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Chapter 1




"I think you have chosen the perfect slaves
for the Duke, my Lord. We are very proud that you have chosen us to
provide his newest slaves," the slave master grinned, fawning over
the nobleman who had just chosen ten of his best slaves, both human
and hybrid.

"Yes, well, my brother is starting some work
on the east wing of the manor, so we thought this might be the best
place to pick up some suitable labor," Lord Whitmore smoothed over
the front of his elegant coat.

He gracefully ignored the numerous other
patrons of the slave market who were eying him with interest. He
was bored with the whole task of coming down to the slave market,
watching the human and hybrid slaves preen for the noblemen who
wandered around between the large cells displaying them, hoping to
catch the eye of the best master possible.

These slaves had offered themselves to Farth
to be sold in return for serving at least a year as a slave. They
had come to the slave master in hopes that they would be sold to a
master who would care for their needs. Some had been sold to the
slave master from previous owners who no longer needed them. At
that point, they could choose to be free, and thus be on their own,
or accept being sold to the market in hopes of getting a new owner.
When any slave market owner accepted a slave, he accepted the
responsibility of caring for them until they could be sold.

"Anything for the Duke," the portly man bowed
slightly as he led the man back towards his personal office to
conclude the transactions. "Count Whitmore, will you want the
Duke's seal put on their slave collars here, or will the Duke's
slave master do it?"

Harrison Whitmore withheld his grimace at the
continuous mention of his esteemed brother. He loved his brothers,
but his oldest brother was so severe and stoic that he was
downright annoying. Of course, Harrison thought, he hadn't always
been that way. Not until... five years ago.

Damien Whitmore had become The Grand Duke of
Marsten and the current heir to the throne five years ago at the
young age of twenty. Being that their uncle, King Eudon, had never
produced an heir and the three Whitmore brothers were his closest
living relatives, it left Damien next in line to become king. With
his brother's twenty-fifth birthday arriving in a couple days, he
would officially be eligible to take the throne should King Eudon
wish him to.

Damien and Roman had been old enough to
remember when the man had actually been crowned king, while
Harrison had only been a few years old. Harrison knew that their
uncle had been thrust into the role of king over fifteen years ago
as suddenly as his brother had become the Grand Duke when their
parents were killed. Both men wore their titles with the utmost
integrity, but both had lost part of themselves in their service to
their kingdom.

Harrison knew that Damien had no real desire
to be king and neither did he, although their middle brother Roman
would be more than willing. Roman had often tried to talk Damien
into giving up the title to him, knowing how much it weighed on
Damien's head. But Damien took his new role very seriously, and
Harrison always thought maybe it was because he felt guilty about
not being more attentive and helpful when their father was alive.
This was Damien's penance, he figured, to live and work for nothing
but the kingdom.

Being the youngest, Damien had often tasked
Harrison with the workings of the estate. Damien often left the
socializing part to Roman, who was definitely more flirtatious and
charming. He tolerated the uptight, snobbery of the others of their
social class a lot better than Damien did. Of his two brothers,
Damien was the more unemotional. Roman usually called him uptight
and callous. But Harrison always believed his brother felt that he
could never let his emotions show because he was the oldest and
head of the family now.

Roman, however, enjoyed his title and all the
delights that came with it. He enjoyed his power as a high ranking
noble, and sometimes Damien had to chastise him for taking his
power a little too far, especially with the servants and
slaves.

"Arnett will do the collars at the manor,"
the stately blond waved off the eagerness of the slave master. "He
has several slave collars ready to go. Thank you anyway, Master
Farth."

"Very well then. My Lord, if you will just
follow me this way," the man gestured past the last large display
towards his own office. His assistants would be working the market
with the lesser nobles and merchants while he took care of the
Duke's brother.

Harrison Whitmore strode past the rows of
slaves with little more than a glance. The slave market grouped the
slaves in their large display cells based on abilities--labor
slave, house slaves, even pleasure slaves--of course separating
them by male and female as well. The last few cells had held some
of the less desirable, less fit, older slaves that had probably
been passed over before. Nonetheless, most of them were trying to
attract his attention--the females smiled at him coyly, and he saw
several curvy feline features on many of them, while the males
straightened their shoulders and puffed out their chests to look
more able than they probably were.

He paused at the last cell. It was a small
single cage, and he was surprised to see the single slave in it not
trying to vie for his attention. The small form of the little
cat-like human was cowering in the back of its cage. He could see
ribs showing through the thin back of the neko. There were faint
scar lines lacing across the boy's pale skin. Black hair flowed
from the head tucked in the corner, obscuring any features. A dingy
white linen wrapped around the waist of the tiny creature. The
black furred tail peeked out from under the linen and wrapped
tightly around his thighs that were tucked under him. Small black
furred ears twitched slightly at the sound of the slave market's
master stopping nearby.

"What about that one?"

Farth stopped and turned to see who had
captured the attention of the count. He frowned at the little slave
that had been a bane to try to sell.

"That one's too small and too skittish to be
of much use to anyone. I can't even put it with the others because
they won't let it eat and nearly killed it once," the slave master
waved off the slave as he led the gentleman past the cage of the
little neko curled up in back corner.

"Really? Why?" a bemused expression appeared
on the Count's face as he took in the shaking creature.

"Well, look at it," Farth snapped, annoyed by
the neko's existence. He banged his hand on the side of the cage,
rattling the cage noisily, "Hey, Kay!"

If it was possible, the little figure curled
tighter into the corner and started shaking even worse.

"See?" the slave master gestured as if
everything were explained. "It's ridiculously skittish."

"Why would the others try to kill him?"

"Well," Farth hedged, "I don't think they
were trying to kill him, specifically. It was in with some of the
other males, neko males, who had gone into heat, and well..."

Harrison's eyes darkened at the implication
that the little neko had been attacked and raped by several of the
larger neko hybrids. "I see," he growled.

But the slave master continued without seeing
the dark look that crossed the noble's face. "But that was over a
year ago, when I first got him. I almost got rid of him then, not
worth the money to feed him. But thought maybe, he'd grow--"

"Get rid of him?" Harrison queried, his tone
having changed to something more menacing.

"Well, uh," Farth stammered anxiously, afraid
he'd now angered the noble, "I mean--"

"You were going to put him down," Harrison
concluded.

The slave master had no response, and thought
it better not to admit to the infraction. While not illegal, it was
frowned upon to kill hybrid slaves, unless they were so sick they
couldn't serve anymore. "Lord Whitmore, my apologies, but this one
isn't fit for serving--"

"You know it is not generally accepted to put
down an unfit slave," Harrison frowned at the man. It was rare that
slaves were put down, since they could choose freedom, but
occasionally it was determined to be best to relieve society of the
burden of someone who could no longer be of use rather than waste
precious resources on them.

If a slave couldn't function as a freeman,
but was not useful to a master, usually because of sickness or old
age, then sometimes the slave would be mercifully put down.
Harrison hated the idea in general. He and his brothers had debated
the issue on more than one occasion, with him and Damien arguing
against it and Roman not seeing the problem with it.

"Well, sometimes, resources are best used
elsewhere," Farth argued, which was the same argument he'd heard
from Roman many times. "And this one is simply a drain on my
resources, since he is so useless."

A slight smirk appeared on the nobleman's
face. "Actually, this one might be perfect for what I have in mind,
Master Farth."

Farth's eyebrows shot up in surprise at the
thought that anyone would be interested in the pitiful creature.
"Really? I don't see how. It's not worth much in labor, and it'd be
a horrible servant..."

"Yes, well, my brother's birthday is coming
up. I think it might be amusing to present him with a little pet,"
Harrison smirked.

He knew Damien would be annoyed beyond words
at the timid creature. His brother had always hated the simpering
women who fawned all over him, and the men who acquiesced to
anything he said without thought. He believed everyone should hold
themselves with pride, defend and protect what they thought was
right, and as such he treated them with respect. It would be
amusing to watch Damien deal with the little neko.

"Ahh, well," Mr. Farth beamed at the thought
of selling the filthy little creature, "Of course, it would make a
great little pet," he started to try to build up the little hybrid.
He reached to the lock on the cage door, then grabbed at the chain
laying on the cage floor, yanking it. "Get out here. Someone wants
to look at you, boy."

Harrison grimaced slightly as Farth pulled
the chain that yanked the neck of the neko. The critter hissed
slightly before it crawled to the door and unfolded itself to stand
in front of them, head and shoulders still hunched forward, fine
ebony hair falling over his face. One small arm crossed to hold the
other elbow nervously. The small black ears were flattened back on
his head in fear, his tail wrapped tightly against his body and
curled around one leg.

"How old is he? Fifteen?" Harrison asked,
walking around the boy, studying the little creature's back as it
tried to curl in on itself and looked even smaller. Even if the boy
straightened to full height, Harrison doubted he'd be much taller
than five feet. At over six feet, Harrison and his brothers would
tower over this creature. Well, for that matter, almost anyone
would.

"Not sure, actually," Farth said proudly, "I
believe about eighteen. It just looks younger since it was a runt.
His former master sold him to me with several others last year. I
haven't had any luck selling him, though. No one needs a slave so
small and--" he stopped, about to say useless, but thought better
of it. He didn't want to talk the Count out of buying the runt.

Harrison's fingers ghosted over several faint
scar lines that marred the boy's pale skin. He felt the shiver than
ran though the neko's body at his touch.

"He came with those," Farth was quick to
state, and Harrison vaguely wondered what the boy could have done
at such a young age to warrant such discipline that it left scars.
A slave master was supposed to be an expert at wielding the whip or
cane and leaving no lasting marks. They knew how to discipline
without causing lasting damage. Whoever had owned this boy was not
a true slave master like their own Jacob Arnett was.

He slowly walked around to the front of the
neko, eyeing the thin ribs and concave belly with disdain.

"Look at me," Harrison ordered to see what
the boy would do.

He watched an ear twitch before the head
slowly started to raise.

But Farth was annoyed that the boy didn't
obey immediately and grabbed the boy's thin chin and yanked it up.
"He said, 'look at him!'"

A gasp escaped the thin lips at the rough
yanking of his chin, and he swallowed hard as he raised his eyes to
meet the Count's.

Harrison shot a quick glare at the slave
master for interfering in his test of the boy's obedience. He was
sure the boy was about to comply on his own. He frowned as he
looked down. His breath hitched as he met the brightest green eyes
he'd ever seen on human or hybrid.

He gently took the boy's chin in his own
hand, lifting it and turning it as if he were looking for flaws,
checking a parcel for damage before purchasing it. He noted that
the collar this slave wore was a choke chain, and not the typical
solid collar. The boy's neck was bruised horribly from where the
chain had obviously tightened on the slender neck.

He glared again at the slave master. "What's
with the collar?"

"I told you, he doesn't listen. It's the only
way to get him to move," Farth defended his tactics in handling the
slave.

"I see," Harrison hummed as he studied the
rest of the slight figure. He was definitely emaciated and
underfed, as evidenced by the concave belly and visible ribs. But
thin slaves weren't that unusual, as many slave sellers fed their
slave just enough to keep them healthy enough to be sold, but this
one looked even worse than that. "Does he have a name?"

"His former owner called him Kayden."

"Hmm," he looked at the boy. "Is that your
name?"

A slight twitch in the right ear, and the
small movement of the boy's chin in his hand indicated that it
was.

"Show some respect, boy!" Farth snapped.

Harrison had no chance to stop the quick whip
of the slave master's small crop against the back of the boy's
thighs. A startled gasp erupted from the neko. He dropped to his
knees, catching himself with his hands.

Harrison snapped a murderous look at the
slave master. "I will thank you not to damage property that I am
considering purchasing," he growled.

The boy dropped carefully to his knees,
timidly placing his shaking hands on his thighs as he ducked his
head. The sleek black tail swished in agitation.

Farth grinned in satisfaction. "Just needed a
little encouragement, as always. Although he doesn't talk at all,
he can hear just fine."

"So, I guess I can get him pretty cheap,
considering you were going to get rid of him and all," Harrison
smiled at the little round man.

He watched the man's face turn red, realizing
he'd get less than he'd hoped for the hybrid now. But it was better
than nothing, and now he wouldn't have to feed it anymore.

"Yes, my Lord, of course," he gritted his
teeth as he stared down at the little neko. He turned to one of his
workers. "Lucas, take this one and add him with the lot for the
Count."

He watched in amusement as Lucus's brows shot
up in surprise that the Count was purchasing the little neko.
"Sir?"

"The Count is purchasing this one as a prank
gift for the Duke's birthday. Wouldn't that be fun to watch," Farth
laughed as Lucus took the chain a little harshly and pulled the boy
to his feet.

Harrison watched the little neko attempt to
stretch his neck inconspicuously to try to loosen the chain as he
was led away. Well, he'd get Arnett to change that collar as soon
as they got back to the manor.

"Come, my Lord," Farth said, "let us conclude
our business."

Harrison straightened his jacket. "Right so.
I believe I am getting rather fatigued and would like to luncheon
soon."

Really, he just needed to be away from this
stifling place, and he didn't think it was because of the unusually
warm early spring air.


Chapter 2




"Got a new batch to collar?" Arnett greeted
him as his carriage pulled up near the stables.

Harrison had directed the driver to not stop
in the front and to just take him around to the back with the
wagonload of slaves and supplies. There was no point in going in
the house first.

"Yes, Damien instructed me to pick up some
new ones for the work on the east wing. Most are good for heavy
labor and building, but I got a couple females to help with the
decorating as well," Harrison stated as he stepped from his coach
and walked back to the wagon carrying the slaves.

"Good, good," Jacob Arnett nodded. He eyed
the fit, healthy slaves making their way easily out of the wagon,
being herded by his son, Rhys, toward the slave's den where they
would be outfitted for their collars and fed.

Even though the market always shackled slaves
as they were sold, he had no worry of any of them attempting to
escape, or even wanting to. Slaves in Marsten were slaves for a
reason--either they were hybrids who had no place in society and no
desire to live in the wilds, or they were humans who lived in such
poverty slavery was preferable. Either way, they were there because
they couldn't survive on their own; they relied on their owners for
food, shelter and protection.

While occasionally there were slave owners
who had had their slaves taken away from them for excessive
cruelty, most owners took their ownership of other beings
seriously. In return, the slaves respected that their owners would
take care of them.

Jacob Arnett had been the slave master for
the Duke of Marsten's estate for over twenty years now--having
served Damien's father before him. In many ways, Arnett was
probably a little too familiar with the three brothers, having
known them since they were all very young. Occasionally, Arnett did
overstep his station, but he was quick to step back into place with
a stern look if he did.

When Damien had taken over the duchy when
their parents died suddenly over five years ago, he had changed
very little in the way things were run at the manor. The servants
and slaves loved working at the Marsten manor because, even though
Damien was tough, he was also very fair and expected his
subordinates to do the same.

In fact, Jacob found his job rather easy for
the most part. He rarely had to deal out any discipline. Five
lashes here or there for the occasional rebellious attitude. But
usually that and the promise that if it continued they would be
turned out and left on their own--with no food or shelter--the
slave's attitude changed quickly.

As the last one climbed down, Arnett started
to follow the last one to get them settled. "Good choices, sir.
I'll go get them collared and fed. I'll send Rhys back to unload
those crates of supplies in a few minutes."

"Wait," Harrison frowned, "There should be
one more."

He noted that Kayden had not climbed down
from the wagon.

"Really?" Arnett peeked in the wagon but
didn't see anyone else.

"Yes," Harrison stormed over to the wagon,
furious that Farth may have cheated him and not put the boy in with
his lot of slaves.

Jacob quickly climbed in the wagon, glancing
around. It seemed obvious there wasn't anyone else sitting in
there. He turned around in the enclosure with a quick glance and
then looked back at Lord Harrison. "I don't see--"

He stopped suddenly seeing movement between
the crates of supplies. He laughed as he noticed the tiny creature
curled up between the boxes.

He turned to Harrison frowning at him. "What
the hell were you thinking, Harrison?" he guffawed. "What am I
supposed to do with that little thing?"

The tall blond jumped up into the wagon and
spotted the little neko curled up sleeping, his black tail flipping
absently and his shackled hands tucked up under his chin.

Harrison grinned. At least he hadn't been
left behind. "Guess he got tired on the trip."

Arnett scoffed, his hand falling on his hips.
"Really, if he can't even stay awake on the trip here, what use can
he really be?"

Harrison laid a hand on the shoulder of the
slave master. "Don't worry, Jacob, he's not meant for the work on
the east wing. I'm giving him to Damien for his birthday."

At that, Jacob burst out into even louder
laughter. "My Lord, you do have a sense of humor."

Harrison grinned wickedly. "I know,
right."

"Alright, well, let's get him out of here and
fed. What do you want me to do with him then?" Arnett reached
absently and tugged the chain to wake the slave.

"No! Wait!" Harrison tried to stop him,
knowing the tug on the chain would choke the little feline.

But he was too late, and the boy hissed and
gasped as the chain jerked around his neck, cutting into his
airway. He tried to right himself and lessen the pressure, but his
shackled hands kept him off balance in his sleepy state, and he
nearly strangled himself as he fell back over.

"What the hell?" Arnett snapped as he dropped
the chain. "Why is he wearing a choke chain?"

"Because Farth is an idiot," Harrison
growled, watching the boy push back up now that the chain had
loosened its hold on his neck.

The green eyes looked up at the two men from
under a curtain of black hair as he knelt at their feet.

"Get up, Kayden," Harrison ordered. "Master
Arnett here is going to fit you with a new collar."

Warily, the boy moved to a crouch, looking
almost like he was going to bound away before he rose fluidly to
his feet. When Harrison moved to exit the wagon, he followed
obediently behind the man.

Jacob took the boy by the arm instead of the
leash. "Since he's for Master Damien, do you want his collar
stamped with the master's personal mark?"

The blond nodded. "Yes, a nice soft leather
collar with silver markings would look good, I think. When you're
done, keep him there until I come get him. I want to keep him
hidden from Damien until his birthday celebration."

Jacob chuckled at the young count. "I can't
wait to see his reaction to this gift. You are very brave,
Harrison. You know he's going to kill you for this."

The tall Count laughed and petted the fine
hair of the neko. "I suspect he will have a few words to say."
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"Well, well, Roman," Harrison greeted as he
shed his jacket. He hated wearing the ostentatious thing, but knew
he need to look his part when he was out and about. "Are you
finally rolling out of bed?"

His second eldest brother looked hungover as
he sat in the dining room, loading his plate with cold cuts and
fruit. He knew the dark haired young man had been out late at a
soiree at the Countess Priscella's home. His brown hair still
seemed a bit mussed from sleep, his hazel eyes bloodshot.

"Shut up, Harry," Roman growled. "I have a
hard job keeping up with the political alliances and cliques among
our contemporaries. I guarantee that Damien couldn't make the
connections that I do each night."

"I see, drinking and carousing all night must
be difficult."

"It is, my dear brother, it is!" Roman
grinned as he downed a glass of water.

"So where is Damien this afternoon?" Harrison
gathered together some cold cuts to make a sandwich.

"He's been holed up in his study with the
attorneys all morning. It seems like he's getting bitchier and
bitchier, never taking a fucking break. Maybe he should just let me
take over and he'd have more time to enjoy himself," the Marquis
grinned, chomping on a carrot stick.

Harrison snorted. "Yeah, okay. You know
that's not going to happen."

Roman shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe it will.
You know he'd be more relaxed if he just let go."

"Probably," Harrison agreed, "But you know he
feels it's his duty. He's not going to burden you with all that
responsibility."

Roman eyed his younger brother. "And if I'm
willing to take it on? You know, so Damien can have a life
again."

Harrison chuckled. "He can have a
life. He just chooses not to."

Roman huffed, taking a bite of his
sandwich.

"So where is Damien, anyway?" Harrison
finished slapping together the parts of his sandwich.

"I think that the attorneys just left a few
minutes ago, and that Damien headed out to shoot skeet."

"Shit," Harrison cursed, taking a bite of his
sandwich before plopping it back down and heading toward the
kitchen door.

"What?" Roman jumped up after him,
following.

He hadn't expected Damien to go out and just
hoped that he didn't decide to go by the slave quarters.
Fortunately, the skeet shoot was not near the slave quarters, so it
was unlikely that his brother had seen the new slaves.

"The new slaves are here," Harrison stated.
"Arnett is collaring and feeding them."

"And... Damien isn't allowed to see the new
slaves you got? What did you get--a whole bunch of whores?" Roman
joked, as they stalked past the kitchen staff to the back exit.

Harrison shot his brother a condescending
glare. "No, but I did get one for his birthday and I don't want him
to know."

The tall, handsome Marquis scoffed. "You
bought him a personal slave? Have you lost your mind?"

"Well, more like a companion," Harrison
stated.

"Ooh, you got him whore, even better!" Roman
laughed.

"He's not a whore," Harrison snapped.

"He?"

"Yes, it's a male neko," the blond stated as
they made their way closer to the slave den. Rhys, Arnett's son,
had several of the slaves gathered in the outdoor exercise yard.
Some of the newly collared ones were there as well.

"Ooh, is it that one?" Roman asked, pointing
to a tall, broad feline hybrid with a long burnt orange tail and
brassy hair and ears.

"No."

A loud blast erupted in the air as they heard
the shotgun fire and the splintering of a skeet plate.

"Fuck!" they heard Arnett shout from the
other side of the building. As they exchanged quick looks, they
darted towards the cursing slave master.

"Almost had him too," Arnett growled as he
paced by the tree in the yard, talking to himself. "I'm gonna whip
his ass so hard...."

"What's wrong, Jake?" Roman scanned around
the slave yard but didn't see anything amiss.

Arnett turned a glaring eye on Harrison, not
caring at the moment how insubordinate he might seem. "Now I know
why he had the choke collar on."

"What?" Harrison frowned.

Arnett pointed to the tree. Perched halfway
up the oak was the little neko, clutching the branches.

"What the hell?" Roman squinted at the little
figure. "Is that a slave?"

"Oh, shit," Harrison breathed. He could see
Kayden hugging the tree, shaking, eyes squeezed shut.

"Yes, it's a slave," Jacob growled in
frustration, then added quickly, "sir," before the marquis
noticed--while Harrison and Damien didn't care how informal he
might be, Roman would.

"Did he think he could escape by climbing a
tree?" Roman stared in shock. He'd never seen a neko slave climb a
tree before, even if they were feline in nature. Usually they were
too big and cumbersome to bother.

"No, sir, I was changing his collar, and then
his Grace started shoot the fucking skeet, and the little brat
startled and ran up the damn tree," Arnett snapped, too angry at
the moment to check his tone with the young lords. "He's so
skittish, he needs to be chained or leashed to keep him from
running off."

Roman started laughing loudly, too amused to
care about the slave master's tone, and slowly Arnett joined him,
realizing just how crazy the situation was.

"Tell me, brother, is that the birthday
present?" Roman gasped between breathless laughter.

"Yeah," Harrison grinned, glancing up at the
little neko, who had opened his eyes and was peering down at them
now. "What do you think?"

"Oh, yeah, Damien's just gonna love you."

"Every time I get him to start down, his
Grace blasts another skeet plate and he scampers back up," Arnett
sighed.

Roman could barely breathe, he was laughing
so hard. "Jesus, Harry, what were you thinking with that
thing?"

"Kayden!" Harrison called up to the boy.
"Come on down here!"

When he saw that the ebony haired boy had
moved and started down the tree again, he turned to his brother. "I
thought maybe he might make Damien lighten up a bit. If nothing
else, it will be a great laugh on his birthday when he sees the
boy."

"If he doesn't kill it first," Roman joked,
as they watched the boy deftly making his way down.

Arnett moved closer to grab the boy as soon
as he was down, but another shotgun blast sent the boy skittering
back up.

"Shit!" Arnett cursed.

"No!" Harrison shouted at the same time.

Roman just started laughing even harder.

"Kayden, get down here now!" Harrison yelled,
getting frustrated as well. If this kept up, Damien was sure to see
him when he came back up towards the house and wondered what the
commotion was in the slave yard.

"I don't know," Roman waved, "I say leave him
there. He'll come down eventually or starve."

Harrison just glared at his older brother who
apparently found the whole situation amusing. Then he turned back
to the boy clutching the tree. "Kayden! Get down here right now or
you're going to be punished!" he yelled out of frustration.

All three men gasped as the little feline
practically dropped out of the tree in a couple of well placed
leaps. In the next minute, he was crouched at their feet, shaking
in fear, ready to dart.

Arnett quickly grabbed the thin arm of the
boy and dragged him to the nearby work bench where he had the
collars and his tools laid out.

"My lord, can you hold him for a second?"
Arnett requested, instinctively taking a slightly more deferential
tone with Roman who demanded it more often than the other two
brothers.

"Gladly," Roman grinned, looming over the
small creature. His fingers gripped the thin bicep. "He's kinda
cute, Harry. I wouldn't mind having one of these myself. Hey, if
Damien doesn't want him--"

Arnett turned to the table to get the collar
and lock as another shot echoed over the hills. The neko jerked
violently in Roman's hold.

"Fuck!" Roman cursed, almost letting go of
the thin arm when claws scraped across his forearm, drawing blood.
Anger flared across the man's face as he righted the boy struggling
in his hands. A flash of hate spiked in the marquis's eyes at the
thought of being attacked by a slave. "Son-of-a-bitch!"

He suddenly backhanded the neko across the
side of the head, eliciting a squeak of pain as the boy dropped to
the ground. Arnett reacted quickly and placed his booted foot
across the neck of the slave before he could escape again.

"My lord! Are you okay?" Jacob exclaimed.

"Roman!" Harrison jumped forward, at the
sudden outburst of anger by his brother.

"I'm fine," the sandy-haired nobleman
growled, glaring down at the tiny ebony-haired slave. He dabbed at
his arm. "The brat attacked me!"

"I think it was an accident," Harrison
mumbled back, while Arnett straddled the boy's hips to keep him in
place. He could feel the harsh breathing of the boy's lungs under
him.

"Give me the collar and lock, sir," Jacob
demanded of the younger brother, heedless of the formalities of
rank. After Harrison tossed him the collar, he quickly strapped on
the leather collar with a silver tag, locking it in place. He
snapped the leash in place on the silver ring and stood up before
the next shot rang out.

Fortunately, Arnett had a hold of the chain
this time, so when Kayden darted at the loud blast, he didn't get
far, snapping to the end of the chain and falling to the dirt
again. When escaping from the open area didn't work, he scampered
under the table.

Roman glared at his younger brother, then
looked at the exhausted slave master. "I don't know, Arnett. I
think this one's not worth it, he's too unpredictable. Maybe we
should just put him down."

Arnett froze and glanced at Harrison, whose
eyes had clouded with uncertainty as to whether he should give up
his birthday plan. He looked up in surprise at his older brother's
statement.

"My Lord?" Jacob looked to the younger noble
for instruction, who was silently studying the shivering figure who
was looking at him with bright green eyes from under the curtain of
ebony.

Roman's eyes darkened at having his authority
questioned when the slave master looked to his younger brother.
"You do realize my orders outrank my brother's, Arnett."

Jacob straightened suddenly, worried about
having angered his lordship and overstepping his bounds. "Of
course, sir."

"But this one is mine," Harrison snapped
back. "He's not one of the general household slaves."

"He's still a slave," Roman argued, rubbing
his arm. "And dangerous."

"Bullshit, Roman," his brother spit. "He's
just scared at the moment. And he's my gift to Damien. I'll not let
you destroy him before I give him to Damien. If Damien doesn't want
him after that, then we'll see."

The tall noble glared down at the neko, whose
ears drooped back. The thin creature slowly slinked toward Roman's
feet submissively, while Arnett kept a tight hold of his leash. The
neko rose slowly into a low crouch before leaning in.

Roman eyed the feline warily and was shocked
when tiny hands grabbed his arm and a moist tongue slid over the
scratches. He jumped back, shoving the boy away from him.

"What the fuck?!" Roman sputtered, wiping
furiously at his arm as the boy stumbled then fell to his knees,
dropping his head to the ground. "How dare you touch me without
permission?!"

Arnett started laughing, and Harrison held
back a chuckle behind his hand.

"Sorry, my lord," Jacob apologized, sobering
quickly in the face of the marquis's wrath. "It's just their way of
cleaning. He's basically saying he's sorry and trying to help you
with the wound."

Roman scowled.

Arnett cleared his throat and resumed his
stern stance. "Would you like him punished, sir? Or..." he paused,
not wanting to remind the Marquis of his demand to kill the
boy.

"Roman," Harrison nearly begged for the
neko's life, but he knew his brother needed to feel in control,
powerful.

"Fine. You can keep him for now, Harrison.
But he stays locked up. And if there's any more trouble from him,
I'll make sure he regrets it."

He turned and started to stomp back to the
main house. He paused, turned and smiled. "Oh, and it sounds like
Damien is done shooting, so you might want to hurry up and hide
your little present."

Harrison cursed under his breath as he
realized they hadn't heard any more shots being fired. That meant
Damien would be returning to the house soon and he ran the risk
that his brother might see the neko.

"Good luck with this one, my lord," Arnett
laughed, tugging the neko up to his feet, relaxing now that the
Marquis had made his departure.

"He's just a little scared right now," the
Count grinned. "He'll settle down soon. Let me get him inside and
cleaned up."

Jacob handed over the leash, smiling at the
easy-going young man. "Keep a hold of that. I would recommend
locking the chain, so he doesn't dart off again."

 


****

 


"That was good shooting, my lord."

The tall, dark Duke grunted at the Captain of
his guard as he handed over the reins of his beautiful black
stallion to the stable groom.

"Maybe you need to go for a run too, my
lord," Captain Brenner teased, sensing the tension in his master.
"Or we could arrange a little sparring match?"

Damien glared at his guard. The man followed
him anytime he left the immediate vicinity of the manor house, and
Damien trusted him with his life. But the man could be annoying
too.

"Geoff, you really don't want to offer me the
opportunity to beat the crap out of you right now," Damien warned.
The meeting with the solicitors for the northern plantation had not
gone well, and he was in no mood to play nice. Not that he usually
was anyway.

Geoff Brenner grinned, slapping his lord on
the back. He was well versed in all of Damien's moods, and today
the man was in a particularly dark one.

"Well, then, maybe I'll just come with you
and grab something to eat," the captain cajoled, knowing that the
Duke was probably looking to get rid of him--but the captain hated
to see his lord so alone all the time.

Damien just glared at him and set off at a
quicker pace, silently cursing the man and his need to not let
Damien be alone. He was glad when Geoff took the hint and kept his
pace a few feet back.

Damien just rubbed his hands through his rich
black hair, trying to find some tiny bit of the peace and
complacency he'd had before their parents had been killed. It had
been years since he'd felt any measure of true leisure and
contentment. Since his father's passing, he worried constantly over
making life easier for his brothers and fulfilling his duty to his
uncle, the king.

Today, he'd been frustrated with work that
had stalled on one of the plantations and had needed a break. And a
release of his frustrations. Skeet and riding on Jester were his
most common outlets. Sometimes he enjoyed running or swimming in
the lake as well, but he knew Captain Brenner loved a good ride
better, and since the captain of his guard insisted on going with
him whenever he ventured too far from the manor house, he tended to
defer to something they'd both enjoy.

On his way back from skeet shooting, he
figured he'd stop by the slave barracks. He knew Harrison was
supposed to pick up more help for work on the East wing, so he
detoured by the slave den and was surprised by how flustered the
slave master appeared. Jacob Arnett didn't usually get wound up
over much of anything. Most of the slaves behaved well, enjoying
the freedom of not having to worry about where their next meal
would come from or if they would be warm that night.

So it was rare that Arnett had to deal with
any problems. At most, it might be a couple of lashes for fighting
with other slaves or servants, or maybe a slave who had stolen
items. Since slaves could request their freedom after a year of
servitude, they didn't usually have to worry about runaway slaves,
unless they were stealing in the process. Slaves that ran away
without asking for their freedom were usually tracked down, checked
for stolen items, and their collar removed before they were
imprisoned for theft.

In their society, the slave collar offered
many protections--food, shelter, clothing--but it also told people
outside the estate (should a slave be sent on errands off the
manor) that the slave was acting on behalf of his master. If the
slave requested items from the tailor or baker, or such, the collar
acted like payment as the business man would know who to send the
charge to. So occasionally, a slave might try to runaway after
being collared in an attempt use the collar to get items for free
and had to be tracked down.

Damien looked over the new batch of slaves
that Arnett's son, Rhys, was handing bowls of food to. They were
all strong and well-built, perfectly suited for finishing the
construction on the East Wing. Maybe some of them would want to
train for guard duty with Captain Brenner when they completed work
on the East Wing. He noted even the three females looked nice and
hardy and fit. He was sure several of them would probably continue
their service by working the kitchens and as staff of the East Wing
as well. He nodded his approval of Harrison's choices, knowing that
pretty much any slave from the market should be acceptable
anyway.

The hybrids were especially well suited to
helping with the building. Often the males were stronger than their
human counterparts and were more agile, which made them perfect
carpenters.

Damien mused how easily the hybrids had
become a part of their society. While no one knew exactly how they
had been created, there was speculation that an old seer had been
experimenting, wanting his beloved cat to live as long as a human
did, so he wouldn't have to live without him. The result had been
the first neko--or so the legends said. Damien still wasn't sure if
he believed the old tale, but nonetheless, the feline hybrids were
part of their society.

For hundreds of years, humans didn't know
much about the hybrids living in the mountains and forests, but as
forests were cut down and human towns encroached on their habitat,
the nekos had eventually been forced into the human territory. At
first, they were greeted with fear and anxiety by the humans, as
most unknowns are, but their generally pleasant demeanor and
non-aggressiveness eventually won the hearts and minds of the
human-dominated society.

Humans and hybrids lived together in the
towns and cities in pretty much harmony. Just like any human, some
developed trades and business, although Damien still had yet to see
any reach nobility status. But just like humans, the hybrids could
also choose to become a slave if they were unable or, in some
cases, unwilling, to survive on their own without a master.

And so it was that Damien was standing over
the mix of freshly collared human and hybrid slaves, introducing
himself to them. Even though he knew he might not see many of them
very much, since Harrison and Roman were overseeing the
construction of the East wing, it didn't hurt for them to be able
to recognize the master of the estate.

Strangely, he realized, as he looked over the
group, there weren't that many hybrids that worked in his actual
house. He knew there was the one brown-haired one that he saw
occasionally, but most of the servants inside the house were human.
Huh, he briefly wondered why Roman had distributed the
slaves that way, since Roman and Harrison usually dealt with that
part of managing the household.

Well, he did know that Garin, his head chef,
refused to have them in the kitchen--something about fur shedding
from tails and some such stuff. But other than when extra servants
and slaves were needed for things like large parties, he didn't
usually see them in the house. He wondered why this suddenly struck
him as odd. Perhaps it was seeing the cluster of so many happily
eating their first meal here.

"Good day, sir," Arnett greeted, looking a
little sweaty and flushed. He straightened in the presence of his
formidable lord. The Duke was massive, bigger than both of his
brothers, and the permanent scowl that seemed to reside on the
master's face made him seem even more imposing.

"How are things going, Jacob?" Damien greeted
congenially, aware that Geoff still hovered behind him.
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