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Drip.
The chimera’s blood struck the trampled dirt where they’d battled and splattered up onto the worn leather of Carrick’s boots. With a grunt, he pulled his sword free of the twitching body and accepted the rag offered by Mavin. Wiping his sword clean, Carrick sheathed it in the scabbard at his hip and stepped back to allow his wife to bleed the monster. After tucking her handgun into its holster, Mavin knelt beside the monster. She carefully collected the thick indigo blood in crystal vials, consciously tugging her braid out of the way as she pressed the crystal against the exposed artery in the chimera’s neck. Grey strands were beginning to fleck her black locks but he’d love her even after it turned white. Once she had filled and stoppered the eight vials, Mavin carefully nestled them into their custom saddle bag and, with a touch of her fingertips, activated the runes etched into the leather. The markings glowed briefly as they sealed the bag and stopped the blood from congealing. Slipping her phone out of her jacket pocket, his wife took photos of their kill to guarantee payment of the bounty. Tilting his head, Carrick took a moment to admire the chimera. Larger than a horse, the deadly creature was a fusion of three animals. The noble stag head masked the beast’s ability to breathe fire. Plenty of would-be bounty hunters had met an untimely and crispy end because they hadn’t done their research. If they were clever enough to avoid being toasted, they then had to avoid the claws and spines on the lion’s body and dragon’s tail that could slash apart a herd of cattle in five minutes. It had been an impressive creature. It was a shame it had to be killed. But when monsters started killing kids, their death warrant was signed.
Drip.
A droplet landed on Carrick’s shoulder and he flinched, automatically grasping the hilt of his sword, ready to confront the new threat. Looking up, he realised it was only water. The soft chorus of rainfall sifted through the thick canopy of the rainforest and he forced himself to relax. Another raindrop fell, this time onto his forehead and trailed over his wide cheekbones. The peaceful trickling of a nearby creek was incongruent with the bloody battle they had recently fought. Carrick released a long exhale and wearily rubbed a hand over his growing stubble. Once Mavin had finished photographing their proof he pulled out his skinning knife and set to work. First, he smoothly sliced the antlers off the chimera, thankful for the runes on the staghorn handle that sharpened his blade so it could cut through any material. He then worked down its body, skinning the valuable pelt whilst Mavin gathered the bullet cartridges scattered around the body. After they returned home, she would reload them with an assortment of precious metal projectiles to handle any kind of monster. Everyone knew that silver bullets killed werewolves, but not as many knew that gold bullets poisoned harpies and iron bullets blocked a dark faerie’s magic. His longsword was his weapon of choice in battle but there had been plenty of times when he would have been in trouble had it not been for his wife’s sharp shooting. They made a good team. 
Carrick finished skinning the creature and stood with a groan. Now that she had located all her cartridges and tucked them into a pouch on her belt, he handed Mavin his knife and she took his place beside the chimera. Pressing her fingertips against the skinned beast, she pressed between the ribs to find the best place to strike. Sinking the blade deep between the fifth and sixth rib, she deftly cut out its heart, sealing the organ in a plastic container before pressing the frost rune on the lid to keep it fresh. She had steadier hands than he, so was delegated the precise job of removing whole organs. Even though he and his wife would receive 10,000 tokens from the High Council for dispatching the monster, the stag-lion-dragon pelt would fetch a handsome price from any collector. Plus, the blood and heart would be sought after by any witch or wizard worth their salt. He treated the chimera’s skin, before rolling it up and depositing it into a second saddle bag, followed by the antlers that stuck out oddly from the top. 
Holding her mobile up, Mavin’s brows pulled together as she turned in a circle and grumbled, “No reception. We’ll have to wait to confirm the kill with Boris.” 
Carrick screwed his nose up at the image of the high-ranking wizard. Most wizards were annoyingly pretentious but something about the pockmarked face and curling lip of Boris made Carrick exceptionally wary. A heavy pause punctuated the air until Carrick blurted out something he’d been stewing on for weeks. “My love… Do you ever feel like there’s more to life?” 
She cocked her head curiously. “What’re you on about now?”
“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting sick of this bounty hunting career. Don’t you wish we didn’t have to kill monsters anymore?”
She pursed her lips. “It wasn’t what I wanted to do as a child, but it pays well. And you know we need all the money we can get. For Sheera.”
“I know, I know. And you know I’d do anything for our girl. She’s our shining star in this dreary existence.” 
Mavin offered a sympathetic smile. “It’s not ideal, but it’s our life. We don’t really have much of a choice. Do you really think we could open a—” she waved her hand in the air as she searched for an example, “—comic book shop and have the townspeople flock to our store for weekly game nights? Once a monster hunter, always a monster hunter. They’re happy for us to do their dirty work but they don’t want to muddy their name by actually dealing with us.” 
Ignoring the cold truth of his wife’s assessment, Carrick fastened on her proposal and raised an eyebrow. “A comic book shop?” he asked with a snigger. “Really? Is that what you dream of when you’re not shooting shit?” 
Mavin snorted in amusement and waved her hand through the air. “I don’t know. It was just a random idea. Whatever career you’re thinking of changing to, it won’t matter. We would fail. We will never get the support from the community.” 
“We could move away. Start fresh. Find a new home where they don’t know our background.”
“You know how hard that would be on Sheera, dearest. I’m not sure if her body would withstand the journey. I won’t risk that.” 
Carrick loosed a sigh. “I know you’re right. I wish—”
“Hang on, did you just say I was right? Quick, say it again so I can record it.”
He chuckled and elbowed her playfully. “Don’t be facetious. What I was saying was, I know you’re right but I wish you weren’t. I wish we could retire and live a simple life. Safe and happy, together with Sheera.” He bowed his head as the impossible dream filled his mind’s eye. The vision of having the time to play and connect with his sweet wheelchair-bound daughter warmed his heart. 
Mavin draped her arm around him and kissed his cheek. “I know. I wish we could too, dearest,” she murmured in his ear. Leaning their foreheads together, they drew strength from one another in a brief moment of peace, before Mavin retreated with a sigh. “Come on, Carrick. Let’s go get cleaned up before we head back.” 
Slinging the full bag awkwardly over his broad shoulders, they abandoned the meaty corpse of the chimera in the small clearing and slipped down the bank. Sliding down the wet ridge, they grasped willowy saplings to slow their descent towards the nearby stream. Water bubbled cheerfully over the mossy rocks as Carrick knelt to wash the blood from his hands. When Mavin joined him, he noticed a soft smile on her lips. 
Raising her eyes, she met his questioning gaze and whispered, “Sheera would love it here.” 
His heart squeezed, knowing that his daughter would never get the chance to enjoy the deep wilderness. Bound to a wheelchair from a freak accident since she was seven-years-old, their daughter was too fragile to do much more than wheel herself around the botanical gardens. Carrick was grateful to Valin, the local Council member’s son, for accompanying his daughter on her frequent visits to the gardens. At least she could enjoy some of the beauty in their world. Mavin took her phone out once again and took a video of the creek to share with Sheera when they returned. The continual babbling of the clear water over the smooth stones would cheer her heart. As the worst of the grime from his hands scurried downstream, Carrick noticed a glimmer out of the corner of his eye. Where the water met the bank, a bright piece of quartz was lodged beneath another rock. As he tugged the larger stone out of the way, it toppled heavily into the stream, the sediment from the creek bed flurrying in protest. Without giving the water a chance to clear, he fished around in the murk and pulled out his prize. The piece of rose quartz fit snugly in the palm of his hand and, as he ran his fingertips over it, was in the rough shape of a heart. Not like an anatomical one, but like the sweet shape that Sheera had drawn for him many times over the years. He stood and presented it to Mavin with a boyish grin. Her eyes crinkled with warmth at his present for their daughter, the crow’s feet deeper than they were when he married her, but he loved that he had been given the privilege to watch her body change with each passing season they had shared. Leaving the creek, he stepped closer and, grasping the tops of her arms, kissed the corners of her eyes, followed by a tender brush over her lips. His feelings for her had not dimmed over the decades of their life together.
Looking deep into her brown eyes, he whispered passionately, “I love you, wife.”
She giggled at her husband’s sudden show of affection and kissed him back before running her fingers over his scraggly facial hair. “I love you too, fluffy husbutt, and I’ll keep loving you long after you’ve given up annoying me in this life. But you can proclaim your undying devotion to me another day. The sooner we’re on the road, the sooner we can be home with our girl.” 
Carrick let go of her arms but she captured his hand, her leathery skin scraping against his own, and tugged him back towards the track that would lead them home. 

***

Carrick and Mavin picked their way over moss-covered boulders as they followed the narrow game trail to the top of the ridge. Finally brushing the last of the thick ferns from their path, they entered a clearing to find their pack horse, Dorin, precisely where they’d left him. He’d waited patiently out of harm’s way, grazing in a small circle until their return. Leaning her forehead against the horse’s, Mavin closed her eyes and stroked the velvety muzzle of the bay gelding, her dark hair falling over her shoulder as she whispered to him. Drawing back, she produced an apple from the pouch on her belt at which point Dorin greedily inhaled the fruit. Carrick stifled a smirk at her carting around a treat for the animal. He’d never share his wife’s deep affection for the horse, but he didn’t begrudge their bond. It was sweet, he supposed, in a peculiar, crazy-horse-lady way. Ignoring the one-sided conversation Mavin was having with Dorin, Carrick quickly began buckling the leather bags to the pack saddle, the chimera’s cumbersome antlers forcing him to slow down on the second bag. At the extra weight, Dorin flicked his black tail, the long hairs lashing Carrick’s arm like a whip. He chuckled at the horse’s obvious disgust and gave him a rub on the withers by way of apology. Dorin stretched his head up and raised his lips, the universal horse sign for pleasure. Carrick rolled his eyes at the need to appease the gelding but a smile wormed its ways to his lips. He wouldn’t change a thing about his mount or his wife. They were the best monster hunters in the land. Maybe not officially, but certainly in his opinion. He pulled Mavin in for a brief kiss before the trio began trekking cautiously down the ridge. Whilst the rain had cleared now, the grass remained slippery. 
Grey clouds still scudded across the sky as they slipped between tree trunks, offering some reprieve from the humidity that had returned following the storm. Carrick slowed to shift low-hanging branches out of Dorin’s way so the chimera’s antlers didn’t get tangled up. When the ridge ended in a gulley, they turned south-east and followed the narrow stream until they arrived at a remarkably large silky oak. The native tree marked a split in the gulley, giving them the choice to continue south-east or turn east. Picking the path to the left, they moved easily now as the land transformed around them and levelled out. Finally, they found the clearing they’d been hunting and stopped warily at the edge. It was idyllic. Birds whistled in the trees that formed a perfect circle as wide as the length of a football field. Purple and blue flowers littered the grass and nodded their heads in a gentle breeze. 
Mavin gave Dorin a pat and whispered, “Stay here, but be ready to bolt.” The horse flicked his ears and snorted before lowering his head to graze within the tree line. Carrick unbuckled the saddle bag that held the chimera’s blood and joined her at the edge of the field. 
“Typical bloody wizards,” Carrick muttered darkly, eyeing the beauty surrounding them suspiciously.
“Hush,” his wife murmured before taking the first step. Ever so carefully, they placed each foot onto the flat stones that lay in a haphazard path to a large boulder in the centre of the clearing. They followed the stones until they were a few metres away from the giant rock where they paused.
Carrick called, “Terrence! It’s just us.” Following a sharp look from his wife, he added for clarity, “Carrick and Mavin, your favourite monster hunters.” 
There was an extended pause where they shared a glance, waiting nervously to see if they would be granted entry this time. Just as Mavin turned to retreat, the air shimmered around the boulder and the glamour was lifted. The convincing image of a rock was replaced by a wooden hut. Moss clung to the shingled roof and an exotic-looking vine with indigo leaves snaked over the weathered timber-clad walls. 
A tall man with dark hair flung open the door and shouted, “Welcome! It is good to see you, my friends. You know I keep telling you to call me Terry.” Terrence appeared to be in his forties but wizards didn’t age the way humans did. In reality, he could be anywhere upwards of seventy years old. The shockingly purple three-piece suit accentuated his vibrant look.
“Who wears a suit when you’re just chilling at home? Wizards are ridiculous,” Carrick grumbled quietly to his wife which earned him a sharp elbow to the ribs. 
Mavin chuckled loudly in relief at the wizard’s welcome while Carrick kerbed the exasperated sigh that threatened to escape. 
Plastering a friendly smile across his face, Carrick replied, “That would not be befitting of your order, Terrence. I daren’t be too familiar.”
“Pish-posh.” Terrence snorted. “You know my order has excommunicated me. I am no longer a class three wizard so you can call me whatever you like. So, friends, tell me, how’s business?” he asked as they approached. “And what about your lovely daughter? They say Sheera grows more beautiful by the day. It’s such a shame she is confined to her chair.”
“Who says that?” snapped Carrick, automatically on the defence. If people were talking about their daughter, he needed to know who, and why. And then he could decide whether or not to cut out their tongues.
Mavin placed a placating hand on his arm. “I’m sure it’s just a figure of speech, dearest.” Turning back to the wizard, she offered a disarming smile. “Please forgive my husband. He’s a little overprotective of our daughter, given her condition. Isn’t that right, Carrick?”
“Yes. I apologise if I caused any offence with my sharp response, Terrence. All I wish for is to provide for her and keep her safe. I may get a little… spirited in my pursuit of that goal sometimes.”
Terrence scrutinised them briefly before a smile split his face. “I understand, my friends. It is of little consequence.” He gestured enthusiastically towards the front door. “Come in, come in.” 
Their heavy boots thudded against the deck as they accepted his invitation. Mavin flinched and bit back a squeak when an orange flower in a pot near the entrance snapped at her legs. 
“Don’t mind Lilith, she’s always a bit grumpy around the full moon.” The wizard moved the pot away from the door and scolded it with a tap on one of its petals. “Play nice, missy.” The flower shrunk in on itself and turned away from the travellers, the picture of contrition. That is, if a carnivorous flower could look contrite. 
Hurrying inside the dimly lit hut, they relaxed a little and slowed to ogle the vast array of glass jars crammed onto the shelves that lined the walls. Bizarre ingredients filled the containers: some had thick pulsing liquid that defied gravity and hovered in the middle of the jar, some held embryos of rare monsters, whilst others seemed to be hosting a miniature firework display as colourful explosions sparkled inside them. 
Pulling their gazes from the fantastical display, Mavin began, “We have something for you, Terry.” Carrick shot her a look. “Terrence,” she corrected quickly. 
“Oh, goody,” he said with a wide grin. “I do love it when my friends bring presents. What have you got for me this time?” 
“Here.” Carrick held out the saddlebag and Mavin pulled out the vials and thrust them forward. 
Terrence grabbed one and examined it, twisting it around. “Wonderful!” he exclaimed. “This is chimera blood, yes?” 
“Got it in one!” Mavin said. “We’ve got eight vials to sell. We’re asking 4,000 tokens for the lot.” 
Terrence tapped a finger on his chin as he considered them. “I’ll admit that fresh chimera blood is hard to come by. And I do have a project that calls for that ingredient. But you know as well as I do that times are tough, so all I can offer is 2,000 tokens.” 
“2,000?” scoffed Carrick. “You can offer us a bit more than that I think, or we can take our blood to Boris.”
“Don’t do that!” barked Terrence. “He’s a damned fool. A class four wizard who can barely make a truth serum? Bah! He would keep the blood in his stupid little trophy cabinet and never use it to its full potential. What’s the point of killing creatures if you don’t utilise their body?” He scowled at them and crossed his arms. Carrick mimicked his posture and levelled him with a hard stare. A heavy pause punctuated only by the purr of a cat hidden in the shadowy rafters stretched out between them. After a few more tense moments, Terrence let loose a heavy sigh and dropped his arms.  “Okay. I’ll give you 3,000 tokens.” 
Carrick frowned at the wizard. “It’s worth at least 4,000 tokens and you know it.” 
“You think I have that kind of coin laying around?”
“Fine, give it back then and we’ll be on our way.” It was Carrick’s turn to scowl. 
Terrence ran a hand through his dark hair. “I can give you 3,500 and that’s it. I don’t have any more to spare.” 
Mavin nudged her husband and raised an eyebrow. Carrick rolled his eyes. “All right, then. We accept your offer,” he confirmed. 
Terrence dropped into an extravagant bow before grabbing his mobile off the cluttered desk behind him. He tapped the screen a few times and Mavin smiled when her phone buzzed in her pocket at the notification of the incoming payment. 
She returned his bow respectfully and said, “Thank you, Terry.” She pulled the remaining vials from the saddle bag and passed them to the wizard. 
Terrence kept his eyes on his phone as he said, “Well, now that you’ve taken all my money, I’m afraid I can’t offer much in the way of hospitality. You’d best be on your way.” 
“Agreed. A pleasure doing business with you, Terrence, as always,” Carrick said hurriedly and gripped his wife’s elbow to guide her toward the front door, lest she decide to stay and try to smooth over the wizard’s suddenly frosty demeanour. As they exited the wooden hut, an eerie breeze swept through the clearing, raising the hair on the backs of their necks. 
Mavin shivered and cast a wary eye back towards the cabin. “Did you feel that?”
“Yes,” Carrick replied. “Now, let’s get out of here before he decides we’re not his favourites after all.” 

***

The forest was nearing its end. Husband and wife shared a sigh of relief as they caught sight of the city in the distance through the thinning trees. Nothing more had come of the strange wind back at Terrence’s home. Sweat coated Dorin’s flanks as the sun reached its peak, all signs of the earlier storm swept away. As they trudged toward civilisation, a small noise captured their attention. Dorin stopped abruptly and swung his head toward the sound, ears pricked. A small black cat crept out of a bush and meowed at them. A delicate silver chain encircled its neck, suggesting it was someone’s pet. Dorin snorted violently and reared, pulling away with a crazed look in his eye. The husband and wife shared a bewildered look. 
“Stupid horse. It’s just a bloody cat,” Carrick mumbled. 
Mavin shot him a dark look as she moved to Dorin’s side and calmed him with her voice. The horse halted his backward scramble but kept his gaze trained on the cat. Mavin asked, “Have you ever seen a domestic cat in these parts? There aren’t any dwellings nearby.” 
“Can’t say I have, my love.” Carrick contemplated the tiny feline. “I wonder what it's doing here? Do you think we should bring it with us? We could try and find its owners…” 
Mavin pursed her lips and shook her head vehemently. “I've got a bad feeling about that cat,” she said. “Leave it be.” 
“But what about as a gift for Sheera?” he pressed. “She'd love a pet. She's never asked but I know she’s been wanting one for ages.” 
“I said leave it,” she hissed. 
“All right, all right.” He held his hands up in surrender. 
The tiny creature scented the air as they made to walk past, Mavin keeping a tight hold on the gelding’s reins. When Dorin skittered past and the cat noticed the chimera’s antlers hanging out of the saddle bag, it hissed. The tiny creature exploded outward, growing rapidly to the size of a bull. Obsidian spines sprouted from its back and its tail split in three. Its black fur turned iridescent and it snarled, revealing a mouth full of fangs longer than Carrick’s hand. 
“Oh, shit,” he swore and pulled his sword from its sheath. “It’s a damned Hellcat!”
Dorin whinnied in fear and bolted into the trees as the demonic creature leapt toward them. Carrick swung his sword, slicing through flesh as easily as a hot knife cuts through butter. Black blood seeped onto the Hellcat’s coat, but it was only a minor slice and did nothing to slow it down. It landed and spun around, deceptively agile for its size. Avoiding Carrick’s next sword thrust, it danced closer, seeking an opportunity to maim. Mavin drew her pistol but hesitated to shoot while her husband was in the way. Noticing her predicament, Carrick flung himself sideways, trying to give her a clear shot whilst evading the lethally sharp claws. But one of the cat's tails whipped around and glanced across his cheek. It was at that moment he realised the tails had serrated barbs concealed beneath the fur. Blood dripped from his wound as he heard Mavin’s gun fire. The Hellcat yowled and turned on her, its ears pinned against its skull. With its attention elsewhere, Carrick dashed forward, raising his sword, ready to land the death blow. Ramming his sword down, he cut through flesh and bone, the monster screaming its pain. It twisted away from the bite of the steel, its tails curling around Carrick as it fell and dragging him to the earth with it. Carrick rolled, doing his best to avoid the snapping jaws and spikes on the Hellcat’s back. Mavin strode up to the writhing bodies on the ground and levelled her gun at the monster’s head. 
Bang.
The creature’s eyes glazed over as Mavin’s bullet found its mark. The shot went straight into its brain, killing it instantly. The monster slumped forward, crushing Carrick under its weight. He groaned and shoved at the beast, Mavin adding her weight, and managed to roll it off his body. Mavin holstered her gun and held a hand out to help him stand. When Carrick placed his weight on his left leg, his knee crumpled and he would have fallen had his wife not gripped his arm and kept him upright. 
“Are you all right, dearest?” she asked urgently. 
“The damned thing got me good but I'll be okay,” he responded with a grin that looked more like a grimace. 
Grunting, he hobbled to a nearby rock with her help and sat, his injured leg splayed awkwardly in front of him. Pulling the ripped fabric of his pants away from his skin, he found the wound. One of the Hellcat’s spines must have impaled his thigh during the tussle. 
He smiled at Mavin as a wave of dizziness rushed through him. “Funny thing is, I can’t really feel any pain.” 
“Well, that’s not ideal, is it, dearest?” Mavin said with a forced smile, struggling to hide her concern. 
She whistled the three-note tune that was Dorin’s signal to return to them before kneeling. She tore a strip off her shirt and used it to apply pressure to the cut. Behind them, the Hellcat’s corpse suddenly caught fire, the fierce blaze engulfing the body entirely. The stench of burning flesh made them both gag. An unnaturally thick black smoke roiled off the flames, hiding the body from their sight, before disappearing as quickly as it began. The grass where the body had lain was burnt black but the Hellcat was gone. Mavin raised a querying eyebrow but didn’t say anything before lowering her gaze to examine his leg now that the blood had slowed. As she inspected the puncture, they heard the hoofbeats of Dorin as he cantered toward them.
“You’re a lucky man, Carrick. Looks like it’s just missed your artery and there doesn’t seem to be anything foreign stuck in there.” 
Dorin appeared out of the forest at their back, clattering over a rocky outcrop as he wound his way back, taking care to avoid the blackened patch of grass.
“What in the devil’s name was a Hellcat doing here?” Carrick asked as Mavin fetched the healing cream from the gelding’s saddlebag along with two sugar cubes. 
“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said, brows furrowed as she shoved the sugar into his hand.
“Why do you have sugar cubes, my love?” 
“They were meant as a treat for Dorin, but I don’t want you going into shock before we get back to the city. Eat them, please.” 
Despite himself, Carrick smirked at his wife’s need to constantly spoil her gelding. “Yes ma’am, right away.” He slurred the last word and popped the cubes into his mouth. 
“Stop giving me lip and chew, damn you,” she muttered as she removed the bloody makeshift bandage and slathered the wound with cream. It was one of many wizard’s potions they kept in the saddlebags in case of injury or illness whilst on a mission. She watched in satisfaction as the skin knitted back together. It would take a few days to heal fully but, so long as infection didn’t set in, the danger was past. She grabbed Carrick’s sword from where it lay on the grass, cleaned it and helped slide it back into its scabbard at his hip. “Come on. Why don't you ride Dorin for the rest of the journey?” 
Carrick winced at the heat from the curing cream before grunting out, “He's already got enough to carry without adding me. I’ll be fine.” 
Mavin stood and planted her hands on her hips, glaring at her husband. “Don’t be proud. You’ve lost too much blood. Get on the damned horse.” 
He rolled his eyes at her fussing but complied. Standing, he gingerly released Mavin’s arm and waited for the light-headedness to pass. Once he felt steady enough, he shuffled to Dorin’s side, his leg aching but no longer bleeding. Mavin boosted him onto the horse’s back, being careful to avoid the chimera’s antlers as he swung his good leg over. Mavin leading the way, they took it steady as they made their way toward the farmland that bordered the city limits. 
After Carrick groaned his way through half an hour of worried glances from Mavin, she announced, “I’m just going to let Dorin stop for a drink at the creek down here.” 
“Good idea,” he mumbled through gritted teeth. “I might hop down and soak my leg in the water for a bit. It’s throbbing.” 
Mavin worried her lip but didn’t say anything further before marching down a grassy slope, her horse following obediently. Once they reached the stream, Mavin helped Carrick dismount. Adjusting the angle of his sword, he lowered himself into the cold water and sighed in relief as it washed over his wound. Dorin stuck his muzzle into the creek downstream and drank deeply, his ears flicking forward with each gulp. The tinkling of the water over the pebbles eased Carrick’s troubled mind and he felt like he could finally breathe. He washed his face then closed his eyes and leant back against the bank, letting the sun warm his skin. 
A sharp intake of breath from behind him was the only indication that anything was wrong. Acting on instinct, he lurched to his feet and gripped the hilt of his sword, dragging it from its sheath as he spun around and scanned for danger. His jaw fell open when he spied Mavin floating two metres above the ground. She twisted and flailed, vainly attempting to escape the thrall that held her airborne. 
“You murdered my Hellcat.” A familiar voice drifted on the breeze and Carrick swung his gaze toward the edge of the forest, combing the underbrush for the speaker. A flash of brilliant purple caught his eye. 
“Terrence?” Carrick’s eyes widened. “It can’t be.” 
The wizard abandoned the cover of the trees and made his way slowly towards Mavin, his arms raised and fingers curled like claws. He smiled glibly at Carrick but kept his magic directed at Mavin. 
“What are you doing to my wife?” Carrick demanded fiercely, raising his sword and shifting into a fighting stance, adjusting slightly to compensate for his injured leg. 
“You came into my home and swindled me of my hard-earned money. And then, as if that wasn’t enough, Mavin,” he spat her name as if it left a bad taste in his mouth, “proceeds to kill my Hellcat. And you have the audacity to ask why I’m doing this? Payback’s a bitch, they say. Now it’s her turn to die.” He twisted his hands in an intricate pattern and Mavin arched her back, releasing a howl of pain. 
Carrick snarled and rushed forward, the adrenaline pumping through him allowing him to ignore the throbbing in his leg. Terrence smiled lazily and casually flicked a hand at Carrick as he closed the gap, sending him crashing to the ground. 
He groaned as he rolled to his feet, ignoring the flare of pain in his leg. Although desperate to save his wife, he had to play the smart game. The wizard was powerful, that much was obvious, so running in like a child and waving his sword around wasn’t going to win this battle. He straightened and leant on his sword, studying him. 
“Terrence. Terry. Please, can we talk about this like adults?” Carrick allowed a tremble to lace his voice. “We had no idea that was your Hellcat. We are sorry we killed it, but it attacked us. What were we supposed to do?” He kept his tone respectful in an attempt to avoid antagonising him. 
Terrence shot him a hateful look. “He was my companion for decades. Now that Mavin has killed him, he’s been banished back to Hell. Do you know what I sacrificed to summon him here in the first place? You have ruined years of work. I will not forgive you that easily.” 
“And I have spent decades of my life with the woman you are holding in the air. Do you think I will simply allow you to exact your vengeance without putting up a fight?” He raised an eyebrow but kept his tone cordial, as if they were simply discussing the weather. “If you kill her, I will make sure you die a slow and painful death. I’m a monster hunter. I have many techniques when it comes to killing. Let Mavin go and we can forget all about this.” 
A sly expression flashed across Terrence’s face before he replaced it with a toothy grin. “You make a good point. You are a talented monster hunter. You might prove useful to me. Since you’re so insistent on saving your wife’s life, why don’t you swap? A life for a life? Swear to serve me for the remainder of your life and I will let her go.” 
Carrick paused as he considered the wizard’s words. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I can’t abandon Sheera to face the world without me. A life for a life is fair though. Release Mavin and I won’t kill you.” His voice was hard now. 
“Ah, but I still won’t have my revenge for the loss of my Hellcat. You serve me, or she dies now.” 
As the two men parried with words, Carrick had been mindful to keep his gaze averted from Dorin. The horse had abandoned the creek and grazed in a seemingly random pattern through the meadow, slowly closing the gap between himself and the wizard. Now, the gelding was only a few metres behind Terrence who obviously didn’t deem him a threat. Carrick had to hand it to the horse, he was crafty. When it came to Mavin, that horse would do almost anything to keep her safe. Except fight Hellcats, apparently. 
A few things happened at once. Terrence twirled his hands in another pattern, eliciting a heartrending scream from Mavin. The sound sent icy fingers crawling over Carrick’s skin and he roared his fury as he sprinted towards Terrence. At the same time, Dorin leapt into action and reared, striking the wizard’s torso with his hooves. Crying out in pain, Terrence dropped his hands to fend off the horse, causing Mavin to tumble back to earth. She lay still where she landed, knocked unconscious from the fall. At least, Carrick hoped she was only unconscious. Dorin’s distraction allowed Carrick the time he needed to reach the wizard without being accosted by magic again. He raised his sword and sliced down as he reached Terrence who spun away at the last second. The blade still bit into his shoulder, drawing blood. The wizard fell to the ground, rolling onto his back and raising his hands in surrender. Carrick held his sword above his neck, ready to deliver the killing stroke if he moved. 
“Tell me why I shouldn’t remove the threat to my family and kill you right now?” 
“I can help you,” croaked Terrence. “I can make you rich. Give you the power to rule the country—” 
Carrick cut him off abruptly. “You think I care about any of your crappy duplicitous offers? Here, allow me to introduce you to my counter offer, where I stick my sword up your—”
“Wait!” Terrence cried. “At my home, you told me you wished to keep Sheera safe.” At the mention of his daughter, Carrick bared his teeth in a silent snarl and pressed the blade against the wizard’s throat, scratching his skin. Terrence shrunk away from the pain and hissed, “I can grant your wish. Spare me, and I will make your wish come true.”
Studying Terrence suspiciously, Carrick eased the pressure off his neck. “Keep talking.”
“Spare me and I will cast a spell that will protect Sheera.”
“I know you wizards. There’s always a catch. Explain yourself.” 
“No catch! Let me go free and I will gift Sheera a fierce warrior to guard her against those who would do her harm for all time.”
Carrick warred against himself. He should just finish the wizard off. He knew that was the smart thing to do. He glanced toward the crumpled form of his wife. If Mavin were awake, she’d probably counsel him to kill the wizard.
His eyes pleading, Terrence added, “I won’t lay another finger on your wife. She is safe from me. Plus,” he gulped as the sword dropped away from his throat, “I will make it so you never need to work another day as a monster hunter. You can see your daughter whenever you wish.”
“Typical bloody wizards.” Carrick shook his head with a furrowed brow. Strip away the bluster and this wizard was just another bully, so desperate to save his own skin he would grant Carrick his every wish. “Fine,” he sighed and stepped back, sheathing his sword. “I accept your terms. I leave you alive, and you keep Sheera safe, Mavin unharmed and I can retire.”
Offering a trembling hand, Terrence said, “We have a deal.”
Grasping his offered hand, Carrick shook it firmly and nodded, helping the wizard to his feet. 
A cunning expression stole over Terrence’s features. “I’m thrilled we could come to an accord.” 
The wizard swirled his hands in a complex pattern and muttered words in some unknown language, a rich crimson glow spreading between his palms before seeping between his fingers. As his magic grew, the red light leeched into the meadow, encircling Carrick. Waves of heat swept through his body, making his skin feel too tight. When Carrick’s skin began bubbling like a pot of water on the boil, he realised what a grave mistake he’d made. With one last flourish and an unintelligible shout, a burst of energy exploded from Terrence, causing the grass surrounding them to lay flat. The energy wrapped around Carrick and lifted him high into the air, trapping him inside a glowing tornado. He flailed helplessly as he drifted further away from his unconscious wife. Carrick’s lungs burned as his breath was torn from his lips by the fierce wind that swirled around him. His body felt as if it were being torn in all different directions in the vortex but the unbearable heat filling his entire being overwhelmed all other senses. His bones began snapping yet somehow the extreme temperature inside was all he could focus on. He continued to struggle inside the tornado, growing weaker as time wore on. As his throat grew raw from his screams and his skeleton shattered over and over again, a type of dullness overtook his senses. Whilst still conscious, he felt detached; as if he were floating just outside of his body watching apathetically while his physical form experienced the pain. He had no idea how long his body was held in that agony but, after what seemed like hours, he sensed the wind begin to taper off. Eventually, the magical tornado deposited him roughly back to earth. 
At the sudden press of the ground against the front of his body, Carrick snapped back into himself, his body still screaming from the torture even though it was over. He gulped what felt like his first lungful of air in days. Ears ringing, muscles shaking, he continued to gasp desperately as he lay still, mentally taking stock of the damage. Afraid of what he might find, he gingerly wiggled his fingers and toes. They worked. That was something, at least. With a groan, he turned his head to the side. He was in a garden, the sweet cold of the dew-encrusted grass easing the memory of the internal burning. He shuddered as the image of his skin boiling rose into his mind. What a fool he had been to trust a wizard. Without moving the rest of his body, his eyes darted around in the pre-dawn light, hoping to latch onto a familiar landmark. Only green shrubs and a gravel path greeted him. He frowned. Where had he ended up? And where in the heck was Mavin? 
As his breathing returned to normal, Carrick tentatively raised himself onto his hands and knees, pleased to realise the pain had faded. Even his thigh wound wasn’t smarting anymore. Fingers of orange were slipping into the star-studded sky as the sun announced its entrance to the world, lending him its soft light. Swinging his head around, he scanned his surroundings, planning on tracking down that deceitful wizard. When Carrick found him, he’d be doing a lot more than shoving his sword up where the sun didn’t shine. 
He catalogued everything he saw and filed it away for later. There was no trace of the twister that had carried him here, wherever here was. Elegant gardens surrounded him with gravel paths meandering through them. Beautiful marble sculptures lined the path at odd intervals and the trickle of a water feature caressed his ears. The scent of roses perfumed the air whilst birds began singing their morning melodies. It was all very idyllic. He didn’t trust it. At his back, a modern one-storey house stood proudly over it all but no other buildings were within sight. No lights shone from the windows and there were no signs of occupation: no shoes at the front door and no vehicle in the driveway. The house was nestled in the base of a valley, where a dark and unruly forest ruled the slopes until it met the unexpected sophistication of the garden he’d landed in. With the radical division between nature and cultivation, it almost looked as if the house and garden had been plopped into the space as suddenly as he had been. Shaking his head, he pushed those thoughts out of his mind and refocussed. As he stepped forward to begin the hunt, something felt off about his body’s movement. Glancing back, he froze. Horror clouded his mind as he tried to compute what he was seeing. Massive leathery wings sprouted from his back. Crimson scales covered his body and dark spikes lined his spine. His fingers dug into the earth but when he looked down he saw they were talons. His tail lashed out in agitation and he jerked in surprise. He had a bloody tail. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“This isn’t possible!” he shouted. But it came out of his mouth as a roar. And it was a proper roar. None of this namby-pamby yelling he usually busted out. He winced at the sound of himself and cowered close to the ground, his heart pounding. As his gaze skittered around the gardens he realised that, even crouched low to the ground, his eyes were level with the shoulders of a nearby sculpture of a robed woman holding a jug. Water poured from her jug into a small pond. Not really wanting to see proof, but knowing he had to, he forced himself to creep closer to the pool of water. Staring at his reflection, he confirmed what he had assumed from his brief inspection. Terrence had transfigured him into a dragon. He was no longer a monster hunter. He had become the monster. 
A scream pierced the still dawn air and Carrick leapt away from the pond, nearly tripping over his tail and accidentally trampling some rose bushes. Looking toward the house to locate the source, a torch blinded him. Lifting a talon, he shaded his eyes and followed the beam of light. His heart dropped as he spied the young woman staring at him in terror. He had never seen such a look of fear on his daughter’s face, and certainly not aimed at him. Sheera dropped the torch and turned her wheelchair around as fast as she could and disappeared inside the house. His heart shattered. It turned out, the wizard had fulfilled Carrick’s wish. Sheera was safely holed up in this house with a fierce warrior to guard her. He could only hope that Terrence also followed through with his promise not to harm Mavin. This wasn’t what he had in mind when he’d agreed to the wizard’s deal. His chest squeezed as he keened his grief over his stolen life. 
Could dragons cry? In answer to his unspoken question, a single tear slid down his scaled muzzle and fell to the earth.
Drip. 
