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    Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount? 
 
    Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com). 
 
      
 
    You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    I was barely paying attention to my surroundings as I stood waiting to clock out of work. My mind was in Hollowfell, despite the constant drone of my snooty co-workers around me.  
 
    It had been a complete accident that I’d stumbled across a portal to another world. I’d just wanted to find somewhere to read my book in peace, and I had discovered a hidden thirteenth floor of my work building instead. 
 
    A world that blew my mind in so many ways. 
 
    The other dimension I had found was full of magical creatures, beautiful women, and more treasure than I had ever seen in my life. It had become my own personal source of riches that had already changed my whole world.  
 
    I couldn’t help the sly grin that spread over my face as I thought about my bulging bank account. Not to mention the two otherworldly beauties who were at home right now on my sofa waiting for me to come back. Life had certainly gotten a hell of a lot more interesting lately, and I was already itching to plan our next looting trip. 
 
    “Any weekend plans?” Roberts drawled as he leaned against the time-clock. 
 
    My boss’ gelled mustache twitched as he gave me a sickening grin, and I felt my skin crawl as I looked into his beady eyes. His lanky frame always looked awkwardly placed as he pulled at the sleeves of his pinstriped suit. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I think I’m going apartment hunting.” 
 
    The two men in the line ahead of me snorted as they exchanged glances, and Roberts grinned in delight. My asshole boss loved looking down on his employees, especially me for some fucking reason. But his patronizing shit didn’t matter to me anymore. He had no idea of the incredible life I lived now. 
 
    “Apartments?” Roberts asked. “You must be downsizing? So sorry to hear that. But I suppose you run that risk when you get into the field of IT. Some make huge careers of it, but some people just never reach that level.” 
 
    He adjusted his tie as the two guys ahead of me laughed, and he was clearly putting on a show for his little buddies. A few weeks ago, that shot would have riled me up, but I sent him a dazzling grin as I pulled my phone out. 
 
    “Upgrading, actually,” I said airily. “I was thinking of something like this.” 
 
    I pulled up a page on the browser where I had been eyeing some penthouses, and I showed him the screen casually. His dark eyes studied the photo as the two idiots in front of me finally clocked out, and they raised their eyebrows as they turned around to see the phone. Then I slipped the cell back into my leather jacket as I punched my number into the stupid ancient machine. 
 
    “But,” Roberts spluttered. “That’s bigger than my place. You’re dreaming a bit too wildly there, Liam.” 
 
    “Yeah,” idiot number-one said. “You might want to check your pay slip.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to do that.” I grinned. “See you on Monday!” 
 
    I spun around as the three men stood staring after me, and I whistled as I hurried out to the fluorescent lights of the hallway. It was thankfully empty as I quickly slipped into the stairwell to make my way up to the twelfth floor.  
 
    I needed to grab my guns from the secret thirteenth floor. It was time to give my beautiful ladies some proper shooting practice, and I had stashed the guns my uncle gave me near the portal. 
 
    The metal stairs rang out as my boots raced up to the next level. It wouldn’t be long until two new companies set up business there, and it would make getting to the thirteenth floor a whole new challenge. There was going to be a dating app company along with a law firm sharing the twelfth floor. Hopefully nobody in either workforce asked too many questions when they saw me strolling the floor every once in a while. Working in IT gave me a pretty good reason to be lurking around the building, though.  
 
    What business didn’t need a computer fixed at some point during the day? 
 
    I swung the door open to the heart-shaped reception desk of the app company, and I stopped in my tracks as I came face to face with a woman. She was middle-aged and very pretty, with platinum-blonde hair in a sleek bun. Her pink lipstick was perfectly applied, and she wore a blue dress covered in little daisies. 
 
    “Hello,” she said in a surprised tone. “Can I help you?” 
 
    My mind raced, and I tried to look as nonchalant as possible. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I stepped fully into the bright hallway. “I’m Liam, I work downstairs.” 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said. “Nice to meet you, Liam. I’m Stacey, I own Blissful Hearts.” 
 
    I was about to ask what the fuck that meant, but then I realized it was the name of her dating app company. 
 
    “Awesome.” I smiled. “I just wanted to come and see how things were going up here. It’s exciting to have some new faces around.” 
 
    Stacey seemed satisfied with my answer, and she smiled as she turned her attention back to a box on the desk.  
 
    “Things are going great,” she said. “I’m just adding a few welcome treats for all my staff.” 
 
    She pulled little wrapped chocolates out of a box as she carefully placed them on the desk, and she arranged some pink pens alongside them. 
 
    “What is it that you do?” Stacey asked. “Is it the accountant you work for?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I’m the IT guy. I actually help out all over the building, so I’ll probably be up here sometimes between your company and the law firm. If you need help, that is.” 
 
    I slid that little fact in as casually as possible, and she hopefully wouldn’t question if she saw me up on the floor again. 
 
    “That’s great,” she said with a pristinely white smile. “I’ll need to keep in touch with you. Tech is obviously very important to a dating app! I would tell you to sign up, but a young man with your looks probably doesn’t need to.” 
 
    “I do okay,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Your boss could do with it,” Stacey said and sent me a wry glance. “He keeps trying to flirt with me, and I just can’t see past that horrible mustache. Someone needs to tell him the seventies were fifty years ago.” 
 
    I snorted as the blonde woman straightened out her pen display, and she shot me a friendly wink. 
 
    “I’m just going to see if the law firm’s boss left me any notes,” I lied. “Someone mentioned he might want a laptop set up.” 
 
    “See ya!” Stacey smiled. “I’m going to get everyone’s desks set up with goodies before I head home.” 
 
    She hummed to herself as she rummaged through her box, and I quickly left her to it. I turned the corner and passed the elevators before I stepped onto the depressingly gray carpet of the law firm’s half of the floor. The offices around me were all closed and silent as I raced down toward the end door. 
 
    I glanced back to make sure Stacey wasn’t there before I pushed open the door, and I hurried up the short staircase to the thirteenth floor.  
 
    The rush I got from stepping into the hidden hallway never got old.  
 
    I grinned as the glow from the Hollowfell door lit up the ground, and I walked up to the pile of provisions I had made for our trips. There were wipes for cleaning filth off our faces, spare bags to transport loot, and the rucksack full of guns and ammo my uncle had provided. He really was a bit of a hot-headed guy, but he had sure hooked me up. 
 
    Then I swung the weapons over my shoulder and turned back to leave the floor, even though it was hard not to just stride over to the otherworldly door and look inside. There was a universe full of ugly gargoyles, green skies, and piles of treasure just waiting for me over there. But I needed to make a plan before I strolled into that dimension again.  
 
    It was like the fucking Wild West in there. Chaos was everywhere, my face on wanted posters… I needed to be prepared. 
 
    I peeked out through the twelfth floor door before I came back inside, and I made my way toward the elevators. The sound of a swinging door suddenly creaked, and I winced as I heard the unmistakable drawl of my slimy boss.  
 
    He must have just come up from the stairwell to the reception area. Unfortunately, Roberts would be suspicious if he spotted me on the floor. He knew I hadn’t had any assignments up here. Not to mention he had just seen me clocking out. 
 
    “Stacey,” he said loudly as I raced to the silver elevator doors. “What a fine evening it is outside. Any plans tonight?” 
 
    I pressed the elevator button as I listened to my boss hit on the poor woman somewhere down the hall, and I tried not to laugh out loud at his sleazy tone. 
 
    “There’s a new bar that just opened up,” he continued. “Perhaps I could pick you up around eight to try it out?” 
 
    “I have plans,” Stacey’s voice rang out. “Going out with the girls.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier!” Roberts said. “Bring them, too.” 
 
    “It’s my friend’s birthday,” Stacey said firmly. 
 
    “Great!” Roberts said. “I’ll bring a cake. I hope she likes old… fashioned… vanilla.” 
 
    It was actually painful to listen to someone being that deluded, and I groaned to myself as the elevator took its sweet time. I watched the lit-up numbers grow higher as I glanced over my shoulder, but then I heard the thud of high heels against the carpet.  
 
    Shit. Stacey was probably trying to get away from my boss’ leering stares, and the elevator was just passing floor ten. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured. “Hurry uuuup!” 
 
    “I really have work to do,” Stacey said coldly as her footsteps approached. “Have a nice evening!” 
 
    “The bar is pretty classy,” Roberts drawled with zero awareness. “You would fit right in.” 
 
    Her high heels stopped what must have been inches away from the corner of the hall, and the elevator doors finally slid open at a painfully slow pace. I pushed inside and heard the blonde woman’s voice ring out as I hit the button to close the doors. 
 
    “Mister Roberts,” Stacey said sharply. “I may not be as young as I once was, but do you honestly think a woman who looks like this needs to scrape the bottom of the barrel for dates? Please, leave me alone. Good night.” 
 
    Her heels started to thud again right as the elevator doors shut, and I let out a snort of laughter as the elevator raced down.  
 
    Damn. Stacey was one of my new favorite people. Anyone who could shoot down Roberts that ruthlessly was okay in my book. 
 
    The silver doors didn’t slide open again until I reached the lobby, and there weren’t many people around as I strolled onto the marble floor. There was usually a stampede to get out on a Friday, but I had missed the clocking-out rush. 
 
    Stan was at the security desk, and he gave me a wave as I headed over to him. The old guy was close to retiring, and I knew that was going to add challenges to my Hollowfell heists. A new security guard might ask questions or even conduct searches, so I would just have to be ready for anything. Nobody was going to take my Hollowfell treasure away from me. 
 
    “Liam,” Stan said as he unwrapped a sandwich. “Big weekend plans?” 
 
    “Apartment hunting.” I grinned as I leaned on the desk. “Some family member left me money in their will, so I can now afford something a little bigger.” 
 
    “Nice!” Stan chuckled. “About time you started moving up in the world, my boy.” 
 
    The elevator doors pinged open, and I glanced over to see a red-faced Roberts hurry out with his head hung low. He muttered to himself as he scurried over to the turnstiles, and Stan raised an eyebrow at my boss. 
 
    “Fucker just got rejected,” I hissed with a grin. “The new boss woman upstairs turned him down cold.” 
 
    “That checks out,” Stan snorted. “She’s a smokeshow, and he’s an asshole.” 
 
    He bit into his sandwich as we watched Roberts scurry out the glass building, and then I gave the security guard a wave as I turned to leave. 
 
    “Enjoy your weekend!” I called.  
 
    Stan nodded in reply as he turned to look at the CCTV screens, and I stepped through the metal turnstiles. Then I made my way through the revolving doors and out into the California heat.  
 
    The air was the perfect level of Southern California warmth without any humidity as I strolled over the road to the far sidewalk. It wasn’t a long journey back to my apartment, but I would soon have a different route.  
 
    I grinned at the prospect as I considered how fucking lucky I’d gotten lately. 
 
    My buddy Elijah had a family who bought and sold precious metals and gems, and his dad had become my link to riches as I brought Hollowfell treasure back to Earth. Thanks to him and Elijah, all my heists were paying off in spades, and this was only the beginning. 
 
    It had finally sunk in that my life of debt and money problems was over, and I could start to change the mundane shit I had known for so long. My tiny apartment wouldn’t be my home for much longer. It was time to move on to bigger and better things.  
 
    The sun warmed the back of my neck as I hurried down the street, and I tried not to think about the bag of weaponry on my shoulder in case someone noticed my expression. It was some very illegal shit I was carrying around. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get back to my monster girls, either. Cleo was a cat-girl who had been hunted all her life by the rich gargoyles of Hollowfell. They wanted her as a trophy to prove their wealth, and she had spent years on the run. She had quickly become my lover after I’d saved her from that fate, and I was still in awe of how badass and hot she was.  
 
    Kali was a Dusk Nymph who we had saved from the clutches of pirates. They had been all set to sell her as a trophy, but I had broken her out before that could happen. The pink-haired beauty was endlessly sweet with a heart of pure gold, and just thinking of her made all my worries melt away. 
 
    They both deserved the world, and I wanted to use the weekend to treat them. Maybe we could go to a fancy dinner, and they could come with me to view apartments on Saturday. They were both so stunned with my basic home, I couldn’t wait to see their reaction to a penthouse. 
 
    I turned onto my street as I was lost in daydreams of balconies, heated floors, and huge fridges. The trash covering the road didn’t seem as depressing when I knew I would be leaving soon. I hurried up the stone steps to my building and shoved the key in the rusty lock. The stink of piss and booze hit me as I went inside, and I carefully stepped over a suspiciously dark puddle as I made my way upstairs. 
 
    The buzz of TV hit me as I pushed open the door of my apartment to see the two Hollowfell beauties curled up on my sofa. They were watching some nature documentary with wide eyes as a lion chased down a herd of gazelle. But their attention snapped to me as I stepped inside, and they both leapt to their feet. 
 
    Cleo’s chestnut-colored legs stuck out from one of my oversized shirts, and her cat ears twitched happily at the sight of me. Her black tail swished from side to side as tiny fangs poked out of her beautiful smile. She was a tall, lean, insanely sexy creature, and I drank in the sight of my lover as she ran over. 
 
    “You’re home,” she purred as she jumped into my arms. “My human guy has returned.” 
 
    She looked up at me with her golden eyes before I planted a tender kiss on her plump lips. Cleo moaned happily as she slid her tongue out to meet mine, and her large breasts pressed up against me like pillows. It was a moment of pure bliss, and she grinned slyly as she pulled away. Then memories of her whining with pleasure echoed through my mind as I remembered how it felt to fuck the stunning cat-girl. 
 
    Holy shit, I was the luckiest guy I knew.  
 
    “Liam!” Kali squeaked. “I’m so happy you’re back!” 
 
    The Dusk Nymph’s pink curls framed her glowing face, and her blue eyes were insanely gorgeous as she smiled at me. She had also pulled on one of my shirts, which was huge on her petite frame, and it hid her wings from view. She looked unbelievably adorable this evening, and my heart rate immediately increased at the sight of her. 
 
    Kali had kissed me not so long ago, and my mind couldn’t help wondering what might be the next stage in our relationship. 
 
    “It’s good to be home.” I grinned. “I brought back the supplies my uncle gave me. I’m hoping we can head over to his place over the weekend to practice.” 
 
    “Guns?” Cleo asked curiously. “Do we get to use them soon?” 
 
    “It makes sense to prepare for that, yeah,” I said. “The gargoyles don’t have weapons like this, and I want to be at least ten steps ahead of those ugly fuckers at all times. Besides, you’ll look hot as all hell shooting them.” 
 
    Cleo grinned as I placed the rucksack on the floor, and I slipped off my leather jacket. 
 
    “What shall we do this evening?” Kali asked. “Will we get the magical food men to come to the door again?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” I chuckled. “How about we go out for dinner? Somewhere fancy as fuck. Only the best for my two beauties.” 
 
    “Really?” Cleo asked. “Outside for dinner?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Go and get some pretty dresses on, and we can head out.” 
 
    Kali squealed excitedly as the two women raced to their shopping bags. I had given them a credit card to take to a designer clothes store just the other day, and they had been overwhelmed with gratitude when they came out of the shop with new outfits and shoes.  
 
    “I’m going to go change,” I said as I headed for my bedroom. “We’ll grab a cab after!” 
 
    “Grab a cab,” Cleo muttered to herself as she rummaged in her bag. “Cab. Cab. Cab.” 
 
    It was adorable when she tried to get used to human words. 
 
    I shut the door as I pulled off my work gear. Then I grabbed the nicest pants and shirt I had, and I realized I was in serious need of a shopping trip, too. Treating the girls felt so good that I had forgotten I could use a wardrobe upgrade myself. I wasn’t exactly a fashion guru, but a few new shirts and pairs of jeans would be welcome. Maybe even a new leather jacket.  
 
    The girls giggled outside as they changed, and I had to fight the urge to open the door and peek. Cleo would be happy to strut around in her naked glory for me, but I had to respect Kali’s privacy. I pulled on some dress shoes as I waited impatiently to join them, and then I slipped my shirt on as I heard the nymph gasp. 
 
    “We look so good,” she whispered in the next room, and I chuckled. 
 
    “We’re ready, Liam!” Cleo called. “I think you will like our new clothes.” 
 
    I swung the door open with my shirt still undone, and my jaw dropped at the view I was greeted with.  
 
    Cleo looked so insanely hot that it took a moment to process. She had on a red dress that hugged every perfect curve of her lean and tan body. It had a low back that let her tail curl out, and the neckline dipped down to show off her impressive cleavage. She also wore black heeled boots to give the outfit some edge, and she spun slowly to give me the whole view. 
 
    My mouth went dry as I gawked at every delicious inch of her.  
 
    Kali looked just as gorgeous, though, and I was amazed at how she had upped the sexiness of her vibe. The nymph wore a blue dress that flared out at the bottom and stopped just below her ass. It meant I caught a glimpse of her cute ass cheeks as she twirled, and my stomach lurched from the sight. The dress clung to her petite torso and outlined her pert breasts so invitingly that I imagined slipping the straps from her shoulders to get a better look at her figure, and I almost groaned out loud at the thought. She wore blue heels to match her dress, and it gave her a couple of extra inches of height. 
 
    “Do you like our clothes?” Kali asked innocently, and I had to tear my eyes away from the way the fabric clutched her tits. 
 
    “You both look amazing,” I said as I nervously licked my lips. “Seriously fucking hot.” 
 
    Kali blushed happily, and her blue eyes flickered down my chest as I did up the buttons on my shirt. Cleo strode over to me confidently, and I grabbed her tight waist as I shamelessly looked down her low neckline. 
 
    “What a view.” I grinned. “You both really know how to dress.” 
 
    “The lady at the shop helped,” Cleo purred. “She said our man would like these clothes very much.” 
 
    “She was very correct,” I said as I stroked the cat-girl’s cheek. 
 
    Her tail flicked as I kissed her forehead, and I had to use all my restraint not to pull her straight into the bedroom.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Kali asked as she smoothed down her blue dress. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said as I pulled out my cell. “There’s a place I’ve always wanted to go to, but it’s previously been way out of my budget.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Cleo said with a smug grin. “You now have sooo much Earth money!” 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled as I ordered a cab. “Let’s head downstairs.” 
 
    Kali’s wings quickly faded away as her hair turned blonde, and thanks to her magical ability to alter her appearance, she no longer looked like an otherworldly being. Just an insanely hot girl.  
 
    We had realized that Cleo didn’t need as much disguising in the time of cute cosplay girls. She was gorgeous enough to pass as one of those women who made money from dressing up online, and the only comments she ever got were compliments on her “fake” ears. 
 
    Cleo giggled as I gave her ass a slap, and Kali blushed as she watched. Then I made sure I had my wallet and keys before we left the apartment, and we hurried downstairs as Cleo held my hand. They looked way too gorgeous to be inside my dump of a building, and it gave me even more motivation to find a new place. 
 
    The taxi was waiting as we stepped outside and strode down the stairs. I held the door open for the girls, and the driver shot me a raised eyebrow as I climbed in after them. 
 
    “Evening,” he said. “You sure you’re going to Number 44?” 
 
    The restaurant was one of those obnoxious places that just used its address as a name, and I could tell the driver didn’t think a guy who lived on my street could afford it. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I’m treating these angels to some food.” 
 
    “Right,” the driver said. “Very good.” 
 
    He glanced at the monster girls before he turned back to drive, and we pulled out of my grimy street. Cleo purred happily as I stroked her tail, and Kali shuffled close enough for our legs to touch. 
 
    I took a steadying breath to keep my huge grin in check, but I couldn’t quite contain my excitement. 
 
    Every second I spent with my two Hollowfell beauties sent wave after wave of dopamine flooding through my body, and tonight was no different. I could practically feel the delicious energy coming off the two women as they did all they could to stay as close to me as possible. 
 
    “What kind of food will there be?” Cleo asked. “Pizza?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “But I bet it’s all going to taste amazing.” 
 
    “I’m just so excited!” Kali said eagerly as she bounced beside me. “We’re being taken to dinner by the best-looking man on Earth!” 
 
    I chuckled as I patted her soft thigh, and a jolt of electricity raced through me as I pictured running my hand further up her leg. But I held it together as I placed my palm back on my knees, and Kali shot me a dazzling smile that made my stomach do a backflip. 
 
    A few minutes later, the driver pulled up outside a black building with a doorman at the front. It had a neon sign that showed the restaurant number, and rich-looking guys spilled out of the minimalist entrance with expensive suits on. 
 
    “Thanks,” I called as I got out and opened the door for the girls. 
 
    I helped them both out, and the guys at the door stared at the stunning women. It was hard not to smirk as they both slipped their arms into mine with happy smiles on their gorgeous faces, and we headed over to the entrance.  
 
    The doorman nodded silently as he opened the door for us, and we stepped into the bustling restaurant. 
 
    Every inch of the floor was glistening white, and the servers all looked like supermodels. The tables were round and black, and tall plants were dotted around the corners. The entire place oozed sophistication and high prices, and I instinctively glanced down to make sure I’d zipped up my fly and buttoned my shirt properly. Then a smiling waiter greeted us, and I tried to focus as I realized the entire place smelled heavenly. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said smoothly. “Table for three?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    The well-dressed man nodded and spun around as he gestured for us to follow him. He led us to a table in the corner, and I helped the girls into their seats before I took mine. 
 
    “It’s so shiny!” Kali whispered as she looked around. “Look at the floor!” 
 
    “Everyone looks so rich,” Cleo said as she squinted at the menu. “Even without treasure hanging off of them, I can tell they are… quite well-off.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed that about Earth, too,” Kali nodded thoughtfully. “I like it. For example, I have no treasure hanging off of me, but I am quite certain I look very, very nice and expensive because of how Liam looked at me. I feel rich!” 
 
    “I feel hungry,” Cleo said with a smirk. “But I agree. I feel rich sitting here with Liam in the shiny room.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cool.” I grinned. “Get anything you want.” 
 
    “I don’t know what anything is,” Cleo said. “Can you order for us, Liam?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a nod. “Although, I don’t know what half of this stuff is, either.” 
 
    The waiter appeared back with a charming smile as I tried to make sense of half the menu which was in French for seemingly no reason. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Uh, I’m not exactly sure what we want.” 
 
    “I can give some pointers,” the waiter said. “If the ladies would like some suggestions?” 
 
    “You know what,” I said and promptly closed my menu. “How about you just bring us whatever you think is good. Wine, food, all of it. No expense spared.” 
 
    The waiter’s eyes lit up as he took the menus back, and he nodded happily. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he replied. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I grinned as I instantly felt about ten times richer, then I leaned back in my chair as he strode to the kitchen. It took me about two seconds to notice several people staring at the monster girls I was dining with.  
 
    “Everyone is looking,” Cleo hissed. “Do they know I’m a trophy?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “They’re staring because you’re both unbelievably hot.” 
 
    “Hot,” Cleo repeated happily. “Yes. We look like very hot humans.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I can see why it’s distracting for people.” 
 
    My eyes flickered down the cat-girl’s chest, and she shot me a dangerous smile as the waiter returned with a bottle of white wine. He poured me a glass to taste, and I pretended I had any idea what the fuck I was looking for as I sniffed it. Then I took a sip and nodded for him to pour us each a serving. 
 
    Damn, I felt like James Bond tonight.  
 
    “I’ll return with your food, sir,” he said as he left an ice bucket on our table, and the girls picked up their glasses. 
 
    “To the future,” I said as I raised my glass, and they both copied me excitedly. 
 
    In only a matter of minutes, the waiter returned and placed plate after plate down in front of us. There was fish I didn’t even recognize, steak, potatoes, and things I had never seen in my life before. I was pretty sure one of them was caviar. Either way, everything looked delicious and expensive, and Cleo’s eyes darted back and forth over it all while she struggled to act totally casual in front of the waiter. 
 
    “Bon appetit, and do let me know if I can help you in any way,” the waiter said smoothly before he strolled off, and we were left with enough food to feed ten people. 
 
    “So… much… food,” Cleo breathed as her ample breasts began to heave subtly. 
 
    “It smells so good,” Kali said as her blue eyes widened. “Can we really have all of this?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “This is all yours. Every bite that you want.” 
 
    Cleo licked her lips as she pulled a plate of scallops toward her, and she sniffed it cautiously. Then the cat-girl examined the cutlery before her and glanced at another table to check how it was used. Once she decided on the medium-sized fork, she slowly lifted the food to her mouth and took a tiny bite.  
 
    Her whole face lit up as she chewed, and she hurriedly shoved the remainder of the scallop into her mouth.  
 
    “Good?” I laughed, and she nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    Kali carefully examined some mushroom risotto before she tried it, and she squealed so loudly that a waitress spun around to check on her. 
 
    “Yum,” the nymph breathed. “This is incredible! Try something, Liam! I am sure you will love the rich food!” 
 
    I chuckled as I quickly pulled a plate of steak toward myself, and I couldn’t help groaning when I tasted it. The meat practically melted on my tongue as the entire world slowed down for a moment. It tasted fucking delightful. That was what real money tasted like. 
 
    “Ohhh, damn,” I moaned as I felt my soul leaving my body. 
 
    “This is the best food ever,” Cleo breathed as she shoved another scallop into her mouth. “Is this what fancy humans always eat?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said through a hazy smile. “Get used to it.” 
 
    “I will.” Cleo grinned as she studied some kind of pate. 
 
    “This is what food is meant to taste like,” Kali said with a decisive nod. “It makes me realize how terrible I am at cooking. Oh, dear. That is disappointing.” 
 
    “You’ll get better,” I said. “I bet it won’t be long until you’re cooking up food like this.” 
 
    “Maybe one day!” Kali smiled. “But I think that will take quite a bit of practice!” 
 
    My phone suddenly buzzed, and I pulled it out to see a message from a realtor I had been in contact with.  
 
    She had a last-minute viewing available for a penthouse that was beyond my wildest dreams.  
 
    The place just oozed rich-guy energy. There was a huge balcony along with shining tiles on the floor, and a shower that could fit all three of us inside. I could just picture how blown away the girls would be if they saw it. Everything about that place was amazing. 
 
     The viewing was for Saturday afternoon, and all I had to do was confirm that I was available.  
 
    I stared down at the picture of the huge windows and open-plan kitchen. It didn’t feel real. Was I really considering getting a place like that? I had spent years in a shitty apartment with a dodgy door and creaking floorboards. Could I really fit in somewhere new? 
 
    My hand hovered over the screen to reply, and I glanced up at the Hollowfell women. They laughed as they swapped plates, and I knew this was the start of my brand-new life. Both of them deserved the fucking world, and so did I. That money hadn’t come easy, and I had already saved two women from being imprisoned and tormented.  
 
    Surely that deserved a reward? 
 
    I grinned as I sent a reply to the agent. 
 
    Sounds great, see you then! 
 
    My life was already more incredible than I had ever dreamed possible, so it was time I had an apartment to match. I was about to spend my first serious Hollowfell money.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I felt like I was going to burst when we finally left the restaurant. We had eaten as much expensive food as we could handle, and that wine had been seriously strong. The bill had been close to three thousand dollars, but I had a smile on my face when I paid it. 
 
    Damn. Being rich was awesome.  
 
    The girls were giggling sleepily as they clutched onto my arms while we waited for our cab. It didn’t take long for the black car to roll up, and I held the door open for the girls before I climbed in behind them. 
 
    “Sooo much food,” Cleo groaned as she sat back with her eyes closed. “All the things from the water were my favorite!” 
 
    “Seafood,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl said. “Food from our seas do not taste nearly that good.” 
 
    I glanced at the driver, but he didn’t seem to be paying any attention to our conversation. He would have assumed she was just from another country anyway if he had heard her talking about different seas. 
 
    “I am so determined to practice cooking,” Kali said as she pulled on one of her blonde curls. “Those little plates of fancy food were like magic! Surely I’ll be able to do that one day… But how?” 
 
    She threw her hands up in adorable confusion, and I grinned as I put a hand on hers. 
 
    “Practice,” I said. “I can order you all the cookbooks you want. You can even sign up for cooking classes if you’d like.” 
 
    “Classes,” she said slowly. “You will teach me?” 
 
    “If you want to make a grilled cheese,” I snorted. “But anything other than that is going to require someone with a little more skill.” 
 
    “Someone more skilled than you?” Kali frowned. “But you are the strongest of all the humans!” 
 
    “Bravest human guy.” Cleo nodded seriously before her eyes fluttered shut again. 
 
    The cat-girl rested her head on my shoulder as the taxi drove back to my apartment, and her tail twitched gently in her sleep. Kali hummed to herself as she stared out of the window at the drunk people stumbling out of bars. Her blue eyes studied every streetlight and road sign like it was the most incredible thing she had ever seen. I couldn’t blame her. Hollowfell had the same effect on me.  
 
    We pulled up outside my building, and I gently woke Cleo before we stepped out into the cool air of the night. She sleepily clung to my arm as we made our way up the steps into the stinking stairwell.  
 
    “Hey,” I said gently as we made our way upstairs. “How would you ladies like to come and view apartments tomorrow?” 
 
    “View apartments?” Cleo repeated as she blinked at me. “We walk down the street to look at them all?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “We go to some apartments further away, and I can look around and decide if I want to move there.” 
 
    “You are sure you want to move?” Kali asked as I unlocked the door. “Because you already live in such a magical place!” 
 
    “Not really,” I said as we piled inside. “You’re impressed by the human tech stuff, but this building is a shithole. The ones I can afford now are way bigger.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Kali said with wide eyes. “Bigger? Do they have televisions?” 
 
    “They will,” I said. “I can get an even bigger one of those, too. Bigger and better everything.” 
 
    The monster girls exchanged shocked glances, and I couldn’t wait to show them what my budget could include now. They deserved to be completely spoiled. 
 
    “You both take my bed,” I said as I stretched. “There’s more of my shirts in the top drawer if you want to sleep in them.” 
 
    “You will not come to bed?” Cleo pouted. 
 
    “I’ll take the sofa,” I said as I stroked her cheek. “You and Kali take the bed.” 
 
    “You can get a big bed in the new home,” Cleo purred. “Then we can all fit together.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said as I glanced at the nymph. “Yeah, maybe!” 
 
    “Goodnight,” Kali said dreamily. “Thank you for everything, Liam. I can’t believe I have someone who treats me like this.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” Cleo said as she looked up at me adoringly. “Our human guy is the best.” 
 
    I kissed Cleo’s forehead before the girls trailed off to bed, and I did wish I was climbing in between them both. But Kali hadn’t made that move yet, so the sofa would do for now. I pulled off my clothes and collapsed on the creaking cushions. My eyelids were heavy, and my stomach was full. Tomorrow I would stroll through apartments I had never let myself even dream of before.  
 
    It was a good fucking day. 
 
    I woke up just as the sun had started to peek through my stained curtains. The apartment was quiet apart from Cleo’s gentle purring snores. I stretched as I sat up on the sofa, and I couldn’t wait to upgrade my living situation, but there was still a couple of hours until our first viewing of the fancy apartments. 
 
    My heart felt so full hearing the girls move in their sleep in my room, and I pulled out my phone to get them some breakfast. There wasn’t much in my cupboards since my attention had been focused on looting another dimension lately. I ordered us some coffees and pastries before I headed into the shower to properly wake myself up.  
 
    The hot steam filled the air as I brushed my teeth, and I stepped under the slightly pathetic flow of water. Crappy shower pressure didn’t bother me now, though. I grinned as I pictured the bathrooms I had seen online in the penthouses. Those huge showerheads that made it feel like a fucking rainstorm was coming down on you. Yeah, that was what life was going to be like from now on.  
 
    I scrubbed myself clean before I stepped out and grabbed a towel. There was a knock at the front door as I headed back out to the living room, and I checked the peephole to see the delivery boy. I didn’t know why I felt the need to look, but I couldn’t be too careful when I was hiding two Hollowfell women and a shitload of guns in here. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I opened the door. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “No problem,” the guy said with a weak smile as he handed me the bag. 
 
    He looked about the same age as me, and I knew this job had to be kind of shitty. 
 
    “Hang on,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as I put the bag down and grabbed my leather jacket. I had taken cash out the night before, but I had ended up just using the credit card for everything. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I grabbed a rolled-up hundred-dollar bill. “Have a good day.” 
 
    I pressed the money into the guy’s hand, and his eyes bulged as he unrolled it. 
 
    “Dude,” he said. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Buy something fun.” I shrugged. “See ya.” 
 
    I closed the door as the delivery guy stood staring at his hand, and he suddenly cheered before I heard footsteps running downstairs. It wasn’t a life-changing amount of money, but I hoped it had made a crappy work day better for the guy. 
 
    I sure as hell understood the grind. 
 
    A few moments later, I heard the shuffle of feet as the bedroom door swung open, and the girls came out in my oversized shirts. They both looked adorable as they rubbed their eyes and trailed over to the sofa. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said. “I ordered breakfast.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Cleo purred happily. “Thank you, Liam! This is a nice look for you.” 
 
    Her eyes glinted as she looked at me, and I remembered I was still just wearing a towel around my waist. 
 
    “I’ll pull some clothes on,” I said with a grin. “But help yourself to the food. I got you both syrup in your coffees so they’re not as bitter.” 
 
    “Syrup,” Kali said, and she made the ‘P’ pop on her pink lips. “That sounds delicious!” 
 
    I grabbed my regular iced coffee from the bag and passed the others to the girls. Cleo ran her hand over my stomach as I got closer, and I leaned down to give her a kiss. Her full lips felt heavenly against mine as I stroked her silky hair. Then she giggled as I rubbed her fluffy ears, and I headed into the bedroom to get dressed. 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee before I pulled on some jeans and a shirt, and I checked my phone to make sure we were good for time.  
 
    This weekend was going to be the best time of my life. My first expensive dinner followed by hunting for the apartment of my dreams. Not to mention the fact my company would be the two most gorgeous women to ever walk the Earth.  
 
    Every day I had spent working for Roberts suddenly didn’t seem as depressing. My life had completely transformed.  
 
    I came back out to find the girls happily munching on their pastries, and Kali offered one out to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I sat between them and bit into the sugary treat. 
 
    Even this small delivery was more than I would have ever spent on breakfast before. But I didn’t even have to think about it anymore. Knowing I could afford any little treat we wanted was still mind-blowing. 
 
    “Apartment day,” Cleo said and licked crumbs from her fingers. “We will see how the fanciest types of humans live.” 
 
    “I still like this house,” Kali said as she sipped her iced coffee. “But I am excited to see what things Liam can buy now.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “It hasn’t really sunk in yet that we’re going to view penthouses. I could have a balcony!” 
 
    “Balcony,” Cleo muttered. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s a platform attached to your apartment,” I said. “You can sit outside, but you’re technically inside.” 
 
    “Inside outside,” the cat-girl said curiously. “Magic?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “Just money.” 
 
    We finished up our food, and I went to order another cab to get us to the apartment viewing. It was wild that I had taken so many expensive rides in this week alone. Another thing I was going to have to get used to. 
 
    “You should get dressed,” I said as I put a hand on Cleo’s bare knee. “As much as I want you both to stay this cute, you should probably put on some of those new outfits you bought.” 
 
    “Yay!” Kali clapped as she jumped to her feet. “We get to wear more of the beautiful things Liam bought for us. You’ve done so much for me.” 
 
    Her blue eyes started to well with tears as she sniffed, and I got to my feet to take her into my arms. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as she buried her face in my chest. “You deserve this, okay? This is the kind of life you should have, and I’m just so happy I can give it to you.” 
 
    The nymph nodded as I stroked her pink curls, and she pulled away with a dazzling smile. 
 
    “Time to get dressed,” Cleo purred as she got up. “Let’s put our new clothes on!” 
 
    The cat-girl took the nymph’s hand as they walked into the bedroom with their shopping bags clutched tightly. I heard them rummaging around as I checked to see how long we had until the cab arrived. It was still ten minutes away, and I saw a message pop up from my Uncle Spencer right before I could put my phone down. 
 
    Hey Liam, hope those gifts are working out for ya! 
 
    I thought about gargoyle bodies splattered with bullet holes, and I grinned as I remembered how much the guns had helped on our latest mission. But it still seemed like a good idea to get the girls some shooting practice. Spencer had a huge stretch of land in Vegas, and I hoped he might be willing to let us come over. 
 
    They are awesome! Any chance I can bring a couple of friends over to practice with it all? They’re both girls who are totally cool with keeping things hush-hush. 
 
    “Ready!” Cleo called as the bedroom door swung open. 
 
    The cat-girl had gone for a much simpler, but still gorgeous outfit. Her figure was slightly more concealed in a black dress with a lace top, and she had her leather boots done up tightly. She looked incredible as she flicked her dark hair over her toned shoulders. 
 
    Kali looked just as good, and she had picked out a pink crop top with a little skirt to match. Her wings had already been disguised, but she kept her pink curls to go with the outfit. The nymph looked like the ultimate California babe who was ready for a stroll along the beach. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I said with a lopsided grin. “You are both so beautiful.” 
 
    Cleo purred as her tail flicked, and Kali blushed with happiness. Then my phone buzzed to let me know our ride was outside, and I picked up my jacket as we headed for the door. 
 
    “Let’s go get an apartment,” I said as I grabbed Cleo’s waist. “Somewhere fit for my two queens.” 
 
    “Queens,” Kali giggled as we stepped into the stairwell. “I’ve never been called that before!” 
 
    “Get used to it.” I grinned. “All of our lives are just going to get better and better.” 
 
    We hurried down the stairs, and the stench of piss didn’t even faze me. It would soon just be a distant memory.  
 
    I helped the girls into the cab, and we set off to view our first place. The street wasn’t too far from my apartment, but it was practically a whole different world. We turned away from the gritty grayness of my street as the buildings became taller and cleaner. 
 
    Then the cab took us down a road that was lined with well-kept trees, and there wasn’t a single piece of trash to be seen. He parked outside a building that stretched up into the sky, and it was made of bright white walls and huge windows. Every apartment had a balcony that was decorated with potted plants and expensive-looking chairs. 
 
    “Here you go,” the driver grunted. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as we climbed out of the cab, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the building. 
 
    “It’s so pretty!” Kali gasped as we stared up at it. “It goes so high! Like a castle!” 
 
    “I see the outside insides,” Cleo said as she pointed to a balcony. “Can we have one of those? An outside inside?” 
 
    “Damn right, we can,” I said and left a kiss on her cheek. “If we like it, then it’s ours.” 
 
    There was a lobby beyond the main glass doors, and a red-haired woman in a skirt suit hurried out of the elevator. She strode over the glistening floor and pushed open the entrance with a smile. 
 
    “Hello,” she called. “Are you Liam?” 
 
    “That’s me.” I nodded as we went over to meet her. “This is Cleo and Kali. They’ll be living with me, too.” 
 
    “Lovely,” the woman said. “I’m Lidia, and I have some dreamy places for you young things to look at! Right this way!” 
 
    She ushered us inside, and the whole lobby smelled of fresh potpourri. There were leather armchairs in the waiting area along with a vending machine that sold organic sodas. It took a moment to remind myself that I belonged here. I could afford this shit now.  
 
    Lidia took us over to the elevator as she glanced into her files, and she pressed the seventh button when we got in. 
 
    “You’re going to be obsessed with this spot,” she assured me. “The view is insane. But I’ve also got a few more in the area that I can show you if you’re interested?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I nodded. “We’ve got all day.” 
 
    The elevator doors pinged open, and we stepped out into a brightly-lit hallway. It was immaculate as Lidia led us to one of the white doors, and she unlocked it before she stepped to the side. 
 
    I felt a weird wave of nerves as I walked into the apartment, but that was quickly replaced by pure awe. There was so much daylight that spilled in from the huge windows that it filled the living room up with gold. 
 
    “Kitchen just to the side,” Lidia said. “Bedroom on the right, and bathroom just beside it.” 
 
    Cleo and Kali’s mouths hung open as they slowly walked around the space. The living room was big enough to fit my entire apartment inside with a bit of room to spare. 
 
    “Let’s check it out.” I grinned as the initial shock wore off. 
 
    Kali hurried through to the kitchen, and I followed her to see a glistening room full of white cabinets and sparkling countertops. 
 
    “Wow,” the nymph breathed. “This would be very good for learning about cooking!” 
 
    “Sure would,” I whistled. “What do you think, Cleo?” 
 
    “It is so huge,” the cat-girl said as she slid her hand into mine. “I had no idea human houses could look this way.” 
 
    “Let’s check out that bedroom,” I said, and we hurried over to the next room.  
 
    It was just as insane as I’d expected, and there was so much room that I didn’t even know what I would do with it. There was a king-sized bed in the middle, too, which was fitted with blue sheets, and Cleo leapt onto the mattress with a cry of excitement. 
 
    “Comfy?” I snorted, and she reached up to grab my hand. 
 
    “Come and see,” she purred as she pulled me down with her. 
 
    I groaned as my back hit the firm mattress, and I spread my limbs out like a starfish. There was so much room for fun with my cat-girl, but then Kali perched on the edge of the sheets and wiggled her ass to get comfy.  
 
    The temptation to pull her in close with us was overwhelming, but I made do with admiring her. She looked like a pink pixie on a cloud. 
 
    “It is sooo nice!” Kali sighed as she glanced over at us. “There’s definitely room for us all to fit in this one!” 
 
    The nymph hummed happily as she ran her hands over the silk pillowcases, and my eyebrows shot up. It certainly looked like she was happy to join me in bed, and that got my mind racing.  
 
    Cleo giggled as if she could read my thoughts as she swung her long legs off the sheets. Then we went in to see the bathroom, and I was blown away by the shower. It was fucking huge with a head that could soak all three of us together. 
 
    “Focus, Liam,” I quietly scolded myself. 
 
    “I have decided I like fancy houses,” Cleo said. “We should get one!” 
 
    “Good call,” I chuckled. “Shall we check out the outside inside?” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo cried. “I want to see the magic!” 
 
    Lidia looked amused with the cat-girl’s enthusiasm as she watched us hurry to the balcony, but she hung back to give us space to explore. I slid the glass door open before we stepped out onto the wide ledge.  
 
    It had a stone floor with a small table and chairs. Blue flowers had just started to bloom in some flowerpots that hung from the railings, and I was greeted with the most beautiful view of Cabrillo Beach in the distance. The far-off waves rolled against the sands as the warm wind ruffled my hair.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I stared out at the world. 
 
    “This is really happening,” I muttered. “I can move somewhere like this.” 
 
    Cleo nuzzled into my arm as we stared out at the sea, and Kali sniffed the flowers happily. 
 
    “Would you like to see some more?” Lidia called. “Or has this one won you over?” 
 
    “Let’s see some more,” I said as I came back into the apartment. “We might as well view what else is on offer.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Lidia flashed me a pearly-white smile. “I’ve got five more on a similar budget, but the last one might be a little higher rent.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I shrugged. “As long as it’s in the same basic ballpark, then we’re good.” 
 
    Lidia smiled as she showed us back out of the huge living room, and we followed her back to the elevator. 
 
    “This is going to be an awesome day.” I grinned. “Let’s see what that Hollowfell money can do.” 
 
    The agent led us to her own car that was parked outside, and we began our journey around to the nicest penthouses the area had to offer. Lidia spent the afternoon taking us to places I’d never imagined setting foot in. Each apartment had its own upsides, and every one of them were a whole different league compared to my current place. 
 
    Cleo and Kali gradually got used to the features we were shown, and they were disappointed when we finally viewed an apartment without a balcony. 
 
    “Hmm,” the cat-girl sniffed as she stared out of the living room window. “No outside inside? I am not sure we like this one so much.” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively, and Lidia nodded as she scribbled something down on her notepad. 
 
    “Of course,” the agent said. “The lady likes a balcony. I completely understand. Balconies are, like, a must-have for that evening cocktail.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said slowly. “A must have. Evening cocktail.” 
 
    “There’s one place left,” Lidia said as she checked her folder. “It’s the one that’s a little pricier than the others, but I have a feeling it might blow you away.” 
 
    She led us back to her car, and the monster girls climbed in happily. I was on cloud nine as Lidia drove us to the final apartment. The street she turned down was wide and pristine, and there was a doorman at the entrance of every building. 
 
    “They have guards!” Cleo hissed. “Will we get past them?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said under my breath. “They are there to protect the people who live inside. So they would work for us if we moved in.” 
 
    The cat-girl’s golden eyes widened as we pulled up, and the doorman hurried down toward the car.  
 
    He opened the door to let the girls out as I climbed out the other side. The man was middle-aged and wore a blue suit with a white shirt. He had a perfectly trimmed beard, and his smile was warm and genuine. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said cheerily. “Lidia, lovely to see you.” 
 
    “Harry,” the agent said. “Beautiful day, isn’t it? These lovely young people are interested in number nineteen.” 
 
    “Very good.” Harry nodded. “A delightful apartment. Good location for the pool.” 
 
    “Pool?” I asked as we walked toward the main doors. “There’s a pool?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Harry nodded. “Of course, there is.” 
 
    He opened the door promptly and let us into the lobby area. It was ten times bigger than all the others, and there was a reception desk with a pretty girl sitting behind it. Her brown curls were tucked into a bun, and she smiled at us as we approached. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she chirped. “Lidia, go on up!” 
 
    The agent led us to the elevator at the back, and we stepped inside to make our way upstairs. She hit the third button before we shot up to our next viewing. 
 
    “Here we go.” Lidia smiled as the doors slid open. “Prepare to have your minds blown.” 
 
    The hallway we stepped out into was dripping with luxury. Oil paintings hung on the pristine walls, and the corridor led down to a glass door with light spilling in. 
 
    “That’s the pool down there,” Lidia said. “Only for residents of the building of course, and it’s absolutely huge. Great for sunbathing.” 
 
    I imagined a day in the sun with the girls relaxing in bikinis, and I almost signed up for the rent on the spot. But first I followed Lidia through the door of number nineteen as the monster girls gasped. 
 
    It had a much darker interior than the others we had seen, but the wall of windows at the back gave it plenty of sunlight. The paint was a deep green that gave it character, and the black sofa looked insanely comfortable and matched my cat-girl lover to a tee. 
 
    But my eyes were immediately drawn to the balcony. I walked over to the sliding door to find that the outside space was twice the size of the others we had seen so far. It had a swinging sofa beside a table, and I felt a rush of excitement as I stepped outside. Cleo and Kali slipped out beside me as I drank in the incredible view. We could see the beach even clearer from here, and the air was somehow twice as fresh. 
 
    “This is so beautiful,” Kali whispered.  
 
    “It really is,” I agreed. “I can see myself sitting here for sure.” 
 
    “Let’s see the bedroom,” Cleo purred. “It has to be big enough for us.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I chuckled. “We need to make sure it’s up to the standards of my beautiful ladies.” 
 
    We went back inside and found the bedroom was absolutely perfect. A king-sized mattress was already waiting with a long window behind it, and a fitted wardrobe gave us plenty of room for every outfit the girls desired.  
 
    “I love it,” Cleo said. “I can imagine us all cuddled up together in here…” 
 
    “Me, too!” Kali gushed. “Oh, it is just perfect!” 
 
    I smiled at the Dusk Nymph, and her blushing cheeks were so vibrant as she smiled back that my brain shorted out for a moment. 
 
    Then we hurried along to see the bathroom, and Lidia popped her head inside. 
 
    “That dial there,” she said as she pointed to the wall. “That heats up the tiles! So it can be nice and cozy when you step out of the shower!” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I groaned. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Kitchen is the last room to view,” Lidia sang. “Right this way!” 
 
    She led us into a spacious area with black fronted cupboards. There was a kitchen island with stools around it, and I could easily picture the girls enjoying breakfast there after a restful night in the king-sized bed.  
 
    Everything felt right. 
 
    “Sooo,” Lidia said as she set her folder on the counter. “What do you think?” 
 
    “This is perfect,” I said. “Out of all of them, I feel most at home here. What do you guys think?” 
 
    “I looove it,” Kali groaned as her eyelashes fluttered. “It’s so dreamy, Liam.” 
 
    “It feels like it could be home,” Cleo said with a curt nod.  
 
    I looked down at their beautiful faces glowing with happiness, and I had to agree. 
 
    “It is available for now,” Lidia said. “But there are other people coming to view it, and I don’t think it will last long.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kali said as her face fell. “We won’t get to live here?” 
 
    “Well,” Lidia hummed. “I like you kids. You’re sweet and lively. I’m willing to let you sign for it now, but it would need to be right now before the next couple arrives.” 
 
    Lidia was a good saleswoman, and there were still two months left in my current apartment lease, but I had more than enough money to pay for both places at once. 
 
    I looked around at the huge living room and pictured coming home to it every night. There was no doubt that my Hollowfell beauties were sold on the place, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was perfect.  
 
    This was the exact kind of place I wanted to lounge around in with my two beautiful partners in crime. 
 
    I felt a rush of adrenaline as I decided on the huge purchase. This was serious money. My first ever massive step into the life of luxury I had always dreamed of, but I didn’t have to dream anymore. 
 
    I could take exactly what I wanted for once. 
 
    “We’ll take it,” I said, and the girls screamed as they leapt into my arms. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo cried. “This is going to be the best home ever!” 
 
    “I love it so much!” Kali sniffed as her blue eyes welled up with tears. 
 
    “Just sign here,” Lidia chuckled as she slid the papers over to me. “Then the place is officially yours, and I’ll send all the documents over to you.” 
 
    She handed me a pen, and I took a deep breath as I quickly read through the payment information. The monster girls watched closely as I signed my name and made the lease official. 
 
    “Welcome to your new home.” Lidia smiled. “It will probably take a few days for all the paperwork to clear, and you’ll get your keys as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “I can’t wait to get moved in!” 
 
    “We cannot live here right now?” Cleo asked hopefully, and I put an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Not long to wait,” Lidia said kindly. “I’ll let you know as soon as you can collect the keys.” 
 
    “Thank you” I said. “You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    “I need to go to my next client,” Lidia said as she checked her watch. “But reception can order you a cab to get home. Hope you all enjoy yourselves here, and take care of that gorgeous balcony!” 
 
    “We will guard it well,” Cleo promised. 
 
    I felt like I was in a daze as we made our way downstairs. Cleo and Kali gripped my arms as we stepped into the ritzy lobby, and Lidia hurried over to the receptionist to sort our ride home. The agent waved as she hurried out to drive to her next client, and a taxi pulled up outside just a few moments later. 
 
    “That’s your cab,” the receptionist said. “I’m looking forward to seeing you soon! Congratulations on your new home!” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. “See you soon.” 
 
    We walked out to the car, and I barely registered anything as we got inside. My mind was racing with thoughts of my new balcony. The apartment with a pool and a fucking doorman was mine. It was really happening. 
 
    And it came with a king-sized bed. 
 
    “I love our new home,” Kali sighed happily. “I will practice so much cooking in the kitchen!” 
 
    “It’s like our own castle,” Cleo purred. “We will have lots of fun in all the rooms.” 
 
    She placed a hand on my leg as I kissed her cheek, and I noticed her maneuver was skillfully managed so her breasts pressed up against me. The thrill of getting a new apartment had clearly excited her as much as it had me. 
 
    When we pulled into my street, it already felt like it wasn’t right anymore. The car parked beside my building, and we got out to stare up at the grubby stonework. 
 
    “I can’t believe I get to move,” I said with a bewildered shake of my head. “This place just seemed like somewhere I would never escape from.” 
 
    “But you did escape,” Cleo said softly. “Just like you helped me escape.” 
 
    “And me.” Kali nodded.  
 
    I smiled at the Hollowfell beauties before we went into the dingy stairwell and headed up to my place.  
 
    “I’m sleepy now,” Kali yawned as I unlocked the door. “All that wandering around has taken it out of me!” 
 
    “I don’t feel sleepy,” Cleo whispered in my ear. “That new house has made me so excited.” 
 
    Kali headed over to the couch and pulled a throw blanket over her tiny frame. I put the TV on for her, and her blue eyes were already starting to close. 
 
    “Thank you,” she mumbled. “Today was amazing, Liam.” 
 
    “Of course,” I whispered. “Have a good sleep.” 
 
    She settled down against the cushions, and I spun around to see Cleo leaning in my doorway. Her tail flicked from side to side as her golden eyes glinted. She bit her lip as I strode over to her, and I grabbed her waist as I pushed her into the bedroom. 
 
    Then I closed the door as the cat-girl pressed her heavenly body up against me. 
 
    “Liam,” she whispered. “You have given me a life I could never have dreamed of. I want to thank you.” 
 
    “You being here is thanks enough,” I murmured. “But I agree that we should celebrate.” 
 
    Cleo grinned seductively as I roamed my hands around to her sculpted ass, and I knew the perfect day was about to get even better.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “I have a present for you,” Cleo purred as she took a step back. 
 
    “You do?” I asked. “Touching you is enough of a gift for me.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like it,” the cat-girl said as she slowly pulled down the straps of her dress. 
 
    Cleo carefully wiggled out of her outfit, and she stood in the most unbelievably sexy lingerie I had ever seen. A red lacy bra and panties clung to her tanned curves, and she twirled around to give me a full view. It looked luxurious, and she was hotter than any supermodel I had ever seen. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. “This really is a good present.” 
 
    “I picked it out from the clothes shop,” Cleo said. “Do you like it? Kali thought it would look nice on me.” 
 
    My head spun as I thought about the two girls trying on underwear together. 
 
    “I love it,” I growled as I grabbed her waist. “You look unbelievable.” 
 
    I traced a finger over the lace of her bra, and she shuddered happily as I pinched each nipple through the fabric. It felt like I was dreaming as I looked down at her, and I wanted to make her feel pleasure like never before. 
 
    Cleo tugged at my shirt eagerly before I quickly pulled it off, and she purred as she pulled on the waistband of my jeans. 
 
    “I want your cock,” she whispered. “I love how you make me feel with it. I love when it’s deep inside of me.” 
 
    “You’ll get it,” I chuckled as I pulled my pants off. “But first, I’m going to make your legs shake.” 
 
    My whole body felt alive with passion as I kissed the cat-girl with feral lust. I backed her up against the wall as our tongues met, and I quickly undid her bra. The red lace fell to the ground to expose her large tits as I moved down to kiss her neck. Cleo moaned softly as I played with her breasts and moved my other hand down to her panties. Then I teasingly rubbed her lace-covered folds as I felt her juices seep through the underwear. 
 
    “You’re so wet,” I murmured as I ran a finger along the fabric. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “You make me sooo wet and warm, Liam.” 
 
    “Naughty kitty,” I growled as I slid my fingers under the lace. 
 
    Cleo gasped as I pushed past her labia and into her soaked pussy. She was dripping with excitement as I began to press two fingers deep inside her, so I ran my thumb over her clit as the cat-girl writhed on my hand. 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo gasped. “Oooh, Liam!” 
 
    I kissed her passionately as I rubbed her sweet spot, and her breathing quickened as she gripped my shoulders. Her lean body pressed against me while I pleasured and tasted her sweet tongue. Then Cleo suddenly shuddered as her orgasm hit, and her golden eyes were wide as her juices ran down my hand. I kept pumping my fingers into her as she shook through her orgasm, and I didn’t stop until her muscles finally began to relax. 
 
    Then I slowly pulled my fingers from her pussy and held them up to her face. 
 
    “Looks like you enjoyed that.” I grinned.  
 
    Cleo gave me a sultry smile as she licked my fingers with her soft and slightly textured tongue, and I groaned as her hands ran down to my fabric-covered cock. 
 
    “I want to taste you now,” she said. “Your cock is so yummy.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as she slid down to her knees. 
 
    The view of her taking my underwear off was unbelievable. Her heavy breasts swung invitingly with each movement, and she licked her lips as my erection sprang in front of her face. The cat-girl wrapped a soft hand around the base of my cock as a blissful shiver ran through my body.  
 
    “Mmm,” she purred as she licked me up and down. 
 
    Every touch of her tongue sent another wave of pleasure through me, and I gripped her dark hair as my head spun. The Hollowfell beauty eagerly licked the length of my shaft as her golden eyes flickered up to meet mine, and the amount of adoration and servitude I saw there nearly caused my knees to give out. 
 
    “Take it in your mouth,” I breathed. “I want to feel your lips around me.” 
 
    Cleo slowly gave me one long lick before she wrapped her mouth around the head of my cock. Her soft lips felt like heaven as she began to slide them along my length. Shock waves of pleasure raced through me as she bobbed up and down, and her tongue danced around every inch of me. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed. “That feels so good.” 
 
    Cleo moaned happily as she sped up her pace and moved her head faster and faster. I could feel heat rising inside me as my climax approached, and I looked down to watch the cat-girl work. The sight of her tits and soaked panties were enough to send me into overdrive, and I gasped as she spun her tongue around me. 
 
    I felt myself shake as my orgasm hit, and waves of cum shot into the cat-girl’s mouth. Every muscle in my body was on fire as I unloaded onto her tongue. I held her head firmly in place as the rush of intense pleasure buzzed through my veins, and Cleo moaned as her lips pressed against my cock.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I groaned as the orgasm finally subsided. “You feel incredible. I think your tongue might actually be magic.” 
 
    Cleo slowly slid her mouth off my cock, and she licked the drops of cum from her full lips. 
 
    “You taste so good,” she whispered. “I love having your seed inside my mouth.” 
 
    “And you look damn good taking it,” I said. “But there’s still some left on my cock.” 
 
    The cat-girl leaned forward eagerly as she licked the cum from my shaft, and I started to get rock hard again as she cleaned me off. I moaned as her tongue worked its magic once more, but I couldn’t wait another second to fuck her. 
 
    “Get up,” I growled, and she got to her feet as she licked her lips. 
 
    “Yes, Liam.” 
 
    “Take these off,” I instructed as I pulled at her soaked panties. 
 
    The cat-girl obediently wiggled out of the lace and gave me a full view of her slick pussy. My hands roamed over her body as we made out, and I squeezed her ass cheeks as her tail swished above my hand. 
 
    “Liam,” Cleo whispered as she stared up at me. “I need to feel your huge cock inside me. Please, fill me up…” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you so deeply,” I murmured as I stroked her cheek. “You’re not going to be able to walk properly afterwards.” 
 
    I spun her around so she had her hands up against the wall, and I was presented with the perfect view of her sculpted ass. Cleo’s tail whipped around her torso to give me all the access I needed. Her wet slit glistened invitingly as I held her hips and lined up my erection. 
 
    “Mmm,” the cat-girl purred. “Please, Liam… Give me your cock!” 
 
    She thrust backward as she desperately tried to mount me, and I slowly rubbed the head of my erection against her pussy. Cleo groaned as I teased her until I couldn’t take it any longer. Then I finally slid my cock inside her warm tunnel, and we both gasped as she gripped me tightly. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed as I dug my fingers into her hips. “You feel amazing.” 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo cried. “I love your thick cock filling me up. Please fuck me!” 
 
    I slowly thrust in and out of the stunning cat-girl as she threw her head back. My whole body pulsed with pleasure as I slammed as deep as I could go inside her. She felt fucking incredible as I grabbed a handful of her hair and kept my other palm on her firm ass.  
 
    Cleo gasped with every thrust as she held onto the wall for balance. Her perfect body trembled under me as I fucked into her over and over.  
 
    The whole room was spinning as I relentlessly plunged my cock into her, and I reached forward to grab her full tits. Then I held her body against me as I rammed into her velvety walls with all the strength I could muster. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo cried. “You are so deep inside me! Your cock is filling me up!” 
 
    “Yes,” I growled. “My beautiful kitty. Take it all.” 
 
    Rushes of warmth raced through my veins as I gripped Cleo’s breasts. She leaned right back into me as I fucked her deeper and deeper, and I could feel her walls begin to tighten.  
 
    Then I suddenly pulled out so I could throw her onto the bed, and she gasped at the sudden change of position. Cleo fell onto her back as she looked up at me with needy eyes, but I didn’t keep her waiting for long. I jumped onto the sheets with her and leaned over her as I slid my cock straight back inside her pussy.  
 
    Her tunnel was so tight around me that my whole body shuddered.  
 
    Lying on top of her like this made it feel like she was truly mine. I looked into my cat-girl’s stunning golden eyes and stroked her cheek before I began to thrust harder than ever before. 
 
    “Oh!” Cleo moaned. “Liam! I am going to climax on your huge cock!” 
 
    “Do it,” I hissed. “Cum for me, kitty.” 
 
    The cat-girl gasped as she dug her fingernails into my shoulders, and I felt her juices gush over me as she came.  
 
    “Fuck!” I groaned as her tightness took me to the edge. 
 
    Stars and lights erupted in my mind as I came deep inside the cat-girl. My skin tingled as streams of my seed shot into her tight tunnel. I felt faint with the most extreme pleasure imaginable as I stared deep into Cleo’s eyes throughout it all, and we both seemed to be completely lost in the moment as our bodies clung together. 
 
    “Liam,” the cat-girl whispered after a moment. “I love being yours.” 
 
    “I love it, too.” I smiled as I kissed her cheek. “Holy fuck, you feel amazing.” 
 
    Cleo giggled adorably as I slowly slid out of her warmth and collapsed on my back beside her. 
 
    “You are so good at sex,” she said as she snuggled in. “I love how much you make me climax… My legs feel very wobbly.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” I chuckled. “Fucking you senseless is a very enjoyable experience.” 
 
    “Will we get to do lots of sex in the big house?” Cleo asked. “Every day?” 
 
    “Anytime you want,” I said. “I saw at least fifteen places I want to fuck you in that apartment just during that one tour alone. It’s going to be perfect.” 
 
    Cleo sighed happily as she laid her head on my chest, and I put an arm around her lovingly. Then my eyelids closed as exhaustion suddenly hit me.  
 
    It had been a hell of a day. 
 
    I woke up to find Cleo sound asleep with her head still perfectly placed on my torso. The cat-girl’s ears tickled my chin as she muttered something in her sleep. Her warm body was sprawled over me, and the sun had just started to poke through the curtains. I felt like I was in heaven as I stroked her arm gently and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    The moment was shattered slightly when my phone buzzed in my jeans that had been hastily discarded the night before, and I carefully lifted Cleo from my chest to the pillow. The cat-girl mumbled something about scallops as she curled up in an adorable ball.  
 
    “Cutie,” I whispered as I climbed out of bed as quietly as I could. 
 
    She probably needed all the rest she could get after last night’s red-hot fun, and I crept over the creakiest floorboards to grab my pants. I pulled my cell out to see a message from my uncle on the screen. 
 
    Of course, you can come over! Your old uncle still has a few tricks he can teach ya! Girls can come, too. Drive over whenever.  
 
    I grinned as I read the message. This weekend was going to get even more awesome.  
 
    Buying a new apartment, fucking my cat-girl senseless, and now shooting practice? Life really couldn’t get any more awesome. 
 
    I yawned as I crept out to the living room and found Kali fast asleep on the sofa. She had the throw still pulled over her petite frame, and she let out tiny snores with each deep breath. The nymph looked undeniably gorgeous on my crappy sofa, and I wondered if she had heard any of the noise from the bedroom the night before. 
 
     She must have had some idea of what I was getting up to with Cleo. After all, she had helped pick out the cat-girl’s lingerie.  
 
    My mind raced back to the kiss Kali had given me a few nights ago. I wished I could show her exactly how amazing I could make her feel, too.  
 
    I went into the bathroom and started the shower as I brushed my teeth. Steam filled up the room as I moved under the crappy water pressure, but I still grinned as I thought of my new place. I would need to pack soon so we could actually get moved in.  
 
    But my first issue to deal with today would be getting us to my uncle’s ranch. It was about a four-hour drive to Vegas from my place, and I didn’t have a car. My brain automatically thought of how long I would need to save up to get one of my own, but then I remembered: I was fucking rich with Hollowfell money.  
 
    Maybe a brand-new ride would be my next big purchase. 
 
    On the other hand, Elijah would probably lend me his car if he wasn’t using it. If not, I could always rent something.  
 
    I scrubbed myself clean before I stepped out and grabbed a towel, and I opened the door to find Kali sleepily rubbing her eyes. 
 
    “Morning,” I said gently so I didn’t startle her. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    “Good morning,” the nymph yawned as she sat up. “Yes I di— oh!” 
 
    Her blue eyes widened as she looked at my bare torso, and her pale cheeks turned the same pink shade as her hair.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I’ll go put some clothes on.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Kali said as she blinked rapidly. “You look really great! Um, not that I was looking!” 
 
    Her eyes hovered on my arms as she twirled a pink curl between her fingers. I got the feeling she was intrigued to see what was under the towel, and I would be more than willing to show her. Maybe she had picked out some new underwear, too. 
 
    “I’ll wait here while you get dressed,” Kali squeaked, but her eyes stayed lingering on my chest. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a slight grin. “See you in a sec… you look beautiful today, by the way.” 
 
    “So do you…” the nymph half-sighed. 
 
    I chuckled and walked into the bedroom as my head spun with thoughts of pulling the Dusk Nymph close. Cleo was stretching as I closed the door, and her naked form was the most beautiful sight in the morning. Beams of sunlight fell over her tanned body and almost made her skin sparkle. 
 
    “Morning,” she purred. “Liam, I feel amazing. Last night felt like magic.” 
 
    “It did,” I said as I jumped onto the bed beside her, and she giggled as the mattress made her bounce. 
 
    I kissed her deeply as I roamed my hands over her glorious tits, and her tail curled around her body. She purred happily as I stroked the silky fur in a methodical rhythm. It almost felt as intimate as sex itself, and I let her purrs build even louder as she clung to me. 
 
    “What a way to wake up,” I sighed. “Soon we’ll be doing this in a bed three times this size.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” Cleo purred. “Do you think Kali will come and join us in bed when we live in the big house?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a casual shrug. “Would you like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo giggled. “She is my friend and very pretty! I think she very much wants to join us.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the cat-girl chuckled. “She thinks you are as wonderful as I do. I’ve seen how she looks at you.” 
 
    “Maybe soon.” I grinned.  
 
    “Hopefully soon…” Cleo stretched as she stood up, and the sun was like a spotlight behind her that made her figure glow. She purred as she pulled on her casual black dress and ran a hand through her silky hair. I took my towel off as Cleo purred some more, and she didn’t stop staring as I got dressed. 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “Let’s go and join our nymph.” 
 
    We went back through to the living room and found Kali had neatly folded her blanket up. Her wings sparkled behind her as Cleo jumped onto the sofa to join her. 
 
    “So,” I said. “My uncle is up for us driving to his ranch today for some shooting practice.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Cleo said with wide eyes. “We get to try and shoot the guns!” 
 
    “Is that safe?” Kali asked nervously. “I have never used a human weapon before, and that one you used was sooo loud.” 
 
    “I’ll be right with you.” I nodded. “So will my uncle, and he’s crazy good with guns. I would never put you in danger, okay?” 
 
    “I know,” she said and bit her lip. “I didn’t mean to imply that, it’s just that guns look awfully difficult to control. But I know you’ll keep me safe. I’ll give it a try!” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo hissed. “I wish to use the human death weapons. The way they blast into the gargoyles like cannons is so enticing.” 
 
    Her golden eyes glinted as she glanced at the rucksack full of guns, and I chuckled at her adorable bloodlust. 
 
    “We need to get there first,” I said. “I’ll text Elijah and see if we can use his car.” 
 
    “Cab?” Cleo suggested, and she looked very proud of herself for having mastered that word. 
 
    “That would be a hell of a fare,” I said. “I know I’m rich, but spending thousands on a cab is probably not a wise use of the cash.” 
 
    I messaged Elijah to see what he was up to, and I opened the curtains to let sunlight pour in. My buddy was so thrilled with my Hollowfell hauls so far that he would probably happily give me anything I needed right now.  
 
    And I was certainly itching to get back into that magical world of treasure and monsters. There was so much gold and loot to take from the evil fuckers that hoarded it all. Not to mention the other trophy girls who were trapped by rich assholes.  
 
    Kali had begged me to help others like her, and I had of course agreed. Saving monster girls from that evil fate was just as rewarding as the gold, and I hated to think of how many women were being displayed in gargoyle living rooms.  
 
    Hollowfell was the most dangerous place I had ever been to, but it was also the most amazing. There were countless exotic women and treasures waiting for me there, but I needed my two monster women to be ready to shoot the fuck out of any enemies we encountered before we headed back to the thirteenth floor.  
 
    My phone buzzed and pulled me out of my thoughts as I looked down to see Elijah’s reply. 
 
    No worries, dude. I won’t need it this weekend, and I’m gonna look for something new soon anyway. You should do the same! I can drive over and drop it off? Going to see a buddy over your way today anyway. 
 
    “We got a car,” I announced to the girls. “Elijah’s going to swing by and drop it off.” 
 
    Kali’s stomach rumbled, and she turned pink as she glanced down at her flat belly. 
 
    “Or maybe we should meet him at a breakfast place,” I chuckled. “I can’t have my ladies shooting on an empty stomach!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kali groaned with embarrassment. “I’ve just gotten used to eating regularly now. The pirates only fed me once a day, but now my appetite is on a different schedule.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Cleo nodded. “Liam gives us lovely meals, and I was so used to starving until I managed to master how to hunt.” 
 
    My heart broke to think of the two beauties being hungry and afraid. It made my blood boil as I pictured the leering pirates and greedy gargoyles who’d forced them into that kind of life. Those assholes had made the monster girls’ lives miserable for long enough. 
 
    But now they had me.  
 
    “Let’s go and eat,” I said as I grabbed my jacket and the gun-filled rucksack. “The two most important women in the universe need their breakfast.” 
 
    Cleo leapt to her feet with a purr, and Kali stood up as she wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” the nymph said with a sniff. “I just keep getting emotional when I think of all that you’ve done for me. For us.” 
 
    “You are endlessly welcome,” I said and stroked her arm. “Now, let’s stop that tummy from rumbling.” 
 
    The girls practically skipped out of the door as I checked that I had my wallet, and we raced down the dirty stairwell. Kali’s wings vanished instantly as she became undetectable as a magical creature.  
 
    “Will you miss this house?” Cleo asked as we left the building. “It does not have an outside inside, but it was still your home. And it is a good one.” 
 
    I glanced up at the grubby stonework and shook my head. 
 
    “It was a good enough place to be in,” I said. “For a guy with no money and endless debt. But it was never the life I wanted.” 
 
    “Now you have that life you wanted!” Kali said excitedly. “Because you have a fancy rich human house!” 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I do,” I chuckled as we walked down the street. “But the best thing in my new life is you two. No competition.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cleo said as she flicked her hair. “We are both very hot and wonderful.” 
 
    I snorted at the cat-girl’s well-earned confidence, and Kali giggled as she smoothed down her short skirt. 
 
    “Hot and wonderful,” I repeated. “That’s exactly what you are. Go on, Kali. Say it!” 
 
    The sun was shining down on the adorable nymph’s blonde hair as she bounced along the street. She blushed slightly, but she threw her hands up as she cried out to the sky. 
 
    “I am hot and wonderful!” Kali called right as a Porsche sped by. 
 
    “Yeah, you are!” a young guy behind the wheel yelled out, and the girls collapsed into a fit of giggles. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the guy’s shit-eating grin, but then I eyed his car more closely. 
 
    A Porsche was not a bad option. Not bad at all. 
 
    I texted Elijah where to meet us as we turned the corner beside the cafe I had in mind. It was a simple diner-style place with sleek black tables and red booths. A pretty blonde girl in denim shorts greeted us as we stepped inside, and she grabbed three menus. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “This way.” 
 
    She blew a pink bubble with her gum as she led us to a booth, and I let the girls slide in together before I sat opposite them. 
 
    “Super cute cosplay,” the waitress said to Cleo. “My cousin does it, but hers is nowhere near as realistic as yours. Like, you actually look like a cat-girl.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo said brightly, and I could tell she was so proud of how well she’d gotten the hang of conversations like this. “My ears came from the internet! On a computer! They are better than others.” 
 
    “Rad,” the waitress said as she glanced at Kali. “You’re adorable, too.” 
 
    The nymph smiled at the compliment, and the server strode off without another word. We had only just started to study the menus when I heard the deep boom of Elijah’s voice. 
 
    “Dude,” my buddy said, and I looked up to see him stride over with a huge grin. 
 
    He was as well-kept as always, but slightly more casual than most days. His white shirt was neatly tucked into very expensive-looking jeans, and I just knew his black sneakers cost as much as a month’s rent at my shitty apartment. Elijah’s brown beard had been shortened and shaped, and he swiped designer sunglasses from his face. 
 
    “Dude,” he repeated as I got up to greet him, and he grabbed me into a bear hug. 
 
    “Buddy,” I chuckled as I pulled back. “Let me introduce you to my friends. This is Cleo and Kali.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you… finally.” Elijah grinned and sent me a discreet wink. “What are a couple of stunners like you doing with this guy?” 
 
    “Stunners?” Cleo asked curiously. 
 
    “It means hot,” I chuckled. “Uh, Cleo’s Spanish, so her English isn’t perfect. Kali’s Russian, so same deal.” 
 
    Elijah nodded as he sat down beside me, and he ruffled my messy hair with a sigh.  
 
    “Dad’s asking when he’ll next hear from you,” he said quietly. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Soon.” I grinned.  
 
    “Liam bought a big house,” Cleo declared proudly. “With an outside inside!” 
 
    “A balcony,” I said quickly. “Yeah, it’s just a rental, but I’m moving into one of the penthouses over by Primrose.” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Elijah snorted. “The ones with the doormen? Dude! Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned. “First big spending spree.” 
 
    The waitress suddenly appeared beside us as she tapped her pen against her notepad. 
 
    “Hey,” she drawled. “Ready?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I’ll just have the breakfast burrito and an iced coffee.” 
 
    “Same,” Elijah said. 
 
    “Yes.” Cleo nodded. “Burrito. But please can we have the coffee that does not taste bad?” 
 
    “She wants syrup,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Me, too!” Kali agreed. “Syrup coffee!” 
 
    The waitress nodded and shuffled toward the red kitchen doors.  
 
    “Well, that was cute,” Elijah said as he sat back, and I snickered in agreement. “I see why you’ve been hanging around with these two way more than me lately. Where are you guys headed this weekend?” 
 
    “My Uncle Spencer’s place,” I said. “Haven’t seen him in ages, and we wanted to take a little trip.” 
 
    “That guy is awesome,” Elijah chuckled. “I’ve only met him once, but damn he’s funny.” 
 
    The waitress appeared quickly with our drinks, and I double-checked that the rucksack was safely under the table. Our food arrived shortly after, and we filled up on meat-and-cheese filled wraps. 
 
    The whole time we ate, Elijah had fun asking the girls simple questions to see if he could suss out how they each felt about me, and it was less than subtle. At one point, he flat-out turned to Kali and asked her if she thought I was more handsome than him, and Kali assured him through a mouthful of burrito that I was the most handsome human guy she’d ever seen. 
 
    I snorted into my coffee at the look on Elijah’s face, but my friend seemed more than pleased with the nymph’s answer. 
 
    Then he spent the rest of the meal sending me extremely pointed looks that seemed to say, “you are absolutely sharing more details about your life with me soon.” 
 
    When we finished our food, I felt ready to take my girls on their first trip out of L.A..  
 
    “Let’s get going,” I said. “It’s a long drive ahead.” 
 
    “Guns.” Cleo nodded stoically, and Elijah burst out laughing all over again. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re heading to the right place,” he assured the woman. 
 
    We got up as I swung the rucksack over my shoulders, and we headed outside into the glaring sun. It was another stunning day as people wandered by in hotpants and flip-flops. Elijah was parked nearby, and he threw me his key fob as we wandered over to his car. It was a sleek Mercedes hatchback in glistening black, and I got the sudden urge to go car shopping. 
 
    “You need to get yourself a ride, dude,” he said. “You can’t roll up to your penthouse without a sick car to match it.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry, that’s next on the list. You might need to help me. Expensive cars aren’t really my area of expertise.” 
 
    “Sure thing, bro.” Elijah nodded. “Can’t wait to get you into something sleek and sexy. But we’ll need to talk pretty soon, dude. My dad has some suggestions about things you should get done. Like, ASAP.” 
 
    “Things?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Official shit,” he said quietly. “You know we aren’t going to ask awkward questions, but you need to keep yourself safe in case other people do. Government kind of people. You’re raking in a looooot of cash, my dude. Gotta cover your tracks.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Gotcha. Yeah, I’ll talk with him soon.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Elijah winked. “We want to keep this operation running as smoothly as possible. See you later, dude. Let me know when you can drop the car back off. Nice to meet you, ladies!” 
 
    “Bye!” Kali called happily. “Thank you for the car!” 
 
    “Yep! Oh, I almost forgot,” Elijah said and turned to Cleo. “Which of us is more handsome, me or–” 
 
    Cleo raised a hand to silence the man. “Do not be a fool. Liam is superior to everyone.” 
 
    Elijah raised his eyebrows at me in that same pointed way of his, and I shrugged as casually as possible. Then my friend waved as he strode down the street and pulled out his phone to take a call.  
 
    “Who wants to ride shotgun?” I chuckled, and the girls stared at me blankly. 
 
    “Shotgun,” Cleo said slowly. “That is what we are going to use at your uncle’s house?” 
 
    “Who wants to sit in front?” I chuckled. “You can take turns if you want. We can switch who sits where on the way back home.” 
 
    “Cleo can go first,” Kali said. “I’m still finding it a bit odd being inside these contraptions!” 
 
    I opened the doors for the girls, and I placed my rucksack in the seat beside the nymph. Cleo studied the sunroof curiously as I got into the driver’s seat, and I took a second to get adjusted to the car. 
 
    “There,” I said as I pointed to a red button. “Press that.” 
 
    Cleo examined the button before she carefully pushed it down, and she gasped as the sunroof began to move. Kali jumped out of her seat with a terrified squeal, and I leaned back to grab her hand. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “It just lets some light and warmth in while we drive.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” the nymph said as she stared up. “Wow! That is beautiful!” 
 
    “Outside inside!” Cleo yelled excitedly. “The car has outside inside!” 
 
    “It does,” I snorted as I pulled out onto the street. “You can choose the music, too.” 
 
    I showed Cleo how to work the radio as we began our drive, and the cool wind ruffled my hair. The girls were thrilled with the open roof and radio choices, and their excitement was extremely contagious. Their laughter was music to my ears as we sped down the sun-drenched road. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long until we were all back in Hollowfell for our next heist, and the women would be well-equipped and trained with guns.  
 
    They were going to look seriously sexy when they were armed to the teeth and ready to kill, too. Cleo was already a fighting machine, and I knew she would be able to master a pistol. Kali might take a bit of practice, but I had full faith in her. 
 
    The magical world filled with treasure was waiting for me, and I was going to be more prepared than ever to conquer it. The three of us would be able to pull off a heist like no other. No gargoyle’s hoard of gold was safe from us. 
 
    I grinned as I glanced up at the open roof.  
 
    It was time to make my monster girls into killing machines. Then we would be ready to head back to Hollowfell.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I had never had so much fun driving as I did with my monster girls to my uncle’s ranch.  
 
    We sped along long roads with views of rolling hills and stretches of flat desert, and Kali was fascinated with the cacti we saw along the way. Cleo had fully settled into the role of a rich girl as she held a hand up through the sunroof to feel the breeze through her fingers. The cat-girl had tuned the radio to a station playing classic rock as she tapped her boots along to the heavy guitars, and her tanned thighs were the perfect distance away for me to grab every now and again. 
 
    She purred at every touch.  
 
    I had forgotten how much I loved driving, and I was already planning when I could go car shopping.  
 
    “Liam,” Cleo murmured as her hair danced in the wind. “Will you get one of these rich human guy cars?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I said. “Maybe we can go and look at some next weekend. You can both help me pick one out.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Kali cried. “I’m really getting used to how fast these things go!” 
 
    “I think the dragonling we rode was faster,” I laughed. “But yeah, this is a pretty nice ride!” 
 
    I glanced back at the nymph to see her bounce in her seat as she looked out the window. Her blue eyes widened every time we passed a road sign or a tree, and I loved how excited she still got about the simple things in my world.  
 
    “Nearly there,” I said as I glanced at the satnav. “I feel like I should warn you that my uncle is very… wacky.” 
 
    “Wacky?” Kali giggled. “What is that?” 
 
    “He’s a fun guy,” I said. “But he’s kind of crazy sometimes. I just know he’ll love the two of you, though.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet him,” Kali sighed. “It’s so exciting to be meeting Liam’s family!” 
 
    I followed the instructions on my phone as it guided me toward my uncle’s ranch. He owned a huge stretch of land that was nestled in a wide valley, and it was the perfect area for privacy while still having amazing views. 
 
    The map led me off the main road as I followed a much smaller trail that took me through a small patch of woodland, and a busted-up sign swayed gently in the wind up ahead. Red paint was peeling off it, but I was just able to make out my uncle’s sloppy writing in bold letters. 
 
    Jones Ranch- Private property! You’ve been fucking warned! 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled as I drove past the sign.  
 
    We turned a corner as we left the woodland behind, and the gentle slopes of rolling hills raised up on either side of us. A metal gate with a rusty speaker stopped us from getting any further, and the fence attached stretched out for fucking miles. I pulled up next to the speaker and reached out to press the button down. 
 
    “Uncle Spencer?” I called. “It’s Liam!” 
 
    There was a muffled buzz of static before the metal gate suddenly clicked and swung open with a violent thud. It had clearly been installed by a not so professional, but I loved that my uncle had put that level of security up. He might be a hot-head, but he was cautious when it came to safety.  
 
    I drove us onto the property, and the ranch stretched out before us. It was a hell of a sight. Bumpy terrain with desert plants went on for miles inside the valley, and all of it was contained by the metal fence. Horses lazed around the grounds along with a few dogs that looked like they were meant to be on guard duty but had forgotten. The mutts laid on their backs with their tongues out as they lapped up the rays of bright sunshine.  
 
    There were three different buildings up ahead. The house was two stories tall with chipped white paint and a weathervane on top. It had a blue door, a large porch complete with rocking chair, and a whole bunch of DIY stuff sitting outside. 
 
    A small shed sat a few yards away from the house, and then an open barn that was set much further back. I could hear the clucking of chickens I couldn’t see, and the smell of cooking meat drifted in through the sunroof. 
 
    “It’s a bit rough around the edges,” I said. “But it’s his pride and joy.” 
 
    “It is so beautiful,” Cleo breathed as she stared out at the horses. “So many animals!” 
 
    I slowed down as we drove to the main house, and I pulled up near the porch. Spencer’s car must have been around the back of the building, but he had a grimy old motorcycle propped up near the DIY station. Hammers, wooden planks, screws, and a chainsaw all sat out ready to be used. My uncle always seemed to be fixing something up when I was a kid, and it looked like he hadn’t changed much. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I grinned at the girls. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali said excitedly. “Let’s go and meet your family!” 
 
    “And play with guns,” Cleo whispered as we climbed out of the car. 
 
    I stretched my legs after the long ride, and I looked around to see if my uncle was out and about as I swung the rucksack over my shoulder. The house door was shut, but I could hear someone moving around inside. He must have known we were there since he had buzzed us in, and I enjoyed the sun on my face as we waited. 
 
    Then the door suddenly swung open as my Uncle Spencer appeared.  
 
    He was exactly as I remembered him from when I was younger. His skinny frame was draped in ripped jeans, a plaid shirt, and leather boots that had seen better days. His blonde hair was slicked back into a ponytail, and his stubble had flecks of gray. Spencer had a gaunt face, but he wasn’t a bad-looking guy. He broke into a toothy grin as he looked at me and the girls. 
 
    “Holy fuck balls,” he growled as he strode down the porch steps. “When the fuck did my nephew become a grown-ass man? Come here, boy!” 
 
    He grabbed me into a tight hug as he slapped my back, and I could smell cigarettes and meat on his clothes. 
 
    “Hey!” I laughed. “Good to see you! This is Cleo and Kali.” 
 
    “Ladies,” Spencer said as he gave each of them a bow. “Welcome to my ranch. Make yourselves at home. My nephew sure knows how to pick good-looking friends.” 
 
    “This home is amazing,” Cleo said. “It’s so big. Like a rich guy house.” 
 
    “You have so many animals!” Kali smiled. “Are they all friendly?” 
 
    “Most of ‘em,” Spencer said with a nod. “Some of the chickens are vicious little fuckers, but they make good eggs.” 
 
    There was a jingling sound as an ancient-looking dog plodded around the corner and hurried over to Spencer’s side. It was black with brown eyes, and it looked like it had been fed a few too many treats over the years. 
 
    “This here is Chunks,” Spencer said as he scratched the dog’s head. “His working days are over, but he’s a good buddy to have around.” 
 
    “I love him,” Kali breathed as she crouched down to pet the dog. “Hello, Chunks!” 
 
    The fat dog stuck its tongue out happily as the nymph cooed and tickled his chin. Cleo eyed the creature warily as she sniffed in its direction, and Chunks gave her a friendly bark.  
 
    “So,” Spencer said. “You want some shooting practice with your old uncle?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s because we need to–” 
 
    “Naaaah!” Spencer said as he held his hands up. “I don’t need to know what you are practicing for. Let’s just say it’s for shooting deer. This is a no questions asked zone. Got it?” 
 
    “Right.” I grinned. “Sounds good.” 
 
    The house door swung open again, and a good-looking, middle-aged woman walked out with a tray full of drinks. She had blonde curls that fell down her back, a pink shirt that was extremely low cut, and a denim miniskirt that was probably designed for girls a quarter her age. Her red cowboy boots went halfway up her tanned legs, and she had bright pink lipstick that glistened under the sun.  
 
    “Hey honeys,” she rasped. “I thought ya might be thirsty! Oh, my, what a gorgeous bunch!” 
 
    “This is Daisy,” Spencer said as he kissed her cheek. “The most beautiful woman I ever saw in my damn life.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daisy said as she placed the tray down on the worktable. “You can’t say that when these two honeys are standing here! My, aren’t you both cuties! Are you in a Halloween costume, sugar?” 
 
    “Cleo does cosplay,” I said quickly. “She does it for Instagram.” 
 
    “Ohh,” Daisy said. “Well, I don’t exactly know about all that, but you look damn good. It’s so exciting to have Spencer’s family over!” 
 
    “Great to meet you.” I smiled. “I’m Liam, this is Cleo and Kali.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re all so precious!” Daisy cried. “Now, you let me know if you need anything at all. I’m gonna rustle up some burgers for after you’re done with the shooting.” 
 
    “Burgers,” Cleo said. “I like burgers. I also like your big house and your boots.” 
 
    “You sweetie,” Daisy said as she squeezed Cleo’s cheek. “Keep these boys on their best behavior!” 
 
    “I will.” Cleo nodded seriously. “We will also look out for evil beasts.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Daisy said happily. “You ladies show ‘em how it’s done!” 
 
    Spencer chuckled as the blonde woman hurried back up the porch steps, and he poured us all a glass of lemonade from the jug she had brought out. 
 
    “She’s sweet,” I said. “How long have you guys been together?” 
 
    “Two years,” Spencer said. “Best damn thing that ever happened to me. Drink up, troops! Let’s hydrate before we get to shooting!” 
 
    I grabbed a glass and was grateful for how refreshing the sharp drink was. My body felt instantly cooled as the girls happily sipped their lemonade. 
 
    “So,” Spencer belched as he slammed down his empty glass. “I’m gonna go ahead and guess that this is mostly for the ladies’ benefit. I remember you being one hell of a shot after I taught you when you were a boy.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Cleo’s pretty excited for it all, but Kali’s a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Just a little,” the nymph said as she sipped her drink. “Guns are awfully big!” 
 
    “And you’re awfully tiny,” Spencer chuckled. “Don’t you worry about that darlin’! We’ll get you shooting like a pro before you leave. This way!” 
 
    We put our drinks down as my uncle led us around the side of the house. Chunks waddled along behind us as Kali kept checking to make sure he was okay, and I could hear Daisy singing along to the radio as we passed the kitchen window.  
 
    The ranch had just as much land out back, and chickens raced around the barn as they pecked at seed on the ground. There were a few trees clumped together that provided some shade two horses were lounging in, but Spencer led us over to an area that was set up with targets of all sizes.  
 
    He had another tiny shed that hadn’t been visible from the front, and it stood next to a scuffed part of land. There were two circular shooting targets with plenty of holes already in them, and three tree stumps had boxes full of beer cans beside them. A massive, earthen berm stood behind everything to catch all the other bullets that missed their targets. 
 
    “Here we go, boy!” Spencer said as he rubbed his hands. “We gonna use those presents I gave you?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I said as I swung the rucksack off my shoulders. “I’ve brought it all.” 
 
    I unzipped the bag that held the three AR-15s along with full magazines, the Glock he had originally given me, our ear protection, and a pair of gloves for Kali. 
 
    “She’s got sensitive skin,” I said as I handed the nymph the gloves. “Metal makes her break out.” 
 
    My uncle didn’t seem to be listening properly while he peered into my bag and nodded to himself as he checked the guns.  
 
    Kali slipped on her hand protection, and she had a determined scowl as she swayed from side to side like a UFC champ who was gearing up for a fight. Cleo’s golden eyes were wide as her tail swished, and I could see her fingers twitching to get started. 
 
    “Alrighty!” Spencer said as he grabbed the Glock. “Let’s start simple. Cleo, have you ever shot anything before?” 
 
    “I have never shot a gun,” the cat-girl said. “But I have used a blade on my enemies. I don’t fear using a weapon.” 
 
    “Holy shit, girl!” Spencer snorted as he looked her up and down. “We’ve got ourselves a badass over here, huh?” 
 
    “You could say that,” I chuckled. “She’s not someone to be fucked with.” 
 
    “I like a tough girl,” Spencer said. “Good on ya. Okay, let’s get you set up.” 
 
    My uncle led Cleo over toward the targets as he took the bag with him, and he got to work showing the cat-girl the basics of how the Glock operated, but I hovered back with Kali as the nymph bit her lip. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked quietly. “He won’t make you try anything you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I trust him, he’s your family. It’s just that Cleo is so tough and confident. I feel a bit useless.” 
 
    She pulled at her gloves, and I gently took her hands in mine. Kali looked up at me with those startling blue eyes as I gave her fingers a squeeze as I sent her a wink. 
 
    “You listen here,” I said. “Cleo and you have different personalities and strengths. That doesn’t mean she’s better than you. You’re both tough as all hell in different ways.” 
 
    “Really?” Kali sniffed. “Even though I can’t touch metal?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I laughed. “You saved our asses during our last Hollowfell trip. Remember when you stole a fucking boat? You’re a badass, too. It’s just going to take some practice getting used to these new weapons, but I want you to try so I can have some peace of mind when we get back to looting those rich bastards in your world. I want to know that you can defend yourself a bit, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Kali nodded. “Thank you, Liam. As long as I wear my gloves, I’ll be fine!” 
 
    The nymph stared up at me as her face broke out into a bright smile, and I had a strong urge to bend down and kiss her. But a gunshot broke me out of the zone as we spun around to see Cleo dancing on the spot.  
 
    “Great first shot,” Spencer said with an appreciative nod. “Let’s make sure those legs are nice and sturdy so you can aim better.” 
 
    He moved her around slightly so she wasn’t leaning to one side as he adjusted her grip on the trigger. I put my arm around Kali as we walked over to join them, and Cleo looked fucking ferocious as she aimed the Glock. The cat-girl nodded as Spencer guided her through aiming properly, and then she took another shot at the target.  
 
    I whistled as the bullet scraped the very edge of one of the round stands and left a semicircle behind. 
 
    “Nice!” I said as I squeezed her shoulder.  
 
    “She’s a natural.” Spencer nodded eagerly. “It usually takes a good few tries to manage a hit like that. She’s almost as good as you were when you first started, Liam, my boy!” 
 
    “Watch out.” Cleo winked. “I will become the best gun shooter in the world!” 
 
    “I believe it,” I chuckled. “Let’s see if you can get in the outer circle next.” 
 
    The cat-girl stuck her textured tongue out in concentration as she lined up her next shot. Spencer stood behind her as he squinted at the target, and he adjusted her arms just a little before he nodded. Then Cleo pulled the trigger and sent a bullet flying right into the circle of the metal. 
 
    “Yes!” I yelled. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “I did it!” Cleo cried as she jumped around to face me. “Liam! I shot inside the big circle! I have mastered the guns of death!” 
 
    The cat-girl’s face glowed with pride as she pointed to the hole in the target. She really was a natural. 
 
    “You’ll be hitting the bullseye within an hour,” Spencer chuckled. “Fucking crazy shit right there! Are you sure you’re not a trained shooter or something?” 
 
    “She’s got the look for it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Spying I am good at,” Cleo said with a nod. “My stealth and sharp senses serve me very well in most situations.” 
 
    Spencer raised his eyebrows at this, and I loudly cleared my throat as I gestured to the nymph beside me. 
 
    “So… should we…” I led.  
 
    “Kali,” Spencer said and shook his head to refocus. “Let’s give you a go next. Same gun.” 
 
    Cleo smiled as she held the Glock out, and Kali fidgeted with her gloves before she took it. The nymph looked like she was holding a live grenade as she kept the weapon at arm’s length. Her eyes were wide as my uncle gently guided her to take Cleo’s spot, and he handed her some ear protection.  
 
    “No rush,” Spencer said kindly. “Let’s just take it one step at a time. Most important thing to remember is that your nerves are what make that gun more dangerous. You stay calm and keep your head on straight, and everything will go much better.” 
 
    I stood close by as my uncle showed Kali how to load the magazine, and she watched him carefully as she bit her lip. Cleo gave the nymph encouraging smiles, but I had a feeling this wasn’t going to go as smoothly as the cat-girl’s first attempts. Kali’s hands shook as Spencer helped her line up her shot, and he slowly lowered her hands again. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I know this ain’t exactly an official shooting range, but I can’t let ya loose when you’re shaking that bad.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kali groaned. “It just feels so strange. And they’re so loud, and so powerful, and–” 
 
    “Wait here,” Spencer said with a nod. “I’m going to see what I’ve got that could help.” 
 
    He hurried off to the small shed as Kali’s whole body drooped. She looked down at the ground sadly as she scuffed her feet along the dirt. 
 
    “Baby steps,” I reminded her. “If anyone can help you with guns, it’s Spencer. Okay?” 
 
    “It just feels so impossible,” Kali said as she looked down at the pistol. “Especially since I’ve never held one before. Isn’t it so complicated when you really hold one?” 
 
    “You are going to do fine.” 
 
    Spencer emerged from the shed with another Glock held in his hand, and it had a plastic rifle-like structure fitted around it that made it slightly bulkier.  
 
    “Look here,” he said. “My daughter used to use this when she was learning. See this Roni body? It helps you grip and line up your shots. Besides, I think touching all that metal was part of your nerves since you’re allergic. You won’t have to do that with this.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Kali gasped as she swapped her weapon over. “Oh, thank you ever so much!” 
 
    “Thatta girl,” Spencer said. “We just needed that little boost of confidence! Let’s get this party started!” 
 
    He didn’t wait around to give Kali any chance to reconsider, and he quickly helped her get into position. I held my breath as I watched the nymph stand straight and steady while she lined up her shot. The addition of a Micro Roni body seemed to have calmed her nerves hugely, and I felt a rush of pride as she focused on the target.  
 
    Cleo laced her fingers into mine as we waited, and Kali finally pulled the trigger as Spencer stepped back. 
 
    The bullet went flying right toward the target and only missed the board by a few inches.  
 
    “Yes!” I yelled. “Kali! You did it!” 
 
    “You shot a death gun!” Cleo purred as the nymph turned around. 
 
    “I actually did it,” Kali breathed as she stared at the weapon. “Oh, my goodness! I did it!” 
 
    She leapt into my arms excitedly, and I spun her around as Spencer chuckled. 
 
    “I knew you had it in ya,” he said. “Now, let’s keep going until we fire right into that fucking board!” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Kali said eagerly as she hurried back into position. 
 
    “That gun is yours, by the way,” Spencer said firmly. “My daughter doesn’t need it anymore, and it was clearly made for someone like you.” 
 
    “Wow,” the nymph breathed. “Thank you! I’m always so grateful for any sort of gifts, but this might be almost as nice as all the ones Liam gives me…” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Spencer laughed, and he shot me a wink as if to say I was doing him proud. 
 
    It was amazing to watch Kali’s confidence grow and grow as she practiced. My uncle made sure her posture was right as he worked patiently, and Cleo swapped in a few times to practice as well. The cat-girl quickly became an expert shot with her Glock, and I pulled one of the rifles from my rucksack once I was sure they were all warmed up.  
 
    “I might as well play, too.” I grinned. “Then maybe Cleo can have a turn with one of these babies.” 
 
    “She can handle that shit,” Spencer snorted. “No question.” 
 
    The cat-girl’s golden eyes widened as she looked at the rifle, and I stepped up to the targets as I loaded a full magazine. 
 
    “Let’s make this fun,” Spencer said. “I ain’t letting you play with those circle targets. Hold up a sec!” 
 
    He jogged over to the tree stumps and started to set up beer cans along them, and he chuckled to himself as he propped a few up way far back in the distance. 
 
    “Can you hit that?” Kali gasped as she squinted. “It’s all so small and far away!” 
 
    “We’ll find out.” I grinned as my uncle strode back over. 
 
    “Let’s see what you’re made of,” Spencer laughed. “Show me that you still got those crazy skills. Or has that shitty city you live in made you soft?” 
 
    He gave me a playful nudge as I smirked and lined up my shot. The rifle felt weighty and comfortable in my hands as I remembered the last time I had used it. Mowing down Leviathans and gargoyles had been a hell of a rush, but they were much bigger targets than beer cans. 
 
    I steadied my stance as I took aim, and I felt a blast of adrenaline as I let her rip.  
 
    My finger feathered the trigger as I unloaded a round of bullets at the tree stumps, and I quickly maneuvered so I tore into the entire line of metal. The violent shock raced through my body, but I kept still and steady. 
 
    Then I immediately swung my aim over to the cans in the distance, and they went fucking flying as I eased myself still once more. Every one of the containers had a bullet hole in it, and I couldn’t stop grinning as I lowered the gun and spun around to my uncle and the girls. 
 
    “Yeahhh, nephew!” Spencer snorted. “I knew you were still tough as all hell! Fuck yeah! You get that from my side of the family.” 
 
    “That was incredible!” Cleo cried as her ears wiggled. “You are such a deadly outlaw king.” 
 
    Her tone dripped with lust, and Spencer raised an amused eyebrow at the cat-girl. 
 
    “You are so talented,” Kali sighed with a dreamy smile. “I’ve never felt as safe as I do being with you. No ruffians will ever get past you!” 
 
    “Ruffians?” Spencer asked. “Is that what you kids call criminals nowadays? I can’t keep up with this shit. Come on, let’s get Cleo up and running with the rifle.” 
 
    The cat-girl looked like she was going to explode with excitement as I passed her the AR-15. My uncle was incredibly patient as he explained the difference in power with the guns, and he made sure Cleo was fully prepared for the full-body experience of shooting a semi-automatic rifle. She was pretty shaky on her first few tries, but Spencer corrected her stance until she was able to control her aim much better.  
 
    Kali was happy to stick with her Micro Roni as she got closer and closer to hitting the middle of the target. She even managed to get one of the beer cans, and she leapt into my arms to celebrate.  
 
    I almost kissed her in the heat of the moment, but I managed to control myself. Although, the way her blue eyes stared up at me made me think she would have enjoyed it as much as I would. 
 
    Still, if I did get to enjoy the taste of her lips again, I didn’t exactly want it to be with my uncle standing three feet away from us. I wanted to be able to give her absolutely all of my attention and then some. So for now, I just enjoyed her flirty hugs, dazzling smiles, and the way her little squeals of happiness sounded in my ears. 
 
    We must have spent hours out in the blazing heat, but it went by so quickly that I barely noticed the sun getting lower in the sky. I only realized how much time had passed when Daisy shouted over from the front of the house. 
 
    “Food’s ready,” she called with a wave. “Come and get it, you gorgeous things!” 
 
    I wiped sweat from my forehead as we started to pack up, and the monster girls couldn’t stop talking about their new love for shooting. 
 
    “It just feels so powerful!” Kali said eagerly. “I know it’s only small, but so am I.” 
 
    “You shoot it very well,” Cleo said. “The rifle is my favorite because I can mow down my enemies all at once. I prefer that sort of power.” 
 
    “Remind me never to piss you off,” Spencer said with a snort. “Come on, you lot have earned some good fucking food before you leave.” 
 
    I felt filled with adrenaline as we walked back to the house, and several chickens raced in front of us with loud clucks. 
 
    “Fucking idiots!” Spencer yelled as he almost tripped over one. “Do that again and it’ll be chicken burgers for tomorrow’s dinner.” 
 
    Kali giggled as the hens raced back to the barn as if they had heard the warning, and the smell of barbecue wafted to meet us. Daisy had brought out some camping furniture and laid down burgers and buns on the table.  
 
    “Come on over,” she said happily. “Plate up! There’s plenty.” 
 
    I helped myself to a couple of burgers and splashed a generous helping of mustard on each before I sat down on one of the fold out chairs. It creaked slightly under my weight, but it was comfortable enough as I bit into my food. 
 
    “I watched some of you from the window,” Daisy said. “Holy hell, you’re a skilled group. Liam, where the hell did you learn to shoot a rifle like that?” 
 
    “I’ll give you three guesses,” I chuckled as I nodded at Spencer. 
 
    My uncle puffed out his chest with obvious pride, and then he launched into a rant about how all of my prowess was from his side of the family. 
 
    The air began to cool as we enjoyed our food, and the Hollowfell beauties didn’t stop smiling. Their confidence was electric as they discussed every target they had hit. 
 
    “Can I really keep the gun?” Kali asked as she delicately nibbled her bun. 
 
    “Course,” Spencer said. “It’s all yours! I think it was built for you.” 
 
    “I love it,” the nymph sighed.  
 
    “Thanks, Uncle Spencer,” I said as I finished up my last bite of burger. “This has been fucking awesome. I knew it was the right place to come.” 
 
    “Any time,” he said with a nod. “Your uncle’s always here for ya! That goes for you girls, too. Any friend of Liam is a friend of ours. So long as you’re not jackasses.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo purred. “You are a wonderful teacher.” 
 
    “You really are,” Kali gushed. “Daisy, thank you for the lovely food as well! Your ability to cook is truly inspiring.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” the blonde woman said. “Do you kids wanna stay the night? We’ve got spare rooms.” 
 
    “We better be heading back,” I said as I glanced at the sky.  
 
    I wanted to take Sunday to prepare for our next heist, and we would need as much time as we could get to have an ironclad plan. We got to our feet as Cleo stretched her arms, and Daisy pulled the girls into a hug. 
 
    “You are both so gorgeous,” she said. “Take care, honeys! Liam, sweetie! So nice to meet ya!” 
 
    “You, too.” I smiled. “We’ll swing by again soon for a longer stay.” 
 
    “I’ll hold ya to that,” Spencer said as he slapped my back. “Just you give me a shout whenever you need a top up with bullets or any shit. I’ll keep ya hooked up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smirk. “How exactly is it you have so many L.A. contacts willing to drop off bags of guns at my doorstep?” 
 
    My uncle winked at me as he tapped the side of his nose. 
 
    “I got an idea,” he said. “You don’t ask me that, and I don’t ask what kind of deer you’re gonna be shooting?” 
 
    “Agreed,” I chuckled. “Night!” 
 
    We headed back to the Mercedes as Spencer and Daisy cleaned the plates away, and Kali sat in the front seat beside me. Cleo yawned and curled her legs up underneath her as her ears drooped with tiredness. 
 
    “What a day,” I sighed as I started the engine. “Now I officially have the most deadly Hollowfell women at my side.” 
 
    “We are wanted outlaws,” Cleo purred. “And now, we are even more dangerous than before.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I shot a gun,” Kali said happily as I sped toward the metal gate. “I feel like I can do anything now!” 
 
    “You can,” I said as the entrance swung open for us. “Tomorrow, we’re going to plan our next heist.” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo hissed. “I can shoot down the gargoyles. Bang! Spill their blood for what they have done to trophy girls like us. It will feel very nice to destroy them with the guns.” 
 
    “And steal more treasure,” Kali said eagerly. “Then Liam can get one of these rich human guy car machines!” 
 
    The evening sky glowed orange as I started the drive back home, and Cleo quickly fell asleep in the back. Kali’s wide eyes stared up at the setting sun as she smiled to herself. She had come a long way in the span of a short afternoon. 
 
    I was so proud of both of them, and I knew we were going to be a deadly force when we stepped back into Hollowfell.  
 
    We were armed to the teeth and ready to kill. The monster-filled world was about to be hit where it hurt, and I was going to get even richer.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The girls fell asleep on the drive back home, and they only opened their eyes when I finally parked next to my building. A few stars were dotted in the sky despite the light pollution, and wispy clouds drifted over a crescent moon. Cleo had curled up on the back seat with her tail wrapped around her body, and Kali’s curls fell over her face while she leaned against the window. I took a moment to admire how gorgeous they both were as I turned the engine off. 
 
    “Hey,” I said softly as they stirred. “Bedtime.” 
 
    The Hollowfell beauties stretched as we climbed out of the Mercedes and made our way back into the apartment block. My eyelids were heavy as I put the key in my lock, and we stumbled into the small living room.  
 
    Kali fell onto the sofa with a sleepy mumble, and I made sure the blanket was tucked around her before I followed Cleo into the bedroom. The cat-girl tumbled onto the mattress and began to snore within a few seconds. I smiled as I pulled my clothes off and climbed in beside her, and she shuffled into my arms.  
 
    I knew we probably should have all taken a shower, but it had been a hell of a day, and we’d been shooting outside and wearing gloves, so I wasn’t super worried about lead dust. My mind drifted back to watching the girls learn how to shoot as I fell into a deep, deep sleep. 
 
    The next day I woke up feeling refreshed as Cleo clung to my chest. We all lazed around before we got up and decided to stroll in the sun to grab breakfast. Both girls were eager to take the day enjoying the views of L.A., and we spent the afternoon eating ice cream, trying on sunglasses, and pointing out every potential car that we could own in the future.  
 
    Elijah texted that I could keep the car over the weekend since he had been roped in to work, so there was no rush or obligations for the afternoon. 
 
    It was a glorious day of relaxation, and we didn’t head back to the apartment until the early evening. Our stomachs were full of snack food, but I was buzzing with energy as we made ourselves comfortable on the sofa. The day of rest was coming to an end, and it was time to get ready for our next action-packed adventure. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I leaned back. “The time to return to our loot-filled world has returned. We’re going to work toward an even bigger heist than ever before.” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo hissed. “Now that we are skilled with the guns, we can kill any enemies in our path.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Kali asked. “Do you have somewhere in mind that you want to go to for looting?” 
 
    I had thought about the mansions, castles, and islands dripping with gold all throughout Hollowfell. But my mind kept going back to the unease I felt for the unlocked thirteenth floor. None of that treasure would matter if I couldn’t keep the world hidden and secret. The twelfth level of my office building was about to be packed with new staff from the two new companies, and it was getting way too risky. All it would take would be one person slacking off and wandering around. Then the magical portal would no longer be just my secret, and I couldn’t risk that. 
 
    “There is one thing I need,” I said. “You know those potions we stole from the island? We need to get one of the magical Banshee tools to open them. That way we can use the locking spell to hide the thirteenth floor.” 
 
    “They keep the openers very close,” Kali said. “Some of them wear them on belts with other tools, but sometimes they’re locked away in their houses or purses.” 
 
    “They will not let working folk near them.” Cleo nodded. “I told you about the banshees hoarding the spells. They will not risk anyone lesser getting their hands on magic.” 
 
    “We’ll have to plan an attack,” I decided. “We can track down one of the banshees who has an opener visible on them, and we’ll take it from there.” 
 
    “They love driving through Stormgulf.” Kali nodded. “Always shopping and showing off their wealth in those awful carriages.” 
 
    “We’ll need to leave the forest,” Cleo said with a calculating look. “That means being out in the open, and I am still being hunted. So are you, Liam.” 
 
    “It will be very dangerous.” Kali tapped her lip in thought. “I can disguise myself, but you two are so noticeable. You can’t just walk into the city looking like that! Your handsome face will be so recognizable, Liam!” 
 
    The nymph blushed as if she hadn’t meant for those words to come out, and she cleared her throat as she pulled on a soft curl. 
 
    “Maybe we can get cloaks,” Cleo suggested. “That way we can cover my ears, and Liam’s human guy clothes will be disguised.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Kali, will you be able to go into the city to get us some cloaks if you disguise yourself?” 
 
    “I can,” the nymph said. “It might be a bit scary to be walking amongst all the High Society, but they won’t know it’s me. I hope.” 
 
    “We’ll be right close by,” I promised. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    The nymph nodded with the same determination I had seen before she fired her gun. I knew she would be able to fight through the nerves as long as I was by her side. Every day she was becoming bolder and more sure of herself. It was incredibly sexy.  
 
    “Are we looting, then?” Cleo asked with a greedy curl of her lip. “After we get the opener?” 
 
    “Let’s focus on getting the opener first,” I said. “I’m paranoid about the thirteenth floor just sitting there unlocked. I want to get this spell set up as soon as possible, and then we can plan our next heist.” 
 
    “And you can get a car machine!” Kali said excitedly. 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned. “I’ll need to skip work tomorrow, but I’ll think of some excuse. I can say I’ve taken you both on a training trip or some shit. Roberts won’t question it.” 
 
    “We will sneak the guns in again?” Cleo asked as she glanced at the rucksack. “Will we need to do another distraction fight?” 
 
    I remembered the girls rolling around in a fake brawl to occupy the stand-in security guard, and I felt slightly lightheaded at the image. But I shook my head to focus. Those thoughts could be dealt with later. 
 
    “It should be fine.” I nodded. “Stan is still the guard for now. Let’s hope whoever replaces him is just as chill.” 
 
    “I’m not looking forward to being so close to gargoyles.” Kali shuddered. “But I am excited to be part of the mission!” 
 
    “A vital part,” I said with a firm nod. “Any idea how tough the banshees are? What are my odds like in a fight?” 
 
    “You will defeat any who cross your path,” Cleo purred. “I will also slit the throats of those to try to harm you. It is my oath.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled as I stroked her tail. “But give me a clue as to what these wrinkly fuckers are capable of.” 
 
    “They are more powerful than they look,” Kali said. “I have never been close to them, though.” 
 
    “Me, neither.” Cleo shook her head. “But I have heard stories of how terrifying they are. They managed to steal all the magic and spells, so they are very powerful. We must be vigilant.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “I’m going to head to bed soon. We’ll need all the strength we can get for tomorrow.” 
 
    The girls yawned in agreement as we started to get ready for bed, and my mind was racing with thoughts about our next trip.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to step back into the magic realm once more.  
 
    Kali got set up on the sofa, and I longed to pull her into the bed with me and my cat-girl lover, but I kept myself restrained as I offered her a soft smile. Cleo kissed my cheek as we climbed under the covers together, and she curled up beside me with a warm purr.  
 
     As I laid my head down on the pillow, I fell into a dream of swirling green skies.  
 
    My phone alarm woke me up with an unbearable screech as it vibrated on the nightstand. I groaned as I grabbed it to shut it up, and Cleo yawned as she curled into my chest.  
 
    “Morning,” I sighed as I finally silenced the beeping. 
 
    “Mmm,” Cleo purred as she snuggled in closer. “Do we have to get out of bed?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I chuckled as I kissed her forehead. “We need to get into the office early so I can leave a note on Roberts’ desk. That way he thinks I’m really taking you guys on this training day from work, and not just calling in to play hooky. Dealing with that awful shithead is worse than the gargoyles. At least I can shoot the damn gargoyles.” 
 
    The cat-girl sighed as she slowly sat up, and her ears twitched as she rubbed her eyes. She mumbled something about slaying Roberts with her sickle as she wiggled into her black dress, and I smirked at my sexy and deadly lover. 
 
    Then I pulled on some clothes and opened the door to find Kali was already up. She was standing in the middle of the living room with a determined scowl on her face.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I came out to join her “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Good morning,” she said. “Oh, yes! I was just practicing my disguises for the market.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Cleo said as she came out of the room. “Remember we have adventure clothes, too.” 
 
    “Adventure clothes?” I asked as the cat-girl grabbed the huge shopping bag of clothes. 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said. “I thought we should have something good for moving around and fighting in.” 
 
    “I will be wearing a disguise in the market,” Kali said. “But these will be great for the rest of the trip!” 
 
     “Let’s put them on!” Cleo said as she rummaged in her bag. 
 
    She threw a couple of clothing items at Kali, and I quickly turned away so the girls could change. I knew Cleo would be happy for me to watch, but I wanted the nymph to be as comfortable as possible.  
 
    My neck did heat up slightly as I heard Kali pulling fabric off and on, though, and I tried not to focus on the fact that her naked body was just inches away from me. If anything was going to happen, it had to be on her terms. I didn’t want her to think she owed me anything for saving her life. 
 
    She was already so overwhelmed by my kindness. 
 
    “Ready!” Kali said happily, and I turned around to see the girls in super cute sportswear. 
 
    Cleo was in black leggings that clung to her sculpted calves perfectly, and she flexed her legs to demonstrate the stretchy fabric. The waistband had a dip at the back for added sex appeal, but it worked as the perfect shape to let her tail through. Her toned abs were on display with a black crop top that just managed to contain her impressive chest, and she had pulled on her trusty leather boots.  
 
    She looked like a seriously hot bank robber. Or maybe one of those hot runner girls who’d never so much as glanced my way before on the streets. 
 
    Kali was as cute as ever, too, in tight purple shorts with a little bralette to match. She had hidden her wings already, and she looked like the most adorable yoga instructor to walk the Earth. Blue sneakers were on her tiny feet along with a silver ankle bracelet, and I bit my lip to try and keep my smile from getting way too dopey. 
 
    But fuck, I was lucky. 
 
    “You guys look so good,” I said.  
 
    “Look how much I can move,” Cleo hissed as she delivered a high kick above the sofa. 
 
    “Impressive,” I chuckled. “Looks like we’re ready to go and steal from some banshees.” 
 
    I swung the rucksack of guns over my back, and we headed out into the stairwell. The heavy weight of the weapons on my back was weirdly comforting now. Despite the fact that I was wandering down the street with a shitload of illegal weapons, I felt safe.  
 
    The girls learning how to shoot had been a huge weight off my shoulders, too, and I knew they were now even more capable of looking after themselves in the terrifying world of Hollowfell. 
 
    Life was pretty damn good. 
 
    We were buzzing with energy as we hurried along the sidewalk, and the girls twirled around in their new outfits. My mind was focused on the quest at hand, but I couldn’t help getting slightly distracted by their tight figures. Cleo grinned at me as she walked ahead, and she made sure to shimmy her ass every once in a while for me. Kali just skipped along in her usual way, but even that was enough to draw my eyes to her tight little purple leggings like a magnet. 
 
    It felt like no time at all had passed when we finally arrived at my work building. It was just before eight, so the morning rush hadn’t started yet, and there was only one guy outside puffing an electric cigarette as he spoke on his cell. 
 
    Kali took a steadying breath before she stepped into the revolving door, and Cleo confidently strode in behind her. I came in behind the girls to find Stan was pacing the lobby as he sipped a coffee cup.  
 
    “Hey,” he said as he gave me a wave. “What are you doing here so early? Don’t tell me that asshole has you pulling extra shifts?” 
 
    “Training day,” I said as I gestured to the girls. “We wanted to get in and set up before the crowds began.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Stan said as he sipped his drink. “I’m just stretching the old legs before the day starts. These joints aren’t what they used to be!” 
 
    “Bullshit.” I grinned. “You could tackle anyone who walked into this building.” 
 
    “You are a warrior,” Cleo agreed seriously. “I know you can fight ruffians when you need to.” 
 
    “True,” Stan said with an amused look. “But I’m looking forward to retired life. I’m going to book myself a cruise first thing! Maybe not one of the super pricey ones, but something sunny with less damned smog.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I said. “Send me a postcard.” 
 
    Stan chuckled as he carried on pacing, and I ushered the girls over to the elevators. 
 
    “What is a cruise?” Cleo asked as we waited at the silver doors. 
 
    “A big boat,” I said. “You get a pool, and loads of food, and you sail around different parts of the word. Rich people do it.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Kali said. “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    “We should cruise,” Cleo said as the elevator pinged open. “I like the sound of this boat. Now that you are a rich person, you must do rich person things.” 
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled as we got inside. “As long as you wear the tiniest bikini you can find.” 
 
    “Bikini… Bikini…” the cat-girl murmured studiously. “I will tell the market people of Earth to find me a tiny one.” 
 
    Nobody else got into the elevator as we sailed up to the eleventh floor, and the lights were all off when we stepped into the hall. I flicked the switch so the fluorescents buzzed on to illuminate the bright whites of the walls. Then we strolled down to the office, and I grabbed a notepad and pen from my desk. 
 
    “I’ll tell Roberts we’re working on another floor,” I said as I scribbled a note. “That should work to give us the whole day away.” 
 
    “This place feels weird when it’s empty,” Kali said as she looked around. “It’s a bit creepy.” 
 
    “You come from a land of actual monsters,” I snorted. “But I agree. This place is depressing enough to be scary.” 
 
    Roberts kept his office door locked overnight for some stupid reason. He had nothing of any value or interest in there, but he always liked to seem more important than he was. I broke off a bit of blue tack from someone’s desk and stuck my note to his glass door.  
 
    “That’ll do,” I said. “Okay. Let’s go and do our real work.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said as her eyes glinted. “I cannot wait to spill some banshee blood.” 
 
    We hurried back out of the office and into the stairwell. Kali sang to herself as she scurried up the steps, and I hoped Lidia from the dating app company wasn’t in for an early morning shift. Luckily, the twelfth floor was dark and silent as I slowly opened the door that led us to the reception area. Kali turned the light on so we could see, and she peered over at the heart-shaped desk. 
 
    “Aww,” she said. “That is so nice!” 
 
    “Hmm,” Cleo said. “It is very bright. Maybe more black leather would be good.” 
 
    We turned the corner and passed the elevators as I made sure all the offices around us were empty. I knew there was nobody around, but I wanted to triple-check before we snuck off through the secret doorway. We were so close to having the thirteenth floor locked off just for us, and I wasn’t going to risk anything taking that away. 
 
    I flicked the lights back off as we made our way into the next stairwell, and we raced up to the hallway door. 
 
    “Yes,” I muttered as we stepped into the glowing landing.  
 
    It always gave me a feeling of deep purpose when I walked down the corridor to Hollowfell. The thrill of being inches away from another world never got old, and I was itching to see that chaos-filled sky once more.  
 
    “Okay,” Kali said as we approached the entrance. “Time to disguise myself!” 
 
    The nymph furrowed her brow as her hair became darker, and her curls fell into straight brunette strands. Her workout gear glowed as it was suddenly replaced by a drab gray dress that stopped above her ankles. A brown cloak covered her tiny shoulders, and scuffed boots finished off the look. She was still endlessly beautiful, but she was much less noticeable in her muted tones. 
 
    “I look like a farm girl,” Kali said as she looked down at her dress. “Goodness, this really is a dull outfit. I miss my colors!” 
 
    “You look very plain.” Cleo nodded. “But your face is still the most beautiful of all the faces I have seen.” 
 
    The nymph blushed at the compliment as she pulled the hood over her dark hair. 
 
    “We still have to get down to the city,” I said. “I don’t want to let Kali go that far alone. So we need to be hyper-aware of everything around us. I’m guessing our wanted posters are still nailed to every tree in the forest.” 
 
    “Aww,” Cleo purred. “Our outlaw love is displayed for everyone to see! They must be jealous of us.” 
 
    “Let’s get armed,” I said as I swung the rucksack off and pulled it open. 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo said. “I hope we get to use our guns on some banshees…” 
 
    “These are a last resort,” I clarified. “We’re going to be right near the middle of the city. If we draw attention to ourselves, then we’re in big fucking trouble. There’s more High Society members there than we could kill, and if any news has traveled about the weapon I used last time we were there, the sound of our guns will be a big tip-off that we’re in Stormgulf. We keep noise to a minimum unless we absolutely have to.” 
 
    I passed the women their Glocks, and Kali her Micro Roni. Cleo had adjusted her new belt with a holster around her waist, and Kali carefully slung her Micro Roni inside of her cloak. The girls smiled down at their guns as I swung one of the rifles over my shoulder with the newly fitted strap, and I made sure I had spare magazines for everyone filling the pouches I had attached to my belt. We had picked up a couple of hunting knives with sheaths from a camping shop that we could use for close quarter fights, too, so Cleo had her sickle, and now Kali and I had sharp blades as well. 
 
    “We get an opener,” I said. “Then we get straight back here to use it.” 
 
    The girls nodded, and I glanced at the pile of spells Cleo had neatly organized near the wall. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to see how they worked. 
 
    Then I grabbed the lock pick set that was left beside the door, and I crouched down to get to work. I pulled the silver pick and tension bar out and carefully slotted them into the keyhole. The movements of unlocking the portal had become second nature to me as I felt each pin click as I moved the tools expertly. 
 
    I placed down the kit, and I pushed the door handle downward as a rush of adrenaline raced through my veins.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked, and the monster girls smiled in agreement. 
 
    My heartbeat quickened as I carefully pushed open the door, and we stepped out into Hollowfell.  
 
    The chaos and noise was overwhelming as my ears and eyes adjusted. Green sky and purple clouds swirled above us as screams and howls echoed over the tall black trees. Gray rock stood in the place of the doorway, and I was relieved that nobody from Hollowfell had found it. As much as I wanted Roberts to get eaten by a monster, it would be a fucking disaster if anyone ever realized the portal was there.  
 
    But there were no footprints around to suggest anyone had been snooping, and I couldn’t see any gargoyles flying overhead. It seemed that the hilltop doorway was still a secret.  
 
    A soaked picture of Cleo was stuck to one of the coal-colored trees nearby, and the cat-girl flicked her hair with a grin when she spotted it. 
 
    “My outlaw queen,” I chuckled. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    We hurried down the hillside as we kept low amongst the twisting and grim trees. I kept my eyes peeled for the slightest hint of movement as we raced through the shadows. The creatures of this world could be sneaky and concealed if they wanted to, and I needed to be ready for danger coming from any direction. 
 
    “Gargoyles,” Cleo hissed as she pointed to the sky, and the slow flap of leathery wings rang out in the air. 
 
    I grabbed the girls and pulled them close against the cover of the nearest tree. Two male gargoyles slowly flew over the dark forest, and their breathing was heavy and rattling. I shuddered as we stared up at the beasts. It was still jarring to see such vile things in real life. 
 
    They looked like bulging, winged dinosaurs that had broken into a king’s closet. Their wonky snouts had crooked fangs sticking out, and their velvet robes were bursting at the seams over their wide bodies. Curled horns stuck up from their scaly skulls as beady eyes roamed down over the ground. Golden necklaces hung down over their bellies, and each chunky finger had a thick ring above the talon. 
 
    They snorted and grunted as they put all their strength into flying, and I felt a jagged twig dig into my back as I pressed against the blackened tree trunk. I was ready to grab my rifle and start shooting, but the bulbous monsters kept flying over us without stopping. It was always tempting to mow down every one of the fuckers in sight, but I had to keep my head in the game.  
 
    We needed to keep as low a profile as possible. 
 
    “I wonder if they were looking for us,” I whispered as the sound of wings finally faded. 
 
    “Maybe,” Cleo said. “There is still a big reward out for us. Because we are deadly outlaws…” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I remember something about that.” I smirked at my proud lover. 
 
    We continued to hurry down the hillside until we could hear the bustle of the city just beyond the trees. I guided us over to a thick trunk beside a clump of thorny bushes, and we hid behind it to peer out at Stormgulf.  
 
    Stone turrets stuck up into the sky, and ivy-covered buildings sat nestled between cobbled streets. The marketplace inside bustled with activity as all manner of bizarre creatures wandered around. Hundreds of gargoyles waddled along with gold and jewels dripping over every scale. The women had terrible wigs pulled down between their horns, along with makeup that could have been applied by a toddler.  
 
    Leviathans walked down the street with their eerie, disjointed movements. In their human forms, they almost looked like real men, but they were really part snake. Their faces were dotted with blue scales, and their dark eyes gave them away as something evil. They all wore expensive suits and gripped jewel-topped staffs as they strolled along the market. 
 
    All of the stall owners watched the High Society warily as they offered out food, cloth, and woven baskets. There were a good few common-looking folk shopping amongst the rich, but they made sure to scurry out of the way when any gargoyles got close.  
 
    Kali would blend in easily enough as long as nobody studied her pretty face for too long. The nymph bit her lip as she stared out at the market, and I reached down to take her hand in mine. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” I said firmly. “Nobody knows who you are, and I’m right here with Cleo if you need us.” 
 
    “We will protect you,” the cat-girl said fiercely. “Nobody will lay evil eyes on my nymph friend and live.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kali smiled. “I know I can do this! It’s just a little frightening to be amongst so many of those horrible creatures! If they knew who I was–” 
 
    “They don’t,” I said before she could spiral. “Just one step at a time. Two cloaks. That’s all you need, okay?” 
 
    Cleo slipped a silk pouch from her leggings pocket and handed it to Kali. 
 
    “Gold,” the cat-girl said. “Use as much as needed.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kali nodded as she adjusted her hood. “Cloaks. That’s all. Just a farmer girl who needs new cloaks.” 
 
    The nymph took a deep breath as she looked out at the city, and she strode out from behind the tree. She didn’t look back as she hurried over to the cobblestone road that led into Stormgulf. 
 
    My stomach flipped as I watched her tiny frame get swallowed up by the crowd of bustling shoppers. I could just make out her covered head as she hurried toward one of the stalls, and my skin crawled as two leviathans strolled past her. Luckily, they didn’t even glance in her direction as she carefully kept her face turned away from them. 
 
    “She will be fine,” Cleo said as she touched my arm. “I can tell you are protective and worried.” 
 
    “I’m just making sure I’m ready,” I said as I kept my eyes on Kali. “She can handle this, but it would just take one High Society fucker to notice her, and then…” 
 
    I trailed off as I realized how high my blood pressure had suddenly gotten. 
 
    We weren’t in L.A. anymore. Every second we spent near the High Society was a second my two women were at risk. 
 
    My hand slid to my rifle, just in case. 
 
    Cleo had her sickle out as she watched the city, and her tail flicked from side to side as we waited in silence.  
 
    Then a group of gargoyles waddled out and blocked my view of Kali completely. Their bulky frames and towering wigs shielded the nymph from sight, and I felt my agitation grow as I moved around to try and see her. 
 
    I was ready to sprint into the city and mow down every one of the scaly fuckers, but Kali suddenly reappeared as she walked around the gargoyles. The nymph gave them a wide berth as she hurried out of Stormgulf with folded up cloth held in her arms. She kept her head down as she strode back toward the forest, and I scanned the distant market to make sure nobody had their eyes on her.  
 
    The High Society clearly weren’t paying attention to anyone but themselves, and the nymph eventually reached us as she let out a deep breath. 
 
    “You did it!” I hissed as I pulled her close, and she looked up at me adoringly. 
 
    “That was so scary,” she breathed. “But I just walked past all of them until I got to the clothes stall!” 
 
    “Very badass,” Cleo purred. “This is a time when that word is correct.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, it is,” I chuckled. 
 
    Kali handed us each a cloak, and I swung the dark material around my shoulders. It gave a pleasant barrier from the cold wind without being too heavy, and there was a silver clasp that closed it around my neck. The cloak hid most of my clothing from view, and the hood came almost down to my eyes. I kind of felt like a mage from a video game in it, and I smirked as I admired the full effect. 
 
    Cleo’s cloak was exactly the same but in a smaller cut to fit her lithe body, and she pulled the material close as she hid her tail and ears. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Kali, I’m so fucking proud of you. That must have been terrifying, but you did it.” 
 
    The nymph’s pale face glowed as I praised her, and I sent her a reassuring smile before I made sure my rifle was hidden from the front gap in my cloak.  
 
    “I don’t see any banshees,” I said as I stared out into the market. “Did you?” 
 
    “There are a few further in.” Kali nodded. “They were over at one of the food stalls bullying the poor elf who runs it. We might need to go inside the city to get to them.” 
 
    I spotted four of the frog-legged guards patrolling the entrance of the marketplace, and I knew we might be pushing our luck too far if we went inside. The cloaks were perfect for sneaking around, but our faces were still on display. 
 
    “Hmm,” I muttered as I scanned the street. “I think we should wait and see if any of them come out of the city. We want this to be a quick mission, and hopefully stop it from turning into a full-on outlaw hunt. I’m thinking a good old-fashioned carriage robbery might be perfect.” 
 
    “I know a spot nearby,” Cleo said. “It is just a little ways up the city road, and we can look down onto anyone who goes past.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The cat-girl silently led us back into the forest and away from Stormgulf. She moved through the trees like a shadow as we hurried after her swishing cloak. I was still amazed at how agile she was on her feet, and I had to jog to keep up. We climbed up a crumbling rock face that sat between some particularly dead-looking trees, and there was a small ledge we could perch on that looked down onto a dirt road.  
 
    “This is just around the corner from the entrance road,” Cleo said as she pointed to the curved corner to our right. “The dirt turns into cobbles just around that bend.” 
 
    “Let’s see if anyone goes by,” I said as I took a seat, and I shuffled back enough so we couldn’t be spotted from the road. 
 
    We sat quietly for about half an hour with our guns ready, and only one solo rider trotted by with a cart full of dodgy-smelling cabbages. I was grateful for the warmth of my cloak since staying still made the wind even more piercing. The stormy sky rumbled loudly as far-off gargoyles shrieked in the air, and I kept checking over my shoulder for glowing eyes in the black trees. 
 
    “I hear wheels,” Cleo said as her ears pricked up. 
 
    Her cat hearing always caught on to things long before I did, and it took a second for the rolling sound to reach me. There was no mistaking what it was as soon as I heard it: Slow horseshoes rang out as blood-curdling cackles filled the air. 
 
    “Banshees,” I hissed as I sprung to my feet. “Stay back.” 
 
    The girls made sure they were hidden from the road as I peered over the edge of the rock face.  
 
    Two thin horses trotted into view with a silver carriage pulled behind them. Yellow gemstones were encrusted on the handles, and the doors had slim windows that showed the three banshees inside. Each of them wore a black frilly dress that clung to their thin bodies horribly. Long gray hair drooped down over their shoulders and framed their gaunt faces. I spotted a silver glint on one of their belts, too, and I knew this was our chance. 
 
    “They have an opener!” I hissed. “We need to move!” 
 
    There was a steep slope down to the road on our left, and I raced down it without another word. Cleo and Kali followed behind me without question as the carriage creaked along the dirt road. 
 
     My body was fueled with determination to get that magic tool as I leapt down onto flat ground. I had to act fast, and I moved with a quickness I didn’t realize I had. My feet propelled me forward as I jumped onto the carriage and swung the door open.  
 
    The three banshees swung around to look at me as the monster girls jumped on the horses. An ear-piercing screech rang out from the wheels as the carriage skidded to a halt and wobbled.  
 
    We had stopped the vehicle like a bunch of fucking bandits, truly living up to our outlaw reputation.  
 
    But now I was face to face with three banshees, and all hell was about to break loose.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    It turned out banshees were even more horrifying up close. Their faces had veins popping out under their gray eyes, and each of them smelled like rancid meat covered up by too much floral perfume.  
 
    I spotted the silver opening tool on one of their belts amongst small glass jars full of dark liquid.  
 
    Cleo and Kali had managed to start to guide the horses off the road and into the woodland beside it, and the carriage bumped over small rocks as we left the trail. 
 
    The element of surprise was on my side, so I pulled my knife out as I gripped the carriage door. But I realized this was going to be no ordinary fight when one of the banshees threw a glass bottle to the ground, and she abruptly vanished.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I hissed as Kali screamed outside. 
 
    I looked out of the front window to see the nymph suddenly had a banshee riding behind her on the horse.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    Fighting with magic was insane, and I was going to need to use more skills than just shooting and stabbing.  
 
    Cleo swiped her sickle toward the banshee, and Kali began to violently kick and punch at the enemy.  
 
    I flung myself further into the carriage as I swung my blade toward one of the old women. She flicked her wrist and sprayed blue liquid from a silver bracelet, and her body distorted as my blade neared her. Then there was a blood-curdling scream as my knife pierced her arm before she twirled into a cloud of mist and vanished.  
 
    The third banshee threw a glass bottle before I had time to turn to face her, and the carriage went pitch black.  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed as I swung a leg out, and I managed to kick the fucker before one of the carriage doors swung open. 
 
    The banshee fight was already fucking mayhem, and I dove out of the slowing vehicle to follow the escapees. Cleo swung her sickle at the skinny woman on the back of Kali’s horse, and the nymph turned her focus to getting the animals to stop running.  
 
    One of the banshees was clinging to the roof of the carriage, one was on a horse, and I couldn’t see the third that had vanished into darkness. The horses finally whinnied as they halted, though, and I leapt at the banshee that sat at Kali’s back. 
 
    “Leave them alone!” I snarled as I raised my knife and slammed the blade directly into the banshee’s spine. 
 
    The old woman howled in pain as bones crunched, and she tumbled backward with her skinny arms flailing. Then I was greeted with possibly the most gruesome sight I had ever seen in Hollowfell.  
 
    The banshee somehow spun around midair as she fell, and her face made a sickening crunch as her jaw dislocated. Her chin kept falling until her mouth stretched out wide enough to swallow a toddler, and I could see she had two rows of sharp teeth along each gum.  
 
    “Liam!” Kali screamed. “Watch out!” 
 
    I jumped back just as the banshee tried to snap her massive mouth at my face, and I swung my knife down to meet her.  
 
    A shudder ran through my body as my blade connected with the bottom of her jaw. Then blood erupted from her chin as I pulled my knife back and leapt further out of the way. The banshee fell to the ground with her unhinged jaw flopping around, and she screeched as more blood gargled out like a gruesome fountain.  
 
    Cleo and Kali leapt down from their horses to join the fight as the injured banshee writhed on the filthy ground.  
 
    I dove down with my knife raised, and I brought it straight down to the side of her head. My blade crunched through bone as it slid right through to the horrible squash of her brain. I shuddered as I felt my knife go right into the middle of the skull, but the banshee finally stopped moving. 
 
     Her gray eyes glazed over as her skinny limbs fell still against the ground. 
 
    “One down,” I muttered as I pulled the knife back with a jolt. 
 
    Dark blue blood dripped from the tip of my weapon as I looked down at the open-mouthed monster. Her tongue flopped out over the rows of teeth, and I kicked her to make sure she was truly dead. I could never be sure with these Hollowfell fuckers. 
 
    “That was so brave!” Kali squealed. “I can’t believe Liam just killed a banshee!” 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” Cleo hissed as we spun around. 
 
    The second banshee was still on top of the carriage, and she had two different-sized potion bottles in each hand. But there was no sign of the one who had used the darkness spell to disappear.  
 
    “I don’t know where the other one is,” I said. “She just fucking vanished into thin air.” 
 
    “They’re using their stolen magic,” Kali said. “Who knows what they can do with those little bottles!” 
 
    I was torn between my instinct to shoot down the banshee on the roof, and my rational brain that told me we were still close to the city. Gunshots would alert every High Society creature in town that trophies were nearby, and there was no way in hell I was risking my women’s lives. I just had to play this smart. 
 
    “Stay back,” I said as I put my arms out to cover the monster girls. “Keep your eyes peeled for the third one.” 
 
    I watched the banshee on the carriage, and I knew she would attack the second I moved toward her. The challenge was going to be getting close enough to hurt her without her attacking the girls first. 
 
    “Keep your blades out,” I said quietly. “I’m going in.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Kali whispered. 
 
    The banshee was eyeing every move as she gripped her potions, and I just had to make sure the girls didn’t get in the way.  
 
    “There’s a tree on your left,” I breathed. “When I move, I want you both to run behind it.” 
 
    “What about you?” Kali asked. 
 
    “I’m going up to get her,” I said quietly. “Stay hidden when you can, but keep looking for the third.” 
 
    “We will do this,” Cleo hissed, and I leapt forward. 
 
    The monster girls raced behind the wide bark of the tree just as the banshee hurled one of the glass bottles at them. It grazed the back of Kali’s calf just before she hid, and the nymph yelped as she toppled to the ground. She tried to get up, but she didn’t seem able to move the leg that had been hit by the potion as clouds of black twirled around her ankle.  
 
    Cleo held Kali’s small waist and pulled her behind the tree as I jumped at the carriage. I clumsily leapt onto one of the wheels to give me height, and I grabbed the banshee’s foot with a grunt.  
 
    She screeched as I violently pulled her with all my strength, and I was forced to back up as she fell from the roof.  
 
    The banshee threw another potion to the ground as she tumbled down, and something rumbled deep below the soil. I only just managed to stay standing as the dirt vibrated under my feet and shook me from side to side. Then there was an eruption of filth as a thick black root shot up from the dirt. It was like an enormous worm that grabbed the banshee before she could hit the ground. Then the root placed her down gently, and it swung around with a noise that sounded like a high-pitched scream. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled as the thick vine reached out toward me, and I brought my blade down into it as I dove out the way. 
 
    The root screeched as I sliced right through the tip, and the end of its long form fell off. It retreated slightly as I dove forward to attack again, and I heard a loud rumble behind me. I looked back to see Cleo and Kali fall out from behind the tree as another root emerged from below them.  
 
    Both of the monster girls quickly got to their feet, and they threw themselves at the root with their blades swinging. Their beautiful faces were etched with determined fury as they pierced and stabbed every inch of the vine they could reach. 
 
    “Don’t let it catch you!” I yelled as I turned back to my attacker. “Slice the fucker as much as you can!” 
 
    “It’s so fast!” Cleo yelled. “Watch your feet!” 
 
    The banshee swung her arms around behind the root, and her eyes glowed as the giant vine moved. 
 
    “She’s controlling it,” I hissed to myself. “Gotta kill her to kill the root.” 
 
    Getting to the banshee was going to be a hell of a task. My feet didn’t stop moving and leaping as I danced between the swinging movements of the root. It kept trying to grab at my ankles, but I managed to cut the tip off its form again and again.  
 
    I got closer to the banshee as I dodged around the vine, and I glanced back to check the girls were okay. They had a choreographed dance going as they took it in turns to attack, and the root was clearly getting confused as it tried to keep track of them both.  
 
    I was only a few feet away from the banshee when the root near me finally managed to dodge my blade and get to my body. It gripped around my right leg like a snake as it started to squeeze.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped as my ankle immediately turned numb, and the banshee started to laugh. 
 
    She was only inches away from me, but the root was crushing my leg so I couldn’t move. I groaned with pain as I slammed my blade into the vine, and it screeched as it loosened its grasp just slightly. It was just enough for me to haul my numb leg free as I leapt at the banshee.  
 
    Her eyes stopped glowing as she reached for another bottle on her belt, but I slammed into her before she could grab anything. She went flying as my entire body weight smashed against her frail frame, and I thought for a moment that she might be dead.  
 
    There was a loud thump behind me as the roots flopped still, but the banshee steadied herself as she began to unhinge her jaw. 
 
    “Hell no!” I yelled as she snapped her teeth toward me, and I swung my knife at her face. 
 
    My weapon pierced into one of her eyeballs as I felt the soft squelch of jelly. The banshee howled as dark blood and goop fell from the socket, and I winced as the fragments of eye slopped onto my hand.  
 
    Then I pulled the knife back as the half-blinded banshee screamed, and the monster girls suddenly appeared by my side. They both jumped at the skinny woman with angered growls, and they brought their blades down into either side of the banshee’s skull. Cleo’s sickle and Kali’s knife pieced the bone with a crunch as I took another shot right into the middle of the face. 
 
    Our three blades shattered the banshee’s head as her body fell still, and she slowly slid down to the ground with fragments of skull all around her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I caught my breath. 
 
    “Two dead,” Cleo said as her golden eyes scanned the trees. “Where is the last one?” 
 
    We looked around, but I couldn’t see any hint of shadow or movement hiding in the branches. The glistening carriage was splattered with dark blood, and the thin horses looked thoroughly unbothered by the massacre around them.  
 
    I bent down to the corpse before me and grabbed the slim, silver tool from her belt. The opener was freezing cold to the touch, and I slipped it into my jacket pocket. 
 
    “I’ve got an opener,” I said. “But I’m not leaving without killing that last wide-mouthed bitch.” 
 
    We stayed still as the dark roots began to slink back underground with a slow rumble. The woodland around us was almost peaceful other than the wild storm that raged in the sky. 
 
    “Maybe she ran away,” Kali whispered. “She saw that the other two got killed, so she might have gone for help.” 
 
    “She just disappeared,” I said. “Could she have transported herself away?” 
 
    “Not very far,” Cleo said quietly. “If she used a darkness vanishing spell, then it would only let her move a few feet away.” 
 
    “So she’s still here,” Kali said as her blue eyes darted from side to side. 
 
    I held my breath as if that would allow me to see better as I slowly turned. Every creak of the trees in the wind made Kali flinch, but there was no sign of the final banshee. 
 
    “She might have crept away during the fight,” I said. “Cleo, can you hear anything?” 
 
    The cat-girl shook her head as her fluffy ears twitched, and I began to wonder if we would be safer to leave the scene of the crime. If the evil woman had run off to find help, then this could be our only chance at escape. The banshee could arrive back with a whole army of guards and High Society members, but we could run back to the portal now before they got back. 
 
     But there was a prickling along the back of my neck that made me feel like I was being watched. I couldn’t explain it, but I got the feeling that our enemy was close. 
 
    There was a sudden sound of footsteps behind us, and I spun around to see four figures coming down from the side of the road. They were eight feet tall, skinny, and made of swirling mist. Each of them was shaped like a huge man, and their only features were orange eyes. 
 
    “What is that?” Kali gasped. 
 
    “Something evil,” Cleo snarled as her tail flicked.  
 
    The ghostly figures walked toward us slowly, and they reached their hands out as they began to moan.  
 
    I ran forward with my knife held up, and I stabbed it right into the middle monster’s chest, but my weapon just went right through the misty body along with my arm, and the figure groaned softly.  
 
    A jolt of freezing shock raced through me as I fell into the ghostly figure. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as I jumped backward. “I can’t hurt them, but maybe they can’t hurt us, either?” 
 
    “I know what they are,” Cleo breathed. “I have heard of these things that can be used to catch trophies. They will not hurt us, but they are going to try to capture us.” 
 
    Before I could ask how to stop them, one of the monsters raised a hand and threw a string of mist toward the cat-girl. The glistening substance soared over my head as it hurtled toward her, and I spun around to see Cleo freeze in place. She howled as drops of mist fell around her and formed a rectangular cloud. It looked like she had been placed in a cage made of glowing fog. 
 
    Her golden eyes looked at me desperately as her body fell still, and she had clearly been trapped in place by the ghostly substance.  
 
    “Get out of the way!” I yelled as Kali’s wings suddenly broke out from her back. 
 
    The nymph flew backward just as one of the other figures launched a stream of mist at her. I tried to cut the rope of cloud as it spewed from the monster’s hand, but my wrist just went straight through it. Then the figures all turned their attention to Kali as she flew up amongst the branches, and they didn’t even glance my way as they all shot ropes of mist at her.  
 
    “I can’t hurt them,” I yelled. “Kali, you need to stay away!” 
 
    My mind raced desperately as I tried to kick, punch, and stab the monsters. Every attack was like fighting a wispy cloud, and I knew I had to find a way to kill them at the source. I had to find the final banshee who was controlling them in order to stop them. There was no other way.  
 
    Cleo was completely still apart from her eyes as she watched from her foggy prison, and Kali darted quickly between the trees. The nymph’s speedy movements were enough to keep the slow monsters at bay, but they showed no signs of tiring or stopping. 
 
    “The banshee knows we’re trophies!” Kali yelled. “She must be trying to capture us without causing any damage. That way we’ll be worth the most!” 
 
    My stomach lurched at the idea of my girls being sellable commodities, and furious rage rose up in my chest.  
 
    “Nobody is catching you!” I snarled. “Show yourself, you ugly asshole! Fight me face to face! I’m not letting you take them!” 
 
    The banshee didn’t appear, and the monsters continued to slowly plod after Kali. I looked at the open door of the carriage and spotted a couple of glowing potion bottles that had rolled to the floor during our fight.  
 
    “Kali!” I called. “Is there any way to tell what those loose spells are?” 
 
    “I can’t see them,” the nymph called. “What color are they?” 
 
    “Both black!” I yelled. 
 
    “Oh,” Kali groaned. “The banshees probably added dark drops to disguise what the spells are. That makes it harder for working folks to steal them.” 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed. “Well, we’re about to find out what they can do.” 
 
    I raced toward the glistening vehicle as the thin horses grazed on a flowery bush. It was probably the most food they had had in a long time, and they didn’t even glance my way as I dove into the carriage. The two bottles glowed invitingly on the ground, and I grabbed them both before I jumped back outside.  
 
    Then I shoved one spell into my pocket as I held the other up to study it. There was no way to tell what the fuck was inside it, but I knew how precious the potions were to the banshees. If I started to use the magic they had stolen, she would show herself. I was sure of it.  
 
    My fingers flinched at the cold touch of the opener as I pulled it from my pocket. I raised the silver tool to the bottle, and I was shocked when the metal shot out to the cork without me doing anything. The opener grabbed the wood and pulled it with a satisfying pop. Then I choked slightly as a whiff of sulfur floated out of the glass, and I hurled it full force at the mist people. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled at Kali as I crouched down, and there was an explosion of green light as the potion collided with the ground.  
 
    A tidal wave of luminous slime crashed over the cloud monsters, and the ghostly figures vanished as the radioactive-looking goop consumed them. Sizzling smoke wafted into the air as the stench of burning got more violent, and it looked like the cloud-people had been destroyed.  
 
    “Yes!” I yelled, but my celebration was short-lived as the slime started to crash toward me.  
 
    I raced back to the carriage and jumped inside just as the green substance washed under the wheels. The horses grunted, but their hooves seemed to protect them from whatever harm the slime could cause. It only took a few moments for the green liquid to seep into the ground, and I cautiously stepped back out onto the forest floor. 
 
    “Yay!” Kali cheered as she peeked out from behind a branch. 
 
    I looked over at Cleo, and her limbs were slowly starting to twitch as the misty cage faded. Then I spotted something in the shadowy cover of trees, and I saw the final banshee inches away from the cat-girl.  
 
    The skinny woman’s bony fingers reached for a potion on her belt, and her eyes were locked on Cleo. 
 
    It was still possible that the banshee didn’t want to hurt the girls in order to sell them, but the fury in her gray eyes told me she was probably over that idea. I had killed her friends and ruined her spells, and I couldn’t risk her taking her rage out on my Hollowfell lover. 
 
    Cleo still couldn’t move properly as I swung the rifle around to my front, and I aimed my red dot at the banshee’s gaunt face. There were only a couple of seconds before she reached the cat-girl, but that was all I needed. She was the final enemy to take down, and I was going to have to risk the noise of gunshots in order to save my lover. 
 
    I felt the shockwaves run through me as I pulled the trigger again and again to unleash a thunderstorm of bullets into the banshee. My whole body vibrated as I fired, and the skinny woman erupted into a volcano of blood as my rounds obliterated her torso. Each bullet tore through her dress and skin as Cleo winced beside her. 
 
    The banshee became a mess of gore in seconds, and her mangled corpse flopped to the ground with a thud. Then I raced over to Cleo just as she began to move her head, and the cat-girl gasped as her legs buckled. 
 
    “Whoa!” I yelled as I grabbed her before she hit the ground, and I cradled her body against mine. 
 
    Kali landed beside us and grabbed Cleo’s hand as we helped the cat-girl stand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said as her ears twitched. “I just could not move my body, but I was not harmed.” 
 
    “We need to leave,” I said. “Those gunshots won’t have gone unnoticed.” 
 
    I spotted another opener on the splattered banshee’s belt, and I bent down to grab it before we moved.  
 
    There were distant screams that seemed to be getting louder, and then an awful noise filled the air. It sounded like someone was trying to play a song on a foghorn as the ground vibrated with the echo.  
 
    “What is that?” I yelled as the sound pierced my eardrums. 
 
    “A siren!” Cleo hissed. “It is a warning noise for when a prisoner has escaped from the High Society.” 
 
    “They must recognize the gunshot sounds,” Kali said. “They know we’re here. Every gargoyle in Stormgulf will be looking for us.” 
 
    “Come on,” I growled. “Back up the hill. We have to get to the portal.” 
 
    We began to run past the carriage and onto the road while the god-awful noise filled the air. My feet pounded onto the dirt as we sprinted up the slope to the rock face we had hidden on top of.  
 
    Cleo’s lean legs soared over the ground, and Kali flew in front of us as we began to climb the steep hill while I focused all my energy on running and sent bits of soil and rock flying.  
 
    Then the sound of the siren was joined by the screams of gargoyles, and I could hear the flaps of leathery wings nearby. 
 
    “Be careful,” I hissed. “I can hear gargoyles.” 
 
    “That way,” Cleo said as she pointed up ahead. “I think there is a whole group.” 
 
    I saw the first tip of horns appear through the branches, and I grabbed both girls by the arm as I pulled them into a nearby bush. It was covered in thorns that scratched our skin, but we crouched silently as the flapping of wings got louder. 
 
    “Trooophy,” a female voice called. “Where aaare you? Come out, little trophy.” 
 
    I looked up through the leaves to see a gargoyle woman in a blonde wig flying low over the trees. Her beady eyes scanned the forest as four male gargoyles arrived just behind her. Their thick necks were crammed with golden chains, and they drooled and snorted as they moved through the stormy sky.  
 
    “Must be close,” a male grunted. “The Sobblers will pay handsomely for those outlaws.” 
 
    “I want the trophy!” the female spat. “Both trophies must be mine. Where aaare they?” 
 
    She wailed horribly as she waved her arms in a temper tantrum, and the males coughed and belched as they studied the ground.  
 
    We stayed as still as possible even though one of my legs began to cramp up with a stabbing pain as the gargoyles slowly moved over our hiding spot before they disappeared back over the twisted branches. We waited until their cries were drowned out by the siren, and then we carefully crawled out of the bush.  
 
    My leg was stabbing with cramps as I stretched it out and winced. 
 
    “I hate them.” Kali shuddered. “Oh, they are just so horrible!” 
 
    “There will be more,” Cleo said. “I bet the whole city is on the hunt.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We’re halfway there.” 
 
    The monster girls nodded as we began to race upward again, and I kept my knife gripped by my side as I ran. Sweat poured down my back as I sprinted over rocks and fallen branches while I kept an eye out for any signs of movement.  
 
    I spotted one of the curled trees that I knew sat a few feet from the hilltop, and I felt relief wash over me as we neared the portal.  
 
    “Keep going!” I grunted. “Almost there!” 
 
    A new noise rang out over the siren, and as Kali stopped in her tracks, I almost banged into her. It sounded like a pack of wolves had been set loose as echoing howls pierced through the warning alarm. I could tell the creatures were big just from the timbre of their calls, and Kali seemed to be frozen with fear as I grabbed her hand.  
 
    “Come on!” I said urgently. “We need to get back through before we’re spotted.” 
 
    “Werewolves,” the nymph whispered. “There’s only one family who has those.” 
 
    “The Sobblers,” Cleo hissed as she turned back to us. “They use their werewolves to hunt! Nobody can fight a werewolf and live.” 
 
    The howls very quickly seemed to be getting a lot closer, and my blood ran cold as the sound of thunderous footsteps reached my ears.  
 
    “Go!” I yelled as I pulled Kali by the hand, and Cleo started to run again. 
 
    My heart pounded as we sprinted up the hill, and the rock face that hid the door finally came into view. The sound of heavy footsteps was getting closer as Cleo leapt at the doorway.  
 
    She slammed the entrance open as I threw Kali through the door, and I glanced over my shoulder to make sure nobody could see us.  
 
    The shadowy depths of the woods were still as the howls got louder, and I jumped into the otherworldly portal as I pulled it shut behind me. 
 
    I fell onto the carpeted floor beside Kali as Cleo pressed her ear to the shut door. We were all perfectly still as the cat-girl listened, and she slowly pulled away from the portal. 
 
    “They did not stop at the rocks,” she breathed. “They don’t know where we went.” 
 
    I groaned with relief as I closed my eyes and tried to catch my breath. Adrenaline pumped through my veins as every muscle in my body ached, but I pushed myself up to my feet and helped Kali up beside me. 
 
    “I can’t believe we did that,” the nymph said slowly. “Three banshees are dead.” 
 
    “The Sobblers have werewolves after us,” Cleo said as she tugged on her tail. “They are hunting our scent.” 
 
    “The whole city is trying to catch us,” Kali added. “I don’t even know if the werewolves are trained to hunt without killing. Oh, Liam, you got us out just in time!” 
 
    She fluttered up to hug me, and I held her trembling body in my arms. 
 
    “You’re safe,” I said gently. “I won’t let anything happen to you, remember?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali sniffed. “Gosh, that was all so intense! Life with you is such an adventure.” 
 
    She pulled back to look into my eyes, and I saw her gaze flicker down to my lips. I slowly let go of her, but I felt her hands give my biceps a quick squeeze before she gently landed back on the floor.  
 
    Cleo watched us with a sly smirk, and Kali cleared her throat as her sparkling wings fluttered. 
 
    The thrill of being pressed against the nymph was just as high as the chase. 
 
    “Well,” I said after a moment. “Now we know what those creepy bitches are like in a fight.” 
 
    “Three banshees are dead.” Cleo grinned. “My outlaw human guy is as deadly as his poster says.” 
 
    “And he used a spell,” Kali chirped. “Without any kind of training.” 
 
    “It was pretty self-explanatory,” I chuckled. “But it’s good to know how user-friendly the potions are. No wonder the banshees hoard them.” 
 
    “Liam has officially used magic,” Cleo said with a proud nod in my direction.  
 
    “That’s true,” I said as I reached into my jacket. “Not to mention the fact that we finally have this thing.” 
 
    I pulled out one of the silver openers, and the girls’ faces turned into beautiful smiles. Kali clapped excitedly as she leaned in to study the tool. 
 
    “You got it,” Cleo breathed. “We can unlock the potions finally.” 
 
    “This gives us so many opportunities,” Kali said as we turned to face the pile of bottles. “We have access to the magic the banshees have hoarded for so long.” 
 
    “Successful mission.” I grinned. “Holy shit, it feels good to be back in the game. Next time, we’re going to loot the crap out of some rich fuckers, though.” 
 
    Relief washed over my shoulders as I gripped the cold metal of the opener in my palm.  
 
    We had just gained access to a whole new kind of armory.  
 
    A glistening rainbow of colors swirled around inside the potion bottles, and my mind raced with the possibilities of what powers lay inside each one. I had only gotten a tiny taste of these spells, but I was already hooked. There was clearly a reason the banshees didn’t want anyone to have access to these bottles. Each glass container held power that could rival even the rifle I had slung over my shoulder.  
 
    And I would be able to unlock the spells we had stolen from the island, which meant I could finally access the locking charm.  
 
    There would be no more worrying about the thirteenth floor being discovered by anyone else. Even with the two new companies being set up, the portal to the magical world would stay hidden from wandering eyes.  
 
    My secret world was going to remain a secret from everyone else. Hollowfell belonged to me. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I stared at the pile of potions that had been carefully arranged in the door, and it was hypnotizing to watch the various swirling colors of the magic liquid.  
 
    We suddenly had access to a whole new world of possibilities.  
 
    “So,” I said. “Which one of these is a locking charm?” 
 
    “This one,” Kali said as she carefully picked up a green bottle. “The potions change colors over time, and some of these labels are worn. But I do know a little about spells. I loved reading all about them back when I was a child and was still allowed to use the family library.” 
 
    Her face fell for a moment as she remembered her old family, and I put an arm around her shoulder. I squeezed her arm as she stared down at the swirling liquid in her hands. 
 
    “So we have an expert?” I asked. “That’s awesome… just what we needed.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Kali blushed. “Nowhere near an expert! We will need some kind of sorcerer to find out exactly what the unlabeled ones do.” 
 
    “You know more than I do,” Cleo said. “Be proud of your knowledge.” 
 
    I loved how the confident cat-girl hyped-up Kali, and I could already see the effects their friendship was having on the nymph.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Boat skills, potion knowledge. You’re essential to the team.” 
 
    The nymph’s whole body perked up at my words as an adorable smile spread over her face. 
 
    “Well, then,” Kali said as she crouched down to the potions. “Let’s get to work! There are two locking charms that I can see, so that should be good for about half a year.” 
 
    “Half a year?” I asked. “Don’t they last forever?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Kali said. “They wear off after a few months. There was a whole issue of fighting couples locking each other out of homes, so they adjusted the recipe to make it not permanent.” 
 
    “We will have to steal more,” Cleo said. “Does this mean another island trip to gather supplies?” 
 
    “Or we find an actual witch to brew more,” Kali pointed out. “I’ve always wanted to meet one!” 
 
    “We have half a year,” I said. “Let’s think about that a little closer to the deadline, okay? For now, we are going to lock this shit up to be our own private portal.” 
 
    “I’ll pack some of these potions up,” Kali said. “Then I can study them properly at home.” 
 
    The nymph grabbed her rucksack from beside the door and began to carefully slide the bottles into the various pockets and zippered pouches. Cleo handed out wipes to clean the blood from our skin, and I scrubbed hard to try and get the banshee remains out of my hair. Then I folded my cloak as I placed it on the ground and made a mental note to get coat hooks.  
 
    We doused ourselves with body spray to mask the gruesome stench of dried innards and filth. I had ordered a bunch of cheap, lightweight jackets that went right down to our knees for an easy way to hide bloody clothes, so we each pulled one on, and I felt smug about how my planning skills were improving.   
 
    Strolling in and out of the thirteenth floor had never been so streamlined and subtle.  
 
    “Can we wash clothes at home?” Cleo asked as she buttoned her jacket. “I like my adventure clothes, but they are now covered in bad smells.” 
 
    “We bought two sets,” Kali said. “Remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Cleo said happily. “We thought two would be a good plan since we do so much fighting! But these still need much cleaning.” 
 
    “We can wash them,” I chuckled. “I like them, too. You both look super cute.” 
 
    Kali shot me a smile that I swore had a hint of lust as her eyes flickered down my body. Her confidence was growing, but she still might be too shy to say what she truly wanted. Surely she knew how those tight outfits drove me wild? 
 
    “Leave guns here?” Cleo asked, and I nodded. 
 
    “We’ve had our practice,” I said. “Let’s just get the potions and opener out of here, and we can cast the spell. Do we just throw it like the slime one?” 
 
    “You must pour it around the door,” Kali said. “Then the people who you want to have access place their hands on the potion as it seeps in. The three of us will then be the only ones able to find the entrance!” 
 
    “Wait, really?” I asked in surprise. “I thought the potion would only lock the door?” 
 
    “No, silly,” Kali giggled. “That would hardly do. For every magical means of doing something, there’s always a magical means of undoing it. If the locking charm left doors still visible, all those angry couples in Hollowfell would simply kidnap witches and force them to help unlock the door that’s right in front of them.” 
 
    “Huh.” I nodded. “Didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Yes, well, the witches of Hollowfell did,” Kali primly informed me. “Locking charms lock, of course. But they also charm. This keeps anyone who isn’t allowed to know where an entrance is from ever seeing it. So if some smelly and mean husband is thrown out of his house, when he returns, he’ll find himself feeling incredibly confused and wondering if there was ever a door to his house in the first place. Locking charms are a wonderful thing.” 
 
    “Good thing we have you,” I said as I stared at the nymph. “There’s no way in hell I would have known that.” 
 
    Kali’s face glowed as her hair turned back to pink, and her sparkling wings vanished once more. I looked at the glowing doorway of Hollowfell before we headed down the hallway to lock up the stairwell safely. 
 
    “Which door will we do?” Cleo asked. “The top or bottom stairwell?” 
 
    “Bottom,” I said. “Let’s just block off the one that leads up to the thirteenth floor. Otherwise, people could still wander up and ask questions. I have no idea how a spell would hold up against a battering ram.” 
 
    “This will stop any questions.” Kali smiled as she carefully held the green bottle. “The door will just not exist to anyone else! Our secret! Oh, I love being part of something like this with you two.” 
 
    “We are family,” Cleo said with a nod. “This is our family secret.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned. “You guys are my family, and I wouldn’t want to be doing this with anyone else in the universe.” 
 
    Kali’s blue eyes immediately welled up as she nodded happily. I knew being banished by her birth family had broken her heart, and it was a big deal to have new people who make her feel at home. She tucked her pink curls behind her ears and took a deep breath as she dabbed her blue eyes. 
 
    “Right,” she said firmly. “Let’s get this door locked up!” 
 
    We hurried down the short stairwell and stepped out onto the quiet twelfth floor. I flicked the lights on to see it was empty and quiet right down the gray and pink hall. There would soon be plenty of workers bustling around, but it wouldn’t matter. Nobody would know our secret. 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Cleo purred. “The outlaws have a private entrance to another world.” 
 
    “At last,” I said. “This is going to be a huge weight off my shoulders. Especially with the new companies about to get moved in. We’ll still have to be sneaky, but the risk of Hollowfell being discovered will be gone.” 
 
    “We are sneaky experts,” Cleo said. “Sneaky is an important skill for looting.” 
 
    “True,” I chuckled. “This is about to get a hell of a lot easier for us.” 
 
    “It’s time,” Kali said. “A new chapter in our life!” 
 
    She held out the green bottle to me, and I pulled the opener from my pocket. The silver metal shot out to grab the cork as the nymph held it still and steady. A gentle pop echoed around the walls as the potion was opened, and a cloud of green smoke rose up gently. I watched in amazement as the opener snapped back into place, and the cork vanished into thin air.  
 
    Magic really was amazing. 
 
    “Ready to go!” Kali said excitedly as she passed me the bottle. “Liam, this is all because of you. You have to do the honors!” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned as I took the spell. “So I just pour it on the ground?” 
 
    “Right along the door.” Kali nodded. “Then we place our palms on the charm as it fades.” 
 
    “It won’t burn us?” Cleo asked suspiciously as she watched the steam coming out of the container. 
 
    “I promise,” Kali said. “It is perfectly safe for us to touch.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as I gripped the bottle of magic, and it somehow felt as powerful as wielding a gun. There was no other man on Earth who had done this before. 
 
    As far as I knew, at least. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said, and I carefully bent over to pour out the potion. 
 
    The green liquid tumbled down to the gray carpet as I made sure to cover the whole area in front of the door. A strong smell of salt filled the air as the substance sat on the floor and glowed. It bubbled slightly as waves of blue ran through the green, and it almost looked alive with the way it danced and pulsed. 
 
    “Come on,” Kali said as she knelt down. “All of us, both hands!” 
 
    I crouched beside the nymph with Cleo on my other side, and we placed our open hands down on the potion. My fingers were met with a delightfully warm sensation that felt comforting against my skin. Then the potion suddenly exploded with light as a blast of blinding green filled the whole hallway for a second.  
 
    I blinked as it vanished, and the potion had completely disappeared under our hands. The smell was gone, and there were no stains to show that any liquid had been there at all.  
 
    “It worked!” Kali cried as she jumped up. “Oh, my goodness!” 
 
    I stood up and pushed the door open to make sure nothing had gone wrong. The short staircase was still there, and I grinned as Cleo and Kali checked that they could still enter.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said. “Hollowfell is officially ours! We own the portal to another fucking world!” 
 
    The girls leapt into my arms, and I planted a kiss on both of their soft heads. I was buzzing with excitement and pride to know we had finally secured the thirteenth floor. That otherworldly treasure trove was all ours. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I need to go clock out, and we can head home and order some food.” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo cheered. “Pizza to celebrate!” 
 
    “As much as you want,” I chuckled as I swung the rucksack full of potions over my shoulder.  
 
    We hurried over to the elevators and went inside as Kali hummed happily. Cleo couldn’t stop smiling as we headed down to my work level, and we stepped out to find the floor quiet. I pulled out my phone to see it was already six-thirty, and I was shocked at how much time had gone by during the fight. 
 
    “Everyone’s probably left,” I said as we stepped into the office. “Which is awesome because–” 
 
    “Liam,” Roberts said as he appeared from his office like a slimy ghost. “Ah, ladies! I see you’ve been working late today.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said as I hurried over to the time-clock. “We had a lot to get through today, they did great. Training is going awesome.” 
 
    “Pleased to hear it.” Roberts smiled as he smoothed down his gelled hair. “I’m very impressed that you’re putting in overtime already. That shows great character and dedication. Perhaps you both might have a future here at the company.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said carefully. “Liam has been teaching us very well.” 
 
    “I have learned so much,” Kali said. “It’s been just thrilling!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Roberts said. “Of course, once you finish your internship, you will need a new teacher. I suppose I could move some things around to take you under my wing. Show you the ropes of how a real businessman does things.” 
 
    “Wing?” Cleo asked as she tilted her head. “You have wings?” 
 
    “Just an expression,” Roberts chuckled. “I forget that English isn’t your first language! You are delightful, I must say.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said as I punched in my number. “They’re great learners. Okay, well, goodnight!” 
 
    I turned and strode out of the office with the girls at my side before Roberts could say another word. He mumbled something to himself as we vanished from sight, and I heard his office door close again. That guy really wouldn’t know how to talk to girls even if he was given a step-by-step manual. 
 
    Cleo rolled her eyes as we raced down the hall to the elevator, and Kali glanced over her shoulder with a shudder. 
 
    “He really is creepy,” she whispered as the doors pinged open. “I always feel like he wants to buy me.” 
 
    “I imagine that’s how he gets most of his women,” I sighed as we stepped into the elevator.  
 
    We got out at the lobby to find Stan on the phone, and he gave us a wave as we headed for the turnstiles. It was a gorgeous evening outside as we left the revolving doors behind us, and we started to walk back home. 
 
    I checked my cell to see I had a message from Lidia, the real estate agent. She was just tying up some loose ends with paperwork, and I would be able to collect the keys for my new place in a couple of days. That penthouse that felt like a dream would actually be my home.  
 
    Holy shit, I was going to have heated floors. I didn’t really need them in Southern California, but it was still awesome to think about.  
 
    “We can move soon,” I said. “It will just be a few days until we can get into the new apartment. This still doesn’t feel real.” 
 
    “Mmm… big house…” Cleo purred. “I cannot wait to have so much room.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” I said. “It’s not going to actually sink in for a while. Holy shit, I am never going to be able to leave that shower.” 
 
    My mind was filled with plans for the new apartment as we turned onto my street, and I was on top of the fucking world as we climbed my building steps. The stench inside the stairwell was worse than usual, but it didn’t faze me. In a few days I would be greeted by a doorman every time I came home. A fucking doorman. That kind of thing didn’t usually happen to a guy like me. 
 
    I unlocked the door to my crappy apartment, and we piled into the dingy living room as we peeled off our long jackets. The body spray had worn off as a strong smell of blood drifted through the air. Cleo opened the window as she gingerly sniffed her workout top that had been soaked with banshee insides. 
 
    “Is it okay if I shower first?” Kali asked. “There is rather a lot of sticky blood down my shirt.” 
 
    The nymph pulled at her bralette which gave me a view of most of her perky tits.  
 
    Was she doing that on purpose? 
 
    “Uh,” I stuttered as I tried not to stare. “Yup. All good. Go right ahead!” 
 
    Kali smiled before she hurried into the bathroom, and Cleo wrapped her arms around me. The cat-girl’s golden eyes looked dreamily into mine as her ears twitched adorably.  
 
    “Thank you,” she purred. “You saved my life back there with the banshees.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’ll always save you.” 
 
    “I need a shower, too.” Cleo smiled. “Look at how much I need to clean.” 
 
    She pulled down her top to show off her cleavage, and I groaned as she pressed up against me. 
 
    “Dirty,” I said quietly. “My little kitty needs a wash.” 
 
    The cat-girl smiled as she tilted her chin up to kiss me, and I snaked my hands down to cup her tight ass as we made out. Her tail twitched above my hands as her sweet lips pressed against mine, and I couldn’t wait to bring her into the new apartment and make our mark in every room in the place.  
 
    Cleo was going to have an orgasm on every single surface we had. The image of her joining me in the huge shower and bed was all the motivation I needed to keep up our heists. 
 
    Maybe Kali would be interested in joining in sometime, too. I found myself picturing the nymph stripping out of her purple top to finally be as close to me as I wanted. 
 
    That would be the ultimate reward for all of our looting work.  
 
    “Pizza?” Cleo asked hopefully as she stroked my chest. 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed as I came back to reality. “I think we’ve earned some takeout. Get whatever you want.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and handed it to the cat-girl as she tapped the screen. Her slightly textured tongue stuck out in concentration as she carefully navigated the delivery app I had showed her how to use.  
 
    Then Kali came out of the shower with her pink curls up in a towel turban, and she shot me a stunning smile as she pulled some clothes from her shopping bag. My eyes lingered on her bare legs as she bent over invitingly, but then she went into the bedroom to change, and Cleo swapped into the shower.  
 
    The girls had both bought some pajamas on their shopping spree, and they emerged with matching sets of silky shorts and tiny tops. Cleo’s was a dark green, and the fabric barely contained her impressive chest. Kali’s set was the same dusky pink as her hair, and I tried not to focus on how the shorts barely skimmed her ass cheeks.  
 
    They jumped onto the sofa to join me as I opened the rucksack of potions. I pulled out the bottles and placed them on the table as Kali examined them. 
 
    “Anything useful?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” the nymph said as she smoothed down the labels. “There’s a noise spell here, that could be handy. It creates a deafening sound for a few minutes. Then we have a smoke spell, and that could be very helpful for a getaway situation!” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “I can’t believe we’re going to have some of these magical weapons for our next trip. It’s like we’re adding a whole new level of awesome to our heists.” 
 
    “When will we heist next?” Cleo asked eagerly. “There are some very wealthy families in Stormgulf. They will have whole rooms dedicated to displaying their treasure.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Kali said. “Those banshees will have manors that must be bursting with gold. Not to mention all the rich families who stay in the town center.” 
 
    “I think we should stay clear of the city,” I said with a frown. “That alarm today proves that our wanted posters are still causing a buzz.” 
 
    “Not to mention the werewolves,” Kali sighed. “The Sobblers are clearly very keen on hunting us right now. They wouldn’t use those creatures unless they were desperate.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Let’s wait until that chaos dies down a bit before we go back to the city. Is there anywhere else that we can scope out?” 
 
    “Many places.” Cleo stroked her tail as she thought. “There are quite a few manors amongst the farmlands, and there are smaller groups of houses everywhere. I know which ones are for working folk, and which are for the High Society.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Then we can make our way around some of those places instead. Cleo, you can plan the route.” 
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl purred. “But some of the little house groups are quite far apart. It will take longer to do this than to get into the city.” 
 
    The buzzer went off, and the girls excitedly jumped up to go and let the pizza guy in. They had become experts at the whole takeout process, and I chuckled as they waited eagerly by the door.  
 
    I had been wanting to travel deeper into Hollowfell for a while, and it seemed like the perfect time to do it. Stormgulf would be on high alert after the banshee massacre, so I was determined to steer clear of that. There was some camping gear I had never touched sitting in my closet, too, and I got a rush of adrenaline at the thought of staying overnight in the magical world.  
 
    That would give me an even better understanding of how Hollowfell operated. 
 
    The delivery driver’s mouth hung open as the monster girls answered the door, and he silently handed them the box. He must have been about seventeen with eyes that were basically bulging out of his head. I didn’t blame him. It was a hell of a view. 
 
    “Thank you!” Kali sang. “You are very kind, and we can’t wait to eat this delicious meal. People who make pizzas are such expert cooks, and I hope to be like them someday.” 
 
    “Be safe on your return journey,” Cleo said with a stoic nod. “Beware of those who may wish to loot you.” 
 
    “Uhhhhh,” the young guy said. “You… you’re welcome? Or, thank you?” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as Cleo shut the door, and Kali brought the pizza over to the sofa. 
 
    “Food time,” the nymph giggled as she opened the box and placed it on the table. 
 
    We each grabbed a slice, and I was grateful to be refueling after a day of banshee slaying.  
 
    “I was thinking,” I said. “Why don’t we camp for our next trip? I have a tent, so we can stay overnight.” 
 
    “Camp,” Cleo repeated slowly. “Hmm, yes. That could work, but I may not recommend sleeping on the ground. The trees are safer.” 
 
    “Let’s take a chance on the ground,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure my balance is good enough to sleep on a branch.” 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Kali said. “I wonder what we’ll find inside the houses!” 
 
    “Hopefully shitloads of treasure,” I snorted.  
 
    “Maybe more trophy girls,” Kali added with a worried pout. “Will you help them, Liam? If we find more like me?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I told you I would free any imprisoned girls we came across. I meant it.” 
 
    The nymph smiled at me as she bit into her pizza slice, and she studied the crust carefully as if she couldn’t get over how it was made. 
 
    “We need to start thinking about our route,” I continued. “There should be multiple paths that we can use to get to the rock face where we come in and out of Hollowfell.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cleo asked as she nibbled on the corner of her pizza slice. “It is at the top of the hill, it cannot move.” 
 
    “I mean our scents and tracks could be around,” I said. “We can’t risk anyone figuring out there’s a hidden door in the rocks. Especially with these werewolves out hunting. They could set up a stakeout right where we come and go from, and that would fuck up everything for us. I think we should take different routes every time we climb the hill to throw them off, and we can switch it up each day.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Cleo nodded. “This would make our scents not as strong on that one pathway.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “We’ve made the Earth side of the portal safer, so let’s do the same for the Hollowfell side.” 
 
    We ate our pizza as we examined the various potions we had, and some of the labels were too worn for Kali to make out. My eyes began to feel heavy as I finished up my third slice, and I stood up to make my way into the shower. 
 
    I stepped into the steaming water as my body started to feel tired, and I was already over the shitty water pressure. That new bathroom couldn’t come soon enough.  
 
    The banshee blood ran off my body as I scrubbed myself clean with shower gel. I couldn’t stop yawning as I climbed out of the tub and into a towel, and I came into the living room to find Kali already tucked into her blanket. Her pink curls stuck out over the throw as her blue eyes fluttered barely open. 
 
    “Goodnight,” the nymph said sleepily. “Thank you for everything, Liam.” 
 
    “Night.” I smiled. “Sweet dreams.” 
 
    I went into the bedroom to find Cleo had tucked herself under the covers as well, and her ears twitched happily at the sight of me.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I dried off. “Ready for a new heist tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl mumbled sleepily. “I cannot wait for another looting mission with you, Liam.” 
 
    I climbed in beside her, and Cleo snuggled up close as my eyes began to close. Her soft hair fell over my chest as she clung to me, and my mind drifted off to our locked doorway to the thirteenth floor.  
 
    The magical portal was finally all ours. Endless hoards of treasure waited for us, and I felt like the luckiest guy in the world as I fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    The sunlight shone in through the gaps in my curtains to wake me up the next morning. I mumbled as I opened my eyes and found that Cleo had already left the bedroom. It only took a moment for me to pull on some fresh clothes, and I went into the living room to find my Hollowfell beauties perched on the sofa.  
 
    The monster girls were dressed in their second set of sportswear, and they were busy packing our potion collection carefully into the rucksack. 
 
    “Good morning!” Kali said brightly. “We’re getting all packed for our heist!” 
 
    “Morning,” I said. “Awesome, I’ll just grab the camping stuff.” 
 
    I found the tent and rolled-up sleeping bags stuffed in the back corner of my closet, and I had to blow chunks of dust off them as I carried them back out into the bedroom. The tent had its own bag with a thick strap, and the sleeping bags fit inside my rucksack.  
 
    I also had a whole unused pack of camping gear that had been collecting dust for a long time. There were chunky fire sticks along with a lighter, and even one of those portable stoves, but I figured cooking hot food would be a bit of an unnecessary luxury seeing as we could just bring packed snacks. 
 
    “There’s lots of supplies,” I called as I took what I needed. “But I might need a hand carrying all this.” 
 
    “We can help,” Cleo replied as she strolled in and picked up the tent. “This is not too heavy for me.” 
 
    “I have two water bottles in the kitchen,” I said. “We can swing by a store to get some food supplies, too. Maybe protein bars and stuff that’s wrapped up and durable.” 
 
    Then I took out an extra pouch of magazines that was still under my bed. It seemed pointless to keep them in my apartment when I would only need them in Hollowfell. 
 
    We made sure everything was packed as I swung the heavy bag over my shoulder, and we headed out into the warm morning air. I had all of the camping gear in my rucksack, and Cleo held the tent proudly strapped to her back. 
 
    There was a food store on the way where we stocked up on wrapped protein bars, chips, dried fruit, and some more water bottles. It all just fit inside my rucksack, and Cleo stuffed some of the snacks into the tent bag. I bought us bagels and coffee on our walk to fuel us as we discussed the route we would take when we got to Hollowfell.  
 
    Cleo’s detailed knowledge of the land was going to be a lifesaver as we navigated our next heist. Her days prowling the woods had been lonely, but they had given her life-saving tips that we would need. 
 
    But I felt pretty damn prepared for whatever we came up against. 
 
    I had become a looting expert lately, and my confidence with navigating heists had become so much stronger. We had our cloaks and guns waiting for us by the portal, but our posters could be up for a long time, and I wanted to make sure we had our best chance at sneaking around unnoticed. Especially with such important families leading the search.  
 
    I thought about other ways we might be able to disguise ourselves. I could order some costume facial hair online, and maybe some contact lenses for the girls. It wouldn’t be great up close, but I reckoned it would do the trick with keeping people’s gazes off us.  
 
    We finished up our breakfast outside the office building before we went inside, and I tried not to whack anyone with my rucksack as we headed through the bustling turnstiles. Cleo was as careful as she could be with her tent bag, and she clutched it tightly against her chest as she walked. 
 
    “Morning,” I said to Stan as we passed by the desk. “Still working away?” 
 
    “For now,” the security guard said. “But retirement is right around the corner! I’ve got some trainees kicking about today to get a feel for the job.” 
 
    I tightened the grip on my bag straps as I glanced around for the huge guy who had filled in for Stan before. He had been hell-bent on searching everyone in the lobby, and we had only just gotten away before he’d been able to find illegal guns in my pack. That was an incident I did not want to repeat. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Stan said as he studied my face. “That huge asshole isn’t coming back. He was way too wound up for a corporate office gig.” 
 
    “He was,” I sighed as I relaxed. “Any idea who you want to replace you?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Stan shrugged. “It’s all young guys with not much experience that we’ve got in today. Oh, speak of the devil.” 
 
    I followed his gaze to see a guy in his thirties come through the turnstiles with two coffee cups in his hands. He was wide set and tall, and he had a cheery face under a mop of brown curls.  
 
    “Here you go,” he said as he placed one of the cups on the desk. “Extra-strong latte for the man himself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Stan said as he grabbed the coffee. “Liam, this is Joe. Potential candidate for the job, and a coffee delivery just bumped up his chances. Not being an asshole is also a big point in his favor.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said as I shook the guy’s hand. “This is Cleo and Kali, I’m training them up for an IT gig upstairs.” 
 
    “Good to meet you.” Joe nodded. “Hopefully I’ll be seeing you around regularly. This is a great location for my apartment, and I get to learn from the best.” 
 
    Stan rolled his eyes jokingly, and I was pleased that the new trainee had a similarly chill vibe. This would make the transition a hell of a lot less stressful if I got to know the new guard.  
 
    “Okay,” Stan said as he stood up and came out in front of the desk. “I should probably actually do my job and make sure you’ve got what it takes.” 
 
    “Sure,” Joe said. “What do you want me to do? I’ve memorized everything in the training booklet.” 
 
    “Damn training booklet,” Stan muttered. “Fuck the booklet. Security is all about using your instincts.” 
 
    “Like hunting,” Cleo said with a nod. 
 
    “Hunting?” Stan snorted. “Holy shit, girl, you hunt with those ear things on your head?” 
 
    “She takes them off to hunt,” I said quickly. “But she only hunts back in Spain anyway. Big, uh, hunting scene over there.” 
 
    “Cool,” Joe said. “The ears look super real. We should talk about anime sometime!” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said slowly. “I know all about that.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “Stan, we’d better leave you to it.” 
 
    “Liam can help us with training,” Stan said as he patted my shoulder. “He’s one of the only guys in this place who isn’t an asshole. Let’s give you a scenario to deal with.” 
 
    I felt a slight sense of panic rise up as I stood between the two guards, and Cleo eyed my backpack nervously. There were bullets inside as well as a bunch of magical potions. My palms started to sweat as I pretended to check the time. 
 
    “We’d better go, actually,” I said. “Roberts will–” 
 
    “This will just take a second,” Stan said. “Joe, show me how you would conduct a search. A thorough one for a real shady type of bastard.” 
 
    “Sure thing!” Joe said eagerly. “I won’t leave a stone unturned.” 
 
    My blood ran cold as the young guard stepped toward me.  
 
    Everything would come crashing down if he found what was inside my rucksack. I had to stop him. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    My hands felt like vises as I gripped onto my rucksack. 
 
    The monster girls looked around desperately for something to help distract the guards, and my eyes fell on the fire alarm on the wall beside them. It was one of those small boxes with breakable glass that would set a siren off throughout the whole building. Protocol was to evacuate everyone even if one of those things was pressed by accident. It was my only chance to get out of this without looking suspicious as all hell. 
 
    “Go on,” Stan sighed. “Now, Liam here is normally a great guy who helps with the computer down here from time to time. But in this scenario, we are going to say he’s the creepiest guy you’ve ever seen, and he’s just ran past you with that rucksack on.” 
 
    “Let’s do this!” Joe said eagerly. “Okay, you scary, suspicious criminal. Let’s have a look through that bag before I give you a pat down.” 
 
    “Just one second.” I smiled at the young guard. “The girls have some feminine things in here that they might want to pull out first, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Oh,” Joe said as he turned slightly pink. “Uh, I guess so.” 
 
    I swung the bag off my back and crouched down as the girls knelt with me. They stared at me silently as I made a show of unzipping one of the pouches and reaching my hand inside. Both guards were standing right behind me, so I tried to communicate with the girls without words. I pointed to the alarm with a sly finger and imitated punching as subtly as possible.  
 
    “What?” Kali hissed desperately. “You want us to fight them?” 
 
    “No,” I mouthed. “Not the guys, the box.” 
 
    Cleo tilted her head as I tried to make my words as clear as possible on my lips. The cat-girl glanced at the box on the wall with deep confusion in her golden eyes. 
 
    “Punch the fire alarm,” I breathed. “Punch it!” 
 
    “Everything okay?” Stan asked behind me. “I’m sure Joe will cope if he sees a feminine hygiene product. He’s going to have to be able to handle whatever weird shit he sees without making a fuss.” 
 
    “Of course,” Joe said as he cleared his throat. “I’m a professional.” 
 
    “I had a guy bring in a frog once,” Stan said. “Like, a fucking live frog. Good thing I spotted his creepy ass a mile off. Who knows what the fuck he was gonna do with that thing.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Joe said. “I’ll make it quick so you can be on your way.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I kept my eyes on the girls. “Awesome.” 
 
    I slowly got to my feet as I kept gesturing to the box, but I had no idea if the girls understood what I meant. It was something that neither of them would have seen before, and I knew punching an alarm would be a completely alien concept to them.  
 
    Kali looked on the verge of tears as she danced from foot to foot and stared desperately at the wall, but I saw a glint of determination in Cleo’s face. The cat-girl nodded to me just as I turned around, and I silently hoped she understood what she had to do.  
 
    I heard Cleo’s boots stride over the marble floor behind me, and I felt numb as the young guard reached out to take my rucksack. A million thoughts raced around my mind as I scrambled for a reason to have bullets in my bag. I could say this was my uncle’s rucksack that I had just borrowed, and I could act shocked at the discovery. That would surely take the heat off me, but I knew it would make me a target for future searches. 
 
    “Big bag today,” Stan said. “What’s all that for?” 
 
    “Borrowed some camping stuff,” I said dryly. “From my uncle. He just packed this bag for me, so I hope it’s got everything I need inside for the trip. It was all a bit last minute.” 
 
    Joe crouched down to the bag and began to unbuckle the top when an ear-piercing siren rang out through the lobby. I spun around to see glass shattered on the floor around the alarm box, and Cleo innocently stood beside Kali as if she had never moved. The cat-girl shot me a sly wink as a wave of relief washed over me.  
 
    She really was perfect. 
 
    “Dammit!” Stan groaned as Joe straightened up. “Okay, Joe. New task. Evacuation time. Let’s get on the damn intercom.” 
 
    The two guards hurried over to the desk and left my rucksack unsearched on the ground. I grabbed it and swung it over my shoulders as the girls hurried over to me. Cleo looked as proud as the day she had mastered the takeout app, and I grabbed her hand to squeeze it. 
 
    “You did it!” I hissed. “Thank you!” 
 
    “I could tell you wanted me to punch the tiny box,” Cleo said. “But I didn’t know what would happen.” 
 
    “A siren,” Kali said as she covered her ears. “Urgh, it’s almost as bad as the Stormgulf one.” 
 
    “It’s the fire alarm,” I said. “Nice work, I knew I could count on my outlaw queen to get us out of that mess.” 
 
    “I am so glad she figured it out,” Kali said with a crinkle between her eyebrows. “My legs feel all tingly with nerves!” 
 
    Stan made an announcement over the building intercom for everyone to exit in a calm fashion, and the lobby started to fill up as people emerged from the stairwells. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We need to go outside until they give us the all-clear.” 
 
    We hurried back through the turnstiles with the camping gear on our backs as the entire building evacuated. Nobody seemed to be in much of a rush as people texted as they walked, and a couple of young guys even stopped at the vending machine. It didn’t give me much hope for what would happen in the event of an actual fire. 
 
    Everyone crowded on the sidewalk beside the office as the designated fire marshals patrolled with clipboards full of names. I sighed as Roberts emerged with a luminous vest on and his band of unbearable buddies in tow. The rest of my colleagues trailed along behind him looking as bored as everyone else. 
 
    “There you are!” Roberts said as he spotted me. “Late again, Liam!” 
 
    “I wasn’t late,” I said. “There were four minutes left until clock-in time.” 
 
    “But you didn’t clock in,” my boss said. 
 
    “Because the fire alarm went off,” I groaned. “Come on, man.” 
 
    Roberts looked like he was about to give me one of his long speeches until his eyes fell on the monster girls. 
 
    “Ladies,” he said cheerily. “So sorry you have to experience this, but it’s all part of the job. I was elected fire marshal for our floor. It’s a dangerous responsibility to be the last one out, but I knew I was up to the task.” 
 
    “It does not seem very dangerous,” Cleo said bluntly, and I held in a snort. 
 
    Roberts turned a horrible shade of red as he busied himself with checking things off his list, and he muttered under his breath as he scribbled something on his clipboard.  
 
    “What is the purpose of this?” Cleo asked quietly. “Why don’t we go inside and throw water on the fire if they think there is one?” 
 
    “The firefighters do that,” I said. “We just stand here and do nothing.” 
 
    “This makes no sense,” Cleo muttered. “Everything could be burning.” 
 
    “But it isn’t,” Kali whispered. “We were the ones that made the alarm go off, remember?” 
 
    “They don’t know that,” Cleo said. “People of Earth have very strange ways.” 
 
    We waited around until a fire engine tore down the street to park outside our building. The firefighters spoke with Stan before they headed inside, and I could tell nobody thought there was an actual emergency going on. It took over an hour for the building to be swept, and we were given the all-clear to head back in. There was a mutual groan from the group of suited businessmen and women who had been enjoying the sunshine as everyone began to march back to their offices. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the security guards, but they were still talking to the firefighters as we hurried past to the elevators. There was now a huge line to get inside the silver doors, but I wasn’t about to walk up eleven flights of stairs with my camping gear on my back. 
 
    “Liam!” Roberts called as he sidled up to me. “I think I’ll do some shadowing of you today. Just to make sure everything you’re teaching is up to code.” 
 
    His eyes darted between the Hollowfell women, and I knew his intentions had nothing to do with my training.  
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to sneak off with that asshole following us around all day, either. We were going to have to come up with some kind of plan. 
 
    My original idea was to tell Roberts about a conference, but this was going to need a bit more believability. I knew it wouldn’t take long for me to whip up something in Photoshop, and he would be easy to get rid of if the girls distracted him. 
 
    “Sure,” I sighed. “But we’re going to a conference later today.” 
 
    “Conference?” Roberts frowned. “I haven’t heard of any conference.” 
 
    “The leaflet is on my desk,” I said. “I’ll grab it. I’m sure Cleo and Kali would love to hear all the health and safety rules while I do that.” 
 
    I threw the girls an apologetic look, but they nodded firmly as they picked up on my tone.  
 
    “Excellent,” Roberts said as we finally crammed into the elevator. “I can give you the full tour of the fire escape doorways. Today has shown just how important health and safety can be.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Kali said. “That sounds interesting and not at all boring.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo agreed. “I wish to look at the doors.” 
 
    I smirked as more and more people piled out on their floors, and we finally arrived at the eleventh. 
 
    “Liam,” Roberts said as we strode down the hallway. “I’m going to take the ladies down the stairwell to begin the tour. You’d better go and clock in because you are not being paid for this time.” 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from telling the greasy slimeball to go fuck himself. The money didn’t matter to me anymore, but the principle did. That over an hour’s worth of wages would have made a difference a few weeks ago, but Roberts could go on whatever power trip he wanted now. He would never find the land full of treasure that waited for me upstairs, and that thought calmed me right down.  
 
    I gave him a casual wave as I shrugged off his negative shit. 
 
    “Have fun,” I said. “I’ll take that for you.” 
 
    I gestured to the tent on Cleo’s back, and she slid it off before she handed it to me. The cat-girl made a silly gagging face at me as she marched after Roberts, and Kali giggled as she waved. My boss was already droning on about the importance of a well laid out safety plan as they disappeared off to the most boring tour in the world.  
 
    Everyone drifted to their desks as I swung my heavy supplies onto the floor and sat in front of my computer. I opened up Photoshop and began to create a leaflet for some IT conference that would last the full week. That would give us all the time we wanted in Hollowfell, and I wouldn’t have to keep leaving notes in the office. 
 
     It didn’t take long to make up a few pages full of IT jargon phrases, times for dull-sounding talks, and stock photos of random guys who looked like they were into tech. The venue was listed as the events hall about an hour away that usually hosted gigs and other conferences. It looked legit to me, and I knew Roberts had his head too far up his ass to notice otherwise. 
 
    I made sure the printer was loaded up with the good paper before I printed a copy out, and I folded it up carefully as I debated whether to laminate it or not. It looked convincing on the shiny paper, so I made sure I hid any smugness from my face as I headed out into the corridor and down the nearest stairwell. 
 
    Roberts and the girls were standing one landing below as he went on and on about fire extinguishers. He held one of the red containers up as he painstakingly went over how to operate one, and I could practically see the life draining from Cleo’s eyes as I leaned over the railing. Kali nodded every once in a while, but her beautiful face looked like she had zoned into another dimension.  
 
    I didn’t blame her. 
 
    “Hey!” I called as I hurried down to join them. “I found that leaflet, we’d better get ready to head out.” 
 
    I handed the paper to Roberts, and he inspected it carefully as I held my breath. His eyes scanned the bullshit conference times as Cleo tapped her foot impatiently. 
 
    “This looks informative,” Roberts said eventually. “I suppose it would be good for the ladies to hear a real expert speak for a few days.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said as I ignored the insult. “There’s only so much I can show them, you know?” 
 
    “Good to know your place.” Roberts nodded. “You won’t be able to clock in for shifts during all this, so I’ll just note you down as having worked half-days.” 
 
    If any of the conference bullshit had been real, I probably would have punched the guy right then and there. But his idiotic power trip games no longer impacted my finances, so I gave him a forced smile. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Very well,” Roberts said. “I just need to finish giving the ladies a tour, and then you can head off.” 
 
    “But we should go now,” I argued as I thought of Hollowfell. “There’s a talk starting in half an hour, and it takes about that long to get a cab there.” 
 
    “We have already begun,” Roberts said firmly. “I have to get the health and safety training out of the way for Cleo and Kali to continue their internship here.” 
 
    He spun around to restart his fire extinguisher presentation, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Sorry!” I mouthed to the girls, and they smothered their grins. 
 
    Roberts didn’t give me another look as I walked back upstairs to leave the Hollowfell beauties on their tour. I sat down at my computer with a sigh as I prepared to waste away even more time. The office was quiet as everyone clicked and typed, so I started to browse through some new furniture websites for my new place. 
 
    Nearly two hours went by as I switched to looking up cars, and the women were still nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I had a sneaking suspicion he was intentionally dragging them to all different floors just so other business-suited asswipes could see him with the interns. 
 
    I stifled a laugh as I imagined how thoroughly annoyed Cleo would look to everyone except Roberts. 
 
    I was getting hungry, but I didn’t want to head off to lunch without the women. It was safer when I was around them to make sure they didn’t slip up too badly with anything they said. Roberts was too obsessed with their appearances to notice anything odd about their speech patterns, but my co-workers and people on other floors might start to suspect something was off. 
 
    I stuck my headphones in to watch some old reruns of Sci-Fi movies to pass the time as I waited. It was almost three-thirty when Roberts finally strode through the doorway with the girls in tow. 
 
    Cleo’s face was failing to contain her scowl. She looked more lethal than I’d ever seen her, and her gold eyes flashed menacingly as she nearly stormed over to me, but Kali kept her polite smile plastered on. 
 
    “Well,” Roberts sighed as he stopped by his office. “I hope that was informative, and I must say that it was a pleasure taking you both around. You both really are excellent additions to the team.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo said with absolutely zero enthusiasm. “It was… something.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said brightly. “I learned so much. Gosh, I didn’t know anyone could talk that much about anything.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” Roberts smiled. “Time for a late lunch! Although, it looks like you’ve missed the ending conferences for the day… Hmm… that’s a shame.” 
 
    Roberts sent me a shrug that wasn’t at all apologetic. 
 
    What an asshat. 
 
    “Well!” He clapped his hands together. “There’s always tomorrow, yes? Just give me a call if you want me to come and join or help with anything.” 
 
    “We have Liam,” Cleo said as she held the man’s gaze. “He takes care of us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Roberts said as his dark eyes darted over to me. “But if you feel you need someone with more experience, then my phone is always on!” 
 
    He gave them a weird bow before he stepped into his office and sat down behind his desk. The girls hurried over to me, and I grinned as they perched on my desk. 
 
    “So,” I said quietly. “Was that the most thrilling adventure you have ever had? Would you like to skip the heist and just go on the tour again?” 
 
    “It felt like time stopped,” Cleo said through tense lips. “My head stopped working, too. This is not okay, I use my head for many things, Liam.” 
 
    “I know you do,” I said with a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “My body began to cry inside of itself,” the cat-girl groaned. 
 
    “He really is boring,” Kali giggled. “My eyes had to work very hard to stay open.” 
 
    “Yes I saw them crossing several times,” the cat-girl muttered. “It was distracting enough to keep me mostly sane. Thank you for that. I thought everything in this world was fantastic until that man explained it all so much that it somehow seemed stupid. All of it.” 
 
    I saw the gaze of various co-workers flicker to the Hollowfell women, and I wanted to get away as soon as possible. We didn’t need any more attention or questions directed our way. 
 
    “Let’s get some food,” I said. “That’ll perk you back up. There’s a little coffee bar downstairs that serves sandwiches and snacks.” 
 
    I grabbed the rucksack from under my desk, and Cleo hoisted the tent onto her shoulder with Kali’s help.  
 
    We headed for the corridor, and Roberts made a point of waving merrily to the girls as they passed. 
 
    “I do not like his foolish smile,” Cleo hissed as we walked down the hall. “Maybe I should use my sickle on him? I do not think anyone would be sad.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I snorted. “But that would definitely draw a lot of attention that we don’t want.” 
 
    “I could do it very sneakily.” Cleo shrugged as the elevator doors opened. 
 
    I brought the women down to the second floor that had the coffee bar along with a small eating area. There were some sandwiches in the fridge, along with chips, brownies, and some wilted-looking apples. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly high-class dining, but it would do to keep our energy up and get away from Roberts for a while. We grabbed some food and ordered strong coffees to perk us up.  
 
    “This should wake you up,” I said as I handed Kali a vanilla latte. “Your entire soul has probably fallen into a deep sleep after that tour.” 
 
    The nymph giggled as she took her drink, and Cleo tasted hers with a cautious tongue. 
 
    “Very nice,” the cat-girl said to the young barista girl. “You make the coffee juice taste sweet. Well done on honing your craft in this food market.” 
 
    “Oh, uhhh…” the barista said slowly. “You are totally welcome. Cute ears.” 
 
    Cleo smiled as we carried our lunch over to the table in the far corner, and I tore open a slightly soggy chicken sandwich. We ate our food as the girls gave me the highlights of the tour that seemed to involve a lot of Roberts telling them about his bachelor pad. 
 
    “He said he has a pool table,” Cleo said as she nibbled a brownie. “I did not know what it was, but he seemed to think it was important.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the worst part,” Kali said. “He kept asking if we wanted to go around the town with him for a night. There was a bar he kept mentioning, and he said that he could afford things no other man in the building could.” 
 
    “Unlikely.” I grinned. “But if you want to leave me to join the greasy mustache man, then I’ll understand.” 
 
    “Ewww!” Kali giggled. “Never!” 
 
    “He is a worm compared to you,” Cleo said as she nudged me. “It was actually quite sad to hear him say so many things about his life. Who could possibly think the number of large windows in their home is worth discussing at random?” 
 
    “He must have a lot, then,” I snickered. 
 
    “Eleven,” the cat-girl practically growled, and she took a violent bite of her sandwich. “I should not know that number, but now, I will never forget it.” 
 
    “He said it like five times,” Kali giggled. 
 
    “Well, it’s over now,” I snorted. “We can focus on the exciting part of the day.” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo purred as her scowl instantly melted away. “Our return to looting with our outlaw king. This is much, much better for my mind.” 
 
    “When will it get dark in Hollowfell?” I asked.  
 
    “In a few hours, I suspect,” Cleo said. “But we are not going toward the city, so it should not be as populated anyway.” 
 
    “We’ll still need to be careful,” I said. “I can’t wait to see what a night sky in Hollowfell looks like.” 
 
    The barista started to wipe the tables down to hint that she was closing, and we finished up our coffees. 
 
    “Time to pretend to work for another hour or so,” I said as we made our way to the elevator. “We need to clock out at five before we can head up.” 
 
    “Can’t we just go now,” Cleo purred. “This building is not very exciting to spend time in.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I chuckled as we got into the elevator. “It’s just a little bit of time we have to kill, and then we can go on our adventure.” 
 
    We headed back up to the eleventh floor and made our way to my desk. The girls grabbed swivel chairs nearby to join me, and Kali gasped as she spun around in circles. 
 
    “How wonderful,” she whispered. “This is the best chair in the world!” 
 
    We spent the next hour looking up insane ways that I could spend my fortune. Cleo was very sold on a cruise with swimming pools, cocktails, and an entire climbing wall on board. Kali had her heart set on a Michelin-star dining experience with very tiny and expensive-looking food. 
 
    Then the clock finally inched toward five, and Roberts’ left his office to check in with a few men in the breakroom. 
 
    I couldn’t wait another second. We jumped to our feet as I shut down my computer. 
 
    “Time for a night in another world,” I whispered. “I can’t fucking wait to see what this is like. 
 
    “It will be dangerous,” Cleo warned as I clocked out seven minutes early for the first time ever and headed for the stairwell. “But it will be worth it for the land we will get to cover.” 
 
    The three of us hurried up the stairs as Kali let out an ecstatic little giggle, but then I pushed open the door to the twelfth floor and stopped dead in my tracks as a woman smiled at me from the reception desk.  
 
    She was young and pretty with a black bun, bright pink lipstick, and a blue dress. Voices drifted around the corner, and I knew that things had started to get up and running with the two businesses. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said brightly. “Welcome to Blissful Hearts! I’m Katy, and I am ready to help you with all your dating needs.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I’m actually not here for… that.” 
 
    “Oh…” Katy’s eyes flickered to our camping gear. “What are you here for?” 
 
    “The law firm,” I said. “I’m an IT worker, and they called me up here to have a look at something real quick before they headed home.” 
 
    “I see,” Katy said. “Okay, cool! Oooh, I like your ears.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo said with a nod. “They are not my real ears.” 
 
    “I got that,” Katy giggled.  
 
    “Are both companies up and running now?” I asked in a casual tone. “I thought it would be another couple of weeks.” 
 
    “We’re not officially open,” the receptionist said. “But we’re just making sure everything is set up for our big launch party.” 
 
    “Launch party,” Cleo repeated slowly. 
 
    “You should come!” Katy said brightly. “All three of you would do sooo well at one of our mixers with faces like that. You can find yourself the perfect partner!” 
 
    “But I have Liam.” Cleo frowned. “I do not want another human guy.” 
 
    “Awww,” Katy sighed. “So you guys are in love? That is sooo cute! Maybe your adorable friend can come.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kali said and instantly blushed. “I, um, no thank you.” 
 
    “Already got a guy you like?” Katy smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” the nymph replied, and she turned even more pink. “Well, perhaps. I… He’s…” 
 
    “See you around,” I said to save the embarrassed nymph. “Let’s go fix that computer.” 
 
    Katy nodded cheerily as her phone began to ring with a high-pitched pop song. We strode away from the heart-shaped desk, and Kali kept her eyes on the ground as she pulled on a blonde curl. I knew that she was nervous about admitting to liking someone, but we soon had other things to think about.  
 
    We turned the corner to see that the hallway was full of people bustling in and out of offices. People were moving chairs around, chatting in groups, and hurrying around with boxes of supplies. The staff of the dating agency were mostly young women in pretty dresses, and further down there was a mix of older folks in drab suits. It was like a fucking obstacle course. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as we looked down the hall. “Okay, we can do this. Just keep your heads down, and we can go unnoticed.” 
 
    “Sneaky.” Cleo nodded. “We are sneaky experts.” 
 
    We began to walk down the bright hallway of the dating company as people chatted around us. A radio blasted out tinny songs as two women hauled a white desk into one of the offices, and we managed to cross over onto the gray carpet of the law firm without being questioned. 
 
    “Hello,” a man said as he stepped in front of us. 
 
    I tried not to groan with frustration as I looked up to see a tall, skinny man in his forties peering out of round glasses. His navy suit clung to his thin frame, and his black shoes were incredibly well polished. He did not look like he would give me the same passive cheeriness that Katy had. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “How’s it going?” 
 
    The man blinked at me as he studied the two girls, and he frowned at the packs on our shoulders. 
 
    “Are you delivering something?” he asked. “The firm is the only company up this way. You have to take the elevators if you want that outdoorsy company with all the sunglasses.” 
 
    “I’m in IT,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Just showing the interns around.” 
 
    “We are rather busy,” the man said. “Maybe you can show them around somewhere else.” 
 
    He had a firm tone that told me he did not want three young people darting about his hallway, and I had a feeling he didn’t have much time for cat-girl cosplayers, either. Even gorgeous ones. 
 
    “Liam!” Stacey called from behind me, and I felt sweat prickle on my neck. 
 
    The blonde woman who owned the dating app company hurried over to join us as she tottered along on pink heels. She smiled as she pinched my cheek, and the suited man looked even less amused. 
 
    “Hey there,” Stacey said. “Oh, my! These pretty ladies again! We met earlier today, but I see they enjoy your company much more than their previous tour guide… Are you here to sign up for the mixer?” 
 
    Everything was happening so quickly, and I had never had to think on my feet this much before. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m giving them a different tour,” I said. “Someone mentioned that they needed help with their computer, so I thought it would be a good time to show my interns the more hands-on part of the job.” 
 
    “Lovely!” Stacey said as she nudged the suited man. “This is Johnny, and we’re going to be neighbors up here! Isn’t that fun?” 
 
    “It’s John,” the man said dryly. “You said someone called for help. Who? We’ve barely had time to unpack.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said hurriedly. “I think it was… David.” 
 
    “David?” John scowled. “We don’t have a David.” 
 
    “Sorry, that was my last floor, this one is Richard,” I guessed. 
 
    “Oh,” John said. “Yes. That makes sense. Richard is much older than the other staff. Go and help him, I suppose. Then you have to leave because we’re closing things up soon.” 
 
    The suited man gave me an irritated glare before he strode into one of the offices and began to unpack cardboard boxes.  
 
    “Grumpy asshole,” Stacey whispered. “I’ll wear him down one day.” 
 
    She winked at me before she strode back to her side of the hall as her heels thumped on the carpet.  
 
    I made sure John wasn’t paying attention, and I ushered the women toward the end of the floor. We walked quickly over the dreary carpet until we had reached the very last doorway. Nobody else had come down this far, and it didn’t even look like anyone noticed we were there. 
 
    “Are we invisible?” I whispered. “Did the locking charm stop people being able to see down this way?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kali said. “It’s just the door they can’t see. So we have to be very careful when we step through. Otherwise it will look like we just walked through a wall.” 
 
    “You two go first,” I said under my breath. “I’ll keep watch.” 
 
    We stood still as everyone bustled around the hall, and I tried to look at everyone at once to make sure nobody’s attention was directed at us. Cleo casually leaned against the door first and vanished through it in one elegant stride. Kali went to follow her, but I grabbed her hand as I scouted the office doorways. 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed as two young women at the other end of the corridor turned the corner. 
 
    They were in deep conversation, but the shorter one stared right down the hallway toward us. Her eyes met mine for a brief moment before she turned back to her colleague. Then they turned into one of the rooms, and I gently pushed Kali when the coast was clear. The nymph vanished without another word into the hidden stairwell as I edged closer to the exit. 
 
    Heat rose in my stomach as I watched the workers, and I knew that one sideways glance could give everything away. Everyone was busy with their own tasks, though, as I leapt through the door to join the women. 
 
    “Thank goodness!” Kali squeaked. “Did we make it? Nobody saw us?” 
 
    “We did it,” I said as I pressed an ear to the door. “No screams or panic to be heard.” 
 
    “We are sneaky,” Cleo purred. “The sneakiest of all the outlaws.” 
 
    “Yeah we are,” I said and sent her a wink. 
 
    My heartbeat slowed down as we strode up the stairwell and opened the door to the thirteenth floor hallway. I now realized just how tricky it was going to be to navigate our way up unnoticed for each heist, but I was glad we would be staying for longer than a few hours this time. 
 
    “We cast the spell just in time,” I said as we walked down the hall. “Holy shit. If we left it another day, someone might have found the portal.” 
 
    “But it’s ours.” Cleo smiled. “Nobody else can see it.” 
 
    “I’m so happy it worked,” Kali said with a blissful sigh.  
 
    We stopped at the glowing doorway, and I swung my rucksack off to double-check that I’d packed everything we needed. I swung my cloak over my leather jacket, and the girls pulled theirs on as well. 
 
    The guns were propped up waiting for us with boxes of ammo and mags beside them, and Cleo and Kali readied their weapons as I swung a rifle over my shoulder. It was a heavy load to carry, but it would be worth it for the reward.  
 
    “This is awesome,” I said as I grabbed my lock picking kit. “I can’t wait to see what this crazy universe is like at night.” 
 
    “The sky will be darkening soon,” Cleo said. “But it will be better for us to move around the forest. The gargoyles have terrible eyesight, and they do not hunt when the light dims.” 
 
    I felt the satisfying click of the pins inside the lock as my tools opened the portal, and I placed the kit back down on the ground. The camping gear and rifle were a comforting weight on my back as I curled my fingers around the door handle. 
 
    “Ready?” I grinned.  
 
    The women nodded, and I slowly stepped out into the magical world of Hollowfell. I noticed that the sky was darker than I had seen it before due to a cloudy storm that was swirling above us. Hollowfell always had angry clouds, but these ones were particularly dark and gloomy purple. A fierce wind was howling along through the dull sky, and the bitter cold stung my cheeks as we looked around. 
 
    “This is a bad storm,” Cleo hissed as she looked up. “But this is good for us. It means not many people will be out. Especially not in the darkness of the forest.” 
 
    “Sunset will be soon,” Kali said. “I hope the wind dies down a bit!” 
 
     There was no flap of leathery wings amongst the wind, and the sirens had been turned off in the city. It almost felt peaceful until my eyes fell on a picture of my face pinned to a nearby tree.  
 
    There were claw marks right through the center of the parchment that carried on down to the wooden trunk. 
 
    Clearly someone was pissed off that they hadn’t found me. 
 
    “We should move,” Cleo said quietly. “There are no gargoyles out in this weather, but some of the night creatures can be just as dangerous. They will be waking up soon.” 
 
    The cat-girl slunk around to lead us behind the rock face before we started to hurry down the hill in the opposite direction from Stormgulf. Kali’s cloak billowed behind her as her wings moved rapidly under the material, and the wind the appendages created forced the garment to rise up and give her plenty of room to fly. 
 
    “Does that hurt?” I asked. “Your wings beating against the material like that?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Kali laughed. “Nymph wings are incredibly strong and sturdy! Lifting cloak material while flying is not anything difficult.” 
 
    Leaves rustled around me, and distant howls echoed out as we ran. There was no doubt in my mind that this magical world would hold hordes of dangers inside the darkness, and I thought I saw a pair of glowing eyes nearby, but it vanished right as I blinked. 
 
    A shiver raced down my spine as I took in the change in atmosphere, and I knew I was about to experience a whole new side of Hollowfell.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    There was a distant rumble of thunder, and Cleo was silent as she crept through the dim woodlands. Her golden eyes darted amongst the shadows as she led us further from the portal. She truly embodied her cat persona as her light footsteps barely left a mark behind her.  
 
    Kali hovered along the ground beside me as her sparkling wings glistened amongst the dark trees. The nymph had her fists curled up into balls as if she was prepared for a fight, and her hand kept grazing against mine.  
 
    Each touch sent little jolts of electricity through my veins. 
 
    I had never been down this side of the hill before, and the sounds of Stormgulf died out as we reached the bottom of the slope. Turning left would lead us off toward the coves, but Cleo gestured for us to head right. 
 
    The storm started to clear up as we moved through the trees, and the dark purple clouds finally faded to reveal the darkening sky. I felt a rush of cold air as a breeze danced through the treetops. Dark blue and purple had replaced the green in the sky, and I was amazed to see black stars shine out from behind the clouds. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I stared up. “It looks even creepier than usual.” 
 
    We hurried onward as strange calls and howls rang out into the dark sky. I didn’t recognize the sounds from any animals I had encountered before, and my imagination ran wild with images of what could be hiding in the shadows. The clouds had parted to reveal a crescent moon that glowed red amongst the black stars. They looked like hollow eyes shining out against the purple background. It was incredibly fucking creepy, but I couldn’t look away.  
 
    Hollowfell really was an incredible place, even if it was a complete clusterfuck. 
 
    It only took a few more minutes of weaving through the trees for my mental compass to malfunction as I tried to get my bearings. I couldn’t work out which way the city was anymore, and everything around me looked like one big maze of winding branches. 
 
    “I’m so disorientated,” I said quietly. “This place is even more bizarre in the dark.” 
 
    “This is the best way to travel,” Cleo murmured. “We go in this direction to leave the city behind, and it will bring us closer to the isolated manors. Lots of places to loot.” 
 
    She strode along so confidently that I swore she would be able to navigate the route with her eyes closed.  
 
    There were glowing bugs crawling all around us on the ground, and blue caterpillars inched along the tree trunks. Orange beetles scurried in the dirt and lit up the forest floor like spotlights. 
 
    “Watch out for the red worms,” Cleo said. “They will burrow into your ankle flesh and eat you from the inside out.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said as I scanned the ground. “Even the bugs in this world are fucked up.” 
 
    Cleo’s intimate knowledge of the land got me thinking about just how long she had spent out in the world alone as she ran from gargoyles. So much of her life had been filled with running between dark trees, and I was so glad she had found her safety with me. Nobody deserved a life like that. Especially not the gorgeous cat-girl. 
 
    “We will soon reach a river,” Cleo whispered. “Fish time.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring any fishing equipment,” I said. “That’s not exactly one of my skills.” 
 
    Cleo shot me a raised eyebrow, and I realized she probably hadn’t been lugging rods and bait around in her time in the woods, either. 
 
    “How do we fish?” Kali asked with a nervous frown. “Oh, wait! We have packed food anyway!” 
 
    “This is true,” Cleo said quietly. “But we can have something hot if we catch it from the river.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said. “I want to see how my amazing cat-girl does things in her world.” 
 
    Cleo grinned at me as the sound of running water echoed out through the trees, and we eventually reached the riverbank.  
 
    It didn’t shock me that this was like no body of water I had ever seen before. The liquid was a deep violet color with a dark shimmer on the surface. It was alive with fast moving creatures that I could see wiggling along near the top, and there were occasional blasts of bubbles that rose up. 
 
    I leaned down to get a better look, and a tiny face suddenly appeared with a cry. It was blue with small horns curling up from each side, and it snapped at me viciously before it vanished beneath the surface once more. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I yelped as I stumbled backward. 
 
    The water was completely still as I edged back to take another look. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I said. “What the hell was that? Did I just hallucinate a tiny person in the water?” 
 
    “Water imps,” Cleo said. “People call them wimps for short.” 
 
    “That works well,” Kali said with a thoughtful nod. “Because they snap at you, but I don’t think they would ever really do much. They’re supposed to be guardians of the river creatures, but they also eat the fish to survive. So I’m not sure they care all that much.” 
 
    “Right.” I grimaced. “Water imps. Got it.” 
 
    Cleo walked over to a nearby tree and studied the lowest hanging branch as she ran a hand over it. She grabbed one of the twigs and quickly snapped it off with a loud crunch. Then she pulled her sickle out and began to sharpen one of the wooden ends into a point. 
 
    “You’re going to fish with that?” I asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said. “What else would I use?” 
 
    The cat-girl shrugged the tent off her shoulder and onto the ground to give herself more freedom of movement, and I did the same with my rucksack. It felt good to have the weight off my back as I stretched my arms out around me. 
 
     Cleo crept over to the river with her sharpened spear, and she crouched down at the bank. Her tail twitched behind her as she studied the surface, and I waited for the blue face to reappear. But the cat-girl must have been too silent to give herself away because the violet river ran along peacefully.  
 
    Kali stood beside me as we watched Cleo, and she sent me a shy little smile when I glanced her way. In the reddish moonlight, her lips looked even more pink and delicious, and I couldn’t help letting my gaze linger on them. Then her tongue poked out to lick her bottom lip, and my eyes darted up to see she knew exactly where I’d been looking. 
 
    The nymph giggled softly, and I chuckled a little awkwardly as we turned to look forward again. 
 
    Two seconds later, the cat-girl suddenly moved so quickly that her arms were a blur. She stabbed her spear down through the surface and pulled the weapon back up as she got to her feet. There was a trout-sized fish with orange scales pierced on the end of her spear, and Cleo turned around with a smug grin.  
 
    Three of the wimps started to snap and snarl as they stuck their heads out of the river, but the cat-girl ignored them as she brought over her kill. 
 
    “That was fucking amazing,” I said as I stared in disbelief.  
 
    “You were so fast,” Kali admired. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Practice.” Cleo shrugged. “If I was not fast, then I could not eat. Would you like to try?” 
 
    She pulled her fish off the spear and carefully laid it down on a nearby boulder to dry out. The cat-girl handed me the sharp tool, and we all stepped back to the bank.  
 
    Three blue faces snarled and hissed at me now that they knew we were hunting, and Cleo rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Go away,” she sighed. “You eat these fish, too.” 
 
    The imps scowled even harder as tiny hands waved up from the surface, and they all squeaked and snarled as they thrashed about in the water. I was tempted to pluck them out and hurl them as far as possible through the trees, but that seemed slightly mean since they were the size of rats. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Kali said firmly with her hands on her hips. “We are trying to fish, and you are being very rude!” 
 
    The imps were quiet as they blinked up at the nymph, and their gibberish mutters quieted as they lowered themselves so the water covered their noses. 
 
    “Please be quiet,” Kali continued in a scolding way. “Go away and hide! We will be fishing here.” 
 
    I was shocked to see the blue creatures slink back below the surface as the nymph nodded to herself.  
 
    “They listened to you,” I said.  
 
    “They just need a firm telling off,” Kali said with a little shrug. “That’s all.” 
 
    “You are full of surprises,” I chuckled. “Amazing.” 
 
    The nymph blushed at the compliment as I turned my attention back to the violet river. I could see the shapes of fish darting past, but they moved so quickly that I was sure I had no chance of catching one. Cleo was naturally fast and agile, and she had learned this skill out of pure survival necessity.  
 
    “How am I supposed to catch one?” I muttered. “They’re so quick.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Cleo said. “You need to be patient as you wait for one moving slow enough. If you crouch down and be quiet, then they will not go by as fast. They only swim like that when they know a predator is near.” 
 
    The three of us knelt down on the bank, and the fish did gradually start to slow their pace. I gripped the sharp stick in my hand as I waited for one to come close enough to grab. A large shape drifted past, and I lunged at it as I swung my spear down.  
 
    My hand plunged into the water as the fish darted away, and I was left with a dripping hand and no food. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “That’s harder than it looks.” 
 
    “Almost,” Cleo said and patted my arm. “Your instincts are good, but you just have to be a tiny bit faster.” 
 
    I nodded as we fell silent again and waited for another chance to move. It was weirdly thrilling to be learning a new skill in such strange circumstances. Fishing had never interested me before, but this was different. It felt like a true survival technique when we were out in the dark and creepy woods of Hollowfell, and having a super-hot instructor didn’t hurt. 
 
    Then I watched a particularly round fish amble by, and I waited until it was right in front of me before I moved.  
 
    My arm swung down with all the force I could muster and plunged into the cold water. The spear jolted through flesh as I stabbed the creature right in the middle of the body, and I quickly pulled it out of the river.  
 
    A gray fish with bulging eyes lay dead at the end of the tool as Kali clapped excitedly. 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo purred. “I knew my outlaw king would take up hunting skills easily! It took me days to catch my first fish.” 
 
    “Let’s get cooking,” Kali said eagerly. “I’ll make sure these taste delicious!” 
 
    I had camping fire sticks in my bag, but I was fascinated to watch how Cleo would go about creating one on her own. The cat-girl immediately went about collecting fallen twigs and branches for firewood, and Kali fluttered along the ground as she scanned for dried wood to help. We gathered enough kindling, and Cleo began to carefully arrange it between the trees and river. 
 
    “We need some flame leaves,” the cat-girl said as she peered up to the nearest tree. “I will climb for them.” 
 
    “Flame leaves?” I asked. “I have fire sticks we can use if you want? That might be easier?” 
 
    “We can save the magic sticks for later,” Cleo said. “In case we end up somewhere with no flame leaves available. But there will be some around here.” 
 
    The ever resourceful cat-girl suddenly leapt onto the trunk of a tree before she started to heave herself up the branches. She climbed up so quickly that it was the most feline she had ever looked. 
 
    “What the hell are flame leaves?” I asked the sweet nymph beside me. 
 
    “They’re very flammable,” Kali said. “Rubbing them together with a strong amount of pressure can create fire in a few seconds. But for that reason, they grow very spaced out. That means it can take a while to find more than one of them.” 
 
    The nymph flew up to help Cleo, and I looked around the clearing cautiously. Both the monster girls were still wanted by the whole of Stormgulf, and I needed to make sure nothing spotted them. I had no idea what kind of beings lurked around us in the dark, but I was ready to defend my girls against anything.  
 
    Everything was still other than the bubbling of the flowing river and the occasional rustle of leaves, but I kept my hand on my knife until the girls both appeared back down from the tree. 
 
    Kali fluttered to the ground, and Cleo leapt off elegantly with three leaves in her hands. They were luminous red with golden veins running through them in zigzags. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Cleo said as she hurried over to the woodpile and bent down. 
 
    She placed one of the leaves down in the middle of the twigs, and she held the other two directly above. The cat-girl quickly rubbed the leaves together, and an orange fire suddenly sparked to life. She dropped it immediately so the flame began to eat through the pile of twigs, and we suddenly had a small fire flickering invitingly. 
 
    “Fucking incredible,” I said as I stared at the burning wood. “You could go on one of those wilderness survival shows and win.” 
 
    “I do not know what that is,” Cleo said. “But I do know that we can have hot food tonight.” 
 
    She took a napkin from the backpack and laid the fish down before she used her sickle to slice and gut the animals. It was impressive how fast her hands worked as she cleaned out our fresh kills.  
 
    “Ready to cook,” she purred as she flicked her tail happily. 
 
    Kali hurried over to grab the cleaned fish, and she carefully skewered them on the spear before she held them over the flames. The meat crackled as the fire licked it, and the nymph smiled happily as she slowly turned the spear. 
 
    A distant howl rang out, and it sounded very similar to the one we had heard when we were being chased. I looked warily into the shadows half-expecting to see a giant wolf slink out to grab us. But the forest around us was still as the smell of fish wafted into the air. 
 
    “That was a werewolf,” Kali said quietly. “They’re still out hunting.” 
 
    “It did sound very far away,” Cleo murmured. “Perhaps they have been called back to the city.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kali said, but she didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    The fish were eventually as cooked as they could be, and the nymph studied the spear carefully.  
 
    “It’s done,” she said. “Who wants the first bite?” 
 
    “I do,” Cleo said as she grabbed the tool from Kali. 
 
    The cat-girl bit straight down into the rounder fish and pulled off a chunk of flesh. She chewed happily as she handed me the stick for the next bite, and I picked at the meat to expose more white flesh. I cautiously bit into the animal and was amazed to find it was utterly delicious. It was flaky and warm, and I didn’t even mind the charred spots on the outside. 
 
    “That’s great,” I said as I passed it to Kali. “My compliments to the chef.” 
 
    “And the catchers,” the nymph giggled. “We wouldn’t even have these fish without you two.” 
 
    We enjoyed both of the fish as we passed them around between us until there was nothing left other than bare bones and eyeballs. The howling had not rung out again, but I kept hearing rustles around us in the dark. 
 
    “Is this where we’re going to sleep tonight?” Kali asked as she looked around. 
 
    “No,” Cleo said quietly. “We should not rest beside water.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    The cat-girl licked her fingers clean before she answered, and her golden eyes studied the trees suspiciously. 
 
    “Water sources are often visited,” she said. “If anything is out hunting us, it will come to the water at some point. That means we should not stay in such a vulnerable area around the river.” 
 
    “Brains as well as beauty,” I said. “I hate that you had to learn all of this, but I’m impressed that you did.” 
 
    Cleo smiled at me from over the fire, and her dark hair glowed in the light of the flames. We enjoyed the warmth for a while longer as the water imps gurgled beside us. It was oddly romantic to be sitting under the black stars with the Hollowfell beauties with a violet river flowing beside us.  
 
    My cat-girl lover crawled over beside me and rested her head on my shoulders, and I stroked her tail lovingly. She purred as I smoothed down her dark fur and gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead. Kali watched with a smile, and I wanted to pull her in to join us. I realized it’d be as natural as anything to do it right now, too, and I swallowed hard as I prepared myself to beckon her closer. 
 
    Then a horrific scream rang out through the trees, followed by that guttural howl that I had grown to recognize as a werewolf.  
 
    “We should move,” I hissed. “Let’s keep going and get away from the river. Follow the advice of our survival expert.” 
 
    We hastily swung our packs over our shoulders once more as I stomped out the flames with my boot. I pulled my cloak tighter around my neck at the sudden loss of heat, and we started to walk along the bank.  
 
    “There is a bridge nearby,” Cleo said in a rushed whisper. “Then we will be well out of the Sobblers’ realm.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I really don’t want to find out what a werewolf looks like.” 
 
    We hurried along the water as a cold wind rustled the leaves and bushes around us. Kali kept very close to me as we followed Cleo along the bank, and I made sure I was between her and the forest. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” Cleo sighed as she slowed down. “I forgot he’s there. Or maybe she. Who knows.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked as I looked around. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The bridge troll,” the cat-girl said.  
 
    “Bridge troll?” I snorted. “You’re joking. That’s a kid’s story.” 
 
    Both the Hollowfell beauties didn’t smile, and I had to remind myself that this entire world was full of storybook creatures. Except that most of them were ten times more horrific than any fairy tale I had read as a kid.  
 
    “We should go another way,” I said as I readjusted my point of view to the creepy world I was now in. “This… bridge troll might try and catch you both if it recognizes you as runaway trophies. Or me as an outlaw.” 
 
    “It will not,” Cleo said. “The troll does not care for anything other than its tolls.” 
 
    “They’re stupid,” Kali sighed. “Their entire world is their bridge, and whatever is given to them by people wanting to cross it. They don’t care about anything else in the land. Even a reward for outlaws.” 
 
    We walked under the drooping branches of a willow tree to find a wide bridge made from gray stone that stretched over the violet river. It was well-kept and sturdy-looking, and I stopped in my tracks when I saw the creature that sat in the middle.  
 
    The troll was about nine feet tall, and it had a huge potbelly protruding from a grubby shirt. It had green skin, wonky teeth that stuck out at odd angles, and a tail that curled out behind it on the bridge. There was something oddly endearing about the ugly beast, and its brown eyes widened when it spotted us. The creature clumsily got to its feet and waddled over to our side of the bank. 
 
    “Travelers,” it called. “You wish to cross the bridge! You must pay the toll!” 
 
    “Just let us cross,” Cleo groaned. “I forgot to bring a toll.” 
 
    “I am the troll of the bridge,” the creature said slowly. “You must pay the toll. Otherwise you stay on this side.” 
 
    The creature huffed and puffed as it looked down at us, and a strong smell of fish wafted from its drooling mouth. I had no doubt that it would be able to stop us crossing from sheer brute strength, and I tapped my jacket pocket under my cloak for a spare coin. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I pulled out a bit of Hollowfell gold. “A toll.” 
 
    The troll stared down at my open hand as it slowly blinked, and it looked at me like I had just offered it a piece of shit. 
 
    “That is not a toll,” the beast snarled. “Toll! Toll!” 
 
    “Is this not enough?” I asked in utter confusion. “That can get you some nice bread or something from the market.” 
 
    “It doesn’t want money,” Kali said with a little sigh. “It wants a trinket. Something interesting that it hasn’t seen before.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Uh. Okay, hang on.” 
 
    I rummaged in my pockets to see what I had brought with me that wasn’t needed. There was no chance I was giving up my cell phone or wallet, and I pulled out a pack of gum. The wrapper was all crumpled up with stray threads from my pocket clinging to it, but I held it out to the troll, and a huge hand slammed down to grab the packet from me. 
 
    “Toll,” it gasped. “Such rare treasure! Shiny toll smells good! You may pass!” 
 
    The troll stepped aside slowly, and it stared at the packet as if all its dreams had come true. 
 
    “Don’t swallow any of the pieces,” I said in a cautious tone. “But you can chew them until they taste bad.” 
 
    “Come on,” Cleo hissed as she pulled my arm. “Before it decides it wants something else.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Kali called as we hurried over the bridge. “Enjoy your toll!” 
 
    My boots pounded against the dark stone as we passed over the violet river, and I glanced back to see the troll plonk itself down again. The ground vibrated from the impact as the creature held the gum packet up in front of its face. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Cleo said. “I usually had to offer it a task.” 
 
    “A task?” I asked.  
 
    “If you don’t have a toll, you can do something like hunt or fish for it,” the cat-girl explained. “It is a very annoying creature, but it does not cause much harm.” 
 
    Teaching a troll how to eat gum was not something I had ever thought would happen in my life, but I was officially done guessing what weird shit would happen next.  
 
    The woods across the river seemed to be even darker, and blue leaves glowed on the branches around us now. I stepped over a few red worms that tried to wriggle my way as the air continued to get colder. 
 
    “Almost there,” Cleo muttered as she glanced at the sky. “We can rest soon.” 
 
    We walked a few more yards before the cat-girl held her hand up to stop us, and she pointed at something in the trees above. I craned my neck to see some kind of structure made of wood that looked like it was attached to the upper part of the trunk. 
 
    “Is that a tree house?” I gaped up at it.  
 
    “That is a good name,” Cleo said. “I just call it a hideout. Somebody on the run long ago must have made it, and I have slept in it many nights before. There is room for us all.” 
 
    So much for the tent, but this looked better than sleeping while clinging to a branch. 
 
    I looked at the branches that stuck out, which I would need to use as a ladder, and Cleo leapt up to start climbing. Kali flew behind her, and I began to haul myself up slowly.  
 
    The weight of my rucksack made my back sweat instantly as I struggled up the tree. A few of the thick branches creaked under my weight, but I realized they were getting studier as I got further up. Unlike every tree I knew from Earth, this one was thicker and stronger at the top. The branches and trunk were wider, and it held the tree house easily.  
 
    Then I finally swung my arms into the doorway of the structure and hauled myself up. It was a simple box of wood, but there was a roof and walls that seemed sturdy enough. I slid my rucksack and cloak off as I wiped my brow, and I pulled out our sleeping bags. 
 
    “Here,” I said. “This will give us some warmth and comfort for the night.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Kali said happily. “This is a wonderful spot, Cleo.” 
 
    We unrolled our sleeping bags and climbed inside as the wind whistled through the doorway on the floor. I made sure we were as far away from the open exit as possible as I zipped the cover up to my shoulders. 
 
    “This is much nicer than normal,” Cleo said in a pleasantly surprised tone. “I usually just curl up on the floor, but this is comfy.” 
 
    “Do you think anyone followed us?” Kali whispered as she peeked out of her sleeping bag. 
 
    “I could not hear anyone nearby,” Cleo said. “We are far away from the city.” 
 
    The monster girls yawned as they snuggled down to sleep, and Kali looked adorable as her pink curls stuck out above her.  
 
    My eyes and muscles felt heavy, but I was very aware of every creak and groan of the tree in the wind. I had my weapons right beside me in case I needed to use them during the night, at least. Protecting the girls was always at the forefront of my mind, and I needed to be ready for anything. 
 
    Cleo began to gently snore after a few minutes, and Kali’s breathing was slow and heavy not long after. My eyes began to close as tiredness finally won out, and I could feel a deep sleep creeping up on me as the wind echoed around me. 
 
    There was a scratching sound that woke me up, and my eyes flew open as I took a second to remember where I was. My vision adjusted to the darkness as I sat up and saw the monster girls still fast asleep beside me. I kept perfectly still as I listened for the noise, and I wondered if I had just dreamed it.  
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I waited and slowly unzipped my sleeping bag. Another scratching sound drifted up from the doorway, and I was sure I could hear breathing under the gusts of wind.  
 
    I reached for my rifle as I tried to make as little noise as possible, and I began to army crawl along the floorboards slowly. My throat was dry as I reached the square exit and listened once more. 
 
    There was a crunch of leaves, and I knew for sure that something was below us now. It wasn’t making enough obnoxious noise for it to be a High Society member, so I wondered if the troll had stalked us to try and get more gum. But something in the pit of my stomach told me that it was much worse than that. 
 
    These woods were straight out of a horror movie, and nothing good ever happened in the middle of the night in a place like this.  
 
    I held my breath and peered out as slowly as I could, and then I held in a gasp as I looked down to see the biggest wolf I had ever laid eyes on.  
 
    It was three times the normal size, and its fur was midnight black with highlights of red. Huge claws pierced the dirt as it walked back and forth with every muscle in its back flexing. Its red eyes gleamed in the darkness as it growled quietly, and globs of drool fell from its pointed fangs.  
 
    My heart raced as I quickly pulled back from the doorway, and I realized what I was looking at. There was no doubt in my mind that the creature below was what had made that awful howling sound earlier. 
 
    It was a werewolf, and it had found us. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The werewolf hadn’t noticed our exact location high in the tree, but it could definitely tell we were nearby. It patrolled around the dark trunk as it sniffed the air with deep inhales.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I had a suspicion wolves couldn’t climb trees, but I wasn’t going to assume anything in this world anymore. One howl could bring all of the High Society running. 
 
    I had to wake the women up as quietly as possible, so I crawled over to their sleeping bags as I tried not to breathe loudly. Moving over the wooden floor without making a sound was one of the most tense moments of my whole life. It truly felt like I had landed in the middle of a horror movie as the Big Bad Wolf waited outside. 
 
    I placed a gentle hand on Cleo’s shoulder when I finally belly crawled beside her. The cat-girl’s golden eyes fluttered open, and she scowled as I covered her mouth gently. Her expression changed to concern when I gestured for her to keep quiet, and then she sat up. She reached for her sickle as I softly touched Kali’s arm next. 
 
    The nymph jumped bolt upright at my touch, and her blue eyes widened when she saw the look on my face. 
 
    “What?” Cleo mouthed, and I gestured for the girls to lean in. 
 
    They leaned closer so our heads were all touching as the snorts below us got louder.  
 
    “Werewolf,” I whispered as quietly as I could. “Below us.” 
 
    Kali’s hands flew over her mouth as her fingers trembled, but she stayed silent. 
 
    “What do we do?” Cleo breathed. “Should we shoot it from up here?” 
 
    “I want to,” I said. “But that would wake up the whole fucking forest. There isn’t as much bustle in the night to cover the sound of gunshots.” 
 
    “It would just lead more of them here,” Kali whispered. “Not to mention alerting any of the High Society in the nearby manors.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to use blades,” I said.  
 
    “We could just leave it?” Kali suggested. “Maybe it will leave?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I muttered. “It’s picked up our trail, so it knows we’re around. I just don’t think it’s looked up properly yet. Anyway, I don’t want to leave a fucking werewolf that has our scent wandering around. I have to kill it.” 
 
    Cleo nodded in agreement as her eyes glinted dangerously, and her tail swished as she gripped her sickle. 
 
    Kali grabbed her hunting knife as she wriggled out of her sleeping bag, and the footsteps below suddenly stopped. We froze as the sound of sniffing got closer to the door as the wind continued to howl. I felt my blood run cold as we waited, but the footsteps started up again as the creature continued to patrol below us.  
 
    My rifle was still swung over my back, and I grabbed my knife as I shuffled back to the doorway. It might be a last resort, but the gun was coming with me.  
 
    The werewolf had wandered a few feet away as it sniffed the ground, and we still had the element of surprise on our side. I just had to work out the most efficient way to use our height to our advantage.  
 
    The women crawled silently over to join me, and Kali went stiff as she stared down at the beast. Cleo’s eyes narrowed as she gripped her trusty sickle and scowled into the darkness.  
 
    They would be able to navigate down the tree much more skillfully than I could, but I wasn’t about to send them down alone. Then again, if I stumbled down the branches, then the werewolf would notice me immediately. How the fuck was I going to pull this off?  
 
    Silently killing a werewolf wasn’t a skill I had brushed up on, and I had a feeling it was going to be trickier to master than fishing. 
 
    I needed to figure out how to get a gun with a suppressor on it. I knew it wasn’t possible to get a “movie silent” gun setup, but if I could get a little twenty-two with a long suppressor on it, I could risk shots like this without anyone hearing me.  
 
    There was one option that popped into my mind, but it was batshit crazy.  
 
    “I’m going to jump on it,” I breathed as the beast slowly walked back under us. 
 
    “You’re what?” Kali whispered in a high-pitched squeak. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo hissed. “You cannot jump on a werewolf! That is so unbelievably dangerous!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But I don’t really have much choice. I want it dead, and I don’t have your ability to slink down the tree like a fucking ninja.” 
 
    “It’s quite far,” Kali said. “Not to mention having to hold on when you land on a giant, bloodthirsty, evil beast!” 
 
    The nymph looked even paler than usual as if she was going to pass out, and I put a hand on her tiny shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll all attack at once,” I said. “Cleo can silently creep down right as I jump, and then Kali flies in just after.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Cleo said. “It will not hear me coming with my blade.” 
 
    “We’ll slice the fucker up,” I agreed. “Just stay away from those claws as much as possible. But there’s no way we can lose with the three of us fighting together.” 
 
    “It has so many muscles,” Kali said weakly. “Those claws are the size of my face.” 
 
    “Do not go near those,” I said. “If you see it move a hand toward you, fly away. Fight from the back as much as possible, okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said. “We can do this.” 
 
    She didn’t look very convinced as she gripped her hunting knife, but we had to get moving. I had a feeling the wolf would call out to its buddies the moment it spotted us, but my stomach lurched as I stared down at the drop to the ground.  
 
    If I landed right on the monster’s back, then I would be protected from the ground at the same time as causing pain to the werewolf. That would weaken it immediately. Then I would just need to bring down my blade to its skull as Cleo leapt down to attack. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the most thought out plan I’d ever had, but it was going to have to do. Quick reactions were going to be needed on my Hollowfell heists.  
 
    “Please be careful,” Kali whispered as she gripped my hand. “These things are deadly.” 
 
    “I will be,” I said. “But we have to do this. Remember, stay the hell away from those claws. Cleo, let’s go.” 
 
    “Got it.” Cleo nodded as she positioned herself ready to leap. “We attack from behind. Time to spill the blood of our enemies.” 
 
    The cat-girl jumped down through the doorway silently, and she darted around the dark tree without drawing any attention to herself. Her blade glinted as she positioned herself a few feet above the werewolf and gave me a nod to say she was in position.  
 
    I tried to prepare myself as I shuffled my legs closer to the edge of the doorway. A foul odor of sweat and blood drifted up as I tried not to think about what the hell I was about to do. I took a final deep breath as the werewolf stopped right underneath me to sniff the ground, and Kali watched me with wide eyes while I swung my legs out of the doorway. 
 
    It was time to do something fucking crazy. 
 
    Then I jumped out of the doorway into the cold air of the forest as the bitter wind stung my face. Adrenaline and terror raced through my veins as I fell in what felt like slow motion. The fur-covered muscles on the beast’s back got closer as I tumbled through the air, and I braced myself right before I smacked into the werewolf’s back.  
 
    “Fuck!” I spat as something crunched loudly under my weight. 
 
    My body was in shock from the fall as I adjusted my legs to straddle the werewolf. The beast howled and bucked its back legs, and I had to haul myself upright as I gripped onto its thick fur. I could feel the thick muscles rippling under my thighs as pure terror and energy pulsed through my veins. 
 
    The world spun around me as I raised a hand to bring my knife into the werewolf’s skull, but it moved so violently that I only managed to pierce the neck.  
 
    It was enough to make the beast stop in its tracks as blood erupted from the dark fur, and there was a flurry of movement around me as the monster girls appeared.  
 
    Cleo landed on the ground like a superhero before she leapt at the werewolf’s side. Her sickle sliced down into the beast’s rib cage in a deep cut, and the animal stumbled. 
 
    “Shit,” I spat and jumped off as the monster began to spin like a bucking bronco.  
 
    I tripped over my own feet as I crashed to the ground before I found my footing, and the werewolf spun around to face me. Its red eyes were glowing with evil as I dove back from its sharp claws. The wolf snarled as blood poured from its side, and Kali grunted as she brought her knife into its lower back. 
 
    “Nice!” I yelled. “Keep those attacks coming from behind!” 
 
    Any smaller animal would have already fallen down dead, but this fucker was made of something else. It was seriously weakened after all the hits, and I managed to dart around its side while it stumbled.  
 
    Then I brought my knife right down into the side of its neck under the ear, and I felt the crunch of bone as blood soaked my fingers. The werewolf’s breath rattled as it swayed on its feet, and I leapt back as it tried to swipe a weak paw at me. 
 
    “It’s almost dead!” I yelled. “Keep this shit up! Stab and then get back! A few more hits should do it!” 
 
    Cleo pounced around the forest floor as if she was jumping on springs, and her confident slashes kept coming. Kali got a few hits in from above, but I could see the distress in her eyes every time she got close. 
 
    “Stay calm,” I said as the half-dead werewolf tried to spin around to face me again. “We’ve got this. Stay away from the claws, I’m going to get a final shot to the head.” 
 
    I jumped at the swaying beast and brought my knife down into the center of the skull. It was too weak to swipe at me, and I pushed as hard as I could into the brain until blood poured out of its jaw. Then its eyes rolled back, and I felt it finally going limp under my knife. 
 
    “Liam!” Kali cried as she dove down toward me. “You killed it!” 
 
    “Stay back!” I yelled just as the beast started to fall down dead. 
 
    The werewolf’s body toppled over right as Kali flew at me, and a huge claw swiped right over her bare shin as the beast hit the ground. Blood gushed from her wound as she tumbled down, and I leapt forward to catch her in my arms. 
 
     Her tiny frame collapsed into me as she gasped and cried out with pain. 
 
    “Kali!” I breathed. “Holy shit. It’s okay, we’re going to help you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the nymph sobbed. “I should have stayed out of the way until it fell.” 
 
    “Shh,” I said. “We need to clean this wound and bandage it. Cleo, get our water bottles.” 
 
    The cat-girl shot up the tree in a flurry as I held Kali close. I felt sick to see her wounded, and her blue eyes welled with tears. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “I’m here, and I’m going to take care of you.” 
 
    “I know,” Kali sniffed. “It just hurts.” 
 
    Cleo appeared again in a flash, and she groaned with effort as she slid my rucksack off her shoulders. She reached inside and pulled out a water bottle as she hurried over to us. The cat-girl unscrewed the top and gently poured the water over Kali’s wound.  
 
    “Oooh,” the nymph winced. “It stings!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cleo said. “We must make it clean. Werewolves are stinking, filthy creatures.” 
 
    The water washed down the nymph’s shin, and I was relieved to see the wound was only a few inches long. But the cut must have been fairly deep, judging by the amount of blood that continued to trickle down over my fingers.  
 
    “We need to get to a market,” I said. “Or back to the portal. I can’t let this become infected.” 
 
    “I know a place close by,” Cleo said. “Let me get the tent and sleeping bags first.” 
 
    The cat-girl raced back up the branches to the tree house as I held Kali tightly. 
 
    “I think we should bandage it,” I said gently. “Will you be okay if I sit you down?” 
 
    The nymph nodded as I slowly lowered her to lean against the tree trunk, and I grabbed a clean shirt from my bag. I ripped a length off and carefully wrapped it around Kali’s injured leg. She winced as the fabric was wound around her shin, but the blood stopped its violent flow as I tied the knot. That would stop her from losing too much blood until we could get something more effective.  
 
    Cleo returned with the tent over her back, and she hurriedly packed away the rolled-up sleeping bags. 
 
    “There is a market nearby,” she said. “It will have healing ointments to stop any disease.” 
 
    “Where?” Kali asked. “The nearest one is in Stormgulf!” 
 
    “No,” Cleo said with a shake of her head. “This is the underground market, and you have to know where to look to find it. Come.” 
 
    “I can still fly,” Kali said as she pushed herself from the tree. “But this is very sore.” 
 
    “It will be better soon,” I promised. “Let’s go. Cleo, lead the way.” 
 
    I grabbed the rucksack as Kali fluttered off the ground, and I looked down at the dead werewolf. It was in a pool of its own blood with its skull split right down the middle.  
 
    How many of them did the Sobblers own? What would happen when they found one of their creatures lying dead in the forest? 
 
    There was no doubt that these beasts were a serious threat to us, but we just had to leave before more managed to track us down.  
 
    I stayed right next to Kali in case she needed to be carried again, and I kept a careful eye on her improvised bandage. We needed to get a proper first aid kit to take with us on heists, and I pulled out my cell to make a note to order one.  
 
    Cleo quickly led us through twisted branches as a light rain began to fall on the blue leaves. We pulled our hoods up as the water bounced onto the forest floor, and glowing bugs scurried back into the ground for shelter. 
 
    “That is good,” the cat-girl said as she glanced up to the sky. “Rain will help hide our smell, and the scent of the dead werewolf.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “That should prevent its pack from finding it right away.” 
 
    “I cannot hear any more of the foul creatures,” Cleo said as her ears twitched. “Maybe they split up over the land to search.” 
 
    The rain got even heavier as we hurried through the forest, and I was grateful that our footsteps were masked by the sound.  
 
    “Is this market safe?” I asked. “Will there be any of the High Society there at this hour?” 
 
    “They are never there,” Cleo said. “The market is hidden away from the rich. It is one of the few places left in Hollowfell that belongs to working folk. People sell things that have been banned.” 
 
    “Like a black market,” I muttered. “That’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “It is a small taste of freedom,” Cleo said. “People are very secretive about it. I only found it when I helped a potion seller who had hurt her ankle. She thanked me by bringing me inside to buy me food.” 
 
    Despite all the danger we were facing, I couldn’t help being hyped to see a secret marketplace full of illegal magic. The idea of an area untouched by the High Society was intriguing.  
 
    Kali was quiet as we traveled, and I got the feeling she was putting all her strength into flying.  
 
    I was hyper-aware of every noise in the forest as I kept my knife gripped at my side. The rain would help us from being tracked, but it also made it harder to hear anyone approaching nearby. 
 
    Cleo suddenly stopped in front of a massive tree covered in ivy, and I swung around in case she had heard something. 
 
    “What is it?” I hissed. “Is someone here?” 
 
    “This is the market,” Cleo said. “Secret entrance.” 
 
    The cat-girl crouched down to the leaf-covered root and placed a palm on the vines. She pulled at the plant, and I was stunned to see it swing open like a door. Then a small archway in the ground was presented to us as Cleo gestured for us to crouch down. 
 
    “Caveways,” she said. “We have to hurry inside so nobody sees.” 
 
    “Fucking cool,” I muttered as I peered inside. 
 
    There was a far-off glow of light in the cave, but it was dark right at the entranceway. Kali winced at her cut, and I knew we had to move. 
 
    “You’re sure this place is safe?” I asked.  
 
    “High Society creatures are not there,” Cleo said. “We still have to be very careful, though. Not every working person is kind, but we will be as safe as it is possible to be in these woods.” 
 
    I nodded as the cat-girl slinked through the doorway, and I helped Kali step through before I followed. It was surprisingly spacious inside the cave tunnel, and the distant glow of light was accompanied with a far-off mumbling. Cleo pulled the doorway shut behind us before we started to hurry through the cave. 
 
    “Keep your heads covered,” I said as I pulled my hood a little further over my face. “We can’t let our guard down just because the gargoyles won’t be here. There will still be people who know we’re wanted outlaws.” 
 
    “And these folk are poor.” Cleo nodded. “The reward will be especially enticing for them.” 
 
    The girls made sure their hoods were pulled partially over their faces as we reached the end of the tunnel, and it opened out into a huge cavern that bustled with life. 
 
    It was like a mini city hidden underground and filled with bright-colored stalls, enticing smells, and gentle music. All different kinds of species roamed around as people called out prices and exchanged coins. Some vendors were humans in drab outfits, some had pointed ears, and some were bearded dwarves. There were creatures with bird-like beaks on human faces, and a few tiny beings that zipped about on black wings. I only caught a quick glimpse of the tiny people, but I saw that they had sparkling skin that looked like the night sky. 
 
    Lanterns hung from the stone walls to create light bright enough to be mistaken for early morning. The music was coming from a huge creature that looked like a small elephant in the corner. It had a trunk that blew out calming notes as it swayed on two gray hind legs. People threw coins at its feet as they hurried past, and the elephant animal nodded gratefully. 
 
    The best thing about the magical market was the lack of banshee screeches and gargoyle cries. There wasn’t a High Society fucker in sight, and I felt like a ton of tension had fallen off my shoulders. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I said as we stared out at the market. “Is everything sold here illegal?” 
 
    “Most of it,” Cleo said. “There are many things like potions and spells being sold that shouldn’t be, according to the High Society. What we need is the apothecary.” 
 
    “Can you walk?” I asked Kali. “You might stand out if you keep hovering.” 
 
    “Just about,” the nymph said as she tried putting the weight on her foot. “It hurts, but I can manage.” 
 
    I took the nymph’s hand for support as Cleo led us into the sea of bustling shoppers. Nobody paid attention to us as we weaved around the crowd, and it seemed like everyone was trying to go about their evening unbothered.  
 
    Being in a whole room full of beings who wanted to remain as anonymous as I did felt like a breath of fresh air. There were no wig-wearing monsters to hide from, and I couldn’t see any of our wanted posters, either.  
 
    But everywhere I looked, something strange and magical was afoot. 
 
    We passed a stall with a huge bowl of glowing green goop that gave off a pungent smell. An orange woman with pointed ears stirred it carefully before she ladled it into cups, and I wondered if it was an illegal alcohol of some kind. Some of the stalls just like hers were crammed with glowing potion bottles, and most of the containers were kept behind small cages to prevent theft. 
 
    Cleo led us to one of the busiest tables that was manned by two strange-looking women. They had human bodies and heads, but there were turquoise scales along their arms. Long green tails stuck out of their blue dresses and swayed from side to side as they filled boxes with jars, potion bottles, and tiny plants. Their white hair had streaks of green throughout, and one of them had a starfish clinging to the top of her skull like a headband. 
 
    “Those are nixies,” Cleo said as we joined the back of the line. “They’re very talented with herbs and water plants. A nixie family used to own the best apothecary in Stormgulf before the High Society hoarded many of the ingredients they needed.” 
 
    “That sucks,” I said. “So people can’t even buy medicinal stuff in the city?” 
 
    “Nothing really helpful,” Cleo said with a shake of her head. “Banshees hoard all the good potion ingredients for their own personal stash. But they can’t stop the nixies from gathering what they need from the sea.” 
 
    Kali leaned against me as we waited, and it was clear that there was high demand for medical supplies as the line moved slowly. It was upsetting to think that all these people didn’t have access to what they needed in their own homes. The High Society really were a fucking plague on Hollowfell. 
 
    We finally got to the table, and the nixie with the starfish smiled at me as she showed off her sharp teeth. Now that I was closer, I could see she had gills on the side of her neck that twitched every time she took a breath. She was pretty in a slightly scary way, and her blue eyes darted down to Kali’s leg. 
 
    “Deep sea slime,” she said as she grabbed a yellow jar. “Yes. Have a seat to apply. Run the slime along the wound to clean and seal it. Bandage after. Six golds, please.” 
 
    The nixie grabbed a strip of white cloth and cut it with a sharp knife. She handed the material and jar over to Cleo, and the cat-girl rummaged in her bag for coins. 
 
    “You’re a busy stall,” I said. “You must do pretty well for business.” 
 
    “Things have gotten so hectic,” the nixie grumbled. “High Society is hoarding more and more, and it’s making some of our healing creams impossible to make. Our family has always helped people, but I don’t know how much longer we can take this.” 
 
    “But you can still gather from the sea,” Cleo said as she handed over the coins. “The gargoyles can’t follow you down there.” 
 
    “Yes,” the nixie sighed. “But there are supplies on land that are needed for many serious ailments. If the rich keep hoarding them, then we cannot help people anymore.” 
 
    “You’re doing amazing,” I said. “Thanks for this.” 
 
    The nixie gave me a brief smile before she waved the next customer forward, and we stepped to the side to get out of the way.  
 
    There was a wooden stool beside the stall that I guided Kali to as she whimpered in pain. She slowly took a seat as I crouched down beside Cleo. The cat-girl unscrewed the jar of slime as I carefully peeled off the hastily-made bandage. Then I threw the filthy rag into a wooden trashcan as the smell of blood filled the air. 
 
    “This will sting,” Cleo said. “But only for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kali nodded as she gripped my hand. “I’m ready.” 
 
    The nymph’s eyes welled with tears as Cleo slathered yellow goop onto the wound. I watched in amazement as the ointment slithered around the cut as if it was alive, and the blood was eaten up into the slime. Then Kali’s skin slowly began to drift back together as she crushed my fingers. 
 
    “You got this,” I said as I stared at the magical healing process. “You’re doing amazing.” 
 
    The ointment smelled of citrus and seaweed as it slithered around her vanishing wound. In a matter of minutes, all of the blood from Kali’s pale skin gradually vanished, and she was left with a pink scar over her leg.  
 
    It looked like it had been healing for weeks. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I murmured. “That’s amazing. It just drifted back together.” 
 
    “This stuff is powerful,” Cleo said. “I think they will raise prices soon if ingredients keep being hoarded.” 
 
    “How does it feel?” I asked. “Any better?” 
 
    “It stings,” Kali whimpered. “But it also feels much less fiery and sore.” 
 
    I kissed the back of her hand before letting go, and I ran a finger over her new scar.  
 
    “This is going to look awesome,” I said. “What a badass token of our first werewolf fight.” 
 
    “It won’t be ugly?” Kali asked nervously as she studied her leg. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I snorted. “Nothing about you could ever be ugly.” 
 
    The nymph smiled as she got to her feet, and she warily tested putting weight on the injured leg. 
 
    “Perfect,” she said. “It’s a bit weak, but not too sore anymore.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Kali pouted. “Can we have a look around first? I’ve never been here before!” 
 
    “It has been a long time for me,” Cleo said with a slight smile. “There are some very delicious teas.” 
 
    “I can see a stand with jewelry,” Kali said. “Maybe we can have a quick peek at that?” 
 
    The two girls looked up at me hopefully, and I had to admit that an illegal magic market was something I wouldn’t experience every day.  
 
    “We got some sleep,” Kali added. “So maybe we can spend some time browsing? We wouldn’t be looting until morning anyway.” 
 
    “I guess.” I grinned. “We still need to be careful, though. Keep your eyes peeled for anyone that looks like they might recognize us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cleo purred. “Now we get to show Liam how shopping is in our world!” 
 
    We started to wander around the underground market, and I got the feeling I was experiencing what Hollowfell used to be like. I had always wondered how the magical realm would operate without the evil bastards at the top, and people seemed much happier down in this cavern than they did in Stormgulf. Nobody cowered away in the corner, and products weren’t hurled around by asshole gargoyles. 
 
    “This is so great,” Kali said as she pulled me over to a book stall. “We can browse without the Sobblers looking over our shoulders.” 
 
    “Why is this illegal?” I asked as I looked at the books.  
 
    “Knowledge is deadly,” Kali said as if this was obvious. “The less working folks know, the less trouble they can cause.” 
 
    The nymph studied the dusty books as Cleo examined a knife stand to our right. She purred happily as an old dwarf showed her his newest creation. It was a pocket blade with a leather handle, and it came with a beautiful sheath.  
 
    I was impressed with how many of these creatures were risking their lives by working illegally. If High Society got word of this place, then I had no doubts there would be fatal consequences for them all. It was like seeing a different side to the people I had only perceived as scared servants so far. They came alive down in the hidden cavern, and I wondered if they would ever use this courage to stand up against the evil that crushed their society.  
 
    There was so much to look at that I knew we could spend all night in the cavern without much effort.  
 
    I tried not to stare at people too much while we browsed, but there were creatures that I had never seen before wandering around. There were some women who had a tinge of green to their skin along with pointed ears that stuck out of their blonde hair. They walked gracefully over the ground as they browsed the various stalls silently. 
 
    “Forest elves,” Cleo whispered. “They are very smart, but a little bit stuck-up.” 
 
    A creature with the head of an eagle on the body of a lion trotted past, and I felt lightheaded as I watched its fur and feathers rustle with each step. Its thick talons clicked against the ground as it walked with its bird head swinging from side to side. 
 
    “Griffin,” I breathed. “Holy shit.” 
 
    Cleo nodded. “Not very common around here.” 
 
    Then we passed a stall that looked like it was for fortune telling, and an old woman sat behind it with a crystal ball in front of her. 
 
    “Oooh,” Kali whispered. “Maybe we should have our futures read!” 
 
    “She can do that?” I asked. “Really?” 
 
    “Only with some things,” Cleo said. “Mostly she can see if you will meet your true love, and if you will have a fruitful harvest.” 
 
    “Those are quite specific,” I snorted.  
 
    “Yes,” Cleo agreed with a smirk. “She is not very helpful really. I already know my true love anyway.” 
 
    The cat-girl gave me a kiss on the cheek as Kali’s eyes hovered over the crystal ball. I wanted to tell the nymph that she didn’t have to ask if she was loved. She meant everything to me. 
 
    Then Cleo pulled us over to a table that had deliciously sweet-smelling teas, and she ordered us each a cup full. The tiny woman behind the stand gave me a wooden mug of purple liquid that tasted like cherries and sent warmth right through my body.  
 
    “Mmm!” Kali squealed as she sipped her drink. “This is delicious!” 
 
    “It really is,” I said. “Do you want to get some food? Or are you still full after the fish?” 
 
    “I could have a small bite,” Cleo said. “They have very good stew and sweet bread here. It is not illegal, but shoppers always need food.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “This is way more exciting than L.A. shopping.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Kali asked as she cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “For me it is,” I chuckled. “But everything’s exciting when I’ve got my two girls by my side.” 
 
    The women giggled at this, and I smirked at the blush on Kali’s cheeks as I glanced out into the strange and magical crowd. 
 
    My eyes fell on a figure nearby who was standing oddly still in the bustling flow of beings. He was a well-built man dressed in black with a bald head. His pale eyes darted around the cavern like he was looking for something, and I got a crawling feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    The last thing we needed was someone looking too carefully through this crowd while we were in it, but maybe he was just some local seller who was looking for his kid or something. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said to the tea stall owner. “Who is that man in the black? Does he work at a stall?” 
 
    The short woman turned around to glance at the bald guy, and she sighed as she went back to steeping tea leaves. 
 
    “He’s a strange man,” she said. “I’m not sure what his business is, but he sneaks about with that scowl on his face, like he’s constantly looking for something.” 
 
    I glanced back to find the man had vanished, and I couldn’t see him anywhere in the crowd. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered mostly to myself. 
 
    “There are lots of strange people here,” Cleo said with a shrug. “He is probably trying to steal something.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I muttered. “Just stay close to me. I got a weird feeling from that guy.” 
 
    “He was talking to Neema earlier,” the stall owner said. “Asking her odd questions apparently. She might be able to tell you more. Head over to the farm animal section if you want to find her.” 
 
    I nodded at the woman as she turned back to serve a customer, and I felt uneasy as I scanned the crowd as thoroughly as I could. The cavern was full of bizarre-looking beings, but none of them had made my skin crawl like that guy had.  
 
    It couldn’t hurt to go and find out what we could about him. 
 
    “Let’s head to the farm stalls,” I said. “Which way are they?” 
 
    “Back left,” Cleo said. “Where the animal cages are.” 
 
    The cat-girl led us through the market toward the far side wall, and an unpleasant stench filled the air. 
 
    “It smells like shit,” I whispered.  
 
    “That is because of all the shit,” Cleo said matter-of-factly. “The animals do not smell very nice.” 
 
    The whole back wall of the cavern was filled with caged animals, and they all looked like they had been sedated with something. Some of them were recognizable as sheep and pigs, but others looked like they had been plucked right out of a Sci-Fi movie.  
 
    There were tiny crocodiles with eyestalks sticking out of their heads, brightly-colored rabbits that huddled in a pile, and some six-legged reptiles that had a single eye in the middle of their scaly faces.  
 
    “Wow!” Kali gasped. “Look at all these little cuties!” 
 
    “Cuties?” I looked at a huge frog with two heads. “I’m not sure that’s what I would call them.” 
 
    “This is the farmland stalls,” Cleo said as we wandered past the cages. “Some of these things can be used as guards, and some are just pets. Maybe some for eating, too.” 
 
    There were several male farmers tending to the animals, but I wanted to find this Neema. I kept searching the crowd for the bald man, but he seemed to have moved on. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I definitely got a bad feeling about that guy.  
 
    Then we stopped beside a middle-aged woman who had her dark hair tied into a plait. She was the only woman in this section and had grubby brown overalls that were stained with grass and animal shit, but her cheery smile overshadowed the unpleasant odor. 
 
    This had to be Neema. 
 
    “Hello, folks,” she said happily. “Looking for a pet are you? Or maybe a guard lizard for the house?” 
 
    “We’re just browsing right now,” I said. “But someone said you had spoken to that bald man earlier?” 
 
    “Bald man…” the woman muttered. “Do you mean the one who bought seven rabbits? He was strange, but I think he was just lonely.” 
 
    “The one in dark robes,” I clarified. “I saw him in the crowd, and he just looked like he might be up to something. We wanted to make sure he wasn’t causing any problems.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Neema said with a nod. “I know who you mean. Yes, he said I had a good spot over here to watch the whole market from. He stayed here for a while to just stare out at everyone.” 
 
    “Did he say anything else?” I asked. “What was it he was looking for?” 
 
    “He never said what he does.” Neema gave a careless shrug. “But I’d bet he’s a trophy hunter.” 
 
    I felt Kali stiffen next to me, and Cleo tugged her hood down right over her golden eyes. The two monster girls busied themselves with a nearby cage to make sure they weren’t facing the farmer. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as airily as I could. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “The way he was watching folk,” Neema said as she lowered her voice. “That man there is quite focused, I’ll tell you that much. I got the feeling he was looking for someone in particular. That could just be my imagination running wild, though!” 
 
    There was a strange honking noise from behind the cages, and something shuffled around behind the boxes of rabbits. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Neema sighed. “That will be Hobble. He’s a snuffler we won’t be selling any time soon.” 
 
    “Aww, why not?” Kali asked as she tried to peer behind the cages.  
 
    “Because he’s not a cute bunny,” Neema snorted. “High Society doesn’t want his kind because he’s ugly, and snuffler meat is well-known for being foul to boot. So nobody else will buy him for food, either. Not much to do about it.” 
 
    “Nobody wants him,” Kali whimpered as she frowned. “That’s so sad.” 
 
    “I agree,” Neema said. “He’s not the prettiest, but he’s a damn loyal companion to have around. If his master calls, then he’ll come running. Hobble’s a good little thing like that.” 
 
    I was about to reply when something trotted around the cages, and I decided “little” wasn’t the best descriptor for Hobble. Ugly was kind of accurate, though. 
 
    I felt like I was looking at the product of a hippo breeding with a boar and then also a sheep. It was a creature roughly the height of a Shetland pony, but way wider, and his dark brown fur was curly and thick. Hobble had a wide snout with flaring nostrils, and his yellow eyes blinked at me. His tail was thin and matted, but it started to wag uncontrollably when Kali reached out a hand to stroke his snout.  
 
    “Hellooooo,” the nymph cooed. “Oh, you are so sweet!” 
 
    “Is it?” Cleo asked as she eyed the sticking out teeth. 
 
    “He’s faster than you think, too.” Neema smiled. “Snufflers can carry heavy loads on their backs. A great farm companion if you have any land that you need help with. He could plod about all day with tools strapped to his back and wouldn’t give you any trouble about it.” 
 
    “Liam,” Kali said as she pressed her cheek into Hobble’s neck fur. “Oh, look at his face! Can we keep him?” 
 
    “What?” I asked and blinked in shock. “You… want that?” 
 
    I looked into Hobble’s ugly face and tried to imagine sneaking him past the twelfth floor. There was no explanation I could offer to Stan for why I had a giant pig-beast with me.  
 
    “We can’t,” I said quietly as Neema turned to clean out the rabbits’ cages. “There’s no way we can take a live animal back through the portal. It would be cruel and dangerous.” 
 
    “He could stay here,” Kali said as she clung to the beast’s neck. “He can wander and graze while we’re away, and then we’ll just call for him to come back! She said he can help with heavy loads.” 
 
    “That would be handy with extra loot,” Cleo murmured and examined the creature’s wide shoulders. 
 
    “Exactly!” Kali said eagerly. “Oh, Liam! Look at his beautiful face. I can’t bear to leave him here to never be rescued.” 
 
    I looked down at the ugly animal and pictured loading him up with loot-filled saddlebags. If he was fast and strong, then he could really be a business transaction more than anything. Besides, Kali looked like she would explode with sadness if we left him behind. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “Let’s get him.” 
 
    “Really?” Kali cried, and she leapt up to hug me.  
 
    Her small frame pressed against me as she flung her arms around my neck, and her head nestled into my chest. I chuckled as Hobble waddled over to be closer to her, and the nymph stared adoringly into my eyes. 
 
    It took every scrap of willpower in my body to keep a firm tone as I spoke to the winged beauty. 
 
    “He can help with loot,” I clarified. “But we can only keep him around if he proves to be useful. I can’t bust my ass saving you two only to have a pig-sheep thing slow us down.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kali said happily. “Thank you ever so much, Liam!” 
 
    Her dazzling blue eyes flickered down to my lips, but Neema returned before the moment could develop any more. The nymph slid down my body as I placed her on the ground, but her sweet scent lingered around my face.  
 
    “Sorry about Hobble,” Neema said as the creature licked Kali’s arm. “He doesn’t normally get so attached to folks.” 
 
    “We’re going to take him,” I said. “The lady’s heart is set on it, so he’s coming with us.” 
 
    “You mean it?” Neema gasped. “Oh, finally! He’s getting the owners he deserves. Like I said before, snufflers are very gross tasting. So don’t bother trying to cook him.” 
 
    Kali promptly covered the creature’s floppy ears, and I chuckled at how offended she looked at the thought. 
 
    “He’s ten gold,” Neema said. “As far as feeding goes, just let him graze outside. He doesn’t need much, and his stomach is made of steel. If you have any questions, then just come back to me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as Cleo handed over the money. “We’re… happy to have him.” 
 
    “He’s ugly, but he’ll serve you well.” The farmer smiled before she turned to serve another customer, and Kali sniffed as she stroked the new addition to our team.  
 
    “You’re not ugly,” the nymph whispered in its ear. “I think you’re the cutest little thing in the world.” 
 
    Hobble licked her pale face as his tail wagged like crazy, and I had to admit that he had an endearing quality to his ugliness. 
 
    But that thing was definitely not “little,” no matter how many times they said it. The damn snuffler looked like it could barrel straight through a brick wall with its stout body. 
 
    It was worth it for how happy Kali looked anyway. The nymph glowed as she cooed over the ugly beast, and she scratched his ears like he was a newborn puppy. Cleo tilted her head as she studied the beast with slightly less enthusiasm. 
 
    “Let’s get him some saddlebags,” I said. “He’s going to have to earn his keep. Okay, buddy?” 
 
    I gave the creature a pat on the head, and he nuzzled into my leg with a deep honk. 
 
    Okay. He was pretty cool.  
 
    “I love him sooo much,” Kali sniffed as she held the rope around his neck. “We saved him from his life of being stuck and unloved! Now he will have freedom to roam around, and people who care about him!” 
 
    I suddenly understood why she cared so much about the ugly beast. A trapped creature without love or hope that had been suddenly freed and given a better life. It was her story. 
 
    My chest damn near cracked open just thinking about it. 
 
    “You have such a big heart,” I said softly. “He’s lucky to have you, and so are we.” 
 
    The nymph looked like she was going to explode with happiness as we stopped by a farmer who had various saddles and bags laid out on a table. He helped Kali test out suitable sizes on Hobble, but I couldn’t stop scanning the crowd.  
 
    Neema’s hunch about the trophy hunter had stuck with me, and I had to agree that he was looking for someone. No one in this whole crowd was casing the joint as intensely as that guy had been. Well, no one except for me at the moment. 
 
    The market was amazing, but we needed to leave as soon as we were done with the saddle. It wasn’t worth risking being spotted and recognized. Our cloaks were doing a good job right now, but they couldn’t hide us from someone who knew exactly what they were looking for. 
 
    Then I suddenly spotted the gleam of a bald head amongst cloaks and horns. The man moved quickly through the sea of people as if he was making his way back to the farmer stalls.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I kept my eye on the bald man. “We have to go, okay? Let’s hurry up. Seriously.” 
 
    The girls attached the new saddle, reins, and bags onto Hobble as I kept my gaze on the crowd. One hand rested on my knife as the other stayed on my rifle under my cloak.  
 
    “Wait,” the farmer said as Cleo paid him. “Do I know you?” 
 
    My blood ran cold as I spun around, and I ushered the cat-girl behind me. 
 
    “We live in town,” I said quickly. “So you’ve probably seen us around. Thank you!” 
 
    I hurried the women to walk the opposite way to the bald man, but I could feel the farmer’s eyes on us.  
 
    That was too close a call for my liking. 
 
    “We have to leave,” I hissed. “Is there another way out? Or do we have to cross all the way back over to where we came in?” 
 
    “There is another this way,” Cleo said as she adjusted our path slightly. “Did you see the man again?” 
 
    “Yes,” I muttered. “Not to mention that the farmer must have recognized you from the posters. Keep your heads down and walk quickly.” 
 
    As we hurried through the crowd, we started to attract more attention as stall owners watched us carefully. I didn’t know if it was the addition of our new animal, or if word about our possibly suspicious status had somehow traveled in a matter of seconds. More and more sets of eyes turned our way, and I felt the back of my neck prickle with heat.  
 
    “People are whispering about us,” Cleo breathed as her ears twitched under her hood. “The exit is just up ahead. We must go.” 
 
    There was a sudden gasp behind us, and I spun around to see the crowd had parted for the bald man. He was sprinting through the marketplace with a manic grin, and he was headed straight for us.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Run!” I yelled, and the girls broke out into a sprint.  
 
    The crowd leapt out of the way in front of us, and panic started to break out inside the cavern.  
 
    Cleo led the way as we tore over the floor, and everyone pointed at us and gasped. I spun around to see if the bald man was within shooting distance, but there were way too many marketgoers weaving in and out around him.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as I followed Cleo toward a dark tunnel in the back right corner. 
 
    It was right at the end of the farmer stalls, and the animals beside us were going wild. Screeches and snorts rang out as we raced past, and it felt like every pair of eyes in the market were on us.  
 
    Getting my women out was my number-one priority. We needed to leave this bustling cavern before anyone else decided to join in on the trophy hunt. People would do desperate things for money, and I didn’t want to find out how many would be willing to offer up the girls for their share of the coins. 
 
    “Almost there!” Cleo gasped as we raced toward the tunnel. “Is the man still chasing us?” 
 
    I glanced back to see the gleam of his bald head bobbing amongst the crowd, and he snarled every time the sea of people parted enough to get a glimpse of his face. There was no way I was going to leave without killing this asshole. He was not going to live to see another trophy hunting day. 
 
    “He’s on our tail,” I said. “But we need to get out of this crowd before I can shoot him. I don’t want to risk anyone else getting hurt.” 
 
    We finally reached the end of the stalls, and Cleo shot through the dark tunnel as we trailed behind her. Then I looked back to see that half the marketplace was pointing at us as the bald man continued to run. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as the darkness enveloped us. “I’m going to deal with this fucker before we leave.” 
 
    The tunnel was only dimly lit by the occasional torch, and I gestured for the girls to press themselves against the wall once we had turned a sharp corner. Kali pulled Hobble close as they crouched down in one of the darkest spots of the cave. 
 
    I took our ear protection out of the bag, because I knew the echo of gunfire inside this cave would be deafening. The girls slipped theirs on, and Kali pressed her hands over Hobble’s ears. 
 
    Chatter and gasps from the market carried through, but nobody seemed to want to try and follow after us. Maybe our reputation as deadly outlaws was stronger than people’s desire for money. Word about the banshee slaughter might have spread, too.  
 
    But I knew the bald man would come, and I was going to be ready for him. I clutched my rifle as I waited in the dark with my heart pounding. Fiery rage burned in my chest at the thought of some fucker wanting to catch my women. He deserved the bullet-filled death that was coming his way. 
 
    We stayed still and silent as the chaos in the marketplace died down, and I started to hear the calls of prices and wares once more. Then a set of footsteps echoed out slowly as someone began to walk up the dark tunnel.  
 
    I was about to leap around the corner until a second set of steps joined in, and I wondered if the bald man had just given up the chase. There was a chance that a couple of innocent shoppers were coming our way, and I had to be sure before I hurt them. 
 
    Then I heard the voices that confirmed everything I needed to know. 
 
    “They’ll be hiding in the dark,” one deep voice chuckled. “This exit way is a maze. Only a few people know how to navigate it.” 
 
    “We’re going to be rich,” another hissed. “I told the boss we would bring him back something good!” 
 
    The boss? Holy shit, was there some kind of entire trophy hunting gang out in Hollowfell?  
 
    If that was the case, then I wanted to listen to as much as I could before I mowed these fuckers down. 
 
    “Seems a shame to have them taken away,” the deep voice said. “The girl ones are so pretty.” 
 
    “The cat-girl is from the poster,” the second man snarled. “Do you think the other one is the stolen nymph? The pirates might be able to match the Sobblers’ reward. I didn’t get a look at the man.” 
 
    “He looked like the one on the posters,” the deep voice muttered. “We’ll bring his head to the Sobblers along with the squealing little ladies. Instant riches!” 
 
    “Need to be careful,” the other guy said in a wary tone. “I reckon he’s the one who fucked up all those banshees. He’s got to be strong to be able to do that.” 
 
    The footsteps reached the corner of the tunnel, and I leapt out in front of the two trophy hunters. Their faces turned from confident sneers to shock as they stumbled backward. It looked like they were both in excellent shape, and the second man also had his head shaved bald. He wore matching dark robes, and I could see now that they had a golden X stitched onto their chest pockets. 
 
    Their shock didn’t last for long. 
 
    “Time to claim our prize,” the original man sneered as he drew a huge machete from under his robes.  
 
    The second man produced a dagger that was stained with blood, but I didn’t give them a chance to use their weapons. I pulled the trigger as I aimed at the first man’s skull, and his head exploded in a volcano of goop and bone fragments. The sound was deafening even under my earmuffs, but the second guy turned to try and run, so I swiftly shot directly into his upper back. My face was splattered with blood that spurted from his spine as he fell down onto the other corpse, and a pool of maroon liquid gently oozed out around both bodies. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled as I wiped goop from my eyes. “People are going to come and see what the fuck that was. Go!” 
 
    The girls stared open-mouthed at the two dead men, and Hobble suddenly swerved around their legs. He knocked through them so the girls went flying and landed onto his wide back. 
 
    Then the beast did the same thing to me, and I yelled as I had to steady myself on the thick saddle. There was just enough room for the three of us to be squashed together as the creature began to run. I was amazed how fast the thing could move with the weight of us all. 
 
    Cleo grabbed the reins as she guided him through the dark chambers. There were several forks in the road that all led down dimly-lit tunnels, but the cat-girl clearly knew exactly where she was going. 
 
    “Who were those men?” Kali squealed as she clung onto Cleo’s waist. “I couldn’t hear a thing with my earmuffs on!” 
 
    “Trophy hunters,” I said as I gripped the saddle. “They said they had a boss, and I noticed there was this little symbol on their robes. I think there must be a whole organized group of the fuckers.” 
 
    “Just what we need,” Cleo hissed. “Another collection of people who want to catch us.” 
 
    “Liam killed those ones so easily!” Kali said. “But who knows how many more will be nearby!” 
 
    “We are almost out of the caves,” Cleo assured us. “This creature is very fast for one so chunky.” 
 
    “She means sturdy,” Kali said as she stroked Hobble’s side. 
 
    “Where exactly are we?” I asked. “Is this going to lead us out near the portal?” 
 
    “No,” Cleo said. “We will be further out from the farmlands, but I know the way back to the hilltop. It will still be dark for a couple of hours, so we should be able to get back unseen.” 
 
    There were no footsteps following behind us as Hobble raced through the cave tunnels. His strides were long and steady, even under the weight of all our camping gear and weapons. Cleo pulled the reins to slow him down as we turned another corner, and the cat-girl slid off onto the ground when he finally stopped. 
 
    “We will need to walk through the exit,” she said. “It is not tall enough for our heads on top of Hobble.” 
 
    I swung my leg over the beast as I climbed off, and I helped Kali flutter to the ground. It looked like we had reached a dead end, but I knew Cleo was about to reveal some kind of hidden doorway. My faith in the cat-girl was absolute. She stepped over to the left corner of the tunnel end and crouched down to the stone ground.  
 
    “It should be right here,” she muttered as she ran her palm along the ground, and she gripped something with her fingers. 
 
    Cleo suddenly threw back a trapdoor that had been perfectly disguised in the stone. It looked pitch black underneath, but I could hear the sound of wind whistling through. 
 
    “We just need to duck under here,” Cleo said. “Then we will be out. Can the creature fit?” 
 
    “His name is Hobble,” Kali corrected. “I’ll make sure he gets out.” 
 
    Cleo shrugged and then vanished down into the dark trapdoor like a ninja. Her golden eyes faded from sight as Kali guided her new pet to the exit. 
 
    “Come on now,” she said gently. “It might be a bit of a tight squeeze, but we’ll be out in the world in no time.” 
 
    The animal grunted as it stared down into the darkness, and it gingerly stepped down into the abyss. Kali guided Hobble through, and her tiny frame slid easily along behind him.  
 
    I looked back to make sure we hadn’t been followed, but there was no hint of shadows or movement down the dim caves. It would probably take some time for anyone to catch up with our new steed’s pace. 
 
    I stepped down into the dark exit once Kali was gone, and there were only a few feet of overhanging stone to crouch under before I could step out into the darkness of Hollowfell.  
 
    “Close it behind you,” Cleo whispered. “Just pull the door back over it.” 
 
    I reached up through the hole and heaved the heavy slab of rock back over until it thudded into place. My rucksack scraped against the cave overhang as I bent over and shuffled out to join the women.  
 
    Then I straightened up with a groan to see we were right on top of a hill that looked out over a huge sprawl of land. My eyes were immediately drawn to a bright blue glow that spilled out of a deep cavern far off in the ground. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said before the women could continue along our journey. “What is that over there?”  
 
    “That is a leviathan mine for blue diamonds,” Cleo said. “The main reason those evil bastards are so rich.” 
 
    “And what are those?” Kali asked as she pointed to huge, circular holes that were dotted around the ground of the mine. 
 
    “They use those to drop down mining supplies,” Cleo said. “The workers have to go all throughout the night. Leviathans do not provide very nice working conditions.” 
 
    “What a shock,” I muttered. 
 
    There were small figures marching around the perimeter of the mine with wheelbarrows piled high with tools. Several watchtowers were placed around the giant cavern, and I had no doubt that they were manned by something deadly and terrifying. But I was itching to see the diamonds that were producing that glow from deep underground. The blue light spilled into the sky and shone brighter than the red-tinted moon. 
 
    And an idea slowly started to form in my mind. 
 
    “I wonder if those are valuable on Earth,” I mused as we stared out at the mines. “If so, then I think we just found our next looting spot.” 
 
    “There?” Kali squeaked, and I nodded. 
 
    “It’s a whole mine,” I pointed out. “We can’t pass up an opportunity like that.” 
 
    Cleo’s ears twitched as she peered around to the hidden exit, and I knew it was time to get moving.  
 
    “We should leave,” I said quietly. “Everyone is going to be on high alert now, and a job as big as this mine is going to take some careful planning and execution. Let’s head home, but it seems a shame to head back without having looted at all.” 
 
    “Well,” Cleo said. “There will be one manor on our way back to the portal. It has very high fences all around, but there are valuable decorations all about the garden.” 
 
    “Maybe a quick looting session for the road.” I grinned. “Do you think our noble steed will be up for another ride?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Kali said. “He simply loves helping, don’t you? Handsome boy?” 
 
    The nymph scratched Hobble’s snout as he snorted happily, and we climbed back onto the leather saddle. I watched the workers bustle around the mine until we raced down the opposite side of the hill, and the eerie glow faded from view.  
 
    Blue diamonds were not something I could remember seeing on Earth, but I didn’t know a whole lot about gems. I could have looked right at one and not thought much about it, so I just hoped they had some kind of value back at home. 
 
    Still, images of blue riches were soon pushed aside by the memory of the two men in the tunnel. I couldn’t stop thinking about what they had said about their boss. How big was this group they were part of? What kind of evil asshole was in charge? 
 
    They would eventually track down the splattered remains of the two men in the cave, and the illegal magic marketplace would not be safe to return to.  
 
    I had a feeling that Kali’s face was going to appear on wanted posters soon enough, too. Although she might be as excited about that as Cleo had been. 
 
    “Have you ever seen organized groups of hunters before?” I asked. “Those guys were clearly part of some gang.” 
 
    “Not like that,” Kali said. “People do team up a lot to hunt trophy girls, but I have never seen a group with a boss and matching uniforms before.” 
 
    “They are getting more serious with the hunts,” Cleo said with a surprising amount of pride. “I think our reward money is higher than any has been before. Maybe they’ve made it even higher after the banshee deaths.” 
 
    “Nobody knows that was us,” Kali argued. 
 
    “Not for sure,” I said. “But they probably have a suspicion. We are the most wanted outlaws in Hollowfell after all.” 
 
    “Yes we are,” Cleo purred. “We are the sneakiest criminals in the land!” 
 
    It certainly added an extra level of danger to the magical world to know that a group of armed men were hunting us down. The High Society were bad enough without fucking assassins roaming around in the shadows, so I was grateful we were still under the cover of the night sky as Hobble carried us under twisting branches.  
 
    Nobody followed us as we raced through the night, and Cleo pulled the reins as we reached an opening at the edge of the woodland.  
 
    There was a large clearing with a towering house inside that was built of golden bricks. It had stained-glass windows, emeralds embedded in the roof tiles, and a single turret that was oddly stuck on the end of the building. The garden was surrounded by a fence that allowed us to see inside, but the spaces between poles weren’t big enough to get a foot through.  
 
    We wouldn’t have to go inside to grab some of the obnoxious treasure, though. There were some of the ugliest statues I had ever seen displayed on podiums around the fence. Most of them were only a couple of feet tall, and they looked like they were made of solid gold, with various gemstones encrusted around the base. They were shaped like gargoyles, but in a much more flattering likeness than reality. Most of them were of a female with tumbling curls down her back, huge eyes, and rubies dotted along full lips. They were only protected by a dome of glass on the top of the podiums, and I was certain I would be able to carry a couple of them. 
 
    “Why are these outside the fence?” Kali asked as she studied one of the statues.  
 
    “They do not think anyone will dare touch them.” Cleo shrugged. “It is not a very busy area here. It is a status symbol.” 
 
    “Let’s see how these saddlebags hold up,” I said as I raised the butt of my rifle to one of the glass domes. “Get ready to grab and load them up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kali said as she fluttered off Hobble. “We will pack while you smash!” 
 
    “It always feels good to steal from gargoyles.” Cleo grinned. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    I aimed the butt of my weapon at the glass and smashed the first dome right open. Shards flew everywhere as I shielded my eyes, and the girls grabbed the first statue. 
 
    “It’s heavy!” Kali grunted as they hauled it off the podium. “Let’s see if Hobble can handle it.” 
 
    They slid the grotesque statue into one of the saddlebags, and the creature continued to lazily graze as if he couldn’t even feel the weight. I raced over to the next statue and slammed my rifle into it without hitting the gold inside. Then a flicker of candlelight illuminated one of the windows, and I knew we were going to have to run very soon.  
 
    “One more!” I hissed as the girls grabbed the second statue, and I broke apart the third glass dome. 
 
    Then I snatched the golden statue inside and immediately stumbled from the weight. It was solid and dense, and I was shocked at the lack of reaction from Hobble as I stuffed it into the right saddlebag.  
 
    “Holy shit, he is strong,” I said in awe as the beast lazily looked up at me.  
 
    Then someone inside the manor shouted, and I helped the girls up onto the saddle. I climbed on behind them just as the doorway of the house swung open. The scream of a gargoyle echoed out into the sky, but we had already vanished into the trees on the back of our weird steed.  
 
    I was suddenly a lot more interested in Hobble now that I could see the true extent of his strength. This was going to seriously increase the amount of loot we could bring back from Hollowfell. He thundered along at top speed with three people, heavy camping gear, weapons, and three golden statues on his back. 
 
    Hobble was a fucking beast. 
 
    I made sure to give him a sturdy pat of appreciation, and he let out an odd but muffled honk in response.  
 
    The sky had started to gradually lighten above us as the black stars faded. Hints of electric green began to swirl amongst the clouds as the first hints of morning crept in. I knew the sky would soon be filling up with screeching gargoyles, and I wanted to get through the secret doorway before that happened. 
 
    Cleo guided us through the trees until I started to recognize the path ahead. We raced up the hillside of the portal without any signs that we had been followed or tracked. Hobble eventually came to a halt at the hilltop as Cleo pulled him to a stop. Then she leapt down elegantly, and I jumped to the ground to unpack our bags.  
 
    “Thank you ever so much,” Kali said as she stroked her pet’s snout. “Oh, I feel so terrible about leaving him here! Will you be okay until we come back?” 
 
    The creature gave her a soft honk as he licked her hand, and he continued to graze as we unpacked the final statue. 
 
    “He looks happy to me,” I said with a shrug. “I think he’s just grateful to be free. The stall owner said that all we have to do is call him the next time we want to see him, and I’m inclined to think she’s right. He seems pretty loyal. He even tried to get you ladies out of that cave the moment I mentioned it, so let’s trust him, okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said as she stroked Hobble’s fur. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take the saddle and bags,” I said. “If someone sees those, then they might catch on that there’s someone around here.” 
 
    Kali unbuckled the leather straps as I took one statue in each hand. I was only just able to carry the two pieces as Cleo hurried over to the portal with the third golden gargoyle. The cat-girl’s ears twitched as she listened for any suspicious noises before she quickly opened the doorway. Then Kali gave Hobble a kiss on the head before she hurried after her, and I did one last scan of the forest around us.  
 
    The red-tinted moon had vanished by now as the early morning sky swirled above us. I could hear distant screeches of gargoyles, and I knew it was time for us to make our exit. 
 
    “Take care, dude!” I said to Hobble. “Thanks for the ride.” 
 
    I jumped through the rock face, and Cleo shut the door as I groaned from the weight of the statues. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I grunted as I placed the gold on the floor. “These are heavy as hell. I think I can manage two on my back, but the third can stay here for now.” 
 
    My muscles ached as I slid the rucksack off my shoulder and shook out my arms. I had adrenaline pumping through my veins from the chase with the hunters, and I was itching to take the statues over to Elijah’s dad. 
 
    Cleo handed out the wipes and towels for us to clean up, and I tried not to think about the amount of blood I had to wipe from my face.  
 
    It wasn’t too hard to do, considering my mind was pretty intent on planning our next mission. I couldn’t wait to get home and research how much blue diamonds were worth. That mine was calling to me. 
 
    “Let’s leave the camping gear here,” I said. “Along with the weapons. All we need to take back is the statues, and I reckon I can carry two on my back.” 
 
    I rearranged the contents of my bag so the golden gargoyles were the only thing inside, and I groaned as I swung the straps over my shoulders. 
 
    “We are getting a cab home,” I huffed. “I am not carrying this shit back to the apartment.” 
 
    I checked my phone to see it had just turned seven-thirty a.m., which was perfect timing. There wouldn’t be too many people around the offices yet, and we would be able to sneak downstairs without any awkward questions. Stan usually did a patrol of the floors before people started flooding in for the day, so we should be able to get out of the lobby unchecked. We could go home, shower, sleep, and then find out how much those blue gems could fetch us. 
 
    Roberts would think we were at conferences all day, so I didn’t even need to come up with a fresh excuse for him. 
 
    Kali swung the door open to the stairwell, and we hurried down the steps to the twelfth floor.  
 
    We strode out onto the gray corridor, but I swung an arm out to stop the girls after only a few steps. There was a buzz of noise coming from the conference room on our right, and I crept forward slightly to look through the glass walls. The room was crammed full of people from both companies setting up for some kind of presentation. They shuffled chairs around as someone fiddled with a projector, and I heard more people approaching from the elevator. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. “Go back!” 
 
    We raced back to the hidden doorway, and I glanced back just as a group of people carrying more chairs turned the corner. The girls leapt back through the hidden door with just enough time for me to follow before we were spotted. 
 
    I pushed the door open the tiniest bit to peer out, and I saw more and more workers wandering around the hall and conference room. 
 
    There was no way we were getting out of the corridor unseen.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned as I closed the door. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Kali asked quietly.  
 
    “Some kind of floor meeting,” I said as I rubbed my temple. “Today of all days. Shit. This wouldn’t be a problem if it was the middle of the day, but we need to explain why we’re roaming around on a floor that isn’t ours before anyone on our floor even gets to work.” 
 
    “Maybe we can be sneaky,” Cleo said. “If we creep behind them, then they will not see us.” 
 
    “I don’t know how sneaky I can be with this,” I said as I tapped my heavy rucksack. “The weirdest part is going to be the fact we’ll just appear out of nowhere.” 
 
    “They can’t see the door,” Kali groaned. “So it will look like we just fell out of a wall if they notice.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “That’s going to raise a few questions. We’ll have the fucking national news here if anyone sees three people emerge from a blank wall.” 
 
    I slid my rucksack off to think as I paced up and down. We could just wait until they were done with their meeting, but then getting the loot out of the building was going to get trickier. I wanted to leave before Stan sat down at his desk with any potential new trainees. We had gotten out of a search once, but I didn’t know how many times we would be able to pull that off before it became suspicious. There were only so many times we could hit a fire alarm without being spotted. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Cleo, maybe we will use your sneakiness to help.” 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed. “I can be at one with the shadows.” 
 
    She crouched down in a pouncing pose to prove this, and she bared her tiny fangs adorably. 
 
    “That’s going to help,” I said with a slight chuckle. “Hopefully. If you can get out of here without being seen, then you can cause a distraction further away.” 
 
    “I am good at those,” the cat-girl said proudly. “There was the fight, and then the fire box. I am the outlaw queen of distractions.” 
 
    “You’ll need to get at least some way down the hall,” I said. “A distraction is only going to work if it takes people away from this doorway.” 
 
    “I am silent.” Cleo nodded. “This will not be a problem.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Kali whispered. “Don’t leave if anyone is looking this way!” 
 
    “Do not worry,” Cleo said. “I will not put my family in danger.” 
 
    I pulled the door open another inch to see that the chairs had mostly been taken into the conference room. A man in a gray suit was organizing papers as he hovered just outside, and I knew he must be about to start the meeting. That meant it must be the last few minutes before everything went quiet for the presentation. It would be impossible to sneak past the windows without being spotted once everyone was quiet. 
 
    “You have to go now,” I whispered. “Just get as far down the hall as you can, and then pretend to fall or something? You just need to get past the room unnoticed. Maybe wait until that guy walks into the meeting.” 
 
    We stared out of the crack in the door as the gray-suited man slowly wandered into the conference room.  
 
    The cat-girl reached up to me and pressed her full lips on mine before she slinked through the door like a shadow. I grinned as her smoky scent lingered, and I watched to make sure nobody had seen her. Then Cleo darted down the hall silently as the staff in the room started to quiet down.  
 
    “Did it work?” Kali asked as she moved in close underneath me. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I whispered. “She just got past the windows!” 
 
    There was a gentle whirring sound of a projector starting up as someone cleared their throat loudly. 
 
    “Good morning,” the man’s voice droned. “We are so glad you could make it to our new floor meeting. I wanted to start with the glass recycling that will be available to—” 
 
    Then a piercing scream rang out through the air, and several gasps came from the conference room. Cleo’s howling groans echoed around the walls with a very convincing level of pain. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there!” Stacey’s voice rang out. “Someone’s hurt, you idiots, let’s go and help!” 
 
    There was a mumble of agreement as everyone spilled out of the room and hurried down the hall in a cloud of gray suits and pink dresses. 
 
    “Now!” I hissed as I slid my heavy backpack on. 
 
    Kali pushed the door open, and I stuck my head out to see everyone hurrying down to the pink half of the corridor. Cleo must have gotten all the way to the reception desk around the corner. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I leapt through the doorway, and Kali sped after me. 
 
    We ran down the hall to the elevators as the crowd all peered around the corner, and I set my bag down at the silver doors. 
 
    “Watch that,” I said to Kali. “When the elevator arrives, keep it open by putting your foot in the doorway. I’ll go and grab Cleo.” 
 
    The nymph nodded as I hit the silver button, and I hurried off to find the cat-girl. 
 
    “It is painful!” Cleo wailed from around the corner. “I cannot go on like this! My wound has consumed me!” 
 
    I pushed through the group of workers to find her sprawled out on the floor with her hand over her forehead dramatically. Stacey was crouched down beside her examining Cleo’s knee carefully. 
 
    “Okay, honey,” the blonde woman said. “I can’t see anything with these leggings on, but I’ll call someone to come and help.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I said, and everyone looked at me. “Sorry, I brought the interns in early to make sure they had remembered the fire exit training. Cleo wandered off to find the bathroom.” 
 
    “She took a fall,” Stacey said. “We should call—” 
 
    “No need,” I said hurriedly as I crouched down beside the cat-girl. “I can take her downstairs to get help. It will be faster.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo sighed. “My leg is so sore. I am weakened by my awful fall. Surely, you must carry me…” 
 
    I tried not to grin as I scooped her into my arms and stood back up. The cat-girl clung to my shoulders as she gave an excellent performance with a scrunched-up face. 
 
    “What a hero,” Stacey said with a wink. “Good man, Liam! Make sure you get some ice on that knee of hers.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    “You are so sweet,” Katy the receptionist said as she gave me a wave. 
 
    “He is very sweet,” Cleo agreed. “I will go with him to the person who will fix my knee.” 
 
    I nodded as the group started to drift back around the corner, and I hurried through to get ahead of them. 
 
    “At least we got out of the meeting for a bit longer,” Katy mumbled. “I might fall down, too, if it means he carries me.” 
 
    Stacey snorted with laughter as I finally reached the elevators to find Kali had dragged my bag inside. Her tiny foot was placed firmly at the edge of the entrance to keep the doors open, and I stepped inside with Cleo. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kali gasped as she moved her foot. 
 
    “I am only pretending to be hurt,” Cleo chuckled. “This is all part of the sneaky plan!” 
 
    I held the cat-girl until the silver doors pinged shut, and I kissed her full lips before I placed her back down.  
 
    “Good work,” I said. “That was close, but your performance saved the day.” 
 
    The cat-girl purred as she rubbed her head against my chest, and I scratched her ears lovingly. 
 
    “And you did very well putting your foot in the door,” I told Kali, and she instantly lit up. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Liam,” she practically swooned. “I tried very hard to do exactly what you wanted me to do. I always want to do what you say.” 
 
    “And you did it perfectly,” I assured her as her words sent a surge of heat through my veins. 
 
    “Now we get to go home,” Kali yawned. “Oh, my goodness, I think I need to lie down!” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Our night of sleep did get disturbed by a vicious werewolf.” 
 
    “We killed him so well,” Cleo sighed as she braced her tired back against the wall. 
 
    The elevator carried us right down to the ground floor without being stopped, and the doors slowly slid open to reveal an empty lobby. I breathed a sigh of relief to see Stan’s unmanned desk, and we hurried out onto the marble floor. We strode over to the turnstiles, and I had to force my way through with the huge rucksack on my shoulders.  
 
    “Liam,” a slimy voice said, and I held in a groan as I looked up to see Roberts had just walked through the revolving doors. 
 
    His hair seemed to have more gel than normal, and his eyes roamed all over Cleo and Kali’s faces like he was looking at his next meal.  
 
    The cat-girl scowled as she crossed her arms, but his gaze lingered on her blazing yellow eyes anyways.  
 
    “Morning,” I said brightly. “Just off to the conference!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Roberts asked suspiciously. “It’s early morning, and you said that conference was off-site.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I desperately looked at the girls. “But the ladies had to go upstairs.” 
 
    “Why?” Roberts asked as his gaze fell on my rucksack. 
 
    “They were modeling,” I said hurriedly. “Or they were going to try out for modeling for the dating agency ads. But turns out we got the wrong day, so we’ll just take all these outfits in this bag back home. This is just packed with shoes and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh!” Roberts grinned widely. “Yes, that would be an effective advert indeed. So you ladies are models as well as tech experts? Why don’t you come and show me some of these outfits? Maybe I can put together some kind of advert for our own company. I can run and get my camera–” 
 
    “We’re leaving,” I said with barely concealed disgust. 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said. “No outfits for you. Goodbye.” 
 
    Roberts looked like he was about to say something else, but we hurried past him into the revolving doors. I glanced back to see him storm over the lobby, and I shuddered at the thought of him taking photographs of the women. 
 
    What a fucking creep. 
 
    More people started to drift into the building as I stepped onto the sidewalk. It was a bright morning, and I was extra grateful for the warmth after a night spent in the storm-filled land of Hollowfell. I put my rucksack on the ground at our feet as I ordered a cab, and the women yawned as people hurried by with cups of coffee. 
 
    It didn’t take long for our car to pull up, and we climbed inside with my loot-filled bag. Cleo and Kali rested their heads on my shoulders as we drove home, and I smiled down at the beautiful monster girls.  
 
    But I kept thinking about the glow of the blue diamond mine as the cab wove through the L.A. streets. There must have been an endless supply of treasure down there, and now we had a creature that could help us carry four times what we would be able to handle ourselves. The statues we had would be worth a fair bit, too, so I pulled my phone out to text Elijah. 
 
    Hey, man! Let me know when you’re free for another small drop-off. I can come around to return the car. 
 
    Buying my own vehicle would be another exciting job I could do this week. I could spend a whole day with the women as we strolled around fancy dealerships with cars I didn’t even know the names of. Not to mention the fact I needed to pack for the big move, but I didn’t think that would take too long. All the furniture belonged to the landlord, so it would just be my personal shit that we would have to box up. 
 
    The women stirred when the car finally pulled up to my building, and we climbed out into the morning air. I was looking forward to getting the heavy gold off my shoulders as we trudged up the entrance stairs that reeked of booze. A rat ran past us as I opened the building door, and Cleo hissed at it as it bolted down onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “Fucking gross,” I groaned. “I cannot wait to have rats replaced by doormen.” 
 
    We made our way up the stairwell, and I unlocked the door to my crappy apartment. I swung my rucksack off the second I stepped inside and leaned it against the wall, and the women stretched and yawned adorably. 
 
    “You two go shower and sleep in the bed,” I said. “I’m not tired right now, and I’ve got some stuff I want to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cleo mumbled. “We will go and lie down, but you can come and join us whenever you like.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said as she rubbed her eyes. “Plenty of room…” 
 
    “Sleep tight.” I smiled as the girls plodded off to the bathroom, and Cleo blew me a kiss before they disappeared through the door.  
 
    I sat down on the creaky sofa as I pulled my laptop over and hoped I was about to discover some good news about blue diamonds. That leviathan mine was calling out to me, and it was always satisfying to fuck over the High Society as much as possible. We would be able to cram so many gemstones into Hobble’s saddlebags if they were worth enough to pull off a heist that big. 
 
    I typed in “blue diamonds” to the search engine, and my jaw dropped as I clicked on the first article. 
 
    The price of a 0.5 carat light blue diamond is $26,280 on average. Deep blue and vivid blue diamonds cost much more– around $75,000 for a 0.25 carat diamond. As you increase in color intensity and carat weight, blue diamond prices extend beyond $100,000, $200,000, and more 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    “Nooo fucking way,” I breathed as I clicked on another site. 
 
    It gave me the same information as the first one had.  
 
    These things were worth shitloads of money, and they were one of the rarest types of diamond in the world. The amount we would be able to bring back would change my life even more, and it would be our biggest haul yet. 
 
    I could just picture Elijah’s face if I dumped a bag full of the blue gemstones on his desk. 
 
    I carefully read more articles to make sure the information was true, and each one told me the same amazing news.  
 
    The leviathan mines were going to make my bank account explode. No wonder those snake-skinned bastards were so smug and rich.  
 
    Then it started to dawn on me that I would be able to think a lot bigger than renting a penthouse very soon. I would be able to buy something like that if I wanted to, but I felt like I couldn’t fully process that yet.  
 
    My head was spinning as cars and houses flashed through my mind, and I closed the laptop as I rubbed my eyes.  
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    First I had to earn those riches through stealth and mettle. 
 
    In a way, it had worked out for the better that we’d needed to exit through the back of the underground market. It showed me the mines that I wouldn’t have seen otherwise. The mines that would change my life in even bigger ways. 
 
    But then I remembered the reason why we had taken that exit, and I pictured a whole army of bald-headed trophy hunters patrolling Hollowfell. We were going to have to be extra careful when we returned for our next heist, especially since we were going to such an important area. 
 
    There was no chance those mines weren’t guarded extremely well at all times. 
 
    Plus, we now had some trophy hunting gang coming after us as well. 
 
    I knew we would need to be careful, but it just added another element of thrill to the job. Working for the loot made it so much more rewarding. 
 
    And I was ready to slit the throats of any hunters who thought they could lay a hand on my women. There was clearly some bossman lurking deep in the Hollowfell underbelly, but I’d bet he didn’t have a fucking AR-15 like I did. I would mow that asshole down if I ever laid eyes on him. 
 
    My body was suddenly overcome with exhaustion as my limbs became heavy, and I laid back on the sofa as I rearranged the cushions. Cleo’s offer for me to join the women in bed was very tempting, but I didn’t want Kali to feel weird. She had definitely given me multiple hints that she wanted what I did, but I would speak to her about it alone soon enough, not half-asleep after a night like ours.  
 
    She deserved way better than that. 
 
    My eyes closed as I drifted into dreams of being close with the nymph, and I fell into a well-earned sleep. 
 
    It only felt like a few seconds had passed when I woke up to find Cleo had snuck onto the sofa while I slept. Her soft head rested on my chest as she let out gentle snores, and the afternoon sunshine blazed in through the shoddy curtains. The shower was running in the bathroom, and I tried not to think too hard about Kali standing naked under the water.  
 
    I stroked Cleo’s hair gently as she slept, and the bathroom door swung open after a few minutes. Then Kali stepped out in a towel that clung around her petite frame as her pink curls hung soaked on her shoulders. She smiled at me as I tried not to let my gaze linger too long on her cleavage behind the knot in the towel. 
 
    “That scar looks all healed up,” I said as I looked down at her shin. “I can’t believe how fast that ointment stuff works.” 
 
    “It really is a wonderful potion,” the nymph said as she came closer. “Thank goodness we have an almost full jar of it. I don’t suppose we’ll be able to go back to the market any time soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I yawned. “That sucks, but at least we got to see it.” 
 
    My throat felt dry as the nymph stood dripping wet a few inches away from me. Even through my groggy eyes, she looked fucking stunning, and my gaze trailed a single drop of water that started at her collarbone and then traveled all the way to that beautiful cleavage of hers. 
 
    I abruptly sat up as I gently rearranged Cleo, and Kali took a seat beside me. She smelled of the fancy shampoo her and Cleo had bought, and her skin glowed as more droplets of water ran down her bare shoulders. 
 
    Those fucking droplets seemed specifically designed to test my willpower. 
 
    The urge to reach out and touch her soaked skin was overwhelming as she tucked a wet curl behind her ear. 
 
    “Liam?” I heard her murmur, and my gaze snapped up from the droplets to find her big blue eyes looking at me. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you properly,” Kali said gently. “You really saved my life by getting me to the market so quickly, and I just owe everything good I have to you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” I said. “I love having you here with us. You’re part of the family, okay?” 
 
    Kali’s face was so close to mine, and her blue eyes sparkled in the beams of sunlight. Her towel had ridden up to expose her slim thighs, too, and I was aching to pull the cloth away from her perfect body. I wanted to give her the same pleasure and love that I gave to Cleo. 
 
    “You make me feel safe,” Kali whispered. “Thank you.” 
 
    My phone suddenly vibrated on the coffee table, and the nymph shot up off the sofa in fright. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as I grabbed the cell. “Sorry!” 
 
    “That startled me,” Kali giggled. “Oh, dear!” 
 
    She gave a little shimmy like her body was just as startled as her, and I had to choke back a groan as more droplets cascaded onto her chest. 
 
    Holy shit did I want to strangle whoever had just messaged me. 
 
    Then Cleo sat up as she opened her golden eyes, and her soft tail twitched while she stretched.  
 
    “Morning,” I said as I stroked her hair. 
 
    “Good morning,” Cleo yawned. “I think I will have another shower now that I have rested.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said. “I have good news for you both. It turns out those blue diamonds are worth a hell of a lot here on Earth. Like, a shitload more than anything we’ve brought back before.” 
 
    “Really?” Kali gasped as she bounced excitedly. “That’s wonderful!” 
 
    “Yeah, it is…” I muttered as a few of her droplets splashed onto me. 
 
    “A mine heist,” Cleo purred. “That sounds dangerous and exciting.” 
 
    “It will be both,” I agreed. “But luckily I have the best people for the job.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re going into the mine,” Kali breathed. “We’ll need to plan it carefully.” 
 
    “We will,” I said. “Let’s get ready for the day, and we can put our heads together for our next trip.” 
 
    “I’ll get dressed,” Kali said. 
 
    Her blue eyes flickered over my body before she shot me a smile and hurried off to the bedroom.  
 
    I cursed my phone silently as I watched her leave. She had been giving me all the signs possible that she was ready to take our relationship to the next level, and I just had to get a fucking message at that moment. 
 
    Then again, I was already the luckiest guy in the world with my own damn portal to a fantasy world. I couldn’t just have absolutely everything go perfectly, could I? 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Cleo asked curiously as she got to her feet. “You gave Kali a very strange look.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said with a shake of my head. “I thought we were about to… well.” 
 
    The cat-girl folded her arms as she smirked, and she glanced over her shoulder to the bedroom. 
 
    “It will happen,” she said quietly. “Kali is quite timid, but I can tell that she wants to have you the way that I do. This will make me very happy when it finally happens. I cannot take the waiting anymore.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” I chuckled. “But it’ll be on her terms. Anyway, it’s not like I have a shortage of gorgeous Hollowfell women to ravish.” 
 
    Cleo smiled as she gave me a twirl, and I slapped her ass as she moved. 
 
    “I will go and bathe,” she purred. “You can picture me getting all soapy in the shower.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” I grinned. “That’s what I think about most of the time anyway.” 
 
    Cleo giggled as she strode over to the bathroom, and I checked my phone to see what had disrupted my intimate moment with Kali. It was a message from Elijah, and my heart stopped when I read it. 
 
    Hey, dude, my dad needs to talk to you ASAP. 
 
    I reread the words over and over until my mind had raced down every possible avenue. Why did his dad need to speak to me? Had our deal suddenly made him feel uncomfortable, and was I about to be interrogated about my hoards of treasure that seemingly came from nowhere? 
 
    Maybe he had studied the jewels in more detail and realized that it was all actually worthless on Earth. Had I risked my life over and over for loot that turned out to be fraudulent in this world? 
 
    I tried to stop myself from going crazy, and I messaged Elijah back. 
 
    No worries. I’ll come over now with the car. 
 
    My stomach felt queasy as I pulled on my jacket and boots, and Kali emerged in her purple dress with her pink curls still wet. 
 
    “I’m heading out for a little while,” I said as I swung my rucksack over my shoulder. “Can you and Cleo just hang out here for a while? The credit card’s on the table if you want to go out and do anything.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kali said. “We can have some rest time after such an eventful trip. Is everything alright? You look worried.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” I assured her. “I just need to speak with Elijah.” 
 
    “Okay,” the nymph said as she perched on the sofa. “We’ll be here when you get back!” 
 
    She swung her legs up to lean back, and I was positive she was posing for my benefit. Her sculpted thighs crossed over each other as her dress clung to every curve. The nymph looked like she was laid out just for me, and I swallowed hard as I opened the door. 
 
    “See you soon,” I said as my eyes lingered on her legs. 
 
    “Goodbye!” Kali called with what I swore was a hint of a playful smirk. 
 
    Maybe Cleo’s ways were rubbing off on the nymph, and I wasn’t exactly complaining if that was the case.  
 
    But my lustful thoughts of Kali were quickly replaced with nerves.  
 
    I ran down the stairwell as fast as I could with the heavy load on my back, and I stepped out into the street without seeing any more rats. 
 
    Droplets of sweat ran down my neck from carrying the rucksack in the blazing sun, but the Mercedes was only a few yards away. I unlocked the trunk and threw the bag in before I climbed into the driver’s seat. My mind raced as I pulled out onto the street, and I drove off to a meeting that might change everything about my life. 
 
    What the hell was I about to find out about my Hollowfell loot?

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    I tapped on the steering wheel with agitation for the entire drive over to Elijah’s shop. My mind was racing at a million miles an hour as I analyzed every single possibility that could happen at this meeting.  
 
    Samuel Cohen was a good man, but he could be intimidating as all hell when he wanted to. It was a necessary trait when you owned multiple shops and one of the most successful jewelry empires in the city. 
 
    There must be an important reason that he wanted to see me in person.  
 
    I tried to slow my breathing down as I pulled into the clean street that was just a short walk from Cabrillo Beach. Elijah’s store had had a makeover since the last time I’d seen it, and there was a sleek new sign with black lettering hung above the door. 
 
    Cohen’s Jewelers- Buying and selling. 
 
    The white paint of the building had been freshened up yet again, and there were people bustling in and out of the glass double doors as I parked. I got the last space available since it seemed that this was suddenly the hottest place in L.A. for young, trendy people. There were countless beautiful women around the jewelers, and I had never seen it so full of what looked like Instagram influencers. 
 
    Elijah’s sister really had done well for their marketing.  
 
    If business was doing even better than usual, then at least Samuel would probably be in a good mood. Hopefully. 
 
    Then I took a second to steady my breathing before I climbed out of the car with my rucksack swung over my shoulder. The weight of the statues barely registered in my brain as I rehearsed what I would say about the stolen treasure. My biggest worry was that Samuel had discovered that it was all somehow worthless in this world after selling it and paying me.  
 
    Their family had been in this business for decades, so it was highly unlikely that they’d fucked up when pricing the loot. But it was from another world. Maybe it was so close to being like our treasure that it went unnoticed for a while, and he had only just noticed something that gave away the fact these weren’t Earth gems and gold. 
 
    I was so lost in my own thoughts that I almost walked straight into the girl that stood in front of the shop taking photos on her phone. 
 
    “Liam,” she said as I jolted back to reality. 
 
    Elijah’s little sister was a pretty brunette who was almost as tall as me. She was super cute with big brown eyes and a golden nose ring. Her denim shorts and white bralette gave her the ultimate L.A. chic look that had earned her an obscene amount of followers on her social media accounts.  
 
    “Hey, Lucy.” I smiled. “Sorry, I was a million miles away.” 
 
    “I saw that,” she said as she chewed gum. “I’m taking some pics for dad’s Insta. I’m begging him to let me make a TikTok because everyone is like, over pictures. It’s all about videos now. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed cluelessly. “That’s awesome. Is your dad around?” 
 
    “Him and Elijah are inside,” she said as she started taking pictures again.  
 
    “Cool,” I said. “I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    “Do you want to be in the pictures?” Lucy asked. “You’ve got that, like, bad boy without trying vibe, which is hot. Because trying is gross. We could get you modeling some of our men’s chains?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I said. “See ya.” 
 
    I left her to her photo shoot as I walked behind a group of young guys as they spilled into the shop.  
 
    The entire store was one huge room that was divided up with multiple glass storage cabinets. Watches, jewelry, gemstones, and pearls were displayed on red cushions, and young people huddled around each cabinet as they pointed to various items and took pictures. 
 
    Elijah and a few other guys I didn’t recognize were unlocking displays to let people get a closer look at items, and they didn’t stop moving as they darted around the store. My buddy handed a young blonde girl a golden necklace, and she nodded excitedly as he brought her over to the register to ring her up.  
 
    I made my way over to the counter, and my friend grinned when he spotted me. He looked as dapper as ever in black slacks and a crisp white shirt, and his beard was perfectly trimmed as usual. 
 
    “Dude!” Elijah called. “Get your ass over here!” 
 
    He finished serving the blonde as I reached the counter, and he suddenly grabbed me into a bear hug. His cedarwood aftershave enveloped me as a rush of relief ran through my body.  
 
    “You’re not pissed?” I asked as my buddy let me go. 
 
    “Huh?” Elijah frowned. “Pissed? Dude, why the fuck would I be pissed? Have you seen this place?” 
 
    He gestured to the hordes of people pressing their faces up against the glass cabinets as the other staff members tried to serve three people at once. 
 
    “This is nuts,” I said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Lucy blew the store up online,” he said. “The girl knows how to get followers, and she’s managed to make this the ultimate place to get your accessories on this side of town. Thanks to you, we have some really cool pieces that people are fawning over!” 
 
    “So your dad isn’t wanting to end our deal?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Elijah snorted. “Liam, I think he wants to fucking adopt you. We had to hire Pete and another guy because we couldn’t keep up with the flow of customers.” 
 
    All the muscles in my body relaxed as I looked at the sea of excited shoppers. Helping my buddy out was an awesome bonus to becoming filthy rich. 
 
    “I’ll take you through,” Elijah said as he put a hand on my shoulder. “These other guys can fend for themselves for a while.” 
 
    My buddy guided me through a door behind the register, and we stepped into the most luxurious version of a staffroom I had ever seen. There was a pool table, seven reclining chairs, a transparent fridge full of bottled water, and doors that sat open and led to a porch area. 
 
    We walked over to the porch to find Samuel Cohen sitting back in a chair as he puffed on a cigar. He was a giant man with his beard perfectly trimmed just like Elijah’s. His black suit radiated luxury, and his golden cufflinks probably cost more than most people’s cars.  
 
    “Liam,” he grunted as he got to his feet. “How ya doin’, son?” 
 
    He stuck out a massive hand and basically crushed my fingers as he shook mine. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Cohen.” I grinned. “Good to see you. The store looks like it’s doing well.” 
 
    “Fucking right it is,” Samuel growled as he smacked my back and almost sent me flying.  
 
    He gestured for me to sit down on the porch with him, and Elijah grabbed a seat beside me. 
 
    “Drink?” Samuel asked as he nudged a cooler filled with beers. 
 
    “Sure,” I said as I grabbed one and handed another to Elijah. 
 
    “Pete and the others can cope a while longer,” my buddy chuckled. “I don’t want to be rude to my guest.”  
 
    We cracked open our drinks and looked out at the golden sands that stretched out into the sapphire waters. I took a sip of the crisp beer and enjoyed the moment of relaxation. Whatever this was about wasn’t going to end in my sudden downfall. The riches were still mine. 
 
    “Liam,” Samuel said. “I wanted to see you because I’ve got a couple of things I had to say to you in person. First of all, we got a buyer for another bulk of your delivery.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked as I sat up straight. “How much of it?” 
 
    “A fair chunk,” the older man chuckled through his cigar smoke. “The deal’s all been finalized, so you’ve got a million and a half headed your way tomorrow. Sound okay?” 
 
    My jaw dropped at his words, and it took a second for me to process the information. Another million and a half dollars was going to be in my account tomorrow. There was nothing wrong with the Hollowfell loot, and it was just going to continue to make me richer and richer. 
 
     Holy fucking shit. 
 
    “You good?” Elijah chuckled. “I’m guessing you’re still not used to hearing those kinds of numbers?” 
 
    “Fuck,” I managed after a moment, and both men laughed. 
 
    “Better get used to it,” Samuel said as he puffed his cigar. “I don’t know what secret fucking treasure island you found, and I don’t want to know, but keep that shit coming.” 
 
    “I will,” I said as I tried to shake off the shock. 
 
    “That’s really what I wanted to talk to you about,” Samuel said. “Face to face. Man to man. Look, I know Elijah’s your buddy.” 
 
    “I guess.” I grinned as my friend threw his bottle cap at me. 
 
    “But the fact is, with this amount of goods, you could have your choice of buyers,” Samuel said as he leaned closer. “I want you to know that with the Cohens, you won’t get asked questions or be taken advantage of. Fair pay and fair business. I can draw up some kind of contract if that would make you feel more comfortable.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold on,” I said. “You’re worried I’m going to do business somewhere else? Mr. Cohen, I’m loyal to you guys. You’ve helped me change my life, and I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Call me Sam,” the older man said with a wink. “I’m very fucking pleased to hear that, son. You’re making the right choice. This is a win for both of us.” 
 
    “You should treat yourself,” I chuckled. “A celebration of the stores doing so well. Splash out on a new car or something.” 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Sam chortled. “My wife wants to go on some kind of nude cruise thing–” 
 
    “Dad!” Elijah groaned. “That’s fucking gross.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as I drank my beer, and I suddenly remembered the new loot I had brought over. 
 
    “Delivery,” I said as I patted my rucksack. “It’s not a big one, but I’ll have bagfuls coming your way soon.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Sam asked. “Keep ‘em coming! But I’m going to get you a meeting set up with my legal guy.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said. “Is that… a good idea?” 
 
    “Legal maybe isn’t the right word,” Elijah said. “Dad’s ‘legal guy’ is really good with… some not so legal stuff.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Sam snorted. “It’s all above board. Ernie just helps me make sure my papers say the things the government wants them to say. We need to get Liam set up with an LLC or some shit in case anyone comes poking their nose around.” 
 
    “An LLC?” I asked. “You think I should set up a business?” 
 
    “You’re already a business,” Sam pointed out. “But you need an accountant and registered staff. Maybe we can make you a wholesale gem dealer or some shit that’s a little more solid. My guy will know what’s best, but it’s all for appearances if anyone starts asking questions about your sudden influx of money. You’ve gotta think about shit like that now.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said with a nod. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “We’ll set something up,” Sam said as he scrolled through his phone calendar. “How about two weeks’ time? Tuesday for lunch?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Done,” Sam grunted as he typed something and kept his cigar wedged between two fat fingers. “Then you won’t need to look over your shoulder or worry about paperwork shit. We’ll look after you, Liam, don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    It felt like every worry I’d ever had melted away as I sipped my ice-cold beer and looked out at the beach. Then the cigar smoke wafted around as Sam got to his feet, and he cracked his knuckles loudly. He picked up my rucksack easily as he swung it over his broad shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll empty the goods out,” he said with another wink. “Make sure you grab the bag before you leave.” 
 
    “I should head back in,” Elijah sighed. “It’s like a pack of wild animals out there.” 
 
    “Take the day off, son,” Sam said. “Hang out with your buddy. I’ll go and help Richard in the store.” 
 
    “Pete,” Elijah said. “The new guy’s name is Pete, and the other one is–” 
 
    “Whatever.” Sam shrugged. “Take it easy, boys.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as the huge man strode back inside, and I was left with a feeling of pure contentment. 
 
    “So,” Elijah said as he grabbed another beer. “What the fuck are you going to do with that money?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” I grinned. “But it’s going to be awesome. I was thinking about getting a car.” 
 
    “You have to!” Elijah laughed. “Come on, dude! You can’t be living in a penthouse with two supermodel babes and not have some sick wheels.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what I’m looking for,” I chuckled. “Luxury cars aren’t something I’ve spent much time thinking about. I never thought I would sit in one, never mind own one.” 
 
    “Better start changing that mindset,” Elijah said. “You should go and browse some showrooms to get a feel for them, and I can come help pick one out sometime soon?” 
 
    “What a romantic date,” I sighed. 
 
    “Shut up,” Elijah snorted. “Save that shit for those two beauties you’ve got fawning after you.” 
 
    We started discussing all the insane things we could do with my new riches, and the beer cooler got lighter and lighter as we laughed the afternoon away. I felt on top of the fucking world as Elijah listed various cars I should look at, and I pictured my girls lounging beside me with the sunroof down in all of them.  
 
    Hours passed, and Lucy swung by for a while to restock our drinks and show us pictures she had taken. I had to hand it to her that she knew how to work angles, and the Cohens’ social media numbers kept growing with every second. 
 
    It was almost six when I noticed the time, and I wanted to get back home to my women. They’d probably enjoyed a lazy day after the insanity of the underground Hollowfell market, but I was starting to feel lightheaded from the drinks. 
 
    “I gotta go,” I said as I slowly got to my feet. “The girls are back home, and I don’t want to leave them for too long.” 
 
    “No worries,” Elijah said as he stood up and went inside. “I’ll go grab your bag.” 
 
    He went off through another door on the left as I pulled out my phone to order a cab. I couldn’t stop smiling when I thought about checking my bank account the next day. Seeing big money under my name was never going to get old. 
 
    Elijah came back with my empty rucksack, and we headed back out into the shop. They were just getting ready to close up as Sam and the other workers assisted the last customers.  
 
    I gave my buddy’s dad a wave as we strode through the glass doors into the evening warmth. The sun was starting to set as pinks and oranges filled the sky, and my car pulled up as the driver honked. 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I pulled the Mercedes keys from my pocket. “This is yours.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Elijah said as he grabbed them. “You’ll have one of your own soon enough.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah.” I grinned. “Life is insane right now.” 
 
    “Dude,” Elijah said as he gripped my shoulder. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing, but keep doing it. You deserve this shit.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to do business with any other family.” 
 
    “Get home safe!” Elijah called loudly as I climbed into the cab. “Try not to have any more gorgeous women fall in love with you on the way!” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as the car pulled away, and my buddy stumbled slightly as he went back into his store. The driver had jazz music playing as we sped down the street, and I leaned my head back as the world passed by in a blur outside the window.  
 
    Having the Cohens on my team was the best thing I could have done. Sam was getting me set up with all the legal shit I needed for this to be a long-term thing, and I got to help out their business in the process.  
 
    The driver pulled up to my building as the sun sank lower in the sky over L.A.. I thanked him as I got out and sent him a tip of a hundred dollars over the app just because I could. There was an excited yell from the car as I disappeared into my gross building, and I grinned as I raced up the stairs three at a time.  
 
    Then I opened the apartment door to find the girls cuddled up on the sofa together with the throw pulled over them. The crime show channel was on, but the women were fast asleep as Kali rested her head on Cleo’s shoulder. It was unbelievably cute, and I closed the door quietly as I slid my boots off. 
 
    “Liam?” Cleo mumbled as she opened her eyes. “You are home!” 
 
    “What?” Kali asked as she rubbed her eyes. “Huh?” 
 
    “Hey, pretty ladies,” I chuckled. “Tiring day?” 
 
    “We were just taking a nap,” Cleo said. “It has been exhausting to be so sneaky.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I said as I went over to crouch beside them. “Do you want to move to the bedroom? I can take the sofa?” 
 
    “It’s comfy here,” Kali mumbled as she snuggled back into Cleo. “In the big house we can all fit in bed together!” 
 
    “Yup,” I mumbled as I stroked the nymph’s pink curls. “That will be awesome.” 
 
    The two beauties were asleep again in seconds, and I turned the TV off before I went into my room. I was still slightly drunk as I pulled my clothes off and tumbled onto the mattress. It was early evening, so I set up my laptop with a Sci-Fi movie to entertain me, but I felt my eyelids grow heavy as I watched the screen, and it wasn’t long until I drifted into a dream filled with luxury cars and monster girls. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo giggled as she leapt on the bed, and I opened my eyes to see morning light blazing in through the window. 
 
    Then Kali jumped onto the other side of the mattress so both girls were kneeling at my feet. It was a fucking good sight to wake up to.  
 
    “Morning,” I chuckled as I sat up. “Good sleep? I must have been out for a long time.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Kali said. “I really needed a day to just do nothing. Now I feel so refreshed!” 
 
    “It was very nice.” Cleo nodded. “But we did not eat very much food because we were sleepy. Now our stomachs are making hungry sounds like a bear.” 
 
    “We can’t have that,” I said. “How about we grab some breakfast, and then I spend the day showering you both with gifts?” 
 
    “Gifts?” Cleo asked. “More things?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “Elijah’s dad sold more of our loot, so I reckon we deserve a day of treating ourselves to whatever the fuck we want.” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali cried. “Liam, whatever did I do to deserve this life with you?” 
 
    “You deserve the fucking world,” I said as I boldly stroked a finger down her cheek, and she giggled happily at the light touch. “Now, let’s get going.” 
 
    I went to swing my legs out of bed when I remembered I wasn’t wearing any clothes. Kali’s eyes flickered down to my lower half as I pulled the sheet up slightly, and she blushed when her eyes met mine.  
 
    “I’ll go and fold the throw blanket,” she squealed as she leapt to her feet. “Yes. Um, yes.” 
 
    She basically raced out of the room as her face turned more and more pink, and Cleo turned to me with a sly grin. 
 
    “I think she wanted a peek,” the cat-girl purred as I stood up. “Mmm, I don’t blame her.” 
 
    Cleo licked her lips as she eyed my naked body, and I grinned as I grabbed some fresh clothes. 
 
    “You stop that,” I said. “Kali’s waiting for us, and you’re going to make me fuck you senseless if you keep giving me that look.” 
 
    “What a shame,” Cleo sighed as she flicked her tail. “We must do that soon. Being fucked by you is my favorite thing to do in both worlds.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said as I kissed her forehead. “We should do it in Hollowfell sometime. Sex with the added danger of being hunted…” 
 
    “I like danger…” Cleo’s eyes glinted. “We will do this danger sex soon!” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as I pulled my clothes on, and Cleo watched every movement until I was fully dressed.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I grabbed her hands. “It’s time to treat my outlaw queen.” 
 
    She jumped off the bed and into my arms as she wrapped her lean legs around me. I groaned as her soft lips hungrily met mine, and I felt her pleasantly textured tongue sneak into my mouth. We made out passionately until she slid down to the ground with a smile that drove me wild. 
 
    “Seriously,” I groaned. “It’s unfair how hot you are. How am I supposed to focus on anything?” 
 
    “It is a problem,” Cleo said seriously. “But we just have to have enough sex to keep us going.” 
 
    I grinned as I held the cat-girl’s waist and walked her over to the door. Her smoky scent was intoxicating, and I had to fight every urge I had to throw her back onto the mattress. It wasn’t fair to leave Kali hanging around outside, though, even if I was pretty much convinced she would happily join in. 
 
    The nymph was perched on the sofa with her face still flushed pink as we went into the living room. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, and she jumped to her feet.  
 
    Her wings faded away right before our eyes as she turned into a more human version of herself, and we made our way out into the stairwell.  
 
    I planned out where we should go for the day as we hurried down the steps, and I knew there was a car dealership out near Elijah’s store. There were plenty of fancy shops in that direction that we hadn’t visited yet, too. The walk would take a while, but we could break it up with shopping. 
 
    It was a relief to know our reason for missing work was already dealt with, and I smirked to think of Roberts stuck in that stuffy office building.  
 
    We walked down my street and turned the corner to swing by a cafe. A new spot had just opened up nearby, and we went inside to grab coffee and bagels. The girls happily ate their breakfast as we strode along in the morning sunshine, and I checked my phone to see where the dealership was.  
 
    “Where will we go first?” Cleo asked as she sipped her coffee. “My stomach is no longer angry, so I am ready for treats.” 
 
    “Wherever you’d like,” I chuckled. “I want to go and see some cars, but we’ll pass a bunch of shops on the way. Just say when you want to go inside anywhere.” 
 
    The girls didn’t take long to find a jewelry store with sparkling gems displayed on purple boxes. I pointed out that we could easily loot something for them in Hollowfell if they wanted gems and jewelry, but the girls insisted these were more beautiful than anything they’d seen in their world. 
 
    And I had to admit, the pieces were tastefully made compared to what the gargoyles liked to sport. 
 
    We went in, and a woman who oozed rich class greeted us. Her blonde bun didn’t have a hair out of place, and her blue dress fitted her slim frame perfectly. The store was small and minimalist, and it was clearly the kind of place that not many people could afford to shop at. I glanced down at my worn jeans and decided I should probably do some shopping of my own to fit in a bit more. 
 
    “Good morning,” the store assistant said. “Do let me know if you want to try anything on.” 
 
    The girls fawned over various jewels, and the woman unlocked the cabinets so they could try everything on. They had soon picked out several pieces they loved, and the store clerk’s eyes lit up as she brought them to the register.  
 
    “Thank you, Liam,” Kali cooed as she gripped my arm. “Did you see the purple bracelet? Won’t that go so nicely with my dress?” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I said. “I love treating you both.” 
 
    “This goes on your ankle!” Cleo said excitedly as she pointed to a gold band on the counter. “I did not know you could have shiny things on your feet.” 
 
    The blonde woman chuckled as she wrapped everything up, and I swiped my card without worrying about a thing.  
 
    It was a damn good feeling.  
 
    Then we stepped back onto the street and spotted a men’s clothing store across the road. 
 
    “I think I need to upgrade my wardrobe,” I said. “Can you help me pick some clothes out? I’m useless with that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, of course…” Cleo purred. “We can choose what makes Liam look extra handsome and delicious.” 
 
    She ran her fingers down my arm as we crossed the street and made our way into another store. It was filled with guys my age browsing endless racks of jeans and shirts. I looked around the maze of clothes feeling more lost than I did in Hollowfell.  
 
    “This is a lot of clothes,” I muttered with a shake of my head. “Okay ladies, lead the way.” 
 
    I chuckled as the monster girls started to excitedly run around and grab things from the racks. Every guy in the shop stared at the Hollowfell beauties, and one man almost full-on walked into a pillar as his eyes hovered on Kali. 
 
    “Dude,” a nearby guy said to me. “Fucking well done.” 
 
    I smirked as my girls hurried back over with arms full of clothes, and their cheeks were flushed with excitement as we went to the changing rooms. 
 
    “Time for a fashion show,” I chuckled as the young guy working there waved us in. 
 
    Cleo and Kali sat on a bench outside the room as I headed in with more clothes than I could properly carry. I pulled on a pair of black jeans with ridiculous rips in them, and I was not sold on the look. But I grabbed a red shirt to pull on before I opened the door to show the girls. 
 
    “Oooh!” Kali gasped. “You look so handsome!” 
 
    “I like the top part,” Cleo said as she tapped her lips in thought. “But the bottom looks like a blade has attacked you, which makes little sense. I would never allow a blade to come anywhere close enough to my human guy Liam to do such damage.” 
 
    “Agreed!” I snorted. “Okay, let’s keep this show on the road.” 
 
    I lost count of how many outfits I tried on, and the girls were enthusiastic about most of them. We eventually narrowed it down to some new dark jeans, a few shirts, and a brand-new leather jacket that I fell in love with. It was ten times the quality of my old one, and every inch of it felt expensive. Cleo had practically fallen out of her seat when I showed it off, so I knew I had made the right choice. 
 
    “Perfect for my outlaw king,” she purred. “It makes you look very deadly.” 
 
    I hauled everything up to the register, and we left the store with three more bags of goods. We strolled further down the street until we finally reached a Porsche dealership that sat right at the end.  
 
    There were five cars outside in a rainbow of colors that gleamed under the L.A. sun. The building was matte black with red lettering above the door, and I had never even dreamed of walking into somewhere like it before. But I belonged there now. I had to get used to this shit. 
 
    “Oooh,” Cleo said as we walked past the display models at the front. “These also have outside inside roofs?” 
 
    “Some of them do,” I said. “Let’s go and see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” Kali gasped as we stepped in through the automatic doors. “This is like a mansion!” 
 
    The dealership was blindingly white with every Porsche you could think of set out throughout the space. Fluorescent lights blared down and mixed with the sunlight that came in through the huge back windows.  
 
    A middle-aged man in a navy suit hurried over to us, and he stuck out his hand eagerly. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said as I shook his hand. “I’m Craig, and I’ll be around if there’s anything you need. Looking to buy today?” 
 
    “Not today,” I said. “But I’m going to be buying a new car soon, so I’m willing to be persuaded.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Craig laughed. “Let me show you and the ladies around.” 
 
    The well-dressed man led us over to a silver car that shone under the fluorescent lights, and he opened it up to show off the gorgeous brown leather seats. 
 
    “This is a 911 Turbo model,” he said. “Perfect for everyday use for the important man on the go. Have a seat, sir.” 
 
    I slid into the car and groaned as I leaned into the leather. Every inch of the car felt luxurious, and I ran a hand over the smooth steering wheel.  
 
    Kali climbed into the passenger seat and clapped excitedly as she studied the dashboard. 
 
    “Nice, right?” I asked. “Can you see yourself cruising around beside me in this?” 
 
    “That sounds like a dream,” Kali sighed. “The seats are so soft and comfy!” 
 
    She wiggled around as she stretched her legs, and Cleo peered inside curiously. 
 
    “What do you think?” Craig asked. “To your liking?” 
 
    “This car machine is very nice,” Cleo said. “Please may we see all of your fanciest ones? Fancy enough for sneaky rich people? We have a big house now.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter at the bemused expression on the salesman’s face as I stepped out of the car. The cat-girl’s unwavering confidence was equal parts endearing and hilarious. 
 
    We followed Craig around as he showed us every model on the shop floor, and my head began to spin with the amount of choices I was being presented with. I sat in so many seats that I forgot what shitty cars even felt like. The girls were blown away by every model, and I was struggling to pick out a favorite. 
 
    “This has been awesome,” I said to Craig. “I’m going to be viewing some other places with my buddy, but I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” the salesman said as he passed me his card. “I hope we see you again, sir. Good day, ladies.” 
 
    He gave us a cheery nod before he strode off and left my head spinning with engine sizes, prices, and a horde of other car facts that I didn’t fully understand. 
 
    “I like the blue one,” Cleo said the moment we were outside. “It was fancy and shiny.” 
 
    “The blue one,” I chuckled. “I think that was called the Boxster S.” 
 
    “It had an inside outside roof,” Cleo said. “Very important.” 
 
    “They are all incredible,” Kali giggled. “How are you supposed to choose?” 
 
    “Beats me,” I said. “Elijah is going to help me pull the trigger with this one.” 
 
    “Pull the trigger?” Cleo asked with a frown. “I do not think you should shoot the fancy man. He will probably let you have the car if you pay him.” 
 
    “It’s an Earth expression,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry, I only shoot High Society fuckers and bald assholes with a death wish.” 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a message from Elijah. I assumed it was about the statues, but my heart stopped when I read it. 
 
    Dude. DUDE. Dad just found ANOTHER buyer for the rest of your stuff. Like, fucking all of it. Get ready. Two and a half million is about to look like loose change. Because it is now. He’s all in for 4.5 million. Wake up, bro, YOU’RE RICH! EVEN MORE FUCKING RICH THAN BEFORE! 
 
    I stared at the words as I felt lightheaded. It was starting to sink in just how much was going to be in my account. I was going to have to start dreaming bigger than renting apartments.  
 
    The entire world was mine for the taking.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The entire trip back home was a blur. We took a cab with all our shopping bags, and the girls were flushed with happiness as they rifled through their purchases. Elijah hadn’t sent any follow-up details about the incoming money, but I wasn’t sure I could handle any more good news or my head was going to explode.  
 
    I was still getting used to being able to afford multiple taxis in a week. 
 
    It was getting dark by the time we pulled up to my building, and I helped the girls climb out of the car. Their arms were laden with bags filled with every piece of jewelry and clothing their hearts had desired. I loved being able to provide them with a lifestyle they had never experienced before. It was a new world for all of us.  
 
    “I cannot believe how rich Liam is,” Kali giggled as she spun around with her bags. “Sooo many gifts! I am like a duchess of the human realm.” 
 
    “Outlaw royalty!” Cleo sang as she hurried up the steps. “We are queens who have been treated by our king.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” I chuckled. “It’s only going to get more amazing from here.” 
 
    We made our way upstairs and piled into the dingy apartment to dump our bags. I was looking forward to wearing clothes that hadn’t been in my closet for years on end, and I couldn’t wait to have everything moved over to the new place. 
 
    “Let’s order dinner,” I said as I collapsed on the sofa, and the girls jumped on either side of me. 
 
    Cleo snuggled up close, and Kali let her sculpted legs rest against mine. Even the slightest touch of the nymph sent a little jolt of electricity through me, and I tried not to let my eyes wander over her exposed cleavage too much.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and scrolled through the takeout app as my stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Pizza?” Cleo asked as she peered at the screen. 
 
    “How about we try something else?” I chuckled. “There are other kinds of takeout that you haven’t tried. Let’s go for some Indian food.” 
 
    I passed the cat-girl the phone, and she studied the menu pictures carefully as she added random things to the basket. Kali did the same before we ordered enough food to feed ten people. 
 
    We watched some gruesome detective show as we waited, and Cleo purred happily every time they uncovered another murdered corpse. Kali hid behind a cushion during the tense moments and squealed with fright when the buzzer rang. 
 
    “It’s just the food,” I chuckled as I got to my feet. “Let’s see how this compares to beloved pizza in your eyes.” 
 
    A teenage girl raced up the stairwell with bulging bags of food. I thanked her before I took it back into the living room, and the glorious scents of spices wafted through the air. We set out the portions along with some plates, and the girls’ faces lit up as they tried a range of curries and rice.  
 
    “The hot one is so nice!” Kali gasped as she nibbled chicken madras. “Mmm! Have you tried this?” 
 
    The nymph offered her fork out, and Cleo took a bite of the meat before her eyes widened. 
 
    “No,” the cat-girl said as she fanned her mouth. “No. Why is the meat trying to light a fire in my face?” 
 
    I snorted as I handed her some water, and Cleo downed half the bottle at once. 
 
    “Not a fan of spicy food,” I said. “Noted. Kali is our hot food queen.” 
 
    The nymph’s smile suddenly fell as she tore off some naan bread, and her blue eyes watered as she took a tiny bite. 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently. “What’s wrong? Did the spice creep up on you?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Kali said. “I just don’t understand how all the takeout people can cook so well, and I ruin everything I try to make.” 
 
    “They don’t cook this stuff,” I assured her. “The delivery drivers just take it from the chef to our doors.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kali frowned. “Still, I wish I knew how to make something tasty. I want to cook you a delicious meal to thank you for everything, but I just can’t.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped as she tore her naan into tiny pieces on her plate, and I put a hand on her arm. 
 
    “You can get better,” I said firmly. “If you really want to be good at cooking, then we’ll get you there.” 
 
    “Really?” Kali sniffed. “How?” 
 
    “We have the internet,” I said. “That means we can learn anything we want to. Tomorrow we can go grocery shopping and pick out whatever we need. We’ll come home and learn together.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” Kali stared up at me adoringly. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know it’s silly.” 
 
    “No it’s not,” I said. “It’s something you care about, so it matters to me. You matter to me.” 
 
    Kali put her plate down and flung her arms around me in a tight hug. She dried her eyes as she sat back quickly, and she happily finished her food. 
 
    We watched the crime show as we finished up our meal, and the nymph’s eyes started to close.  
 
    “Come on,” Cleo whispered to me. “Let’s let her sleep.” 
 
    The cat-girl got to her feet and stretched her long limbs out. I watched her back arch as she pushed her chest out, and I was suddenly not tired at all as I drank in the sight of her body. 
 
    “It’s been an exciting day,” I said as I got to my feet. “I feel pretty hyped-up from it all…” 
 
    “Me, too,” Cleo sighed. “This life is such a wonderful dream. I think we should celebrate our outlaw royalty status.” 
 
    She spun around and walked into the bedroom as she swayed her hips tantalizingly. I raced after her and scooped her up by the waist as she giggled. Then the door swung shut behind us, and I carried my cat-girl lover over to the bed. I placed her down on the mattress like the queen she wanted so badly to be, and she looked up at me with her golden eyes blazing.  
 
    “You have given me the most amazing life,” she whispered. “Let me thank you with my body.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck yeah,” I said as she started to pull off her top.  
 
    Her perfect tits were freed from the black fabric, and I fell down onto the bed and pulled her close. I massaged the soft flesh of her full breasts as she pressed up against me in a passionate kiss. Our tongues curved around each other as we hurriedly peeled our clothes off, and nothing in the world mattered other than having her warm skin against mine.  
 
    Once Cleo was naked, I kissed her neck and pushed her onto her back. 
 
    “I’m going to make you cum so hard,” I said as I laid between her legs.  
 
    The cat-girl bit her lip as I kissed the tender spots of her inner thighs and worked my way up to her mound. I could see how glistening wet she already was for me, and I felt high with lust as I gently licked her slit. 
 
    “Ohhh,” she moaned softly. “Yes, Liam. I love it when you use your tongue to make me feel tingly.” 
 
    Her juices flowed as I pleasured her with my mouth, and I ran a gentle thumb over her sweet spot to really drive her over the edge. Cleo gasped as my tongue danced around her soaked pussy, and her hands gripped my head as she writhed with pleasure. 
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl purred. “Oh, yes. Liam!” 
 
    She cried out as her body shuddered, and her sweet juices flowed from her tunnel as she came. I looked up to see her golden eyes were wide as she caught her breath. Her tanned skin was flushed, and her tiny fangs were on display as she smiled at me. 
 
    “Wow,” Cleo panted. “My outlaw king is so good at making me cum…” 
 
    “My queen.” I grinned. “How shall I fuck my beautiful kitty?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Cleo purred as she sat up. “Maybe I can sit on you, so your cock goes very deep inside? I want to be filled up. I need it!” 
 
    She gazed at me hungrily as I moved to sit against the headboard, and I pulled the cat-girl with me. Cleo straddled me as she leaned in and kissed me while her hand roamed down my chest. My rock hard cock was waiting for her touch, and she teasingly took her time to move her fingers down my stomach. 
 
    She slid her tongue into my mouth right as she wrapped her soft hand around my shaft. A bolt of intense pleasure shot through me at her touch, and I moaned as I pinched her nipples. 
 
    “Mmm,” Cleo groaned as she moved her hand up and down my cock. “You feel so huge, Liam. Pleeeease, fuck me…” 
 
    I didn’t want her to stop touching me, but I needed to be inside her glorious pussy before my head exploded. 
 
    “Turn around,” I growled as I gave her breasts a squeeze.  
 
    “Around?” Cleo asked. “But this is how I sit on you.” 
 
    “There are lots of ways for me to fuck you,” I chuckled. “This will feel good, trust me.” 
 
    The cat-girl slowly slid her hand off my cock as she spun around to give me a view of her firm ass. Her back curved so perfectly above her sleek tail, and I took a moment to appreciate the art of her body. Then I gripped her slim hips as I guided her soaked slit over my aching cock. 
 
    Cleo purred as she rubbed her juices around the head of my erection, and I groaned at her teasing movements. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. “You naughty kitty. I am going to fuck you so hard and fill you up with cum.” 
 
    “Pleeeease, Liam!” Cleo cried.  
 
    I slowly lowered her down so her tight tunnel slid onto my thick rod. Colors exploded around me at the sensation while I brought her right down to the base of my cock. Cleo gasped as I held her down, and I enjoyed the blissful feeling of her clenching around my shaft. 
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I groaned. “My beautiful cat-girl.” 
 
    Then I started to thrust as she bounced up and down, and every atom in my body was on fire with pleasure. I fucked her slowly at first as our bodies melted together, and we gasped at every incredible movement. Then Cleo threw her head back, and I grabbed a fistful of her silky hair as I started to speed up my pace.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she moaned as she rode me in reverse cowgirl. “You are so deep inside me! I can feel all of your cock like this!” 
 
    “Take it,” I growled. “You’re mine.” 
 
    Red-hot pleasure devoured me as I fucked the cat-girl, and I started to run a hand along her velvety tail as I was deep inside her. 
 
    “Yes… I… am… yours!” Cleo suddenly screamed as her pussy convulsed on my cock. She gasped and slowed down her rhythm as another orgasm washed over her like a fucking tidal wave. 
 
    “Whoa,” I chuckled. “That was a strong one…” 
 
    “Liam,” Cleo panted as she tried to catch her breath. “I think my tail becomes very sensitive when you fuck me. It felt like you were touching my most intimate part when you stroked it and were inside me at the same time…” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured as I looked down at the sleek fur just above her ass. “I love finding new ways to make you climax.” 
 
    “That was a very new feeling,” she moaned. “It made me so full of tingles! Even now, they consume me.” 
 
    Cleo purred as I gently kissed the slope of her spine, but I wasn’t done with the stunning cat-girl. I held her waist to slowly slide her off my cock, and she turned around to face me with those hypnotizing eyes.  
 
    “Can you handle more orgasms?” I grinned as I stroked her face. 
 
    “Oh, yessss,” Cleo breathed. “I want to feel your hot seed pour deep inside me. Please?” 
 
    “Good girl,” I said as I got off the bed and pulled her up with me. 
 
    Cleo giggled as I shoved everything off my dresser like they did in movies, and I grabbed her waist to lift her up. Then I set her down on the wood, and she gasped at the cool feeling against her ass. My gorgeous cat-girl slid her legs open invitingly as I stood between her thighs and positioned my cock at her entrance. 
 
    “Are you sure you want it?” I asked as I kissed her neck. “How much does my kitty want my cock?” 
 
    “I need it so much,” Cleo begged. “Please fuck me, Liam! Give me all of your love!” 
 
    Her words sent shivers down the back of my neck as I grabbed handfuls of her huge tits. I edged my length inside the cat-girl, and sparks of pleasure shot through my cock and around my whole body. Cleo gripped my shoulders as she pulled me closer, and she cried out as I slammed deep inside her at last.  
 
    Then I fucked her so hard that the whole dresser shook as her full breasts bounced in my hands. She felt heavenly as each stroke sent waves of satisfaction through me. All my senses were consumed by the gorgeous cat-girl as I drove my cock as deep inside her as I could go.  
 
    “Yes!” Cleo gasped as she dug her fingernails into my shoulders. “Oooh! I am going to cum, Liam.” 
 
    “Good kitty,” I growled into her ear as I put one hand on the back of her head. “Take all of my big cock.” 
 
    I fucked her faster and faster until I could feel my climax building up with every stroke. Cleo’s eyes were wide as she glowed with passion, and her breathing started to quicken again. 
 
    “I’m going to c-cum,” she purred. “Ohhhhh, Liam! I’m going to cum on your big cock.” 
 
    “Yes,” I gasped. “Cum for me.” 
 
    The cat-girl’s tight tunnel felt like pure bliss, and I reached a hand down to her tail. I gripped the soft fur tightly as I stroked her, and Cleo cried out as her pussy twitched around me. Her juices flowed as she came on my cock and threw her head back in ecstasy. 
 
    Then her perfect body gave another shudder just as a tidal wave of pleasure hit me. My cock erupted deep inside the cat-girl as a blinding orgasm consumed me. Streams of cum shot deep into Cleo’s warmth as my head spun, and I could feel a fiery euphoria coursing through my veins as I pumped into her over and over again.  
 
    It took me nearly a full minute to regain my composure. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. “That was amazing.” 
 
     I held my lover tightly against me as our chests rose and fell heavily. Cleo’s tail twitched under my palm as I gave her a gentle pet and kissed her forehead. Then the cat-girl looked into my eyes, and the room felt like it was spinning as I stroked her hair. 
 
    “I love you,” Cleo said softly. 
 
    “I love you, too.” I smiled. “You are so fucking perfect.” 
 
    “Your cock is amazing,” the cat-girl breathed. “Every time it fills me up and makes my legs so wobbly. I can feel your seed deep inside me, too, and I love it.” 
 
    “That’s the goal,” I chuckled as I slowly pulled out. 
 
    We both gasped as our bodies parted, and Cleo slid gracefully down from the dresser.  
 
    “Maybe a shower before bed,” I whispered as I squeezed her ass. “I think your legs might need to be cleaned.” 
 
    Cleo glanced down at the cum glistening on her thighs and giggled. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “Your fucking was so incredible that it made a bit of a mess. But it is a mess that I love.” 
 
    I grabbed a couple of towels so we could cover up as we walked through the living room. It felt rude to have a naked parade when we went past the resting nymph. But Kali was snoring gently when we snuck to the bathroom, and I ran the shower until warm steam clouded up the mirror. 
 
    Cleo stepped under the cascade of water and gestured for me to join her with a curl of her elegant finger. She poured shower gel over her heavy breasts before she started to massage her skin while she faced me, and it could not have been a more glorious sight. 
 
    “Come and clean me,” the cat-girl purred. “Your kitty needs help washing off after all that mating.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I groaned as I stepped in beside her. 
 
    I roamed my hands all over her gorgeous body as I helped scrub her down. Bubbly shower gel slid all over us as we lovingly cleaned each other, and Cleo didn’t stop purring the whole time. It was almost as intimate as sex to be with her in the shower, and everything in the world felt fucking perfect.  
 
    We eventually grabbed our towels as we stepped onto the bath mat before we made our way quietly through the living room.  
 
    Kali’s pink curls were spread around her head like a halo as she slept. The nymph was so important to me, and I hoped she would one day want to be as close to me as Cleo was. I could just picture her tight body writhing with pleasure as her blue eyes widened. That would be a reward to rival any amount of money in my bank account. 
 
    Kali mumbled something as I closed the door and left her to sleep. My eyelids were heavy as I climbed into bed with my cat-girl lover, and she snuggled in close as I laid on my back. I put an arm around her as we started to doze off, and it wasn’t long before I was in a blissful dream reliving the passionate events of the night. 
 
    A blaring alarm screeched and pulled me out of my peaceful sleep. 
 
    “Shut uuup,” I groaned as I blindly reached for my cell while it vibrated on the floor beside me. 
 
    “Silence the bird!” Cleo growled, half-asleep. “I will cut its head off!” 
 
    “It’s silenced,” I mumbled as I tapped the screen, and I groaned as I remembered the fake conference was officially over. 
 
    The past few days of looting and shopping had been a whirlwind of excitement. No dull emails, no mind-numbing IT tasks that a trained chimp could perform, and no Roberts. But I needed to keep my job if I wanted to have access to Hollowfell, so I swung my legs out of bed with a deep sigh. 
 
    Cleo mumbled something in her sleep before she started to snore again, and I begrudgingly got dressed as sunlight peeked in through the window. I crept out of the bedroom and left my cat-girl to her probably violent dreams.  
 
    “Liam?” Kali mumbled as I stepped into the living room. 
 
    The nymph sat up as she rubbed her eyes, and I smiled at her while I slipped on my new leather jacket. 
 
    “Morning,” I said softly. “You don’t need to wake up just yet.” 
 
    “I had a good rest,” Kali said as she stretched. “Are you going to work?” 
 
    “Sadly,” I said as I pulled on my boots. “Got to keep Roberts happy if we want to keep this lifestyle up, but you girls don’t have to come in today. I’ll tell Roberts you both have classes. I know it’s boring there without a heist on the horizon. But tonight we’ll go grocery shopping.” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Kali gasped as her blue eyes widened fully. “I can’t wait for us to cook together. It’s going to be truly magical!” 
 
    The thought seemed to power the nymph as she shot up from under the blanket and pulled back the curtains. Golden sunlight illuminated the room and made the tiny stars on her wings shine even brighter. I allowed myself to admire her beauty as she basked in the morning rays, and her plump lips curled into a stunning smile.  
 
    “Cleo’s asleep,” I said. “But remember to take the credit card if you want to go out for a bite to eat or anything.” 
 
    “Maybe we will,” Kali said happily. “We could go and get some snacks! I can do so many wonderful things thanks to you, Liam.” 
 
    “The world is your oyster.” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, dear.” Kali frowned. “Aren’t those the squashy things that Cleo liked in the fancy restaurant?” 
 
    “They are,” I laughed. “But it’s an expression that means you can do anything you want.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kali said as she tilted her head. “What does an oyster have to do with it?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted. “Earth phrases are weird sometimes. Enjoy the day, okay? I’ll come home just after five, and we can go shopping.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Kali said dreamily. “See you soon!” 
 
    She waved happily as I left the apartment, and I heard her singing beautifully as I ran down the trash-covered stairwell. I was hoping to get a message about my new place soon, because I was officially done with the smell of piss and rat shit. 
 
    But my mind was clear as I stepped out into the sunshine and breathed the fresh air. I couldn’t help a smug grin spreading over my face as I pictured Cleo crying out with pleasure. Sometimes I still had to shake myself when I thought of how insanely hot the cat-girl was. She was fucking unreal, and she was all mine. 
 
    And she absolutely begged for me to fill her with my cum. 
 
    Hollowfell really had given me everything I could have ever wanted. Beautiful women, adventure, and riches that had changed my life. 
 
    I thought about the eerie glow of the leviathan mine as I walked to work. Those blue diamonds were just sitting there waiting to be stolen, and they would take my riches to a whole new level. Even Sam Cohen would be speechless if I dumped bagfuls of those rare gemstones at his feet.  
 
    His plan to make an LLC was a good idea, because I was about to come into a fucking obscene amount of money.  
 
    It got my mind racing to where my life would go next. Renting a penthouse was an absolute dream come true, and I was going to buy a car that I never would have allowed myself to look at before. What was next? Was I ever going to get used to this feeling of having all the spending money I could wish for?  
 
    The glass building of my work loomed across the street as I turned the corner in a daze. People spilled into the revolving door with briefcases and coffee cups as another day in Mundane Land began. But nothing could bring me down from the high I was riding.  
 
    I had spent the night fucking the hottest cat-girl imaginable, and I was richer than anyone in this entire building.  
 
    Hell, maybe one day I could work out a way to be able to access the thirteenth floor without having to work for Roberts. That would be the ideal scenario. 
 
    Then I stopped dead as the thought rang through my head like a gong. 
 
    I should totally do that. 
 
    There was another new trainee at Stan’s desk as I went through the turnstiles. They were busy filling out some paperwork as I headed for the elevators, and I hoped whoever replaced the old security guard was as chill as he was. Otherwise our looting missions would need even more planning and skill.  
 
    That thought didn’t worry me too much, though. Earning the loot was part of the thrill. 
 
    The elevator was packed as I stepped in from the lobby, and Katy gave me a wave as I squeezed in beside her. 
 
    “Hey,” she said brightly as she applied lip gloss. “How is that gorgeous girl of yours doing? Is her knee okay?” 
 
    I had to think for a second before I remembered Cleo’s dramatic fall, and I hid a laugh as I nodded. 
 
    “She just sprained it,” I said. “But she iced it up, and it looks good. No trips to the emergency room were needed, thankfully.” 
 
    “Awww, great,” Katy said as the elevator mostly emptied out at the seventh floor. “You were so sweet to carry her down. If only all the men on your floor were as lovely.” 
 
    The receptionist shuddered as she put her lip gloss in her purse, and I had a feeling I knew who she was thinking of. 
 
    “Is Roberts still gracing you all with his presence?” I asked. 
 
    “Yuuup,” Katy said. “I know Stacey is close to his age, but he tried to hit on me! Me! Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Sadly, yes,” I sighed. “Let’s hope he gets the message soon. Or falls down a well or something.” 
 
    Katy laughed as the doors slid open to the eleventh floor, and she gave me a cheery wave as I stepped off. I made my way into the office with two minutes until my shift started, and Roberts scowled as he stared out from his office. He tapped his watch dramatically with a slow shake of his head. 
 
    “Asshole,” I muttered as I hurried over to clock in. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t come over to my desk without the girls to tempt him, so I sat down for a day of avoiding work at all costs. I wanted to do more research on blue diamonds and plan how the hell to navigate a well-guarded mine. That was my real job now.  
 
    It was almost time for lunch when the phone on my desk rang, and I jumped as I snapped out of my thoughts. I minimized the website about rare gemstones and picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Liam!” Roberts barked through the phone. “My office, please. Now.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I rolled my eyes and hung up. 
 
    He could have walked the twenty steps to my desk instead, but Roberts would never miss an opportunity to flex his power. If you could call anything about his job powerful. 
 
    I strode over to the glass door as my co-workers started to drift out to lunch, and I stepped into the office that smelled of overwhelming cologne. Roberts sat back in his seat with a frown, and I had an uneasy feeling all of a sudden. He normally had a smug grin when he wanted to lecture me or make me feel small. But his gaunt face was sour and suspicious as he tapped his pen against the desk. 
 
    “Sit,” he said. 
 
    I took a seat in the leather chair opposite him, and his beady eyes narrowed as he leaned forward on his desk. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. “Is your computer broken?” 
 
    “No,” he said slowly. “I was actually making a report today for the intern ladies. They have been showing so much enthusiasm that I thought I would write them a glowing document for their professors.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you,” I said as the knot in my stomach tightened. 
 
    Fuck. He was going to ask me something about the monster girls. 
 
    “Liam,” Roberts said quietly. “I wanted to make sure the email got to the right person, so I called up the university to check which professor to speak with. But they have no records of Cleo or Kali ever existing. They are not students, and they are not interns. What the fuck are you up to?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I tried not to let an ounce of panic show on my face as Roberts stared at me intensely. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck, and it felt like an alarm was going off in my head.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I only had one chance to play this cool if I wanted to keep bringing the girls in for looting trips. If Roberts kept digging and found they didn’t have any records of even being citizens, then we were going to be in big fucking trouble.  
 
    The safety of the women depended on how I navigated this conversation, and I had to play every move carefully. There had to be a way I could sell this to stroke his stupid ego. That was his weak spot, and I could use it to my advantage.  
 
    “Well?” Roberts demanded. “What the hell is going on, Liam? Are these women just random friends of yours? Do they even go to any university?” 
 
    “I’ll come clean,” I sighed as I rubbed my temple. “Shit, sir. I’m so sorry I haven’t been honest with you. This would just break their hearts if they knew you were suspecting them of something sketchy. God, they look up to you so much.” 
 
    A flicker of interest flashed over my boss’ face, and his mustache twitched as he leaned forward. 
 
    “Out with it,” Roberts said sternly. “Come on.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I said quietly. “The girls aren’t college students anymore, and they begged me not to tell you what was really going on.” 
 
    “Anymore?” Roberts asked. “So they were studying at some point?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Their families saved up so much to send them over to the States to study. To give them the best chance possible, you know? But they were getting bullied so badly because of their broken English.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” Roberts said with a deep frown. “It’s hard to believe anyone could be hurtful to those young women. They’re so…” 
 
    He trailed off as he clearly tried to think of something not leering to say, and I suppressed a look of disgust.  
 
    “They’re so friendly,” I said helpfully. 
 
    “That’s it.” Roberts nodded. “Such lovely, friendly, bright girls.” 
 
    “But they dropped out,” I said. “They couldn’t take the teasing anymore, and they were finding the lectures too hard to understand. All the professors spoke so fast.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Roberts muttered. “They should speak slowly enough for all the students.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But they were so determined to keep going with their studies that they reached out to a random IT guy’s number they found, and it just happened to be me. They are just desperate not to disappoint their families, and they said learning on the job has helped so much.” 
 
    I could practically see the cogs in Roberts’ brain turning as he listened to the sob story, and he looked like he was lapping up every word.  
 
    “I don’t want them to find out you’re mad at them,” I continued. “Especially not now that they’ve gone and written you that letter.” 
 
    “Letter?” Roberts asked quickly. “What letter?” 
 
    “They’re just so thankful for you taking them on in this company,” I said. “Kali wanted to tell you exactly how grateful they are, so they’re writing this long letter about the opportunities you’re opening up for them.” 
 
    I could already picture the look of horror on Cleo’s face when I told her she needed to write a groveling letter to my boss. It was a small price to pay for endless magical treasure, though. 
 
    “Well, then,” Roberts sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “I can’t say I’m thrilled that you lied to me, but I know you did it for the girls. It makes sense that they see me as a mentor. I see the way they look at me.” 
 
    I really had to bite my tongue that time, and I couldn’t wait to re-enact this whole conversation to the Hollowfell beauties.  
 
    “So, you won’t fire them?” I asked. “I know they would just be crushed if they knew that you knew. They’d be embarrassed and--” 
 
    “Oh, of course not,” Roberts said as he slicked down the ends of his mustache. “I can’t let down these young ladies who are trying so hard to work for their future. Perhaps they would want to read me that letter in person. Over dinner probably.” 
 
    I forced a smile and a nod as Roberts was lost in thought, and I knew I would have to think of some excuse to get the girls out of that horror show. There was no way in hell I was sending them to a dinner at his house, but more for his safety than theirs. If Roberts tried to lay a finger on them he would quickly see the sharp end of Cleo’s sickle. 
 
    Which was tempting. Definitely tempting. 
 
    Then again, this whole company hinged on him, so if I wanted to keep working here and getting into Hollowfell, I kind of needed Roberts to live.  
 
    “Another thing,” my boss said. “Liam, I think I should tell you something as your leader and superior. You look up to me even more than the ladies do, and I feel like you need my guidance right now.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I tried not to laugh. 
 
    “I worry that you’re going to get hurt,” he said. “You’re working with these two ladies, and I can see how easy it would be to get your heart broken.” 
 
    “My heart,” I repeated with a slow nod. “Why would that happen?” 
 
    “They are very good looking,” Roberts said seriously. “And I’m not blind, Liam, you’ve been walking on air ever since they showed up. It’s going to your head, I can tell. Which is only to be expected given how mundane your life is, but if you let this all go to your heart, well… I don’t want you to get excited thinking you have a chance with them. These women are in another league, and it would only end in you getting upset.” 
 
    The image of Cleo screaming my name while I fucked her flashed into my mind as I forced the muscles in my face not to smile. I knew every curve of her body, and the taste of her mouth was something I experienced every single day. The cat-girl was fully mine, and both women depended on me in this world.  
 
    In fact, Roberts would erupt into a slimy volcano of jealousy if he knew the two girls were spending the morning in my place right this very second. I had fucked one of them senseless last night, and the other seemed to be strongly hinting that she wanted to go in that direction, too. 
 
    I pushed the smug amusement down as I covered a smirk with a cough. This was all about stroking that inflated ego of Roberts and playing the bumbling employee. That was the way to keep my riches and women safe. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said humbly. “I really don’t have a chance with them. Damn.” 
 
    I knew if I looked into Roberts’ eyes then I would laugh, so I stared down at the desk with a seriously pensive frown.  
 
    “Sorry to break it to you,” Roberts sighed with fake remorse. “I know it’s hard to be around such beauty, but you have to remember your place. We can’t have our IT man losing focus.” 
 
    There was a definite hint of glee in his tone as he delivered the news, and I knew I had to get back to my desk before I exploded with laughter. 
 
    “Thanks for all this,” I said as I got to my feet. “You’ve really saved those girls by keeping this secret for them.” 
 
    “All part of the job,” Roberts said with a pompous hand wave. “Are they working today?” 
 
    I paused for a moment as I realized I couldn’t use the excuse of them having classes, but they were only interns, so I doubted this would complicate too much. I decided to just keep things vague. 
 
    “Tomorrow they might be,” I said.  
 
    “Excellent,” Roberts said. “I’ll make sure to take the time to say a proper hello. They’ll be wanting to spend some more time with me anyway. I could just see their eyes light up during the fire safety tour.” 
 
    I coughed to disguise the snort that came out of my mouth as I hurried back out of the office. Roberts whistled to himself as he flipped a folder open, and I sat back down at my desk.  
 
    Relief washed over me as I sat back in my seat and watched my idiot boss go about his work. That had been seriously close, but he had bought every word of bullshit. Thinking on my feet had saved my ass in Hollowfell multiple times, and it looked like it had just secured our safety on Earth, too. 
 
    I grinned as subtly as I could. 
 
    Then I went back to researching blue diamonds as the clock ticked on at an agonizingly slow pace. The day crawled by as Roberts paraded around the office with an extra hint of smugness on his slimy face. But his inflated ego was payment for my access to endless treasure, so I was willing to put up with his arrogance for that. 
 
    I stared at the clock as it hit five, and I was the first one up from my desk to clock out. 
 
    “Liam,” Roberts said as he emerged from his office like a fucking cockroach that wouldn’t die. 
 
    “Yup,” I said as I punched my number in. 
 
    “Remember what I told you,” he said in a condescending tone. “Don’t get attached to those ladies. You’ll only get that simple little heart of yours broken.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “I’ll make sure of that. Don’t want a broken-hearted IT guy. Nothing would get done around here…” 
 
    He gave me a sympathetic nod as I strode out of the office and left him to his delusional thoughts. The elevator was empty as I stepped inside and left the suffocatingly dull office behind.  
 
    It got busier as it went down to the lobby, and I couldn’t wait to get back home and see my monster girls. There was something so satisfying about having this secret from my asshole boss, but I finally decided that the next step in my grand scheme would be to find a way of having access to the building and not having to work for that mustached dick. 
 
    It was gonna get super hard to keep taking his shit when the number in my bank account inched closer to one hundred million.  
 
    The day that I finally quit was going to be as enjoyable as looting from the gargoyles. I’d hand my notice in with both Hollowfell girls on my arm.  
 
    But for now, I had to plan our next heist. Those blue diamonds were waiting for me in the mine, and I wanted to make sure we were able to take as many of them as possible, because there was no doubt in my mind that security there would be doubled or even tripled after we pulled this off. We had a one-time chance at this place.  
 
    It was time to put Roberts out of my mind and focus on the important shit. 
 
    The elevator opened up at the lobby, and everyone piled out onto the marble floor of the lobby.  
 
    Stan leaned against his desk with yet another security guard candidate at his side. This guy was young and lanky with a mop of red hair. He was practicing searches while Stan supervised, and I was glad I didn’t have anything to hide for once. I walked past as I shot Stan a smile, and he gave me a wave as I pushed past the turnstiles.  
 
    I pulled the zipper of the new jacket up as I stepped outside, and I looked up to see it was cloudier than it had been recently. It was still warm enough to enjoy the walk home, and I checked my phone to see if Lidia, the real estate agent, had messaged me yet. She hadn’t sent anything new over, but I hoped it wouldn’t be long until the keys to my new place were ready to be picked up. It felt too bizarre to have millions of dollars in my bank account while I walked home to a shitty apartment on a trash-covered street.  
 
    Stepping inside that penthouse might make it all finally sink in. I was going to have a receptionist and a doorman. A fucking doorman. It didn’t feel real.  
 
    There were kids scrawling graffiti on the sidewalk as I turned onto my street, and I made my way up the steps to my building. Glass bottles were laying shattered at the bottom of the stairwell that had its usual unpleasant smell. 
 
    I raced up the stairs and breathed a sigh of relief as I opened the door. The monster girls were on the sofa examining the jewelry we had bought on our latest shopping spree, and their eyes lit up when they looked up at me. 
 
    “You’re home!” Kali cried.  
 
    “We missed you,” Cleo purred. “How was work?” 
 
    “Dull as all hell,” I sighed. “But Roberts almost fucked everything up. He found out that you don’t go to the university we told him about, and he figured out that you weren’t part of any intern program, too.” 
 
    “He did?” Kali gasped. “Oh, no! Does that mean we have to leave? I don’t want to go away.” 
 
    “Please let us stay,” Cleo begged. “I don’t want to go live in the forest again.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said and held my hands up. “I would never let that happen, okay? You two are my whole world.” 
 
    “But he discovered that we lied?” Kali asked with an anxious frown. “How will we go back to help with heists?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “I told him this big sob story about how you had to drop out of your courses, and that you are desperate to keep working at his company because he is such a great leader.” 
 
    “I do not think he is a good leader,” Cleo said as she instantly scowled. “But you are daring and clever to have thought of such a lie.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali sighed. “Thank you, Liam.” 
 
    “You might have to write him a letter,” I admitted. “But I’m sure if you just flutter your eyelashes at him, he’ll forget about it.” 
 
    “A letter?” Cleo narrowed her golden eyes. “I do not wish to write Roberts a letter. He looks at me like he is a farmer, and I am a pig he wants to chop up.” 
 
    “And he is sooo boring,” Kali groaned. “I think I found out I can sleep with my eyes open during that tour.” 
 
    “He is a fucking creep.” I grinned. “Let’s forget about that asshole for now. Are you ladies ready to go and pick out some dinner ingredients?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali cried excitedly.  
 
    “Let’s plan what we want to cook,” I said as I pulled out my phone. “We’ll find something that looks good, and then we can get the ingredients we need. Any requests?” 
 
    “Something as good as pizza,” Cleo said firmly. “I would like it to be delicious.” 
 
    “And simple to cook,” Kali said. “This is my first time, and I want it to go perfectly!” 
 
    “Delicious and simple,” I said. “We can work with that.” 
 
    I found an easy-looking carbonara, and I held my phone up so we could see the video. We watched a cheerful woman run through each step slowly as Kali nodded along with the instructions. 
 
    “I reckon we can handle that,” I said. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s perfect!” Kali squealed. 
 
    “I’ll make a list of the ingredients,” I said as I opened the notes app on my phone. “Just to make sure we grab it all.” 
 
    “I can’t wait!” Kali said. “Where will we go to get everything we need?” 
 
    “A grocery store,” I said. “It’s a shop that sells lots of different foods.” 
 
    “Like a market.” Cleo nodded as I pulled up the app to order a cab. 
 
    I couldn’t remember ever ordering so many taxis in my life, and I was starting to realize just how much I actually needed a car. Whenever Elijah was free next, I would take him to some more dealerships to help pick one. Salesmen would try and give me whichever model was most expensive, but I wanted my buddy’s honest advice on such a big purchase.  
 
    It still felt insane that I was going to buy a new, luxury car. No secondhand models or paying in installments for me. 
 
    My phone buzzed to say the cab was close, and we headed back down the stairwell as Kali hid her wings. Then we carefully stepped over the broken glass and out into the evening air. The sun had started to set behind the cover of wispy clouds, and our car pulled up after a few minutes. We climbed inside as I confirmed to the driver that we wanted to go to Whole Foods.  
 
    Kali bounced in her seat as she stared out the window, and I was looking forward to attempting to cook something with her. It would be good to spend some real bonding time that didn’t involve running away from creatures that wanted to kill us. 
 
    The girls both gasped as we pulled into the huge parking lot of the store, and the driver dropped us off right at the entrance. It was fairly busy with people spilling out who had their arms laden with goods. 
 
    “Thanks!” I called to the driver as we climbed out, and Kali stared up at the massive sign above the doorway. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed. “How incredible.” 
 
    “This is a shop?” Cleo asked with some suspicion. “It is bigger than a castle.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I’ve only been here a couple of times before. It’s crazy expensive, but that’s not a problem for me anymore. Only the best quality ingredients will do for my outlaw queens, so let’s grab a cart.” 
 
    “Cart,” Cleo muttered to herself as I took one. “Hmm, cart.” 
 
    We walked into the store, and Kali suddenly froze. Her blue eyes were wide as she looked around and took in the steady bustling crowd in the store. Aisles stretched out in every direction as far as the eye could see, and the beep of the checkouts echoed dully in the background. It was a very everyday scene, but the women stared like we had just walked onto the moon. 
 
    “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” the nymph said quietly.  
 
    I chuckled as I put an arm around her tiny shoulders and started to guide us into the store. Cleo excitedly took control of the cart and pushed it with careful steps. 
 
    “Let’s get shopping,” I said. “Pick up whatever you want. It’s all yours.” 
 
    “It is our oyster!” Kali said excitedly. 
 
    “Exactly,” I snorted. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    We started at the fresh produce end of the store, and I could have watched the girls’ reaction to everyday food all day. Cleo prodded a banana suspiciously as her golden eyes narrowed. 
 
    “It is a funny shape,” she muttered. “This is not the shape of food. It is like a snake.” 
 
    “You can try one,” I said. “They’re pretty nice. We can put it in a smoothie, too.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the cat-girl said as she cautiously put a single banana in the cart as if it was a live bomb. 
 
    I made sure we picked up all the carbonara ingredients, and Kali studied every box of pasta before she was satisfied we had chosen the right one. 
 
    “Let’s get some cheese,” I said. “You guys already know that you like that.” 
 
    “Hollowfell has cheese.” Cleo nodded. “We also have bread. Does this mean we could make pizza there?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I said. “You could open a pizza restaurant and make a lot of money in Stormgulf. Well, if you weren’t a wanted outlaw on the run from the city’s most powerful monsters.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo agreed. “That might make it more difficult.” 
 
    We turned into the dairy aisle, and I gestured to the fridges on either side of us. 
 
    “Let’s pick some cheese,” I said. “Grab a couple of different kinds, so we have some choices throughout the week.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kali said slowly. “Liam, is this all cheese?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “There’s a lot of choices.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Kali murmured as she pressed her nose up against one of the fridges. “Why are there so many of them?” 
 
    “Different tastes.” I shrugged. “Some of them are stronger, some of them are softer than others, and some come from different animals.” 
 
    “This is a world of cheese,” Cleo said as she looked around. “We are in the cheese realm of Earth.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter as the girls carefully examined multiple blocks, and I helped them pick out a few varying types.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as we finally left the aisle. “We have sharp cheddar, smoked cheddar, goat cheese, soft cheese, blue cheese, smoked gouda, and Brie. I think we’re good on cheese.” 
 
    “Yes, we own more cheeses than anyone, I am sure,” Cleo said with a smug nod, and she looked down her nose at a passing man who only had one brick of American cheese in his cart. 
 
    Shopping took ten times longer than it normally would with the girls stopping every few minutes to stare in amazement at things like cereal boxes and candy. We shoved a mountain of food in the cart, and I made sure to grab plenty of snacks in case our dinner recipe didn’t go to plan.  
 
    “Oooh,” Cleo said as she hurried over to the fresh fish counter. “Look at these!” 
 
    There was a red-faced man behind the counter who nodded at us as the cat-girl examined the meat. She studied the glassy eyeballs and shimmering scales of the display. 
 
    “These are all huge,” she said. “Did you catch these yourself? Did you use a spear?” 
 
    “Uh,” the fishmonger said. “No… no, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Cleo muttered. “Spear really is the best way. I suppose nets are fine if you have a boat, but you should really get a spear.” 
 
    “Right,” the man said slowly. “Uh, sure.” 
 
    Cleo flicked her hair as she walked away, and the fishmonger stared at her with a confused frown. We wandered through the remaining aisles and picked up more food until the cart had no room left. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I stared at the mountain of boxes, bags, and produce. “Let’s check out and get home with all this.” 
 
    “It is too heavy,” Cleo grunted as she tried to push the cart. “Hobble would be very useful in here.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I said with a snort. “Hobble would definitely draw way too much attention in here.”  
 
     I had to put all my effort into pushing the cart to the register, and we piled our haul onto the conveyor belt. The girl behind the counter barely acknowledged us as she started to scan, and a young guy helped us bag everything up while the girls observed him as intently as their crime shows. 
 
    For a while, they stood perfectly still while their eyes flicked back and forth as each item was snatched and deposited in a bag, but I could tell by the gradual narrowing of Cleo’s eyes that she was trying to work out whether this bagger was a servant or a thief. Kali just seemed to be taking mental notes in case I ever asked her to put shit into bags for me, and she nodded happily when the guy put the squishiest produce on top of the heavier ones. 
 
    “Very smart,” I heard her whisper. 
 
    It was the biggest grocery trip I had ever made in my life, and I had an initial reaction of shock when the total rang up at just under two hundred dollars. Then I reminded myself that it was barely even pocket change as I swiped my card, and I felt that rush of adrenaline that I got every time I spent a chunk of money.  
 
    Yeah, I could get used to this. 
 
    “There is sooo much!” Kali gasped as we left the register, but Cleo made a point of quickly inserting herself between the bagger and our cart as if she thought he might sprint away with it any second. “I can’t wait to get cooking!” 
 
    “Me, neither.” I smiled at the nymph, and she did a little hop-skip as she giggled in response. 
 
    We waited for another cab to pull up, and the bags barely fit inside the trunk and spare seats. The girls discussed the grocery store for the whole journey home, and the driver must have been confused why they were so excited about the yogurt section of a Whole Foods. 
 
     We struggled to carry all the bags when we arrived back home, but we managed to haul everything up the stairwell with only a few handles breaking. 
 
    “Okay,” I grunted as I dumped the bags on the ground. “Let’s get cooking!” 
 
    “Did we definitely get it all?” Kali asked excitedly as she rummaged through all the bags.  
 
    “Yup” I chuckled. “We’ve got everything we need to make the world’s best carbonara.” 
 
    Kali muttered the list of ingredients she had memorized as she pulled them out of the bags and set them down on the countertop. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s give this a try.” 
 
    “I will watch,” Cleo said as she picked out a bag of chips and headed for the sofa. “There is not much room for all of us, and I like to eat food more than make it.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I chuckled. “The chefs will rustle some delicious pasta up for you, my queen.” 
 
    Kali bounced up and down as I pulled up the recipe video to watch again. We let it play a couple of times as she scrunched her face adorably in concentration, and I was tempted to tell her there wouldn’t be a quiz afterward, but I was enjoying watching her too much to interrupt.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked after our fourth view.  
 
    “I think so.” Kali nodded. “We will need to be so careful. There are so many steps!” 
 
    I showed her how the stovetop worked first, and I let her slice the meat before she threw it in the pan. The nymph did everything meticulously, and she rewatched every step of the video several more times to make sure she was doing it all right.  
 
    Cleo munched chips on the sofa as she watched, and she cheered every time Kali added something to the sauce. 
 
    “You are already the best chef I have ever seen,” the cat-girl praised her. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” I agreed, and Kali squealed as she shimmied her ass in the most distracting way possible. 
 
    I was officially a fan of cooking classes now. 
 
    Bustling around the kitchen with the nymph was more fun than I had ever had cooking before. The way her eyebrows knitted together when she focused was way too adorable, and she kept muttering the steps to herself that she had heard in the video. Then she’d look at me with big, questioning eyes before risking a single move, and I’d nod my approval before she carried on. 
 
    “This is so much fun,” she said as the pasta boiled. “I love cooking! Liam, thank you so much for helping me!” 
 
    “It’s great.” I grinned. “But it’s really the woman in the video you should thank. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, either.” 
 
    “No, this is so fun because you’re here with me,” she giggled. “I feel as if I could do anything with you by my side, Liam…” 
 
    I swallowed hard as she fluttered her eyelashes at me, and I realized I was the one blushing this time. 
 
    We eventually had all the cooked ingredients of our pasta dish prepared, and I handed Kali three bowls to serve. 
 
    “Chef Kali,” I said with an over-the-top bow. “Would you like to plate up for your diners?” 
 
    “I’m nervous,” she squealed. “What if it doesn’t taste good?” 
 
    “Then we have lots of other food,” I said. “But I have a feeling it’s going to be great. It smells fantastic.” 
 
    It really did smell and look the way it was supposed to, and Kali took her time scooping it delicately into our bowls. She made sure each one was plated beautifully as I showed her how the pepper grinder worked, and I realized her servings really did look like photocopies of the video. 
 
    “It’s done,” she said with flushed cheeks. “Shall we try it? Oh, I’m so nervous.” 
 
    We went over to the sofa and handed Cleo her serving as we sat down. Kali stared at her pasta with a worried expression, but I boldly twirled some onto my fork. 
 
    “Let’s try this out,” I said, and we dug into our meal. 
 
    It was a pretty decent carbonara, and I nodded approvingly at Kali. 
 
    “My compliments to the chef,” I said. “It’s great.” 
 
    “Very tasty,” Cleo agreed as she slurped up her pasta.  
 
    “It’s perfect!” Kali yelled. “Oh, my goodness! I made this! Liam, can you believe it?” 
 
    She stared down at her bowl as if it was an invaluable treasure, and her blue eyes welled with tears. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I put a hand on her knee. 
 
    “I’m so happy!” Kali sniffed. “How can I ever thank you, Liam?” 
 
    I could think of a few ways I would love gratitude from the nymph, but her happiness was enough of a reward for now.  
 
    “Just enjoy it,” I chuckled. “You’re an expert now, at least at this recipe. Now you just have to cook a few hundred more dishes, and you’ll be an expert chef.” 
 
    “I’m sooo happy,” Kali sighed as she stared at her food. “This life is better than anything I ever could have dreamed of. And I can cook!” 
 
    “All thanks to our outlaw king,” Cleo purred. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I am the special ingredient,” I snorted sarcastically, but Kali nodded in vigorous agreement. 
 
    “Yes, you are the best of all the ingredients we worked with,” she assured me.  
 
    My phone buzzed, and I put my bowl on the table before I pulled my cell out. I saw Lidia’s name flash up on the screen before I hit the receive button to take her call. 
 
    “Hey there,” I said. “Is the paperwork all okay?” 
 
    “Liam,” the real estate agent chirped. “Yes, I was just calling to say that everything is finalized. The apartment is officially yours, and you can pick up your keys from the receptionist whenever you like. I just dropped them off, so you can head in tonight if you want to.” 
 
    Another rush of adrenaline surged through my veins. My new apartment was officially mine, and this crappy apartment was no longer home. 
 
     It was time to move into the penthouse.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    I couldn’t wipe the huge grin off my face as I hung up the phone, and the girls looked at me curiously as they ate their pasta. 
 
    “It’s ready,” I said. “The penthouse is officially ours.” 
 
    “The big house?” Cleo gasped. “Can we go and live there now?” 
 
    “Sure can,” I said. “Let’s finish up our food and head over right away. I can’t fucking wait to start making myself at home there. No more cramped rooms and rats.” 
 
    “Oooh, this is wonderful,” Kali said as her wings fluttered. “Our first night in the fancy home! This day couldn’t get any better!” 
 
    “And we have the perfect meal to celebrate,” I said. 
 
    The nymph swelled with pride as her cheeks flushed pink, and we finished up our food before we got up and started to pack. I wasn’t overly worried about getting anything organized just yet since I still had the crappy apartment for another two months. It was actually really helpful to have that overlap of time for us to get our shit together. If I had a car soon, then we probably wouldn’t even need movers. There wasn’t any furniture that belonged to me, so it was just clothes and keepsakes that were coming.  
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling as I shoved clothes into a bag, and the girls carefully placed their new jewelry into satchels. Kali made sure to neatly fold each item of clothing she took, and Cleo threw things into her bag at random as her tail swished back and forth. We packed a bunch of the snack food we had bought so the cupboards would be stocked, and I collected some blankets and pillows for us to sleep with while Cleo brought over some fresh towels. 
 
    “I want to use the big shower when we get there,” she said. “What else should we take?” 
 
    “I think we’ve got it all,” I said as I glanced down at our pile. “We only need to pack for tonight, and whatever we want to take for the heist tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have our adventure clothes,” Cleo purred.  
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “In that case, I think we might be ready! I’ll get us a cab.” 
 
    I ordered a car on my cell, and the girls helped me carry the blankets and bags down the dirty stairwell. It didn’t feel real that I wouldn’t have to sleep in the crappy apartment ever again. There was a weird nostalgia to it, but I was not going to miss the cramped rooms and smelly steps. My boot landed on something sticky just to remind me how much further I was moving up in the world. 
 
    The evening air was warm as we stepped outside and waited on the sidewalk with our overnight supplies. Kali’s face glowed as she clutched a pillow that was almost as big as her, and Cleo purred happily as she leaned against me.  
 
    “I still can’t believe I cooked,” the nymph said with a little squeal. “There will be so many things I can make in the big kitchen! Bigger kitchens must mean much bigger projects for food.” 
 
    “Our own private chef,” I chuckled. “We’ll never need to order takeout again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Kali giggled. “But I can certainly make some meals throughout the week for us! I want to learn every human recipe there is.” 
 
    “That might take a while.” I smiled. “But I fully believe you’re up to the challenge.” 
 
    The cab headlights flashed as the car pulled up, and we piled our supplies into the trunk before we got inside. I looked at my old building as we pulled away and felt a rush of pride swell in my chest. A few weeks ago I had accepted that I would be on that street for the foreseeable future. It had never crossed my mind that I would be able to move anywhere at all, never mind a fucking penthouse. 
 
     But I had taken full advantage of the otherworldly portal I had stumbled upon, and I had created a new future for myself. Other guys might have panicked if they found Hollowfell, or just straight-up gotten killed by the horde of monsters inside. Navigating my way through that stormy world had been my greatest achievement to date, and it had won me beautiful women and endless treasure.  
 
    I had earned this shit, and it was finally starting to feel real. 
 
    The drive to the new apartment felt like it flew by as I gripped Cleo’s thigh tightly. She purred as we watched lights shoot past us, and I could practically smell the air becoming cleaner. 
 
    “Here we go!” Kali said excitedly as we pulled onto my new street. “Everything is so crisp and bright!” 
 
    “No ruffians,” Cleo agreed as she stared out at the perfectly kept houses. 
 
    “None,” I chuckled. “Rats and ruffians are not allowed in this part of town.” 
 
    There was a new doorman on duty when we pulled up, and he hurried down the steps immediately. His blond hair was perfectly gelled in place, and his friendly face was clean-shaven and smiling. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said as he held the door open for the girls. “My name is Malcolm, are you our new residents?” 
 
    “That’s us,” I said as I got out the other side. “I’m Liam, and this is Cleo and Kali.” 
 
    “We live in the big house now,” Cleo said airily as Malcom helped her out. “That means we can own lots of cheese. Do you work for us?” 
 
    “I do, madam.” Malcom smiled. “Is there anything that needs to be brought up?” 
 
    “We’ve got bags in the trunk,” I said. “But we can grab them.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Malcolm said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll have everything up to you shortly, sir. Your keys are at reception if you want to just head straight inside.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Thanks!” 
 
    The doorman walked up the stairs with us to open the door, and then he hurried back down to the car to unload our things. I could really get used to this shit. 
 
     A new girl was at the reception desk, and I figured the evening and day shift staff must be different. She had a red bob that didn’t have a hair out of place, and she smiled as we hurried over the pristine lobby.  
 
    “Good evening,” she said cheerily. “How can I help?” 
 
    “I’m Liam Walker,” I said. “Lidia said my keys are here?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the receptionist said. “Lovely! My name is Anna, and I just need to see some ID, please.” 
 
    “ID?” Cleo muttered as I pulled out my wallet. “He is an outlaw king who does not need to prove his wealth. Liam buys us many clothes and trinkets.” 
 
    “Here you go,” I said hurriedly as I handed my driver’s license over. 
 
    Anna’s smile didn’t falter as she studied the card, and I had a feeling she was trained to deal with whatever weird shit her super-rich customers threw at her. At least Cleo’s strange ramblings were adorable. 
 
    “Perfect,” the receptionist said as she handed my card back. “Let’s get those keys ready! Would you like me to come up with you?” 
 
    “We can manage,” I said as she pulled an envelope from a drawer. 
 
    “Here you are,” she said as she handed it to me. “The larger one is for the front door, on the rare occasion nobody is there to help. Sometimes the shift changes might mean the entrance is unmanned, but it’s very uncommon. The smaller one is for your apartment.” 
 
    I opened the envelope to pull out the keys, and the cool metal felt so powerful in my hand. It was like I was literally holding the keys to my future.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Oh, I was told there’s a pool here?” 
 
    “Yes.” Anna smiled. “It’s on your floor if you want to use it, and we do have some bathing suits in your welcome basket.” 
 
    “Welcome basket?” I asked, and Anna sent me a dazzling smile and a nod. “Awesome, thanks! Let’s go.” 
 
    The girls practically ran to the elevator as I swung the keys around my fingers. Every step I took on the gleaming floor made me feel lighter, and the silver doors slid open without a sound. We went inside before I hit the third-floor button, and Kali jumped from side to side excitedly. 
 
    “This feels like a dream,” she said. “I can’t believe Liam is taking us to a huge house! The first house already felt like luxury!” 
 
    “This is real luxury,” I chuckled. “We have to check out that pool.” 
 
    The doors slid open, and we stepped into the brightly-lit hallway that was quiet and still. It felt like I was just staying at some five-star hotel, but the keys in my palm reminded me that it was actually my home.  
 
    “This is it,” I said as we stood outside the front door. “I have a new place. Holy shit.” 
 
    “You deserve any castle you want,” Cleo purred as she clutched my arm. “My outlaw king has saved us from many foes. This is a perfect reward for keeping us safe from the High Society.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kali gushed. “You protect us from the evils of the world, and you fight so hard for us. A new home is just the beginning of what you should have!” 
 
    My heart was pounding as I unlocked the door, and we stepped into the deep green sitting room. Evening light poured in through the wall of windows at the back, and the sun was only just still visible on the horizon. The black sofa glistened invitingly as the balcony sofa swung gently in the mild breeze. 
 
    The welcome basket sat in the middle of the room, and it was crammed full of gifts. 
 
    “Oooh!” Cleo purred as we hurried over to examine it. “Cheese!” 
 
    “Because we needed more of that,” I chuckled.  
 
    There were three designer bathing suits wrapped in luxury gift paper, and a selection of crackers, cheeses, and chocolates that must have cost shitloads. A bottle of champagne was wedged into the middle with a red bow tied around the neck.  
 
    This really was the height of luxury. 
 
    It was still the most mind-blowingly awesome apartment I had ever laid eyes on, and it was all mine.  
 
    There was a sudden knock at the door, and I opened it to see Malcolm with a golden trolley piled neatly with our things. 
 
    “Sir,” he said cheerily as he pushed the cart into the room. “Just leave the trolley in the hall after you unpack, but there’s no rush.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. “I think I’m going to get used to living here.” 
 
    The doorman gave us a quick bow before he strode back to the elevator and left us in our new luxury home. 
 
    We unpacked the small collection of clothes we had brought, and Kali organized them all into different drawers in the bedroom. I took the food to the sleek kitchen and made sure our chilled items were all put in the fridge. Even the small luxury of having an ice machine seemed insane to me, and I couldn’t stop smiling as we took the first steps of making the penthouse our home. 
 
    “We each have our own drawer,” Kali said as she skipped out of the bedroom. “It’s just perfect!” 
 
    “It really is,” I said. “Who wants to check out the pool?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said eagerly. “Let’s go and see! I’m not sure what it’s a pool of, though?” 
 
    “Cheese probably,” Cleo said seriously. “Rich humans have lots of cheese.” 
 
    “No,” I snorted. “That’s adorable, but it’s a pool of water. For swimming.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Kali said. “Yes, that does make more sense.” 
 
    I grabbed our new swimwear from the welcome basket and handed the girls their packages. Mine looked like some plain black shorts, and I couldn’t wait to see what my women were going to wear. 
 
    We stepped back into the hall and made our way past the detailed oil paintings, and the other doors of our neighbors. It was a quiet floor, and I could only hear the dull drone of a TV from one of the apartments. Then I turned the corner from the hall to find a large doorway with a silver handle.  
 
    Cleo opened it to reveal a room that screamed pure luxury.  
 
    The pool glistened with crisp water begging to be jumped in. There were two cubicles for people to change beside a row of open lockers, and there were five lounge chairs laid out and all stacked with fresh towels. The back wall was made up of the same glass windows that were on our balcony, and it meant we could see out to the city from the water. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I stared around the room. “This is insane.” 
 
    “Such clean water,” Cleo said. “Do we just go inside nude?” 
 
    “Oh, god,” I groaned as I pictured the girls climbing into the water naked. “That would be… awesome. But other people use it, too, so we have to wear clothes that are made for swimming.” 
 
    I pulled the black shorts from the gift wrap, and the girls opened their parcels to find black bikinis. 
 
    My heart pounded at the thought of seeing Kali in next to nothing, and I tried to keep my cool as I jumped into one of the cubicles to change. The nymph took the one beside me as Cleo just started to shamelessly strip outside. 
 
    I could feel the back of my neck heat up as the nymph hummed, and I could hear her removing her clothes beside me. This day was already the best of my entire life, and now I got to see Kali in a bikini? It really couldn’t get any better than this. 
 
    “Ready,” the nymph said happily as her door creaked open. “Pool time!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I opened my door up. “Let’s–” 
 
    My words got caught in my throat as I opened the cubicle to find the two girls waiting for me on the other side. Cleo’s bikini bottoms fitted perfectly, but her top wasn’t doing a very good job at containing her huge breasts. The soft flesh spilled out over the top of the bra, and she looked like she should be posing on the front of a Playboy. 
 
    “This feels like nice material,” the cat-girl said as she glanced down. “But I do not think it fits very well.” 
 
    “I do,” I said as I stared at her incredible cleavage. “You look great.” 
 
    “I am glad you like it,” Cleo giggled. “That is the most important thing.” 
 
    “Does mine look okay?” Kali asked nervously, and I allowed myself to look over at the nymph. 
 
    I tried to keep my cool as my gaze fell on her petite curves that were perfectly displayed in the black swimming attire. 
 
    Kali’s perfect tits were cupped by black material that was just thin enough for her perky nipples to show through, and her stomach was incredibly toned. She spun around to give me a full view of the outfit, and I almost gasped out loud when I saw her peachy ass that was displayed in the bikini bottoms.  
 
    Her body was fucking perfect and begging to be touched and pleasured. Those delicious breasts bounced with every step she took, and her ass cheeks could be cupped perfectly inside my hands. I instantly wanted to grab her and throw her on one of the lounge chairs before I fucked her brains out, so I had to take a second to calm myself down. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” I managed eventually. “Absolutely stunning. Both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cleo purred. “I like when I get to see your body, too.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said as her eyes lingered on my chest. “You’re just so strong-looking and handsome!” 
 
    She turned pink as she hurriedly looked away again, and I could barely hide a smirk. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I yelled as I grabbed Cleo’s waist and hauled her closer to the edge of the pool. 
 
    “Liam,” the cat-girl giggled. “If you are that rough, then I think this small clothing item might fall off.” 
 
    “What a shame,” I said as I kissed her neck. “Who wants to jump in first?” 
 
    “Let’s go together!” Kali said excitedly. “Liam, stand in the middle!” 
 
    I stood between the Hollowfell beauties as the nymph slipped her hand into mine. Cleo did the same, and I gave their fingers a squeeze as the chlorine smell filled my nostrils. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this! Three, two, one, go!” 
 
    We all leapt off the side and into the deep end of the pool. Our bodies crashed into the perfect water and caused what I guessed was a mini tidal wave. I rubbed my eyes as I poked my head above the surface, and Cleo immediately shifted onto her back to swim along the length. Kali’s legs moved quickly below her as she treaded water and laughed adorably. 
 
    “This is wonderful,” she panted. “Oh, Liam! I couldn’t be any happier!” 
 
    The nymph’s pink curls clung to the sides of her pretty face, and she began to swim alongside Cleo.  
 
    I felt like the luckiest man in the universe as I watched the two monster girls enjoy the water. Their beautiful figures were on full display for me to enjoy, and I was almost willing those bikini straps to break as Cleo stretched her arms.  
 
    I did a few laps of the pool while the girls lazed on their backs, and I closed my eyes to enjoy the warmth of the water. 
 
    “This is officially the coolest apartment building ever,” I groaned. “I went from rat piss to a pool.” 
 
    “That is quite a leap,” Kali giggled. “I’m so glad we got to come with you.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smiled. “I couldn’t have done this without the two of you. You’re stuck with me forever.” 
 
    “I can think of worse punishments,” Kali said with a flicker of playfulness in her eyes as she splashed me. 
 
    “Are we going to the mines tomorrow?” Cleo asked as she bobbed beside me. “Will we finally get to slit the throats of the leviathans as we steal their riches? I wish to slice the jugulars of our enemies.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I said. “Let’s head back, and we can make our plan of attack before it gets to be too late in the evening.” 
 
    We climbed out of the pool, and I was presented with the view of the two women’s sculpted ass cheeks as they walked up the little ladder. The dips in Kali’s back drove me wild as she shook her wet hair like she was on fucking Baywatch, but then I hurried up after them, and Cleo pressed her soaked body up against me as she gazed lovingly into my eyes. 
 
    “This fancy house is perfect,” she said. “We have our own tiny lake! I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” I smiled as I glanced down at her cleavage. “I also love this bikini.” 
 
    The cat-girl giggled as she grabbed a towel, and we dried off a little before we wrapped the fluffy material around ourselves. We headed back down the corridor to the apartment, and I unlocked the door to let us back inside the overwhelming luxury of it all.  
 
    “Who wants to shower first?” I asked. 
 
    “Shower?” Cleo frowned. “We just swam in water.” 
 
    “It has chlorine in it,” I said. “You’re meant to shower after you go in a swimming pool.” 
 
    “Oh,” the cat-girl said. “I wanted to use the shower anyway, so that is good! You can fit inside the shower at the same time as me.” 
 
    “I like your thinking,” I chuckled. “Will you be okay here, Kali?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the nymph said happily. “I’ll go after you do.” 
 
    I desperately wanted the nymph to join us. We had all just been so close together in such little clothing anyway, but I tried to slow my mind down as I headed for the bathroom. Cleo slinked along in front of me as she swayed her ass invitingly and purred as her tail twitched. 
 
    “I forgot how huge this is,” I chuckled as I looked around the gleaming tiles. “Let’s get clean.” 
 
    Cleo made a show of pulling her bikini off, and I groaned as her perfect breasts were finally freed from the black material. I pulled my trunks off as we stepped into the shower, and a rainstorm fell onto us as I turned the dial. The water pressure was off the fucking charts as steamy liquid cascaded down my body, and I pulled Cleo up against me into a passionate kiss as our bodies were soaked under the showerhead.  
 
    It felt euphoric as I helped the cat-girl clean up, and I made sure to massage her soft tits thoroughly with soapy water. Cleo’s hands ran all over me as we lovingly scrubbed every inch of our bodies and made sure the chlorine was gone.  
 
    “I like this shower,” the cat-girl purred as she squeezed my biceps. “It feels like our own magical world.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said as I playfully pinched her nipples. “I could stay in this room all day.” 
 
    “We should let Kali shower, though,” Cleo said. “Perhaps soon she will also like to be in here with us. We could all get clean together.” 
 
    She flicked her hair playfully as she climbed out of the shower, and I drank in the sight of her naked body before she wrapped a new towel around herself. I dried off as I covered up and headed back into the living room. Kali had opened up the balcony door and leaned over the railings as she stared out at the view. Her towel rode up so that her ass cheeks peeked out, and I groaned at the steamy image.  
 
    Was she being this devastatingly hot on purpose? 
 
    “Hey,” I called. “The shower’s free.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Kali said as she hurried back inside. “I didn’t want to sit on anything while I’m so wet.” 
 
    Her blue eyes bored into my soul as she smiled up at me, and I had to bite my tongue before I told her how much wetter I could make her. Then Kali scurried off to the bathroom, and my eyes roamed down to her exposed legs that I was dying to have wrapped around me.  
 
    My willpower was hanging on by a damn thread with this woman. 
 
    I pulled on some comfortable clothes as the nymph showered, and Cleo wore her sexy pajamas that clung to her curves perfectly. 
 
    The cat-girl walked out to the balcony as soon as she was dressed, and I joined her in the cool evening air. I sat down on the swinging sofa with Cleo at my side, and Kali soon emerged in her pink evening wear. She jumped into the space beside me, and I took a moment to appreciate the perfection of the moment.  
 
    Two beautiful women and a view that cost thousands. Not bad for an IT worker who had been barely scraping by for years. 
 
    “So,” I said. “Tomorrow we’re going to steal from a leviathan mine. We need to have a plan in place before we try that one. Those snake bastards are deadly, and this looks like one of their greatest treasure troves.” 
 
    “It’s going to be tricky,” Cleo sighed as she curled her feet underneath her. “I have not been inside the mine, but I have seen it enough to know it is always guarded. There was a good tree house camp nearby, and I could hear them stomping around all night.” 
 
    “How will we get inside?” Kali asked as she pulled on a pink curl. 
 
    “It’s hard to plan that without being there,” I said. “The best thing we can do right now is make sure we take everything we need.” 
 
    “How will we get the diamonds out?” Kali asked. “I’m sure there will be many loose ones that have been mined, but we will need to carry them all the way back.” 
 
    “Our new buddy can help,” I said. “Hobble can carry shitloads, so we’ll just have to get the diamonds from inside the mine out to him. Kali, you could carry the bags up to him while we fill them.” 
 
    “Hobble would need to be close to the chutes,” Cleo pointed out. “Or Kali would need to be able to fly from the chutes to his hiding place. How can she do that without being seen?” 
 
    I drummed my fingers against my leg for a moment as I thought about the tools we had, and I remembered the potions we had waiting for us. 
 
    “Those smoke bomb spells were good,” I said. “Do we have any of them?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali said excitedly. “There’s two smoke bomb spells in the bag. Maybe more, but I can’t read all of the labels.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “You can take those up with you and use them to cause a distraction before you fly out with the bags to load up Hobble.” 
 
    I knew this whole heist was going to be seriously fucking dangerous. The smoke bombs would hide Kali, but they would also alert the guards that there was something going on. That meant we would have to work very, very quickly to get our bags packed, and we had to make sure we knew our escape route to a tee.  
 
    I wouldn’t be able to plan that part until we got there to scout the area more closely. All I could do for now was make sure we were armed with all the weapons we could carry. 
 
    “Do you think Hobble will be willing to carry us both ways?” I asked. “I know the farmer said he’s loyal, but she might have just been trying to sell him.” 
 
    “I know he will help us,” Kali said with a firm nod. “He has such a loyal energy, and I just know he cares about us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I muttered. “Because he’s going to triple the amount of loot we can bring back. We’ll need to make sure his saddlebags are secured perfectly before we start. There won’t be room for a single error.” 
 
    “Then Hobble can carry us back,” Kali said happily. “He’ll race us to the doorway, and we’ll come back with bags of blue diamonds!” 
 
    “We’ll most likely be spotted by the mine workers while we’re in there, though,” I mused. “There’s not going to be much we can do to hide from them if there’s hundreds of them trudging around.” 
 
    “I do not think they would raise the alarm,” Cleo said with a thoughtful frown. “They might be shocked to see someone steal, but they hate the leviathans as much as we do.” 
 
    We swayed gently on the swinging seat, and I stared out at the view of sprawling buildings with the beach poking out in the distance. I was already getting used to my new home with my two monster girls by my side. There was a sense of complete peace as we sat on the balcony, but I was itching to get back into the world of Hollowfell. 
 
    “I reckon we’ll go at nightfall,” I mused after a moment of silence. “There were much fewer gargoyles in the sky during the night, and we need as much help as we can get to travel unseen.” 
 
    “There will still be guards,” Cleo said. “I do not think the High Society ever stops their people from working.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I nodded. “The mine will still be lit for the workers, but it will be easier for us to get around the forest unseen in the night. I have to see the whole perimeter before we can decide how to get in, but we’re going to be ready for anything.” 
 
    “We will take all our weapons,” Cleo announced. “Blades and bullets!” 
 
    “Plus the rucksacks,” I said as I made a checklist in my head. “Those can carry shitloads of diamonds. Then we’ll divide them between Hobble’s saddlebags for the trip back.” 
 
    “There might be leviathans patrolling,” Cleo said. “High Society loves to watch their riches being made.” 
 
    “They can be so well hidden, too,” Kali said nervously. “When they’re in their snake forms, they could be lurking anywhere!” 
 
    “It’s going to be dangerous,” I agreed. “We’ve never headed into anywhere this heavily protected before. Even the Sobblers’ island wasn’t crawling with this many guards.” 
 
    The girls nodded as we stared out at the city, and I knew this was going to be our most challenging mission yet. Going down into the mines was going to need serious speed and strength, but I fully believed we could pull it off. I would just need time to evaluate the entrances and perimeter when we got there. 
 
    “We should probably sleep,” I said. “I want to make sure we’re ready for whatever tomorrow throws at us.” 
 
    “Sleeping sounds good,” Kali said as she stretched her legs out in front of her. “The bed is big enough for all three of us!” 
 
    “You want us to sleep all together?” I asked. “Because I don’t mind taking the sofa if you want.” 
 
    “No need,” the nymph said happily. “There’s so much space on that bed for us to be comfortable.” 
 
    Cleo smirked at me as I nodded silently, and we started to head back inside to get ready for bed. We arranged the blankets over the huge mattress as the night sky sparkled through the curtains. My sheets didn’t stretch enough, but I laid the top sheet down so we’d at least have something between us and the mattress. The duvet would do the job to cover us until I got a bigger one. I couldn’t wait to take the girls on a homeware shopping trip to really make this place ours. 
 
    “Sorry the mattress will be a bit lackluster for a night,” I said. “We can pick out any colored sheets you want next time we shop.” 
 
    “Pink!” Kali squealed excitedly. 
 
    “Black,” Cleo disagreed. “Maybe red. Blood red.” 
 
    “We can take turns picking colors,” I chuckled. “Goth bedsheets some days, and girly ones for others. That will please both my queens.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Cleo purred.  
 
    The nymph climbed under the covers, and I carefully slid in beside her. My heart felt like it was thumping right against my chest as I laid inches away from Kali, and Cleo cuddled into my other side. 
 
    I could feel the nymph’s warm breath on my shoulder as she made herself comfortable. It was intoxicating to be between the two beautiful women, but even though this was pretty much every dude’s dream, I felt myself getting tired very quickly with how cozied up we were. Then Kali shuffled even closer to me until her head rested on my chest, and a rush of bliss and excitement pulsed through me.  
 
    The nymph and cat-girl breathed heavily as they fell asleep on me, and I stroked their soft heads lovingly. Kali was clearly getting more and more comfortable with intimacy, and her body felt perfect against mine. I had a strong feeling it wouldn’t be long until she was screaming with pleasure at my touch.  
 
    That thought sent warmth through my whole body as I fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    Waking up between the two women gave me a rush of adrenaline to kick off the day, too. Kali mumbled as she buried her head against my chest, and Cleo stirred as I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Morning,” I mumbled as I slowly sat up.  
 
    “Mmm,” Kali muttered as she rubbed her eyes. “This bed is too comfy to leave.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I stroked her pink curls. “But it’s looting day!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the nymph yawned. “That is exciting enough to get up for!” 
 
    “Diamonds,” Cleo purred as she climbed to her feet. “I cannot wait to slice some leviathan throats with my blade.” 
 
    I hit my cell phone just as the alarm started to ring out, and we got up and ready for the day. The sun blazed in through windows near the kitchen as I walked into the living room and grabbed a smoothie from the haul we had purchased from Whole Foods.  
 
    Nothing could bring me down while waking up in the penthouse. It made me feel like a fucking king. 
 
    The girls put on their workout gear for as much flexibility as possible, and I made sure our rucksacks were emptied out. Then Cleo did distracting lunges to warm up for the day while I packed some of our snack food to have at lunch. 
 
    There was a slightly tense atmosphere in the apartment as we all prepared for the heist, and I knew we were all aware of how difficult this was going to be. Guards, leviathans, werewolves, and trophy hunters were waiting for us beyond the portal. This shit was going to push us to our limits, but our determination outweighed the nerves.  
 
    We headed down to the lobby and were greeted by the original brunette receptionist. Harry was back at the door, and he nodded cheerily as he opened the entrance for us. It was a longer journey to work than it had been from my old place, so we walked down the street a little as I ordered a cab. I couldn’t wait until I got my own car and didn’t have to rely on Uber anymore.  
 
    “That bed is even more comfy than the old one,” Cleo said as she stretched her arms. “I feel so rested and powerful!” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled as our ride pulled up. “I need my ladies to be at their most powerful for this trip.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Kali said as we got inside. “The big house gives us extra strength!” 
 
    The car took us to the office building just as the morning rush was starting. We hurried in through the revolving door, and Stan was on his own at the security desk. He gave me a friendly wave as we joined the sea of people making their way through the turnstiles and over to the elevator. 
 
    Several guys couldn’t seem to drag their gaze away from the Hollowfell women as we squeezed in through the silver doors. I smirked as Kali twirled a curl obliviously, and I remembered how she had fallen asleep in my arms. Her skin was so soft to the touch, and she fit perfectly at my side. It just made sense for her to join the intimacy of the relationship I shared with Cleo. 
 
    The elevator emptied out until we were the only ones left inside, and I almost jumped out of my skin as the doors slid open to reveal Roberts on the other side. He had a sickening grin plastered on his face as he held out two iced coffees. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said as we stepped into the hallway. “Ladies, I took the liberty of getting you coffee.” 
 
    He handed the girls the cups, and they took them suspiciously. 
 
    “No coffee for Liam?” Cleo asked as she tilted her head. 
 
    “He can get his own,” Roberts chuckled. “You are my cherished guests, so you get the special treatment!” 
 
    We stood awkwardly in the corridor as Roberts stared at the girls like I wasn’t even there. I cleared my throat as I gently pulled Kali’s arm. 
 
    “We better head in,” I said. “You can drink those while we go through our work for the day.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said as she eyed her cup. “We will do that.” 
 
    Roberts followed right behind us like a fucking stalker as we headed into the office. 
 
    “Enjoy the day,” he said brightly as I walked over to clock in. “Ladies, do let me know if there’s anything you want to talk to me about.” 
 
    He gave them a cringey bow before he strode into his office, and we walked over to my desk as the office began to fill up. 
 
    “Why is he being strange?” Cleo hissed as I wheeled over two spare chairs. “Is it because of the talk he had with you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “He’s probably waiting on that letter, but I think we can just say you got too embarrassed and threw it away.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said. “I’m not sure I could bring myself to say nice things to him.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cleo said as she tapped her cup. “He is not a man to be trusted. Is this drink poisonous?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Well, I doubt it anyway. He’s just being a creep.” 
 
    “Eww,” Kali groaned as she took a sip. “It might as well be poison with how icky this tastes!” 
 
    Cleo took a careful drink of her cup and wrinkled her nose in agreement. 
 
    “This is bitter,” the cat-girl said. “Liam, why does this taste so bad?” 
 
    “He probably didn’t sweeten it,” I said. “Just put it on the desk and try to avoid eye contact with the creep himself. I can get you drinks you actually like at lunch.” 
 
    The girls giggled as they shimmied their seats closer to me, and I fired up my computer for the day. It was easy to waste time with my gorgeous women at my side, and we browsed an endless amount of websites showcasing luxury cars and vacations. Kali decided we should visit Bora Bora, and Cleo was enchanted with the idea of a theme park.  
 
    It was a fun afternoon as we dreamed of how to enjoy my riches, and Roberts only slunk by once to try and force conversation. I ended up having to get up and do a total of fifty-three minutes of actual IT work, but the women pretended to pay dubious attention to every detail while I helped my co-workers with mundane tasks. 
 
    Then the clock finally struck five as my colleagues packed up and started to clock out. I stretched out my legs and made sure Roberts was busy inside his office. The last thing we needed was an invitation to dinner to try and get out of, and I had a feeling he was amping up to invite the girls out. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” I said under my breath as I got to my feet. “Those mines are waiting for us!” 
 
    The girls couldn’t stop grinning as I clocked out, and we hurried out into the corridor. We made sure nobody was looking as we headed to the stairwell and raced up to the twelfth floor. I knew there would still be people milling about as the day wrapped up, but I hoped most of them would be heading home as soon as possible. 
 
    Cleo pushed the door open to reveal that the heart-shaped desk was empty, and it looked like Katy had finished her shift. The hallway was pretty quiet as we turned the corner, and I was relieved to see a crowd step into the elevator as we passed. I spotted the gray-suited law firm boss amongst the group as the doors closed, along with Stacey and Katy. 
 
    The remaining people in the corridor hurried past without giving us a second glance as they closed up briefcases and buttoned their jackets. We kept our heads down as we walked to the hidden doorway, and I looked over my shoulder once we came to a halt. There was only one guy in the hall, but he had his back to us as he leaned against the wall and spoke on his cell phone. 
 
    “Go,” I whispered, and Cleo vanished through the door silently.  
 
    Kali followed right after, and I made sure the man was still facing away before I jumped after them. 
 
    “It’s time!” Cleo purred. “We get to go and steal blue diamonds!” 
 
    We raced up the stairs and into the hidden corridor as the glow of Hollowfell pulsed invitingly ahead of us. Every step we took down the hall made my heart beat faster as I hyped myself up for the trip.  
 
    I made sure we were fully stocked with ammo as we picked up our guns, and we each checked the sharpness of our blades. The empty rucksacks were ready to be filled with loot, our cloaks had dried up, and I hurriedly picked the lock until I felt the familiar clicks of freedom. Kali slipped the smoke bomb potions into her bag after she studied the labels carefully. 
 
    “Ready?” I grinned as I put down the lock picking kit. 
 
    “Outlaws ready to go,” Cleo purred.  
 
    “Bring it on!” Kali cheered with surprising gusto as she punched the air. 
 
    “Awesome,” I snorted. “My outlaw queens are ready. Let’s go and fuck up some leviathans.” 
 
    There was a huge gust of wind as I opened the portal to the other world, and screams filled the swirling sky. Torn wanted posters blew in every direction as I caught glimpses of our illustrated faces.  
 
    It was absolute fucking chaos as usual, and I breathed it all in as I stepped onto the bumpy terrain.  
 
    We were about to begin our biggest looting session yet, and it would be worth it for the eye-watering reward.  
 
    Those blue diamonds were going to bring us even more riches and glory back on Earth. I was ready to storm the mines.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    There was suddenly a gust of wind so strong that Kali went flying into my side. 
 
    “Whoa!” I said as I steadied her by the shoulders. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” the nymph grunted as she scowled at the sky. “The weather is horrible!” 
 
    “It is always horrible,” Cleo said sourly. “But this looks like a very bad storm is coming.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I sighed. “But hey, maybe it will help us. Wind and rain will make it harder to track us.” 
 
    There was a flash of green lightning that created a spiderweb over the whole sky as booming thunder rumbled. More wind picked up around us while droplets of rain bounced off the dark leaves. It was like no storm I had ever seen before, and the air had a burning smell that carried on the wind. The usual screams and howls that filled Hollowfell seemed more amplified than usual as they cracked through the rolling thunder.  
 
    “Let’s get Hobble!” I yelled over the thunder. “Kali, should you do it?” 
 
    “Of course,” the nymph said as she cleared her throat. “I am his master after all! I think.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I pulled my cloak tighter around me. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Hobble!” Kali cried as she threw her head back. “Hobble! This is Kali, your master! We need your help! Please come back to your master!” 
 
    She looked around as the trees danced in the wind, and some more shredded posters with Cleo’s face on them flew by. We waited a few minutes, but there was no sign of the huge creature. I was worried he had been stolen by someone else who wanted a heavy lifter, but at least we knew he wouldn’t have been taken by someone for the sake of eating him. 
 
    He’d worked so well for us last time we were here, so I’d hate to think of him meeting a deep fried or barbecued end. 
 
    Kali called out again as loud as she could as the rain picked up above us, and we waited another minute. Hobble being taken would seriously fuck up the amount of diamonds we could take, and I knew Kali would be devastated. Her pretty face crumpled with worry as she tried calling out again with no success. 
 
    “Let’s just start moving,” I said as I looked around. “Maybe he can’t hear you over the wind. He probably just wandered a little too far.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo agreed. “It is very hard to hear anything other than the wind and screams.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Kali sighed. “But what if he’s just run away? Maybe he hated me.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I assured her. “I bet he loves you, maybe he’s just not as smart as we hoped. Come on, we’ll find him later.” 
 
    I didn’t fully believe my own words, but Kali’s trembling bottom lip was breaking my heart.  
 
    We started to make our way down the hill as another eruption of lightning crackled overhead. The ground was muddier than usual from the rain, and I had to steady myself a few times as we hurried away from the portal. 
 
    Then I heard a noise that sounded like tiny claps of thunder ringing out again and again. It sounded too close to be coming from the sky, and I spun around as I grabbed my rifle.  
 
    A wave of relief washed over me when I saw Hobble’s bulky frame pounding through the trees toward us. His feet hammered against the ground with alarming speed as his pig-like nostrils flared. 
 
    “Hobble!” Kali cried as the ugly creature skidded to a halt beside us. “Oh, you came! You really do love us!” 
 
    The creature licked her face with an enthusiastic grunt as he stomped his feet. Kali threw her arms around the animal’s neck as he honked gently, and he nudged her to get onto his back. Cleo pulled his saddle and bags from her pack, and Kali helped slip the leather back onto the creature. 
 
    “Well, he’s a pretty loyal guy after all,” I said with a grin. “Good to see you, buddy.” 
 
    “Yes, you are not fun to look at, but I am pleased to see you all the same,” Cleo added. 
 
    Then Hobble bent his knees so we could all scramble on, and I sat behind Cleo as Kali clung on at the front. The creature started to run again as Cleo yelped in surprise, and a cold wind stung my face as I pulled my cloak hood down further. 
 
    “Take us to the mines!” Kali called as she gripped the animal’s curly fur. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    Hobble’s feet were much sturdier than ours on the wet ground, and his saddlebags stayed in place between our legs. 
 
     Some blue bolts of lightning mixed in with the green as we were carried down the hillside. It was hypnotizing to watch the crackle of colors over the darkness, and it made the world seem even creepier than normal. The light was dimming as evening set in, and it was difficult to see anything further than a few feet away. Shadows had a strange glow as the lightning raged on, and I squinted to try and work out where the hell we were. 
 
    “Are we going the same route as before?” I asked. “I don’t recognize anything.” 
 
    “He is leading us down a different path,” Cleo said as she frowned up at the sky. “But this will take us around so we do not go near the market. We will end up on the opposite side of the mines to where we were before.” 
 
    “Smart,” I said. “We are definitely not welcome back at that market right now. Hobble’s pretty clever.” 
 
    Hobble honked in response, and I gave his side a sturdy pat. Then I clung onto Cleo’s waist as we traveled under the worsening storm, and it was hard to keep an eye out for danger when everything was so dark.  
 
    There seemed to be even more wanted posters pinned to the trees around us, but they had all been ruined in the rain. Black ink was smeared all over the parchment so that our faces were distorted and alien.  
 
    “We will have to be sneakier than ever,” Cleo said. “Getting inside the mines will be so hard, even for someone as silent as me.” 
 
    “Seeing the other side of the perimeter will help,” I said. “We’ll get a better idea of how many guards are around, and we can work out the best option for breaking in and out. It might make it easier to slip in unnoticed if there’s a storm going on. People will have their heads down and won’t be able to hear as much.” 
 
    Cleo’s ears twitched as she peered over Kali’s shoulder into the darkness. The cat-girl’s body tightened as she looked from side to side, and I could tell she had heard something nearby. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked quietly.  
 
    “I am not sure,” she said. “It seems like there is a river close by, but it sounds much louder than it should. The noise is like an ocean.” 
 
    Hobble slowed down after a moment, and the sound Cleo had heard made sense. There was a small slope that led into a valley which would have only taken a few minutes to cross, but it had been completely flooded. Dark water swirled around between the trees, and it looked like it was way too deep for Hobble to wade across. The river sat just beyond the valley with water pouring out over the banks, and several fallen trees littered the flooded ground.  
 
    The storm had caused chaos to this part of the forest, and the river water had merged almost entirely with the murky ground. 
 
    “We’ll need to find another way around,” I sighed. “Come on, Hobble. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    The creature trotted around the edge of the water, but the flood seemed to only get worse as we traveled. Then we found a huge fallen tree that reached from one end of the valley to the other, and it was thick enough for all of us to walk over. It stretched from our side of the valley right across to the far bank of the flooded river. 
 
    “Maybe we could use this.” Kali pointed to the felled tree. “I think Hobble could cross that easily enough.” 
 
    “It looks slippery,” I said. “We would need to be really careful.” 
 
    “I can fly above you all,” Kali said. “Then I can steady anyone who stumbles!” 
 
    “That could work,” I agreed. “I think it might have to. This storm is just getting worse, and I don’t want to spend all night trying to find a place to cross.” 
 
    I slid off Hobble’s back as I stepped forward to examine the tree. Its twisted roots were still half in the ground, which anchored it into a solid crossing. The thickness of the trunk would keep it still, but it was soaked from rainwater.  
 
    “Should you stay on Hobble?” Kali asked. “He has very good footing in the rain.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said as I studied the wood. “But then if he falls, we’re all fucked. I don’t want our guns to get wet.” 
 
    “My balance is excellent,” Cleo purred as she jumped to the ground. “I think I can walk over.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s all walk separately. I’m not as slick on my feet as you are, but I reckon I can do this.” 
 
    “I’ll be right here,” Kali said as she hovered off the ground. “I’m ready to steady you both.” 
 
    She fluttered over the water as Hobble stepped up to the tree.  
 
    “Gently,” the nymph said in a cooing tone. “Take your time, Hobble.” 
 
    The creature grunted as he hauled himself up onto the thick trunk and began to trot down the length without issue. He was very graceful for such a wide beast, and I waited to make sure his large frame didn’t sink the tree or damage it too much. But the bark held up fine under the heavy footsteps of our new steed. 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Cleo?” 
 
    The cat-girl leapt onto the wood with her eyes narrowed in concentration. She carefully placed one foot in front of the other like a tightrope walker as she hurried after Hobble. I placed a boot on the wood next, and I took my time as I climbed onto the fallen tree. The deep grooves of the trunk helped with grip as I took each step slowly.  
 
    Kali hovered above us as she monitored our progress and kept close enough to grab our shoulders if needed. Hobble finally reached the other end of the tree bridge and gave a deep honk as he stepped onto dry land. 
 
    “Great work!” Kali said happily. “Good boy! What a cutie!” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the wood in front of me as Cleo’s feet stayed a few paces ahead. My boots were doing a solid job of keeping me steady, and I tried to keep my head down as rain fell into my eyes. 
 
    Then a sudden nearby splash stopped me in my tracks.  
 
    I swung my head around to try and spot what had made the noise, but I could only see droplets of rain making any movement on the water. Cleo stood still as she stared over to the left, and I felt a deep sense of unease as we examined the dark flood. 
 
    “Keep going,” I said quietly. 
 
    The cat-girl nodded as she began to walk again, and Kali stayed right beside us as her iridescent wings fluttered in a blur of silvery stars. We only had a few feet to go, but I tried not to speed up too much in case I slipped. 
 
    Then the noise came again, and Kali screamed. 
 
    I looked up to see a creature had erupted from the water and grabbed the nymph’s ankle. It was a humanoid figure that had blue skin and a stretched out face like that creepy, screaming painting. The monster had hollow eyes in its gaunt head, and a fish-like tail flapped at the surface as its long arms flailed. A deep wail escaped its thin lips as it gripped the nymph’s leg. 
 
    “Liam!” Kali screamed. “Help me!” 
 
    “Get off her!” I yelled as I leapt forward. 
 
    I pulled my blade out as I jumped past Cleo, and I landed on the creature’s back as I slammed my knife into its throat.  
 
    It dropped Kali immediately while it screamed, and blood oozed down my hand as the beast vanished underwater. My legs were plunged into the freezing current as the body sank, and I had to use all my strength to pull myself back onto the tree.  
 
    Cleo and Kali grabbed my arms to help as I shakily got back to my feet. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I asked. “A mermaid?” 
 
    “That is not a mermaid,” Kali said in horror. “I have never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Go!” I urged as I gently pushed Cleo. “Go!” 
 
    Then three more of the monsters leapt up to the fallen tree with their long fingers wiggling at our feet.  
 
    Two of them wrapped their spindly digits around Cleo’s ankles as the third went for my leg. I stomped my boot down on one of the bony hands, and the beast howled as bones crunched against the tree. Its broken hand flopped into the water as it vanished into the darkness clutching its wounded arm. Then I grabbed Cleo’s waist to keep her on the tree as the monsters pulled at her, and I kicked at their wrists. 
 
    “Kali!” I yelled. “Hold Cleo’s hands! Keep her up!” 
 
    The nymph reached down and grabbed the cat-girl’s wrists so that she was being pulled up, and I started to stomp down on the bony wrists of the monsters. They screeched as my feet connected with their flesh, and I felt the sickening crunch of bones as I broke their arms. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo yelled as the two beasts dropped her legs. “There’s more!” 
 
    I saw more heads start to slowly appear from under the churning water, and I knew it was time to bring out the rifle. Hopefully the thunder would cover the noise well enough. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled. “Go!” 
 
    Cleo kept one hand clutched in Kali’s as she raced down the trunk of the fallen tree, and I hurried after her as carefully as I could as I gripped my rifle.  
 
    The haunting faces rose as they swam toward us and held their skinny fingers out. One of the creatures was almost at Cleo, and I aimed my weapon at its long face. Then I pulled the trigger and sent a bullet flying right into the side of its head.  
 
    There was a crack as its skull ruptured, and the beast fell down to the water as blood oozed from the bullet hole. It sank down into the deep, but the shot hadn’t scared the others off. Another one of the fuckers tried to leap at Cleo, but I shot it right in the shoulder. Then I quickly shot a second bullet in its neck, and it gargled up blood before it slunk back under the water. 
 
    Cleo leapt onto the ground from the end of the tree, and Hobble grabbed her cloak in his mouth to pull her away from the edge. I followed right behind her and spun around as my feet landed on solid ground.  
 
    There were only two faces left poking above the water, and I fired right into each of their foreheads. Broken bone fragments and blue skin went flying as they fell limp, and the creatures sank back below the dark flood until the surface was still. 
 
    We stood silently for a moment as we looked out at the eerie water, and I kept my rifle ready to shoot. My skin crawled as I pictured those empty eyeballs lying deep under the river with their long fingers reaching up. Hollowfell never failed to deliver with its fucking nightmare fuel. 
 
    “I think I know what those were,” Kali said in a small voice. 
 
    Her face was pale as her damp pink curls clung to her cheeks, and she bit her lip as if she didn’t want to say it out loud. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “They’re not… nymphs, are they?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “But it has something to do with trophies. I heard the pirates talking when I was captured, and they would go on about how much High Society wanted mermaid girls.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “But you said they’re not mermaids.” 
 
    “The banshees,” Kali muttered. “They have all the spells.” 
 
    The nymph looked like she might faint, and Hobble hurried forward to nudge her gently. 
 
    “The pirates spoke about these experiments,” Kali continued. “The banshees thought that maybe they could make their own trophies.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I stared at the lake. “Those were the banshee’s attempts at mermaids?” 
 
    “I think so,” Kali said weakly. “It would make sense.” 
 
    “But how did they get here?” Cleo frowned. “I do not understand why these pretend mermaids would be in the flooding river?” 
 
    “Maybe they just released them,” I muttered. “If they realized they had fucked it up, there wouldn’t be much point in keeping them around.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is good,” Cleo said. “If they make creepy trophies, would they stop hunting us as much?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “It doesn’t look like they are exactly very good at it.” 
 
    The rain had died down slightly, but the thunder and lightning had gotten worse. I was grateful that the deep rumbles had covered the gunfire well, but the flashes of green and blue added a creepy filter to our surroundings. My feet were soaked along with the bottoms of my pants, too, and each foot squelched unpleasantly with every step.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I sighed. “Back onto Hobble.” 
 
    The girls climbed onto the creature’s back as I gave the swelling waters one last look. Those long faces were burned into my brain, and it chilled me to the bone to think of the High Society creating life. There was no doubt in my mind that whoever created those potions never intended for them to be used in that way.  
 
    Hobble moved even faster now that the rain had died down, and he carried us through the depths of the forest as I kept my rifle clutched in my hands. The red moon peeked out from behind the dark clouds, and the black stars glowed against the bright lightning. 
 
    We neared the edge of the woodland as the sound of metallic thumps rang out with the thunder. Hobble stopped a few feet away from the end of the tree cover, and we had a view of the front side of the mine from here. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see what we’re working with,” I muttered.  
 
    There were huge circular entrances to the chutes that dipped down into the ground, and a large gateway sat in the middle and led to a steep slope. Hunched-over workers trudged in and out with wheelbarrows and sacks. Some were human, some were dwarves, and many of them were humanoid creatures with deep green skin and pointed ears. 
 
    “Poor wood elves,” Kali sighed. “They were the biggest population in the forest, and so many of them have been enslaved now.” 
 
    “There are many guards,” Cleo said as we watched the frog-legged bastards stomp around the doorway.  
 
    Two of the armed creatures stood at either end of the entrance and seemed to be checking a list as they stopped each worker. They shoved and prodded the miners as they chuckled to themselves horribly. 
 
    “They’re checking them all in,” I said. “There’s no way we’re getting inside that main gate without being stopped.” 
 
    “How will we get in?” Kali asked. “That looks like the only entrance!” 
 
    “Not technically,” I said as I eyed the chutes. 
 
    Workers filled bags with tools before they tied them up and threw them down the tunnels. The guards weren’t paying attention to the holes, and they were more than big enough for us to fit inside. If we managed to get inside unnoticed, then we could use the smoke bombs for a distraction when we needed to come back up. 
 
    “Liam,” Cleo said slowly. “Are you thinking we go inside those chutes?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I think it’s our best bet for getting past the guards.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Kali squeaked. “Down those huge slides? Really?” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Cleo groaned. “But it might be the only way.” 
 
    “We slide down a chute,” I reasoned. “Get loading our diamonds up, and Kali flies back up with the loot. She throws smoke bombs to distract the guards, and she uses the chance to fly out here and load up Hobble.” 
 
    “How do we get back out?” Cleo hissed. “We do not have any wings!” 
 
    “That’s when Hobble will need to be a hero,” I said. “If we can get him to race by the front entrance, then we can gun down the guards and jump on.” 
 
    “This is so dangerous,” Kali said as she tugged a pink curl. “Are you sure that’s the best way?” 
 
    “Give me another minute,” I said. “We’re hidden from view, so we can spend a bit longer scoping it all out.” 
 
    I studied the mine as we stayed hidden behind the trees, and I slipped off Hobble’s back to get a better look. The blue glow brightened up the storm above as the clanging of tools against stone rang out. 
 
    My eyes fell on a tower that sat on the right of the mine. It was a single stone structure that was half-hidden inside the cover of the forest, and I wasn’t even sure if it was part of the mine at all. 
 
    “Is that a watchtower?” I muttered as I tried to see if anyone was moving inside the slim window. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Kali said. “There are probably more guards inside there.” 
 
    Then I saw a glint of a bald head as someone in dark clothing walked onto the stone ledge beside the window. He held a crossbow by his side as he scanned the trees, and I pulled the girls back into the shadows. 
 
    Even in the darkness I could see the cross embroidered on his robes. It wasn’t just the leviathans and guards we had to avoid. The trophy hunters were here, too.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Every bone in my body wanted to shoot down the bald trophy hunter, but I had to keep my cool for this heist to work. I hadn’t planned on armed men being stationed high above. This was going to add a whole new element of danger to the mission, but it only fueled my adrenaline more.  
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly. “We can’t have eyes on us from above. He’s going to be able to see us no matter which chute we go down.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Kali whispered. “I don’t want to leave Hobble here in danger! He’s too squishy to survive a bolt!” 
 
    “That is your concern?” Cleo asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Well,” Kali said. “I care about you both, too. But he can’t protect himself as much.” 
 
    The creature gave a soft honk as if he objected, and Kali stroked his head lovingly. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “I didn’t want to do any fighting before we went inside, but we have to take this guy out. It’s way too risky to have him up there looking down on us all.” 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo hissed eagerly. “Slit the throat of the trophy hunter!” 
 
    Her grin widened to show off her tiny fangs as her tail swished with excitement. I could certainly use the cat-girl’s silent ways to our advantage here, and I had a flying nymph to work with, too. It really was the ideal team for a looting mission of this level. 
 
    “Let’s make sure it’s only the one guy,” I said. “Then we can ambush the fucker. Cleo, how easily could you climb that tree beside the tower?” 
 
    “Pfft,” she snorted. “That is nothing compared to the things I have had to climb. I can be up there in the time it takes for him to blink.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “I want you two to distract the fucker while I get upstairs. Cleo can climb in the tree, and Kali can fly around the back of the tower. We just need enough movement for him to take his eyes off the stairs, and I’ll put my blade through his brain.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Kali said. “Cleo and I are so good at distractions!” 
 
    “Also at being sneaky,” the cat-girl said. “Sneaky experts.” 
 
    “That’s my girls,” I said. “Okay, Hobble. You’re just going to stay hidden for now, alright?” 
 
    The beast chewed the grass beside us quietly, and I found it hard to believe there was much going on inside his wide head. Then Kali gave him a gentle pat on the head before we darted to the next tree to peer up at the tower. 
 
    I looked through the low-hanging branches to see the bald man wandering around the outer ledge. His eyes scanned the ground as he walked with a ridiculous swagger. Clearly this asshole thought he was king of the fucking castle. He disappeared from view as he turned the corner around the tower, and I couldn’t see any more movement from the thin window of the inner room. 
 
    “Looks like he’s alone,” I muttered. “Awesome. I want you both to stay hidden and silent until I’m almost at the ledge. Then stay out of sight, but make enough noise to draw his attention from the stairs.” 
 
    “What if he looks down anyway?” Kali asked. “The stairs are at the back of the tower, but he walks past them each time he patrols.” 
 
    “Then I’ll shoot him,” I said. “That’s a serious last resort, but I won’t let the fucker live. Let’s try our best to keep this silent and stealthy, then we can go and loot some diamonds.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Cleo said.  
 
    “Me, too.” Kali nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s do this,” I said.  
 
    Cleo vanished up the next tree so quickly that I did a double take. I glanced up to see the tip of her sleek tail vanish into the twisted branches, and the cat-girl might as well have been invisible. 
 
    “Fucking awesome,” I muttered. “Okay, make sure you stay around the corner of the tower. Otherwise you could be seen from the mines.” 
 
    “On it,” Kali said with a determined nod, and we both made our moves. 
 
    The nymph flew silently around the corner of the tower as she carefully stayed close to the stones, and I raced up to the start of the staircase. It was narrow and steep with black moss growing out of the thick cracks, and I waited until the bald man passed the stairs and strode around the corner before I began to race up the staircase. It would only be about sixty seconds until he reappeared on his patrol. 
 
    My heart thudded against my chest as I pulled my knife out and took the steps three at a time. I tried to land as lightly as I could, but the thunder and mining sounds gave me more leeway with noise. The stone was slippery from the rain, and I had to grab the tower for balance as my foot skidded on one of the stairs. Then I continued to race upward until I finally reached the ledge.  
 
    It was freezing cold being up so high in the stormy air, and I couldn’t see the man from the top of the stairs. The square walls of the central room blocked him from view, but Kali fluttered up nearby and pointed to the left. 
 
    “He’s going to turn the corner in a few seconds,” she breathed. 
 
    “Get ready to distract him,” I hissed. “Do it when he’s on the back ledge.” 
 
    Kali nodded as I raced around the corner, and I heard the man’s footsteps turn around to the back of the tower with the stairs. There was a sudden hiss from the tree as Cleo moved around, and I peeked around to see the man swerve to face the forest with his crossbow ready. Kali whistled from the right, and he spun around again so his back faced me. 
 
    Then I jumped around the corner before he had time to investigate, and I leapt onto his wide back.  
 
    He was a head taller than me with muscles for days, but I had the element of surprise. The man buckled as I threw my weight onto him and brought my blade straight into the side of his neck. I twisted the knife deeper as the trophy hunter dropped his weapon, and the crossbow clanged against the stone floor. 
 
    Cleo and Kali jumped onto the ledge to join me as warm blood spilled down my arm. I slowly lowered the body to the ground as he gave one last spasm before he fell still. The bald fucker’s eyes glazed over as he bled onto the stonework, and I gave him a kick in the side to make sure he was dead. 
 
    “That was so beautiful,” Cleo sighed as she grabbed my arm. “The way you drove the blade into his neck was perfect! You drew so much blood from our foe.” 
 
    She leaned up to kiss my cheek as her ears twitched happily with bloodlust.  
 
    “Teamwork,” I chuckled as I bent down to pick up the crossbow. “How about we take this with us? No point leaving a shiny toy like this lying around. It will give us the ability to shoot quietly, too.” 
 
    I was surprised with how light yet sturdy it felt. There was a leather pouch of bolts around the dead man’s waist, too, that Cleo skillfully unclipped, and she offered it out to me. 
 
    “I’ve never used one of these,” I said. “Have you?” 
 
    “Never,” the cat-girl said. “My blade has been my weapon of choice since I was small.” 
 
    “I’ve used one,” Kali said, and we turned to face her in shock. 
 
    “You have?” I asked. “But you were so… worried about the guns.” 
 
    “Yes,” the nymph scoffed. “Those are terrifying and loud! Crossbows are almost silent, and I used them a few times to hunt when I spent some days with an old fortune teller. She let me sleep in her caravan if I caught dinner with her crossbow.” 
 
    “You keep surprising me,” I chuckled as I held out the weapon. “Okay. You keep a hold of this. It would actually be useful for our flying team member to be able to shoot quietly from up high.” 
 
    The nymph looked proud as she slung the large weapon over her slim frame, and she looked incredibly hot with such a deadly weapon in her grasp. 
 
    “I just want to make sure,” she muttered as she loaded up a bolt. “It has been quite a while since I last shot one.” 
 
    She stood tall and steady, and I could tell that her recent practice with guns had given her tips with posture. Kali took aim at the tree behind the watchtower, and she shot a bolt directly into the center of a thin branch. I whistled as she fluttered over to retrieve it with a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “Badass,” Cleo said approvingly.  
 
    “Very,” I chuckled. “You kept that skill quiet.” 
 
    “Only because we didn’t have a crossbow.” Kali blushed. “There’s no point bragging about skills that I couldn’t use.” 
 
    The nymph gently tucked a damp curl behind her ear, and her cheeks were pink as I smiled at her. 
 
    “You should brag,” I said. “This is fucking awesome. Come on, I have a feeling we’re about to become filthy rich.” 
 
    Kali flew down the back of the tower as I hurried down the steps, and Cleo purred as she slinked along behind me. Hobble was still munching grass in the same spot we had left him as we crouched in the cover of the trees to study the mine.  
 
    Nobody at the gate looked up at the tower, and it seemed that the hunter’s death had gone unnoticed. The stream of workers kept steadily moving as their names were checked off lists by the guards.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I examined the entrance. “We should head down one of the furthest chutes from the gateway. That one maybe.” 
 
    I pointed to one of the cylinders that sat on the far left away from the frog-legged fuckers who manned the entrance. There were a few of them patrolling the perimeter slowly, but not enough of them for the chutes to be constantly protected. 
 
    “We’ll have a few minutes to get down unseen,” I said. “It will be easy enough to jump inside, but we’ll need to time it so nothing is being thrown down with us.” 
 
    “We do not want to get crushed by tools.” Cleo nodded.  
 
    “Then we’ll have to work fast,” I continued. “We pack the bags as full as possible while making sure Kali can bring them back up. She’ll unload it all into Hobble’s saddlebags and bring the empty bags back down.” 
 
    “I’ll have the smoke bombs,” the nymph said. “I can use those to create distractions if needed, but I reckon I can fly from the chute to the woods without being spotted.” 
 
    “Your call,” I said. “I trust you to make that decision, and you’ve got a fucking crossbow now to protect yourself with, as well as your pistol.” 
 
    “So I load up Hobble,” Kali said. “Then when his bags are full?” 
 
    “That’s when we leave the mine,” I said as I nodded to Cleo. “Kali, we’ll need you to guide Hobble to the entrance. Then we’ll need to be ready to fight our way through the entrance.” 
 
    “I can get Hobble there,” the nymph said firmly. “He’ll be ready to pick you up like a very good boy.” 
 
    “We’ll have to fight through the guards to get to him,” I continued. “But that front gate looks like it’s the only way we’ll be able to get out. So our aim is to get through all of this without being noticed until it’s time to leave. Then we can start shooting.” 
 
    The girls nodded as green lightning cracked through the dark sky, and the dull thud of the miners echoed around the trees. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on the blue stones that waited down below. They were going to catapult my finances into a whole other dimension, and I was ready to get to work. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said. “It’s going to be hard work, but we’ve got each other. There’s nothing we can’t do together.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Kali said. 
 
    “Me, too.” Cleo nodded. “Let’s steal some leviathan treasure!” 
 
    We started to hurry along the trees as Kali ushered Hobble along with us. He begrudgingly stopped chewing grass to trot along to wait opposite the far chute we were going to use. 
 
    “Wait here,” Kali told the beast kindly. “We need you to be ready for a quick getaway, okay?” 
 
    Hobble snorted gently, and I could have sworn he nodded at the nymph. 
 
    “Thanks, dude,” I said to the animal. “Okay, my queens. Let’s go.” 
 
    The monster girls nodded, and we watched the nearest guard slowly turn and plod away from our chosen chute. Then we started to run. Our feet pounded the wet ground as I looked down at the distant gate. The line of workers continued to slowly move, and nobody looked our way as rumbles of thunder filled the air. Nobody stood at the entrance of our chosen entrance, and I got ready to jump as we neared the dark hole. 
 
    I launched myself off the ground and into the darkness as Cleo did the same beside me. Kali flew into the chute just as my body hit the cold metal of the giant tube.  
 
    “Fuck!” I growled as my back painfully collided with the slide, and I tugged my cloak down to cover myself against the friction. 
 
    We tumbled down the deep blackness as Kali soared in front. A blue glow waited for us at the bottom of the tunnel, and Cleo hissed as we pelted down toward it. It only took a few seconds to reach the end of the chute at the swift speed we were catapulting at, and I toppled down onto the rocky ground in a painful heap.  
 
    Cleo landed on her feet beside me as if she had just jumped from a tiny height, and she grabbed my arm to pull me up. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered as I got to my feet, and I looked around the enormous mine. 
 
    There was a blue tint to everything because of the towering walls of gemstones, and steady thuds of metal covered the sound of rain. I had to crane my neck to see the top of the mine as my eyes adjusted to the sparkle of the diamonds. Workers hauled wheelbarrows in every direction as hundreds of them slung picks at the walls. Everyone had their heads down as they worked, and I scanned the area for any signs of guards. 
 
    “I think we’re safe,” I whispered as I spun around. “There don’t seem to be any more bastards down here.” 
 
    “Look!” Cleo hissed. “Loose diamonds!” 
 
    She pointed to one of the corners of the mine, and my jaw dropped as my gaze landed on the pile of blue stones. The workers brought their wheelbarrows over to the corner to empty their mined jewels, and others packed the stones into bags. There were hundreds of people scooping up the diamonds, and many of them wore cloaks just like us. 
 
    “Fucking perfect,” I hissed. “We might not be noticed at all. Keep your hoods low.” 
 
    The women made sure their faces were mostly covered as I grabbed an empty wheelbarrow that lay discarded nearby. I pushed the metal contraption over the rocky terrain until we reached the huge mountain of diamonds.  
 
    There was a low-hanging part of the wall that provided a little nook out of sight. I led the girls under the blue ledge, and it led us through to a cramped corner that barely had enough room for us all. It was perfect to stash our bags without being seen, and Kali could use the wheelbarrow to carry them over to the chutes. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I got a closer look at the rocks.  
 
    They had an otherworldly glow that almost made them look artificial, and I could see why people paid so much for them in both worlds. I swung my rucksack off my shoulders and began to pack it as quickly as possible. The cold rocks tumbled into my bag as Cleo did the same, and I glanced around to make sure nobody had spotted us.  
 
    Even under the ledge, I was still just visible from the main cavern. Some workers came right up to the nook as they emptied their wheelbarrows, and I tried to crouch over the bags as much as possible. 
 
    But it didn’t seem like anyone was paying attention to what anybody else was doing, and an elf nearby looked half-asleep as he emptied his supply. The workers looked so tired that they seemed robotic as they plodded around in a daze.  
 
    I packed the bag until I started to find it heavy, and I gestured for Kali to try it. She grunted from the effort but managed to slip it into the wheelbarrow. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to carry it up the chute?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “I can do it.” 
 
    We looked around to make sure no guards had appeared, but I knew the real danger would be when Kali left the chute. She would be exposed for a few moments between the mine and the forest, and I hated the thought of her being alone up there.  
 
    “Use smoke bombs if you need to,” I said quietly. “But try and get to Hobble unseen.” 
 
    “I can do it,” she said firmly. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning as the petite beauty quoted the terminator unknowingly, and she maneuvered the wheelbarrow out under the ledge to head back over to our chosen chute. Then she jumped out of the way as a bag full of pickaxes tumbled to the ground, and my heart leapt as she vanished up into the darkness.  
 
    “She will be safe,” Cleo whispered as she studied my face. “I know you want to be up there protecting her, but she can do this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded as I turned back to the diamonds. “You’re right. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    We hurriedly started to pack the other bag as miners slowly worked nearby us. The blue rocks tumbled into our pack as more and more were poured onto the endless mountain. I felt a bead of sweat trickle down my neck as a dwarf stood right beside the nook to unload his wheelbarrow, but he ambled away again without saying a word. 
 
    “Hey,” Kali whispered as she suddenly appeared beside me with the empty wheelbarrow. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered. “That was fast. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I got to and from Hobble without being seen. His first saddlebag is almost full.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I breathed as I closed our second bag. “This one’s ready to go.” 
 
    I placed it in the wheelbarrow for her before she slipped off again, and Cleo shot me a dazzling grin. 
 
    “We are so sneaky,” she said.  
 
    “Fucking right we are,” I snorted. “Come on, let’s keep going.” 
 
    I was on a serious adrenaline high as we packed up our third load of blue diamonds. Everything was working perfectly, and I couldn’t even fathom how many dollars’ worth of loot was sitting on Hobble’s back.  
 
    Kali reappeared after a few moments with a smug grin that told me she had managed her second trip flawlessly. I wanted to kiss her, but I forced myself to hold off on that urge for now. The workers might notice if we suddenly fell into a passionate embrace. 
 
    “Hobble can take this one,” Kali said. “Then we’re out of room in the saddlebags.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly. “Then empty this one and bring it back. We’ll pack them to carry these ourselves, and then it’s time to go.” 
 
    Kali nodded as she loaded the wheelbarrow and hurried back over to the chute. I slowly turned around to make sure we still hadn’t been noticed, and I pulled my cloak further down as the workers milled around us.  
 
    “This is working,” Cleo said quietly. “We have so many diamonds!” 
 
    “Keep alert,” I whispered. “Next, we have to get Hobble to carry us out of here. We’ll need to make our way to the exit once Kali brings the bag back.” 
 
    I reckoned it would take about fifteen minutes to slowly walk from the diamond pile to the gates, depending on how winding the path underground was. Then we would need to fight our way out to reach Hobble, but that thought didn’t worry me much. There were plenty of guards, but we had enough ammo and bolts to mow them down before they could reach us. The trophy hunter was dead, too, so there were no eyes watching from above. 
 
    Plus, big and bloody getaways were kind of our forte lately. It was the stealth looting beforehand that was the real challenge. 
 
    That had been the case so far, at least. 
 
    Cleo had her bag packed and ready, and we waited for Kali to return with mine. It felt like we had been standing there for longer than usual, and we kept hunched over the cat-girl’s pack so nobody noticed us doing anything. 
 
    “She should be back,” I muttered as I glanced back at the chute. “Fuck. If she takes any longer, then we’ll have to go. I need to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo whispered. “We must make sure she is safe.” 
 
    I straightened up after another minute or so, and I watched the chute as my palms began to sweat. A pack of tools slid down with a dull thud, but there was still no sign of Kali.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “We’re going to need to get to Hobble ourselves. Stay beside—” 
 
    Then a series of howls pierced the air and stopped every worker in the mine in their tracks. The sound filled my body with deep dread, and Kali suddenly flew down the chute with horror etched on her pretty face. 
 
    “Liam,” she breathed as she grabbed my arms. “Someone found the body of that horrible and mean bald man. A group of the trophy hunters are here, and they’re riding werewolves.” 
 
    The howl of the oncoming pack sent shivers down my spine, and I knew we would need to fight with everything we had to get out alive. 
 
     Every enemy we had in Hollowfell was about to be hunting us. 
 
    So much for escaping being the easy part. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    A siren that sounded like a loud, hissing snake filled the air as the howl of the werewolves got closer. The workers yelled as they dropped their tools to cover their ears from the awful mix of noises. Then instant panic set in around the mine as people hurried around and started to run for the exit. Blue diamonds were dropped as everyone abandoned their work in a cloud of mass hysteria. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said as I shoved the last of the diamonds we could carry into my rucksack. “Okay. We still need to get to the exit and Hobble. There’s just going to be a hell of a lot more to fight through than we first expected. Come on!” 
 
    We raced out from under the low-hanging rock to join the manic bustling of the workers. It was easier to blend into the crowd when everyone was moving in the same cloud of panic, and our feet pounded over the bumpy floor as the heavy bag smacked against my shoulder blades. The noise around us was deafening while thunder boomed over the howls and siren.  
 
    “Liam,” Kali gasped as we ran. “Should I fly to Hobble?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I called back. “We want to blend in as much as possible until the last minute. But I’ll need you to do that when we reach the gate.”               
 
    I knew it was only a matter of time before we had to shoot down some High Society fuckers, but I wanted to be as close to exiting the mine as possible before that happened.  
 
    People slammed into my shoulders as they ran to get out, and I had to make sure I didn’t trip over discarded tools and bags along the way.  
 
    We were only a few feet away from the gate when a sudden hiss echoed nearby, and some workers screamed as people tried to push past the guards at the doors. 
 
    “Where are they?” a voice snarled, and we stopped in our tracks as two leviathans entered through the crowd. 
 
    They were in their semi-human forms as they shoved through the workers with their legs moving in the disjointed way that made them seem boneless. Blue scales shone on their faces as their forked tongues darted in and out of their mouths. The two men wore velvet coats over expensive suits, and their fingers were dripping with golden rings. They held canes that they used to shove workers out of the way as they searched the crowd. 
 
    “Kali,” I said quietly. “When I start shooting, I want you to go and get Hobble. It’s time.” 
 
    The nymph nodded silently as she moved her crossbow under her cloak, and I shifted my rifle around to my front.  
 
    “Cleo,” I muttered. “You got your pistol ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “My sickle is also ready to slash faces.” 
 
    “Then let’s fucking do this,” I said as I watched the leviathans get closer. 
 
    The crowd now blocked the gateway as the guards formed a line so nobody could leave, and the sounds of the werewolves were drawing closer. Danger was approaching from all sides, and I had to get us out alive. 
 
    “We have visitorsss in our mine,” one of the leviathan men hissed as the crowd parted nervously for him. “Our trophy hunter went to change shifts and found his colleague dead. Sssso, who was it? The werewolves will sssniff you out!” 
 
    “I know who it isss,” the other snake-man said. “The outlaw is here to steal more trophies. Come out and give yourssself up!” 
 
    The two snake-men slinked further into the mine as they stared at every face they passed, and they shoved some workers to the ground with amused hisses. They got so close that I could smell their overpowering cologne, and I nodded at the girls. 
 
    “Now!” I hissed as I swung my cloak aside to reveal my rifle. 
 
    People around me stumbled back as they stared at my weapon with confusion, and Kali shot into the air. 
 
    “Nymph!” a leviathan screamed as he pointed at her. “There’s the–” 
 
    I pulled the trigger as I aimed at his scaly face, and the bullet flew directly between his reptilian eyes. A few workers around him were sprayed with blood as he instantly died, and he toppled backward as his cane clattered to the ground. 
 
    The second leviathan turned into his snake form faster than I could aim, and a giant serpent appeared amongst the screaming crowd. Workers raced in every direction to get away from the creature as it slid straight toward me, and a guard suddenly ran at us at the same time. 
 
    I took aim at the leviathan. 
 
    “Shoot the guard!” I yelled as Cleo aimed her weapon, and we fired just milliseconds apart.  
 
     The guard fell as Cleo’s hit punctured his neck, and he toppled over with a sickening gurgle. My bullet barely scraped the neck of the snake, but he darted around so quickly that his body was an impossible target. I pulled my hunting knife out as the leviathan darted toward the cat-girl, and I jumped at him with a growl. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from her!” I snarled as I landed on the thick body, and I brought my blade right down into its neck. 
 
    The leviathan screeched as it swung its head around to face me, but I pulled the blade right down its back so its spine split open. Its head swayed as its eyes rolled back, and its skin peeled down along its back to reveal ribs over dark red organs that pulsed horribly. 
 
    I yanked my knife back as I jumped to my feet and tried not to slip on the oozing blood. Guards had started to race toward us as the miners fled to the sides, and it gave us a much clearer path to get out. We just had to deal with the dozen or so frog-legged monsters that raced at us with spears. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled. “Try and get out, and kill as many of the fuckers on your way as possible!” 
 
    I took aim at one of the guards’ faces as I began to run, and I pulled the trigger that sent a very, very lucky bullet into his nose. The bone exploded as a gruesome hole appeared in his skull, and he fell face down as he knocked into another guard. 
 
    Cleo hissed as she took a shot at one of the frog-legged fuckers, and she managed to catch him right in the elbow. He howled but kept running until the cat-girl sent a second bullet into his neck. The shot was slightly off-center, but it caused enough damage for him to fall down with a rasping scream.  
 
    “Amazing!” I yelled. “You’re doing so well with your gun, keep it up!” 
 
    “The werewolves are getting closer!” Cleo warned as green lightning exploded above us.  
 
    “We got this,” I said as I took a shot at another guard. “Keep going toward the exit!” 
 
    Two guards raced at me with furious cries, and I shot wildly at them until I managed to hit one of them directly in the eyeball. There was a wet plop as his socket was destroyed, and the bullet fired right back into his brain. He fell down dead instantly as Cleo shot the second fucker in the chin. This guy’s jaw fell open as he tried to scream, but he could only make a muffled cry as his tongue broke apart. 
 
    Cleo finished him off with another shot to the head as we got closer, and she smirked as he crumpled at her feet.  
 
    Then I looked around to see we only had six guards left standing, and the workers had started to race off through the unmanned gates. People screamed as they fled into the forest, and the remaining guards charged at us at once. The bustle of the crowd slowed them down, at least, but I didn’t want to hit any innocent miners. 
 
    “Don’t shoot right now,” I said to Cleo. “We don’t want to harm anyone else, okay? Only fire if you’ve got a clear shot.” 
 
    The cat-girl nodded as we raced along in the crowd, and one guard shoved his way through to block our way. His nostrils flared as he jabbed a spear at Cleo, but I fired directly into his jugular. The bullet sent a volcano of blood into the air as he jolted back at the short-ranged shot, and I felt the kick of vibrations send a shock down my body. 
 
    “Four left,” I said as wind stung my eyes. “We’re almost out!” 
 
    A crossbow bolt suddenly struck the ground inches away from my feet, and I stumbled backward as my heart pounded. 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo gasped. “The tower!” 
 
    I looked up at the watchtower that was now visible as we stood right at the mine entrance, and I saw another bald man had taken up station there. He aimed his crossbow as I jumped in front of Cleo, but he never got to use it.  
 
    A bolt was suddenly lodged in his skull as it soared right into his ear, and he crumpled over as blood poured from his head.  
 
    I looked up to see Kali lower her new crossbow with a determined scowl on her face. Her aim had been perfect, and she didn’t look flustered or afraid.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. “She really is a badass.” 
 
    “Liam!” Kali called as she swooped down over the crowd. “Hobble is coming to your rescue!” 
 
    The dull honk of our steed was barely audible over the chaos, but I spotted the beast lurking along by the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I yelled. “I don’t want him to get anywhere near the guards!” 
 
    We raced out of the gates as Kali took another shot with her crossbow, and I heard the short-lived scream of a guard behind us. There was a crash as he fell down, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the crowd had thinned out.  
 
    Most workers had now fled, and the three remaining guards had formed a line as they sprinted toward us. I skidded to a halt and spun around to face them, and I stood firm as I took aim. My finger moved quickly as I sent three bullets at each of them, one after the other. Each one managed to end up embedded in the guards’ faces and necks just seconds apart, and the frog-legged bastards swayed and smacked into each other.  
 
    I took another shot at the middle one’s forehead, and he fell down dead as the top of his skull was blown clean off. The other two crumpled slowly beside him as they gradually bled to death from their head wounds. 
 
    “Yes!” Cleo hissed. “Dead!” 
 
    I spun back around to see Hobble race toward me with his thick legs moving in a blur. The blue diamonds made his saddlebags bulge, but they didn’t slow him down whatsoever. He really had been a good purchase. 
 
    “Get on!” I shouted, and Cleo leapt up onto the creature in one smooth movement. 
 
    I hauled myself up and swung my leg over so I was behind her, and Kali flew along beside us. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” the nymph said urgently. “Go, Hobble! To the portal!” 
 
    “Liam!” Cleo hissed as her ears twitched. “The werewolves! They’re here!” 
 
    Hobble moved so quickly back into the forest that I barely had time to look around, but I spotted the snout of a huge beast appear just past the watchtower. It had come from the direction of Stormgulf, and there was an ear-piercing howl as the pack arrived at the scene of the crime.  
 
    My heart pounded as we rode Hobble through the dark trees, and Kali darted along beside us. Her iridescent wings sparkled as she moved quickly, and my shoulders ached from the heavy bag. 
 
    “You don’t want a ride?” I asked. 
 
    “I feel so full of energy,” the nymph said breathlessly. “My wings are powered up, and I need to release some of this feeling!” 
 
    Then the werewolves all howled at the same time, and their footsteps echoed out as they all began to move at once.  
 
    “They are chasing us!” Cleo yelled. “I can hear them taking our path.” 
 
    “They must have caught our scent,” Kali cried.  
 
    “Shit,” I spat as I looked back. “We can’t lead them to the portal. The hunters will work out there’s something there that helped us vanish.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Kali asked desperately. “Should we try to hide out somewhere else in Hollowfell?” 
 
    “There are other tree houses,” Cleo said. “But they would not hide us for long.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “The wolves would only track us down eventually. We need to lose them somewhere before we go back through the portal. Hobble, can you take us around as if we’re going toward the coves?” 
 
    The creature grunted as he ran, and he swiftly adjusted his course as he pounded over the soaked forest floor. I knew going up against a pack of werewolves with trophy hunters on their backs was insane, but we had to at least throw them off the scent. There was no way I was leading a group like that right to the door to Earth, even if it was hidden inside the rock face. I didn’t want to think about the horror that would ensue if the hunters found it. 
 
    Could they figure out how to get through? 
 
    Either way, if they knew where we came and went from, we’d never be able to enter Hollowfell safely from that portal again. 
 
    “Kali,” I said as a thought suddenly entered my mind. “Can we use the locking spell on the portal?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the nymph said as she glanced over her shoulder. “Well, not those ones anyway. The one we used is quite a cheap potion that I assume only works for regular doors. Maybe a sorceress would be able to conjure up a stronger one for enchanted portals.” 
 
    Then a howl rang out that sounded way too close for comfort, and Hobble zigzagged through the thick trees as if he was trying to make his path as difficult to follow as possible. The red moon peeked out from behind the flashes of green lightning, and it made the creepiest filter of colors that shone down onto the leaves.  
 
    “One of them is faster than the others,” Cleo hissed. “I can hear it behind us.” 
 
    I knew the beast had to be nearby because I could now hear the thud of its paws, too. Its deep growl sent a shiver down my spine, and I knew we were not going to outrun the monster.  
 
    “Keep going,” I hissed at Hobble as I started to clumsily turn around on his back. 
 
    I wanted the best possible chance of getting my shot right, especially since there was probably a crossbow-wielding hunter riding the wolf.  
 
    Rain dripped down my nose as I held my rifle ready to shoot, and I stared into the darkness of the forest. Red eyes suddenly appeared behind us, and they glowed in the dim light as a snarl rang out. 
 
    The werewolf sprinted forward with a hungry howl as drool fell from its long snout. There was a huge man riding the beast, and he had a crossbow just like I had expected.  
 
    I fired my rifle at him right as he laid eyes on me, and my bullet struck him square in the chest. Blood poured from him as he tried to steady himself to take a countershot, but I pulled the trigger too quickly for him.  
 
    My second hit shattered his cheek as the bullet lodged just under his eye socket. His skin tore apart as his skull fractured, and all his limbs went limp as he slumped off the wolf. The creature didn’t even glance back at its fallen rider. It kept its eyes locked on me as it snarled and pounded the soaked ground with thick claws. 
 
    I aimed just as the werewolf leapt at us. It flew through the air with a howl as it opened its jaws wide, and I shot directly into the open mouth.  
 
    My bullet soared into the roof of its mouth and blew its head apart. Dark fur and brain matter went flying from the werewolf’s skull as its huge body thudded to the ground. 
 
    “Yes!” Kali cheered. “Liam, that was incredible!” 
 
    “Satisfying as hell.” I grinned as I slowly turned back around to face forward. “But we’re not out of the woods yet. Literally. Where are we exactly?” 
 
    “Getting close to the coves,” Cleo said as she squinted up at the sky. “The salt of the ocean will help hide our smell, too.” 
 
    “And the rain is getting worse,” Kali said as she shook her soaked curls. “I think we can really lose them! This is so exciting! What a thrill!” 
 
    The nymph’s face glowed as she sped along beside us, and I snorted at her enthusiasm during the deadly chase. Hobble didn’t slow down once as he flew along the forest floor, and Cleo’s ears twitched as she listened out for our attackers. 
 
    I pulled a magazine out of the side pocket of my rucksack and reloaded as the smell of salty air hit me. Crashing waves could be heard nearby, and Kali suddenly came in closer beside me while she flew. Pirates would be lurking around the beach, and I knew she was terrified of being captured again.  
 
    “You’re safe,” I said. “Keep up being a crossbow-shooting badass, and I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    The nymph nodded as her blue eyes darted amongst the trees, but then Cleo yelled as something suddenly leapt from the bushes beside us.  
 
    A leviathan in snake form launched itself right at the cat-girl with a deep hiss. I reached out and grabbed it by the thick neck right before it reached Cleo’s face, and I squeezed as hard as I could while it tried to wriggle free.  
 
    My hands barely fit around the scaly neck, but Cleo yowled as she brought her sickle down in a flash. She cut right above my hands, and the leviathan’s head was cut clean off.  
 
    “Nasty,” I muttered as I dropped the body onto the ground, and Cleo launched the head far off into the woods. 
 
    The howls of werewolves echoed out from all directions as the crashing of waves got louder. 
 
    “I think they’ve split up,” I said. “The salty air and rain really must be masking us!” 
 
    “There is one still on our tracks,” Cleo said as her ears moved. “I think it is even bigger than the last.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kali squeaked. “That’s not good.” 
 
    I started to recognize the lay of the land as Hobble took us through the forest, and I could see the tops of the coves sticking up nearby. We started to climb onto higher ground as the stormy sea became visible between the trees. Black waves crashed against distant cliffs as the pirate ships swayed dangerously in the harbor.  
 
    It wouldn’t be long until we reached the hillside with the portal, but I didn’t want to climb it with a werewolf so hot on our tail.  
 
    A huge rumble of thunder rang out right as something moved on our right. The dark leaves of a thorned bush shuddered, and I knew we were about to be attacked. 
 
    “On your right!” I managed to yell just before something enormous jumped out. 
 
    It flew right into Hobble’s path, and our steed reared up and honked in fright as he was finally forced to halt. 
 
    My throat was dry as I looked at a werewolf that was bigger than any of the others I had seen. The beast towered over us as its red eyes narrowed, and each sharp tooth was stained with dried blood. I could smell the stench of death from its salivating jaws, and its rider was equally as intimidating.  
 
    The man was made of pure muscle with a crossbow that glinted gold clutched in his hands. There was a deep scar that ran down the left side of his face, and his dark eyes were fixed on Cleo.  
 
    “Hello pretty,” he hissed. “I don’t want to hurt you or your flying friend. The Sobblers want you both alive, but I’m sure a little scratch to slow you down won’t matter.” 
 
    “Duck,” I hissed at Cleo, and she crouched down as I fired at the trophy hunter. 
 
    His wolf leapt to the side just as I pulled the trigger, and my bullet flew into the tree behind where the man’s head had just been. 
 
    “Fucker,” I snarled as I swung around. 
 
    The hunter fired a bolt at me next, but I fell backward onto Hobble’s rear end just in time. I could feel the air from the bolt whoosh past my face as I laid down on my steed’s back. 
 
    “Shoot!” I yelled as I sat back up, and I fired at the huge man’s head. 
 
    This time my bullet hit the fucker right in the ear as he tried to dodge it. He screamed as his lobe was cut clean off, and the side of his bald head oozed with blood. 
 
    Cleo and Kali both shot the werewolf at the same time, so the beast had a bolt and a bullet lodged into its neck. It stumbled but didn’t fall as the wounds gushed blood all over its matted fur. Then the wolf tried to take a swipe at Hobble, but Kali shot another bolt into its side just in time. I fired at the hunter as he swayed from blood loss, and my bullet struck a bullseye right in his forehead.  
 
    The huge man slumped forward and smacked his face on the werewolf’s neck. He slid onto the ground as his golden crossbow fell with him, and the werewolf made one last attempt to jump.  
 
    It leapt toward Hobble, and I fired right into its red eyeball. The wolf died midjump and thudded down on top of its dead rider. Their bleeding corpses went still as I caught my breath, and Kali fluttered down beside us. 
 
    “Goodness,” she breathed. “That thing was huge.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “And those bodies are going to add to our trail of breadcrumbs, so we need to go.” 
 
    Cleo leaned down with a grunt to reach the crossbow, and I held her waist so she could scoop it up without falling off of Hobble. 
 
    “This is pretty,” she said as she rested it between her and Hobble’s head.  
 
    “It really is,” I agreed as the gold shone under the stormy sky. “But let’s admire it when we get our asses back through that portal.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Kali said, and Hobble began to pick up the pace once more. 
 
    The rain had gotten even heavier during our fight, and the thick droplets bounced off my freezing hands while I clutched onto Cleo. 
 
    “We have lost them,” the cat-girl hollered over the chaos of the storm. “I cannot hear any wolves nearby!” 
 
    “Hell yes!” I cheered. “This storm has actually saved our asses in a way.” 
 
    “It really is awful,” Kali said as her wings vibrated in the rain. “Worse than anything I’ve ever seen before!” 
 
    “You said the weather got worse when the High Society came into power,” I recalled. “Cleo told me that before they ruled Hollowfell had sunshine and brighter skies.” 
 
    “So the stories say,” the cat-girl said. “But who knows if that is true.” 
 
    “I think it is,” I said as I looked up at a deep purple cloud. “They’re even more pissed than usual since there’s two trophies on the run, and that just happens to coincide with the worst storm ever?” 
 
    “That’s true!” Kali called over the wind. “It is odd! I hate to think what would happen if they got even angrier.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said as I pictured the black sea rising up into a tidal wave. 
 
    There was a low-hanging tree up ahead that sat just near the bottom of the hill, and a wave of relief washed over me to see we were close. The trophy hunters weren’t on our tails, and we had managed to slaughter a bunch of evil monsters on our way.  
 
    But I knew not to get too cocky just yet. There was a whole world of things that could go wrong in the short distance to the portal.  
 
    As we got closer to the low-hanging tree, I suddenly felt a jolt of unease in my chest. The drooping branches looked odd, and they didn’t swing in the wind like the others did. I narrowed my eyes for a second before I grabbed Hobble’s fur on either side. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled. “Hobble, stop!” 
 
    The huge beast slammed his feet into the ground like brakes as he obeyed me, but he still shook himself to dislodge my tight grip. I patted him to apologize as I kept my gaze on the strange branches. 
 
    “They’re leviathans,” I said quietly as I positioned my rifle, and Cleo gasped. “Bring it on, fuckers.” 
 
    The tree suddenly broke out into a flurry of movement as hordes of snakes fell from the branches. Their hanging tails had been disguised, and I was endlessly grateful that I had trusted my own instincts.  
 
    I started to shoot as the snakes shot toward us, and Hobble made a deep snarl that I hadn’t heard before.  
 
    We were all more than ready for this shitshow. 
 
    My first bullet went flying into the closest leviathan’s head, and the snake slumped down as I swung my rifle at the next. Kali and Cleo fired their weapons alongside me as we turned the snakes into an explosion of scales and blood. The vibrations of the rifle ran down my arm as I unloaded bullet after bullet into the snakes. My trigger finger started to cramp from the amount of times I pulled it, but I kept up the steady shooting until the snakes lay still.  
 
    One of the last ones left inched closer with a dull hiss, but Hobble suddenly stomped down on it with his huge foot. The leviathan’s skull was smashed to a pulp as our steed pounded the ground over and over. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I snorted as I struggled to keep my seat. “Nice one, dude.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo said approvingly. “That was very violent. I liked it.” 
 
    “Good boy,” Kali cooed. “What a precious baby! Helping us squish our enemies like a cutie!” 
 
    I looked around to see if we had missed any of the snaky fuckers, but the forest was still around us as the rain quieted once more. Gentle drops landed around us on the dead snakes, and Hobble started to race up the sloped hill once again.  
 
    “Can you hear any of the wolves?” I asked Cleo quietly, and she shook her head. 
 
    “Not close,” she said. “I thought I could hear human steps for a moment, but not anymore.” 
 
    I looked around carefully as we got further uphill. The cat-girl’s sense of hearing had not been wrong yet, and I knew we had to remain vigilant right up until the last second. I kept my finger on the trigger as we got closer to the hilltop, and Hobble finally began to slow down. 
 
    “We made it!” Kali gasped as the gray rock face came into view. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “We still have to get back through. Come on, let’s be quick with this shit.” 
 
    I swung my leg over Hobble’s back as I dismounted, and Cleo leapt to the ground beside me. Kali landed with us as we started to remove the bulging saddlebags. The weight of the diamonds was immense, and I could practically feel the millions of dollars that would be hitting my account soon enough. 
 
    “Good boy,” Kali said as she stroked Hobble’s ear. “You were so brave and helpful!” 
 
    “I agree,” Cleo said as she undid a leather strap. “You are much more useful than I first thought. Not just a stinky beast.” 
 
    “He is not stinky.” Kali pouted. “It is just a unique musk.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Cleo muttered. “Well, he is good at smashing leviathan skulls.” 
 
    The girls praised our steed as we placed the bags beside the portal, but I couldn’t focus on the task properly as I studied the trees.  
 
    “Liam,” Kali said. “I’m just going to tell Hobble to hang around the hill again. It’s so good to know he will come back when I call!” 
 
    “Good idea,” I muttered as I stared into the darkness. “Thanks, buddy. We’ll get you a treat next time.” 
 
    “Aww,” Kali said. “Yes! Stay nearby, but make sure you eat enough. We’ll be back again soon to see you.” 
 
    The creature honked dully before it strode off down the hillside, and Cleo stepped over beside me as I stared into the forest. 
 
    “I have a feeling,” I said quietly. “There’s this nagging in my mind that someone’s here, and I can’t let anyone see us go through the doorway.” 
 
    Cleo’s ears twitched as she looked around, and her golden eyes widened as she looked up a nearby tree. I followed her gaze just as a trophy hunter jumped down from a thick branch.  
 
    He had been up seriously high, so he stumbled and swore when he hit the ground. There was a battered crossbow slung over his arm, and I was confused why he hadn’t used it. I expected him to charge at us, but he tried to flee back down the hill instead. 
 
    “I don’t think so!” I snarled as I stepped forward with my rifle, and I aimed right at his back. 
 
    My bullet flew into the fucker’s lower spine, and he screamed as he crumpled over onto his back on the ground. I walked a few paces with my rifle ready until I could see the whites of his eyes.  
 
    “Why did you run?” I snarled as I stood over him. “Why didn’t you try and catch the girls?” 
 
    The hunter spat at me, and I put a foot over his curled fingers. 
 
    “No,” he breathed as I began to press down. “Noo! Leave me alone, you slimy fucker!” 
 
    “Speak,” I commanded as I put more pressure on his fingers, and his eyes started to roll back from the pain in his spine. 
 
    “The boss wants to know where you live,” he croaked. “The outlaw man who steals trophies and kills those of the High Society. He wants to know where you take your prizes.” 
 
    The man gurgled up blood as he choked, and I aimed at his forehead. 
 
    “They’re not prizes,” I snarled. “They’re badass warrior babes, and you and your boss will never fucking catch them.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger, and the man fell silent as his skull cracked open. 
 
    “They are searching for our home,” Cleo breathed behind me.  
 
    “Who is this boss?” Kali whispered. “He has so many tough men.” 
 
    “Not as many as before,” I said as I kicked the hunter’s limp arm. 
 
     Then several howls told me that the pack were very fucking close. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. “Go! Get through the portal!” 
 
    The girls raced over to the bags propped against the rock face, but I took a moment to firmly shove the dead man down the hill with my boot. He thumped and crashed for several feet as he struck bushes and boulders on his way down, but at least he wasn’t lying right outside our portal. 
 
    Then I turned and ran to usher the girls along, and they hauled the first two saddlebags through. I grabbed the final one right as another howl pierced the stormy sky, and I tumbled through the portal as sweat poured down my back.  
 
    My feet hit carpeted ground as the air became warm and stuffy instead of wild and freezing.  
 
    I was back on Earth. 
 
    My heart thudded against my chest as I dropped the bags crammed with loot. The straps of my rucksack had made my arms go partially numb, and I groaned as I stretched them out. But the pain my body was in was overshadowed by the rush of adrenaline I had when I looked down at our haul. 
 
    We had made it back to Earth with as many blue diamonds as we could carry. I had just pulled off the most dangerous Hollowfell heist yet, and I was about to come into an amount of money that I never would have dreamed of.  
 
    A slow grin spread over my face as I crouched down and opened my rucksack. 
 
    Blue diamonds glowed inside my bag, and I grabbed a handful of the cool gemstones.  
 
    Fuck the hunters and the High Society.  
 
    I had won this round.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Cleo and Kali began to leap around in the corridor with excitement as I stared at the blue diamonds. It was starting to sink in just how much money was sitting in our backpacks, and I couldn’t wait to see the look on Elijah’s face. 
 
    I was still on a high from the dangerous chase we had just experienced as my heartbeat finally started to slow.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “We just robbed a leviathan mine.” 
 
    “We did it!” Kali sang as she skipped around in a circle. “Those stupid leviathans and hunters are no match for us!” 
 
    “Outlaw royalty!” Cleo cried. “We are unstoppable, and we spilled the blood of our foes right over the land.” 
 
    The cat-girl purred as she slipped her arms around me, and I planted a kiss on her rain-soaked head. 
 
    “You were both amazing,” I said. “I can’t believe we just pulled off a heist in a fucking mine. Holy shit, we are going to be so unbelievably rich.” 
 
    “Let’s take it all to Elijah!” Kali said eagerly. “It needs to be made into human money for Liam!” 
 
    The nymph’s face was flushed with excitement as she looked down at the bags, and I loved how hyped-up she was from the chase. I had seen a different side of her on this heist. She was made of seriously strong stuff and just needed someone to bring it out in her, and I was happy to be that guy. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I slipped off my drenched cloak. “Let’s clean up first, and then we can take these bags downstairs. Hobble really stepped up our game with how much we can carry.” 
 
    “I love him,” Kali said as she handed out wet wipes. “He is so loyal and brave!” 
 
    “He has definitely proven himself useful,” I chuckled as I cleaned the mud and blood from my face.  
 
    We pulled on our long jackets that hid our filthy clothes, and I made sure our guns were carefully placed down beside the ammo supply. Then I picked up the golden crossbow and studied it to find a golden cross emblem on the bottom. 
 
    “That’s their symbol,” Cleo said as she eyed it. “Do you think they will keep hunting us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I do. But I think we can take whatever shit they try and throw our way. We’re fucking invincible.” 
 
    I slid my heavy rucksack back over my shoulders, and Kali helped Cleo pull hers on. It was going to take a lot of effort to get the full saddlebags downstairs, but at least we had elevators for the hard parts.  
 
    “Can you guys manage those?” I asked as the girls grunted while they picked up the saddlebags. 
 
    “Just about,” Cleo panted. “Kali is very strong for carrying this up the chute!” 
 
    “Oh,” the nymph said with a pretty blush. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    The straps of the saddlebag dug into my palm as we heaved our loot down the corridor and away from the Hollowfell portal. I couldn’t wait to get back to the apartment, but I knew we had one final challenge before we could get there. 
 
    “So,” I said as we climbed down the stairwell. “We’re going to need to explain to Stan what we’re doing here late with crammed bags. These aren’t exactly subtle.” 
 
    “We can be a distraction,” Cleo suggested. “Maybe make the evil siren go off again. I can punch the small wall box.” 
 
    “That’s too obvious,” I said. “There’s not going to be many more people here, so he’ll check the CCTV to get a clear view of who it was.” 
 
    We pushed through the magically locked doorway into the gray half of the twelfth floor, and we started to drag our loot to the elevator. I remembered the lie we had told Roberts about the girls modeling, and I wondered if that would fool someone with actual brain cells. 
 
    “We can say these are full of your outfits,” I said. “Then just tell Stan you guys were taking pictures for the dating company.” 
 
    “That would be many clothes,” Cleo said as the silver doors slid open. “Do you think he would believe that?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” I said as I stared at our bags. “Maybe that would only work on Roberts.” 
 
    The gemstones had sharp edges that made the bag material stick out at odd angles, and it was kind of obvious that there was something solid inside. I didn’t think Stan would search me even if he was suspicious, but I couldn’t risk that.  
 
    “Let’s stop at the office,” I said. “I’ll run and grab some folders, and we can pretend we’ve had to take all the old documents and files to recycle. We can say that we’ve been at it all evening, and that’s why we’re here so late.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Kali chirped. “You really do think of everything, Liam.” 
 
    She stared up at me dreamily as the doors slid back open, and I had to drag my gaze away from her blue eyes.  
 
    “Stay here,” I said as I put my saddlebag down. “Keep the door open, remember? I’ll be back in a sec.” 
 
    Kali put her foot in the doorway as I hurried down the silent corridor to my office. There was thankfully nobody inside, and I went to my desk to grab a pile of folders and files. I knew I could only carry a couple, but it was just enough to show why we had sharp edges bulging out of our bags. 
 
    “This will do,” I muttered as I held an armful of folders, and I raced back out to the elevator. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get back to the fancy house,” Kali sighed as the doors slid shut again.  
 
    “Me, neither,” I said. “I’m looking forward to a shower.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo agreed. “I am excited to get clean and to lie down.” 
 
    The elevator eventually pinged open at the lobby, and I felt a small knot in my stomach as the doors slid open. We stepped out to see Stan sipping a coffee at his desk, and he frowned when he spotted us. 
 
    “Liam,” he said as we hauled our loot out. “What the hell are you guys doing here so late? What’s all that?” 
 
    He peered over the desk as I tried to look as bored as possible, and I nodded to the folders stuffed under my arm. 
 
    “Roberts gave us a stupid task,” I said. “He was being his usual dickhead self and decided we had to stay back and fill bags with old folders and office supplies. Now we have to drag it all to the recycling center.” 
 
    “What an asshole,” Stan snorted as he leaned back in his chair, and I felt my chest loosen. 
 
    “He is very much asshole.” Cleo nodded. “I also think his face hair looks sticky.” 
 
    “I agree,” Stan chuckled. “Hey, I have plenty of room in my car. Leave that shit here, and I’ll drop it off at the recycling. You kids should just head home.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Nah, man. We’ve got it. Cleo really wants to do it herself because she’s super into recycling and all that green shit.” 
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl said slowly. “I like… green shit.” 
 
    “Okay,” Stan chuckled. “Get home safe, then, guys. You gonna take a cab? I wish you made enough to get a car, Liam. Fuck that asshole for never giving you a raise.” 
 
    “I’ve actually saved enough up,” I said with a grin. “I’m going to get one soon.” 
 
    “Nice one.” The security guard nodded his approval. “Glad to hear it, boy.” 
 
    “Good night,” I said as we started to haul our stuff over to the turnstiles. “See you later!” 
 
    “Bye-bye!” Kali sang.  
 
    “Goodbye,” Cleo said. “I am very excited to look at green shit.” 
 
    I tried to hide my snort of laughter with a cough as Stan raised an amused eyebrow, and we stumbled through the turnstiles awkwardly. Cleo tripped slightly with her bag, and I had to help her step into the revolving door without getting stuck. Then we shuffled our way onto the street to the sound of traffic and distant bars blaring music into the sky. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I breathed as I dropped my bags on the street. “We did it. I can fucking breathe.” 
 
    “Sneaky experts,” Cleo purred. “It is good to not be rained on anymore.” 
 
    “It really is,” Kali said as she looked up at the late evening sky. “Are we going to walk?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” I said as I pulled my cell out. “We have done more than enough exercise for one day. Let’s get this shit back to the new place.” 
 
    I ordered our cab and enjoyed the cool breeze that danced through my hair. The car rolled up after a couple of minutes, and we climbed inside with our loot taking up most of the room in the back. We made sure everything was sealed up tightly so the eerie light of the diamonds didn’t escape and draw attention. 
 
    “I am sleepy,” Cleo yawned as she rubbed her golden eyes. “There was so much excitement today.” 
 
    “We’ll be home soon,” I said gently. “You can sleep, eat, or shower. Whatever you want to do. It’s your house.” 
 
    The cat-girl smiled as she leaned her head on my shoulder, and we sat in silence until we pulled up to the penthouse. Malcolm was on shift again, and he hurried down to greet us. He smiled as he held the door open for Kali before we climbed out onto the street. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said brightly. “I’ll have your bags brought up to your apartment for you.” 
 
    “Uh,” I muttered. “They’re kind of heavy, and they’re very valuable.” 
 
    “Of course,” Malcolm said with a nod. “I’ll fetch the trolley now and bring them up with you in the elevator. That way you will not have them leave your sight.” 
 
    He hurried back up the steps as we waited by the cab. 
 
    “This really is a five-star service,” I sighed. “Amazing.” 
 
    Malcolm appeared from a side door around the left of the building that I hadn’t even noticed before. He pushed the golden trolley over to the car and started to load up our bags. The doorman didn’t ask a single question or bat an eyelid at how heavy the saddlebags were.  
 
    I was starting to realize that super-rich people never had to explain themselves. 
 
    “I’ll take this through the service entrance,” Malcolm said as he gestured to the left doorway. “I shall be with you in the lobby very shortly.” 
 
    He pushed the trolley off with a grunt, and I strolled up the stairs with the girls at my side. My shoulders were grateful to not be carrying that crushing weight anymore as we stepped into the pristine reception area. 
 
    “Good evening!” Anna chirped as she looked up from her desk.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as Malcolm quickly emerged from a side door with our loot. 
 
    He took it over to the elevator, and we all got inside when the doors slid open. It only took a few seconds to reach our floor, and Malcolm stationed the trolley right at our door. 
 
    “Just leave it out in the hallway when you’re done,” he said brightly. “Goodnight!” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled as he got back in the elevator, and I rummaged around for my keys. 
 
    “He carried our things like Hobble,” Cleo whispered. “Being rich is good because we have servants.” 
 
    “True,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure he would be as helpful in a leviathan fight, though.” 
 
    “No.” Kali shook her head. “Hobble is the perfect steed for that job!” 
 
    We piled into the luxury apartment, and I hauled the trolley in behind us. It felt amazing to be back home in the spacious rooms after an evening of high intensity fighting. 
 
    Kali held her arms out and spun around as Cleo yawned and stretched. 
 
    “I think I will have a shower,” the cat-girl sighed. “Then perhaps sleep.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I said. “It’s all yours.” 
 
    The cat-girl hurried off to the bathroom as I sank down onto the sofa. Kali strolled over to the balcony and slid the door open to let in the cool night air. 
 
    “What a wonderful day,” she sighed. “Do you mind if I sit outside for a moment?” 
 
    “Go for it,” I said. “This is your place! I’m just going to text Elijah. He is going to lose his fucking mind.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling as I sent my buddy a message, and I was dying to see the look on his face when he saw the loot. 
 
    Hey, dude! Got another haul to drop off, you’re going to fucking lose it with this one. 
 
    I sat back on the sofa and closed my eyes, and I drifted off to sleep as my muscles properly relaxed. 
 
    “Liam!” Kali said gently as she stroked my shoulder. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see that the nymph was standing in a towel with her pink curls dripping onto her shoulders. Cleo was curled up in her silky pajamas beside me on the sofa, and I rubbed my eyes with a yawn. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I clearly needed a bit of shut-eye.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize!” Kali giggled. “I just wanted to know if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Starving,” I said as I rubbed my stomach. “You want to order something?” 
 
    “Well,” the nymph said. “I thought I could try and cook something again, if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I said as I got to my feet. “I’ll go shower, and you can just help yourself to whatever you want in the cupboards and fridge.” 
 
    “I’ll get dressed first!” Kali said happily as she scurried off to the bedroom, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her exposed legs. 
 
    I made my way into the bathroom and ran the shower until it was piping hot. Memories of how badass Kali had looked with her crossbow ran through my head, and I groaned when I thought about her dropping that towel. She was such an incredible part of my life that I just couldn’t imagine being without her now. I really hoped she would want to be intimate with me soon, and I could truly show her just how much she meant to me. 
 
    The water pressure felt incredible as it soothed my aching muscles. My whole body relaxed as I spent ages scrubbing every inch of skin and washing my hair thoroughly. I could have spent all day in that huge shower, and I had to force myself to turn the water off eventually.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I groaned as I wiped my eyes and stepped onto the warm floor. 
 
    Every inch of my new place was luxurious, and I already felt like this was my true home. I would need to get the rest of my stuff moved over, but that wouldn’t take long.  
 
    The steam of the shower had fogged up the mirror, and I made sure my towel was secure around my waist before I stepped out of the bathroom. Then I was hit with a delightful smell of garlic as I walked into the living room, and I curiously headed into the kitchen to find Kali scooping pasta into bowls.  
 
    Her face was flushed and smiling as she carefully grated cheese onto the top of the steaming food. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “This smells amazing!” 
 
    “Liam!” Kali said as she looked up, and she let out a small gasp as her eyes wandered over my exposed chest. 
 
    “What did you make?” I asked as I walked to the counter. 
 
    “I just followed this recipe,” Kali said as she pointed to the pasta box. “We had everything on the list, so I thought I would give it a go!” 
 
    “It looks incredible,” I praised her. “Shall we eat in here? Cleo’s fast asleep on the sofa.” 
 
    “I hope it’s good,” Kali whimpered as we perched on the high stools at the kitchen bar. “I just really wanted to make you something delicious. To thank you for everything you’ve done.” 
 
    The pasta was in a creamy sauce with some vegetables and chicken, and she had even put in seasoning to brighten it up. I took a bite and was amazed at how good it tasted. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said as I slurped it down. “This is awesome, Kali. You really did a great job.” 
 
    “Really?” Kali gasped as she took a cautious bite, and her blue eyes lit up. 
 
    “See?” I chuckled. “You’re a natural!” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she muttered as she examined the pasta. “It tastes wonderful! I really did it! This is all because of you, Liam!” 
 
    Then the nymph suddenly leapt at me as her wings fluttered, and she pressed her lips against mine as I grabbed her waist.  
 
    My mind practically imploded. 
 
    And her kiss didn’t stop just at a peck. 
 
    The kiss was as passionate as it was surprising, and I groaned as her sweet tongue suddenly danced around mine. Then her legs wriggled around to straddle me on the stool, and I gripped Kali’s tight waist as she let out little moans of pleasure.  
 
    Needless to say, my blood flow was all kinds of fucked up now, but I didn’t even care if she could feel my erection. I finally had the nymph in my arms, and she tasted even better than her cooking had. 
 
    After what felt like a full minute, we slowly broke apart as my head spun, but I kept my hands firmly holding her body. 
 
    “Kali,” I panted. “I’ve wanted to do that for so fucking long.” 
 
    “So have I,” she breathed. “I’ve been wanting to do so much more, too. I’ve just been nervous that I wouldn’t be very good at it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked as I stroked her face. “You’re perfect, and I would love to make you feel amazing. If you wanted me to.” 
 
    “I do,” she said as she gazed into my eyes. “I want to be as close as I possibly can to you, Liam. I want to be your woman.” 
 
    Those words were everything I had wanted to hear since I’d first met the nymph. I’d been losing my mind for days trying to restrain myself around her, and all her little looks and cute smiles had nearly destroyed my sanity. 
 
    But now, she was perched in my lap with those big blue eyes burning into mine, and she wanted to be even closer to me. 
 
    I slowly stood up while her delicate feet slipped to the floor. Then I took her hand and quietly led her through the living room where Cleo snored gently. We went straight into the bedroom and closed the door without a word, and my entire body tingled with anticipation as the complete silence pressed in around us. 
 
    This was really going to happen. Finally. 
 
    Kali blushed prettily as she looked up at me through her thick eyelashes, and I pulled her up into another kiss. She fluttered up to meet me as my hands roamed down over her sculpted waist, and she gasped as I slowly ran my hands back to her peachy ass. Her pert cheeks felt incredibly soft and perfectly toned, and my cock hardened even more as our tongues danced together. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured as I resurfaced for air. “I’m going to make you feel fucking amazing.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali whispered in a shaky tone. “I want you to touch me everywhere… please?” 
 
    I grinned at the nymph’s straight-up honesty, and my whole body was pulsing with heat. 
 
    “Let’s get you undressed,” I said quietly. “I want to admire this beautiful figure.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kali breathed as she flew down to the floor. “I hope you like what I look like.” 
 
    She bit her lip as I stroked her cheek, and I slid my hands down to her silky crop top. I slowly rubbed her shoulders before I moved my hands over her fabric-covered breasts, and she gasped as I gently massaged her perky tits.  
 
    Then I helped Kali pull her top off, and I was blown away by her perfect breasts. Her pert tits had pink areolae and nipples that were just begging to be played with. Kali’s hips dipped in beautifully, and her little shorts were all that remained between me and her naked body. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I said as I cupped her breasts. “Fuck, you are so hot.” 
 
    “Oooh,” she gasped. “Liam, I love feeling you touch me there.” 
 
    I took my time massaging her soft breasts and pinching each nipple gently. She moaned at my touch in the lightest and most innocent way, and every time our eyes met, she blushed even more. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer to see the rest of her form.  
 
    “Let’s take these off,” I murmured as I pulled at her waistband, and Kali wiggled out of her pajamas. 
 
    Then she stood up to show me the full view of her naked figure, and I felt lightheaded from how fucking gorgeous she was. Her pussy had a wisp of pink hair, and she spun around to show me the peachy ass below her wings. Every inch of her was inviting me to fuck her brains out. 
 
    “Do I look okay?” Kali asked as she twirled a pink curl. 
 
    “Okay?” I chuckled. “You are unbelievably gorgeous. I’m officially the luckiest man in the world.” 
 
    I pulled her close as she ran her hands over my arms, and she looked down at my towel. 
 
    “Can I see you?” Kali whispered. “I’ve wanted to for so long.” 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned as I slid off the soft fabric. 
 
    The nymph’s eyes widened as my rock hard cock sprang out, and she ran her tongue over her lips. 
 
    “It’s so big,” she murmured.  
 
    The wide-eyed beauty was making my head pound, and I grabbed her by the waist to carry her over to the bed. Kali squealed as she held my shoulders before I placed her down on the king-sized mattress. Then I admired her for a moment before I climbed next to her and laid down on my side. 
 
    “This feels so perfect,” Kali murmured as I ran my hand over her body. “I love being this close to you, but I’m worried that I don’t know what to do…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie,” I chuckled. “The first thing you need to do is just lie back and enjoy the feeling.” 
 
    I kissed her as my hand roamed down her toned stomach to her mound. Her pubic hairs were light and soft as I roamed my fingers down to her slit, but then her juices leaked out onto my hand, and I grinned at how ready she was. 
 
    “Oh,” she squealed. “Liam, I’m so sorry! I don’t know if that’s supposed to happen.” 
 
    “It is,” I assured her. “And I love feeling you get this wet for me. It means you’re ready for me to make love to you.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I am,” she practically whimpered. 
 
    We kissed deeply as I slowly slid a finger past her folds, and the nymph gasped as I explored her tight pussy. She was completely soaked as I moved in and out of her warmth, and she cried out in the cutest way as I rubbed her clit. 
 
    “Liam,” she gasped. “Oh! That feels so wonderful…” 
 
    I was driven wild by watching her squirm at my touch, and her blue eyes stared into mine the entire time I played with her. Kali was unbelievably beautiful as she writhed on the mattress with her cheeks flushed with passion, but then I slipped an extra finger into her, and she gasped and pressed her forehead against mine.  
 
    My fingers moved more quickly around her tunnel as I rubbed her sweet spot at the same time, and she began to breathe heavily with wide eyes. 
 
    “Liam,” she gasped. “Something… something is happening…” 
 
    “You’re going to climax,” I whispered as I kissed her cheek. “It’s okay. You’ll love this part. Cum for me.” 
 
    I rubbed her bud once more before her delicate body shuddered against me. Then Kali cried out as she threw her head right back into the pillow and moaned deeply. I grinned as I kept stroking her through the waves of her pleasure, and her lithe body trembled all over as she finally came down from the peak. 
 
    “Oooh,” she whispered as she looked up at me. “Liam, what was that feeling?” 
 
    “You had an orgasm,” I said as I slowly slid my fingers from her pussy. “That’s what we do when we love each other. I’m going to give you as many of those as you want.” 
 
     The nymph sat up as she caught her breath, and she looked down at her body as if she was seeing it for the first time. I loved seeing her discover these new sensations, and I was happy to keep providing as many orgasms as she could handle. 
 
    “I want to give you one,” she said eagerly as she leaned toward me. “Can I please make you feel like that?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Would you like to touch me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali breathed as she looked down at my cock. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Whatever feels natural,” I said. “Give me your hand.” 
 
    The nymph laced her fingers into mine before I guided her down to my throbbing erection. She wrapped her soft hand around me firmly, and I moaned at how perfect her grasp felt. Then I guided her to move her hand up and down my shaft, and she started to get into the rhythm as sparks of heat raced through me. 
 
    She was tentative at first, but then she moaned a little as she felt me get even harder for her, and she sent me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
    “Does this feel nice?” Kali asked as she blinked at me. 
 
    “Fuuck, yes,” I murmured as my brain threatened to short out. “You can use your mouth, too. Only if you want to.” 
 
    “My mouth,” Kali repeated. “Can you tell me how?” 
 
    The hottest nymph imaginable asking how to suck me off was like something out of a dream, but I didn’t lose focus now. I hurriedly sat up, and Kali let me guide her into a kneeling position on the floor in front of me. Then she promptly took a firm hold of my erection again, and she looked up at me with those dazzlingly blue eyes. 
 
    “What do I do now, Liam?” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re going to suck my cock,” I murmured as I held her head. “Don’t use your teeth at all. Use your tongue and your mouth. You can lick me however you want, and I’ll help guide you as much as you need.” 
 
    Kali’s warm breath made my dick twitch as she stuck out her pink tongue, and she began to slowly lick up the length of my shaft. A shudder of pleasure raced through my veins as she ran her tongue all over me. I gripped her soft curls as her head moved, and I felt like the room was spinning below me. 
 
    “Yessss,” I groaned. “Fuck, you feel amazing.” 
 
    “It tastes so nice,” Kali breathed. “Can I put it inside my mouth to taste properly?” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I said as she wrapped her lips around the head of my erection.  
 
    Then my knees went numb from how slick and warm her mouth felt. 
 
    I couldn’t even restrain myself as I tightened my hands in her hair. I guided her head down slowly as she took more and more of my length inside her warm mouth, and her big blue eyes gazed up at me in the most servile way. 
 
    It felt like pure bliss as she started to bob up and down with her tongue moving quickly around me. Primal pleasure surged through me as the gorgeous nymph sucked me off so eagerly, and she moaned with pleasure as I pressed her head right down to take my whole length.  
 
    Watching her pretty face bob up and down was driving me wild, and I knew I was going to cum soon enough. 
 
    “You’re doing so well,” I gasped as I gripped her head and thrust gently into her throat. “Do you want to taste my cum?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Kali groaned in agreement as her perky tits bounced with each movement. 
 
    “Good,” I growled. “Because I’m going to fill up your pretty mouth with my seed.” 
 
    Her warm mouth moved up and down until I felt sudden heat build up in my cock. Then my climax exploded through me as my body shuddered in pure bliss. Warm cum shot into Kali’s throat as I held her head firmly in place, and she moaned as my seed spilled over her tongue. 
 
    Shooting my load down the innocent nymph’s throat was unbelievably hot, and I stared at her big blue eyes as they began to water. Then I slowly released her head as my orgasm subsided, and she let out a soft giggle. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed. “You’re perfect, sweetie. Sooo fucking perfect.” 
 
    Kali looked up at me with cum dripping from her lips, and I damn near lost my mind when she licked them clean. 
 
    “You taste so good,” she breathed. “I love having you inside my mouth, Liam. Is that okay?” 
 
    “It’s more than okay.” I grinned. “That was the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. And you took my cock so well.” 
 
    I stroked her blushing cheeks as she smiled up at me, but then she frowned. 
 
    “Is it over?” Kali asked sadly. “I still feel like I need to be touched, and I want you to be…” 
 
    She trailed off shyly as she looked down, and I gently pulled her up from the ground and stood to guide her onto the bed. 
 
    “You want what?” I asked. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Well,” Kali said nervously. “I’m not sure if this is right, but I want to feel your cock inside my body.” 
 
    Her words set off some feral lust inside me, and I nearly leapt onto the bed as she squealed in shock. We fell into a deep kiss as I pulled her on top of me, and my cock started to harden again as her perfect body laid on mine.  
 
    “Oh,” she whispered. “I can feel you getting bigger again!” 
 
    “That’s because you’re so perfect,” I chuckled as I gripped her ass. “You make me feel amazing, and everything you say turns me on. So I’m going to fuck you.” 
 
    “Fuck me?” Kali asked with wide eyes. “Liam, what does that mean?” 
 
    “You said you want me inside you,” I said as I gripped her small waist. “Let me show you how that feels. I’m going to make love to you. Sit up, okay? Let me see you.” 
 
    The nymph sat up to show me her perfect body, and I groaned at her erotic curves and little pink nipples. Then I guided my cock to her soaked slit as she hovered above it. Kali gasped as I ran the head of my erection along her pussy, and she naturally placed herself right over me. 
 
    “That’s right,” I murmured. “That’s perfect… Now, I’m going to put my cock inside you and fill your right up, okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” the nymph breathed. “Liam… I want you inside me sooo much! Please!” 
 
    Watching her beg and writhe on my penis was enough to send my head spinning. I gripped her slim hips as I began to lower her down to meet me. Then we both gasped as the head of my erection slipped inside her tight entrance, and a wave of electricity crashed through me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed as Kali slowly lowered herself down. “You’re so, so tight.” 
 
    “L-Liam,” she breathed. “You’re s-sooo huge inside me! I don’t know if I can fit it all…” 
 
    “Oh, you can, sweetie,” I assured her. “Take it as slowly as you need to. I’ll make sure you get all of it.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, it feels amazing,” Kali said as she slid further down with little circular motions of her hips. “Oooh! Yes! Yessss…” 
 
    The nymph writhed around on my cock as her juices dripped down my shaft, and after a full mind-numbing moment of pleasure, she reached the bottom of my length. My cock filled her pussy entirely, and she was so unbelievably tight that her soaked walls clutched me as firmly as her hand had earlier.  
 
    I started to slowly move her up and down by the waist, and she slipped into the rhythm perfectly as she adjusted to my girth. 
 
    “Ohhhh, shit,” I groaned as I picked up the pace, and her tight pussy began to slide all over my aching cock with ease.  
 
    “Yessss!” Kali cried as she sped her pace up on her own. “Liam! You feel so good inside me! Oh, my! I want to bounce on you like this so badly.” 
 
    “Do it,” I growled. 
 
    I grabbed her perky tits as she bounced, and every atom of my body was on fire with pleasure. My hands roamed all over her toned stomach and peachy ass as her pussy held me tightly. It was everything I had dreamed of and more, and her cheeks were as pink as her hair while I watched her bounce on my cock. 
 
    “Mmm,” Kali moaned. “I love this! You feel so deep inside me, Liam… I-I never want to stop. Ohhh, but I want to feel your seed inside my body. Can you do that? Please?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I moaned. 
 
    “Really?” she whimpered desperately. 
 
    “Mmm… I love when you say it like that,” I groaned. “You want me to cum in your tight pussy? Does my beautiful nymph love my cock?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali cried as she bounced even harder. “I love your cock inside me!” 
 
    “And what do you want?” I demanded. 
 
    “I want all of your hot seed inside me,” she whimpered. “Pleeeease…” 
 
    The filthy words fell out of her mouth so naturally as she rode me with abandon, but I wanted to give her a new position to experience before I gave her what she was begging for. 
 
    “You’re gonna be a good girl first and bend over this bed,” I growled. “So I can fuck you from behind and get a view of that delicious ass.” 
 
    Kali whimpered as I slid her off my cock, and I quickly swung my legs off the bed to position us. I bent her over so her hands were on the mattress, and her pert backside swayed at me invitingly. Her glistening pink pussy was waiting for me as I slid my cock up and down her slit, and she writhed and moaned from the light torture. 
 
    “Pleeeease,” she gasped. “Fuck me again, please? Fill me with your seed— your cum, I’ll be a good girl…” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” I growled, and I drove my cock right into her. 
 
    She cried out as I started to fuck her hard. My head spun with pleasure as I rammed deep inside her and gripped her waist tightly. The nymph started to scream as I plunged in and out of her walls faster and faster, and we both moaned deeply when I started to bottom out against her cervix. 
 
    “I-I’m going to cum again,” Kali wailed. “Liam, is it okay if I do it on your cock?” 
 
    “Yesssss!” I groaned. “Cum for me while I fill you up, sweetie.” 
 
    The nymph suddenly shuddered as her pussy walls gripped me, and my own orgasm was triggered by hers. Heat shot through every inch of me as pure animalistic pleasure took hold. I gasped as I shot streams of cum deep inside Kali, and she moaned as our juices dripped down her thigh. I kept her pinned to the bed with my entire length buried inside her as it throbbed out another stream of cum, and my whole body felt light by the time I was done.  
 
    Bright colors erupted in front of my eyes as my breathing began to slow, and I gradually loosened my hold on the pretty nymph beneath me. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Kali whispered. “That was… incredible.” 
 
    I slowly slid out of her warmth, and the nymph turned to face me as some of my cream dripped out of her pink slit. Her cheeks had a dewy glow as her bright eyes stared into my soul. 
 
    “You are so perfect,” I said as I pulled her close. 
 
    “You think so?” She bit her lip. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, you have no idea how perfect you are,” I groaned and left a few kisses in her pink hair. “Kali, that was amazing. Every inch of you drives me wild, and the way you whimper for me… holy shit, I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.” 
 
    “I have dreamed of being this close with you,” Kali murmured as she buried her head in my chest. “It was better than anything I could have imagined. I didn’t know I could feel like that.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” I said. “Your life is going to be filled with all the orgasms you can handle now.” 
 
    “And filled with your cock?” she asked hopefully. “In my mouth and… down there?” 
 
    “In your pussy,” I whispered as I stroked her hair. “Say it.” 
 
    “I’ll get to have your cock in my pussy?” she asked in the sweetest voice. 
 
    “Fuuuck yes, you will,” I sighed as her words made my spine tingle. 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” she giggled. “Thank you, Liam. You have made my life so wonderful, and I feel so full of your cum. I like it so much…” 
 
    “Why don’t we get cleaned up?” I suggested. “Let’s go and have a shower.” 
 
    The nymph nodded happily as we slipped out to find Cleo still fast asleep, and we hurried into the bathroom for our second shower of the day. We stepped under the tumbling water together and scrubbed our bodies clean, and it felt like a dream being with Kali as I massaged shower gel onto her tits, all over her pert ass, and between her toned thighs. She wriggled under my touch and giggled every time I turned her on, and I kissed the top of her soft head as she curled against my chest under the water. 
 
    We got out once we had enjoyed the steam for long enough, and I wrapped a towel around my waist. Kali went on her tiptoes to kiss me, and we headed back into the living room. 
 
    Cleo yawned as she sat upright and stretched out her tail and arms. Her golden eyes widened as she looked at us, and she grinned wide enough to show off her fangs. 
 
    “You are both naked,” she purred. “Does this mean you finally did the fucking?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kali said excitedly. “Oh, Cleo! It was so wonderful!” 
 
    “Finally,” the cat-girl chuckled. “I was going to just lock you in a room together if you didn’t do it soon. How did it feel?” 
 
    “Magical,” Kali said dreamily. “Liam made me have two orgasms! Then he filled me with his cum in my pussy and in my mouth! I loved it sooo much…” 
 
    “Oooh, yes,” Cleo purred. “It is a wonderful feeling to be filled with Liam’s cock.” 
 
    Her eyes glinted as she looked me up and down, and I loved how comfortable the girls were with sharing my love.  
 
    “It was perfect,” I said. “Kali is mind-blowingly sexy.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cleo purred. “Maybe next time we can all enjoy the big bed together.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kali said. “I bet your body feels lovely, too!” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned. “You’re going to make my head explode.” 
 
    The girls giggled as Kali jumped on the sofa beside Cleo, and they cuddled up together adorably. I grabbed my cell phone from the bedroom as I pulled on some pants, and I went back through to open our loot bags. 
 
    “Time to send a picture of the goods,” I said.  
 
    I flipped open all the packs to reveal the glowing diamonds. It looked like something from an alien planet, and I had to remind myself that it basically was.  
 
    “Elijah will be happy with this,” Cleo said. “His father will give you so much human guy gold.” 
 
    “Yuuup,” I chuckled as I took a few pictures. “We really are going to be filthy fucking rich.” 
 
    I typed up a message to go with the photos, and I could already hear my buddy yelling with shock. 
 
    Hey, man. As promised, my next haul. I think this might be our best one yet… hope your dad likes blue diamonds. 
 
    I sent the message and immediately saw the dots to signal Elijah was typing. He replied in seconds with as much enthusiasm as I could have hoped. 
 
    ARE YOU FUCKING SERIOUS? No, Liam. WHAT. Those are actual blue diamonds? Do you have any fucking idea how much those are worth? HOLY FUCKING SHIT MY DAD IS GONNA LOSE HIS MIND.  
 
    I grinned as I put my phone down and climbed in between my two monster girls. They snuggled in close as my phone continued to buzz with Elijah’s excited messages.  
 
    Kali clung onto my arm as I looked around my apartment and pictured the kind of place I would be able to get next. This was already the kind of luxury I had always dreamed of, but I was well on my way to riches that would make this place seem like nothing.  
 
    Cleo placed her tail on my lap, and I stroked it gently to make her purr. 
 
    Everything was perfect at that moment. I had managed to pull off the deadliest heist imaginable, and there was still so much treasure in Hollowfell that was ours for the taking.  
 
    And my two lovers would be by my side every step of the way as we navigated this crazy life together. Now that we were all lovers, there was no telling how much mind-blowing sex we would have all over my new apartment. They were finally living the life they deserved because of me, and we were moving up in the world at an insane speed. 
 
    My bank account was going to be unrecognizable as my heists kept getting better, too, and I felt like I had truly mastered the art of being a Hollowfell outlaw. The portal was safely hidden from everyone else on Earth except me and the girls. It was the most amazing secret imaginable, and it was making me rich as fuck.  
 
    I leaned back on my new sofa as my monster girls cuddled in closer. 
 
    We were living the life we had always dreamed of, and it was only going to get better from here. I had no doubt that our heists were going to keep getting bigger, and my bank account would continue to reap the benefits. Life was unbelievably awesome, and I couldn’t wait for our next adventure in the monster-filled world. 
 
    Hollowfell was ours for the taking. 
 
    End of Book 2 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Looting the 13th Floor 2! I’ll start working on the next book as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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    If you are looking to find more harem books like mine, check out the Haremlit Facebook group here. 
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