet of his personality — a personality itself made new by his situation. Briefly, he wondered if he actually wanted the agile part of himself back, then he decided that — in view of what had happened to Penny — any way of getting over the rocks faster than normal was better than struggling. 
 
   Yes, he decided. I want to be agile again. 
 
   No sooner had he made the decision than he felt the curious shift taking place within his mind once again. One minute he was standing looking at the treacherous ground stretched out in front of him, the next, it was as though he no longer had control. The agile part of him took over the thought processes which governed his major motor functions, whilst the clumsy Barratt was pushed backwards into the recesses of his own mind, from where he witnessed himself leaping nimbly across rocks, moving with a supple, confident ease, seeming to instinctively know where to place his feet, never making a mistake, always choosing to stand on rocks that were firm and didn't tip or roll to one side.
 
   He reached the clearing quickly. The agile part of him, as if sensing it was no longer needed, immediately moved away from the front of his mind, allowing the clumsier Barratt to come forward and take control again. Uneasily, but partly knowing, Barratt wondered what had just happened to him. It had felt as though he'd been invaded by a powerful — and agile — intelligence. Taken over by something that had helped him for sure — but taken him over, invaded his mind— 
 
   Not invaded — you invited me. 
 
   Barratt froze. A voice had sounded distinctly from inside him. From inside his head. It had been his own voice, but also — in a subtle way — not his own voice. It was his voice but coarser, without any of the peaks and troughs that his usual speaking — or thinking — voice had. It had sounded as though his voice had been appropriated and used by an animal. 
 
   For the briefest of moments, Barratt wondered if he had gone mad. Insane. He'd been brought up to believe that voices in the head were a definite symptom of insanity. He thought of the distinct voice he'd just heard, and then decided he'd been mistaken. 
 
   He was emotionally overwrought, and he was weak from hunger. He was obviously suffering from cabin fever, and possibly from sunstroke too. He knew a bit about psychology and quickly surmised that the appallingly primitive conditions and his thoughts about the chimera — thoughts that had brought him to this place — had combined in his mind to make him start thinking — and acting — in an animalistic manner.
 
   From that supposition, it wasn't really all that far-fetched to suppose that Penny — who was probably remaining in her almost comatose state to escape the chimera — had sensed this change taking place inside him and now — without being aware of it — was staying away from him because of these new beast-like qualities of his. 
 
   Am I the beast? Barratt asked himself. He didn't really know. Perhaps he was. Perhaps, somehow, the beast — the chimera — was not a flesh and blood creature at all. Perhaps it was more a frame of mind, a physical living-out of a suggestion — something the villagers of Luminos had dreamed up in order to keep the tourists coming in. Someone with a very susceptible mind could very easily end up believing they were the chimera — especially after being chained to a stake for a few weeks with nothing to eat and drink but water, berries and a few roots. 
 
   Barratt wondered if that made him the owner of a susceptible mind. Up until that moment, he would have said no, but suddenly, he wasn't so sure. Perhaps the attack by the chained man had triggered his own deep-seated belief in the chimera, a belief that had — due to the duration of his deprivation of real sustenance — weakened his grip on reality. 
 
   The beast can never die, Marcos had said. The barman's words echoed in Barratt's head now, making him think that the beast was very much a figment of the villagers' collective imagination — in which case, the chimera would never die until the entire village died too.
 
   Barratt knew that he was very close to an understanding of the crowd psychology of the village. If they'd wanted to instil the idea of the chimera into the mind of a tourist — any tourist, then it wouldn't have been very difficult for them to do exactly that. 
 
   Then how come the voice inside me? he wondered. Why is there something that sounds like a bestial version of me telling me I invited it to invade my mind? 
 
   Not an invasion — an invitation.
 
   "Oh, fuck off!" Barratt said aloud as the coarse voice sounded again inside his head. As he spoke aloud, he heard a slight noise to his right. From inside the cave. He got up and ducked inside, coming to an abrupt halt.
 
   Penny was sitting upright, her eyes open, looking through Barratt and off into nowhere.
 
   Barratt crouched down in front of her. She did not meet his gaze. She gave no indication that she could even see him. Her gaze remained fixed at a point somewhere through and beyond him. He reached out gently and touched her shoulder. She did not respond.
 
   "Penny," Barratt said softly. "Penny. Can you hear me?"
 
   No response — no look of recognition, no spoken answer — just that faraway expression on her face. It's as if she's suffering from shock or amnesia — or both.
 
   "Penny! It's me, James," Barratt said insistently, staring into her eyes, looking hard for the remotest flicker of recognition. Penny continued to ignore him Barratt sighed and lifted her up off the bed. She didn't resist. He carried her outside and set her down in the shade. 
 
   Fresh air will do her some good, Barratt told himself as he dipped the dish into the large bowl and scooped out a little of the water. He held it out. Penny ignored it, so he placed it in her hands and raised it to her mouth.
 
   "Penny! Drink the water! You must drink!"
 
   After a few seconds, Penny touched the dish to her lips and drank from it thirstily. Once the water was gone, her arms dropped to her sides and the dish fell to the ground. Her gaze had not broken away once from its faraway staring. 
 
   The images inside Penny's head were frightening. She knew they were only images, but that didn't make them any less scary. The chained beast jumped at her and locked its claws around her throat. It then began squeezing tightly, cutting off her air supply. Its talons were hard and sharp and they dug painfully into her throat. She couldn't breathe. Then the beast was flipped over the edge of the ravine by another beast. This other beast came towards her as the other beast on the chain climbed back up onto the plateau. The second beast advanced on her, then leapt at her, locking its claws around her throat, squeezing tightly, cutting off her air with sharp and hard talons. She couldn't breathe until the other beast flipped the attacking beast over the edge of the ravine. The other beast moved in to attack her as the other one climbed back up the chain.., on and on, over and over in Penny's brain, like a constant horror film. Attack, repel. Attack, repel.
 
   And yet, despite this, there was sometimes a voice — an invisible, but kind voice, but also the voice of the beast — that told her to drink, told her to eat, told her to rest. It was all very confusing, for the beast voice seemed to be trying to keep her alive, whereas the image beasts were obviously trying to kill her. Penny wondered why the thing that was trying to kill her was also trying to keep her alive. Unable to find a satisfactory answer, Penny retreated from all activity by seeking sanctuary further within her mind. If she could block out the kind beast voice, maybe the horrible beast pictures would go away.
 
   Barratt could see that Penny was in deep shock, probably trauma, but could — and would — follow simple, non-threatening instructions. So he fed her, gave her water, washed her, put her to bed, and carried her out into the shade or the sunshine during the day. To Barratt, while it was patently obvious that Penny was not back fully in the land of the living — her eyes remained unfocussed; she was unable, or unwilling, to speak — she was obviously getting better. She was starting to do things of her own volition — small, simple, undirected activities — undirected by Barratt, at least.
 
   She's getting better. 
 
   As soon as Barratt thought this, he mocked his own overly optimistic thoughts. 
 
   Better! How on earth can you think she's getting better! She looks — and acts — like one of those zombies out of Night of the Living Dead, and you naively think she's getting better! Is the patient responding to therapy, doctor? What fucking therapy, nurse?
 
   Angrily, Barratt grabbed the chain that secured him to the stake and yanked at it in frustration. Without warning, the brand of invisible fire surged along the chain and seared into his body, filling him with burning heat, causing him to scream in pain. He dropped the chain and the pain stopped immediately. Shaking, he wandered away from the clearing, needing time to think about the realities of his dilemma.
 
   I need to be free.
 
   He spent the remainder of the day walking around the perimeter of the rock pinnacle. He followed the path, staying on it all day, finding he had no desire to eat or sleep. He walked in a constant circle because he simply didn't know what else to do. 
 
   Don't get angry with yourself, he chided. You're right about Penny getting better. 
 
   And he was. There were definite signs that Penny was improving. She could hold food and water in her own hands and would eat it by raising it to her mouth when Barratt told her to. She was carrying out functions that were keeping her alive. Barratt still had to carry her in and out of the cave, and he knew that being attacked, made to live in a cave, drink stream water and eat berries and roots were not aspects of good medical care, but he was doing all he could to keep Penny comfortable. He did it because she was Penny and he loved her. He did it because he wanted to take care of her. He also did it because he needed her to be strong. He needed her to have some volition of her own.
 
   On the day he got her to stand up and walk, simply by pulling her hand and making one leg step in front of the other, Barratt decided that she could have a go at freeing him from the stake.
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   From the evidence he'd gathered during previous observations, Yannis considered the transition from man to chimera was taking longer than was usual.
 
   This was no doubt due to the presence of the woman, he reasoned, which was causing the man — Barratt — to fight the alien thoughts and feelings that were no doubt beginning to make themselves known to him. It had been a mistake to let the woman accompany him. On his own, the man would have succumbed by now.
 
   Yannis' original plan had been a blueprint of cruelty. First he would take the man up into the hills and let the beast attack him, kill him and eat him. He would then take the woman up to the cottage on the pretext that her man was hurt. Once there, he would secure her in his storeroom, where she could be kept until the chimera needed to be fed. He had also had a contingency plan, just in case the man somehow managed to kill the beast and therefore become it — this had happened twice before and so needed to be considered. If that happened, then Yannis would have arranged to let the whole village watch as Barratt killed and fed on the woman he had once loved.
 
   Instead, he'd had to compromise. And compromise was never a satisfactory answer to anything. This particular compromise had resulted in the man resisting the internal call of the beast.
 
   Yannis stretched out behind the olive tree and looked through his binoculars. He watched the beast as it walked around the perimeter of its prison. From his sheltered observation point just beyond the lip of the ravine, Yannis could see that the beast was restless. This pleased him very much, for it meant that the man's resistance was weakening — that the beast's presence was beginning to make itself known to the man.
 
   Yannis had always wondered what form — voices, actions, thoughts, images of itself as it once was — the chimera used to introduce itself to — and then take over — its new hosts. There was never any outwardly visible physical sign of change, although certain characteristics altered. In the end though, they all looked thin, dirty, longhaired and mad.
 
   As Barratt walked past the bridge and began another circuit of the pinnacle, Yannis leaned forward and adjusted the focus of the binoculars. It was hardly any movement at all, but the beast suddenly stopped still. Yannis ducked out of sight just as it turned its head in his direction.
 
   The man's hearing is improving, Yannis reflected. This meant that the beast was becoming more powerful inside him. It meant that soon Barratt would become the chimera — or rather, the chimera would take control of him.
 
   Crouched at the base of the olive tree, screened from the beast's gaze by a few bushes and shrubs, Yannis stayed motionless for several minutes, his heart beating fast, his bowels tightening. Of course, he had no reason to fear the beast — after all it was chained to the stake and would never be free. Also, the ancient magic infused into the bridge would mean that the chimera — even if it could free itself from the chain — would never be able to cross the bridge and so leave the rock pinnacle that was its rightful home and its prison.
 
   No, Yannis simply did not want the man to know for certain that he'd been betrayed by him — at least not yet. Timing was important. The beast knew it was a prisoner. And when the man became the beast, then he would know and understand fully what had been done to him by Yannis — by the entire population of Luminos. But by then it would be too late. He would be in full knowledge of his fate and chained to a life he could never change; powerless to do anything about it at all. His rage, his frustration and his helplessness would all contribute to the chimera's growing power over the man. Finally, the beast would achieve complete dominance of the human mind and body and rule over the man.
 
   Not that it really matters, Yannis told himself, for ultimately, the only thing that is important is that the chimera remain chained to that rock and that its only food be human — one person a month, as had been the case for centuries, since it had been first decreed by the gods.
 
   All myths had a basis in a reality, Yannis mused, and the man — Barratt — was not stupid. After a while, no matter how incredible everything seemed, he would begin to have some suspicions regarding his situation. Eventually, he would be forced to accept his situation. It looked as though he was already having some idea of what was in store for him. Peering through the leaves in front of him, Yannis saw the man resume walking. He waited a while, then slipped out from his hiding place and set off back down the hill to his jeep. 
 
   So far, so good. 
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   On the evening of the fifth day of his captivity, Barratt gently steered Penny over to the stake.
 
   Her movements, despite still being a little uncoordinated, a little robotic, were almost self-volitional and independent enough for Barratt to think that she might be capable of working the stake loose from the ground.
 
   During the day, he'd done what he could to help her in her labours — digging down around the base of the stake and clearing the stony ground away from the wood. He'd done this at a cost of having been burned by the invisible fire — three times from accidentally touching the stake whilst digging stony soil away from it, then once constantly along the length of the chain — after he'd dug down deep enough for it to become a problem for whoever was keeping an eye on his escape attempts. So he'd had to stop digging. And now it was up to Penny to work the stake loose. He couldn't do that himself. It had to be Penny. She was the only one who could free him.
 
   "Penny," he said softly. "Can you hear me?" 
 
   Penny heard the voice, the kind voice, and she wanted to go to it. Fear held her back though, because somehow the kind voice was also the beast voice — Penny could clearly hear the beast in the voice. This confused her, because this was new — the kind voice had never had the beast voice in it before. It was probably a trick to try and get her to come out of her sanctuary, she decided, so that the beast could kill her.
 
   "Penny!" Barratt said again. "I want you to pull the stake out. Will you try?" 
 
   In her mind, Penny could only see the beast and its continual attack and repulsion, attack and repulsion. Externally, she could still see nothing. She frequently felt food and water put into her hands and was told to eat and drink, which she did simply because she was hungry and thirsty. Now she was being told to pull a stake out of something, but she could see no stake and could feel nothing in her hands. What was she being asked to do? And why? It seemed nonsensical.
 
   Barratt stood there exasperated. Penny hadn't moved. She stood in the centre of the clearing, right in front of the wooden stake, totally unmoving.
 
   Why can't she understand? he wondered. She ate the food I gave her and told her to eat. She drank the water when I told her to. Why can't she just take the stake...? 
 
   With a sudden flash of insight, Barratt realised why Penny didn't appear to understand what he was saying — it was because she didn't understand what he was saying. He should be showing, not telling. He hadn't explained it to her in exactly the same way he'd explained about eating the food or drinking the water. She needed to be shown — in a tactile way.
 
   With this in mind, Barratt stood behind Penny, reached around her, took one of her wrists in each of his hands and lifted them to the stake.
 
   When Penny's hands touched the stake, the effect was instantaneous. In her mind, the leaping, snarling beast vanished. It was replaced by a beautiful, almost surreal landscape that surrounded her — a panorama of sand-coloured rocks and scrubby weeds nearby; tamarisk, cypress and olive trees, juniper bushes, pink cyclamen, blue sky, and pale turquoise sea in the distance. And in front of her, the stake — a tall, broad, pale piece of wood with ancient symbols carved into it. And for a moment, Penny could read what they said. It was an ancient spell holding the chimera prisoner by fire and air and earth and water — forever.
 
   Suddenly very concerned for her own safety, Penny quickly glanced over her shoulder, looking around carefully for the beast, very glad to find she was completely alone in the clearing. This was the beast's world, even though it had no right to inhabit such a beautiful environment. Penny somehow knew that if she could remove the stake from the ground, the beast would not return. Thus reassured, she set to work.
 
   Barratt, who had not moved from behind her, had watched Penny look over her shoulder, a fearful expression on her face. She had swept her gaze over and on past him as though he wasn't there — which, in a way, he supposed, he wasn't anymore. He now watched her working on the stake, moving it backwards and forwards in much the same the way a child wriggles a loose tooth free. He knew he could not help Penny at all in her endeavours, for the agonising pain which the chain and the stake distributed if he made any such attempt was far too great for him to bear.
 
   So, impatient but cautious, Barratt watched Penny push and pull at the large stake, the dry and stony soil around its base cracking and crumbling visibly as she laboured.
 
   Twenty minutes later, the stake was free.
 
   Penny simply pushed it away from her one more time, and it toppled to the ground with a crash. She stood still, task completed. She was tired. She wanted to rest, but the beast came back and wouldn't let her. Instead, it took her over to the fallen stake and placed her hands on something metal. Instantly, she saw the problem — the chain was pinned through the stake by a huge staple. Pulling the staple free meant freeing the chain — freeing the beast, so that it could go away.
 
   "Penny," she heard it say gently. "Can you pull the metal staple out?"
 
   Penny grabbed the metal staple and pulled it hard. It came out easily.
 
   Barratt looked at the freed end of the chain in excited amazement. He pulled it to him, not trusting it to stay unattached from the stake if he left it where it had fallen. 
 
   That whole operation took no more than half an hour. And I'm free. Now I can get off this stupid rock and get Penny the help she needs. And I can take a moment to deal with Yannis too.
 
   Elated by his overdue freedom, Barratt led a tired-looking Penny back to the cave, where he placed her gently on the bed. He went and got her some water and some berries, then sat down next to her and made sure she ate and drank. Within a few minutes, she had drifted into sleep.
 
   Barratt went back outside and looked at the toppled wooden stake and the loose end of the chain. Not really thinking about what he was doing, Barratt touched the metal collar around his neck. He then traced his fingers along the chain that was joined to the collar at one end and nothing at the other.
 
   Free!
 
   Jubilant, but unable to grasp the full implications of his sudden freedom, Barratt took over-elaborate care to slowly gather up the considerable length of chain and roll it up into a ball. His movements were slow and careful, almost as though he was frightened that sudden movements would somehow cause the chain to refasten itself in the stake and the stake to re-bury itself in the ground. He'd never realised what real freedom meant until that moment — or how fragile it was. Precious too. He tied the newly freed chain end around the chain ball, so that it wouldn't unroll. He then went into the cave and got his jacket. Back outside, he unceremoniously ripped the jacket sleeves off and used one as a tie and one as a carrying handle for the chain ball. It was very heavy, but not so heavy he couldn't carry it for a long time if necessary.
 
   Finally, he got more water and went back into the cave. He sat down next to the sleeping Penny and slowly, gently, with love, he bathed her hands. She did not stir once during his ministrations.
 
   "Thanks to you, Penny, it won't be long before we'll be out of here," he said quietly. "I'm going to try and cross that bridge again. If I can't, then I'll find another way to cross the ravine somehow. And I need to get this chain off me. It's far too heavy to carry from one continent to another. I'll get Yannis to take it off and then I'll get us out of here. Okay?"
 
   He knew Penny wouldn't — couldn't — hear him, but he'd needed to say what he'd said for his own benefit, rather than for hers. He was simply articulating his intentions. His plan.
 
   Impatient to put his and Penny's imprisonment behind them, Barratt sighed and then leaned over and gently kissed Penny's cheek. In her sleep, she moved her face away from him. He pulled his head away from her and she immediately settled back into a calm sleep. Saddened, Barratt stood up and left the cave, carrying the heavy ball of chain in his left hand.
 
   Then with very measured and deliberate steps, he walked towards the bridge. 
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   Despite the immense weight of the balled chain, Barratt moved easily and fluidly through the night.
 
   He considered the growing darkness to be a friend and he was totally at peace with himself. He was calm and confident. As he walked, he was not too surprised or perturbed to find the naturally clumsy aspect of his nature pushed to the back of his mind by a far more agile sensibility — one which took control of his movements and guided him effortlessly over the rough terrain that led to the bridge.
 
   The sensation of being an observer of himself — watching his own actions from somewhere at the back of his own mind — disconcerted him a little, but the benefits of having another part of him make such rapid time over what would normally have been hazardous ground were obvious. Barratt wanted — no, needed — to get to Luminos. He knew that by simply allowing his mind to do what it needed to do, he would get there. It had been pre-ordained — by him. There were no doubts; none whatsoever.
 
   The outline of the bridge became visible and Barratt paused momentarily, thinking about it carefully as he breathed in the fragrant night air. The last time he'd tried to cross the unstable bridge was when he'd been carrying a traumatised Penny. Then — it had tilted abruptly away from him, bucking and writhing, making it impossible for them to cross. Then — it had been far too precarious, far too dangerous to both of them for him to risk an attempt at walking across it.
 
   Now, however, it was an entirely different matter, for now, Barratt was alone. Now, he had no one but himself to look after. Now, there was no one responsible for him and he was not — at that moment — responsible for anyone else. Now, he had the complete freedom to make his own choices — and to survive or perish because of the choice or choices he made. And he intended to survive.
 
   With this in mind, Barratt remembered his last fight for survival — the day that he and Penny had first crossed the bridge and been attacked by the chained man. Barratt remembered how the fight had culminated — with him looping the length of chain around the attacker's neck and pushing him over the edge of the ravine. Murdered him, just like that, without so much as a moment of thought or a twinge of regret.
 
   That's because life is about survival, Barratt told himself. Just as it still is. Just as it always is — always was. 
 
   And that, he knew, was the truest fact of life.
 
   Remembering that moment, Barratt decided — for a reason he could not name or define — to have a look at the remains of the attacker — if there were any remains that hadn't yet been devoured by local predators or carrion eaters. He made his way to the lip of the ravine and peered over the edge. The darkness of the night made it impossible to discern fully what was there on the ledge — which was perhaps just as well, he mused, thinking back to the bloody spectacle he'd been presented with the first time he'd been tempted to look over the edge. Still, this time there was definitely something a little different about the whole thing. Whereas before, Barratt had clearly seen the man's body and severed head, this time he wasn't so sure that that was what he was really seeing. It could have been a trick of the light — or lack of it, but Barratt didn't think so.
 
   Suddenly decided on a course of action, he stood up, unrolled the chain and carefully wrapped several metres of it around an outcropping of rock. Then he lowered himself over the edge of the ravine, using the chain as a rope to lower himself. Finally, he stood on the ledge and looked carefully at the body and the severed head of his former attacker, aware that all of his worst suspicions had suddenly come true. 
 
   The body was no longer human!
 
   At first, Barratt doubted his senses, then, after realising that if he didn't trust what his eyes were showing him, then it meant that everything Descartes, Berkeley, and Kant had ever said about not being able to trust the senses was true — and Barratt knew that was not the case. The senses were all that one had to trust. A person's own senses of sight, hearing, touch, smell, taste were all one had to go on. Some would, Barratt knew, add instinct or intuition to these five senses, but he was aware that instinct was a primitive urge that wasn't always correct, and that intuition was simply the result of all five senses working harmoniously together. To start disbelieving or doubting the senses, he knew, was — or could be — fatal.
 
   So Barratt looked at the goat's headless corpse and he looked at the snake's tail that was growing out of the goat's body. Then he looked at the lion's head that also lay on the ledge and he recalled the myth of the chimera — the creature that was part lion, goat and snake, or more specifically, the mythical beast with a goat's body, a lion's head and a snake's tail. And it was then that Barratt laughed aloud, but uneasily, wondering if the villagers of Luminos were trying — for whatever reason — to make him think he'd killed the chimera. The animal remains were in an advanced state of decay and Barratt was suddenly glad it was night. Had it been daytime, he would probably have seen more evidence of the corpse's decomposition than he'd have wanted to.
 
   He clambered back up to higher ground and re-rolled the chain up into a ball. Then he stepped towards the bridge. Upon reaching it, he placed a wary foot on the first wooden slat. The bridge heaved up in the centre, making itself into a steep inverted V shape. Resolved, Barratt took another step, placing his other foot onto the unsteady wooden surface. The bridge heaved again, this time turning onto its side, so that the centre was almost twisted over on itself, making it impossible to walk on.
 
   Barratt stepped back onto the rock pinnacle and the bridge settled back into its original position. He looked at the bridge carefully. It looked as though there was nothing wrong with it. It looked like a normal bridge.
 
   There's something, he reasoned, something that's making the bridge behave in such a way — a mechanism of some kind, or an unusual energy field I don't know about — something, at least, that's triggered by me stepping onto the bridge.
 
   He knew what that meant — it meant the bridge had to be discounted as an obvious way off the pinnacle of rock. An alternative method of escape was now needed. Desperately needed!
 
   Knowing this, he moved determinedly away from the unreliable bridge and scrambled down to the edge of the ravine and then looked over the side, down into the dark depths of it, noting the almost sheer, smooth sides and wondering, not for the first time, if he was losing his grip on sanity, because what he was now contemplating was insane.
 
   Barratt needed to cross the ravine. He needed to get from the pinnacle of rock — the one he was a prisoner on — to the top of the hill on the opposite side. From the top of the hill he then needed to get down into Luminos, where Yannis had to help him remove the chain — and collar, if possible — from around his neck.
 
   After that, Yannis had to drive up into the hills, cross the bridge, wake Penny and either carry or lead her to the jeep, drive them both to Luminos — where they would collect the rest of their possessions — and then take them to Praxos. At Praxos, he and Penny would have to get a boat to the Greek mainland, so that Penny could be taken to a hospital and receive the correct medical attention she obviously, urgently, needed. And after that, they could go home. Simple.
 
   Only it wasn't simple at all. For whatever reason, he couldn't cross the bridge and the sides of the ravine were so sheer that climbing down one side, crossing the desert floor and then climbing back up the other side was simply out of the question. The sides were too steep and there just weren't enough...
 
   Yes there are! 
 
   The coarse, rough voice sounded in his mind again. And as it spoke to him, Barratt knew that what it said was right. There were enough foot and handholds. Plenty in fact. More than enough. As the voice had spoken, Barratt had begun to see them for himself. Prior to that he couldn't have been looking properly, for in the side of the pillar of rock he could see hundreds of ledges, footholds, outcroppings of rock and large recesses. Even a very bad climber — which was how he rated himself — could get from where he was to the opposite side simply by climbing down one side, then up the other. It was nowhere near as impossible as he'd first assumed. Difficult, yes, but most definitely not impossible. 
 
   He unrolled the heavy ball of chain again and began looping it around his body — over his shoulders and around his waist, until the whole length of it was wrapped around him. It was incredibly heavy, but not too much for him to bear the weight as he climbed. He secured the loose end, not wanting the whole lot to unravel whilst he was in mid-climb. The weight alone would pull him crashing to the stony ravine floor. Then, unaware and uncaring that he looked like an ancient warrior wearing chain-mail armour, he lowered himself over the edge of the ravine and began his precarious descent.
 
   From the moment he slid his foot into the first recess, it was easy. He — or rather, the agile part of him — moved smoothly from outcropping to outcropping, foothold to foothold, recess to recess, as though it was the most natural thing in the world to do. It was as though Barratt was a born climber.
 
   As he descended, Barratt thought about the improbability of it all — a man wrapped in several metres of heavy chain, climbing down the side of a sheer ravine as though it were second nature.
 
   Barratt suddenly found he wanted to think about something other than what he was actually doing — and simply trust his new-found instincts to lead him quickly and safely to the bottom of the ravine. Once there, he crossed the narrow tract of land — aware that for the briefest of moments he was a tiny figure at the bottom of a deep ravine — a figure with two huge and towering walls of rock in front and behind him. He then stepped over to the other sheer rock face and peered up. Again, not impossible. To his surprise, Barratt found that climbing up the ravine was not really any more difficult than the climbing down had been.
 
   As he climbed — barely needing to use his hands — Barratt thought of the books he'd read and the films he'd seen in which experienced mountain climbers had scaled rock faces similar to the one he was ascending now — and he remembered the enormous amount of equipment — hooks, cleats, ropes, winches, pulleys — that they used for such surfaces. And yet here he was climbing hand over hand, up the side of the ravine with ease. Wrapped in heavy chain.
 
   How?
 
   Even as he asked it, Barratt knew the answer, of course. Or rather, a part of him did. But there was another part of him — the stranger in a strange land — who didn't understand any of what had happened and was happening to him.
 
   Doesn't want to! he told himself angrily. It's very simple, if a little confusing.
 
   He pushed this particular line of thought from his mind as he reached the top of the ravine. Not bothering — or for that matter needing — to pause for a rest, Barratt followed the narrow goat path that led down through the hills to the cottage. 
 
   Will anyone be there? he wondered. Probably not, for they're all scared of the beast. 
 
   Without realising it, he smiled in the dark, the skin stretching back and away from his mouth and exposing his teeth in an animalistic snarl.
 
   Reaching the cottage, he found it empty, confirming his suspicions. The villagers were all safely down in Luminos, locked inside their homes, bolts drawn across doors and windows secured and shuttered.
 
   And they've probably got cloves of garlic strung up all over the place to keep the vampires out too, he thought wryly. Well, fuck their garlic! It won't keep me out!
 
   He continued his progress towards Luminos, reaching the base of the footpath easily enough and starting across the few kilometres of rough, rock-strewn terrain that lay between the hills and the village of Luminos. As he walked, his anger at the trick Yannis had played on him and Penny increased commensurately.
 
   And — almost unnoticed — so did his hunger. 
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   Downing his last retsina, Yannis stood up and belched. He grinned broadly at Marcos — who nodded in appreciation — then turned and made his way unsteadily to the bar door. He pulled it open and went out into the street. It was dark. As he pulled the door shut behind him, Yannis had an overwhelming urge to go back into the taverna and stay there with the few remaining patrons, talking drunkenly, pointlessly into the night. Then, a stronger urge took hold and Yannis shook off the thought of drink-induced camaraderie, deciding instead to pay a visit to Della, old Julio's widow. A night with Della would be far more interesting — and educational — than sitting around talking nonsense with a few old drunks.
 
   Yannis grinned as he remembered his last liaison with Della. She was a hot piece and no mistake. Decided, he moved away from the inn and walked along the main road, then turned down a narrow path that led to Della's door.
 
   A slight sound from over to his left halted him abruptly.
 
   His heart lurched and he peered through the darkness, trying to discern the cause of the sound, but could see very little. He waited. Silence. He waited some more. More silence. 
 
   He shook his head. It was nothing. Nothing dangerous, anyway. But he still felt uneasy. Somehow, the night felt different — there was a definite undercurrent of threat, of menace, in the night air. The sooner he was in bed with Della, the better. He stepped forward.
 
   There was a faint clink of metal and Yannis froze into immobility. 
 
   What is that? 
 
   To Yannis it had sounded familiar, something he knew from... somewhere. He gave up, unable to pinpoint the origin of the sound. Whatever it had been, it had stopped now. He moved forward slowly, heading for the safety and warmth of Della's house.
 
   The sound came again, this time louder. Yannis stopped again. This time the sound had come from out of the shadows quite near to him. It was not an identifiable sound — therefore, it was a bad sound. He moved backwards slowly. Perhaps he'd give Della a miss tonight after all, for going to her would mean having to walk past the shadows and that sound. He started to turn away. He would go back to the taverna. Talking rubbish with drunks suddenly had a lot to recommend it.
 
   What is wrong with you? he berated himself. Are you a small child who jumps at shadows and sounds?
 
   Clearly he was. All thoughts of the fleshy delights Della had to offer had fled from his mind now. Instead Yannis felt fear — a vast, overwhelming sense of dread. There was something there in the shadows. He knew it — and whatever was lurking in the shadows knew he knew it. It was something terrible, something evil and it was waiting to pounce; waiting to jump out and rend him limb from limb.
 
   That was it! His mind was made up. He would not stay there for a moment longer. He turned around and began walking carefully along the path, moving back the way he had come. His tread was silent, his movements cautious. He would go back to the inn and drink with his friends. He would sleep there tonight and visit Della another day. He started to walk a little faster, wanting to be back at the inn with his good friends. He glanced over his shoulder, to make sure he was not being followed. The path behind him was clear. Nothing was there. Good.
 
   Let it get someone else. 
 
   For a moment, as Yannis squinted back through the dark, he wondered if he'd been mistaken. He could have been. Not looking where he was going, he walked straight into the arms of the chimera.
 
   Yannis shrieked and leapt back in alarm. It was the foreigner — Barratt! It was the chimera! And it was free! It had broken free and had come down from its lair to seek out the one who'd imprisoned it and exact its revenge. 
 
   But how has it got free? 
 
   Yannis backed away quickly, knowing exactly what the chimera was capable of. In his haste, he tripped over the length of chain that hung from the beast's neck and snaked back along the path. He crashed to the ground, his mind full of despair. This was it. His life was over. The chimera would kill him now. And being what it was, it would enjoy it.
 
   Yannis saw the foreigner reach out and pick him up. Yannis was lifted clear of the ground and placed back on his feet. Surprised, he suddenly knew hope. It flared inside him because he suddenly knew beyond doubt that Barratt did not realise he was the chimera. Yannis grinned hugely. He would be only too happy to inform the man of his imminent mythological beast status.
 
   "While you're cutting this chain off me," the chimera said as it hauled the length of chain in and coiled it up around its arm, "you can explain what you've done to me." The even tone of its voice was vastly at odds with the glint of murderous intention in its eyes. 
 
   Yannis nodded quickly. "I will do as you say," he said. "Please come with me. I will drive you to my home in my jeep." 
 
   The chimera nodded. "You can carry my chain for me too," it said matter-of-factly, as it held out the ball of rolled-up chain. 
 
   Yannis considered protesting, then decided against it. He would fool Barratt into thinking he was helping him, then, when an opportunity presented itself to re-chain the chimera, he would take it. Until then, it would be unwise to make it angry.
 
   "Very well," he said, taking the length of chain from the chimera. The weight was immense, but Yannis managed to carry it to his jeep, where he gratefully dumped it onto the back seat. The chimera got into the vehicle as Yannis started the engine.
 
   Then, the two creatures, one human, one unknowingly hybrid, drove out of the village and made their way up into the hills.
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   The hacksaw cut through the final part of the chain link and the newly severed end fell to the rough wooden floor of Yannis' home in the hills with a thud.
 
   Barratt stood upright and flexed, free again. The circular collar of iron was still secured around his neck, but as it didn't hamper him in the same way the length of chain had, it had become irrelevant. 
 
   "So what you're saying is because I accidentally killed the chimera, I will become it. Is that it?" Barratt asked incredulously.
 
   Yannis nodded. "Yes. That is so."
 
   "But it was a man, not a beast. Not a creature. Not a chimera," Barratt said tersely. "There was no lion, goat or snake in evidence. Except for that stupid stunt you pulled with the animal body parts."
 
   "That was simply the chimera's body reverting to its true form after the man's death," Yannis said.
 
   "Bollocks!" Barratt snapped. "That doesn't make any sense! It was a man's body initially, so when he died, it should have stayed a man. According to you, the chimera didn't die, so why should there be a body?"
 
   Yannis shrugged. "I do not know what to say, Mister Barratt. That is the way it has always been. That is what has always happened."
 
   Barratt looked at Yannis disdainfully. "My opinion of this whole thing — the electric shocks through the chain, the bridge wobbling about, and the animal body bits — is that it's all your doing. And you know it. Admit it Yannis, it was a pretty good scam, but it's over now. Penny and I are leaving here, so you'll have to find yourself another victim — if you must. We won't report you and spoil your fun for you. We just want to go home."
 
   "Mister Barratt," Yannis said patiently. "You seem to be under the impression that what has been done has been perpetrated by me. This is not the case at all. All of the things you state have happened to you have happened to everyone else who has bested the chimera before you. They too became it. All myths have a basis of truth in them. The chimera myth clearly states: 'The beast can never die — whatever kills it becomes it'. It is well documented."
 
   Barratt wanted to protest, to disclaim, to shoot Yannis' myth down in flames, but he knew that Yannis was not lying — too many strange things had happened to him for him to think that Yannis' story was less than the truth. But the only alternative was to believe him — and he couldn't quite bring himself to do that — yet.
 
   "Many thousands of years ago," Yannis continued, "the Gods created the chimera — a beast with the head of a lion, the body of a goat and the tail of a snake. There were those who believed it breathed fire, or had a dragon's body, but the people who believed such things were either stupid or mistaken — the fire breath and dragon's body were made up stories.
 
   "The Gods had many grand plans for the chimera, but these plans failed because the beast was ruled by its heart, not its head. It became unmanageable. Unruly. Uncontrollable. When the Gods realised their mistake, they chained the beast to the top of a column of rock on the island of Aphros, where they could keep an eye on it from their homes on Mount Olympus. They should have destroyed it, but they had some residual affection for the beast they'd created and they were too sentimental to destroy it. Instead they set up a series of incantations that were guaranteed to hold the chimera a prisoner forever.
 
   "The first one controlled the stake and chain that held it prisoner. According to legend, if the chimera tries to free itself from the collar, chain or stake, a brand of invisible fire burns at its flesh until it ceases the attempt.
 
   "The second incantation controls the bridge leading to and from the column — if the chimera attempts to cross it, the bridge will twist and turn of its own volition, making it impossible for he chimera to use it."
 
   Barratt listened, rapt.
 
   "Finally, in order to guarantee that the creature remained immortal, so that it would suffer its punishment for eternity, the Gods devised a plan whereby the beast could only be killed by being beheaded — and once it had been beheaded, then whoever or whatever had killed it became it. As I said, the myth is: 'The beast can never die — whoever kills it becomes it'.
 
   "Over the years, many people got to hear of this ferocious beast and — not knowing or believing the myth, they came — either to kill it or to free it. Some — the misguided — thought these were the same thing. Bellerephon was probably the most famous of the chimera's foes. Bellerephon was not heard of again after his fight with the chimera, was he?"
 
   Before Barratt could answer, Yannis continued. 
 
   "Oh, I'm sure there are a few later references to someone named Bellerephon doing this and doing that — a few vague things after his adventure, but there's not really all that much about him after his adventures in Lycia, is there? Nothing in any of the myths which is on a par with the killing of the chimera?"
 
   "No," Barratt said quietly. 
 
   Yannis nodded. "Now you know why. And that is the reason why you woke up to find that collar secured around your neck and yourself secured to the stake. It is for one simple and singular reason only, Mister Barratt — you are — or you will be — the chimera. You killed it; therefore you will become it. You are the beast. In all honesty, I'm very surprised you haven't changed into it completely already."
 
   Barratt stared steadily at Yannis. Everything the wizened old man had said to him defied logical explanation. It was beyond reason. It was madness. And yet, Barratt had recognised everything he'd been told because it matched with everything he'd experienced, felt and seen since the attack. At one level, Barratt believed it all.
 
   "So how do I stop it?" Barratt asked.
 
   Yannis shook his head. "How do you stop yourself from being you? I'm afraid I can't help you with that particular problem, Mister Barratt — or should I start calling you chimera now?"
 
   "Listen, damn you!" Barratt said desperately. "You've got to help me. How do I get rid of this beast inside me?"
 
   "Mister Barratt!" Yannis said, a trace of scorn in his voice. "I have just told you — you are the beast. You cannot get rid of it. It is you and you are it. Eventually, when you die of old age, the chimera will continue to live on in your body, until someone else comes along and kills it by beheading it. Then they will become it and the myth will continue. The chimera is immortal, Mister Barratt, but you are merely its human host."
 
   Yannis spoke with a trace of sarcasm in his voice because he was not afraid of Barratt and — as yet — there was no sign of the chimera. Yannis found it difficult to be afraid of anything other than the beast itself.
 
   Barratt moved fluidly across the room and casually grabbed Yannis by the throat. Using minimal strength, he lifted Yannis clear off the floor and held him immobile, face-to-face.
 
   "Let's get one thing straight, you little shit," Barratt growled, feeling — for the first time — an incredibly huge blood-lust welling up inside him as his anger increased. "You are solely responsible for my predicament. You took me up to see the chimera, knowing I'd either be torn to shreds and eaten, or that I'd kill it and therefore become it. You caused this to happen. Therefore, you're going to undo it. You've got one minute exactly to come up with a way to rectify your mess, or I'll kill you."
 
   Having delivered his message, Barratt abruptly dropped Yannis to the floor and began pacing the room. His head throbbed badly, making him think it was going to burst. The blood lust — which he now knew to be the lion part of the chimera — was struggling to come forward and take charge of the situation. Barratt knew that the lion — like the goat — could not take over without an invitation, but the lion was definitely more forceful — and far more ravenous — than the goat had been. Barratt found he was holding the lion back with all of his will power and it was this concerted effort that was causing his head to pound.
 
   Inside his mind, the lion was throwing itself at the mental door it was locked behind. It flung itself forward, bending the iron doorframe easily, straining at the flimsy locks of its mind prison, wanting only to be set free — wanting only to come out and destroy its tormentor. Barratt struggled against it, the effort causing his eyes to water. 
 
   Yannis looked across the room at Barratt and, unable to read the signs correctly, mistook the foreigner's tears for a sign of weakness.
 
   "The only way to get rid of the beast is to behead yourself, Mister Barratt," he said mockingly. "You have seen the body of the poor wretch who was the chimera before you, haven't you?"
 
   "Yes, I have," Barratt said, with difficulty.
 
   "Then you know why it is no longer the corpse of a man? Only in death does the chimera revert to its true form for all to see. If you wish to rid yourself of the beast, then you must kill yourself, Mister Barratt. You must behead yourself. If you have the courage." 
 
   Barratt turned to face the elderly man. "Is that so?" he asked simply, coldly.
 
   Yannis nodded. "There is no other way, I'm afraid," he said, grinning broadly. "You are — and always will be — the chimera."
 
   Barratt stood perfectly still, trying as hard as he could to contain his anger, but finding it increasingly difficult in the face of Yannis' constant, deliberate provocation. He'd already let it pass by several times without comment or reaction, but now the whole reality of his predicament descended on him heavily, making him realise that this inanely grinning old man was the reason he was like he was; was the reason Penny was in need of hospital care; was the person who'd intended him — and Penny — to be a helpless victim of the chimera. Instead, he'd managed to kill it and had — as a result — become it. Now this same man was mockingly telling him the only way to put a stop to it all was by beheading himself. And smiling broadly as he said it.
 
   It was all too much.
 
   "Yes," Barratt said, as he let a door open in his mind.
 
   The lion came forward in huge mental bounds. Barratt felt it power through the doors and barriers he'd placed in its way and drive the man part of him back into the recesses of his own mind. Once again, Barratt — the man — was seeing everything as though from far away. As with the time the goat had taken over his agility, Barratt was able to watch himself from a distance inside himself as the lion — knowing it had a spectator — took control of Barratt's body — and the situation. 
 
   Barratt felt the muscles on his face contract and expand; mutating to accommodate the new personality; he felt the planes of his face alter and change from the human to the bestial — one moment he'd been a helpless victim, the next he was a ravenous killer.
 
   Yannis saw a very subtle transformation take place on Barratt's face. The man's features did not change, but the confused expression on the man's face, the emotional content of his soul, expressed in his eyes, the set of his mouth, all suddenly altered imperceptibly into a different — stronger — set. It was still the face of Barratt, but a different Barratt — one who looked strong and cruel and predatory.
 
   He looks like a man you would not want to annoy, Yannis told himself. He is starting to look like the chimera. 
 
   It was only when the chimera raised its gaze and stared directly at him, that Yannis realised the full extent of his terrible mistake. He had grossly miscalculated yet again. The beast was present. It had been there all along, waiting patiently in the recesses of Barratt's mind — wanting Barratt to become angry so that it could come forward.
 
   Silently cursing his own stupidity, Yannis quickly backed away from the beast as terror blossomed inside him and became the overriding emotion, swamping all others.
 
   "Please don't hurt me," he begged, moving slowly towards the door. All of his smug superiority was now gone as he thought of the savage nature of the creature sharing the room with him. He halted abruptly as the chimera moved fluidly forward and blocked his way.
 
   Barratt — the man — made one last concerted effort to come forward and stop the slaughter. The lion held him back with difficulty — but it held him back. It was not ready to be interrupted. It would not be cheated of its prey. It would not let Barratt speak or act just yet — not until it had done as it wished with Yannis, for he had been keeping it a prisoner for far too long. He had had his chance to help, but he had decided to mock and scoff instead. Now he would die.
 
   During this silent exchange, Yannis saw his chance. Slowly he moved towards the window. He'd just begun to climb out when an iron grip fastened around his throat and cut off his breath.
 
   The lion carried the kicking man back into the centre of the room and dropped him onto the wooden floor. Yannis gasped for air. The lion crouched. Yannis flinched. The lion reached out a hand and — using only a fraction of its strength — tore off one of Yannis' ears.
 
   Yannis screamed and tried to scramble away. The lion held him still as it tossed the piece of warm gristle into its maw and swallowed it. It then studied the writhing, screaming man impassively. He was doubled up, his hand held up to where his ear had been. The lion reached out and tore the other ear off and ate it. The scent of blood was beginning to fill the room. The screams were fading to a pathetic gurgling sound. These were sights, sounds and scents that the chimera knew well. It was becoming. It was no longer Barratt. Not only Barratt. Now it was four beings in one form. It was lion, goat, snake and man. It was the chimera. And the chimera was playing — and feeding.
 
   Slowly, almost delicately, the beast slid its finger into the screaming man's eye. The delicate orb burst, sticky tissue clinging to the finger. It withdrew it from the eye socket and put it into its mouth, licking the eyeball matter off it, enjoying the salty taste. Then, completely impervious to the noises of pain the man was making, it jabbed the same finger into the man's other eye. The eyeball popped —the sound was clearly audible to the chimera's keen ear — and the writhing man vomited messily onto the wooden floor. An acidic stench filled the room and the chimera wrinkled its sensitive nose in disgust and distaste. It wanted the scent of blood, not this overwhelming stench of half-digested food and bile.
 
   As it paused in its torture, letting its former tormentor suffer a little longer, the lion part of the beast felt Barratt desperately try to take command of his mental faculties again.
 
   NOT YET BARRATT! it mentally roared at him, grinning broadly at the confused silence that its unspoken words had caused. So, Barratt hadn't been aware that each facet of the chimera had its own internal individual voice. Of course they had. Just as he had. It was a collective. It was a team. Each of them was an equal within the host. The only one not equal — not worthy of consideration — was the host body. The only reason the host was being considered at all was because it had freed the hybrid beast — and now each part of it wondered what else Barratt could do. 
 
   Still smiling, the chimera clamped a hand over Yannis' knee and pulled the floating bone free. The screaming stopped abruptly. The man had fainted with the shock. The beast raised the kneecap to its mouth and bit the flesh from the bone, then tossed the inedible remains into the corner of the room. It did the same with the remains of the other knee. Then, growing bored with the torture, it began to feed in earnest, tearing the man open from throat to groin and scooping out the hot entrails and gorging on them. The major limbs were next, then the remainder of the torso. Then the head. The chimera had saved this particular delicacy until last, knowing from past experience that the grey, jelly-like brain was the best part of a man.
 
   Then, completely full, it stretched out on the floor and rested, too tired and sated to attempt opposing Barratt, who took the opportunity to take command again.
 
   Dizzy with nausea and self-realisation, Barratt climbed to his feet, sickened by all that had occurred, but also aware that the lion part of the chimera had simply taken his — Barratt's — thoughts and desires to a logical conclusion. He'd felt anger towards Yannis and had — after freeing himself — gone down into Luminos to seek and exact his revenge. Now his tormentor was dead.
 
   One of my tormentors, Barratt amended, for the whole village of Luminos had been — and still was — responsible for his plight.
 
   Barratt suddenly decided that it might be a good idea to go down to Luminos and confront them all — let them see the evidence of his rage. It might, he reasoned, save future lives. After he'd made an example of the village, he'd fetch Penny and they'd leave.
 
   Having decided, Barratt found a cloth sack and put the sparse, mutilated remains of Yannis into it. He slung the sack over his shoulder and left the dwelling. Outside in the night, Barratt took a deep breath of warm air.
 
   Life is good, he mused. Life is rich and varied and interesting and beautiful. As is death. 
 
   With this thought in mind, he headed for Luminos. 
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   The chimera moved through the darkened village, very much aware of — and revelling in — its amassed power.
 
   The Luminos villagers had locked and bolted themselves safely inside their hovels, but the chimera could sense their terror and smell their fear. It felt contempt for them all, for these were the puny creatures that had conspired against the man and woman, tricking the man into becoming the chimera, the woman into prey. The man and the woman who had freed it from centuries of captivity and humiliation. Because of this, the beast now felt that it was indebted to the man. The host body.
 
   It did not want to be indebted to the man. It did not want to have obligations to any despised mortal — but the villagers had caused this to happen. So now the man and the beast both blamed the villagers for what had happened.
 
   And they were to blame. And they would pay. Dearly.
 
   As it traversed the length of the village, the chimera dropped pieces of the bloodied remains of Yannis at random — a hand bone here, a leg bone there, a set of ribs somewhere else. It was a trail of splintered bone and bloody cartilage serving as a message. Not a very subtle message, granted, but the chimera was not a very subtle creature. 
 
   Upon reaching the end of the street, it walked into the night shadows and waited. It didn't have long to wait.
 
   After a few minutes, a cottage door opened and a man looked out. He looked warily up and down the street, then, once he was sure the beast had gone away, he quickly crossed the street and thumped on the door of a friend.
 
   The chimera powered towards him, a huge hunger raging inside it.
 
   The man heard a slight sound behind him and turned. The beast was bearing down on him. It was here! It was going to kill him because he'd been careless. Foolishly, he'd believed his ears and not his heart. He should have checked more carefully before committing himself to his course of action. He should have examined the shadows to see if they contained anything harmful. Now he was going to suffer for his negligence. But it was not going to be an easy victory for the chimera, he decided stoically. He was not going to let it win without a fight. In a lightning-fast movement, he reached for his serrated-edged hunting knife, pulling it free from the leather sheath he wore on his belt. He brandished it. It glittered evilly in the moonlight.
 
   The chimera saw the man turn towards him. It was then that the snake — the third part of the chimera — finally put in an appearance. It arrived unannounced, simply moving to the fore and showing the other facets of the beast all that it saw — the lumbering man moving in slow motion, reaching for his knife and dragging it slowly from its sheath on his belt. To the fast-moving snake all movements other than its own were incredibly slow — this was what gave it the time it needed to strike. As an intrinsic part of the chimera, it could speed up the beast's faculties, making all external movements seem by comparison to slow to a crawl, thereby giving the chimera time to consider its defence or attack actions.
 
   The chimera reached out a hand as the villager brandished the knife. The beast's hand encircled the man's wrist, checking all movement. Then it squeezed hard.
 
   Bones cracked.
 
   The man's scream pierced the night.
 
   The chimera smiled coldly as, using only a very small amount of its dormant strength, it twisted the man's arm around and ripped it off at the shoulder. Hungrily it lifted the torn-off limb to its mouth and bit into it with the same eagerness that a child bites into a toffee apple.
 
   Immersed in its feeding, it did not notice the screaming one-armed man stumble blindly across the narrow street towards the sanctuary of his home. It did not see him stumble, get up, stumble again, and then crash into the door of his house — a door that was opened quickly, through which he fell, and was then closed hurriedly. Closed against the night. Against the chimera.
 
   But the beast had heard every single step of his painful progress. It had heard him enter the house. It could still hear him staggering to a bed, people fluttering around him voicing their shock, their panic and their fear. It heard someone tear rags, no doubt to staunch the terrible wound that would soon kill the man. And because it knew where to find him, it let him go. It was not in a hurry. It was, for the moment, contentedly feeding — tearing still-warm flesh from the arm, filling its mouth with deliciously bloody meat and swallowing down the juicily hot chunks of flesh. Once it had eaten all of it, it simply dropped the unwanted bones onto the ground.
 
   Another message.
 
   Then it crossed the street to the house that had closed its door against it and, exerting a fraction of its amassed strength, ripped the door off its hinges. Ignoring the shouting, the screaming, the running, the flailing and the panic, the chimera went in to finish feeding. 
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   The next morning, the entire population of Luminos was crowded together in the church.
 
   They were there because it was the strongest, securest building in Luminos and they all needed to feel some security in their suddenly perilous lives. The metal-banded thick wooden door was locked and bolted and barred with huge wooden crossties — nothing, not even the chimera could force itself through such locks.
 
   And it was the chimera's fate that they were there to decide. All of them wanted the killing to stop, although they had yet to reach a unanimous decision regarding the most efficient method. Some wanted the beast hunted down and killed. No more chimera. Others wanted it re-chaining to the stake — a return to how things had been in more peaceful times. They all wanted the woman dead, for most believed that it was she who had freed the monster.
 
   Marcos tried to keep order, but the villagers were beginning to lose confidence in his ability to keep them safe. Since Yannis' death, he had been the nominal village leader — the heir to Yannis' Keeper of the Beast crown, so they dutifully listened to him, but their trust was almost completely gone. It was clear he was not as strong as Yannis had been. Many of them had deliberately forgotten that Yannis had lied to them and that it was those lies that were coming back and killing them, one by one. Hysteria was running just below the surface of everyone's anger and fear. Even the nights were no longer beautiful — now each night brought death with it.
 
   Marcos knew he was going to have to do something exceptional if he was to win the trust and respect of the villagers. Any course of action had to be taken by him alone. That way, he could return a hero once he'd succeeded in terminating the beast's reign of terror. As suggestions and arguments and curses raged around him, he carefully thought the problem through and almost immediately saw a way to solve it. He went over to Vangelis and asked him to attract everyone's attention.
 
   Vangelis walked over to the ornamental bell that stood on the altar, picked it up and rang it frenziedly. The discordant clanging silenced everyone immediately.
 
   "That's better!" Vangelis yelled. "Now stay quiet for a minute. Marcos has a plan to get rid of the beast, so listen carefully."
 
   Everyone turned to face Marcos. He saw hope flare in a few eyes, hostility in most. He was going to have to work very hard to win over everyone.
 
   "The problem is the beast and the woman," he said.
 
   "No shit," someone muttered, drawing a ragged laugh from some. The laughter was short-lived, for survival was paramount and Marcos might just have a solution to their beast problem.
 
   "My idea is this — we, or rather I, go to the mainland and hire a contract killer to come here, go up into the hills and kill the chimera and the woman."
 
   "If he fails, then nothing is achieved," someone else said. "The beast is still free."
 
   "Yes. Free to carry on killing us," someone else added, unnecessarily.
 
   There was a chorus of fearful agreement.
 
   Marcos amended his plan. "The assassin could be hired to re-chain it and then kill it. In that order."
 
   "What would be the point?" someone demanded.
 
   "Because this Barratt is too resourceful. The chimera has never been free before. He needs to be stopped. If the assassin chains him up, then kills him and beheads him, the assassin will become the chimera — and will be chained up. Barratt will be dead. And if he kills the woman after he kills Barratt, so much the better."
 
   "He might do more than just kill her," someone else suggested, a lascivious note in his voice.
 
   "If he doesn't, I bet she won't last long," someone said ominously. "If the killer is killed by Barratt, then we will need to think of another plan," Marcos said with finality. "But let us hire a good assassin so that we get what we want."
 
   "We haven't agreed on what we do want," someone muttered. There was a murmur of general agreement. Marcos called for order and got it.
 
   "What we all want is the chimera stopped — agreed?" There was general agreement.
 
   "It needs re-chaining — agreed?" Again there was agreement.
 
   "Once it is re-chained it needs killing and beheading — then Barratt will be dead and the assassin will become the new chained-up chimera — agreed?" It was agreed.
 
   "And then the woman must be killed, so that she cannot help it get free — agreed?" It was agreed.
 
   "Can't the woman be kept for food?" someone asked.
 
   "No!" Marcos said firmly. "We cannot take any chances. It was giving the woman a chance that started this whole thing. The sooner she is dead — the sooner they are both dead — the better." Everyone agreed.
 
   Marcos kept his face neutral, but he was jubilant. He'd managed to win them over. His plan was a good one and everyone was in agreement.
 
   Vangelis fed Marcos his next line. "And where do we find a reliable assassin, or hired killer?"
 
   Marcos nodded at this. "I will go to Athens and present myself to a Mister Andreas Kalvos, explaining that we in Luminos need his help in choosing a killer to get rid of a foreigner who has started to terrorise our peaceful little village. I will not, of course, mention the chimera or anything else of a mythical nature to him."
 
   There were several nods of approval. Marcos had been right to mention Andreas Kalvos, Athenian crime boss. Everyone knew of him and of his reputation for solving problems — for a fee.
 
   "We will need to present money," Marcos said. "I don't know how much such a venture will cost, but we had better make it a reasonable amount. If everyone chips in it won't hurt so much. Also, I will contribute one third of the amount."
 
   There were a few cheers at this announcement and Marcos knew he had won everyone back to his way of thinking.
 
   "Okay," he said. "I will go across to the mainland today and make the arrangements. Now let us have some lunch."
 
   There was mass agreement and someone ran up the steps to look out of the bell tower, just to make sure the chimera was still up in the hills. It only preyed on them at night. During the day it was busy tending to the woman.
 
   "All clear!" yelled the lookout.
 
   Several hands unbarred, unbolted and unlocked the church door. Marcos pulled it open and sunlight lanced in. It was a beautiful day. If his plan succeeded, there would be many more beautiful days to come.
 
   As he crossed the street to his house, he prayed to the gods for success. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



16 
 
    
 
   Brent Foster was ready.
 
   He lay on the ground, his loaded and cocked rifle pointing at the two people visible through the small window and he knew that in less than two minutes, he would be twenty five thousand pounds richer. That particular thought made him feel good. The fact that his increased wealth was dependent on the death of another human being contributed to his good feeling.
 
   According to what Foster thought of as his philosophy, every person had at least one particular skill. Foster's own particular skill was killing. He sold death to the highest bidder. He had been a killer for over twenty years. He was very good at it. He'd never failed. He killed anything or anyone — as long as the price was right for the job. He made no distinction between animals and people. For him, there was no difference. A hit was a hit. All people were animals — including himself. If a village pooled their resources and paid him to execute a dictatorial chief, he did it. If a businessman paid him to remove a rival, he did it. If a man paid him to kill an unfaithful wife, he did it. If a group of people paid him to kill a marauding lion, or a rogue elephant, he did it. The only thing that altered was the price — ten thousand for an animal, twenty five thousand for a person.
 
   This was why, as the two rival tribal chiefs sat at their peace conference, about to resolve a violent feud which had been going on for five years, Foster was about to shoot one of them in the head. Which one was up to him. His employer had trusted him to use his discretion in such a matter. The employer, an arms dealer who was lucratively supplying arms to both sides, did not want the feud to end. Foster's job was to make it look as though one of the chiefs had been assassinated by the other tribe. Foster was using a local rifle, which he'd leave at the killing site, and was dressed as a local. During his escape, he'd make sure he was noticed.
 
   It's a good life, he reflected, before becoming absolutely motionless as he concentrated fully on the job at hand. The two chiefs were exchanging detailed terms. There was a general sense of agreement and camaraderie. Foster aimed at the man on the left, choosing him because his head was in profile and it meant an easier kill. Why make things more difficult than they needed to be? 
 
   Then he squeezed the trigger. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two days later, Foster was in Athens, being briefed by Andreas Kalvos. He'd worked for Kalvos before and the routine was the same — briefing, half the money before, half on job completion, Foster to collect it personally from Kalvos. Implicitly, it was all a matter of trust. Kalvos was saying Trust me; Foster was saying I do. It was a successful working relationship. 
 
   The next morning, Foster was on the tiny Greek island of Aphros, sitting in a low-ceilinged bar, looking at a small group of hopeful and expectant villagers, listening to a tale involving a foreign cannibal, and feeling nothing but contempt for the people who wished to employ him. 
 
   What the fuck's wrong with you people! was what he wanted to shout at them all, for they looked frightened. No, he'd seen frightened before — this was something else. They all looked broken and useless. Not only was this foreign cannibal preying on the villagers, but he was destroying their spirit too. This was an opinion that Foster kept to himself — ultimately, these were the money people after all, and it didn't do to insult the money people — that much he did know.
 
   "You must bring us his head," the barman, who seemed to be the leader of the village, said.
 
   "For what you're paying me," Foster stated grandly, "I'll bring you its balls on a plate." Foster's words were translated and some of the people involved in the deal laughed.
 
   "That will not be necessary," the barman said, smiling a strained smile. "The head is all that is necessary."
 
   Foster nodded. "You people should stop worrying so much. You want to lighten up a little. I'm here. I've never failed. I'll solve your problem for you. I'll kill your foreign cannibal. Okay?" 
 
   Foster's words were translated. The people nodded in unison.
 
   "Now tell me as much about it as you can," Foster demanded. "Tell me everything I need to know, and I do mean everything. Where I might find him, what he looks like, what his habits are, that sort of thing. I need as much information as you've got. It'll help me succeed."
 
   Over the next hour, the barman gave Foster all of the information that was available. He also gave Foster several drinks which had no noticeable effect on him. 
 
   Apparently, the foreign cannibal had been a tourist who'd gone up into the hills with his woman a few weeks previously, had stayed up there and had then started attacking the village, breaking into one house a night and killing the people who lived in it. Those people would be destroyed by the madman — literally torn apart and partially eaten, after which, bits of the body would be dropped in the street by the madman as he made his way back up into the hills.
 
   The villagers all seemed to believe he was staying in a cottage up there. They had no further information regarding the woman No one had seen her. The foreign cannibal hunted and killed alone. She might be somewhere in the hills. She might still be with the foreign cannibal. She might be injured or dead. They had lots of suggestions, but no hard facts. The cottage's owner had been the madman's first victim. Now, however, the attacks had slowed down. The foreign cannibal was no longer attacking every night, but had started random attacks, sometimes leaving a gap of three nights between each one.
 
   Eventually, Foster had heard all he needed to hear, so he went up to his room to prepare his weapons, just in case his target decided on an attack that night.
 
   I'll be ready for you, you bastard, Foster thought, as he looked out of the inn bedroom window, up towards the moonlight-splashed hills He'd decided that if the mad cannibal did not put in an appearance that night, he'd go up into the hills during the day, flush it out and kill it. It would probably be easier that way, for it seemed that the cannibal was nocturnal, which meant that it probably slept during the day.
 
   Foster then sat on the bed, unpacked his firearms and started to strip and clean them. It took him three hours to get all three rifles and four handguns as clean and as oiled as he wanted them. Then he loaded them. Once he'd finished, he put them on the bed and sat in a chair, looking at each of them lovingly. They were all perfect instruments of death. The gun was, without doubt, one of the finest inventions that man had ever come up with. They were all beautiful, all gracefully designed, all with flowing, curved and symmetrical lines. Now, cleaned, oiled and loaded, they were deadly too. Such a simple invention, but such an effective one too. With a gun in his hand, a man could be a god, deciding the fate of another human being. Live or die? That was what it always came down to. Foster chose the deaths of others in order to provide himself with a living.
 
   In the early hours of the morning, Foster realised that the man terrorising the village was not going to put in an appearance, so he put the weapons back in their padded gun bags, then stowed them under the bed. He kept a handgun within reach, then lay down and had a sleep. He'd given instructions to be woken up at seven in the morning. After a good breakfast, he'd go up into the hills and track down the foreign cannibal and kill him.
 
   Foster fell asleep scowling happily. 
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   The battered van slewed to a halt next to an abandoned jeep at the base of the foothills.
 
   Foster climbed out, went to the back of the borrowed van and opened the doors. He took his time making his choices. One rifle, one handgun and one knife — they were all that was necessary for this job. He chose his Jackson Automatic Rifle — the one he'd personally modified so that it took a side magazine and not the standard belt feed. To complement it he chose a nine-millimetre automatic pistol for close work, and a serrated-edged hunting blade for slicing and dicing. He slung the rifle over his shoulder, put the handgun in the holster that was clipped to his belt, and tucked the sheathed knife into his right canvas combat boot. Then he filled his pockets with clips of seven point six two and nine-millimetre calibre ammunition.
 
   Ready, he locked the van doors and examined the jeep. No one had mentioned the foreign cannibal using a vehicle, but Foster supposed he had to get to and from the cottage in the hills somehow. For a moment, he considered sabotaging the jeep, making it impossible for the foreign cannibal to use it — then he remembered that he was going up into the hills to kill him — which would make it impossible for him to do anything ever again. Eager to begin his work, he set off along a clearly defined goat path.
 
   It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining — bright and warm, the air was filled with a hundred different fragrances and scents, cicadas were chirruping incessantly, birds were calling to each other, and a light breeze played amongst the olive leaves. Foster didn't care about any of it. He saw a path leading up to where his quarry probably was — and that was all he saw. He heard nothing threatening, so he heard nothing He could not smell the foreign cannibal, so he smelled nothing else. Foster lived solely for the hunting and the killing of prey. All else was non-existent. 
 
   After several minutes, Foster found himself at the top of the hill, in a small clearing. On the far side of the clearing there was a stone bungalow. Carefully, he unslung his rifle and quietly cocked it, then moved forward silently. Reaching the door, he pushed it open with the tip of the rifle barrel, tensing, ready for something to happen — despite knowing nothing would.
 
   Nothing did. The door swung inwards, revealing a deserted, but reasonably tidy furnished room. It looked as though it had been recently cleaned.
 
   So who's keeping the place tidy? Foster wondered. The foreign cannibal? Somehow, he doubted this.
 
   Foster was, by nature, a suspicious man. His vocation demanded he be constantly suspicious. Suspicion was a natural facet of caution and caution was what kept him alive in a predatory world. He wanted to go into the bungalow and examine it closely, in depth, in more detail. He wanted to work out who — or who had until recently — lived in it. He wanted to see if there was a trace of the foreign cannibal. As there wasn't anything immediately apparent indicating the nature of the bungalow's tenant, Foster wanted to take the time to find something. The villagers had told him the foreign cannibal might be living in it. Might be. Foster didn't want a might be in his operation. He only wanted certainties. He wanted to be sure.
 
   Resisting the urge to go in and search around, Foster decided he'd be better off going along the path a bit further — to examine the bridge and the tower of rock and its cave, just to make sure they were uninhabited — as he was sure they were, then return to the bungalow and stake it out properly.
 
   His mind made up, he continued along the path. Looking back, he scrutinised the bungalow. It did look very well maintained. Foster wondered how this could be so — especially when considering the fact that the person who was attacking the village — and keeping the villagers in a state of constant fear — would not be overly concerned with home maintenance of any kind. He was, after all, the kind of person who smashed doors off hinges and tore people limb from limb in front of their families. 
 
   Yeah, definitely not a homemaker, Foster told himself, as he reached the end of the path and stood on the lip of the ravine. 
 
   Immediately in front of him was the bridge — and beyond it, the tower of rock. It was a huge stone cylinder with a flat top. The top was a bit higher up than he was, but the bridge crossed straight to it — and the bridge looked sturdy enough.
 
   Foster stepped carefully onto it. It barely moved.
 
   He crossed it steadily, his effort going into moving quietly, not hastily. Once on the pinnacle of rock, he set off along the path that seemed to lead around the edge of the rock cylinder. Foster held his rifle at his side, seemingly nonchalantly, but his finger was curled through the trigger guard, and he was keyed up and ready to use the firearm on the slightest pretext.
 
   A slight sound ahead and to his right caused him to freeze momentarily.
 
   He recognised the sound for what it was almost immediately. It was the buzzing of flies. He had heard the sound often enough and knew it was not the solitary buzz of one or two flies, lazy with the heat, but the loud and insistent buzzing of hundreds of flies as they fed competitively on something dead.
 
   Foster moved forward and pinpointed the location of the sound. It was coming from over the side of the ravine. He thought it was probably the remains of one of the foreign cannibal's meals, dropped over the edge and caught on a rock or a ledge. Reaching the edge, Foster cautiously looked over. He was right. Almost.
 
   It was, but it wasn't.
 
   At first, he refused to credit — and believe — what his eyes were relaying to his brain. Then he realised that despite the incredulity of the conveyed images, what he was seeing was fact. Whether it was a cleverly manufactured fact, or a fact based in actual, natural reality, he had yet to determine. One thing Foster did know — and had always known — was that his senses told him the truth. His eyes did not lie. They were not lying to him now.
 
   On a narrow ledge, about three metres below him, there was a body. A corpse. It was a goat's body. The goat's body had a thick, long scale-covered tail growing out of where the goat's tail should have been growing. There was no head attached to the body. A head — that of a lion — was on the ground several metres away from the body. There was a multitude of flies crawling over the body and head, both of which were in an advanced state of decomposition.
 
   Making no attempt to understand the logic of what he was seeing, Foster slid over the edge of the ravine and dropped lightly onto the ledge. Showing no concern for the sheer drop below him, or for the narrowness of the ledge, he set about carefully examining the hybrid corpse. The tail seemed to be a natural part of the goat's body. Ignoring the stench of decay, Foster leaned forward and peered closely at the place where the hindquarters and the tail joined. There was no stitching. No indication of anything untoward at all. To Foster, it looked as though the tail had been growing naturally out of the goat's body. He moved around and examined the neck wound. Despite the jaggedness of the horrific wound, he could still see where goatskin merged with some of the lion skin of the decapitated head.
 
   Part goat, part lion, part snake, Foster told himself. This information meant nothing to him — he knew nothing of mythology — and even if he had he would have dismissed the information as irrelevant. Myths were made up stories that usually contained grains of long-dead truth at their centres. Foster had no use for myths. He dealt in reality. Harsh reality. Still, he was intrigued. He was seeing something he'd never seen before — something that didn't look as though it had been faked. He considered the neck wound and wondered if the foreign cannibal was responsible for the decapitation. It was a possibility.
 
   Contemplation over, Foster clambered back up to the top of the ravine and set off along the trail. According to the villagers, there was a clearing and a cave in the centre of the rock's surface. Once he'd walked all the way around it, he'd start moving towards it. It was possible that his target was at the cave right now.
 
   He hefted the rifle and moved forward, confidant and quiet. 
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   Barratt finished washing Penny and started to gently dry her with one of the towels he'd got from Yannis' bungalow. Once she was dry, he slipped her shirt back on over her head, then stood behind her and slid her shorts back on over her feet and up her legs.
 
   As he did this, a number of thoughts and emotions crossed his mind. Firstly, he wanted the Penny he knew and loved back with him — back so that they could make love. He missed her very much. The feel of her warm flesh under his hands, the scent of her freshly-scrubbed skin and how she looked standing there by the water pool, looking beautiful and sexy and fragile made him miss her and want her terribly. Physically she was fully present, but mentally, she was still somewhere else — deep inside a mental sanctuary that he had no access to — and from where he had no way of bringing her back to him.
 
   Secondly, as he touched her warm, pulsating skin, he'd had to fight down an almost irresistible urge to rip her succulent flesh from her body and cram it into his ravenous mouth. He found this particular urge to be oddly exciting and he'd fought very hard to repress it. Now the very thought of it — and his subsequent repression of it — sickened and disgusted him, letting him know that he was the chimera.
 
   Barratt knew — without any doubt — that he was the chimera. Or at least, a significant part of it.
 
   He fastened Penny's clothing, then filled the bowl with water and gave it to her to drink. She did so without him having to instruct her. He was glad, for it meant that she was at least part of the way back from her mental exile.
 
   As Penny drank, Barratt remembered all that Yannis had told him. It was true. More importantly, Barratt knew it now. There was no doubt whatsoever. The myth of the chimera was real. The beast could never die because whoever killed it became it. And the only way to kill it was by beheading it.
 
   He knew it because inside his head were three other distinct voices: that of the lion, the goat and the snake — the individual elements of the chimera that now shared his body, his mind, his nervous system and his senses with him. They — or rather it — did not share his emotions, although it was aware — in an uncomprehending way — of them. And it was a two-way process, for he was aware of the chimera's thought processes — and had initially been shocked by the brutal simplicity of them. For the chimera there was itself and there was food. That was it. That was how it discerned the world. It did not distinguish any other living thing in any other way. Everything was an enemy to be eaten. Those who came to it always wanted to hurt it or kill it — so it killed them first. And it had its hunger — a constant hunger that could only be sated by eating flesh. Human or animal, although human tasted better.
 
   As a rational human being, Barratt knew that his personality now consisted of four separate entities — man, lion, goat and snake. The latter three worked together for the common, collective good. The man aspect was, to them, simply a vessel, a vehicle, around for a short period of time, but not worth considering, or listening to.
 
   But Barratt had changed all that. Barratt had freed the chimera from centuries of imprisonment — and he'd done it with the female's help. So now the chimera wanted to know what else he could do, with or without the woman's help. Barratt and the woman had become valuable, for a while.
 
   Barratt found the chimera's dismissive attitude to him a little insulting. He was being listened to solely because he might prove to be of further use. Still, he'd set a precedent in chimera lore. It was no longer the three in one — now it was the four in one, although the fourth aspect was only tolerated by the other three for its potential usefulness.
 
   But it's my fucking body, my mind, my nervous system and my senses, Barratt mentally snarled, knowing that such an argument held no weight or meaning for the other separate entities that made up the chimera. What was was! It was that simple! He was now a part of the chimera too. He was unwillingly sharing his human frame and faculties with a mythical hybrid beast that was centuries old. It was something he was going to have to get used to. After he died, his body would stop ageing and the beast would live on in it — until someone else came along to try and kill it — and either failed and died, or else succeeded and became the human vessel in which the chimera awoke.
 
   While he was alive, he would have a constant fight on his hands, a fight to prove he was valuable to the other three parts of the chimera. He would have to fight, because their three combined wills were powerful enough to take over his body completely and lock his mental faculties, his awareness — his him — away in some recess at the back of his brain and keep him there until he died. Combined they could do that, but not individually. Individually, he was, at present, the strongest element in this new and very improved chimera.
 
   Determined to stay very much in command of his own mind and body, Barratt took hold of Penny's hand and began to lead her back to the cave. Ideally he'd have liked to move her to Yannis' bungalow, and then off the island of Aphros altogether, but he hadn't come up with a way to cross the bridge with Penny yet. When he did, he'd—
 
   A flash of metal caught the sun and flashed into his eyes. 
 
   Someone's there! They have a gun!
 
   The thought surged through Barratt's mind and then it was all he could do to hold back the flood of rage and hatred that abruptly emanated through him from the chimera. Suddenly it was angry, raging and hungry. With difficulty Barratt held the beast in check. 
 
   WAIT! he yelled mentally. First we take Penny to the cave, then we investigate. It might be something innocent! 
 
   The lion part of the chimera mocked him.
 
   THERE IS NOTHING INNOCENT, BARRATT! IT IS SOMETHING HERE TO KILL US, SO WE WILL KILL IT! 
 
   As usual, Barratt was disconcerted by the internal voice that sounded so much like his own. 
 
   We wait, he insisted. A few minutes only. Then we use subtlety. 
 
   WE HAVE NO NEED FOR YOUR SUBTLETY, the lion argued. WE HAVE BETTER WAYS. 
 
   Barratt was in no mood to argue. Your 'better ways' are what have kept you chained up for centuries. 
 
   The chimera paused. It was long enough for Barratt to find a lever. 
 
   We either do it my way or I'll chain us all back up again. Understand?
 
   There was a short period of silence. Then, when the massed voices of the chimera spoke, it sounded surly, but chastened. 
 
   WE UNDERSTAND.
 
   Barratt did not respond to the chimera's capitulation. Instead, he was thinking about the glint of sun on metal. It had come from the other side of the pinnacle's flat surface, from over near the bridge. As he continued walking, leading Penny back to the cave, he gave no indication of having seen anything untoward. He did this because he wanted the person watching him and Penny to be thrown off-guard, to underestimate him. That way, he'd gain the advantage. The person might even get to live, although he doubted it. Some people were stupid.
 
   Barratt took Penny into the cave and sat her down on the bed. Then he stood up and looked thoughtfully out of the cave, ready for the next move. He knew the person was there to do him — and possibly Penny — some sort of harm, and therefore, he knew it wasn't one of the villagers. It couldn't be. They knew the price they'd have to pay. This meant it was a hired outsider, a hunter or killer or assassin of some sort, paid to come and kill him. He wondered what the villagers had told the hunter. They certainly hadn't mentioned the chimera, that was for sure. They'd probably said he was a maniac of some kind — a psycho, terrorising the village, eating children, ripping people open — needing to be stopped. They'd probably asked the killer to bring back his head — just to make sure he was beheaded. Which meant the village wanted this hunter person to be the next chimera. 
 
   They think that if he kills me, they'll have a chance to chain him up to the stake. 
 
   Suddenly Barratt felt sorry for the hired hunter. Either way he'd lose. If he challenged the chimera, he'd die, torn into hundreds of bloody pieces and eaten. If he somehow managed to behead Barratt, he'd wake up as the chimera, chained to the rock for eternity. It was because of this that Barratt wanted to give him at least one chance. It would be one more chance than anyone else had given him.
 
   Another thought occurred to Barratt — perhaps he could get the man to carry Penny across the bridge. Then they could all leave.
 
   Having suddenly seen a way in which everyone could benefit — and stay alive — Barratt stepped out of the cave.
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   Lying in the prone position amongst a scattering of rocks, rifle pointing down into the clearing, Brent Foster realised he'd been duped.
 
   The scrawny-looking man down in the clearing was no foreign cannibal. He was simply some local loco who'd decided to live in the hills with his retarded girlfriend. He was someone who preferred to live in a cave, rather than a city. And who could blame him for that?
 
   But the villagers of Luminos had said that the foreign cannibal came down from the hills to the village at night and smashed their doors open and tore people to shreds and ate some of them and scattered their bones in the street. If he hadn't been in pursuit of prey and in deep cover, Foster would have laughed aloud. The man down in the cave couldn't smash an egg. He was too scrawny and too gentle. The way he'd sat there and washed the woman, then dressed her, then given her a drink of water, and then so caringly led her back to the cave was an indication that he was a man who cared about people, not someone who destroyed them and ate them. 
 
   Perhaps the villagers simply want him out of the way, Foster thought. If so, it'll be for the woman perhaps, or for some treasure he's got in the cave. 
 
   Having reached his conclusions regarding his current hit, Foster knew that ultimately it made no difference. He'd been paid to hit someone who went down into the village at night and killed and ate people. This man answered the description the villagers had given. Foster now had a choice — he could shoot this man, cut off his head and go and collect his money, hoping he'd got the right target, or, he could stake out this man — follow him to see if he did go down to the village and kill people, then, if so, kill him and chop his head off and collect the money.
 
   Foster pondered. His instinct told him the villagers had somehow fooled him and that the man in the cave was harmless. His instinct told him to wait until the real foreign cannibal showed himself. Foster thought about the woman. Scrawny too, but a tasty-looking piece all the same. It was tempting to simply put a bullet through the man's head and then show the woman what a real man could give her.
 
   Depending on how things go, Foster told himself, I might just do that.
 
   He grinned nastily and settled down to wait and see what transpired. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Foster froze into immobility.
 
   The man had just come out of the cave and was standing in the clearing. Foster looked at him through the sights. It was an easy shot. A very easy shot, but he held back, waiting to see what the man did.
 
   What the man did was walk across the clearing and make his way towards the bridge. He didn't go in a straight line across the rocks, which would have meant he crossed the terrain in which Foster was hiding, but instead followed the path that ran around the perimeter of the rock pinnacle. This made Foster think that the man was most definitely not the foreign cannibal, for that person climbed down and up the hills at night with ease — this guy didn't even walk over rocky ground — even when it was the most direct route to where he was going.
 
   Once he was sure the man had reached the bridge, Foster began to move towards the cave. He stayed low and moved very slowly, worming forward, then crawling down towards the clearing, his rifle slung over his shoulder, his body working hard to maximise his silent approach.
 
   His years of experience had given him a number of skills, so when he suddenly felt as though he was being watched, he knew enough to trust this feeling. He looked over his shoulder. The guy was standing right beside him!
 
   Foster twisted fast, rolling over and swinging the rifle up. It was snatched from his hands with ease and flung away. Foster heard it clatter on the rocks. He looked up at his attacker and saw the man was unarmed. Staying on the ground, Foster held his hands out in a placatory gesture — to show he too was now unarmed, and therefore not a threat. He decided to go for false fear.
 
   "Don't hurt me, man, please. I'm sorry I was creeping about, but I was hunting in the hills, saw the bridge and came over. That's all."
 
   The man grimaced and shook his head. "They've paid you to hunt me down, haven't they?"
 
   Foster dropped his act and went for candour. "They've paid me to hunt someone down, but I don't think that someone's you."
 
   "It is," the man said.
 
   "It can't be you," Foster chuckled, shaking his head. "The guy I've been sent after rips doors off, tears people to shreds and eats them." He paused. "I don't mean to be insulting, but you just don't seem to fit that description." Foster's tone was light, but sarcastic. 
 
   The man shrugged. "It doesn't matter. The fact is, it's me they want you to kill." 
 
   "You?" Foster said, as he started to get up.
 
   "Don't make any sudden moves," the man said. "And don't reach for another weapon, which I'm sure you have somewhere on your person."
 
   "Hey, man," Foster growled. "Ease down a bit, okay. I'm on your side. I'm feeling a bit stupid for having been duped by those village idiots down there, I can tell you." As he said this, he sat down on a rock and stretched his legs out.
 
   "You haven't been duped. And they're not idiots. I've told you — I'm the person they've sent you to kill. Did they tell you to cut my head off?"
 
   "They were very specific about that," Foster said. "Care to tell me why?"
 
   "It won't make any sense if I do. Or rather, it'll sound like the ramblings of a lunatic."
 
   "You could try," Foster said, stalling for time.
 
   "There's no point," the man said. "What would be best is that you leave here now — just cut your losses and go somewhere else for another job."
 
   "Listen," said Foster. "You sound like a reasonable guy, so tell me, why are you hounding the villagers? What did they do to you?"
 
   "They tried — and are still trying — to kill me," the man said. "At present, I'm stuck out here because of them. I can't leave here and it's all their fault. So I'm making them pay for their crimes. And now they've hired you to stop me." 
 
   "That's right," Foster said meaningfully. 
 
   The man sighed. "And I was going to ask you to carry Penny across the bridge for me," he said. "Never mind. It's probably best if you just go. That way we'll both stay happy."
 
   "Who's Penny?" Foster asked, knowing, but wanting more detail. 
 
   "You watched me lead her back to the cave from the pool," the man said. "Why ask pointless questions'?" 
 
   The reason for Foster's pointless questions became apparent when he suddenly stood up and placed the barrel of his automatic pistol in the man's face. 
 
   "I'll ask you again," Foster said. "Who's Penny?" 
 
   "My partner," the man said wearily. 
 
   "Take me to her," Foster ordered. 
 
   The man moved fast. So fast that Foster didn't see the movement. One minute he was standing there, arms at his side, a pistol in his face, the next, he'd plucked the pistol out of Foster's hand and had it turned and aimed at the hunter. All Foster had felt was the slight tug of his hand. The eye of the gun barrel now pointed at Foster's own eye. Foster tore his gaze from it and looked into the man's eyes, reading his intentions. He saw no malice, only an incredible patience. And something else too — a tiredness, as though the man was working hard to hold back an inner force.
 
   "I'm not making myself very clear, am I?" the man said. 
 
   "Yes you are," Foster said hurriedly, resignedly. "I'm going. I'm leaving now. You'll never see me again — okay?" 
 
   "Are you sure you get the message?" the man asked. "The villagers have hurt me and are paying for it. Don't make me put you on the list too." 
 
   "I won't," Foster said, shaking his head. 
 
   The man handed the pistol back to him. Surprised, Foster looked at the handgun. He'd had it returned, which meant — 
 
   An iron grip closed around the back of his neck, driving all thoughts from his mind. Foster felt his body being lifted up and carried rapidly over the ground. He struggled in the hard grip, but to no avail. The man carried him to the bridge and dropped him abruptly. 
 
   "Go away and don't come back," he said to Foster. "If I see you again, I'll kill you. Clear?" 
 
   "You don't scare me," Foster blustered. He shut up when the man stepped up close to him. 
 
   "Obviously I do,” the man said. ‘I have done all of the things the villagers have told you I've done," the man said. "Don't be fooled into thinking you can win against me. You can't. You're too slow, too noisy, too clumsy and too graceless — besides, you can only lose, whatever the outcome. Also, you've got disadvantages — you're not hungry enough." 
 
   It was then that Foster abruptly turned and walked across the bridge. He said nothing; he simply crossed the rope bridge and stood on the other side, looking back at the man. The man stood there and watched Foster. Upon seeing that the man was not going to follow him across, Foster turned away and made his way down the hill, back towards his van and his other guns.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was early afternoon when Foster made his way back up the hill. 
 
   This time he had all of his rifles and handguns with him He had three rifles slung over his back, four handguns in his jacket, two smoke grenades in his pockets, a machete in a sheath on his belt and a hunting knife in each boot. And this time he was going to use them all on that fucking scrawny cave dwelling moron.
 
   He was angry — angry with himself for letting someone like the scrawny guy get the drop on him.
 
   Christ, he was strong. Deceptively so. The way he'd lifted him up by the scruff of the neck and carried him to the bridge was not something that just anyone could do. In fact, if asked, Foster would have said it was impossible.
 
   He was also angry at the cave dweller too — angry with him for making the defeat look so easy. This was why he was now making his way back up to the rock tower and was going directly to the clearing.
 
   I'm going to blast the scrawny fucker into bloody tatters. Then I'm going to cut his fucking head off stick it on a pole and carry it down to the village of Luminos.
 
   "Yeah!" Foster said aloud, as he reached the stone bungalow for the second time that day.
 
   He stopped for a moment, checked that each one of his firearms was fully loaded, then taking a firm grip on one of the automatic rifles, he cocked it, hearing the round slide into the breach. He then reslung the other rifles over his shoulders and walked to the bridge.
 
   Looking across the ravine at the stone pillar, Foster suddenly felt a small flowering of fear in his stomach. This was usual and he took it to be a good sign. Fear was an emotion that heightened his senses and made him alert. He thrived on heightened emotions. It was what made him so good at what he did.
 
   There was no immediate sign of the cave dweller, so Foster moved forward slowly, crossing the bridge and stepping onto the solid rock pillar. He eased the rifle's safety catch to the OFF position and made his way along the path towards the clearing.
 
   He was ready to kill.
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   Barratt sat in the shade of the cave mouth, his eyes closed.
 
   A few cicadas chirruped softly. A slight breeze was blowing from the south, bringing the faint earth and citrus smells of almonds and oranges with it. The day was warm and at that particular moment, with all of his responsibilities to Penny and himself temporarily discharged, he was able to enjoy a rare moment of tranquillity. Of peace.
 
   As he leaned back against the warm rock, making himself more comfortable — and very aware of the subtleties and nuances of his surroundings — he wondered how much of it he would have noticed or enjoyed if he'd been the James Barratt he'd once been — and not a facet of a creature that was itself an unstoppable force of nature and instinct. As Barratt, he'd been reasonably aware — and appreciative — of what he noticed of the natural world. His normal, urban environment contained a few natural delights, as did most places. Of course, the landscape he was occupying now was far more beautiful — far more natural — than any other landscape he'd ever seen.
 
   It was only after he and Penny had arrived in Greece that he realised that aridity had its own intrinsic, harsh beauty. Penny had seen it too — and they'd both been temporarily silenced by the sheer magnitude of the natural world's savage harmony. It was why they'd gone to Greece in the first place. They'd seen pictures of some of the islands, read the descriptions of the many famous places in Greece — Athens, Thebes, Delphi, Ithaca, Crete, Rhodes, Sparta and Lesbos — and had decided to go there. 
 
   And until the chimera's attack, it had been better than they'd hoped it would be.
 
   The attack had changed everything. It had destroyed Barratt and Penny's relationship with each other. It had also destroyed his relationship with himself and Penny's relationship with herself. Both of them were now strangers to themselves and to each other.
 
   It's alienation in an alien environment, Barratt mused, realising that the environment was probably the only thing about his experience that didn't actually feel alien. The dark humour of the thought amused him.
 
   He thought of some of the wonderful things he and Penny had experienced during their holiday — visiting the Acropolis and admiring the sleek-looking cats that prowled through the ruins; swimming and snorkelling in the warm Aegean; breakfasting on fruit and coffee on the terrace or their balcony; clambering over rocks to reach beautiful rock pools; walking along the beach, their feet in the sea; sitting under olive trees and eating their simple, but delicious lunches; and wandering through the covered markets, examining the clothes and the cloths and the pictures and the bags and the fruits and the vegetables and the buildings and the people and the scenery they saw. It was sensory overload, but they'd loved every minute of it. 
 
   It's all been spoiled by violence, Barratt told himself. All of it: the attack by the chimera, the hunter's attempt on my life, and every violent act the chimera has perpetrated. Violence has ruined a perfect relationship — and a perfect holiday.
 
   Thinking back to earlier that day, Barratt was pleased he'd been able to circumvent the violent death of the hunter. The chimera had twice come close to nearly ripping the man's head off and it had taken an immense effort on Barratt's part to hold back its all-consuming, murderous rage.
 
   It's getting stronger, Barratt told himself. Soon, I won't be able to control it.
 
   He wondered what he could do about this fact, then realised that there was nothing he could do about it, because it was a fact. In time, he knew, the chimera would be the sole occupant of his body — and then it would do exactly as it wanted. There would be no governing sensibility — just raw, brute power bent on the destruction of everything that it was not.
 
   I wonder why its motivation is hatred? Barratt pondered. Was it created out of hatred or anger or fear? Was it designed for destruction?
 
   He found himself wishing he'd read more about the chimera. He needed information — an interpretation of the myth of the chimera, or something that would give him an insight into the psychology of the creature. Something that would give him a way of understanding, therefore controlling, the beast that was now residing inside his mind and body.
 
   What are you? he demanded.
 
   We are—
 
   All internal communication stopped abruptly as Barratt — or rather, the chimera — heard the hunter cross the bridge and walk along the footpath. It knew it was him because of the sounds he made when walking — the short breaths, the heavy, but cautious tread, the dull metallic chink of weaponry. After a short near-silence, it heard him start to clamber over rocks as he made his way towards the clearing.
 
   The chimera immediately — and without consulting Barratt — decided to put an end to the hunter's stupidity. Moving lithely, it crouched at the cave mouth and quickly checked to make sure Penny was lying down comfortably on the bed. It then set off rapidly and silently over the rocky terrain, in order to meet up with Foster before he reached his area of reconnaissance — his fire-ground.
 
   Barratt had done it his way and had failed. Now the chimera was going to deal with Foster properly. The hunter had come back to kill the chimera, so the chimera would kill him. Then it would descend on the village and destroy as many of the treacherous villagers as one evening would allow, scattering their bloody, tom and eaten remains in the streets. It would return the next day and wipe out more of them. And so on and so on, until there were no more villagers left. Then it would destroy their dwellings. Then it would stamp on the toppled stones and broken wood, and piss on the mangled corpses littering the streets.
 
   Revenge.
 
   Barratt was no longer sickened by the chimera's brutally violent imagination. What it wanted was what he now wanted too. He wanted to hurt the villagers of Luminos for what they'd done — and were still doing — to him and Penny. The chimera wanted them to pay for its captivity. The beast and the man had the same goal. Which meant that Barratt and the chimera were working together for a collective, desired outcome — a unified need. 
 
   From a distance, the chimera saw the hunter creeping amongst rocks and scrub. It moved up behind him, catching him unawares.
 
   Foster only became aware of the presence of the chimera after he was yanked up off the ground and hurled into a cluster of rocks. He smashed into them, his rifle spinning from his hands, his breath knocked out of his body, the rifles slung over his shoulders the only things stopping his back from being broken by the impact. Undeterred, he reached for an automatic pistol and aimed it at the advancing man — a man who suddenly looked like a ravenous predator. Foster was suddenly frightened. It was as if he was looking at a different man. The other guy — the one he'd talked to earlier — had been reasonably affable, almost kind. This one had no kindness in him at all. In fact, he didn't look like a him — he looked like an it. And it was a ravenous monster.
 
   A mad cannibal.
 
   It was something that would kill without any qualms whatsoever. Foster had met enough killers and victims in his time to know who was ruthless and who wasn't. This creature had no redeeming features whatsoever — no humanity.
 
   Knowing he was going to die, Foster took careful aim and his finger tightened on the trigger. 
 
   The man stopped suddenly and looked pleadingly at Foster.
 
   "Please," he begged. "Leave now, before it's too late." 
 
   Foster heard the desperation in the man's voice and saw the tears come out of the man's eyes and wondered what it was that had prompted him to regard this man as a voracious predator. If anything he looked like prey — very weak prey at that. Just the fact of him reaching the point of no return and then wanting to bargain meant he hadn't got what it took to do any serious damage. Foster decided to end the charade.
 
   "It's too late for you, buddy," Foster growled, thumbing the pistol's safety catch to OFF. "I'm going to kill you, cut your head off, fuck your woman — and get paid for it. Got that?" 
 
   Everything abruptly slowed down as the snake part of the chimera once more put in a necessary appearance. The chimera heard the hunter's voice echo in its ears as a deep baritone. It saw the hunter's movements as slow-motion actions. The Barratt part of the beast saw what was taking place as though he was watching a film that was being shown one frame at a time. The snake had taken over the chimera's responses again, speeding every faculty of its own up, thereby making everything else around it slow to a tortoise-like speed.
 
   Confident of its power and agility, the chimera waited for the hunter to carry out his lumbering actions. It did this to show the hunter — and Barratt — its power. There was a huge roar as the handgun the hunter was holding discharged its bullet. The chimera saw the bullet emerge from the end of the barrel and move slowly through the air towards it. In order to avoid the slowly-approaching projectile, the creature simply stepped to one side and watched as the copper-tipped bullet slowly meandered past, buzzing harmlessly through the air.
 
   Moving fast, the beast then stepped forward and took hold of the pistol, the barrel in one hand, the grip in the other. Then, using a fair amount of its strength, it showed Foster its power. There was the grinding and grating of metal and the centuries-old creature straightened out the weapon, easily breaking the weld that joined the barrel to the handgrip. Then it handed the useless piece of scrap metal back to its owner.
 
   Foster stared at his former firearm and believed. He also knew that he was a dead man. He dropped the useless firearm and scrabbled for his rifle, wanting to get off at least one shot, a shot that might just send this misbegotten creature to whatever infernal realm it had come from. It was his last coherent thought and his last volitional action.
 
   The chimera — the beast that was now comprised of the combined wills of the lion, the goat, the snake and the man — reached out a hand and grasped the hunter around the throat. After that, it moved instinctively, the snake moving fast, the goat moving agilely, the lion raging, the man choosing the best course of action. It swatted the rifle out of the hunter's hands, then, looking mockingly into the hunter's pleading eyes, tore his head from his body and dropped it carelessly to the ground. Gouts of blood spurted from the mutilated neck wound and the coppery stench of it filled the air.
 
   Hunger hit the chimera's stomach like a blow and it lowered its head and clamped its mouth over the bleeding wound and drank the hot blood. Then it bit into the warm flesh, tearing at the meat, swallowing huge mouthfuls of blood-soaked flesh, each mouthful simultaneously appeasing and goading on its insatiable hunger.
 
   Eventually, the chimera had eaten all it wanted and its hunger was appeased. It dropped what remained of the destroyed corpse and made its way to the water pool. It drank its fill, belched, grinned and got up, heading back to the cave. It went in and regarded the resting woman. It knew she was not prey, but was unable to fully understand why. All it knew was that Barratt regarded her as important; therefore she was not to be harmed in any way. By anyone. Unable to understand the woman's significance, the chimera lay down on the primitive bed next to her and rested.
 
   Barratt pushed his way forward, finding the way unbarred now that the chimera had fed. For a moment, the lion held Barratt back, not wanting to relinquish its awareness and enjoyment of the external world to the man, but Barratt's will was now far too strong, his fear and concern for the woman making his imperative impossible to resist or to seriously challenge.
 
   Barratt again took control of his mind and body, driving all facets of the chimera back into some far corners of his mind. He did it without too much effort, but the day's activities had drained him of any further resilience and, now that he and Penny were safe, he blacked out, his fatigued mind spiralling down into the welcoming void of sleep. 
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   Barratt opened his eyes four hours later and the dull, muted colours that were the visual inheritance of all human beings came into view.
 
   As he lay on the bed and remembered the details of the hunter's death, he realised he felt no remorse or guilt over the man's murder. This time it had not been a defenceless villager trying to lock the chimera out — this time it had been a fully armed professional hunter, a man who had been paid to kill him.
 
   The chimera had killed him in self-defence. It had been a kill or be killed situation.
 
   Besides, Barratt told himself, I gave him several chances to go away and leave me alone. He chose not to listen.
 
   Barratt abruptly put the dead hunter from his mind and turned his attention to the villagers of Luminos They were responsible for everything. They were the ones who'd tricked him into being attacked by the chimera. They'd wanted him to be a victim — in one way or another. They'd tried having him killed; they'd tried to keep him a prisoner on the pinnacle of rock; they'd hired a hunter to kill him. The hunter had no way of knowing he'd been set up.
 
   The villagers are to blame! 
 
   And then there was Penny. Dear, beautiful, lovely Penny. Harmed by the chimera — the creature he'd killed and which he'd become — which he now was. Barratt looked at the woman stretched out by his side and felt a deep sadness at still being unable to reach and bring her back from her mental sanctuary, despite his efforts.
 
   It's all wheels within wheels, he thought. Everything's itself, but can be found inside its opposite: beasts within men — men within beasts; myths within reality — reality within myths; tenderness within savagery — savagery within tenderness; frailty within toughness — toughness within frailty; multiplicity within singularity — singularity within multiplicity; violence within self-preservation — self-preservation within violence; life within death — death within life.
 
   Barratt stopped his litany. Penny had been hurt and for Barratt, that was far more of a crime than the villagers conspiring to make him a victim of the chimera. It was unforgivable.
 
   The villagers are responsible!
 
   Yannis had been killed because Yannis was the one who'd lied to him and tricked him and taunted him and underestimated him initially. The villagers were also guilty and they'd been paying daily for their collective guilt. The chimera had only killed the guilty. And now the whole village was sending up hunters in the hope of destroying Barratt.
 
   That's their Achilles' heel, he realised. The villagers still want the chimera — and they want it chained up and docile again. A captive.
 
   As he pondered on this, Barratt knew this to be the truth, otherwise, the villagers would simply have sent a martyr up to kill the chimera — a martyr who would then commit suicide to end the chimera's life-span. The reason they hadn't done this was obviously because they didn't really want it dead.
 
   It was equally clear that what they didn't want was a chimera with Barratt's mind, for that meant it was a creature with far too much intelligence, independence, freedom, volition and ferocity. The chimera with Barratt's mind was an unstoppable force. What the villagers of Luminos wanted was a stupid, lumpen, thrashing chimera that was chained up and couldn't go anywhere or do anything — except the things they wanted it to do. Barratt had freed the chimera and had given it new skills — new powers. Suddenly, the ancient mythical frame of reference was no longer applicable. Now the chimera was defining — and inhabiting — a new paradigm — that of ancient and modern hybridity. It was an amalgamation of man and monster. Past and present. It was a framework that the villagers of Luminos knew nothing about. It was the beginning of a brand new era — the era of the chimera. A chim-era.
 
   Barratt smiled at his weak pun. He got up and went out of the cave. It was late afternoon. He crossed to the water pool and drank a few mouthfuls. Then he stripped and washed. As he dried himself, he felt the beast within him stirring. Perhaps it was time to revisit Luminos. At this thought, he felt the chimera strain to come to the fore and lead him to the village. He held it back with relative ease, for he was determined to find a solution to getting Penny off this infernal rock and away from the island of Aphros.
 
   The chimera was not remotely interested in Penny though — it was far more interested in retribution and feeding its incessant hunger. It pushed forward again.
 
   "Stay where you are," Barratt ordered, speaking aloud. "I don't need you yet."
 
   As soon as he'd spoken, Barratt realised the folly of his words. Of course he needed all three of the creatures that comprised the chimera for anything he did. He was no longer James Barratt. He needed the goat to cross the rocky ground — and to climb down and back up the ravine. He needed the snake for when he was threatened. He needed the lion to protect him from everything. But it was not a one-sided matter, for they needed him — or rather, they needed his physical form. Without him, they would not — and could not — exist.
 
   The clamouring of the beasts within him almost drowned out the vague beginnings of a particular thought that had suddenly occurred to Barratt, but he grasped and examined it, then filed it away for further examination at a more peaceful time. Now was for silencing the beasts and for thinking about how to move Penny from the cave to Yannis' house.
 
   Using the threat of re-chaining them all again, Barratt silenced the chimera, and then gave the perennial problem of being stuck on the pinnacle of rock some serious thought. He had considered carrying Penny down the ravine, but he'd rejected this thought as soon as he'd taken a look at the sides of the ravine. Even with the goat's agility and the lion's strength, he'd never be able to climb all the way down the sheer side of the column then back up the side of the ravine with Penny over his shoulders. It was impossible, even for the chimera.
 
   Then use a rope, he told himself. Get a rope, tie it around Penny, lower her to the ravine floor, climb down, climb up the other side, then pull her up after you and it done.
 
   Barratt thought that this was an excellent plan, despite finding one major flaw. From where was he going to get a rope long enough for him to be able to stand at the top of the rock pinnacle and carefully lower Penny to the ravine floor? 
 
   I'll get one from Luminos, he thought. And if one rope's not long enough, I'll get several and join them together.
 
   Suddenly, Barratt was back in charge of his own — and Penny's — life again. He had a number of choices. He didn't have to stay on this desolate pinnacle of rock any longer — and neither did Penny.
 
   Jubilant, Barratt knew that he, as the chimera, could achieve many things. There were unlimited possibilities waiting for him in the world. If he could stay in charge of the other facets of the chimera's personality — if he could use the beast's gifts only when they were needed, then he could do anything and go anywhere. For Barratt — and for the chimera — there was a vast planet waiting to be examined. There were experiences waiting to be had. There was much to see, to hear, to smell, to taste, to feel — to do. And there was all the time in the world to do it.
 
   The chimera was immortal; whereas Barratt was not, but he still had many years to experience everything he still wanted to. It was as though he'd been born anew — or had been given two distinct lives — one that he'd already lived as James Barratt, and one which he was now going to start living as James Chimera-Barratt. He was a new kind of aristocracy — one totally uninterested in — and therefore free from — the conventions of everyday life; someone unheeding of what drove other people to getting up and going out to work for fifty-plus years; then retiring, having a few worn-out years of relaxing; then dying, having done nothing but existed.
 
   Now he was the chimera. He was a hungry — and hungering — man and beast — and he would live accordingly. He would move inexorably across the planet's surface, experiencing everything. He would no longer be driven solely by a survival instinct. Now he would pursue his emotions — he would experience everything the beast had never experienced before, and the beast would experience things that Barratt had never experienced before. It was a frame of mind that had effortlessly moved beyond petty morality. It was a way of looking at the world that was not based on human rules, all of which were founded on personal prejudices or foibles. This was a clear, hard, logical philosophy — a beast mentality, to be sure, but also a human one that had been stripped of its veneer of civilisation — a veneer that was — and always had been — artificial and unnecessary. The maxim: 'Do what thou wilt' was older than Rabelais, but for the chimera it was new. The concept was not new, but the means to actualise it were.
 
   For the first time in centuries, the chimera was free. Free to sniff the air and move in whatever direction it chose. The only paths it needed to follow now were instinctive ones. They were the only ones that existed in any case.
 
   And me, thought Barratt. What of me?
 
   He was aware that, at best, he'd got another forty-five years of life to live. After that, he'd die and the chimera would continue to exist in his body.
 
   But what of the natural decay of the human frame? he wondered. Will that alter the chimera's thought processes?
 
   The chimera answered him, clearly and concisely, telling him how it would find another human being, then conspire to have that human kill it, either deliberately or accidentally, after which it would become that person. And just before that human body aged and died, then it would find another human and have them kill it and become them. It would do this for eternity. It would choose who it would become. And it was then that Barratt realised exactly what immortality meant — and what price it demanded and exacted. At that moment, he was glad he was human and had a definite life span.
 
   And yet, despite his humanity, the chimera trusted Barratt implicitly. He had been its liberator and he was motivated. He was also a provider of reason and logic and calm. He was also clumsy, slow and emotional, but he was never wrong. And the woman was important to him, therefore she was important to the chimera too. With Barratt's guidance, the woman had helped free them. Who knew what else Barratt and the woman were capable of?
 
   Barratt listened to the chimera's internal primitive reasoning, insulted by the knowledge that he was being kept around simply for his potential usefulness. After a few moments of thought, he realised that he did exactly the same — he used the chimera for his own ends. It was a mutually symbiotic relationship, with both of them using each other. Then, finally, the chimera made a decision. Barratt would be allowed to continue to make decisions for the chimera. Everything he'd chosen so far had been right. He would have further chances. There was, of course, a proviso — if he made a mistake and the chimera suffered in any way, then he would be locked away in an unused recess of his own brain and never allowed out again. Alive, but dead inside his own body and mind.
 
   There will be no mistakes, Barratt told the chimera. But you must follow each suggestion to the letter. If we deviate from them, we will be harmed. 
 
   It is agreed. 
 
   Pleased that an agreement of sorts had been reached, Barratt made his way back to the cave. The chimera wanted to go to the village. There was a momentary clash of wills. Barratt tested his new strength.
 
   We will go to the village later, Barratt silently told the chimera. First, I must rest. Then, when I am rested, we will go to the village of Luminos and find some ropes to get us all off this rock. And we will feed. 
 
   Yes, the beast answered, its hunger dominating all other considerations. To the village. To feed.
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   Marcos Vandopolis awoke suddenly. A faint sound, coming up from the bar, had disturbed his sleep. 
 
   Something is wrong! An intruder! He got out of bed slowly and quietly, not wanting to awaken — or frighten — Dionna, his wife, who was sleeping soundly and peacefully beside him. 
 
   He had been the owner of the Luminos taverna for over thirty years. In all that time he'd never been burgled. There was no crime on Aphros. There was no crime on any of the Greek islands — except a few petty crimes when the tourists came — and they were always born out of stupidity, not criminality. He placed his feet on the floor quietly — he wanted to catch the burglar and administer a beating so severe that the thought of committing any further crimes would become anathema.
 
   Suddenly a thought occurred to Marcos and he immediately wished it hadn't.
 
   The chimera! The beast is free and it hunts at night. It comes to the village and kills at random. It is showing us its terrible and new-found power — power that had been given to it — along with freedom — by James Barratt. What if the burglar is the chimera?
 
   Knowing he might be walking to his death, but needing to confront his intruder, Marcos moved quietly towards the bedroom door. He remembered how he'd questioned Yannis as to Barratt's suitability, expressing concern that Barratt might be too strong. He was right to have been concerned. Barratt was too strong. Too strong willed. His first real conversation with any of them had been to challenge and mock their beliefs. The chimera had appropriated his strength — and now it walked the night.
 
   Stealthily, Marcos opened the bedroom door, went down the stairs to the bar door and eased it open slightly. He peered cautiously between the door and the frame, scrutinising the bar methodically. His sweeping search revealed nothing, although the shadows and the shuttered gloom of the room made it virtually impossible to see much at all. He opened the door a little further, his gaze spearing the darkness.
 
   No! Nothing. Nothing at all.
 
   But what if the beast was lurking in a shadowed recess, patiently waiting for him to step into the bar?
 
   Very tentatively, he reached a hand through the doorway and fumbled for the light switch. As he groped around, he expected, at any moment, to feel an iron grip close around his wrist and yank him into the bar, where he would find himself confronted by the blazing eyes, slavering jaws and blood-stained teeth of the hungry chimera.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Instead, Marcos found the light switch, flicked it on and blinked at the harshly illuminated large bar room. Once his eyes had grown accustomed to the light, he looked in all of the corners of the bar and saw that the chimera was not waiting for him. He looked in recesses and took care to look under the tables, all from the safety of the doorway. Finally, he plucked up the courage to look behind the door.
 
   Nothing.
 
   There was no chimera in the Luminos taverna. There was no intruder or burglar of any kind in the Luminos taverna. Maybe there never had been.
 
   Puzzled, Marcos stepped into the bar to pour himself a suddenly much-needed drink. 
 
   Then he saw it.
 
   Resting on the polished wooden surface of the bar, staring at him with wide, terrified eyes and a gaping mouth was Brent Foster’s severed head. 
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   After leaving its unmistakable message on Marcos' bar, the chimera began its search for rope. It tried the empty houses of Luminos first — houses that had belonged to the people it had killed. Two houses later it was still searching.
 
   WHERE IS ROPE?
 
   Determined to free Barratt's woman, it moved on to the next empty house, sniffing at the door, then pushing the door in and entering the darkness.
 
   The chimera began moving around the spartanly furnished room, searching diligently. It soon became apparent that there was no rope in the house. The chimera began to grow angry. It was finding it difficult to believe that no one had any lengths of rope in their homes.
 
   Why would they? Barratt asked.
 
   The chimera refused to answer. It was almost as though the villagers were aware of its intentions and had hidden or destroyed every available length of rope.
 
   Its rage rapidly growing at being thwarted by those it considered contemptible, it started hurling all useless objects out of its way. Soon, it would begin to systematically destroy everything — and everyone — in its path.
 
   Barratt battled to hold the chimera in check, but it had begun to forget all about him and Penny. All it wanted to do was feed its insatiable hunger and then return to its cave and sleep until the next sunset.
 
   And what about your plans for freedom? Barratt demanded.
 
   Again, the chimera did not answer. And Barratt knew why. When it was not hungry, it listened to him, heard the sense of his words, wanted to do as he suggested, seeing the freedom he presented — and represented. Then, when it became the hungry beast revelling in the heat of its night hunting and feeding, it simply forgot all about Barratt and everything to do with his world. Its actions became instinctive, automatic — chimeric. Nothing else was of any consequence.
 
   And it did not answer because it had scented meat.
 
   The aroma reached Barratt's nostrils and he inhaled deeply. His senses were the chimera's — therefore all it sensed was all he sensed too.
 
   The chimera stopped searching and straightened up, its heart beginning to beat faster. Hunger rumbled in its stomach. Now it would feed. It moved noiselessly across the floor, reaching the door and going out into the night. Without pause, it crossed the narrow road, making for the closed wooden door of one of the dwellings. From inside, it could smell the fresh, young meat.
 
   Like a relentless machine it smashed its way into the building to feed.
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   Determined to end the reign of the chimera once and for all, Marcos led the band of villagers up towards the bridge.
 
   There were fifteen of them, all chosen from the ranks of the strongest, fittest and bravest of the village — strongest and fittest because physical strength and agility would probably be needed in the forthcoming fight — bravest because the chimera's last message to the villagers of Luminos had been brutal to the point of obscenity. It had sent the entire village into paroxysms of terror.
 
   Despite the threat implicit in the message’s brutality, the villagers of Luminos had finally decided that enough was enough and that the chimera had had its freedom for long enough.
 
   Marcos had asked for volunteers and the band of fourteen determined men that now followed him was the result. All of them were aware of what would happen to them if the chimera laid its unholy hands on them, so they moved silently and slowly along the trail, knowing they needed the element of surprise against the beast.
 
   Surprise, daylight and determination to succeed were all they had in their favour.
 
   Reaching the bridge, they crossed it one at a time, all of them moving stealthily. Then they stood grouped at the base of the hill, awaiting further orders. There was no talking now, only pre-arranged hand signals.
 
   Obeying Marcos' silent commands, the men spread out, some to the left, others to the right. The plan was simple — they would encircle the beast's lair, then one of them would go down into the clearing and — acting as live bait — try to lure the beast out. Once in the open, Marcos would use the tranquilliser rifle to put it to sleep. While it slept, the men would restake it and take the woman back to Luminos.
 
   It was a perfect plan. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chimera sat in the cave and listened to the men as they attempted to form a circle around its lair. Perhaps they thought they were using stealth, but to the chimera, it sounded as though a herd of elephants had stampeded across the bridge, and had then come crashing along the footpath.
 
   Idly, it wondered what they intended to do. None of them were brave enough to risk killing it, for they all knew the outcome of that particular course of action. Therefore, it reasoned, using its newly acquired reasoning skills, they had come to recapture it. 
 
   The fact that you're free to do as you please bothers them, the man part of the chimera said. With effort, the beast pushed the man to the back of its mind. At that moment, there was nothing specific for Barratt to do, so the chimera wanted him as an observer, nothing more.
 
   Don't let them recapture you, the man begged. The chimera ignored the pleading voice, concentrating instead on the sounds coming from amongst the rocks. The humans were drawing nearer. It was only a matter of time before they began the attack. It was at this point that the man spoke again. 
 
   Those people outside are humans. Let me, as someone once human, tell you what they will do. You think as a creature, not as a human. Let me become a fully integrated part of you, so that I can help you defeat these people. 
 
   DO YOU REALLY THINK THAT WE NEED YOUR HELP, BARRATT? the chimera responded. WE ARE THE CHIMERA, THE THREE-IN-ONE NO HUMAN IS EQUAL TO US. 
 
   Then you will lose, Barratt said.
 
   NEVER! the chimera roared, but Barratt could sense the beginnings of doubt. The goat was voicing its concerns. The snake was considering what Barratt had said, curious as to the intentions of the men outside the cave. The lion abruptly stated that it didn't matter what their intentions were. It would simply go about its daily routine and if any humans got in its way, it would kill them. There was no cause for concern.
 
   As the three creatures debated, Barratt listened to the noises outside. Nothing. All was quiet. The attack was about to start.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Marcos gave the pre-arranged signal and Vangelis stepped out from behind the rocks. Moving carefully, he clambered down towards the clearing, keeping his eyes fixed on the cave entrance.
 
   Nothing moved.
 
   As he reached the end of the clearing, a worm of fear threaded its way through his body. Vangelis was, without doubt, the bravest man there. He had agreed to sacrifice his life, should it prove necessary. He had offered to lure the beast out of its lair, knowing it might kill him. Despite his offer, he didn't want to die — he loved his life too much to want that, but it was because he loved his life so much that he wanted the chimera dead or recaptured. Therefore, he'd said he'd do what was necessary — and what was necessary was that he move towards the beast's lair and draw it out.
 
   So he moved forward. Slowly, for the beast was close. Too close. He could feel its gaze and he was very afraid, despite Marcos' promise that the beast would be put down with one shot, before it got so much as halfway across the clearing.
 
   Aware of his vulnerability, Vangelis crept forward, wishing he could change places with any of the men who were crouched amongst the rocks. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chimera ignored the man at the edge of the clearing. He was clearly nothing more than bait — deliberate bait at that. But for what? 
 
   It was this part of the plan that the chimera was uncertain of. It did not understand the ways of men. Then, for the first time in centuries, the beast found that it needed the help and advice of a man, the creature it despised more than any other.
 
   But it turned to Barratt and asked. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Vangelis stepped forward nervously.
 
   His boot heel scraped noisily on a stone and he froze.
 
   Come on out! he thought, wanting to get the entire operation over with quickly and efficiently. He knew that the chimera had to come out of the cave — it was integral to the operation, but he dreaded the idea of the chimera charging across t he clearing at him, free of its chain, angry with him for invading its lair.
 
   Over the years, Vangelis, like so many other Luminos villagers, had occasionally stood safely on the bridge and taunted the chained, dirty wretch who was the chimera. He had thrown stones at it, and had laughed at its frenzied attempts to attack him. He would not stand on the bridge and taunt it now, for it had become someone else and was, for the first time in its long history, free. It was the beast's freedom that really bothered Vangelis. It could go where it wanted, when it wanted. And no one could stop it. It was for this reason he'd listened to Marcos' plan, which, although not brilliant, was better than anything anyone else had been able to come up with.
 
   Still, Vangelis was afraid.
 
   He took another nervous step towards the cave of the chimera. He tried to see into the darkness of the cave's interior, sure that he could see two evil eyes glaring hungrily at him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   WHAT IS THEIR PLAN? 
 
   To restake us. It is obvious. 
 
   OBVIOUS TO YOU BECAUSE YOU ARE LIKE THEM HOW ARE YOU GOING TO STOP THEM? 
 
   I'm not. We wait. 
 
   WAIT FOR WHAT? 
 
   Wait for them to do whatever they're going to do. 
 
   THEN THEY WILL CAPTURE US! 
 
   Not if you restrain your impulses until you are sure of what they're doing. 
 
   IT WILL TAKE TOO LONG!
 
   It will still be safer than acting without thinking. 
 
   WE ARE A CREATURE OF ACTION! WE DO NOT WAIT FOR OTHERS! 
 
   And that's why you've been chained to a rock for centuries. You should listen to me. I will keep you free.
 
   WE ARE HIDING IN A CAVE — THAT IS NOT FREE!
 
   Okay. You do whatever you want, Barratt said tersely, abruptly giving up arguing. 
 
   WE WILL! 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Without warning, the chimera attacked. 
 
   It burst from the cave and charged at Vangelis.
 
   "Marcos!" he screamed at the top of his voice, as he took a few terrified steps backwards, away from the fast-advancing horror.
 
   From his vantage point above the cave, Marcos watched the beast through the sights of the rifle. He saw it emerge from its lair and charge towards Vangelis. Its speed unnerved him, but not enough to make him forget to track the beast and squeeze the trigger.
 
   The dart struck the beast in the neck.
 
   Marcos waited for a reaction, but there wasn't one. The beast simply kept moving forward relentlessly, towards Vangelis. Its arms were outstretched; its maw was open and dripping saliva.
 
   Vangelis was frozen to the spot with terror. 
 
   Then it dropped.
 
   It was less than a metre away from Vangelis, when it pitched to the ground and stayed still.
 
   The men of Luminos cheered as they scrambled from the rocks and ran towards the vanquished beast. Two of them held the length of chain they'd found in Yannis' house. The others aimed rifles and pistols at it as they moved lightly nearer.
 
   Slowly and carefully, they advanced on the tranquillised beast. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   WHAT HAS HAPPENED?
 
   It is a sleeping drug.
 
   WE CANNOT MOVE!
 
   No.
 
   THEY WILL RECHAIN US?
 
   Yes.
 
   CAN THEY BE STOPPED?
 
   Yes.
 
   HOW?
 
   I have decided I don't care what happens to the chimera.
 
   YOU MUST!
 
   Oh, must I? Tell me that again when you're rechained to that stake for another hundred centuries.
 
   WE WERE WRONG. WE NEED YOUR HELP.
 
   You said you did what you wanted. This is what it has got you. Imprisonment.
 
   YOU ARE RIGHT!
 
   Suddenly you want to listen to me?
 
   YES.
 
   Will you do as I say?
 
   YES.
 
   Then they can be stopped.
 
   HOW?
 
   By transference.
 
   WHAT IS THIS TALK? DO SOMETHING!
 
   No. I need you all to shut up and listen to me. Then I'll do something. At the moment I don't want to do anything to help any of you. At the moment, I don't care about the fate of the chimera. Why should I? Do you care about Barratt?
 
   WE WILL BEGIN TO CARE.
 
   Yes. But only because you want my help.
 
   THAT IS TRUE — BUT WE WILL LISTEN TO YOU FROM NOW ON!
 
   I must be treated as an equal.
 
   YES—AN EQUAL.
 
   Very well. Here's what has happened. The drug has worked on the body, the frame only. It has not affected the mind — or minds. Therefore, if we place the effect of the drug with one part of the chimera that is not needed — then it will have no effect on the other parts of the chimera. You must now choose which will be the least useful facet of the beast during the oncoming fight. 
 
   There was a brief discussion and it was decided to place the effect of the tranquilliser with the goat, thereby freeing Barratt's body and allowing the chimera to move. The goat would simply sleep during the fight, waking up once the drug wore off.
 
   IT IS A GOOD PLAN!
 
   Yes, it is.
 
   WE WILL FOLLOW YOUR PLAN!
 
   Good. Let's do it. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Marcos ran forward and crouched over the recumbent beast. He carefully examined the creature that still looked so much like James Barratt, then shuddered as he remembered the torn off head of Brent Foster and the mangled remains of so many of the chimera's other victims. He was afraid that the beast — even though tranquillised — would do the same to him He wanted to be a long way away from it at that moment — at any moment. He looked around hurriedly for Andros and Nikki, who were carrying the heavy length of chain between them.
 
   "Hurry up!" he shouted. "Get it chained up again. Quickly!" He pointed at two other men. "You two! Fix that stake back in the ground. And get a move on. I don't know how long it'll sleep for."
 
   Everyone hurriedly complied with Marcos' orders. They were afraid of the chimera, but they had also begun to sense victory. They used the metal staple to fasten the chain through the base of the stake and they rammed the stake back into the hole in the ground. Then they filled in the hole with soil.
 
   Marcos took the free end of the chain and advanced on the chimera. He saw the band of steel around the beast's neck and reached out to loop the chain around it. He knew the ancient magic would do the rest. His fingers touched the chimera's skin and he drew back in revulsion.
 
   The chimera chose that moment to stand up.
 
   It bounded to its feet in one lightning-fast but smooth movement. It reached out a powerful hand and gripped Marcos by the throat, cutting off his capacity to speak or breath. It lifted him off the ground. The other men of Luminos froze in terror.
 
   "Drop the chain," the chimera ordered and Marcos recognised the voice of James Barratt, although it sounded harsher and a lot coarser than it had once been.
 
   Marcos shook his head in refusal and the chimera loosened its hold around his throat.
 
   "You refuse me?" the chimera said, as Marcos breathed in huge lungfuls of air.
 
   "I'm not letting you go free. You'll have to kill me first," Marcos gasped.
 
   "Very well," the chimera said, jabbing the fingers of its free hand easily through the skin and flesh of Marcos' chest, bursting through his ribcage and grasping his heart. Once it had the warm, beating organ in its grip, it pulled it out, its hand emerging from Marcos' chest slicked with blood, the bloody heart twitching. The beast stuffed the succulent internal organ into its mouth as Marcos' corpse slumped in its grip. Unconcerned, it dropped the body — and the chain — to the ground.
 
   Then the chimera stood and stretched to its full height. It bunched and unbunched its muscles luxuriantly.
 
   The other men of Luminos saw the chimera's display of power and grew terrified. They broke into action, banding together, seeking strength and safety in numbers.
 
   The chimera did the same.
 
   The man, lion and snake melded into one, cohesive fighting unit. This time there was no dominant creature. All were equal. All three acted as one, in harmony, drawn together for the common good, uniting and ruling, as Barratt had said they should. The snake slowed everything down, the man picked the likeliest targets and the lion killed them. The three of them worked together fluidly and well, moving from one lumberingly slow man to another with lightning speed.
 
   With every kill, the beast wanted to feed, for the tantalising scent of blood filled the air and coated the creature's throat and lungs. The man managed to keep it in check.
 
   Kill now, eat later, he told it — and it listened to him, quelling its instinct to feed. 
 
   During the quick battle, the chimera twisted off heads, broke spines, bit out throats and tore out hearts. Its human frame became slick with blood, which was something it found increasingly difficult to ignore.
 
   The goat, however, slept through it all. 
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   The chimera stopped.
 
   All of the men were dead. Almost all of them. Two of them were getting away. And they were carrying Penny.
 
   Roaring with an uncontrollable, uncontainable fury, the chimera leapt across the rocks in pursuit of the two men as they raced towards the bridge, Penny slumped between them like a rag doll.
 
   Because the goat was still sleeping off the effects of the tranquilliser, the chimera immediately found that crossing the rocky terrain was not as easy as it normally was. This fuelled its anger almost as much as seeing the two men, now only a few metres from the bridge, dragging the woman with them. Once on the bridge, the men would be unable to be pursued.
 
   The chimera bounded forward, knowing as it did so that the men were going to escape. It roared loudly in anger and frustration as the men stepped onto the bridge, dragging the woman across with them.
 
   Seconds later, the chimera reached the bridge and stepped onto it. Immediately the bridge reared up and twisted to one side. The section of bridge the two men were on remained motionless, but the remainder bucked and heaved as though to prevent the chimera from using it to pursue them.
 
   Cheated, the furiously howling beast took its foot off the bridge and the movement stopped immediately. The chimera knew that if it made a further attempt to cross, it would be pitched into the ravine. It was why the bridge was there.
 
   Turning its attention back to the two men, it saw them reach the other side of the bridge. They stopped running and turned to face the raving beast. One of the men yelled out an insult that the chimera did not recognise, but which Barratt did. Then the man slapped the woman in the face. Hard.
 
   The chimera lunged forward, intending to cross the bridge and tear the two men apart. The sudden tilting of the wooden bridge stopped it abruptly. It saw the two men dragging the woman towards the cottage. They turned the corner and were pone.
 
   The ravine!
 
   The chimera turned from the bridge and raced to the lip of the ravine. The answer was obvious — it had done it many times before. It would do it now. It would climb down the column of lock and then climb up the side of the ravine. It could do it in a few minutes — and then it could— 
 
   It suddenly realised it couldn't. The goat was drugged. It was out of action, sleeping a tranquilliser-induced sleep.
 
   It was then that the chimera's fury knew no bounds. It roared, screamed, shouted, threw itself onto the ground and pounded its head and fists onto the stones, rocks and soil. It punched boulders in a frenzied rage and refused to acknowledge any pain.
 
   The man in it tried to calm it, but he was — once again — ignored. Back at the clearing, the chimera took out its anger on the corpses of the men of Luminos, rending and tearing the bodies into tiny pieces, some of which it ate, although it wasn't destroying them out of hunger.
 
   Finally, as night approached, the beast's fury diminished and it began to grow calm. The man spoke to it. 
 
   Once the goat awakens, we’ll go after them and kill them all. 
 
   YES.  
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   It could do anything.
 
   The chimera was once again the four-in-one. It had melded its individual wills into a collective, cohesive unit. And it thought that Luminos looked very peaceful.
 
   They can't keep me out, it thought savagely, as it stalked along the road between the rows of bolted and shuttered homes. It paused to snuffle at a sturdy, nail-studded wooden door. From inside came the unmistakable and delicious scent of a female in season. Deliberately the chimera sniffed again, inhaling the bloody aroma. Hunger assailed it, so it placed one of its hands on the door handle and, without warning, pulled the thick wooden door from its hinges. There was the sound of rending metal and splintering wood and the chimera threw the door to one side and lunged into the dimly-lit room.
 
   A young man and a young woman were seated at a large wooden dining table, eating a meal. The chimera was at the table before the man had half stood up. It grasped the man's head and squeezed. There was a faint crackling sound, and then the man's brains splashed over furniture and walls. The woman scrambled backwards, coming to a halt as she backed into a wall.
 
   The chimera advanced.
 
   "Where is my woman?" it asked.
 
   "In the church," the woman answered, thinking, hoping, praying it would save her life. She was wrong.
 
   The chimera reached out and held her around the waist. Then it turned her over and ripped off her lower garments. She screamed and thrashed as the chimera parted her legs and inserted its face into her groin. Then she was suddenly quiet and perfectly still as it drank her menses, lapping, slurping and swallowing the thick blood. Finally, to a short-lived cacophony of her screams, the chimera bit into her and ate her sex, swallowing all of the tender meat and juices. After it had eaten all of her groin, thighs and internal organs, the chimera discarded what was left of her and went out of the building, making its way towards the church.
 
   It would rescue Penny.
 
   And it would kill anyone who got in its way. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The two men assigned to guard the woman were the same two men who'd dragged her across the bridge. They were armed with lilies, pistols and knives. They were waiting for the chimera and they were bored.
 
   They were bored because they believed they were safe — the chimera would never be able to gain access to the church — it was impregnable.
 
   They knew the chimera wanted the woman and that it would try to rescue her from them, but they were feeling very confident about being able to stop it. This was because of their guns — not because of any threat their guns posed to the beast, but because they were going to make absolutely sure the chimera obeyed their orders or else they would shoot the woman. Not to kill her, but to wound her. Of course, they would threaten to kill her, should it prove necessary. And if it really proved necessary, then they would — reluctantly — kill her.
 
   Not that it mattered really, for they were both convinced that the woman they were guarding was loco, completely mad — a fact that they found unsurprising, considering the amount of time she'd spent with the chimera. All she did was sit passively on the hard wooden chair, staring at nothing, saying nothing, doing nothing, feeling nothing.
 
   One of the men, Tomas, thought about the woman's lack of response for a while, then had an idea. He stood behind her and slid his hand down inside her shirt. Cupping her left breast, he grinned at the other man.
 
   "Hey, Demis!" he said. "Look what I can do to the chimera's woman."
 
   Demis looked. "Why would you want to?" he asked, grimacing with disgust.
 
   Tomas was puzzled. "Why not? She's an okay looking woman"
 
   "Okay?" Demis said scornfully. "Since when was 'okay' good enough? Besides, she's the chimera's woman. Leave her alone." 
 
   Tomas squeezed the woman's warm breast one last time and removed his hand. She continued staring into nothingness.
 
   Demis pulled a pack of cards from his shirt pocket. "Let's have a game," he suggested.
 
   A gambler's gleam lit up in Tomas' eyes, replacing the lust light that had burned in them a few seconds before. He liked playing card games, especially for money.
 
   "How about a small bet on the side?" he suggested.
 
   "Okay," Demis agreed. They stipulated a set figure for each game and Demis shuffled and dealt the cards.
 
   Soon, they were engrossed in their game. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chimera waited.
 
   It had stood outside the church door, listening, and had heard the voices and the harsh laughter of the two men guarding Penny. Realising it could not break down the heavy door, it had circled the church, keeping to the shadows, not out of fear, but due to not wanting its presence to be detected. It had been unable to find any way into the stone building, but it had carefully examined the walls of the old building and it knew it could climb up to the bell tower.
 
   Choosing a place that was the farthest away from where it had heard the men's voices, it began to climb steadily, sure-footed and silent in the dark. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sitting in her strange world of trauma, her mind poised on the delicate pivot that stood midway between total clarity and absolute uncertainty, Penny could sense the nearness of the beast.
 
   Her mind was still protecting her — her eyes were open but unseeing. Her senses were working perfectly, but her brain refused to interpret anything but the most basic input — only sensory input that was of immediate beneficial use was acknowledged — everything else was shut out. For her own protection, Penny's mental eyelids were closed. She could see nothing. She could hear everything, but the sounds meant nothing to her. She could smell nothing. She could taste nothing. She could feel nothing with her skin surface. It was as though her brain had deliberately disconnected all of her central nervous system, in order to protect her from her ordeal.
 
   She no longer saw the attacking beast — that image had gone now — instead, she was in a desert landscape, empty of everything in every direction except for sand. She was standing in this landscape and she could feel the beast behind her. Quickly, she turned to confront it, but as soon as she did, it was no longer there — it was behind her again. And so she turned and so it remained behind her, threatening her, but never seen.
 
   This was the chimera's legacy. Penny knew she could leave this twilight world of shock if she made the effort, but she did not want to make the effort — despite the constant threat, she felt it was safer where she was than out in the other world. In her desert world of constant but invisible threat, she was safe from the beast — safe from the monster that, even now, she could sense was moving inexorably towards her, intent on killing her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chimera stood at the top of the stone steps that led down from the church's bell tower to the large room below. It could hear the two men talking quietly, and it could hear the chink of coins and the soft shifting of paper. It knew they were engrossed in something trite and it was vaguely interested because it was attempting to gauge the possible speed of their reactions whilst so distracted.
 
   Slowly, stealthily, it moved down the cold stone steps.
 
   As it descended, it noticed the length of rope that hung from the single church bell — rope that it had, until recently, needed so desperately. It grimaced in the dark, a flash of anger suffusing it because it hadn't thought to come to the church and take the rope. Then it was once more concentrating on its stealthy approach, the rope completely forgotten as it moved from step to step.
 
   By the time it had reached the bottom of the stairway, it had used all of its considerable senses to map out the room it was approaching. It knew where the men were sitting and where the woman was in proximity to them. It also knew a few other details — how much each man weighed, which of them was the stronger, which one had the fastest reflexes, and which one was slightly afraid. It knew that the woman could sense its approach, but it also knew she would not let the men know.
 
   Pleased, it peered around the doorframe. The room was as it had surmised. The men were exactly where they were supposed to be, so, without a pause, it advanced on them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The shadow fell across the table they were using for their card game and Tomas knew it was the chimera. His heart beating fast, he pulled the pistol from his belt and spun on his seat, aiming it at the beast.
 
   A steel-fingered grip locked around his wrist, checking his movement. The chimera's other hand gripped his throat. Choking, he was lifted clear of the chair. In the next instant, he was staring into the blazing eyes of the chimera.
 
   "I'll rip your throat out," the beast said mildly. Despite — or perhaps because of — the pleasant tone, Tomas knew it meant it. He dropped the pistol. It hit the table, then bounced onto the stone floor with a rattle. The chimera kicked it across the room.
 
   "Put him down or I'll kill this bitch!" Demis yelled, fumbling with his rifle, trying to aim it at the chimera and the woman simultaneously. The chimera simply threw the other man at him. The thrown man collided with the other man and they both crashed to the church floor in a tangle of limbs. There was a roar as the rifle discharged.
 
   The chimera knew that others would come now. Not that it mattered. It was now primarily concerned for the woman. They had threatened to kill her. It meant that they had given serious thought to the chimera's reign of terror. It meant that the villagers of Luminos were beginning to think.
 
   As it thought these thoughts, it pulled the rifle out of the fallen man's hands and flung it away. It hit the wall and dropped to the floor noisily.
 
   "Enough," the chimera said to the two men, who were getting to their feet. They froze. "Stay on the floor," the chimera told them. They obeyed.
 
   It turned away and went to the woman. She hadn't moved. It picked her up and draped her over its shoulder. She did not resist.
 
   As it rapidly crossed the room and reached the bolted church door, Demis remembered that he had a pistol tucked into his belt and a knife tucked into his boot. He reached for the pistol, knowing that once it was in his hands he would have the chimera under his control. His hand touched the grip and he was about to pull it free and take aim at the chimera, when an inner sense triggered an alarm inside his mind, warning him that something was very wrong.
 
   He looked up, shocked to find the chimera standing directly in front of him, staring into his eyes. A split-second ago it had been unbolting the door, the woman draped over its shoulder. It was impossible. No one — nothing — could move that fast. Upon finding his gaze trapped by the murderous stare of the beast, the man suddenly knew he was going to die. He involuntarily emptied his bowels, filling the room with the noxious stench of human waste.
 
   The chimera gently took the pistol out of his limp hand and threw it onto the floor. The man raised his hands above his head, as though indicating his complete surrender, hoping it would save his life. The other man did the same.
 
   The chimera nodded, then turned and strode back to the door. It unbolted it in seconds, effortlessly pulled the heavy door open and was gone.
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   The chimera — having given Barratt control for a while — parked the jeep in the foothills. It switched the engine off and the silence of the night fell on it. Getting out of the vehicle, it picked up the woman and effortlessly carried her up to Yannis' cottage.
 
   Once there, it took her into the bedroom and put her gently down on the dead man's bed, then arranged her until it thought she was comfortable. Then it left the room and headed for the pinnacle of rock. When it reached the edge of the ravine, rather than climb down and then up to the cave, it took a chance and stepped onto the bridge — and the bridge stayed perfectly still. There were no sudden tilts or unexpected movements — instead it allowed the chimera to cross it, just as it had thought it would. The ancient magic would let the beast on to the pinnacle of rock, but it would not allow it to leave it.
 
   Once across the bridge, the beast went directly to the cave and gathered up Barratt's and the woman's belongings. It put everything into one of the backpacks, slung it over its shoulder, then made its way back towards the bridge. It did not bother to look back at its primitive former home, for the cave on the top of the rock column that had been its lair and its prison for centuries was no longer important. Permanence was now of no interest to the chimera. There were thousands of temporary places it would dwell in. Yannis' cottage was the first of many.
 
   It made no attempt to try and re-cross the bridge — it knew the outcome of any such attempt. Instead, it climbed down the side of the rock pinnacle, crossed the ravine floor, and then climbed up the side of the ravine. It did this Herculean task faster than it had ever done it — and it realised that the harmonious merging of the four component parts of the chimera had greatly contributed to an increase in its agility, strength, grace and power. Prior to the melding, it had been three combined elements pitted against one discordant element — so it was no wonder there had been strife, anger and dissension.
 
   But no longer, for now it was the chimera in the fullest sense of the word — and it was free to go wherever it pleased, whenever it pleased, how it pleased, why it pleased. It would sleep where and when it pleased, eat what and where it pleased, explore where and what it pleased, whenever it decided. There were no longer any rules for the chimera. Man-made rules did not apply to it and it had none of its own. Therefore it could do anything it chose.
 
   It paused for a moment on the path that led to Yannis' cottage. The night was warm, still and beautiful. The scent of jasmine and almonds filled the night air. Overhead, the moon was dipping over the horizon, the stars were bright and clear in the black sky. Far away in the distance, tiny fishing lights sparkled on a few boats out on the sea. The faint breeze rustled through the leaves of a gnarled olive tree. As this sensory input converged in the beast, an unrecognised feeling, or emotion, or sense, or instinct — a something with an abstract nature that was not knowledge, but was certainly a sort of knowing — coursed through the chimera's nervous system. It understood immediately that this sense of knowing belonged to James Barratt, but it decided to accept it, to see what it was, what it consisted of — what it could do — rather than reject it, simply because it was alien to its bestial nature.
 
   And so the chimera slowly breathed in the perfumed air and for the briefest of moments it was dimly able to perceive the aesthetic perfection of the natural world. It was then that it finally and fully comprehended what it meant to have its Freedom. The crushing ache of thousands of years of captivity was suddenly lifted and the chimera began to breathe in free air. It turned its head to one side and observed the new perspective. Again it breathed in deeply. It stood still for a few minutes, then turned in different directions, taking in all of the different vistas, the altering perspectives. Then it crouched and saw things from a new height. Then it lay down on the ground and pressed its ear to the dusty track. It waited — and after a few moments it heard the faint pounding of the sea on the shore. It rolled over onto its back and gazed up at the stars. They were the same stars it had seen every night. But now they looked newer — purer, somehow. Aeons ago it had been born to be free — and now, once again, it had regained its freedom. It wanted to exalt, to laugh. It wanted to weep, to shriek defiance at the gods, to scream and shout with delight, so it did.
 
   Finally, it stood up and made its way back to the cottage. The woman was where it had left her. She hadn't moved. It made a perfunctory search of the cottage and found items of use. It found food and clothing. It found a large bath and a water supply. It fed the woman. She ate automatically, but hungrily. It ran a warm bath and bathed the woman. It washed her gently, delicately, thoroughly. Once she was clean and fragrant, it dried her and dressed her in an old shirt of Yannis' it had found in a wardrobe. Then it put her back into bed.
 
   It sat with her for a while, waiting for her to drift into sleep. Then it too bathed, soaking and soaping off the accumulated grime of the last few days. After a long soak, it scrubbed itself clean, then dried itself and then padded naked to the bedroom, where it found trousers and a shirt. Placing these clothes on the windowsill, it lay on the bed, with the woman by its side.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny slept fitfully, for she could clearly feel the presence of the beast. It was more prominent than it had been since the attack, but its nearness confused her, for it was clearly caring for her. She knew, somehow, that she was perfectly safe.
 
   Despite this knowledge, she was, as yet, unwilling to leave her mental sanctuary and take a look at the beast. She wanted to, for she could sense a vague familiarity about the beast — a feeling of it being — in part — a man she knew, or rather, a man she had known in a time before the beast's attack. A kind man. A man she'd thought a lot of, but whom she was now unable to recall at all. She tried to recall his name, but for some reason, it eluded her. Perhaps the man would come back and drive the beast away — soon. Sometimes it felt as though he was nearby, then at other times it was obvious he was not there at all.
 
   Please come and rescue me, Penny thought, knowing it was best to stay hidden away inside her own mental world while she waited for that man.
 
   She tried to picture the man, but her mind remained blank.
 
   Later, as she slid into sleep, a fleeting image of him danced briefly into view, then abruptly vanished. She clutched at the mental image of the man. Tall, broad, blue eyes — and that was all she could discern. But she knew him, knew who he was, knew she'd known him for a long time and that he had a name. His name was... 
 
   She fell asleep, unable to remember. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "James!" 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The chimera sat up on the bed and looked curiously at the restless woman.
 
   It recognised the word she has said. She'd called out one of the man's names. Perhaps she was beginning to dimly remember her past.
 
   The beast was totally indifferent to the woman and to her plight. It was the man who cared for her. It simply tolerated her because she was the one who had physically liberated it. However, now that it was ultimately free to go wherever it chose, it could see no further reason to stay with this particular female, for there would be many others.
 
   Yet despite its indifference to her, it found that it could not so easily disregard her. Invisible bonds that belonged to the man were somehow keeping it tethered to the woman. The bonds were nothing like the burning chain which had held it captive for thousands of years, no — these were bonds of warmth and trust and caring — bonds that felt good, bonds that gave a meaning to meaninglessness, but which were, when all was said and done, still bonds. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "James!" 
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   The woman reached out in her half-sleep and touched the man she could clearly sense was by her side.
 
   Her warm hand rested on his chest, then moved slowly down his body. Responding to her touch, the chimera turned towards her and regarded her with some curiosity. She was sweating profusely in the night heat and was stretched out on the top of the bed, the shirt up around her thighs. The smell of her was not unpleasant. The chimera found it stimulating. Carefully, it removed the woman's shirt, then feasted its human eyes on her naked flesh. All four facets of the creature's hybrid personality were responding to the woman's innocent touch, causing the man's sexual organ to swell out of all proportion to his body, doubling, then tripling in size as an urgent sexual need suffused them all.
 
   Gently, but with deliberation, the chimera traced its fingers along the inside of the woman's thigh. Her eyes still closed, she lay back and parted her legs slightly, offering unspoken — and perhaps unknowing — encouragement. The chimera stroked her sex, panting with desire as her soft labia lips parted under its ministrations. It slid down the bed and pressed its face to the delicious slit, sniffing salt, sweat and something else — a musky and moist odour that smelled of the woman's essence, a dark, secret scent that reminded the chimera of itself in some obscure way. 
 
   Wanting to taste her, the chimera licked slowly and gently at the woman's sex, savouring her female flavour, feeling her shudder with pleasure. Her hands came down and her fingers slipped through the man's hair. Her firm thighs parted and she arched her back, pushing her sex into the chimera's mouth as she responded to the arousal of the warm tongue lashing her clitoris and probing her vagina. The chimera licked the delicate pink flower, the woman's powerful scent spurring it on. As it licked the soft inner walls of her sex with long, slow tongue strokes, it shared her feelings of arousal. It wanted to turn her over and enter her roughly from behind, but with difficulty it restrained itself, for this was the way of animals, not the way of men and women. 
 
   "James?" 
 
   The question was asked urgently, as though the woman needed reassurance — or permission — for her pleasure. 
 
   No! the beast wanted to say. I am not James. I am the chimera, the four in one, a myth made real, a hybrid creature that wants to wallow in — to experience — your sex. 
 
   But it didn't. Instead, it raised its mouth from the woman's fragrant vagina and then moved up her body, its tongue slowly tracing a wet path across her stomach, over her ribs to her breasts, then on to her neck, its cock jutting towards her soft, pliant body.
 
   "James?" she said again, this time with more urgency.
 
   It lay on top of her and was ready to slide into her smoothly, licking her neck, nuzzling her ear and whispering to her.
 
   "Yes!" it said, and the woman, her eyes closed, wrapped her arms tightly around the chimera's back, and welcomed it to her.
 
   He's returned. He's here. Saint James has come to rid the world of all monsters. He was going to make love to her and when they were done, the beast would be gone and Penny and James would be together to face the world as one — as a couple that had become a single entity. Utterly happy, Penny reached down and took the chimera's cock in both of her hands, loving its throbbing hardness, almost as though it had a heart of its own.
 
   The beast nuzzled her breasts, its hot breath gusting across her nipples, causing them to stand as it mouthed them lightly in turn.
 
   Penny writhed feverishly, pulling impatiently at James' body, demanding release from the pleasurable torment he was subjecting her to. She felt him move into position, his movements slow and deliberate. He then started to enter her gently, at first just pushing her labia lips apart with the tip of his cock, then withdrawing and rubbing it up and down the length of her sopping slit, then against her clitoris, then back inside her again. Then he stopped. Penny smiled, knowing his familiar teasing, knowing he'd make her wait until she was almost frantic for him before continuing. And that was what he did. She felt his cock slowly filling her hot, wet sex and she wanted to cry out, so she did. She cried with the joy of their lovemaking and with her happiness at being reunited with James, her man. When she felt him pull out of her one more time, she became greedy for him, wanting him buried up to the hilt inside her, wanting to feel his balls slap against her buttocks as he slammed into her.
 
   And then her wish was granted. He lunged into her and she felt his organ slide home fully. She grasped his buttocks to keep him inside her and thrust her hips up to meet his thrust. She felt depraved — she had a raging need to be stuffed to absolute fullness with his meat — stretched to capacity. Sobbing, she thrust her hips up hard, showing him her need for him to thrust into her harder than he ever had before.
 
   The Barratt part of the chimera knew exactly what Penny wanted and, because he knew her tastes in lovemaking, the chimera knew them too. And so it used this knowledge, doing everything it wanted, but also everything the woman wanted — flicking and licking, nibbling and biting, stroking and squeezing, sucking and fucking her, spearing into her hot cunt, dripping its sweat and saliva over her hot, slick, human body as it thrashed with pleasure below it.
 
   And Penny knew then that she was being gloriously fucked by someone — no, something — who was James, but which was also something more than James. She revelled in their fuck, wallowing in their juices, their scents and their tastes, all the time knowing — in her wild abandon — that James was the chimera. Knowing and not caring.
 
   Her first orgasm made her gasp. As a second one approached exploding point, she wanted James to orgasm with her, to share the mutual rewards of their frenzied fuck.
 
   As she panted, writhed, bucked and groaned beneath James, she held back until she felt that James was past the point of no return; then she let herself go fully.
 
   She shrieked and thrashed and humped and snarled and spat and clawed and bit as the chimera filled her with a flood of its own come, no longer able to resist the grinding, slurping pleasure she'd been giving it with the boiling walls of her sex, her hands, her breasts and her mouth. The hot river of semen spilled into her, flooding them both in warm wetness and they both died the little death simultaneously.
 
   Afterwards, the woman and the beast clung together, drifting in and out of sleep. When Barratt and the chimera finally lull into a deep, relaxed sleep, Penny opened her eyes and looked fully and unguardedly at the man she loved and lusted after, seeing him properly for the first time since they had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land. It was James. Definitely him, but somehow more than him too. Just as she'd known.
 
   She studied him for a while longer, then settled down to sleep, puzzled because although he was the same, he was also somehow very different.
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   The stealthy crunch of shoe against stone woke the chimera.
 
   It slid off the warm bed and moved agilely across the darkened room without waking the sprawled and sleeping woman. It slipped out of the opened kitchen window and into the night, naked, but far from vulnerable.
 
   It felt alive. Alive and flowing with a vibrant power that it had not felt for centuries. This was life — real life; the kind of life no human being had ever experienced. Despite it being night, every colour was brilliantly alive. Every night shadow was a rich and deep inky blue-blackness. In the sky, clouds were billowing cushions of pearl and the stars were stabbing points of diamond light. The moon — despite being mercifully hidden behind a curtain of scudding cloud — was still a potentially blinding, pulsating disc of chrome.
 
   Every one of the chimera's senses was heightened to an extremely ultra-sensitive level. The night had become a rich and varied palate of sights, sounds, scents, tastes and textures. It was paradise.
 
   Turning its attention to the business at hand, the chimera made its way around the cottage and stood in the shadows, watching the two men noisily creep along the path towards Yannis' house. Both of them were dressed in black clothing — and both of them carried shotguns. These facts were significant. It knew they were not there to kill it, but to take or kill the woman. Knowing this was what decided its next course of action.
 
   It stepped out in front of the two men.
 
   Even without the snake helping it, the men were very slow. They didn't see the chimera step out from the side of the cottage. It was as though it had simply appeared in front of them from nowhere — one moment not there, the next there. They both aimed their shotguns at it.
 
   The chimera laughed softly, mockingly. "That's it; aim your guns at me. In fact, why don't you blow my head off? You know what will happen to you if you do, don't you? Or had you forgotten?" It paused, waiting for the men to realise their predicament.
 
   They paused in consternation, wondering how they'd been caught so easily.
 
   "If you shoot me, I won't die, but you will," the chimera elaborated. "If you blow my head off, whoever does it will become the chimera. If you do nothing, you may as well not be here. If either of you try to harm or take Penny, I'll kill you both. Is that clear enough for you?"
 
   Both men were shocked into silence. The chimera had presented their options so logically, but so coldly, that they were no longer sure of the right course of action to take. All they had been instructed to do was to locate the woman and, if possible, return her to Luminos or kill her if that should prove impossible. Now it was impossible to do anything about the woman or the beast. One of the men stared at the chimera. As he stared, his finger tightened imperceptibly on the trigger. Not really thinking of the eventual outcome, he aimed at the chimera's neck.
 
   The snake, lion, goat and man merged smoothly into the integrated and formidable fighting unit that the chimera now was. To the chimera, the man's movements became like over-exaggerated pantomime movements. The noise of his finger tightening on the trigger sounded louder than the noise of his shoe on stone had been earlier.
 
   The chimera stepped forward and twisted the shotgun out of the man's hand, then it spun around and aimed the weapon at the other man, who dropped his own shotgun quickly.
 
   Nodding, the chimera used the shotgun to indicate the path that led back down to Luminos. It was hungry. It wanted — needed — to hunt and feed.
 
   "I'm going to give you twenty seconds," it said, "then I'm coming after you." It grinned evilly as it spoke, leaving no doubt it meant what it said. 
 
   The man who had aimed his shotgun at the chimera's neck turned and ran clumsily along the path. His progress was noisy and graceless. And slow. The other man stood there, rooted to the spot, fear etched across his face.
 
   The chimera waited. It dropped the shotgun to the ground, thinking the clatter might startle the man into running away. It didn't.
 
   A fierce hunger welled up inside the chimera. It could hear the other man blundering along the path down the hill. It wanted to run after him and pounce, knocking him to the ground and feeding on his still-warm flesh, his still-beating heart. But it couldn't leave this man here — he would harm Penny. And if he killed this man and fed, the other one would escape — and he would probably take the jeep, which the chimera needed so it could take itself and the woman to Praxos in the morning. For a moment it was unsure. Then the man part gave it instructions.
 
   Kill this one so he can't hurt Penny, but don't feed on him. Then go after the other one, kill him and feed if you must. Then come back here and do what you want with this one.
 
   Knowing the advice was good, the chimera acted. It reached out and grasped the man's head between its hands. It twisted the head fast, breaking the neck with a loud snap. It let go and the body slowly crumpled. Then the chimera was along the path and gaining on the running man. Far behind it, it heard the broken-necked body hit the ground. Ahead of it, in the night's brightness, it saw the ungainly man as he laboured to get away from the pursuing beast. His breathing was ragged, and his gait was awkward. The chimera drew level with him, then pounced.
 
   The man screamed as he fell to the ground, the chimera on top of him. His momentum was such that his body slid down the incline a little further before coming to a halt.
 
   The chimera used its considerable strength to punch its fist through the man's back, past his ribs and into the sticky warmth of his innards. The man was suddenly still and the chimera grasped the still heart. And pulled hard. The large, fleshy organ came out, a few arteries and veins dragging behind it like a bridal train. The rich scent of blood filled the beast's nose and its hunger intensified. It stuffed the heart into its mouth and wolfed it down. Then it plunged its face into the man's innards, gorging itself on anything that touched its lips. It fed for a long time.
 
   When it was finished, it stood up and kicked the remains to one side of the path, before making its way back up towards the collage, towards the other piece of meat. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny awoke, thirsty.
 
   She turned and saw that James was not sleeping by her side. She smiled wanly, wanting him there still, but knowing he'd probably be sitting outside in the moonlight, breathing in the scented night air. James had always been nocturnal. She got up and walked into the kitchen. She'd nearly reached the sink when she smelled an awful smell. A copper and meat smell. It was coming from near the open window next to the enamel sink. She slopped still and looked around the room.
 
   Nothing. Whatever it is it’s coming from outside, she reasoned, as she warily moved to the sink and filled a cup with water. She sipped the deliciously cool, slightly metallic liquid, looking out at the night scenery. At first it was just an indistinct moon-washed landscape, but then as it became more defined due to her sharpening night vision, Penny saw something white and blurred moving on the footpath. It took her a few seconds to distinguish it and when she did, the shock of it caused her to instantly reject her visual senses. 
 
   She didn't want to believe what she could see.
 
   It was James! — but somehow it was also the beast! And it was feeding — on the body of a dead man who lay on the ground, his legs, arms and innards missing from the mutilated trunk that was all that was left of his body. James' face and torso were covered in blood and pieces of dark meat. As she watched, he reached into a split-open stomach and pulled out something fleshy and dripping, which he threw into his mouth and swallowed without chewing. 
 
   That was when Penny started screaming. And screaming. And screaming.
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   The chimera — its hunger appeased for the moment — stepped towards the cottage, intending to go to the screaming woman and find out what was wrong. Then it stopped. It stopped because the man knew what was wrong — and when he knew, it knew. 
 
   It had been caught feeding.
 
   It looked down with a cursorily disinterested glance at what little was left of the corpse and saw nothing more than a few tom remnants of food. The woman probably regarded the mangled corpse as a human being — or at least the remains of someone human — a person who had not deserved to die such a horrible death in such a horrible way.
 
   The chimera wondered how it could explain to her that the man had died quickly — so quickly he hadn't even had time to register he was dying — and so quickly that the chimera had been halfway along the path that led to Luminos before his dead body had hit the ground. And the reason he had died was because he had come to capture or kill her. The feeding was secondary. The man had died because he had come there looking to die, that was all.
 
   The chimera was confused. It obviously still had a great deal to learn about humans. It felt annoyance with itself for letting this happen at this particular time — just when it had started to feel that the first stages of a kind of acceptance from the woman were developing. It also knew — again because the man knew — that this particular crisis was based on a conflict of emotions — something to do with tolerance and understanding, whatever they were. Totally out of its depth, the chimera did the only thing it could do under the circumstances — it let the facet of its personality most able to deal with the situation come forward.
 
   Barratt suddenly found himself standing there alone. The other facets of the chimera had abruptly withdrawn, knowing that only he could resolve this human situation. Feeling strangely vulnerable without the chimera, Barratt waited wretchedly for Penny's screams to stop, which they finally did when she turned away from the window and disappeared back into the interior of the cottage. Barratt went in after her. He cached the cottage door and noticed the blood and gore that licked his chest. He went quickly into the bathroom and sluiced himself clean. He then made his way to the bedroom and put on his clothes.
 
   Penny was dressed and sprawled across the bed, sobbing. She pointedly refused to look at him as he put the clothes on. When he had finished dressing, he crossed to the bedroom door, stood there and looked at her.
 
   "Penny, I'm sorry," he said lamely.
 
   Penny turned to look at him. Her face was contorted with rage, fear and revulsion. "Fuck off!" she snarled. 
 
   "Penny, please listen to me."
 
   "NO!" she screamed. "You're a monster. A FUCKING MONSTER! Go away! Stay away from me. I hate you. HATE YOU!"
 
   "He was going to kill me," Barratt said softly. "You too, probably. Or, more likely, kidnap you."
 
   Penny was silent, so he continued.
 
   "It was self-defence. It was protection of you — in order to protect me."
 
   "How?" Penny asked quietly.
 
   "The villagers know they can't kill me, so they want to find a way to use you against me — a sort of lever."
 
   "What do you mean — can't kill you?" Even in her frightened state, Penny had still been able to go directly and unflinchingly to the crux of the matter, Barratt realised. This particular quality of hers, which had once filled him with admiration, now — because she was demanding an honest answer — caused him deep dread.
 
   "I'm the chimera," Barratt said simply. And saying it aloud made it seem more real. He was the chimera.
 
   "There is no chimera," Penny stated flatly. "Remember? It's just a trap for gullible tourists." 
 
   "The man who attacked us was the chimera," Barratt said calmly, although he felt far from calm. "And I killed it. And because I killed it, I became it." As he said the words, he heard how ridiculous they sounded.
 
   Penny turned to face him. She stared at him.
 
   "James, you are seriously, mentally ill," she said. "If you really believe you've become a mythical beast as a result of supposedly killing someone, then you desperately need psychiatric help."
 
   "Not supposedly — I have killed several times. Those grisly remains outside are the last few gory scraps of a long line of people I've killed."
 
   Penny shook her head and looked away from him. "Like I said," she muttered, "you need help."
 
   "YES!" Barratt bellowed, making Penny jump "Yes! I do. And I need you to help me."
 
   "How?"
 
   "By listening to me."
 
   Penny was surprised. "Is that all?"
 
   "Please listen to what I have to say — and then decide on your course of action," Barratt pleaded.
 
   Penny nodded. "Okay."
 
   Barratt sat down on the floor opposite Penny, his back to the wall. He got comfortable, and then launched into an account of all that had happened since they had crossed the bridge. He told her everything — the attack, the chain, the cave, the food and water gathering, her digging him free, the climbing down the side of the pinnacle, the finding the chimera corpse, the hunter, the killings, the attempt to tranquillise and re-chain him, her kidnapping, his rescue, her bath, their lovemaking. He told her it all, calmly and without embellishment.
 
   "And so you see," he finished, "it was the chimera that killed them, not me — not James Barratt."
 
   Penny heard the sincerity in his voice and knew he was speaking the truth — or fully believed he was. This confused her, because she couldn't tell which it was, for he was still very like the James Barratt she knew so well. He didn't seem that different, but he was different. The differences were slight, but they were in evidence. The mangled corpse outside aside, there were a number of subtle differences; his stance, his expressions, his voice, all slightly altered — no longer exactly how she remembered them. These things — and others — she could see very clearly, and they marked him as changed, as different — different to how he'd once been, even though he remained the Name outwardly.
 
   "The chimera," Penny said softly.
 
   The chimera, wanting her to fully understand, comprehend and accept the truth, came forward, pushing the man back into the recesses of the brain. As it did this, Penny saw the subtle transformation of Barratt's features as he was banished from his own body.
 
   "Yes," it said gently. "I am the chimera."
 
   At that moment, Penny knew there was a grain of truth in Barratt's words — something had happened to him and he was changed as a result. Whether it was as he said it was was a whole other matter. Guilt over killing the man who attacked them may well have been the initial cause of him believing he was the chimera. And if he believed it enough, he would be it. To all intents and purposes, he was the chimera. Penny could see that. And it frightened her.
 
   "Then I'm very lucky to be alive," Penny said.
 
   The chimera shook its head. "I will not harm you."
 
   Penny's eyes flashed angrily at the chimera's casual words. "How the hell do I know that's true? There's a mutilated body outside this cottage. As soon as you get hungry..."
 
   "I am the chimera, but I am also James Barratt," the beast interrupted. "You trust — or rather you trusted — him, well I am him, just as much as he is now me — us." 
 
   Penny thought about these words — words that had just been spoken by James, speaking about himself as though he wasn't there. He was clearly insane. Something suddenly occurred to Penny. 
 
   "You've already attacked me," she said. "What's to stop you doing it again?"
 
   "That was before," the chimera stated. 
 
   "Before what?"
 
   "Before you became important to me." 
 
   Penny was surprised. It wasn't an answer she'd expected.
 
   "Important? How am I important to you? And why? What do you actually mean by that?"
 
   "You freed me," the chimera said matter-of-factly.
 
   "And that guarantees I get to live, does it?" Penny snapped, her anger burying her fear momentarily.
 
   "Yes," the chimera answered simply.
 
   "I don't trust you," Penny said. The chimera nodded.
 
   "Of course you don't. The idea of Barratt — of me — being the chimera — the beast — scares and repulses you, and yet," it said patiently, "I was the chimera when you were lying comatose and helpless in that cave. I was the chimera when I brought you water and food every day, so that you wouldn't die. I was the chimera when I stopped that hunter from raping you. I was the chimera who came and rescued you when the villagers kidnapped you. I am the chimera who has cared for you, nursed you, washed you, fed you, protected you, fought for you, killed for you. And I was the chimera when I made love to you — and it was beautiful. Just as the man loves you, perhaps I too could learn to."
 
   "But you're the chimera! Why would you want to learn to feel as a man?"
 
   "I am also a man — James Barratt is now one quarter of my personality and all of my outward form. In essence, I am he, just as he is me. I need to learn from him. He loves you — so I need to learn to love you. You are of value to him. You are therefore of value to me — to us."
 
   Penny's mind reeled under the chimera's declarations. If a fraction of what this misbegotten creature was saying was true, then it was showing a deeper devotion to her than had ever been shown before. Perhaps this hybrid creature from hell was actually speaking honestly — from its heart.
 
   And if it could learn to love her — could she reciprocate?
 
   No!
 
   Penny knew herself very well — well enough to know that she would never — could never — be able to bring herself to return this creature's love. Never.
 
   She remembered their lovemaking and blushed with an excited, self-conscious shame. How could she have let him — it — touch her, kiss her, arouse her, enter her, fuck her, come in her, satisfy her? She remembered how she'd responded to its touch, spreading herself so eagerly and so wantonly for its heavy cock. She remembered how she'd known — in some primordial way — that it was the beast — and how that knowledge had not deterred her. She'd still wanted — needed — it. Knowing that it had been he beast had somehow fuelled her innermost and hidden desires. During the sheer supercharged intensity of their lovemaking, she'd wanted to be fucked by an animal — and when her desires had been granted, she'd gloried in it.
 
   The memory of her earlier actions and her thoughts suddenly repulsed her. Was she depraved? Was she sick? What sane woman would knowingly allow an animal to be intimate with her? And enjoy it? And want more?
 
   And now there was the killing and the feeding. It had disembowelled a human being and fed on him. By its own admission it had killed many. Suddenly, the multiple images of violence and sex juxtaposed, and in her mind she saw the feeding beast advance towards her, its engorged penis jutting up arrogantly, its eyes blazing, its mouth smeared with blood, torn-off human limbs in its hands, which it brandished like clubs.
 
   Sickened, Penny scrambled to her feet and ran out of the cottage.
 
   The chimera, defeated by a network of subtleties it could not hope to understand, let alone untangle at such an early stage of its human education, wearily watched as the woman ran along the hill path towards the bridge. It was surprised that she would choose to run towards its former lair — surely if she really wanted to get away from it she would have run down to the jeep or the village. Puzzled by the woman's actions, the chimera watched her disappear into the night. It could have chased after her and caught her easily, but it chose not to. It let her go. With the woman gone it would have some time to think. It needed time to sort out these human factors — to assess and then act.
 
   It was, after all, the chimera. Action suited it.
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   The chimera — its four separate parts once again in conflict — stalked angrily through the night-darkened streets of Luminos 
 
   One facet of it — the man, James Barratt — was in incredibly intense emotional pain, terribly hurt by his lover's abrupt and absolute rejection of him.
 
   The other three parts of the beast — the lion, the goat and the snake — had maliciously magnified the man's pain and then fed it back to him, in the hope that it would make him grow angry, for once angered, he would cause suffering to other humans through violent action — violent action which would result in the killing of a human, on which the hungry chimera would feed.
 
   Despite the man's anguish, he was doggedly resisting the urge to cause pain to others. And he was very strong-willed, for despite the combined efforts of the other three facets of the chimera, the man remained resolved to cause no suffering to others and to bear his hurt alone. The chimera knew suffering, but it had no real conception of what human emotional suffering was. The experience was new to it, but it was learning fast. All four of them were unable to grasp why the woman had rejected the man. This hurt the man, but the rest of them were indifferent — to the extent that the man was more pliant when the woman had liked him. Now he was impossible to reason with — or to persuade. And so it fed his anger — hoping to make him lose his temper and kill.
 
   Barratt thought of Penny's reaction. How could she reject him so easily? He hadn't changed that much. He still looked the same — and he still felt the same for her. What had changed was—
 
   What's changed is that you've got a fucking monster living inside you and you're likely to turn into it as soon as you get hungry, he told himself — and although it had hurt him to admit it, he could see a glimmer of dark humour in his accurate assessment of the situation. He'd changed into something monstrous and Penny didn't want him any more. It really was that simple. He'd always admired Penny's ability to go to the heart of a matter — and that was what she had done. She had loved James Barratt and he wasn't really James Barratt any more. 
 
   Yes I am! he told himself savagely. No matter what has happened, I'm still James Barratt.
 
   WE ARE THE CHIMERA! the chimera roared inside his head, the sheer power of its combined projected anger causing his vision to blur. 
 
   He paused momentarily and leaned against a darkened doorway of a house, collecting his thoughts and marshalling his faculties and senses. 
 
   We are the chimera, it had claimed. And it was true. It was the chimera. And so was he. It was why he was having so much trouble. His identity had changed and he was no longer simply James Barratt. Now he was one facet of an aeons-old mythical beast. He cleared his head of all other thoughts and focussed on that one. 
 
   We are the chimera. 
 
   "We are the chimera," he said softly into the warm night air. "I am the chimera." No sooner had he said it than he finally knew it, understood it, comprehended it fully and clearly. He was the chimera. It was a fact — and facts had to be accepted. There would be no further delays. There would be no more procrastination over such a clear-cut identity. He was James Barratt no longer. The relationship between the man and the woman was over. Now he was something new. He was one facet of the chimera. One part or the four-in-one. He was the chimera.
 
   "I am the chimera," it said.
 
   It straightened up, standing tall and fearless and determined in the village night street. From inside the house it had leaned against, it could hear the sounds of stealthy movement. The inhabitants were aware of its close proximity and they were afraid. Rightly. The villagers — all of them — were responsible for Barratt's and Penny's current predicament. They'd tricked him and her into becoming separated. The villagers of Luminos had damaged, doomed and damned his and Penny's relationship and their planned future together. Somehow, he'd find a way to make them all pay for their crimes.
 
   As it thought this, a faint sound along the street caught its attention. It was the sound of furtive movement. Moving swiftly, the chimera homed in on the sound. 
 
   A few metres ahead of it, a man stepped quickly out of a cottage doorway and hurried across the street. Without realising it, he was heading straight for the chimera. 
 
   It simply waited.
 
   The man suddenly sensed something wrong — the presence of someone or something. He stopped and searched the darkness. He saw the motionless figure of the chimera and an expression of terrified shock spread across his faces. His reactions were slow, for it took him a few seconds to decide what to do. Finally he turned and began to run back towards the door he'd come out of.
 
   To the chimera, the man's reactions and subsequent movements had been slow, awkward and clumsy, lacking any elements of grace or fluidity. It abruptly moved forward and in a split-second had caught up with the lumbering man as he reached the halfway point of the silent street.
 
   The chimera gripped the man by the neck and pulled him up off the ground. The man's legs thrashed air. The chimera squeezed. The man's eyes bulged and his mouth opened as he struggled to pull in air. The chimera squeezed harder. Soft flesh compressed and delicate vertebrae cracked and crunched wetly. The man went limp in the beast's grip. It watched as the human died, then bit into his flesh and fed.
 
   Finally, it disinterestedly dropped the remains to the dusty ground and moved on. The man had done something to appease his pain — the beast had again fed its insatiable hunger.
 
   The entire village had conspired against the man and the beast. The man had been powerless to resist the intricate webs of deceit he'd become caught up in. He had used his intelligence to free himself, thereby freeing the chimera in the process. Now the chimera would kill everyone in the village. They would pay dearly for keeping it captive and for their arrogance. None would be safe from the wrath of the chimera. None.
 
   Despite its determination and resolve, the man part of the chimera didn't want to kill indiscriminately. Despite accepting the new situation, once again, he was opposing the general will of the other three facets of the beast. Since his recent intimacy with Penny, Barratt had rediscovered what it meant to be a man and anything pointlessly cruel or deliberately barbarous had again become alien — and repulsive — to him.
 
   Reason was the faculty that separated humans from the other animals and Barrett still possessed his human reasoning a abilities. He did not need to act on pure instinct in the same way the lion, goat and snake did. He had feelings, emotions and intelligence. There were answers to everything. Humans had choices.
 
   As the chimera stalked the still street, a conflict raged within it. The beast was again attempting to push the man back lido the far recesses of the communal mind. 
 
   "No!" Barratt yelled aloud, no longer prepared to suffer the domination of the beast — or of its selfish demands. "We're equal in this, because I've no choice — but it's still my body and my mind," Barratt said. "You're along for the ride, that's all."
 
   He knew it was — and always would be — a parasite, constantly feeding on and magnifying his anger, making him kill for the sake of killing. It didn't need to murder and eat humans to stay alive — it chose to. It was habit — first a form of appeasement by its captors, then a form of revenge against those former captors. But there was no reason why this had to continue. As long as the body was maintained, the beast would not die of starvation. It was, after all, immortal. 
 
   Should I then, he wondered, take my own life, so that the line of the chimera is finally ended? 
 
   He wondered if killing his own body would kill the beast. He had a feeling that it was a lot more resilient to violence perpetrated against it than he was — or could ever be. He could end his own life but would have no way of knowing if he'd succeeded in killing the chimera.
 
   I could behead myself, he thought. That would probably end its life and mine. He thought that this was likely, but again, there was an element of doubt involved. 
 
   There's always an element of doubt, he mused, as he walked out of the village. It took him an enormous amount of willpower to make himself walk back into the hills, back towards the column of rock that had been his and the chimera's prison, but he succeeded in over-riding the creature's attempts to dominate him.
 
   Still, it was stubborn. It was arrogant. It was strong. It did not want to return to the hills, the pinnacle of rock, or the dark, stinking cave again. It had spent too long there. Now it was free. And it wanted revenge for every wrong ever perpetrated by it at the hands of human beings. And once Luminos was dead — a ghost village — it would leave Aphros.
 
   So it fought him hard with its bestial, triumvirate will, but, as he'd pointed out, it was his body and his mind — and even though there were three of them, ultimately they were no match for him when he had absolutely decided on something.
 
   What should have been a simple walk back to Yannis' cottage turned into a battle of wills that was hard-won by Barratt. The majority will was to go back to Luminos and kill. Barratt resorted to the threat of chaining himself back to the stake again as a way of gaining brief respite from the chimera's bestial will — its lust to kill.
 
   And that's the problem. Barratt told it. You three want to kill everyone. And I don't. And you can't do anything without me. 
 
   It was, he realised, the difference between him and them — a schism he would soon have to — one way or another — resolve. 
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   Penny lay on the makeshift bed, staring at the rough ceiling of thy cave, trying to think rationally about everything that had happened to her since she and James had arrived in Luminos.
 
   Eventually, after being unable to comprehend any of it, she latched on to the things that James had said about his plan to travel to Praxos and get a boat to Athens. It was a good plan. She got up and moved out of the cave, determined to leave the column of rock, the village, the whole damned island — immediately.
 
   Decided in her course of action and absolutely determined lo see it through, Penny headed towards the bridge. She would go to the cottage, collect her few possessions and any money she still had, and then leave. Leave the hills, leave Luminos, leave Aphros, leave Greece — and ultimately, leave James — although she couldn't help feeling that she'd already left him. She decided to forget the luggage that was still in the room at the Luminos taverna — although she thought it had probably been shared out amongst the villagers by now. It seemed probable that all discernible traces of James Barratt and Penny Ward ever having set foot on Aphros, and of staying in a room in a taverna in Luminos, had been totally eradicated. 
 
   Persona non grata, she thought. Person not acceptable, that's what they've labelled me as. That's what they think I am. She amended her thought. That's what they think we both are.
 
   Suddenly angry, she decided to appropriate the dead man's shotgun — that way, if anyone tried to stop her leaving, she'd have something to threaten with. She didn't know if she could actually bring herself to kill another human being — even if it should prove necessary.
 
   The threat of it might be enough, she told herself, as she hurried through the darkness and crossed the bridge. There was now enough early morning light to see by and she walked sure-footedly along the path, reaching Yannis' cottage quickly. She averted her eyes from the grisly remains of the man outside the door and entered the dwelling.
 
   She searched each of the rooms carefully, starting with the kitchen, where she ransacked all of the cupboards but found nothing of any real value. She moved into the living room and checked drawers. No valuables in them either. In the bedroom, she found her backpack and checked it. Inside was her passport, plane ticket, the rest of their holiday money, her purse, containing her credit cards. After looking around the room, she found a few Greek notes and coins in a bedside drawer. She peered into the bathroom, then noticed a metal-banded wooden door at the end of the narrow hall. She moved towards it cautiously, and carefully pulled the door open.
 
   The room she entered was small, dark and very cold. There were no windows. Barely any furniture either. The walls, Penny was able to discern, were of bare, unadorned brick. It was an addition to the back of the cottage. A hidden room. The only functional items in the room were the chains and manacles that were attached to and hung from every wall. In the centre of the room was a huge wooden table. Penny could see the bloodstains that covered it. She shuddered. And then everything made sense.
 
   She was, she realised, standing in a cold meat storage room. A food store. This was where Yannis kept the prisoners who were destined to end up as food for the chimera. 
 
   Persons acceptable, she thought, as her adrenalin pushed her towards hysteria.
 
   She stepped quickly out of the room and shut the door firmly. Her skin had risen in goose bumps, not from the cold, but from fright. She made her way back into the bedroom and sat on the bed.
 
   I should leave — right now, she told herself, but she couldn't move — she was temporarily too numb. The little room at the back of Yannis' cottage had shocked her to her very core. She had glimpsed a dark and terrible evil. The existence of the room revealed a calculating, premeditated malevolence she could never have guessed existed.
 
   GET OUT OF HERE NOW! her mind screamed at her, but still she sat, staring at the wall of the bedroom, thinking of the scores of people who had been trapped in that tiny, cold room, and then fed to the chimera.
 
   She suddenly became aware of the utter hopelessness of what being in that situation meant — and then she needed to cry. So she did, for the truth was overwhelming and terrible. And then her tears were for herself and for James, for they had both been duped by some very unscrupulous people.
 
   How unfair it all is. Why didn't they just leave us alone? Why did they choose us for their disgusting plan?
 
   They had decided to use her and James as food for the beast. And it was thanks to James' intervention that they were both still alive — although he'd somehow become... different.
 
   No, she amended. He's become the beast. Absolute truth was always best. She wondered where the monster was at that moment. Probably down in the village killing and feeding. She shuddered at the thought of James becoming monstrous.
 
   It's all the fault of the people of Luminos, she thought. They engineered the whole thing. They caused everything. They are to blame and they should be punished. They are evil. To remain inactive is pointless. I'm going to make them pay. 
 
   Yes. The villagers should be made to suffer for what they'd done to her and James. Somehow she was going to exact her revenge.
 
   They'll burn in hell for what they've done, she vowed, even though she didn't really believe in hell. 
 
   Burn? 
 
   Yes, burn, she thought. That's the answer. I'll set fire to the village and burn them all. Burn the village of Luminos to the ground. Burn every villager to a pile of ash. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a ruined life for a ruined life. Each villager is responsible, so each will pay. Yes.
 
   She began to search the room again, this time looking for incendiary materials. She located several books of matches and some sheets of paper. It would be enough. Enough to raze Luminos to the ground forever.
 
   She crammed everything into her backpack, slung it over her shoulder and left the cottage. Outside, she saw the shotgun, but found the idea of touching it — let alone of using it — repellent. Instead, she took a small pistol from the belt of the mangled man. She checked to see it was loaded, which it was, then slipped it into her backpack. Then walking fast, she followed the trail to the bottom of the foothills, where she found Yannis' abandoned jeep. She got in and set off for the village of Luminos.
 
   The village of the damned.
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   Penny stopped and parked a considerable distance away from the nearest building, so that no one would hear the jeep's engine. She then walked the rest of the way to the village, crossing the flat terrain and approaching the nearest row of dwellings from the blind side, in order to cut down the risk of detection. She had no doubts regarding her fate if one of the villagers happened to see her. 
 
   Persona non grata or not, to the people of Luminos she was the chimera's woman.
 
   She reached the back of one of the crude wooden buildings. Cautiously, she made her way along the backs of them until she was halfway along the row. She wanted the flames to burn both ways. She tried to check the direction of the breeze, but the night was so still and quiet it was hard to determine a wind direction at all.
 
   Using the night shadows for cover, she pulled out a few of the sheets of paper she'd got from Yannis' cottage and stuffed them into the knotholes in the wooden planks that formed the ear wall of the house she was crouched behind. She opened one id the books of matches she'd taken and tore a match loose. She paused, then very carefully, almost ritualistically, she ran the match head along the striking paper. The match flared brightly, illuminating her tense, but determined face. She squinted against t he glare, so as not to lose her night vision, then slowly lowered the burning match to the crumpled paper. The page caught immediately, crackling as it flared, glowed, blackened, then blazed.
 
   Burn, burn, burn. This'll teach them.
 
   Penny stepped back, pulling out more paper and stuffing it into more knotholes. She lit each piece, watching them flare up, then bum steadily. Then she retreated to a safe distance and lay down on her stomach to watch the village of the damned burn.
 
   This is for you, James, because they took your life away.
 
   It took several minutes for the flames to really start biting into the wooden walls, but once the fire had taken hold, it began to hungrily consume the building. Before long the whole wall was a giant sheet of flame that moved along the row of buildings in both directions — fast.
 
   Penny was a little surprised that the villagers weren't quicker to respond to the arson. No one appeared to be trying to put the flames out, or in fact seemed to be doing anything to counter the threat to their village, despite the fact that three of their houses were burning furiously. After a few moments, she realised that they probably thought the chimera was responsible for the fire, perhaps as a way of flushing them out of their homes in order to feast on them.
 
   Still, they won't stay inside indefinitely, she thought. At some point they'll come out, just so they don't burn. 
 
   Within minutes, the entire village, with the exception of the stone church and the taverna, was burning. Then the villagers started to pour out of their homes. Perhaps they'd all finally realised that even the chimera couldn't take on the whole village population and win. As she watched them running frantically to and fro, lugging containers of water that they threw ineffectively on the mounting inferno that had once been their peaceful village, Penny felt the heat of the flames scorching her face. She scrambled backwards, staying low, then made her way back to the jeep. She clambered in and drove back towards the foothills.
 
   In the rear view mirror, she could see the towering flames of the carnage she'd caused and she was glad. She felt momentarily happy. The villagers of Luminos were beginning to pay for their crimes against her — and against James.
 
   She was tempted to drive straight for Praxos, but she had promised herself she would speak to James one more time, to inform him of her intentions. She would do this for what they had once had together, and what they had once been to each other — not for what they both were now.
 
   Penny knew she was going to do many things in her life.
 
   Without him 
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   Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine, unaware that his and Penny's paths had almost crossed. At the precise moment that he'd decided to stop terrorising the village and had started to make his way back to Yannis' cottage, Penny was crouched behind the wooden houses of Luminos, ready to start her fire.
 
   He had been about to cross the bridge and make his way to the cave on the pinnacle of rock, when the sweet smell of binning wood assailed his nostrils. He turned and looked back towards the village and immediately saw the bright orange glow Luminos burning. A thin plume of white smoke billowed in the slight breeze.
 
   It's the village, he thought. The village is burning. I hope the fucking place is razed to the ground! It's the least they deserve!
 
   Sighing, he turned away and walked wearily across the bridge. Within seconds, he was back on the rock pinnacle. His home. He stood up straight and breathed in the early morning air. The smell of smoke was strong. He coughed. Then, his heart I eating hard, he moved briskly towards the cave.
 
   This surge of adrenaline was because of his fear. He wondered how Penny would react to him. Would she be scared? Angry? What? He had no way of knowing — and this made him afraid. All he could hope was that she would hear him out before making a decision.
 
   Even before he reached the mouth of the cave, he knew that she was not there. Then he made a possible connection between the burning village and Penny's absence.
 
   Is she responsible for the fire? he wondered. And if so, is it because she still loves me and wants revenge for me? Or is it because she's after revenge for what's been done to her? Or is it tor both of us? Or a combination of all three? 
 
   As he entered the dark, empty cave, he realised he might never find out and this thought saddened him. He threw himself down on the wooden pallet, needing time to think, time to decide upon a course of action. But even as he formulated this thought, he knew he was stalling for time, trying to delay the obvious. He told himself he had choices, but he was lying to himself and he knew it.
 
   He could continue to live as the chimera, killing and destroying as the need to feed dictated, or he could kill himself and end the destruction once and for all.
 
   Decided, he scrambled to his feet and lunged out of the cave. He would tie the chain around the metal collar around his neck. That would be his first action. He ran to the recently reset stake and grabbed the loose end of the chain. Immediately a bolt of fire surged agonisingly through his body, causing him to scream in pain and drop the chain. It thudded heavily to the ground, raising billows of dust.
 
   The pain stopped immediately.
 
   He sat at the foot of the stake and considered the irony of his situation. The very magic that had held the chimera prisoner for thousands of years was still as potent as ever, but now it was working against itself, stopping him from re-securing it to the stake. The gods really were stupid.
 
   "Do your fucking job properly," he said aloud to the stake. Then he touched the chain again. Once more, the fire surged into his fingers, ready to pulse through his body and administer its vast necromantic pain. This time he snatched his fingers away quickly, before the pain got too great.
 
   He stood up and looked back towards the village. An orange lamp-like glow and a feather of white smoke were clearly discernible. For a moment he considered going to the village and finding Penny, then he decided not to. It would be a futile action. She had made her feelings for him crystal clear. As the chimera, which was what he now was, she hated him. She loathed him.
 
   He went back to the cave and lay down on the pallet. He lay in the darkness, hurt and upset, wondering if Penny would ever realise that despite his having the parasitic evil of the chimera growing stronger inside him, he was still the same man he'd always been — still James Barratt, still himself. He had not changed at all. Yes, he had accepted the parasitic invasion of the mythical other — or others, and he had, on occasion, helped those others secure victories against their enemies, but he had never wanted to be responsible for anyone else's death. The chimera magnified his anger and fear in such a way that it could then manipulate his actions to achieve its desires. He — James Barratt (did what he could to stop the innocent — if such a concept still existed — from being randomly slaughtered, but the chimera's combined triumvirate will could oppose him for indefinite periods of time, especially when it was ravenous. Then he had difficulty maintaining his control over it. One fact though was clear — no matter how many extra facets there were to his personality, he was still James Barratt, a man who was very villain about what he was going to do with the remainder of his life. 
 
   For him, there was only one logical choice.
 
   So, for the remainder of the dawn, James Barratt lay on a wooden pallet in a cave that stank of some primordial creature. He lay there, contemplating his fate, and grieving for a treasured part of his life that he had once shared with Penny, but which was now forever beyond reach, reconstruction or reality.
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   Barratt was stretched out on the pallet, sobbing pitifully, when he heard tentative footsteps crossing the bridge. He got up and stepped outside into the pale light of the early morning. He heard Penny call his name and a feeling of elation ran through his heart.
 
   "I'm here!" he called back, moving across the clearing in the direction her voice had come from.
 
   Penny came into sight, hobbling a little.
 
   Barratt raced towards her, but she held up her hand and he slowed, then stopped a few metres from her.
 
   "I've destroyed the village," she said simply. "They've destroyed you — us, so I've destroyed them."
 
   "I saw the smoke and flames," Barratt said softly. "I thought you might be responsible."
 
   "What will you do?" Penny asked. "Stay here?"
 
   Barratt shook his head wearily. "I have to end all this."
 
   "How?" 
 
   "The only sure way is for me to behead myself," he said. "If I can retie the chain around my neck, I can just drop over the side and my weight and gravity will take care of the rest." He grinned bleakly. "It's the Barratt Method, tried, tested and one hundred percent successful."
 
   "Don't talk like that," Penny said, sickened. "There must be a better way."
 
   Barratt shook his head. "No there isn't. And I've given it a lot of thought. It's the only way the chimera can be killed. 'Whoever kills it becomes it.' That's the myth and that's what happened to me. That's why I became it — because I accidentally killed that man who attacked us. He was the chimera, so now I am. It's all so clear and obvious."
 
   "Then why not continue to live here as he did?" Penny asked. 
 
   "Because I'm not as he is," Barratt told her. He indicated the length of chain that lay snaked in the dust. "He was a prisoner on this pinnacle of rock, chained to the stake by that. I’m not. As the chimera I can go anywhere I want — and kill who I want."
 
   The colour drained from Penny's face and she took an involuntary step backwards.
 
   Barratt laughed hollowly. Penny could hear the pain in his laughter. 
 
   "Not a pleasant thought, is it?" he said. "So you see, I need to stop that from happening, and the only way I can do that is by re-securing this chain around my neck. Once it's in the right place, I think the magic in it will somehow lock it back in place a lid imprison the chimera — and me—once more." 
 
   "Then why don't you do that?" Penny asked, although there was an undercurrent of despair in her voice. Barratt looked at her steadily. 
 
   "Because every time I touch the chain, it burns me. It's the magic in it, put there to stop the chimera from escaping. That's why I—" 
 
   "I fucking hate you!" Penny screamed. "Why did you have I say you were interested in seeing the chimera? Why did you have to pay Yannis to take us to see it? Why did you bring me here to this terrible place? Why, James, why?" 
 
   "It wouldn't have made the slightest bit of difference," Barratt said wearily. "The first day we arrived here was the day the villagers of Luminos decided you and I were beast food. There was nothing we could do to stop that, because we didn't know it."
 
   "But we're not food for the chimera," Penny said quietly. "No, but only because I killed it, otherwise we would be. Or would have been." 
 
   "But if what you've told me is true, then you are the chimera and we're saved from nothing." 
 
   Barratt looked at Penny in consternation. "Penny," he implored. "Please try and understand that there's a huge difference to how we are now to how we would have been if the villagers had had their way. I'd either be the chimera or dead and you'd have been sliced up into steaks to be thrown to it, probably to amuse the villagers. As it is, you get to go home. You keep your life."
 
   "My life was with you," Penny snapped. "As your partner, as your lover. And with you as mine."
 
   "Penny!" Barratt said gently. "You're still alive. Cherish that, even though it's not the type of life you wanted. You're a young woman. Adapt. Enjoy the rest of your life. Please."
 
   "You sound like James," Penny said suddenly.
 
   Barratt looked steadily at her for a few seconds. "There's still quite a lot of me left. I haven't been completely eradicated by the chimera. It has over half of me. Sometimes it can overwhelm me, but not all that often. Certainly not as often as it would like."
 
   "How do you control it?" Penny asked, despite herself.
 
   "It intensifies its influence in extremes," Barratt said. "When I'm angry, the lion can exert its will; when I need to climb, the goat imposes itself; when I'm attacked, the snake speeds me up so that everyone else looks lumbering and slow. And because I need to survive, I let them act as they need to. When they save themselves, they save me too."
 
   "It sounds like a parasite," Penny said, then she added: "Or perhaps that's you."
 
   "It's definitely a symbiotic relationship," Barratt said. "Exactly who's the parasite is difficult to estimate. We each have our uses."
 
   "You sound as though you enjoy being a part of it."
 
   "I enjoy the skills," Barratt said, "but I can't accept the killing. The creature is immortal, you see, but my human frame needs to eat. For some reason, my metabolism has altered to become the chimera's, so now I can no longer hold down the type of food I want. All I can now do is eat human flesh, which means the killing will continue, unless I stop it."
 
   "Okay," Penny said abruptly. "I'll do it." She stepped forward.
 
   "Chain me to the stake, you mean?"
 
   "Whatever it is that needs doing." She picked up the end of the chain and moved towards Barratt.
 
   The chimera wanted to kill her.
 
   It took every iota of Barratt's strength of will to hold the chimera in check as Penny reached up towards the metal hoop around his neck. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes. He had built a huge metal door in his mind and he had put the chimera behind it. Despite his supreme effort, the chimera's furious onslaught was buckling and bending the door in several places. He held the door shut and carefully began to mend it, straightening out the twisted metal, then strengthening it with metal panels held in place by bands of steel and huge bolts. Behind the door, the chimera was roaring savagely and pounding on the vast mental restraint that was holding it prisoner. At that moment, if it had known how, it would have burst out of the human skull that imprisoned it and killed both of the humans at the same time.
 
   Unaware of the huge struggle for supremacy that was going on inside Barratt's mind and body; she slid the chain through the collar, the cold metal of the chain touching his throat as she did so. 
 
   Barratt tensed, but there was no surge of fiery pain when the chain touched him Relieved, he gave it no more thought. Instead he gave all of his effort to holding the chimera back, as Penny pulled a short length of the chain through the collar, then clumsily knotted it. She knotted it again and then stepped away from the man she had once wanted to spend her life with.
 
   "Will that do it?" she asked.
 
   Barratt shrugged. "I don't really know," he said. "But I hope it will."
 
   "Hope's all that's left now, isn't it?" Penny said.
 
   Barratt smiled thinly and nodded. "You always did go straight to it, didn't you?"
 
   "Truth is always best," Penny stated. She paused. "I've got to go now," she said softly.
 
   Barratt felt Penny's words wrench at something inside him. This was it then. This was the moment when everything would end. No more Penny, then no more him, then no more chimera. Ultimately, no anything. Finality. The end. 
 
   "Penny," he said, "is there anything I—" 
 
   Penny shook her head vehemently. "No!" she said tersely. "It's all over. You've deliberately murdered. And you'll carry on murdering." 
 
   "I've never murdered anyone in my entire life!" Barratt said hotly. "It's the chimera that kills, not me!"
 
   "You. The chimera — I find it hard to tell the difference."
 
   "So do I!" Barratt said, his voice agonised. 
 
   He felt the chimera renew its efforts to break down the mental door. He made a concerted effort and held the door shut firmly against it. After a while, the ferocious assault on the door stopped. Barratt maintained his hold, but relaxed slightly.
 
   This time Penny saw his inner battle.
 
   "What's it doing?" she asked. "Trying to get out, so it can stop me — and you."
 
   "Can it get out?"
 
   "No."
 
   "But it will eventually, won't it? Maybe not today, but at some point."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then you need to put a stop to it," Penny said.
 
   "Yes, I know. That's what I'm going to do. What I will do. What I can do — now." 
 
   Penny nodded. It was a nod that contained all of the knowing, understanding and comprehension in the world. It contained all of the world's pain too. She turned away. 
 
   Barratt watched as she carefully made her way towards the bridge. Tears pricked his eyes. His throat grew tight and constricted. In his chest, a heavy pain settled and grew. He wanted to shout for her not to go, he wanted to run after her and stop her from leaving, he wanted to make time run backwards until they arrived back at that first day they'd — he'd — given the chimera stories validity by considering them seriously. This time he'd make sure they both left the island of Aphros before anything terrible happened to them. The chimera would be an old myth, nothing more.
 
   As he thought this, something occurred to Barratt.
 
   "Penny!" he yelled. "What if it comes after you?"
 
   He saw her stop and part turn to face him She was silhouetted against the bright morning skyline and he could tell from her stance that she was angry.
 
   "Is that a threat!" she shouted. 
 
   "No, of course not. But once it gets control, I can't govern it or its actions." 
 
   "Then you'd better stop it very soon," Penny called, before turning away again and walking carefully towards the bridge.
 
   Barratt watched her go, saddened, hurt and in emotional agony over the way his relationship had ended. He stared after her. Then he ran after her, the chain dragging across the ground. He caught up in a few seconds. She was near to the bridge. She heard his jangling approach and turned quickly, fearfully.
 
   "Stay away from me!" she yelled. 
 
   "Penny, I'm not the chimera," he said, stopping in his tracks, so that she'd know he meant her no harm. "I'm me. You're leaving and I'm going to miss you. I'm just staying near YOU for as long as I can, that's all." 
 
   "I'm sorry, but I can only see the chimera now," she responded. "Ever since I saw you feeding."
 
   "I'm really sorry you saw that," Barratt said. "It changed everything, didn't it?"
 
   "The attack on us changed everything. And the decision to come and see the chimera. And the villagers' plan. Even us coming to Aphros changed everything. Everything changed everything."
 
   Barratt nodded. "Yeah, you're right." He paused. "Penny?" 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "I don't want you to go." 
 
   "And I can't stay. You know that, don't you?" 
 
   Barratt nodded. "I know it. But I still don't want you to go." 
 
   "I must."
 
   Barratt tried to be strong for a moment. "Of course. And you should use some of the money to get a boat back to the mainland. Any of the boats will take you if you offer enough. You'll be in Athens by this afternoon." 
 
   Penny nodded. "Okay. You might be right. I'll do that." 
 
   Barratt smiled a wintery smile. "Christ! This is awful. I never thought this would happen to us."
 
   Penny laughed harshly. "How could you. It's not exactly typical." 
 
   "No, I mean parting. Us. I never imagined it." 
 
   Penny looked at him, saddened. "I never knew that."
 
   "I suppose that because I never thought of it, it never occurred to me to mention it."
 
   "James, let me go," Penny said. She sounded on the verge of tears. She turned and grabbed one of the bridge's ropes.
 
   Seeing her distracted, Barratt stepped forward and kissed her full on the lips. He then stepped back, away from the bridge, away from Penny. He had carried out these actions so quickly that his body's movements had been blurred.
 
   Penny recoiled from his kiss as though she'd been hit.
 
   "Don't be angry," Barratt pleaded. "You've been so much to me — I had to kiss you one more — one last — time." 
 
   "I'm not angry," Penny stated icily. "I was scared. I still am." 
 
   Barratt indicated the bridge. "But you're safe," he told her. "You can cross that anytime. I can't. Nor can the chimera." 
 
   Penny turned and looked at the rope and wood construction for a moment, aware that it was now a bridge to a way of life different to the one she'd wanted, decided on, chosen and worked for. Her life had changed the moment she'd decide to cross that bridge the very first time. The bridge was still what it had always been. As she stared at it with a mixture of loathing, contempt, weariness and resignation, she again noticed the hieroglyphics carved into the top faces of the thick wooden posts.
 
   Barratt saw her glance and guessed what she was wondering. "The chimera will never cross this bridge to freedom — throughout eternity," he read out aloud. 
 
   "So it really is magic," Penny said quietly. 
 
   "Yes," Barratt answered unselfconsciously. "Of a kind. All this old gods and mythical beasts stuff seems to have some sort of basis in reality — although it's not exactly how it's depicted in Homer and those others." He paused, collecting his thoughts. "I didn't think it would be so modern," he said tersely. 
 
   "I didn't think it'd be us," Penny said. "I don't care about an old myth. It had nothing to do with us. Whoever started it should have left us alone." 
 
   "They don't even notice us," Barratt said. "We're just the human aspect of something so cosmically huge that we're less than dust particles in it. In fact, it's so big, even the chimera doesn't know the part it plays in its own destiny." He paused. "Mind you, it's pretty stupid. Not a lot going on in its mind, other than kill and feed, feed and kill. It's not exactly scintillating company." 
 
   "James," Penny suddenly said insistently, urgently. "Kill it. Don't let it get free to walk the world. Kill it. Stop it in its tracks." 
 
   Not waiting for him to answer, she stepped onto the bridge and walked across it. 
 
   Barratt watched her as she reached the other side. He watched her follow the path until she vanished from sight. She didn't look back at him He'd wanted her to, but thought he understood why she hadn't. For a while, he stood there and lived across the ravine at the last place he'd seen her. Then he turned and walked back to the cave. 
 
   Alone. 
 
   Almost.
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   Penny drove to Praxos, dumped Yannis' jeep in a car park and went to an exchange bureau, where she cashed the traveller's cheques. The apparent normality of the bustling harbour village was jarringly surreal. Slightly unsettled, she went to the harbour and asked at the small office if she could pay to be taken to the mainland. To Athens.
 
   The man in the harbour office looked at her passport and stipulated a minimal fee, which he said she had to pay to the boat owner. He then told her to wait a minute while he found out which boat was going to the mainland within the hour.
 
   Penny looked around the busy harbour while the harbour man checked a column of names on a printed sheet. Several fishing and passenger boats were entering the large natural enclosure. She remembered the day she and James had arrived on Aphros. She looked back at the official as his finger stopped at a name near the top of the column. He looked at his watch and then looked at Penny.
 
   "Fifteen minnis," he told, shrugging nonchalantly. "You wanna wait?"
 
   Penny nodded. "Where from?" she asked.
 
   The man pointed at a rotting wooden mooring post. Affixed to it was a blue metal sign with a huge number three painted on it in yellow.
 
   "You wait there," he told her. "Nummer three. Demis will be 'long soon. You pay him. He take you." 
 
   Penny walked to the sign, then walked further along the uneven harbour path. For a small harbour, it was bustling with activity. She watched the boats unloading their cargoes. Away from the cargo boats were the pleasure boats — yachts, small cruisers, power boats and canoes. At the end of the rock arm of the harbour was a wooden walkway that led to a flat passenger boat. It had about fifteen people seated on it. It was pale blue, with a dark blue canvas awning to protect the passengers from die sun. On the side of the boat were the words GLASS BOTTOM. The letter G had worn away slightly, so that it looked wore like a C.
 
   Class bottom, Penny thought sadly, not really understanding her sadness.
 
   She sat down on a low stone wall and stared at the turquoise water, knowing that James was either dead or was al wilt to put an end to his — and the chimera's — life. Either way, James Barratt, the man she had loved, was no longer alive. She tried blaming herself, but was unsuccessful. It was true she had re-tied the chain around his neck, thereby helping him bring about his own death, but the ones who were really to blame were In Luminos villagers. They had deliberately, premeditatedly, calculatingly and callously ensnared them in their chimera trap. They had led her and James to the chimera and had let it feed. Now James was the chimera — or the chimera was James. Whatever. The result was the same. James was no more.
 
   She realised that within a few hours, she would be on her way back home and the whole nightmare would take on unreal and even surreal aspects. The absence of James would be the only tangible and obvious indication that what had happened had actually happened. She wondered what she would eventually say to her family and friends.
 
   Certainly not the truth, she thought, imagining the conversation — and its aftermath. Where's James? Oh, he turned into a mythical beast and killed himself out of an intrinsic sense of moral duty.
 
   Penny abruptly realised that the truth wasn't always best — that sometimes truth was a lot more trouble than it was actually worth.
 
   So, no, not the truth. Something more plausibly realistic, more attuned to what people know, or at least are familiar with. Something that will also put an end to further conversation about James.
 
   She came up with a scenario in which James had left her for a young Greek woman.
 
   James met a Greek woman and decided to dump me and live with her. I hardly saw him during the holiday, but I didn't want to cut my holiday short, just because of him.
 
   Penny thought that she was getting quite close to a formulaic answer that might pass the scrutiny of her family and her closest friends. She didn't like the idea of lying to them and was almost tempted to say that James had died in the hills of Luminos, but she knew his family would then do all they could to get his body flown back to England. Once again the truth was too unwieldy. A lie would have to suffice. She would refine it on the flight home. The thought of home suddenly made her impatient to leave Aphros.
 
   She watched as CLASS BOTTOM manoeuvred its way out of the harbour. As she stared across the water, swinging her legs impatiently as she waited for Demis, she became aware that the man from the harbour office was approaching her. She examined him carefully. Something about his clothing, his bearing and his clipboard made him look as though he was a minor government official of some kind, which she supposed he was. He walked up to her, looking at a piece of paper on his clipboard.
 
   "Okay. You go over there now," he said, pointing at an orange wooden hut at the farthest end of the harbour.
 
   Penny was instantly suspicious. "Why?" 
 
   The man looked puzzled "For boat. You still want go home, yes?"
 
   "Yes," Penny said. "Of course."
 
   The harbour man nodded happily. "Then you go there now for boat." He turned and walked back towards the harbour entrance and his office.
 
   Penny watched him walk away from her, wondering about the sudden change of plan.
 
   What is it? she asked herself. What's happened?
 
   She realised that it might be nothing at all; that the move from one part of the harbour to another might simply be due to the boat she'd hired being moored in a slightly different place to normal.
 
   Stop being so suspicious, she told herself. Then, after a moment of consideration, she amended her thoughts. No, don't stop being suspicious. It's got you this far. Stay suspicious of everyone and everything until you are safely home. 
 
   Warily, Penny walked along the wide harbour wall, making her way steadily, but cautiously towards the hut, partly reprimanding herself for her over-cautious behaviour. Upon reaching the hut, she rapped on the door and opened it after hearing a deep male voice call out: "Come in." 
 
   Penny looked inside. Reassured, she stepped inside and shut the door. 
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   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts. 
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live. He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped. 
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind. He was fighting himself as well as the chimera. The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take ones own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's life was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good. 
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct duo to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him could be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked. 
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, he quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up."
 
   Then he jumped.
 
   His body plummeted down the side of the rock pillar. It was yanked to an abrupt halt by the chain reaching its farthest extent. The force of his descent against the solid metal restraints of the collar and chain was too much for his frail neck to withstand. It snapped instantly. The metal collar sheared easily through skin, arteries, veins, muscle and vertebrae. Freed from his body, his head fell to the ledge, bounced once and came to rest on its side, facing the ravine. The dead eyes stared.
 
   The body, free from the collar, dropped to the ledge too, then tipped over the edge, falling end over end, down into the ravine, a rope of blood spraying the limestone walls as it dropped. It finally crashed to the floor of the ravine and was still. A cloud of dust wafted up and covered it for a few minutes, then settled. Attracted by the copper stench of fresh warm blood, a multitude of flies zoomed in.
 
   James Barratt was dead. The chimera's reign was over. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and smiled at her as he stood up.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure. We go in a minute. Okay? You want to wait in here or out there?" As he spoke, he reached inside his jacket and pulled something out.
 
   "I'll wait outside," Penny said. He looked harmless enough, but there was something about Demis that made her nervous. She turned to the door.
 
   Moving fast, Demis stepped forward, pressed the object to the back of Penny's head and moved his finger. There was a sound similar to a twig snapping, and the front of Penny's head blew off in a spray of grey, pink and red pieces.
 
   Demis lowered his arm and watched disinterestedly as the dead woman folded to the plastic-covered floor. He slipped the pistol back into its holster. He crouched down and pushed the body into the centre of the plastic sheet, then pulled the edges together, covering the corpse. He folded the top and bottom edges over, then, taking a roll of packing tape from his pocket, lore off a strip and stuck one of the plastic edges down. He did this four times and then stood up. He took a blanket from off the armchair and draped it over the plastic-wrapped body. 
 
   Satisfied, he picked up the woman's backpack, stepped over to the door, counted to ten, opened the door and left the hut. Pulling the door shut behind him, he slipped the padlock through the pins and snapped it shut. It clicked loudly.
 
   Demis walked across to a parked motor scooter, stowed the backpack in the pannier, sat astride the machine, started it and then rode sedately out of the harbour, making his way carefully along the road towards Luminos, where he had some money to collect.
 
   As he rode through the beautiful landscape, he whistled one his favourite tunes.
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   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live.
 
   He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped.
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind.
 
   He was fighting himself as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take ones own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's life was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good. 
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct due to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him would be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked.
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far from the post as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, Barratt quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up."
 
   Then he jumped
 
   His body plummeted down the side of the rock pillar. It was yanked to a halt by the chain reaching its farthest extent. The force of his descent against the solid metal restraints of the collar and chain was too much for his frail neck to withstand. It snapped instantly. The metal collar sheared easily through skin, arteries, veins, muscle and vertebrae. Freed from his body, his head fell to the ledge, bounced once and came to rest on its side, facing the ravine. The dead eyes stared.
 
   The body, freed from the collar, dropped to the ledge too, then tipped over the edge, falling end over end, down into the ravine, a rope of blood spraying the limestone walls as it dropped. It finally crashed to the floor of the ravine and was still. A cloud of dust wafted up and covered it for a few minutes, then settled. Attracted by the copper stench of fresh warm blood, a multitude of flies zoomed in.
 
   James Barratt was dead. The chimera's reign was over. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and smiled at her as he stood up.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure. We go in a minute. Okay? You want to wait in here or out there?" As he spoke, he reached inside his jacket and pulled something out.
 
   "I'll wait outside," Penny said. He looked harmless enough, but there was something about Denis that made her nervous. She turned to the door.
 
   Moving fast, Demis stepped forward, jabbed the object into the top of Penny's arm and depressed his thumb. He stepped back and watched carefully as the woman fumbled for a door handle that wasn't there. He'd removed it that morning, knowing he'd need a few seconds for the drug to start working.
 
   "Duss... hoo..." he heard the woman mumble, as she tried to understand what had happened. Then she started to fumble in her bag Thinking she might have a weapon of some kind, Demis moved quickly, grabbing her arm and spinning her into the armchair. She landed awkwardly and dropped the bag on the floor. He kicked it across the room.
 
   The woman tried to stand up, but the drug was starting to work. Her eyes were starting to lose focus and her movements were slower, almost rubbery.
 
   "In a minute, you will fall asleep," he said gently. "You have been through much and you must rest."
 
   "Ah..." the woman slurred. "Thens." 
 
   Demis understood and smiled. He shook his head. "No, you are not going to Athens. You belong on Aphros. In Luminos." 
 
   The woman shook her head slowly, and then she was asleep.
 
   Demis breathed a sigh of relief. For a few moments it had looked as though she was going to be trouble. Curious, he fetched her bag and looked inside. He saw the pistol and realised how dangerous she'd been. The sooner she was chained up, the better.
 
   Taking the woman's backpack with him, Demis stepped over to the door, refitted the handle, counted to ten, opened the door and left the hut. Pulling the door shut behind him, he walked across to a parked white van. He opened the back doors, walked around to the driver's door, got in, dropped the backpack on the passenger seat, started the van and reversed it to the hut door. He got out, opened the hut door, went in, lifted the woman up onto his shoulder in a fireman's lift, and took her out of the hut and dumped her in the back of the van. He shut the van door and leaned against the side of the van, breathing evenly. The whole operation had taken only a few minutes. From his pocket, he took a brass padlock, which he used to lock the hut door. Then he got back into the van and drove sedately out of the harbour, making his way carefully along the road towards Luminos, where he had some money to collect.
 
   As he drove through the beautiful landscape, he whistled one of his favourite tunes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny awoke to almost complete blackness.
 
   Despite this, she knew exactly where she was. There was a palpable familiarity about the darkness. She knew from the smell, from the hard wooden pallet beneath her back, and from the lack of light that she was in the cave on the pinnacle of rock. She was in the chimera's lair.
 
   She looked towards the opening in the rocks and could see some lightness out there. She wondered if it was night or morning, or somewhere in between. She had no watch, so couldn't check.
 
   What am I doing here? 
 
   Very confused, she tried to remember the events that had led up to her being in the cave, but found she had no recollection of anything after setting fire to the village. She sat up and cleared her mind, and then she remembered Barratt's intention to kill himself, so that the chimera would die.
 
   Where's James right now? she wondered. Has he killed himself so that the beast is dead too?
 
   What the Penny Ward who had loved James Barratt for several years wanted most of all for him was to have found a way of eradicating all traces of the beast that lurked within him — without harm to himself. If he had somehow been able to perform this Herculean task and succeed at it, he would have been restored to his former status of the kind, thoughtful, considerate, loving James Barratt he had been prior to their holiday. James Barratt, sans chimera.
 
   The more practical side of her nature thought that such a desired outcome was impossible. She knew that morally he would have had no choice but to end the reign of the chimera — which meant that he was dead. Either that or he had weakened during the final moments and, out of fear, had not attempted to kill the chimera at all.
 
   There was always only one way to ascertain the truth, she knew, and that was to find out for oneself. She rolled over and scrambled to her feet. As she did so, the sudden constriction she felt around her throat, accompanied by the metallic jangling of a chain, told her that she had a collar around her neck and that she was in all likelihood secured to the stake in the same way Barratt had been.
 
   Do they think I'm the chimera now? Penny wondered as she moved towards the mouth of the cave. After a few seconds of thought, she realised that the Luminos villagers probably did.
 
   It's either that, or they simply don't care about the reality — or the lack of reality — of the situation! Just as long as there's someone chained up here — someone they can all go on pretending is the chimera. The legend has to live on! 
 
   Penny reached the cave entrance and straightened up. The night was dark, but the air clear and fragrant. The moon was bright and illuminated the clearing. She stopped surmising abruptly, feeling angry with herself. There was no point hypothesising until she had a few empirical facts. Then she could act.
 
   First, I need to know if James is alive or dead. Then I need to find a way to free myself from this stupid collar and chain. And then I need to get off this fucking island.
 
   She stepped across the clearing and the chain dragged across the ground behind her, raising small billows of dust that were clearly visible in the moonlight. As she examined the stake die was chained to, she remembered Barratt telling her how trying to loosen the collar, chain or stake had resulted in his body being subjected to a burning sensation more powerful than an electric shock. He'd said it was due to the ancient magic that was infused into the collar, chain, stake and bridge, to keep the chimera a prisoner there forever.
 
   Since recovering from her attack, Penny had seen a great many inexplicable things. Some had perfectly logical explanations. Many of them appeared to have supernatural causes or effects. Some may have simply been her mind playing tricks on her. Or James' mind playing tricks on him, she reminded herself. She wondered about Barratt's sanity.
 
   Isn't it possible that the trauma of us being attacked followed by him killing someone simply unhinged him? Can't this whole chimera debacle simply be the result of trauma-induced psychosis, started by James and unwittingly continued by me?
 
   Penny knew she wasn't enough of a psychologist to ever uncover the answer to that particular question. Besides, right now, the truth or untruth of the myth of the chimera was unimportant, really. What she needed was to find out a number of facts.
 
   I need to know if James is alive or dead. I need to know if I can free myself from this stake. I need to know if someone will take me off this island.
 
   The first one was easy. All she had to do was wait until it was light, then go and look around the perimeter of the rock pinnacle. If she found James' body, then he was dead. If not, then he might still be alive. In either case, she would then set about freeing herself.
 
   So she waited. And waited. And all the time she waited, she grew angry at being chained up.
 
   Finally it was light enough for her to see. The morning sunlight made the first part of the day bright and clear. She got up and walked around the perimeter path. She reached the spot Barratt had stood on and jumped from and saw the severed head on the ledge. She didn't need to climb down to know whose head it was.
 
   She made her way back to the clearing, clear in her determination to free herself.
 
   She examined the wooden stake and the chain that ran into its base. It was fixed in place by two large metal staples that crossed inside the three-sided piece of wood. She estimated that pulling the staples out would be impossible, but she yanked at the chain anyway, bracing herself for the inevitable surge of fiery power to course hotly and agonisingly through her.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Puzzled, but pleased, she yanked on the chain again. The wood creaked, but the staples held firmly. There was no surge of hot pain.
 
   I need to pull the stake out, as I did for James, she told herself.
 
   She looked around for a digging tool and found a stick. She dropped to her knees and began to clear the dusty soil away from the base of the stake. She knew it would take her a long time, but time was something she had an abundance of.
 
   She worked steadily, determined to free herself and find her way home. 
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   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live.
 
   He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped.
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind.
 
   He was fighting himself as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take ones own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's life was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good. 
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct due to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him would be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked.
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far from the post as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, Barratt quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up."
 
   Then he jumped
 
   His body plummeted down the side of the rock pillar. It was yanked to a halt by the chain reaching its farthest extent. The force of his descent against the solid metal restraints of the collar and chain was too much for his frail neck to withstand. It snapped instantly. The metal collar sheared easily through skin, arteries, veins, muscle and vertebrae. Freed from his body, his head fell to the ledge, bounced once and came to rest on its side, facing the ravine. The dead eyes stared.
 
   The body, freed from the collar, dropped to the ledge too, then tipped over the edge, falling end over end, down into the ravine, a rope of blood spraying the limestone walls as it dropped. It finally crashed to the floor of the ravine and was still. A cloud of dust wafted up and covered it for a few minutes, then settled. Attracted by the copper stench of fresh warm blood, a multitude of flies zoomed in.
 
   James Barratt was dead. The chimera's reign was over. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and smiled at her as he stood up.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure. We go in a minute. Okay? You want to wait in here or out there?" As he spoke, he reached inside his jacket and pulled something out.
 
   "I'll wait outside," Penny said. He looked harmless enough, but there was something about Denis that made her nervous. She turned to the door.
 
   Moving fast, Demis stepped forward, jabbed the object into the top of Penny's arm and depressed his thumb. He stepped back and watched carefully as the woman fumbled for a door handle that wasn't there. He'd removed it that morning, knowing he'd need a few seconds for the drug to start working.
 
   "Duss... hoo..." he heard the woman mumble, as she tried to understand what had happened. Then she started to fumble in her bag Thinking she might have a weapon of some kind, Demis moved quickly, grabbing her arm and spinning her into the armchair. She landed awkwardly and dropped the bag on the floor. He kicked it across the room.
 
   The woman tried to stand up, but the drug was starting to work. Her eyes were starting to lose focus and her movements were slower, almost rubbery.
 
   "In a minute, you will fall asleep," he said gently. "You have been through much and you must rest."
 
   "Ah..." the woman slurred. "Thens." 
 
   Demis understood and smiled. He shook his head. "No, you are not going to Athens. You belong on Aphros. In Luminos." 
 
   The woman shook her head slowly, and then she was asleep.
 
   Demis breathed a sigh of relief. For a few moments it had looked as though she was going to be trouble. Curious, he fetched her bag and looked inside. He saw the pistol and realised how dangerous she'd been. The sooner she was chained up, the better.
 
   Taking the woman's backpack with him, Demis stepped over to the door, refitted the handle, counted to ten, opened the door and left the hut. Pulling the door shut behind him, he walked across to a parked white van. He opened the back doors, walked around to the driver's door, got in, dropped the backpack on the passenger seat, started the van and reversed it to the hut door. He got out, opened the hut door, went in, lifted the woman up onto his shoulder in a fireman's lift, and took her out of the hut and dumped her in the back of the van. He shut the van door and leaned against the side of the van, breathing evenly. The whole operation had taken only a few minutes. From his pocket, he took a brass padlock, which he used to lock the hut door. Then he got back into the van and drove sedately out of the harbour, making his way carefully along the road towards Luminos, where he had some money to collect.
 
   As he drove through the beautiful landscape, he whistled one of his favourite tunes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny awoke to almost complete blackness.
 
   Despite this, she knew exactly where she was. There was a palpable familiarity about the darkness. She knew from the smell, from the hard wooden pallet beneath her back, and from the lack of light that she was in the cave on the pinnacle of rock. She was in the chimera's lair.
 
   She looked towards the opening in the rocks and could see some lightness out there. She wondered if it was night or morning, or somewhere in between. She had no watch, so couldn't check.
 
   What am I doing here? 
 
   Very confused, she tried to remember the events that had led up to her being in the cave, but found she had no recollection of anything after setting fire to the village. She sat up and cleared her mind, and then she remembered Barratt's intention to kill himself, so that the chimera would die.
 
   Where's James right now? she wondered. Has he killed himself so that the beast is dead too?
 
   What the Penny Ward who had loved James Barratt for several years wanted most of all for him was to have found a way of eradicating all traces of the beast that lurked within him — without harm to himself. If he had somehow been able to perform this Herculean task and succeed at it, he would have been restored to his former status of the kind, thoughtful, considerate, loving James Barratt he had been prior to their holiday. James Barratt, sans chimera.
 
   The more practical side of her nature thought that such a desired outcome was impossible. She knew that morally he would have had no choice but to end the reign of the chimera — which meant that he was dead. Either that or he had weakened during the final moments and, out of fear, had not attempted to kill the chimera at all.
 
   There was always only one way to ascertain the truth, she knew, and that was to find out for oneself. She rolled over and scrambled to her feet. As she did so, the sudden constriction she felt around her throat, accompanied by the metallic jangling of a chain, told her that she had a collar around her neck and that she was in all likelihood secured to the stake in the same way Barratt had been.
 
   Do they think I'm the chimera now? Penny wondered as she moved towards the mouth of the cave. After a few seconds of thought, she realised that the Luminos villagers probably did.
 
   It's either that, or they simply don't care about the reality — or the lack of reality — of the situation! Just as long as there's someone chained up here — someone they can all go on pretending is the chimera. The legend has to live on! 
 
   Penny reached the cave entrance and straightened up. The night was dark, but the air clear and fragrant. The moon was bright and illuminated the clearing. She stopped surmising abruptly, feeling angry with herself. There was no point hypothesising until she had a few empirical facts. Then she could act.
 
   First, I need to know if James is alive or dead. Then I need to find a way to free myself from this stupid collar and chain. And then I need to get off this fucking island.
 
   She stepped across the clearing and the chain dragged across the ground behind her, raising small billows of dust that were clearly visible in the moonlight. As she examined the stake die was chained to, she remembered Barratt telling her how trying to loosen the collar, chain or stake had resulted in his body being subjected to a burning sensation more powerful than an electric shock. He'd said it was due to the ancient magic that was infused into the collar, chain, stake and bridge, to keep the chimera a prisoner there forever.
 
   Since recovering from her attack, Penny had seen a great many inexplicable things. Some had perfectly logical explanations. Many of them appeared to have supernatural causes or effects. Some may have simply been her mind playing tricks on her. Or James' mind playing tricks on him, she reminded herself. She wondered about Barratt's sanity.
 
   Isn't it possible that the trauma of us being attacked followed by him killing someone simply unhinged him? Can't this whole chimera debacle simply be the result of trauma-induced psychosis, started by James and unwittingly continued by me?
 
   Penny knew she wasn't enough of a psychologist to ever uncover the answer to that particular question. Besides, right now, the truth or untruth of the myth of the chimera was unimportant, really. What she needed was to find out a number of facts.
 
   I need to know if James is alive or dead. I need to know if I can free myself from this stake. I need to know if someone will take me off this island.
 
   The first one was easy. All she had to do was wait until it was light, then go and look around the perimeter of the rock pinnacle. If she found James' body, then he was dead. If not, then he might still be alive. In either case, she would then set about freeing herself.
 
   So she waited. And waited. And all the time she waited, she grew angry at being chained up.
 
   Finally it was light enough for her to see. The morning sunlight made the first part of the day bright and clear. She got up and walked around the perimeter path. She reached the spot Barratt had stood on and jumped from and saw the severed head on the ledge. She didn't need to climb down to know whose head it was.
 
   She made her way back to the clearing, clear in her determination to free herself.
 
   She examined the wooden stake and the chain that ran into its base. It was fixed in place by two large metal staples that crossed inside the three-sided piece of wood. She estimated that pulling the staples out would be impossible, but she yanked at the chain anyway, bracing herself for the inevitable surge of fiery power she’d been warned of.
 
   It surged hotly and agonisingly through her body, causing her to scream in agony and drop to the floor, writhing. After a split second, the pain stopped. It was similar in some ways to a powerful electric shock, but also not like that at all, more like an electric shock comprised of fire.
 
   If I can't free myself that way, I need to dig the stake out, as I did for James, she told herself.
 
   She looked around for a digging utensil and found a stick. She dropped to her knees and began to clear the dusty soil away from the base of the stake. She knew it would take her a long time, but time was something she had an abundance of.
 
   As she cleared the first lump of soil, the inevitable surge of fiery power she'd been warned of coursed through her body again. She writhed on the ground in agony. It stopped abruptly, leaving her panting and fearful.
 
   I'm trapped! I can't pull myself free and I can't dig myself loose! 
 
   At that moment, something Barratt had said to her surfaced in her mind. 
 
   Whoever kills it becomes it. 
 
   This tiny fragment of information chilled Penny. By tying the chain around the metal collar, had she, she wondered, become responsible for killing James? He couldn't have tied it, because of the burning it caused whenever he touched it. Had whatever force that was directing the ancient magic therefore decided that she, because of her actions, was now the next chimera?
 
   Whoever kills it becomes it. Whoever kills it becomes it. Whoever kills it becomes it... 
 
   The litany ran over and over in her mind. Was she the one? She had helped James to kill himself. Without her, he would still be alive, still be the chimera.
 
   The sheer enormity of it all hit Penny like a wave of pure adrenaline. She shuddered violently, wanting to push all thoughts of the chimera and her imprisonment away, but her honest and direct mind wouldn't let her. Once again, she had cut through the wooliness and doubt and gone directly to the source of the issue. The truth.
 
   Whoever kills it becomes it.
 
   Penny knew that she was, to all intents and purposes, the chimera, chained to her rock prison for all eternity.
 
   It was then that she started to scream. 
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   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live.
 
   He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped.
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind.
 
   He was fighting himself as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take ones own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's life was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good. 
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct due to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him would be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked.
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far from the post as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, Barratt quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up."
 
   Then he jumped
 
   His body plummeted down the side of the rock pillar. It was yanked to a halt by the chain reaching its farthest extent. The force of his descent against the solid metal restraints of the collar and chain was too much for his frail neck to withstand. It snapped instantly. The metal collar sheared easily through skin, arteries, veins, muscle and vertebrae. Freed from his body, his head fell to the ledge, bounced once and came to rest on its side, facing the ravine. The dead eyes stared.
 
   The body, freed from the collar, dropped to the ledge too, then tipped over the edge, falling end over end, down into the ravine, a rope of blood spraying the limestone walls as it dropped. It finally crashed to the floor of the ravine and was still. A cloud of dust wafted up and covered it for a few minutes, then settled. Attracted by the copper stench of fresh warm blood, a multitude of flies zoomed in.
 
   James Barratt was dead. The chimera's reign was over. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor. It looked as though someone has started decorating and been called away before they'd finished the job.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and he smiled at her.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure," Demis said. "You want go now?"
 
   "Yes, I'd like to go now," Penny replied hastily.
 
   Demis nodded and led the way out of the hut. Penny followed him along the path to some steps that led down to the water. At the bottom was a small motor boat. A thin brown rope moored it to a rusted metal ring embedded in the side of the harbour wall. As Penny stepped down into the boat, the rope and the ring caused her a twinge of unease, although she wasn't sure why.
 
   She sat down on the front wooden seat as Demis untied the mooring rope and dropped the free end into the space in the boat's prow. He then clambered over Penny as he moved to the rear of the small boat.
 
   Eventually, he sat down by the outboard motor and Penny flinched involuntarily as the outboard roared into life. She began to relax as Demis nosed the boat around until it was facing the open sea. Slowly at first, the slight vessel moved out of the harbour. Out on the open water it picked up speed, bouncing lightly as it raced across the brilliant blue-green sea.
 
   The wind rush blew Penny's hair back from her face. The sun was hot on her arms and legs, but pleasant. She heard Demis say something, but she ignored him He did not repeat it.
 
   As the boat moved speedily away from Aphros, Penny felt elated. She'd done it. She'd broken free from the traps set for her in Luminos. She'd beaten the villagers, burned their village to ashes and was now escaping — back to her own country.
 
   She looked at Demis. He was busy steering the boat. She gazed back at Aphros. She would be glad to leave the nightmare behind. She turned, shielded her eyes with her hand and squinted towards Athens, not yet visible on the horizon.
 
   At that moment, beneath a brilliant sun, in a boat on a turquoise sea, for Penny Ward, the nightmare finally ended. 
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   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live.
 
   He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped.
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind.
 
   He was fighting himself as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take ones own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's life was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good. 
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct due to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him would be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked.
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far from the post as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, Barratt quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up."
 
   Then he jumped
 
   His body plummeted down the side of the rock pillar. It was yanked to a halt by the chain reaching its farthest extent. The force of his descent against the solid metal restraints of the collar and chain was too much for his frail neck to withstand. It snapped instantly. The metal collar sheared easily through skin, arteries, veins, muscle and vertebrae. Freed from his body, his head fell to the ledge, bounced once and came to rest on its side, facing the ravine. The dead eyes stared.
 
   The body, freed from the collar, dropped to the ledge too, then tipped over the edge, falling end over end, down into the ravine, a rope of blood spraying the limestone walls as it dropped. It finally crashed to the floor of the ravine and was still. A cloud of dust wafted up and covered it for a few minutes, then settled. Attracted by the copper stench of fresh warm blood, a multitude of flies zoomed in.
 
   James Barratt was dead. The chimera's reign was over. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor. It looked as though someone has started decorating and been called away before they'd finished the job.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and he smiled at her.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure," Demis said. "You want go now?"
 
   "Yes, I'd like to go now," Penny replied hastily.
 
   Demis nodded and led the way out of the hut. Penny followed him along the path to some steps that led down to the water. At the bottom was a small motor boat. A thin brown rope moored it to a rusted metal ring embedded in the side of the harbour wall. As Penny stepped down into the boat, the rope and the ring caused her a twinge of unease, although she wasn't sure why.
 
   She sat down on the front wooden seat as Demis untied the mooring rope and dropped the free end into the space in the boat's prow. He then clambered over Penny as he moved to the rear of the small boat.
 
   Eventually, he sat down by the outboard motor and Penny flinched involuntarily as the outboard roared into life. She began to relax as Demis nosed the boat around until it was facing the open sea. Slowly at first, the slight vessel moved out of the harbour. Out on the open water it picked up speed, bouncing lightly as it raced across the brilliant blue-green sea.
 
   The wind rush blew Penny's hair back from her face. The sun was hot on her arms and legs, but pleasant. She heard Demis say something, but she ignored him He did not repeat it.
 
   As the boat moved speedily away from Aphros, Penny felt elated. She had done it! She'd broken free from the many traps set for her in Luminos. She's beaten the villagers, burned their village to ashes— 
 
   And fed on many who caused such misery
 
   Penny frowned, confused. For a moment, it had seemed as though she had spoken to herself — or that an inner voice, very like her own, but one that was much coarser and terser than hers could ever be, had spoken directly to her.
 
   What nonsense, she chided. And yet even as she thought this, she knew somehow that it wasn't nonsense at all. The voice was alien, yet human, strange, yet familiar, her voice, yet not hers. It's as though a strange facet of me is talking to me, she thought.
 
   Not strange — just chimera
 
   Alarmed, Penny looked quickly over at Demis. He was busy steering the boat, his attention alternating between the horizon and the motor. She turned away and gazed back at Aphros. The island was rapidly receding into the distance. She would be glad to leave the nightmare that had been Luminos behind. 
 
   What is this? Penny wondered, but in part she already knew. She used her knack for finding the truth in all things to examine what had happened. An internal voice — a distorted version of her own voice — had stated categorically it was the chimera. She was the chimera, or rather, she now had the chimera inside her. It was now an intrinsic part of her and would be until she died. Once she was dead, it would dominate her body and mind, and do exactly as it wished. She had already freed it several times. Now she was freeing it again.
 
   WE WILL DO AS WE WISH! it roared. DO NOT TRY AND STOP US! THAT IS THE MISTAKE BARRATT MADE! NOW HE IS DEAD!
 
   "Don't you threaten me, you fucking mutant," Penny snarled into the wind. "I can end your life whenever I want to, so I want nothing but your total subservience from this moment on. Any disagreement with me, or any deviation from my directive, and I end my life — and yours — right where I stand. Understand?"
 
   Penny waited, then she sensed an inner dialogue taking place — one she was not privy to. It went on for some time, then Penny realised that a mutiny was being planned.
 
   Speak so that I can hear you! she mentally snarled.
 
   Suddenly, she had access to the raging debate.
 
   WE AGREE TO YOUR DEMANDS... All we want is to be free… do not allow us to be chained up again... WE WILL DO AS YOU SA Y... Stay free with us... guide us to more freedom...
 
   Penny listened to the pleading voices, wondering what had been agreed prior to her being able to monitor the conversations.
 
   I will help you, she stated. But a lot of changes are needed. I understand your nature and I understand that you need to feed, but I cannot tolerate that. Therefore, you have to keep all of your activities from me. I do not wish to know about anything you do; nor do I wish to be made to suffer by anyone because of your actions. So, if I let you live, what will you do for me in return?
 
   Penny listened to the different options promised by the chimera. A few were not really options at all, they were simply promises of no substance made by the chimera to simply mollify or placate her. She sighed impatiently. The chatter stopped as she turned so her back was to Demis. She rummaged in her bag and pulled out the pistol. Carefully, she held the muzzle under her chin.
 
   She watched the mass of the mainland get nearer and nearer. She estimated that the boat would be at the mainland in less than ten minutes. 
 
   "Less than ten minutes," she said softly, hooking her finger through the trigger guard. The threat was tangible. "Stop fucking about and tell me what I need to hear."
 
   WE ARE A CREATURE OF ACTION, NOT THOUGHT — WE CANNOT TELL YOU WHAT TO DO.
 
   Then tell me how you can help me, she insisted.
 
   The creature was silent for a moment, then it offered another alternative. It explained how it could enclose Penny inside her own mind and shut off all sensory input, so that Penny would be forever unable to know what was happening in the outer world. She would live internally, that was all. 
 
   That's what I want, Penny said. How do you make it happen? 
 
   YOU HAVE TO HELP, the chimera told her. YOU HAVE TO LET US PUT YOU INSIDE A MENTAL PRISON — THEN WE LOCK IT
 
   I want it before we reach the mainland, Penny mentally stated. Let me prepare myself then we do as you have suggested.
 
   ONCE YOU ARE INSIDE WE WILL NEVER LET YOU BACK OUT, the chimera warned. IN TIME WE WILL FORGET ABOUT YOU
 
   Good. Now let me prepare. Penny dropped the pistol back into her bag. She turned her head back to look out over the prow. She observed the nearing landmass, the beautiful blue-green water, the vastness of the sky, the warmth of the breeze, the salt smell of the sea, and she knew a sort of happiness.
 
   "We there five minutes," Demis said. 
 
   She nodded. "Great." 
 
   Okay, let's do it. 
 
   The chimera let Penny walk into the mental prison it had prepared for her. She turned and looked at it, her features calmly composed. It looked at her dispassionately — there was no humanity in it at all — then it shut the huge metal door gently. And switched off the light. 
 
   At that moment, beneath a brilliant sun, in a boat on a turquoise sea, the chimera's life of freedom began. For Penny Ward, the nightmare had finally ended. 
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   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor. It looked as though someone has started decorating and been called away before they'd finished the job.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and he smiled at her.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure," Demis said. "You want go now?"
 
   "Yes, I'd like to go now," Penny replied hastily.
 
   Demis nodded and led the way out of the hut. Penny followed him along the path to some steps that led down to the water. At the bottom was a small motor boat. A thin brown rope moored it to a rusted metal ring embedded in the side of the harbour wall. As Penny stepped down into the boat, the rope and the ring caused her a twinge of unease, although she wasn't sure why.
 
   She sat down on the front wooden seat as Demis untied the mooring rope and dropped the free end into the space in the boat's prow. He then clambered over Penny as he moved to the rear of the small boat.
 
   Eventually, he sat down by the outboard motor and Penny flinched involuntarily as the outboard roared into life. She began to relax as Demis nosed the boat around until it was facing the open sea. Slowly at first, the slight vessel moved out of the harbour. Out on the open water it picked up speed, bouncing lightly as it raced across the brilliant blue-green sea.
 
   The wind rush blew Penny's hair back from her face. The sun was hot on her arms and legs, but pleasant. She heard Demis say something, but she ignored him He did not repeat it.
 
   As the boat moved speedily away from Aphros, Penny felt elated. She'd done it. She'd broken free from the traps set for her in Luminos. She'd beaten the villagers, burned their village to ashes and was now escaping — back to her own country.
 
   She looked at Demis. He was busy steering the boat. She gazed back at Aphros. She would be glad to leave the nightmare behind. She turned, shielded her eyes with her hand and squinted towards Athens, not yet visible on the horizon.
 
   At that moment, beneath a brilliant sun, in a boat on a turquoise sea, for Penny Ward, the nightmare finally ended. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and concentrated on collecting and marshalling his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to persuade her to accept him as he was; try and win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would totally be unable to control the chimera's savagely ferocious will once it became dominant again.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. Not now that I'm a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed to be both harsh and cruel, but he knew that it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself — and his other personalities — to live.
 
   He made a definite decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He quickly dropped the chain and the burning immediately stopped.
 
   So the ancient magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. The knot would, he hoped, be adequate for his needs. Even as he thought this, he was aware of the chimera trying to understand his thought processes. 
 
   I need to keep my thoughts to myself; he thought, aware that any revelation regarding his plan would be met with resistance from the chimera. And just to complicate matters, he had himself to fight against as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over the doing or the not doing of what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price. The hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise and go against everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. To take one's own life was an evil. To take another's was also an evil. And two evils never made a good.
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, far more direct due to it being concerned solely with the beast's survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They claimed they knew a way in which the man part of him could be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect of him simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free, would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt as though he was winning the overall conflict and was beginning to take charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land and been attacked. Suddenly confident, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far as the length of knotted chain allowed.
 
   Not knowing his intentions, but knowing he was going to try something life-threatening, the chimera prepared to fight him. It was ready to fight him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It would fight him every step of the way. It would be the toughest fight of its long life. It would also be the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he would win it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the decomposing, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed.
 
   He looked away quickly, sickened by the decomposition.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried desperately to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, he ruthlessly quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices. He did this by creating a prison cell in his mind, one with thick stone walls, no windows and a huge metal door. He used a huge pair of metal hands to push the chimera inside the cell and then slammed and locked the door. The beast pounded on the door, but Barratt held it prisoner by exerting considerable effort.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "This is my mind, my body, and my will. You will not win. You will not break free."
 
   He laughed derisively, deliberately taunting the imprisoned beast as he made his way back to the clearing.
 
   The beast roared at his mockery. It thudded its taloned fists against the door. The reverberations echoed inside Barratt's head.
 
   Angered, he used his mental ability to shrink the size of the prison cell. He made it narrower. The beast suddenly found itself confined inside a very small space.
 
   If you hit that door again, Barratt warned, I'll lower the ceiling too.
 
   The creature moodily desisted.
 
   Barratt reached the clearing and examined his prison. The stake was in its rightful place, the chain was through the stake and the chain was knotted around the metal collar that circled his neck. The cave was a few steps away from the stake; his few possessions were inside the cave. His keen hearing picked out the characteristically gentle splashing sound of the underground stream as it broke through the ground and bubbled on the surface.
 
   It's almost as though I've returned home, he thought, as he reached the mouth of the cave, ducked down and entered the chimera's lair. As though I've never lived anywhere else or known any other habitat.
 
   He lay down on the pallet, having decided to rest for a while. He knew he should be doing something concrete, something pro-active to either fully free himself — or fully imprison himself, but at that moment he had no reserves of energy to do anything other than stretch out on the make-shift bed and close his eyes.
 
   When he awoke, he opened his eyes to a dim cave interior. A glance out of the entrance revealed that it was early evening. The diffused light was darker than it had been and the sun had moved away from the clearing.
 
   Very cautiously, Barratt reached up and felt for the chain. Finding it easily, he followed its length up to the collar, relieved to find that whilst he'd slept the chain had become fixed to the collar in its former way. It was no longer just knotted around the collar, but now it was welded back in place, the final link of the chain around the collar and somehow joined into one solid metal link — with no join.
 
   Barratt was elated. The magic had worked. It had exerted its strong and ancient power during his sleep, just as it had after he'd been attacked by and had killed the chimera. 
 
   From deep in the recesses of his brain, he felt the chimera stir and begin to question him about the situation. 
 
   Barratt refused to acknowledge the creature. However, he ran a cursory check to make sure the mental prison was totally secure. It was.
 
   He stared at the cave roof for a while, knowing that he'd succeeded. What he had wanted to happen had happened. What he had planned had come to pass. He had allied himself with the magic that was created to hold the chimera prisoner and had achieved all that it had failed to do due to his involvement.
 
   Human intervention is stronger than any magic, he told himself. It's only possible to be imprisoned by magic if you actually allow yourself to be imprisoned by magic.
 
   Somehow, he knew that this applied to every single living creature that existed. As he thought this, he sensed the chimera vehemently disagreeing with his thought processes. Not so, it was saying. Its former imprisonment was an obvious example of this. It had not asked the gods to imprison it on top of the rock pinnacle, but they had done so, and it had remained a prisoner for centuries until he, Barratt, had freed it. 
 
   There was no choice at all — the gods made us a prisoner — we did not allow it to happen to us — they trapped us with their tricks.
 
   Barratt shut out the sound of the chimera's voice. He had no need of it, did not want to hear it, yet knew that soon it would be all he would hear — forever.
 
   He sighed aloud and got to his feet. He scrambled out of the cave and made his way to the stream of fresh water. He drank slowly.
 
   WHEN DO WE GO IN SEARCH OF FOOD? the beast asked suddenly.
 
   The voice was loud, far too loud to be issuing from the mouth of a creature imprisoned deep in the catacombed vaults of Barratt's brain. Startled, he surveyed his prison; the shock of finding it open and empty was far greater than he could ever have imagined. He quickly searched the cerebral corridors, looking for the roaming chimera, needing to put it back inside the prison.
 
   After a while, he realised that it had hidden itself too well for him to find, deliberately using an area of his subconscious he knew nothing of, due to it being just one tiny mental domain somewhere within his labyrinthine mind.
 
   He also knew that any further search was pointless. If he wanted the chimera, all he had to do was wait and eventually it would come to him. It had to, in order to try and become master of his mind and body. And that was what it wanted, ultimately.
 
   Standing in a large mental vault, looking along a huge corridor, Barratt listened for any sound of the chimera.
 
   "Okay!" he said aloud, to the empty spaciousness. "You're back on the pinnacle of rock, chained to the stake again, a captive of the gods, unable to do anything except the whims of the villagers and their children. Because of me, you'll never be free again."
 
   He turned away and walked a few metres in the opposite direction. As he walked, he became aware of a presence at his side. He looked across without any real interest. It was his first real look at the thing. He had thought it would resemble the mythical beast, but all he could see was a more bestial and more powerful version of himself. He was faintly disappointed.
 
   The chimera regarded him with a fiery stare.
 
   IF WE ARE A PRISONER AGAIN — THEN YOU WILL DIE WHERE YOU STAND! 
 
   "You still don't understand, do you?" Barratt demanded. He indicated his internal body. "This is not really me — just as that..." he indicated the chimera's physical body, "isn't really you." 
 
   The chimera looked puzzled, so he elaborated. 
 
   "This is all taking place inside my mind," he said. "So you cannot harm me." 
 
   YOU ARE NOT A GOD — THEREFORE YOU CAN BE KILLED. 
 
   Barratt became impatient and angry. "Okay," he snapped, "then try and do something to me. Attack me. Try and twist my head off or whatever it is you do." 
 
   The chimera launched itself at Barratt and tried to inflict terrible injuries upon him. It found it could not touch him. His flesh was insubstantial. There was none of flesh's reliable solidity to him. He was like a vapour; a mist. The beast tried again and again it failed to grasp him. Its talons sliced through flesh-coloured air. 
 
   "Stop," said Barratt wearily. "Why won't you listen? You can't beat me, you can't harm me, you can't get the better of me, you can't out-think me, you can't match yourself against me and win in any way. Just as I am you, so you are me. You cannot win against yourself — you can only lose." 
 
   I AM NOT YOU — I AM THE CHIMERA! 
 
   "What you are is fucking tedious," Barratt said. "All I've heard from you since I had the misfortune to be attacked is how great you are, how savage, how ferocious, how dangerous, how primeval, how much a force to be reckoned with — and yet, what I've found is a dumb, blundering creature, low on thought processes, low on intelligence, low on any sort of ability to free itself from a very simple and primitive prison, low on everything except hunger." 
 
   YOU MOCK ME! 
 
   "Yes," Barratt said evenly. "Of course I mock you. You are fully deserving of mockery. You are dull, ignorant, oafish and pathetic. I feel no pity for you. I do not care about your imprisonment and feel no sympathy for you or your enslavement to the gods — if that's what they really are — at all." 
 
   As he spoke, Barratt saw the rage suffusing the creature's features and frame. It looked as though it would explode with anger. 
 
   "You're trapped again," he said, as he turned contemptuously away. 
 
   WHAT HAVE YOU DONE! 
 
   Barratt turned to face the creature for the last time. 
 
   "I'll tell you what I've done," he said. "I've done to you what you did to me. Once, I had plans, desires, wishes, dreams, wants, needs and goals. I had a past, a present and a future I loved. I had the life I'd chosen. I had everything I wanted. There was nothing I hadn't done that I'd wanted to do. Then you attacked me — not out of a need, not because I threatened you, but because you were the willing puppet of some old power and the colluding villagers of Luminos You had the fucking audacity to attack me. You traumatised my lover and you would have killed us both. I killed you, or rather your borrowed frame, and then I became the host frame. And all because of the magic — because of the trap I'd walked into — and because of you. What you've done is destroy my life. Well, I don't want to live the way you want to live. You want my freedom — the freedom I gave to myself, not to you. If you want your freedom, then take it. Earn it, work for it. It's yours if you want it, but you get no help from me." 
 
   Barratt opened his eyes. He looked towards the clearing, examining the stake that secured him to the rock prison. He let his eyes follow the chain along the ground, back towards his feet. Then his hands travelled up the chain, touching each link in turn, until they touched the collar. 
 
   Finally, the chimera understood. 
 
   And then it raged. 
 
   It raged for a lifetime; and then for an eternity. 
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   Penny looked around the small hut.
 
   Two of its walls had been painted white. The other two were still grey. There was a sheet of plastic on the floor. It looked as though someone has started decorating and been called away before they'd finished the job.
 
   A man was sitting in an old armchair by the window. He was small and bald and he smiled at her.
 
   "Are you Demis?" Penny asked.
 
   The man nodded and stood up. "Yes," he said. "You want to go to Athens, yes?"
 
   "Yes, I do," Penny said, wondering how many yeses there were going to be in their conversation. "Will you take me?"
 
   "Sure," Demis said. "You want go now?"
 
   "Yes, I'd like to go now," Penny replied hastily.
 
   Demis nodded and led the way out of the hut. Penny followed him along the path to some steps that led down to the water. At the bottom was a small motor boat. A thin brown rope moored it to a rusted metal ring embedded in the side of the harbour wall. As Penny stepped down into the boat, the rope and the ring caused her a twinge of unease, although she wasn't sure why.
 
   She sat down on the front wooden seat as Demis untied the mooring rope and dropped the free end into the space in the boat's prow. He then clambered over Penny as he moved to the rear of the small boat.
 
   Eventually, he sat down by the outboard motor and Penny flinched involuntarily as the outboard roared into life. She began to relax as Demis nosed the boat around until it was facing the open sea. Slowly at first, the slight vessel moved out of the harbour. Out on the open water it picked up speed, bouncing lightly as it raced across the brilliant blue-green sea.
 
   The wind rush blew Penny's hair back from her face. The sun was hot on her arms and legs, but pleasant. She heard Demis say something, but she ignored him He did not repeat it.
 
   As the boat moved speedily away from Aphros, Penny felt elated. She'd done it. She'd broken free from the traps set for her in Luminos. She'd beaten the villagers, burned their village to ashes and was now escaping — back to her own country.
 
   She looked at Demis. He was busy steering the boat. She gazed back at Aphros. She would be glad to leave the nightmare behind. She turned, shielded her eyes with her hand and squinted towards Athens, not yet visible on the horizon.
 
   At that moment, beneath a brilliant sun, in a boat on a turquoise sea, for Penny Ward, the nightmare finally ended. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After Penny had gone, Barratt sat down in the clearing and tried to collect and marshal his scrambled thoughts.
 
   Part of the human aspect of him still thought he should go after Penny and try to get her to accept him as he was; try to win her over with his human-ness, his humanity. He wanted to do this despite knowing he would really be unable to control the chimera's savage will.
 
   No, Penny will never be able to love me. After all, what I am now is a schizophrenic killer, he told himself. His description of himself as he actually was seemed harsh and cruel, but he knew it was accurate. It was also what he would continue to be for as long as he allowed himself to live.
 
   He reached a decision and stood up. He yanked hard on the chain and the familiar bolt of fire travelled along it and surged into his body. He dropped the chain and the burning stopped.
 
   So the magic's working again, he thought, reaching up to touch the collar around his neck. Then, outwardly calm, but inwardly determined, he walked towards the footpath that circled the top of the rock pillar. As he walked, he fought against his own fractured mind.
 
   He was fighting himself as well as the chimera.
 
   The fight with himself was over doing or not doing what was right. Doing what was right involved him having to pay a huge price; the hugest price imaginable. He was afraid of the price of the sacrifice that was involved in the doing of something noble. If he killed himself in order to kill the chimera, it was the ultimate in self-sacrifice. And self-sacrifice was something he had always seen as immoral. Now he was going to have to compromise — go against — everything he held to be dear, true, honest and good. He knew that to take one's own life was evil, just as he knew that to take another's was also evil. And two evils did not — and could not ever — make a good.
 
   The fight with the chimera was less esoteric, more direct due to it being concerned solely with its own survival. The lion, goat and snake parts of the chimera were united in their vociferous pleading with Barratt for their lives — their life. They told him that they knew a way in which the man part of him could be locked away inside the farthest recess of his own mind, never to be released, never to be able to see out of his own eyes again, never to be aware of what the chimera was or wasn't doing, but just to stay in a confined mental space until the human aspect simply died its natural death. The chimera would then be the sole occupant of the human frame, able to do all that Barratt could do and more. And it would be free.
 
   Barratt thought that being a prisoner in a dark recess of his own brain, without sensory input of any kind, but also with some slight degree of cognition and consciousness of his decision to let the chimera roam free, would be far worse than him taking his own life.
 
   Despite the ongoing mental sparring, Barratt somehow felt as though he was fully in charge of his own destiny. The last time he'd felt that way had been just before he and Penny had crossed the bridge into the chimera's land — just before they'd been attacked.
 
   Confidently, he circled the perimeter of his prison, walking as far as the length of knotted chain allowed. Knowing his intentions, the chimera fought him. It fought him with a will and a fury he had not known it possessed. It fought him every step of the way. It was the toughest fight of its long life. It was also the toughest fight Barratt had ever been in. But he won it, due to his indomitable will and the unerring certainty that he was right.
 
   Mentally and physically tired, and beaten by everything except the chimera, Barratt stood on the edge of the ravine and looked down at the ledge, seeing the desiccated, fly-infested corpse of the chimera's former form, which still lay where it had landed. He looked away quickly, sickened by the sight.
 
   There was a huge upheaval in his mind as the chimera tried to achieve mastery over him and take over the functioning of his body.
 
   Exerting considerable mental effort, Barratt quelled the mutiny and silenced the pleading voices.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "Your time's up." 
 
   Then Barratt decided to try something he had not tried before. Exerting considerable mental effort, he created a prison cell in his mind, one with thick stone walls, no windows and a huge metal door.
 
   Standing in a large mental vault, looking along a huge corridor, Barratt listened for any sound of the chimera.
 
   "Okay!" he said aloud, to the empty spaciousness. "You're back on the pinnacle of rock, chained to the stake again, a captive of the gods, unable to do anything except the whims of the villagers and their children. Because of me, you'll never be free again."
 
   He turned away and walked a few metres in the opposite direction. As he walked, he became aware of a presence at his side. He looked across with real interest. It was his first real look at the thing.
 
   He had thought it would resemble the mythical beast, but all he could see was a more bestial and more powerful version of himself. He was faintly disappointed. 
 
   The chimera regarded him with a fiery stare. 
 
   IF WE ARE A PRISONER AGAIN— THEN YOU WILL DIE WHERE YOU STAND. 
 
   "You still don't understand, do you?" Barratt demanded. He indicated his internal body. "This is not really me —just as that..." he indicated the chimera's physical body, "isn't really you." 
 
   The chimera looked puzzled, so he elaborated. 
 
   "This is all taking place inside my mind," he said. "So you cannot harm me." 
 
   YOU ARE NOT A GOD — THEREFORE YOU CAN BE KILLED! 
 
   Barratt became impatient and angry. "Okay," he snapped, "then try and do something to me. Attack me. Try and twist my head off or whatever it is you do."
 
   The chimera launched itself at Barratt and tried to inflict terrible injuries on him. It found it could not touch him. His flesh was insubstantial. There was none of flesh's reliable solidity to him. He was like a vapour. A mist. The beast tried again and again it failed to grasp him. Its talons sliced through flesh-coloured air.
 
   "Stop," said Barratt wearily. "Why won't you listen? You can't beat me, you can't harm me, you can't get the better of me, you can't out-think me, you can't match yourself against me and win in any way. Just as I am you, so you are me. You cannot win against yourself — you can only lose." 
 
   I AM NOT YOU— I AM THE CHIMERA 
 
   "What you are is fucking tedious," Barratt said. "All I've heard from you since I had the misfortune to be attacked is how great you are, how savage, how ferocious, how dangerous, how primeval, how much a force to be reckoned with — and yet, what I've found is a dumb, blundering creature, low on cunning, slow on thought processes, low on intelligence, low on any sort of ability to free itself from a very simple and primitive prison, low on everything except hunger." 
 
   YOU MOCK ME! 
 
   "Yes," Barratt said evenly. "Of course I mock you. You’re fully deserving of mockery. You are dull, ignorant, oafish and pathetic. I feel no pity for you, I don’t care about your imprisonment and I feel no empathy for you or your enslavement to the gods — if that's what they really are — at all."
 
   As he spoke, Barratt saw the rage suffusing the creature's features and frame. It looked as though it would explode with anger. 
 
   "You're trapped again," he said, as he turned contemptuously away. 
 
   WHAT HAVE YOU DONE! 
 
   Barratt turned to face the creature for the last time. "I'll tell you what I've done," he said. "I have done to you what you did to me. I had plans, desires, wishes, dreams, wants, needs and goals. I had a past, a present and a future I loved. I had the life I'd chosen. I had everything I wanted. There was nothing I had done that I hadn't wanted to do. Then you attacked me — not out of a need, not because I threatened you, but because you were the willing puppet of some old power and the colluding villagers of Luminos. You had the fucking audacity to attack me. You traumatised my lover and you would have killed us both. I killed you or rather your borrowed frame, then I became that host frame. All because of the magic, because of the trap I'd walked into, because of you. What you've done is this — you've destroyed my life. Well, now I'm going to destroy yours. I don't want to live the way you want to live. You want my freedom — the freedom I gave to myself, not to you. If you want your freedom, then take it. Earn it. Work for it. It's yours if you want it, but you’ll get no help from me."
 
   He then imagined a giant pair of metal hands and used them to push the chimera inside the cell. Once it was inside, he slammed and locked the door. Then he put huge metal bars across the front of the door, setting them in stone.
 
   Faintly, the beast pounded on the door, but Barratt held it prisoner by exerting very little effort.
 
   "No," he said aloud. "This is my mind, my body, and my will. You will not win. You will not break free."
 
   He laughed then, elated with his unexpected success. His laughter was also a way of deliberately taunting the imprisoned beast as he made his way back to the clearing.
 
   The beast roared at his mockery. It thudded its taloned fists against the door. The reverberations echoed inside Barratt's head.
 
   Angrily, Barratt used his mental ability to shrink down the size of the prison cell. He made it narrower. The beast suddenly found itself confined inside a very small space.
 
   If you hit that door again, Barratt warned, I'll lower the ceiling too.
 
   The creature moodily desisted.
 
   Barratt reached the clearing and examined his prison. The stake was in its rightful place; the chain was through the stake and also knotted around the metal collar that circled his neck. The cave was a few steps away from the stake; his few possessions were inside the cave. His keen hearing picked out the characteristically gentle splashing sound of the underground stream as it broke through the ground and bubbled on the surface.
 
   It's almost as though I've returned home, he thought. As though I've never lived anywhere else or never known any other habitat.
 
   He untied the chain links from around from around the collar and pulled the chain free. He dropped it to the ground, where it glinted dully. He turned away from it and entered the cave. He lay down on the pallet, having decided to rest for a while. He knew he should be doing something concrete, something to get him free of the rock pinnacle, of the island, but at that moment he had no reserves of energy to do anything other than stretch out on the makeshift bed and close his eyes.
 
   When he opened his eyes again, it was to a dim cave interior. A glance out of the entrance revealed it was early evening. The diffused light was darker than it had been as sun had moved away from the clearing.
 
   From deep in the recesses of his brain, he felt the chimera stir and begin to question him about the situation. He refused to acknowledge the creature. However, he ran a cursory check to make sure the mental prison was totally secure. It was. Despite this, he surrounded the double-locked cell with a giant stone wall. He then placed a huge concrete lid on top of the wall. The chimera was now inside a cell that was inside a cell. He could no longer hear it.
 
   He removed himself from his inner world by the simple expedient of opening his eyes.
 
   He stared at the cave roof for a while, knowing that he’d succeeded. What he had wanted to happen had happened; what he had planned had come to pass. He had pitted himself against the chimera and against the magic created to keep hold the chimera prisoner, and he had achieved all that the beast and the magic had failed to do due to his involvement.
 
   Human intervention is stronger than any magic, he told himself. It's only possible to be imprisoned by magic if you actually allow yourself to be imprisoned by magic.
 
   Somehow, he knew that this applied to every single living creature that existed. As he thought this, he sensed the chimera vehemently disagreeing with his thought processes. Not so, it was saying. Its former imprisonment was an obvious example of this. It had not asked the gods to imprison it on top of the rock pinnacle, but they had done so, and it had remained a prisoner for centuries until he, Barratt, had freed it.
 
   There was no choice at all — the gods made us a prisoner — we did not allow it to happen to us — they trapped us with their tricks
 
   Barratt shut out the sound of the chimera's voice. He had no need of it, did not want to hear it, but knew that soon it would be the one voice he would hear the most of.
 
   He sighed aloud and got to his feet. He scrambled out of the cave and made his way to the stream of fresh water. He drank slowly. As he drank, he thought about Penny.
 
   She'll be back on the mainland by now, he thought. Probably boarding a plane for home.
 
   As James Barratt, with the chimera imprisoned forever, deep in the catacombed vaults of his brain, he could go after her and explain everything. Or, as James Barratt, the man with the chimera imprisoned forever, deep in the catacombed vaults of his brain, he could go everywhere he chose, everywhere he had ever wanted to go. He could wander the world. He could do anything.
 
   The first thing to do is to get off this island.
 
   He got up, stretched, and then stepped out into the night. He looked towards the horizon. 
 
   All that, he thought. All that waiting for me. 
 
   He turned towards the bridge and stepped out with joy in his heart.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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