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        She came to sell her soul.

        He wants to ruin her body first.

      

      

      
        
        Georgia has spent her life running from demons. But when her brother is dying and no cure can save him, she has no choice but to strike a deal with the monster all others fear.

      

        

      
        The bargain was meant to be simple: her soul in exchange for her brother's life.

      

        

      
        But Demon Prince Kesh has other plans.

        She will be marked.

        She will be trained.

        She will be bred.

      

        

      
        Sentenced to a future as a Breeder, Georgia is meant for another demon's bed. Kesh is only meant to prepare her—subdue her, awaken her body, make her submission absolute—then auction her off and return to his war.

      

        

      
        But Fate has other plans.

      

        

      
        One taste of her, and hard-won discipline unravels. She is warmth. She is hunger. She is everything he was never meant to have.

      

        

      
        And if he can't give her up, he won't just lose his throne...

        He'll bring Hell itself to their door.

         

        An intense dark paranormal romance with a touch-hungry demon prince, high fantasy stakes, and a heroine who refuses to break. For fans of steamy power-play, emotional ruin, and fate-marked mates.
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      “Your brother is dying.”

      Those were the words that ended Georgia’s world.

      She stared at her mom’s drawn face, the pale skin taut on her too-prominent features. She'd hardly slept, hardly eaten in the month since Larry’s hospitalization. Georgia had done her best to care for her mom while she coped with the news of Larry’s aggressive cancer, but there was only so much she could do to ease her mother’s life while her youngest child went through chemo with a less than five percent chance of survival.

      And now, even that small ray of light had been extinguished.

      Georgia clutched her hands in her lap as her mother sank down on the waiting-room chair next to her and buried her face in her palms. She didn’t cry—she hadn’t since the diagnosis—but Georgia knew she was quietly breaking apart from the inside.

      She knew, because she was, too.

      He was only nineteen years old. Nineteen, and so full of life and light. How could something so horrible as cancer take away the kindest, brightest person in a hundred mile radius?

      How was that fair? How was that right?

      “How long?” she asked, voice soft despite the urge to scream until she blacked out.

      “They think maybe two weeks, if we’re lucky,” her mom said, voice muffled by her hands. “I need to call Mike. I just…”

      “I’ll do it,” Georgia said, mostly because if she didn’t do something, she would give in to the rage and grief, and her mom didn’t need that.

      Her mother's voice was a hoarse whisper of exhaustion. "Thank you."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sunset was cruelly beautiful. It lit up the autumn sky in a tapestry of golden orange, reds and purples while Georgia walked back and forth across the small strip of grass outside the hospital’s western wing, listening to Larry’s dad go through all the stages of grief on the other end of her cellphone.

      “Larry asked us not to tell you, Mike,” she said as gently as she could as he cussed and roared. “He didn’t want you to worry. He was sure he would beat it.” Her brother, an optimist until the end. Even when the doctors had given him his diagnosis and the grim chances for survival, he’d smiled at her and told her he’d beat the odds and not to worry.

      “Fuck!” Mike groaned on the other end. “This is my fault. He didn’t think he could reach out to me because I’ve been so busy with Jeanette and the twins…”

      “It’s no one’s fault,” she said, because despite Mike’s shortcomings as a father, he loved her brother. And right now, loving Larry hurt something fierce. “You know how he is—always expects the best outcome of everything.”

      Mike coughed a broken sob. “Fuck. This can’t be happening, Georgia.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “But it is, and I think you should come see him.”

      “Of course. I… I’ll be there within two hours.”
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        * * *

      

      The silence after he hung up echoed through the hollow place inside of her, the one that’d been empty since Larry’s first diagnosis. She’d known, from that first day, despite her brother’s complete belief he’d be all right… she’d known he wouldn’t.

      Numb, Georgia stared into the sun, stung by it’s final flare as it sank below the horizon. The golden reflections on the city’s skyscrapers dimmed and vanished, as if sucked away, leaving her alone in the creeping twilight.

      “Got a light?”

      Georgia jolted at the unexpected voice—she’d been too lost in her own misery to hear anyone approach. When she turned toward the speaker, another shock jerked through her chest, and she automatically took a half-step back before she caught herself.

      “Sorry. Don’t smoke,” she muttered, trying to keep her eyes from the horns growing out of the stranger’s pimply forehead.

      “S’ok,” he said, turning back toward the hospital. “Nasty habit anyway.”

      Georgia stared blindly at his tail swaying as he walked back toward the large building lit up brightly against the darkening sky. He was wearing scrubs, and she numbly wondered if he had to cut a hole in the pants for the tail to fit through. They didn’t all have tails. She knew because it wasn’t uncommon to find demons in places like hospitals or care homes. Any place with vulnerable people, really.

      They’d always scared her. She’d called them trolls as a little girl as she’d screamed and pointed, but that’d only made them take notice of her. They’d stared at her, and even though she’d been young, she’d never forget that greedy look in their eyes as they watched her sob. As if her tears, her fear, excited them. It hadn’t taken long before she learned to pretend she didn’t see their horns or scales or claws.

      She’d been in her late teens before she’d learned the adult word for what they were. And what they did.

      “Hey!” the shout was out of her throat and past her lips before she could think to stop herself.

      The demon turned to look at her over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “I…” Her mouth was dry as she stared at him. Never in a million years had she thought she’d do this. But Larry was sick now, and in her gut she knew there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do to try to stop her family from crumbling apart.

      If he died, there wouldn’t be anything left to live for anyway.

      “I want to make a deal with you.”

      The horned man arched an eyebrow, slowly turning all the way back around to face her. His fully black eyes crept over her face. “A deal?”

      Georgia quickly bobbed her head in a nod, before she could change her mind. Every instinct in her screamed to run at the calculating look in his slightly narrowed gaze. “That’s what your kind does, isn’t it? Make deals?”

      A small smile with no warmth tugged on his lip. He crossed his arms over his chest and walked back toward her, every step slow and measured. “I suppose that depends. What kind am I?”

      “Demon,” she croaked, her throat tight as he stopped in front of her. “You’re a demon. And I want to make a deal with you.”

      His eyes turned laser sharp then, head tilted back as he took her in from head to toe. “Well, well. And what do you have to trade?”

      “My… my soul?” she whispered. “Isn’t that your price?”

      He cracked a grin then, wide and unpleasant, but thoroughly amused. “Not exactly the kind of business I’m in, darling.”

      “Oh.” Georgia frowned, taken aback by this twist in the conversation. It wasn’t that she was an expert on the subject, but all the religious scripture she’d found said demons fed on mortal souls. “I thought—isn’t that why you hang around the hospital? To trade the souls of grieving relatives in exchange for their loved ones’ lives?”

      The demon snorted. “Nope. That’s a few steps above my pay grade, I’m afraid.”

      “Then why do you work here?” she asked, confusion winning out over fear.

      “Easy access to organs,” he said with a shrug. “And juices. Eyeballs. That sorta thing. Plus, the benefits aren’t bad.”

      Georgia blinked, every small hair on her body standing on end as horror crept back through the confusion. “O-oh. Okay. Nevermind.” She made to push past him, but he brought a hand up to her arm, stopping her before she could.

      “Don’t flee, little mouse. Just because I don’t want your soul doesn’t mean we can’t find another bargain.”

      She suppressed a shudder at his touch and forced herself to look up into his eyes. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well,” he drawled, letting his gaze rest on her throat for a beat. “I like blood. And bile.”

      “You work in a hospital,” she said. “Surely there’s plenty of supply?”

      “You’d think,” he said with a grimace, finally letting go of her arm. She immediately took a step back, putting a foot’s distance between them. “But as lax as they are with checking everyone gets buried with their liver, getting to the blood bank’s a right nightmare. Every ounce is accounted for.”

      “Oh… right,” she said, somewhat off kilter by his relaxed mention of harvesting organs from corpses. “So you want… to bite me?”

      “I could,” he said, flashing her that disturbing smile again. “But if I do, you ain’t getting back up again, and that would put an end to my blood supply, now wouldn’t it?”

      “Uh…?”

      The demon tossed his head in the direction of the hospital for her to follow, then began walking back toward the building again. “From what you were saying before, it sounds like someone you love is sick, and you want a bit of magic to make them all better, hmm?”

      Georgia stumbled after him, her legs taking a millisecond to obey. “Yes. My brother.”

      “Well, darling, that sort of power doesn’t come easy. Or cheap.” He shot her a meaningful look as they passed through the sliding doors, and the noises from the busy hospital intruded on the surreal conversation, surrounding them in an obscene cocoon of normality. “Tell me what room your brother is in and I’ll bring a contract with me after my shift tonight. But a fair warning—once you sign it, there’s no going back.”
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      Both her mother and Mike were asleep when the demon entered Larry’s hospital room, sometime in the early hours of the morning. They sat by his bed, in the hospital's uncomfortable chairs, heads twisted uncomfortably to the side and their features drawn in troubled lines even after exhaustion had claimed them.

      The night gave no respite when the person she loved the most in the world was drawing his last breaths.

      Georgia forced her gaze from Larry’s pale face as the door cracked open, revealing the demon. His black eyes immediately flicked to her brother, hunger evident in their depths.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Georgia hissed, getting up and out of the chair as quietly as she could. They’d all earned their rest—and she didn’t particularly want anyone to see whatever was about to happen.

      The demon sighed impatiently, rolling his eyes as he dragged them from Larry to her. “Fine. Guess you’ll have to do. Tastes so much better from the sick, though.”

      She grimaced, not willing to think too hard on the implications of what he’d said. “Be quiet—I don’t want them waking up. Let’s go into the hall.”

      The demon waved his hand, and dark… something left his fingertips, floating toward the sleeping trio. It swept around them like a thick fog, tendrils slipping into their nostrils, mouths and ears before it finally evaporated.

      “There,” the demon said, sending her horrified grimace a smirk. “They’ll have a headache in the morning, but you and I can discuss our business undisturbed.” He pulled up a piece of paper and presented it to her. “The contract.”

      She reached out and gingerly took the single sheet. The lettering was handwritten, with swoops and swirls that could have made any calligrapher green with envy. Georgia raised her eyebrows as she scanned over the words. The greasy demon didn’t look like the kind of guy to care much for penmanship, but apparently he was.

      “It says in exchange for my brother getting brought back to health, I will give ownership of my body, including but not limited to, my blood and vaginal secretions, to the demon Lewin?” she read from the page, grimacing at the mental pictures that painted.

      “That would be me,” the demon—Lewin—said, bowing his head in mock civility.

      “I thought you just wanted my blood?” she said. “Why does it say you get ownership of my body?” And vaginal secretions. Ugh.

      “Because, when you eventually die, I’m going to suck all that delicious bile straight from your gall bladder, rip open your stomach and lick the juices from your intestines,” he said, slurping for emphasis. “Mmm-mh! Plus, nothing’s quite as delicious as menstrual blood straight from the source. I do hope yours is chunky. Wait—don’t tell me. It’ll be a nice surprise.”

      Georgia choked back the nausea rising rapidly in her throat. “Ew, maybe learn to sugarcoat things. Jesus Christ.”

      “I would,” he hummed, “but you’re going to sign that piece of paper no matter what I tell ya. No human desperate enough to come to me offering her soul as the first bargaining chip has any other options left.” He produced a pen and handed it to her. “You can sign on the dotted line.”

      He was right. If this had been for anything other than Larry’s life, she’d have never talked to any of them, let alone revealed that she saw them for what they were. It didn’t matter what he wanted to do to her—even if he decided to murder her the moment she signed, to drink the bile he was so enraptured by. Not so long as Larry lived.

      Numbly, Georgia took the pen from his outstretched hand. It was an old-fashioned fountain pen, the kind you dip in ink. Only there wasn’t any.

      One glance at Lewin, and a particular aspect of the research she’d done on demons as a teenager, back when she finally realized she wasn’t crazy, sprung to the forefront of her mind. A contract with a demon was always signed in blood.

      Georgia poked the pointed tip of the fountain pen to her fingertip, breaking through the skin with a quick jab. Crimson blood pooled from the wound in a single droplet, only to be funneled up into the metal tip of the pen.

      Breathing out quietly, she turned the now red tip to the paper.

      Don’t.

      The word rang in her ears as clearly, as if someone had spoken it directly by her side. She startled, dropping the pen as she whipped around to see who’d snuck into the room without her noticing. But there was no one conscious but her and the demon.

      Warily, Georgia bent to pick up the pen from the floor as she kept an eye on the demon. He was watching her intently, with bated breath, and she knew…

      That voice, she’d heard that before. Warning her as a kid when she was about to scream at the horned creatures no one else seemed to be worried about.

      Always it said the same: Don’t.

      Don’t draw their attention.

      Don’t go near them.

      Don’t look them in the eye.

      Don’t.

      Don’t.

      Don’t.

      When she’d listened, she had avoided their attention.

      But this time, she couldn’t obey the voice. Even if she knew the creature staring at her as if she were lunch had undoubtedly planned even worse things for her than what he’d admitted to.

      Georgia shot a last, lingering look at Larry’s pale, still figure before she scribbled her signature across the dotted line, finalizing the contract.

      Lewin smiled slow and wide when she handed the piece of paper back to him. Before she could pull her hand back, he snatched her by the wrist and pulled her arm up, closing his lips around her wounded finger. His mouth was hot and dry, and her finger stung when he swiped his tongue over the pen-prick with a visible shudder of pleasure.

      “My, you taste delicious, my dear,” he rumbled when she managed to yank her finger from his mouth.

      “Yeah, well, you don’t get to taste before you uphold your end of the deal, remember?” she hissed, cradling her hand against her chest. Shivers of revulsion still prickled across her skin from the feel of his tongue.

      “Sure,” he said, giving her a nasty smile before he turned to the bed. “One cancer-free brother, coming right up. And then… then you and I are going to enjoy ourselves, little girl.”

      The dark fog from before gathered around his hands, sweeping over Larry’s still figure. Nothing but the demon’s panting breath and the slow beeping of the machines her brother was hooked up to disturbed the quiet of the hospital room for several minutes.

      Finally, Lewin sagged against the bed with a curse, the dark fog vanishing. “Shit.” He rubbed a hand against his forehead and turned to look at her. “It’s too strong.”

      “No!” Georgia hissed, tears blurring her vision as impotent anger fizzled in her veins. “No! I signed your stupid contract! You heal him! Now!”

      She didn’t realize she’d gotten to her feet, nor that she’d charged at the monster, until his hand connected with her chest and he shoved her to the floor by the side of the bed.

      “You really have a death wish, don’t you?” he snarled, and though it wasn’t the fog from before, something dark and sinister gathered around him, emphasizing the shadows under his eyes and the otherworldliness of his horns. “You know what? Fine. I was going to let you out of the contract, but if you insist…”

      She frowned, unease creeping along her spine at the threatening tone. “You’ll… you can save him after all?”

      Lewin’s thin lips turned up in a nasty smirk. “For you, I’ll find a way.”
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      “Where are you taking me?”

      She’d managed to keep her mounting fear under control as the sleazy demon drove her out of the city’s center, all the way into the depths of the industrial quarter. But when he pulled the car to a stop deep in the midst of stacked shipping containers, by the side of a large, run-down warehouse with a broken neon-sign spelling out ‘HELL’, Georgia’s bravery started to fade.

      “What’s eating your brother from the inside, we need more power than I’ve got,” Lewin said, flicking two fingers at her to follow him as he got out of the car and began walking to a door on the side of the warehouse. “Jimmy will be able to source that. For a price.”

      Georgia bit her lip, every instinct in her body telling her not to trust the demon—but if Larry’s salvation lay beyond the dingy metal walls of that warehouse… well, that’s where she was going.

      Lewin led her to the door and yanked it open, clamping a hand around her shoulder when a broken sob from within met them.

      Georgia hesitated, frowning at the dimly lit room inside. It wasn’t more than a small space walled off by flimsy plasterboards, but another demon sat behind a reception desk. He was about as sleazy-looking as her companion, with small horns poking out through the greasy strands barely covering his scalp.

      Lewin shoved her through the door and slammed it shut behind them, never releasing his grip on her shoulder.

      “You again?” the receptionist said, his lips flattening into a disapproving line. “You know Jimmy doesn’t wanna see you here before you pay him back for the merchandise you damaged.”

      “Oh, he’s gonna want to see me this time.” Lewin flicked his eyes to Georgia for a brief moment before he lifted his chin at the other demon. “I’m here to pay my debt. In kind.”

      The receptionist turned his gaze to Georgia, acknowledging her presence for the first time with a quirk of his eyebrows. “Got a contract on her?”

      “Yup. Ironclad.”

      The new demon sighed. “Fine. Go on through.”

      “Come along, darling,” Lewin purred, but the sense of foreboding in Georgia’s stomach tightened to the point of pain.

      More sobbing rang through the warehouse from multiple directions, along with unmistakably rhythmic slaps of flesh against flesh. The smell assaulting her nostrils was a mixture of blood, decay, and sex.

      “What is this place?” she asked, even as that neon sign flashed in her memory. Hell. She had a sinking feeling that perhaps that was intended a bit more literally than she’d initially thought.

      “Does it matter? You wanted your brother healed—this is where you’ll find the cure to save him.” There was nothing soothing about the look Lewin gave her, but… Larry.

      Her heart gave an achy spasm as a flash of memories of his easy laugh flickered for her mind’s eye. When Lewin pulled her along by his tight grip on her shoulder, she didn’t resist.

      They headed down a narrow, makeshift corridor flanked by five-by-eight cubicles on both sides. Each opening was covered with rough-spun fabric, but the sobs, grunts, and fleshy smacks from within ruined any semblance of privacy. About midway down the corridor, one of the curtains was only half-pulled, and what transpired inside confirmed, with all too much clarity, what the sounds and smells had already revealed.

      A human woman was strapped to the wall of the tiny cubicle, her wrists secured over her head and her knees pulled up and out to the sides, leaving her spread open and unable to escape the monster in there with her.

      He was big—much bigger than Lewin, with many more demonic features, his skin scaly and black, leathery wings flexing from his muscled back as he drove into the helpless woman, ignoring her babbling pleas for mercy.

      Georgia dug her nails into her palms and forced herself to keep walking. Her stomach clenched with empathy as the woman’s tormented voice was lost in the cacophony of human cries echoing from every cubicle they passed. Gross as Lewin’s payment for her contract was, at least it wasn’t that.

      Perhaps… Perhaps when Larry was okay again, she could try to save them. Somehow. Alert the police. Even if they didn’t see the demonic features of the males brutalizing the women trapped here, they would do something. They would have to.

      They reached the end of the corridor and stopped in front of a closed door. Lewin drew in a deep breath, as if steadying himself, before he rapped his knuckles against it with his free hand.

      It swung open two seconds later, and someone snarled, “What?” from within. A huge, burly demon, with features not unlike the one they’d just passed in that cubicle, took up most of the doorframe, his bumpy forehead locked in a glower. His eyes narrowed further when they landed on Lewin. “You again? You’ve gotta be shitting me.”

      Georgia let out an involuntary squeak at the monster’s sudden closeness and made to scramble backwards, but Lewin’s hold on her shoulder kept her in place.

      “I’m here to see Jimmy. Got a trade for him,” Lewin said. His Adam’s apple bobbed under the newcomer’s glare, but he raised his chin. “He’s gonna want to take this meeting, Irral.”

      The bigger demon arched an eye-ridge before he took a half-step back. “It’s your funeral.”

      Lewin crept sideways through the door, dragging Georgia along.

      “Now, now. What do we have here?” a drawling, nasal voice sounded from inside the moment they stepped through. “Lewin the Grave-robber. I thought I made it perfectly clear what would happen if I saw you in my establishment again.”

      Georgia darted her gaze from the huge demon in the door toward the speaker—and clenched her jaw. There were two more monsters in the room. One was the approximate size and shape of Irral and stood casually, leaning against a closed door on the opposite side of the room. Another demon, more rotund than the others, sat behind a large mahogany desk far too opulent for the grimy warehouse. A pinstriped suit clung tightly to his body, the jacket gaping open between straining buttons as he leaned forward, his small, beady eyes fixed on Lewin. A thick gold chain completed the impression of a low-budget movie mafioso. Only the redness of his gaze and yellowed claws on his fingers gave away his true nature, but that cool, calculating look in his eyes made him no less terrifying than his two burlier companions.

      “I know, I know. But I can pay this time, I swear,” Lewin said. He forced Georgia forward with him, stopping only a few feet from the large desk. “I’ve got a contract you’re gonna want a bite of, Jimmy.”

      “What?” Georgia turned to the demon by her side, that sense of foreboding that had pounded in her blood since she saw where he brought her turning to a dull throb low in her gut. “My contract is with you. You can’t share me.”

      Jimmy’s cold eyes finally moved to her, flicking over her for less than two seconds. “You bring me an untrained cunt? You broke one of my most prized girls, and you think I’ll just, what, swap her out for whatever street whore you’ve picked up and we’ll call it a day? Do you know how much money I’ve lost out on while she’s been unable to fuck? How long it takes to break in a new girl?”

      “This one’s worth it,” Lewin said. His fingers digging deeper into her arm were the only indication that he’d heard her protest. “She can see us. What we really are.”

      Jimmy froze, gaze whipping back to meet Georgia’s. Excitement bloomed in it, along with unmistakable greed. “She can what?”

      “It’s true—she clocked me, no probs.” Lewin seemed a bit less panicked, since the big brute who’d been advancing on him had also turned to stare at Georgia. “Ask her.”

      Jimmy raised up from his chair, surprisingly nimble for his size, and waddled around the desk to them, those red eyes never leaving hers. When he stopped in front of her, he held out a hand and offered her a smile that held no warmth. “Come to me, my dear. Don’t be afraid.”

      Georgia didn’t move so much as an inch toward him. A shrill scream broke through the underlying cries and moans drifting into the makeshift office from the warehouse beyond, making her heart thump unevenly in her chest. Don’t be afraid—said the creep who had God knew how many women tied down like sacrificial offerings for horny demons. Yeah, hard pass on getting any closer.

      “This is not our deal,” she said as evenly as she could muster, turning her attention back to the demon who still had his claws in her. “You said you only wanted my… fluids, and you’d heal Larry in return. I only signed your contract to save my brother—and it doesn’t say shit about selling me.”

      “Don’t tell me you signed a contract for nothing more than her fluids,” Jimmy said, annoyance tainting his voice. He snapped his fingers. “Show me the paperwork.”

      “How dumb do you think I am?” Lewin muttered. He reached into his jacket with his free hand and produced the now slightly crumbled piece of paper she’d signed.

      One of the large goons snatched it from him and took it to his boss—but his eyes stayed glued to Georgia.

      Jimmy unfolded the contract, tsking as he smoothed the paper with his hand before skimming his red gaze over it. An unpleasant smile hiked up the corner of his mouth.

      Georgia’s stomach tightened.

      “Unfortunately, my dear girl, it would seem good old Lewin tricked you. You’ll find some of our kind have that nasty habit. You did indeed sell him your body. It’s his to do with as he pleases,” Jimmy said.

      The tightening in her gut climbed up to her throat, squeezing her windpipe. “No. That’s… That’s only supposed to be after I die! You can’t make me do this.”

      “Now now,” Jimmy tooted. “It’s not so bad. You like sex, don’t you? Humans are usually so obsessed with it anyway, and if you are what he says you are… We’ll treat you like a princess. Don’t you want your brother healthy, hmm? Just look at Loyt here and tell me what you see.” He gestured to the big demon, the one who hadn’t opened the door for them.

      Georgia hesitated, eyes flicking from Jimmy to Loyt. She’d sold herself in exchange for Larry’s life without hesitating. But she’d thought… She’d thought it’d be a gross, monthly transaction with a creepy but not too terrifying demon. Not forced prostitution to an endless horde of nightmarish creatures.

      Did it matter?

      If she did this, Larry would live. If she didn’t… He would die.

      Since the day he’d been born, she’d known she’d protect her baby brother. No matter the cost.

      She dug her nails into her palms and opened her mouth to describe the thick scales and brutish horns on the burly demon, but the same voice that had echoed in her head before she signed Lewin’s contract rang through her like someone had struck a gong.

      Don’t. Don’tdon’tdon’t. Georgina. Notthis. Don’t.

      Georgia blinked. Through the years, she’d come to think of that voice as her sixth sense. But it had only ever said the one word; don’t. Never more. Never her name.

      And never with such panicked urgency.

      “I… Don’t know what you mean,” she whispered. “I see a man.”

      Jimmy sighed irritably. “Oh, you do, do you? Fine, if you don’t want to cooperate, you certainly don’t have to.” He snapped his fingers, and darkness rose from his yellow claws in a slowly twisting plume.

      Georgia gasped and shrank back on instinct, but Lewin still held onto her shoulder, keeping her in place.

      Jimmy gave her a nasty smile, and then the plume of dark energy began to float toward her like a thick trail of smoke.

      “What are you doing?” she wheezed, eyes round and not leaving what she was pretty sure was some sort of black magic.

      “Not to worry, princess. If you are what old Lewin claims, you won’t feel a thing,” the demon pimp purred. “Of course, if you aren’t… Well, then he gets to scrape his contracted whore off the floor in bits. And we’ll have a nice little chat about how you’ll pay what you owe me, won’t we, Lewin?”

      “She’s the real deal,” Lewin growled, his hold becoming tighter as Georgia bucked against him, panic clawing at her throat as the plume brushed against her skin.

      It was like being touched by slimy, temperate tendrils. Georgia shuddered and fought harder against Lewin to escape its unpleasant caress, but it vanished as instantly as it’d appeared.

      Gasps sounded from both the burly bodyguards, one of them croaking out, “It’s true!”

      “Oh, my.” There was no disguising the lecherous glee in Jimmy’s voice, nor the greed in his cold eyes roaming over her as if she were a particularly tasty piece of meat. “Consider your debts repaid in full, Lewin. It would seem you’ve managed to find me a Breeder.”
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      A Breeder?

      Georgia swallowed hard. Not exactly a classification she’d have loved on the best of days, but stuck in a demon brothel, the word twanged especially ominously down her spine.

      “Look, I don’t know what you think’s going to happen here, but I can assure you I won’t be breeding with anyone of you,” Georgia snarled, somehow managing to sound a lot less terrified than she felt. “My contract was for fluids. With Lewin. Not some hell-beast pimp.”

      Lewin snorted behind her, finally releasing his hold on her arms so he could trail a nicotine-yellowed finger down her cheek. Goosebumps of revulsion broke out all along her skin. “Humans. So… naïve. A bit of desperation, and you’re always ready to sign whatever gets put in front of you on blind faith alone.”

      Georgia cringed away from his touch, but before she could put distance between herself and the asshole demon who’d tricked her, one of the big guys—Loyt—stepped forward and shoved Lewin off her, nostrils flared with anger.

      “You’re not worthy of touching a Breeder,” he growled. “Get out.”

      Lewin took a few steps back and raised his hands. “Calm down, man. If I was interested in that, I wouldn't have brought her around here, eh?” He flicked his gaze from Loyt to Jimmy, once he’d made sure the bodyguard wasn’t pursuing him. “But, I mean, she is a Breeder. Surely, she’s worth more than that whore I broke. It was an accident, after all.”

      Jimmy narrowed his eyes. “Really? You have the balls to bargain? You should count yourself lucky I don’t have your head mounted on the wall.” Then he sighed and made a gesture at one of the big goons. “But I suppose, with the understanding that no one hears so much as a whisper from you… Irral, get our friend here ten grand from the vault.” He eyed Georgia. “And a ring for the girl. The sooner she gets broken in, the sooner her cunt will make us rich.”

      “You’re all insane.” The snarl in Georgia’s voice wavered, breaking to a whisper. “You can’t do this.”

      “Come now, princess,” Jimmy said, his round face breaking in a smile that was possibly supposed to be warm but only made her skin crawl. “It’s not gonna be worse than what old Lewin would have done with you. Did he really convince you all he’d want in return was a sip of bodily fluids now and then?

      “Do you want to know exactly what he did to one of my prized whores the last time I let him have a go at her while she was on her monthly? He ate her labia and sucked out her uterus as if it were an oyster. If Loyt hadn’t gotten to her in time, he’d have eaten her whole reproductive system while she was still alive.”

      “Oh, my God.” Bile rose violently up her esophagus, and she swallowed hard to keep it down.

      “Nasty creatures, his kind,” Jimmy continued, ignoring an indignant huff from Lewin. “I won’t let anyone as, ah, unrefined near your precious cunt. Only demons who’ll understand your worth and treat you right. Worship and sex—most humans bargain their souls to get what you have to pay. You’ll see, it won’t be so bad. Once you get used to it.”

      Despite the demon’s attempts to reassure her, the echoed sobs and cries from the surrounding warehouse made her ball her hands into fists, her heart hammering out of rhythm in her chest. Every cell in her body screamed at her to flee as fast as her legs would carry her, but when she glanced at the door, it was blocked by Loyt’s huge frame.

      She couldn’t escape. And if she tried… She looked back at Jimmy, suppressing a shudder of revulsion at the thought of what he might do to her if he decided playing nice wasn’t working.

      Perhaps… Perhaps if she let him believe her meek and pliable, he’d lower his guard? Once he trusted her to have accepted her fate, she could find a way to escape. After she’d made sure her brother was healed.

      “What about Larry?” Georgia whispered, her throat tight and dry. “You have to save him first. That’s the bargain, right? You can’t do anything to me until he’s okay.”

      “Larry's the brother?” Jimmy glanced at Lewin.

      Lewin nodded. “Yeah. Cancer. A particularly nasty one. Too strong for me to cure. Shouldn’t be a problem for someone with your power.”

      The pimp hesitated for a brief moment, but then huffed and waved his hand. “Fine. Guess it’d be too much to ask for our golden goose to come without a few challenges.” He nodded at Georgia, grabbing a pen and Lewin’s wrinkled contract. “Once you’re ringed, I’ll take care of your brother, Breeder. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Or is he not worth a bit of time on your back, hmm?”

      Georgia stared mutely at him as he added a few lines to the contract she’d signed, waving over Lewin to add his initials below the crimson words that sold her as a whore for demons.

      She’d been seven years old when Larry was born, and from the moment she lay eyes on his squinty little face, she’d known it was her job to protect him. Always. And she had. Her mom had even trusted her with some of the night feedings, the diaper changes—and rocking him to sleep when he was fussy, because no one else could calm him as quickly as she could.

      A few years later, when Mike left and their mother retreated to her bedroom to grieve, Georgia was the one to cook dinner and make sure there were clean clothes. Once she got her license, she took him to school and lacrosse practice, and when Mike got married and had kids with his new wife, she was the only one who got to see how much that hurt her baby brother. She’d rocked him like she'd done when he was a baby, and he’d told her she was all the family he needed.

      If this creep of a demon gave her a way of saving his life… It shouldn’t matter what she’d have to pay.

      Irral returned moments later, a roll of bills in one hand and the other closed into a tight fist. He lobbed the bills at Lewin and handed whatever was in his other hand to Jimmy before he looked at her.

      Georgia blinked. If she wasn’t mistaken, there was reverence in his black eyes.

      “Nice.” Lewin flicked a thumb through the wad of cash and nodded at Jimmy. “See ya around, Jimmy. Breeder.”

      Georgia glared at him as he exited the room with a joyful whistle, but he didn’t so much as glance her way. To him, she was truly nothing but a piece of meat to be bargained or… or eaten.

      “What’re you gonna do with her, boss?” Irral asked, and when she looked back at him, he was still staring at her as if she were some kind of prophet reborn.

      Jimmy sighed and pushed away from the table, getting to his feet. “Well, she’ll need to be ringed before we put her to work. A crying Breeder’s gonna be a turnoff for some of the clientele.”

      “Boss… Are you sure you want to whore her?” Much to her astonishment, Loyt sounded more than a little reluctant. “She’s supposed to be… sacred.”

      Sacred? Georgia looked at the big brute. The grim look on his demonic features made her heart skip a beat. If he thought she was sacred⁠—

      “Please. There’s nothing sacred about Breeders. So they can push out horned babies, big whoop. Don’t tell me you two knuckleheads are gonna be a problem just because her pussy smells good, hmm? You’d make shitty fathers anyway, so don’t be getting any ideas with my merchandise.” Jimmy gave them both a stern stare.

      “Of course not,” Irral said quickly.

      And the sliver of hope that either bodyguard might help her escape turned to ash when Loyt shrugged and added, “Just thought you’d like to consider what’ll happen if someone runs their mouth in the wrong place. But I’m sure you’ve got a plan for what to do if the Prince shows up after hearing a rumor that we’re keeping a Breeder on the premises.”

      Jimmy scoffed. “The Prince is busy with the war. If he heard about her, he won’t be hauling his ass off the battlefield to rescue one pathetic little Breeder. But he won’t hear anything. I’ll draw up a contract for anyone who wishes to buy a round on her. She’s staying a secret—no one will be able to breathe a word of her existence without turning inside out. Now stop fretting like a couple of old maids and get her to the prep room. The sooner she gets done, the sooner she starts earning her keep.”

      “As you wish.” Irral grabbed her above the elbow, his scaly hand like an iron band around her muscles. She flinched away from him on instinct, but Loyt crowded her in on the other side, blocking her off. He didn’t touch her, but he didn’t need to. His nearness was enough to remind her that she would not be able to run from this.

      Not that she could, even if she’d had the chance. Not before Larry was okay.

      Georgia didn’t struggle as they pulled her through the door and into another room filled with file cabinets and what looked like a safe, then out another door and into a narrow corridor made up of stud walls. The sound of female cries still echoed from further back in the warehouse, but she pushed them to the background until all she could hear was her own harsh breathing and the rush of blood in her ears.

      Whatever happened next, she would get through it. For Larry.

      The demons only stopped after dragging her through a steel door and into a room clad in metal rather than drywall. Unlike the corridors and Jimmy’s office, it had a ceiling, and when the door closed behind them, the sounds of sobbing women abruptly cut off.

      “Get her on the bench,” Jimmy ordered, moving from behind them toward the middle of the room, pausing next to what looked like a medical examination couch—complete with stirrups and buckled leather straps on both ends.

      “You can’t be serious.” The protest left her on a wheezing exhale. Her lungs constricted painfully, making it hard to breathe. It didn’t get any easier when she forced her eyes from the bench to the rest of the room. An array of devices hung on the wall and lay spread out on a wooden tabletop pushed up against the far corner. They looked like something out of a medieval dungeon. Of the especially awful variety.

      “It’ll be over soon,” Irral murmured, the softness of his voice a sharp counterpoint to his grip on her arm. He pulled her forward, and when her legs refused to move on their own and she stumbled, lifted her with a grip on both her biceps and carried her the final few steps.

      “No.” The word escaped before she could fully form the denial in her mind. “I don’t want this. Not… not this.”

      “I thought you wanted your brother to live?” There was a taunt in Jimmy’s voice. He gestured to the two other demons, then turned to the table in the corner. “Besides, this is a great honor. Only my most valuable whores get ringed—and they have to work long and hard to earn it. You, my golden goose, get one from first fuck. Sure, there’ll be a little pain now, a little humiliation, but I suspect you’ll be grateful soon enough. Horny demons can get a little, shall we say, enthusiastic. I’m given to understand that bedding one can be rather unpleasant without a ring.”

      She did want Larry to live. More than anything.

      But when Irral held her still so Loyt could pull off her jeans and underwear, and they then lifted her onto the bench, there was nothing she could do to keep back the tears.

      She stared straight up into the ceiling, blurred by her tears, and the single lightbulb illuminating the room while they tied her wrists above her head and forced her legs wide. The stirrups pushed into her insteps as they restrained her ankles. When they tightened the leather straps around her thighs, she bit down on her cheek until she tasted blood.

      For Larry. For Larry, for Larry, for Larry.

      “Fuck, Jimmy, she’s crying,” Loyt growled. He reached for her just-bound wrist as if to undo the strap, but flexed his clawed digits above the leather instead. “This ain’t right.”

      “Of course she’s crying,” Jimmy sighed. “She sold her cunt. Don’t tell me you’re growing a conscience, just because the little twat’s a Breeder. The last whore you broke in sobbed like a baby while you were on her—didn’t seem to give you any pause then, hmm?”

      “Jimmy, come on, man.” Irral made an agitated gesture at her teary face. “We’re not like you. We can’t fucking help it. She’s a Breeder. If she cries, we’re fucking hardwired to stop it!”

      “Satan’s tits,” Jimmy growled. He returned from the table, entering her field of vision as he stepped between her and Irral. “That’s what I get for surrounding myself with primitive idiots. Get out. Go put your dicks in a bucket of ice water if your pea-sized brains need the blood supply. She’ll be ringed and begging for it soon enough, and if you two breathe another protest, you won’t get a single go on her. Understood? You want a taste of Breeder cunt, you get the hell out. Now.”

      Both goons hesitated, their dark eyes darting from her to their boss. Finally, Loyt whispered, “You’ll let us have her? Truly?”

      Jimmy rolled his eyes with an exasperated sigh. “Of course. You know how I operate. You stay loyal, you get a share in the profits. But if you’d rather trade your yearly bonus for a one time lay with my little prize sow, then I won’t stand in your way. After she’s taken a few hundred paying customers, of course.”

      The two of them looked at each other, looked at her. There was a flicker of regret in both their gazes, but it wasn’t strong enough. Without another word, they left.

      That moment’s hesitation should have filled her with some semblance of hope. If they didn’t like her crying, perhaps they could be persuaded to help her escape. But it seemed whatever sense of discomfort they had in the face of her fear, it wasn’t stronger than the desire to take their share of her. If they could be convinced to free her, it wouldn’t be before they’d had their payment.

      A few hundred customers. Would there even be anything but an empty shell left to save?

      “Well. I’ll grant they’re not my cleverest subordinates, but they are loyal,” Jimmy said. He gave her a smirk, as if they were sharing a joke. “It’s possibly not surprising that’s a rare thing in our world. I can put up with a few primitive instincts for that.” His smirk turned sharper. “Ridiculous as they may be. It’s not as if those two idiots would have had any clue what you are, if they hadn’t been told. They can’t smell you—it’s all in those empty noggins of theirs.”

      “Smell me?” She wasn’t entirely sure why she asked. She didn’t want to know any more about their depraved customs, but he was holding something in one clawed hand that gleamed metallic. Any distraction from the horrors that were about to befall her was welcome.

      Jimmy waved his empty hand in a dismissive gesture. “Awakened Breeders smell irresistible to male demons. It’s part of the magic in a blinding mark. To amp up your natural pheromones and ensure you get mated frequently and produce plentiful offspring. "

      He saw her horrified expression and gave her a thin smile. “Don’t worry—I’m not about to let anyone knock you up, little goose. And there will be no blinding mark either. Your pretty cunt’s all the encouragement these idiots need to part with their coin—too much and they might start getting ideas about claiming themselves a mate. Then I’ll have to kill them, and I’m down a customer… You see how that’s bad for business, right?”

      Georgia didn’t answer.

      “Well, best get on with it.” He smiled a little wider, showing off small, yellowed fangs when his words made her squirm against her bindings. “Now, now. You’ve got nothing to worry about, little goose. I’m not gonna feed on you. It’s just a small pinch.”

      Her racing heart didn’t calm down at his syrupy tone, nor when he opened his hand to reveal what he’d picked up from the table: a wicked-looking metal clamp.

      What on Earth⁠—?

      Her panicked confusion came to a sharp point when the demon stepped in between her spread thighs, that evil smirk growing. He reached out with his empty hand and trailed a claw up the inside of her leg, from her calf, up over the strap keeping her knees locked to the stirrups, and along her inner thigh. When he reached her groin, and she drew in a sharp breath and strained harder against the bindings, he paused.

      “I know what you fear, Breeder,” he murmured. “What you all fear. Will it comfort you to know that I have no interest in fucking you? True, many lowly demons think with their genitals, but sex has no appeal to me.”

      “You’re a pimp.” The words came unbidden, her focus scattered between the crawling sensation of his touch and the evil-looking clamp in his hand.

      Jimmy gave a low laugh. “Yes, I suppose I can see how that might be confusing. Do you know what my kind needs humans for? Why we make bargains and bind you in servitude?”

      “You’re evil,” she said. It came out as more of a whisper than she’d meant.

      He barked another laugh. “Perhaps. But, while I do admit that there is some amusement in torment for its own sake, mostly we need to feed. And that precious energy you all are stuffed so full of just so happens to be our primary food source.”

      “Our souls.” She swallowed thickly and tried not to flinch when he drew his thick claw up over the seam of her closed labia and rested it against her hooded clit.

      “Sometimes,” he agreed, his gaze flicking from hers down to his claw resting intimately between her thighs. “Some demons do feed on souls. Nasty creatures—give all of us quite an unpleasant reputation. Most of us find other ways of extracting what we need from your pitiful flesh. Your good friend Lewin prefers fluids and organs. My tastes are more… refined.”

      A sharp sting right against the hood of her clit made her jerk hard—and immediately freeze when his claw scraped painfully over the very tip of her center of nerves.

      “I take my nourishment from anguish… misery. Not so much pain, per se. Too crude.” Without taking his eyes off her nether region, he ever so slowly moved his fingers along her trembling flesh, forcing the protective hood back to expose her clit. “What I crave is the bitterness of terror and regret. Right now, your fear for what I might do to your pretty cunt is pouring out of every orifice in your body… and most especially from that trembling hole between your legs.

      “Females give so much more than males, because right here…” He squeezed his fingers together, trapping her clit and making her hiss with the pain of it. “Right here is where the richest source of human energy lies. No matter how we take it, no matter that we could choose to extract your life force in so many creative ways, this is what we want: your helpless little cunt. Lewin delights in sucking moon blood straight from the source, incubi feast on the pleasure they extract, others need torment and torture… I take my nourishment from the horror my whores feel while they are forced to take demonic cock for the rest of their miserable existence. So no, my golden goose, I won’t rape you. I don’t need to.”

      And with that, he pried open the clamp and brought it down on her bared clit, letting the metal squeeze tight before she’d fully processed his plan.

      Pain exploded through her pelvis, bright and brutal.

      Georgia screamed—screamed until her voice broke and bile filled her mouth and she gagged to keep from suffocating. Nothing had ever hurt like this, hurt so much she wanted to peel her own skin off to escape the torture of that wicked clamp biting down on her most sensitive bud.

      But slowly, so, so slowly, the agony ebbed until it was a dull throb echoing through her body with the pulse drumming through her veins and she could finally breathe again.

      “I know, it pinches a little.”

      Jimmy’s voice, laced with false sympathy, made her force her eyes open. Her vision was blurry with tears, but the sight of him still standing between her forcefully spread thighs made bile rise in her throat again. The orange lightbulb illuminating the room cast his face in sinister shadows, emphasizing every demonic feature—and that cruel smirk.

      “You’re a disgusting pig.” The words came unbidden, anger forced out from the agony of his torment, surpassing terror, if only for a moment.

      His smirk thinned into a smile. Dark amusement sparked in his eyes. “Such language. But, you’ll come around to thanking me. Eventually.” He reached into the pocket of his pinstriped suit and pulled out a small circle of metal. “If I am to ring you, your clitoris needs to be good and swollen. And trust me, you want me to ring you. Or you should. Once it’s fitted, one little-bitty twist and any reluctance you may or may not have about our gentlemen callers will just, poof, vanish. You’ll even enjoy every last one of them.”

      Enjoy it? He thought there was any way a woman could enjoy being taken by a monster?

      Her disbelief must have been written all over her face, because Jimmy chuckled and held up the ring, letting the low light gleam off it. “Have you ever been so thirsty, you’d do anything to quell it? So hungry, you’d eat dirt just to fill your belly? That’s what this nifty little trinket will do for you. And yes, sure, it might sound like less of a gift than it does a curse, but let’s just say there’s a reason my more experienced whores will do anything to earn one of these. Everyone would like to enjoy their work, after all.”

      She didn’t respond. The picture he was painting was too gruesome, any fire brought on by the pain withered to horror-flecked numbness.

      The demon smirked at her silence. “Ready to finish this?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. With a jerk of his hand, he yanked the clamp off her trapped flesh, not bothering to open it first.

      If she’d thought the pain had been unbearable when he put it on her, it was nothing compared to the agony when her blood rushed back into her clit, forcing the sensitive pearl to swell.

      She tried to scream, but all she could do was dry heave, her muscles locked too tight to thrash against the leather straps keeping her tied down for him. The dim room turned red at the corners, then fully black. And still, for an eternity, all that existed was the pain.

      Mercifully, the come-down was faster. One second, her entire body was alight with agony—the next, waves of relief washed it away to a low throb of tender sensation.

      Georgia sagged against the bench, breathing raggedly.

      “No more. Please. No more,” she gasped between gulps of air.

      Cold metal touched her engorged flesh was the only response she got.

      She managed to open her eyes just in time to see Jimmy slip the ring on her clit and twist.

      “No!”

      This time, the pain was accompanied by a sick wave of arousal.

      It rushed through her trapped center of nerves, deep into her pelvis, and forced her body to contort in a pleasureless climax so brutal, her vision faded to black.

      The last thing she felt before her mind finally snuffed out was numb relief she wouldn’t be conscious for whatever torture still lay ahead.
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      When she came to, she was alone in the room.

      Disoriented, Georgia blinked against the dull light from the singular bulb, the memory of the past few hours slow to return.

      The second it did, horror followed.

      She jerked upright, a small burst of relief that leather straps no longer tied her to the bench doing little to calm her.

      The room seemed undisturbed, save for a bucket next to the bench. It took her a moment to gather its purpose.

      Great. But why would she be spared the humiliation of having to use a grimy plastic bucket as a toilet? It wasn’t like the demon asshole who’d trapped her had held back on the indignities so far.

      Her pants and underwear still lay carelessly tossed on the floor by the foot-end, but when she swung her legs over the edge to get them, something rubbed against her clit, sending a shock of sensation through her.

      The ring.

      Georgia hadn’t been very old when she’d realized that seeing monsters no one else could was upsetting to her mother, and so, she’d learned to hide her fear. She wouldn’t scream when she saw the scaly demon driving the ice cream truck past her house that summer a couple of kids disappeared from the neighborhood, but she still lay awake at night, ever vigilant, in case he came to eat her and Larry, too.

      It was only when she got older she realized that the demons roaming the world didn’t always look to murder their victims.

      Biting her lip to keep the tears at bay, Georgia reached down to carefully spread her labia.

      And there it sat. A small band of silvery metal encircled her still red and swollen clit, forced free of the hood. Entirely bared and unprotected.

      This is what we want, Jimmy had said. Your helpless little cunt.

      Staring at what he’d done to her, she did feel helpless. Whether or not that ring worked like he’d claimed it would, it was concrete proof that when it came down to it, there was nothing she could do to stop these monsters from abusing her however they saw fit.

      Up until now, her only protection against them had been that they didn’t know she could see them for what they were. She would never be able to hide from them again.

      But this was the cost of Larry’s life. She would pay it. And once he was safe… Somehow, she would find a way to escape. Whatever happened next, she wouldn’t give up hope, and she would get through it.

      She would.

      Moving stiffly, Georgia climbed off the bench and grabbed for her clothes. The ring didn’t hurt like it had when he’d placed it on her, but there was no escaping the physicality of its firm grasp nor the twinges of too-much sensation against her abused clit. Every step was a sharp reminder of what had been done to her. And what lay ahead.
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      Waiting for news on Larry—and what came after—was a special kind of torture. The metallic clank of the door handle made Georgia jerk upright, a bolt of adrenaline pulling her from her quiet misery.In the seconds from the click of the door handle moving to the door swinging open, panic squeezed her lungs. She wasn’t ready for this. And what if…

      What if they hadn’t been able to save him, after all?

      One of the big goons stepped through the door. Irral, she was pretty sure.

      “Is my brother okay?” She jumped down from the bench where she’d been sitting while she waited, forcing the question out despite her naked fear at the answer.

      The demon grimaced, showing off sharp fangs. “Fuck your brother. Come with me, now.”

      Georgia blinked. “What? No! That was the deal—you can’t do anything to me until he’s healed!”

      He scoffed and stepped into the room, clawed hand outstretched to grab her. She shrank back from him, eyes widening when it dawned on her that she had no way of forcing these monsters to stick to the contract. They could tie her up in one of those awful booths, and there would be nothing she could do about it. How could she have been so stupid to trust they’d honor their word?

      “Breeder.” Irral’s voice was a low growl, frustration mixing with impatience. But much to her surprise, he stopped his advance. “If you don’t come with me, you’ll spend the rest of eternity with your legs spread, wishing your brother had never been born. His death is nothing compared to what awaits you here. I promise you that.”

      “Are you…” She frowned when it dawned on her what he was doing. “You want to break me out of here? Now? Why? I thought—” She stopped as the memory of Jimmy telling Irral he’d get to have ‘a go’ with her flashed through her brain. How he’d seemed perfectly okay with her fate. “This is a trick? Is that it? You are going to lure me out of here so you can take what you want without your boss interfering?”

      Irral bared his fangs in another grimace. “Of course not! You’re a Breeder. I may be Jimmy’s man, but what he’s got planned for you… It isn’t right. Your destiny is to birth us sons—not to lie bound on your back, servicing unworthy scum like a common whore.”

      “And being a broodmare is better?” She didn’t try to keep the indignation, the horrified incredulity out of her voice.

      “Yes.” He didn’t elaborate, but the look on his face as he stared at her made her swallow thickly. He might be a demon, he might be lying to her face for all she knew, but the tightness around his eyes suggested otherwise.

      Georgia drew in a deep breath, trying to steady her reeling mind. She wanted to escape what Jimmy had in store for her more than almost anything. And no doubt, even if Irral planned to squirrel her away to breed her, escaping him would likely be easier than Jimmy. But…

      “I can’t go with you until I know Larry will be okay. Perhaps after⁠—”

      “Once he’s been healed, I won’t be able to get you out. The second the contract’s complete, Jimmy owns you. There is no escaping him after that. So we go—now—or you will have to stay here. Forever.” Irral held out his hand toward her, his frightening features softening into something like a plea. “Trust me when I tell you that no one is worth the fate that awaits your here, Breeder. Not even this brother of yours.”

      Her pulse throbbed in her throat as she stared at his offered hand. She couldn’t choose her own life over her brother’s. It felt… so wrong to even contemplate it. But the horror creeping up her spine at the demon’s plea was hard to push down.

      “Look, I am taking you to the Prince of Demons. He is the strongest of our kind on the Eastern Seaboard, and he will make sure you are protected. You can bargain with him for your sibling, if you must,” Irral said, urgency coloring his words. “But you cannot stay here. Come with me.”
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      “There’s a demon at the gates who insists on seeing you. Says it’s urgent.”

      Kesh sighed deeply, pulling his attention from the war map he’d been trying to update with the latest news of their enemies’ movements.

      “More urgent than stopping the Europeans from taking Maine?” Kesh asked, his voice deceptively gentle.

      Mallorn, accustomed to his lord’s ways, took a slight step back, bringing him out of arm’s reach. “I said you were busy. I more than hinted at what happened to the last underling who claimed an emergency and found you disagreed. He still insists.”

      Kesh growled, scrunching the map in his fist as irritation flared hotly. “Do these fools not realize the importance of what we’re doing? How fucking close we are to annihilation? Why must they pester me with their petty squabbles? Who do I have to disembowel to get some peace?”

      “Weight of the crown, I’m afraid,” Mallon said, infuriatingly uncowed by his lord’s anger. “He’s waiting outside the throne room.”

      Kesh shot him a glare and straightened up. “Fine. Take five troops to Maine. Tell our warriors I’m sorry I can’t help take down the invaders—I have a fucking contract dispute to settle, or whatever the hell it is this time.”

      The throne room still looked like the casino it had been up until recently. His men had done a decent job at taking out the gambling tables and slot machines, but the bar still remained along the eastern wall, and the stains of alcohol and stench of desperation weren’t coming out of the carpet no matter how many times Mallorn had had it dry cleaned.
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