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      Jason Wadsworth is finally headed to university. Leaving behind his father's cattle ranch in favor of the posh, gaslit streets of Perdana, Jason is determined to climb the social ladder and forget his country roots. If only his father had gifted him with a more upscale slave.

      Kale's been a country slave his whole life. All he wants is to keep his head down and live as comfortable an existence as possible. Unfortunately, his dramatic master despises him and makes life difficult at every turn.

      Humbled by his first breakup, Jason grows to appreciate his ever-faithful slave and soon discovers that Kale is everything he's ever wanted. Now he needs to prove to Kale that his love is genuine.

      Kale, meanwhile, tries to convince himself that he simply feels the devotion of a slave to his master, but his actions prove what his mind is unwilling to accept: he's falling in love. When Jason's future happiness is in jeopardy, Kale sets himself on a course to make Jason's dreams come true, even if it means facing up to the fact that, for the first time in his life, he loves someone else more than he loves himself.

      Measure of Devotion is a bittersweet love story set in an alternate world and contains sexual content and adult language.

      
        
        Get sneak peeks and stay up to date on new releases by signing up for the author’s newsletter at:

        http://CaethesFaron.com/newsletter

        Other books in the Measure of Devotion series:

        Measure of Strength

        Measure of Peace
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      Kale stole a glance from beneath his eyelashes and grimaced. Jason Wadsworth was staring at him, his face red and jaw clenched.

      Kale knew his life depended on the mood of the man in front of him. Being a slave was a game of survival. Up until this point, Kale had played the game well. Hunching his shoulders and lowering his head further, he adopted as submissive a pose as possible. He didn’t know why his new owner was mad, but he damned sure wasn’t going to make it worse.

      “Go ahead and take a look at him, Son.” Robert gestured toward Kale, as if Jason might not be sure who “him” was.

      The last thing Kale wanted was more attention. When Jason walked around him, Kale darted his eyes up again only to find the entire room staring at him. It felt like the whole county had shown up for Jason’s going away party, and Kale was the highlight, a rite of passage. Apparently, you weren’t a man until you owned another.

      “Father, I thought Demetri⁠—”

      “Yes, I know you wanted Demetri, Son, but I thought Kale here was a better choice. He’s been serving as Carter Cartwright’s valet and companion. You know the Cartwrights.”

      Jason looked toward Carter and James Cartwright, giving a slight nod that did little to hide the distaste on his face. Kale followed his gaze and wondered briefly which would be worse: belonging to someone who clearly despised you and wanted someone else or being returned to your previous owner as rejected goods.

      “Fine, Father, I suppose you’re right. Thank you for the gift.” Jason reached for the rope binding Kale’s wrists.

      When Robert handed Jason the rope, Kale sank to his knees. He tried to make the move look graceful, but grace wasn’t something he did well. When his knees hit the floor, he murmured, “Master.”

      After a brief silence, Kale raised his eyes and was relieved to see the servile display had worked. The gleam in the other boy’s eye said he felt a thrill at his newfound ownership, that he thought himself officially a man now. If only that thrill could last.

      “Demetri, take him to my room. Once he’s tied to the bed, you may leave.”

      Again, the rope changed hands. As soon as Kale stood, Jason turned away, and the party resumed. The murmur of voices and clink of glasses were a welcome change from the focused silence of a few moments before. Once out of the room, Kale raised his head and straightened his shoulders.

      How he would be of any use to a young man in the city was beyond him. He had never been outside of Malar County. Tonight was one of the most formal affairs he had ever attended. Social functions in this part of Arine consisted of barbecues, picnics, and the occasional ball if the free folk were feeling particularly fancy. Hell, the people here could barely read enough to reply to a party invitation. Why would a university student want Kale? If he were Jason, he wouldn’t want him, either.

      The walk was spent in a frosty silence. Demetri tugged the rope unnecessarily and walked quicker than required, causing Kale to stumble in the gas fixtures’ dim light. It must be annoying losing out on the chance to go to Perdana. As far as Kale was concerned, Demetri was welcome to it. He would much rather have stayed in the familiar territory of the county.

      Once in Jason’s room, Demetri lit the gas lamp, tied Kale to the bedpost, and left. Kale eyed the knot and rolled his eyes. Why did free people insist on behaving as if slaves were stupid? Did Jason really think that knotted rope would hold him should he decide to attack or escape?

      Kale looked around his new master’s room to try to get a feel for him. He was somewhat familiar with the senior Wadsworth, Robert being a common hunting companion of his former master’s father, but he had never seen Jason. From the contents of the room, it appeared that the resemblance between father and son ended at their shared brown hair. A telescope stood near the window, and charts of the skies decorated the walls. Dozens of books were crammed into bookcases and stacked on tables and a writing desk. In the corner, several trunks were packed and ready for the next day’s journey to the capital.

      An unfamiliar feeling of apprehension assaulted Kale at the sight of the trunks. This was only the second time in his life he had been sold, and getting used to a new master’s preferences and moods would be hard enough without the added pressure of a new environment. The Wadsworth home was like every other home in the county. Though larger with richer furnishings, it was essentially a ranch. The in-house politics and the day-to-day activities would be much the same as at the Cartwright’s. In the city, though, he wouldn’t have any familiarity with which to ground himself.

      Kale must have nodded off because he awoke with a start at the sound of a man stumbling heavily up the stairs. Moving to his knees from the more relaxed sitting position he had adopted during his wait, he prepared to greet his new master. With any luck, he could show Jason just how submissive he was and that he would be no trouble.

      The door slammed open, and Jason stood, or rather swayed, in the doorway. For a few moments, he stared at Kale as if he had forgotten about him. Then he grunted, took a few unsteady steps, and crashed onto his bed. Barely a minute passed before he started to snore.

      Kale knelt beside the bed, stunned. This wasn’t good at all. A moment later, he heard the loudest, rattling snore of his life and turned toward the bed. His master reminded him of a schoolboy who had gotten into his father’s liquor closet. Normally, Kale would have busied himself with removing his master’s boots and making him more comfortable, but with his hands tied, he was left with nothing to do but study his master for the first time. Jason didn’t look like he had ever spent a day outside in his life. Not only was his skin pale, it appeared as smooth as silk. He had high cheekbones, a well-shaped nose, and long fingers rested on a slim jaw. The delicate features of youth waiting on manhood.

      Once it was clear Jason wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon, Kale decided to situate himself for sleep. With his hands tied to the bedpost, comfort was impossible. It was unsettling that his master had forgotten about him so soon. Would Jason remember to let him eat? Buy him clothes? Let him use the bathroom?

      Dammit, now he had to pee. Groaning, he shifted once more and tried to think of anything but the pressure in his bladder.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Kale wondered how anyone could snore so much without waking himself. Heavy sleep must be the luxury of one who had never had to wake early a day in his life.

      Jason would need to be up soon if they were going to leave on time. That presented something of a challenge. Would it be presumptuous to wake him without orders? Kale shuddered; of course it would. Not to mention that Jason was sure to have a hangover, and given his state last night, Kale doubted he knew how to take care of one. Kale could do plenty to help, but there was the small problem of his hands still being tied to the bed. The binding itself was not an issue—Kale could free himself in less than thirty seconds—the issue was whether or not his master would beat him for doing so.

      Under ordinary circumstances, Kale would never dream of untying himself. Honestly, being tied was easy. Being tied meant you couldn’t make a mistake. You resigned yourself to take whatever came. But it was clear last night that Jason had completely forgotten about Kale’s existence. Tying Kale to the bed and leaving him there meant he was entirely useless. No master wanted a useless slave.

      It didn’t help that he still needed to pee. It was just Kale’s luck to be sold to a man who forgot that slaves were actually people with all the same necessary functions as other people. Kale was sure his master would be furious if he awoke to a slave who had soiled himself. Some masters might leave a slave in that condition as a punishment, but Jason clearly acted out of ignorance and not malice.

      That decided it. There was no way in hell Kale was just going to sit and piss himself because he had been sold to an idiot.

      Using a combination of teeth and hands, Kale rapidly freed himself. Quietly, he crept to a door in the corner that he had eyed the previous night. If the Wadsworths were wealthy enough to install gas lighting, they almost certainly had indoor plumbing as well. Sure enough, the door opened on a nice bathroom. Normally, Kale wouldn’t be so bold as to use his master’s bathroom, but no other provision had been made, and he wasn’t quite ready to go traipsing around the house looking for the slaves’ facilities.

      After relieving himself, Kale returned to his master’s bedside. Looking down at Jason, Kale contemplated what he should do next. The thought of somehow tying himself back up was not appealing. Would Jason remember leaving him there? If so, being caught anywhere else would surely be bad. However, given last night’s drunkenness, and the fact that neither the drool presently dripping down his face, nor the abominable snoring had woken him, it was doubtful Jason would be coherent enough to remember much of anything.

      Walking to the bedroom door, he put his ear to it, listening for the sounds of a household waking. Sure enough, he could hear the stairs creak under slaves’ feet and the hall drapes being flung open. Kale glanced back at his master and weighed his options. If Jason overslept and they didn’t leave on time, Kale would probably be blamed. However, if he woke Jason, there was no telling what firestorm would ensue. What Kale really wanted was to wake his new master with breakfast and coffee. Hopefully, that would keep the after-effects of last night’s celebration to a minimum. It might even get them on the road on time, and how could a man be upset at waking to a piping hot breakfast?

      Venturing out of Jason’s room, Kale made it to the kitchen unnoticed as the rest of the household slaves went about their morning work. The quiet of the house gave way to the clanking of pots and pans and the bustle of slaves preparing breakfast for free men and slaves alike. The smell of buttery biscuits set his stomach growling, and Kale was relieved to see that the head of the kitchen was a stout woman with a kind face. Even if he was only going to be here for one day, this woman could either make his first morning with his master a success or a failure, which would affect the rest of the day.

      Kale approached the cook, adopting a submissive pose with his head slightly lowered, and looked up at her through his lashes. “Excuse me, ma’am, I was wondering if you might help me get my master’s breakfast. I’m new here.”

      Cook looked him up and down, as if judging whether or not he was worthy of her time. “Ah yes, you’re young Master Jason’s new slave. Didn’t get to meet you last night.”

      “No, ma’am, he sent me straight up to his room. I’d still be there, except he came to bed as drunk as can be and I was hoping to get him some bacon and coffee to ward off a hangover.”

      “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Kale, ma’am.”

      “And I’m Darlene. Did you eat anything last night?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “You hungry now?”

      “I wouldn’t turn away food, but I don’t want to be gone when my master wakes up.”

      Darlene waved her spatula in the air. “Nah, that boy hasn’t woken up before ten o’clock a day in his life. You’ll sit here and eat some breakfast. Trust me. You’ll need it with that one. Then I’ll send you up with a tray.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Kale went over to the large pot of oatmeal and ladled out a bowlful. Walking over to the table, he was waylaid by the cook, who put a few strips of bacon on top of his bowl. Kale lifted his eyebrows and looked at her.

      “That’s ’cause I won’t get a chance to spoil you, and you look like the type I’d spoil.”

      Kale smiled at the twinkle in her eye and nodded his thanks. He downed the meal quickly, not willing to bet his hide on the fact that his master would stay asleep. When he was done, the cook handed him a tray. “I’ve put some strong coffee on there and a glass of water. Try to get him to drink the water first. There’s a whole container of cream and several cubes of sugar. That boy drinks his coffee like a child, but this way he’ll at least have to drink some of it black to make room. Just leave the tray on his desk when he’s done, and I’ll send someone up to fetch it. You’ll have your hands full enough trying to get him out the door.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I’m sorry I won’t be around for all that spoiling you promised.”

      “It’s probably for the best, though. You’d break my poor heart with those dimples.”

      Kale just grinned and ducked his head, shuffling out the door to the sound of her laughter. Once out of the kitchen, he straightened his head and walked swiftly back to Jason’s room. It was a pity he wouldn’t be staying here longer; he and Darlene would have gotten along well.

      Back in Jason’s room, Kale arranged the breakfast tray on the bedside table and stood back. Here was the hard part: waiting for Jason to wake up. He hoped the smell of food would be enough to rouse him, but the only movement Kale saw was the vibration of nose and mouth as Jason released yet another snore. Dear gods, hopefully the snoring was just a side effect of coming to bed drunk. Kale didn’t think he could manage listening to this every day. After the third snore, this one accompanied by a not inconsiderable amount of drool, Kale sighed. Clearly, he was going to have to take action. He stepped forward and leaned down. “Master? Master, it’s time to be getting up.”

      Silence. And then a snore as he rolled over.

      Kale clenched his fist at his side. Did he dare? Why couldn’t his first morning with a new master be the least bit easy? Slowly, he lifted his hand, flexing and clenching it several times before laying it on Jason’s shoulder. The sleeping man didn’t stir. Kale gave one little shake and then another. Still nothing. Taking a deep breath, he shook Jason again and said, louder than before, “Master, it’s time to be getting up.”

      Jason stirred, and at the first hint of movement, Kale snatched his hand away and took a step back. Jason wiped away the drool on his chin before stretching in what looked like preparation to roll over and fall back asleep.

      “Excuse me, Master, but your breakfast is here.”

      Jason’s eyes fluttered open, and he screwed up his face in confusion when his eyes focused on Kale. “Who are you?”

      Kale clenched his jaw and then forced it to relax. “Kale, sir, your new slave.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. Stop standing around then, and get things ready to go. We need to be leaving soon.” Jason swung his legs off the bed and reached for the glass of water, downing it in three large gulps.

      Kale glanced around. What on earth was he supposed to do? He was ready, all of Jason’s trunks were packed, and the only thing left was to get Jason himself ready and downstairs. Hoping that dressing Jason wouldn’t be too difficult, Kale walked to a large wardrobe and opened it. Luckily, some thoughtful person had neatly presented Jason’s traveling clothes. Kale laid them on the opposite side of the bed from Jason and waited for him to finish breakfast.

      “I’m not an animal; I bathe before I dress. Get a bath ready.” Evidently, they weren’t so late as to worry Jason about holding everyone up while he took a leisurely bath.

      “Of course, sir.”

      “And you can drop the attitude.”

      Kale stopped on his way to the bathroom. This boy was under some serious delusions if he thought that Kale had given him attitude. Still, better to avoid trouble than to invite it. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      A very tense hour and a half later, Jason was ready to go. Apparently, it was important to look one’s best for an all-day carriage ride with no one but a slave for company. Kale wondered if he should feel flattered. Somehow, he couldn’t summon the emotion.
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      “Kneel on the floor, slave.”

      Kale shot an incredulous look at Jason. He couldn’t be serious? An entire day’s journey on his knees on the hard floor of a carriage?

      “You heard me.”

      Jason tried to stare Kale down, but all Kale saw was a child playing at being a man. It was so tempting to return the stare, to intimidate Jason the way he would a fellow slave who had gotten to thinking he was better than the others. This pale, soft boy before him would never be able to make his way in a man’s world.

      Closing his eyes, Kale shook the thought away and bowed his head. Of course he couldn’t do what he wanted. He needed to get used to the fact that his new master wasn’t the kind of man his former one was. It just felt more humiliating having to submit to a man he didn’t respect. Taking orders from a mere boy who couldn’t even hold his liquor was demeaning. Knowing that this was a battle in which he couldn’t even engage, much less win, Kale knelt on the floor. Even with his head bowed, his eyes still drifted up to see Jason’s smile of satisfaction.

      Once they were under way, Jason cuffed Kale on the back of the head. “Don’t ever stare at me again. You keep your eyes lowered around me and other free men, you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The beginning of the trip passed in silence with Jason gazing out the window, brows furrowed in thought. Kale, meanwhile, used all his willpower to simply stay still. The atmosphere in the carriage was oppressive, and he knew that fidgeting would bring unwanted attention. Still, how was a man supposed to kneel for this long on a hard surface? The Cartwrights had never been big on ceremony. They demanded respect and hard work from their slaves, but they didn’t put much stock in purely formal actions. They’d lay into you with the strap for no other reason than the fact that they were angry, but they never required this kind of behavior. Kale found himself wishing he were back with them. At least he’d understood that world.

      After an hour, Kale couldn’t stand it anymore and began to shift his weight back and forth between his legs. This didn’t alleviate the pain of kneeling, it just turned it into a different pain, but any change was welcome. Kale was staring at the floor trying to will away the ache, so he didn’t see Jason’s hand strike his head for the second time that day.

      “Can’t you keep still? Dear saints, Demetri was never this fidgety.”

      Well, Demetri Wonder-Knees was welcome to take his spot on this journey. “Sorry, sir.”

      “Just look at you. I could have been entering Perdana with a real gentleman’s slave, tall, blond hair, blue eyes; the kind of slave people pay good money for.” What was his fascination with this slave? “You, though, you look like Father went shopping in the bargain barrel. Demetri could have helped me climb the social ladder. Did you know that he once served a count? A count, for saints’ sake!”

      Jason paused, as if expecting an answer. What was Kale supposed to say? “No, sir, I didn’t know.”

      “No, you didn’t. I don’t suppose you know much of anything. Do you even have experience as a valet?”

      “Yes, sir. I valeted for my previous master.”

      “Ah, yes. Carter Cartwright. So I suppose I can expect to look like a backward country nitwit. Do you miss Carter?”

      “Miss him, sir? No, sir. Why should I? He used to be my master, and now you are.”

      “I can see loyalty is important to you.”

      Kale bristled. Loyalty? Loyalty to what, the purse-strings that purchased you? “I tried to serve him well, sir, as I will you.”

      “We’ll see about that. It’s going to take a lot more than just trying to please me. I expect you to be an asset to me. If you’re not, I’ll get rid of you. I’ve no use for a slave who eats my food and wears my clothes without contributing.”

      A short while later, Kale began to hear the blasted snoring that had pushed its way into his dreams the previous night. Looking up, he saw that Jason had fallen asleep with his head perched against the side of the carriage. Seizing the opportunity, Kale cracked his neck and worked the muscles of his shoulders and back, getting out the kinks. Once he was as relaxed as he could be in his present position, he studied Jason. Guessing he was going to be out for a while, Kale took a chance and got up to sit on the bench opposite Jason and then stretched his legs. Realizing all he had to do was listen out for Jason’s snoring to keep himself from getting caught, he looked out the window. He had never been out of the countryside before, and here he was on his way to the capital. As rolling green hills morphed into mountain ranges, his eyes savored the sight of a world he’d never thought to see.
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      Jason looked out the window of the carriage, awestruck. Having slept on and off through most of the journey, he perked up as soon as Perdana came into view. He had only ever been to the capital once before when he was a small child, back when his mother was still alive. That visit with her had stayed with him all these years. After she died, he’d clung to the memory of it, holding out hope that if he just bided his time, he would be able to return to this glittering city where he and his mother had always belonged.

      Everything in the capital seemed better. The streets were paved instead of carved out of dirt. Buildings were more than just utilitarian, they were works of art. His mother had taken him to the theater, and all the beautiful people amazed Jason. People here wore nice clothes, spoke with sophisticated accents, and were interested in things more highbrow than calving.

      He was finally returning, and this time it wasn’t for a visit, but to live. Instead of seeing the passing city with the eyes of an excited boy, he looked at it as a man appraising his new home. It was night, and gas lamps lit the city. Even at this hour, activity buzzed down every street. Excitement fluttered in his stomach.

      Life in the city was going to be different from life on the ranch. There would be new opportunities. People would understand him. He wouldn’t be the misfit he so often felt with his father. If only his father had granted him Demetri. Jason wanted more than anything to be accepted into this new world, and Demetri would have been a help, having already served in high society.

      Along the journey, Jason took plenty of time to study his new slave. Nothing about Kale was like Demetri. Instead of a tall, slender frame, Kale was barely taller than Jason and had a stocky build. Where Demetri was blond and fair skinned, Kale’s hair was a messy mix between blond and brown, and his honey-toned skin was too tanned to pass for someone who spent most of his time indoors. Instead of the blue eyes prized in personal slaves, Kale had pale green. In short, he came across as what he was: a backwoods slave. There was nothing worse. The last thing Jason wanted was for people to see through him, and Kale seemed a dead giveaway that Jason didn’t belong.

      It wasn’t long before they pulled up to a white stone townhouse with blue shutters and a black front door in a posh neighborhood of identical three-story townhouses. Jason stepped out and stretched his legs, gazing up at the place that he would now call home. Walking up the front steps, he didn’t have a chance to use the big brass knocker. The front door swung open to reveal a short, middle-aged woman with wild black hair in a sloppy bun and blue eyes framed with crow’s feet. Despite her stained apron and disheveled appearance, she had an air of confidence and control about her, more like the lady of the house than a servant.

      “You must be Mr. Jason Wadsworth. I’m Ms. Collins, the cook and housekeeper.”

      Jason tipped his head in acknowledgement. “Yes, Ms. Collins, I am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      For a moment she seemed to appraise him, as if determining whether he was worthy of entering her domain. Either he passed or she remembered that he was paying for the privilege, but she eventually turned aside and gestured at the house. “Please, come in.”

      Stepping inside, he was struck by how cramped the place felt. It was elegantly decorated and looked like the respectable boarding house it was, but Jason was used to the sprawling cattle lodge he had been raised in.

      “The parlor is off to the side here.” Ms. Collins indicated a room on her right. “This is where you may entertain female guests. To maintain our reputation, we don’t allow girls on the other floors. Over here is the dining room. You can either take your meals here or in your room. If you’ll follow me upstairs, I’ll show you to your suite.”

      Jason marveled as he followed Ms. Collins. This place was immaculately clean. At home, dust dragged in by his father and the ranch hands covered everything. Once they reached the second floor, Ms. Collins pulled out a key and opened one of the two doors on the floor. “This is your room, Mr. Wadsworth.” It was strange being called mister; that had always been his father. “The other gentleman on this floor is Mr. Carl Bonham. Upstairs are Mr. Phineas Thalomew and Mr. Timothy Hatchett. Here is your key. I’ll send your slave up with your things.”

      Jason had completely forgotten about Kale. “Where is his room?”

      “The slaves sleep in the basement near the kitchen. Of course, you are allowed to keep your slave in your rooms if you wish. Now, unless you have any questions, I’ll leave you to settle in.”

      After she left, Jason stood in his room relishing the novel feeling. In his hand, he held the key to his own place, separate from his father, in a city as different from his hometown as night from day. It felt good.

      A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. He didn’t look up as he said, “Come in,” but when the door opened, he turned to see who it was. Kale stood there with a large trunk on his shoulder.

      “Where would you like this, Master?”

      Jason looked around his room for the first time. The bedroom was quite large and had an en suite bathroom. Off to the left was a sitting area with a brown leather sofa, coffee table, and an overstuffed chair with its own side table. A table and chairs appropriate for eating, or perhaps entertaining, sat in the corner. To the right of the door was a desk, and beyond that, a large cherry wood bed with a plush hunter green comforter. Beside the bed, a wrought iron balcony overlooked the back garden.

      “Anywhere is fine. I want you to get all of my bags up here and then start unpacking. At seven, you’ll go and get my dinner from the kitchen and serve it to me here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Kale put the trunk in the sitting area and left to get the rest of the luggage. Jason plopped down in the overstuffed chair, surveying his room. It was stylish and comfortable, and more importantly, it was all his. Tipping his head back, he smiled. His life had finally begun.
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      When Kale woke up in the morning, only one other slave was stirring. After unpacking Jason’s things last night, he had been pointed to his bed by another slave, whose name he didn’t know, and promptly fell asleep. As much as he would have liked to stay in bed longer, the tension of sleeping in an unfamiliar place made it impossible. It would be a while before he felt safe enough to sleep peacefully.

      “You an early riser, too?” Kale looked at the towheaded man addressing him and wondered what kind of crazy slave he was. Why on earth would anyone choose to wake up earlier than absolutely necessary?

      “Nah, not usually. Not if I don’t have to be. What time is it?”

      “It’s five-thirty. Simon and Jacob will both sleep for another couple of hours. They’re in the room across the hall. I’m the only one who gets up early. Gives me time to gather my thoughts.”

      “And you are?”

      “Oh, I’m Charlie.” He walked forward with his hand outstretched and a grin that made it nearly impossible to not like him, despite the annoyingly early hours he kept.

      “I’m Kale.” Kale shook Charlie’s hand, liking the firm grip that met his own.

      “You want to join me outside?”

      No, what Kale really wanted to do was curl up and go back to sleep, but he knew he needed to get his bearings, and this seemed as good a time as any. At least he could get a feel for the place before he had to go take care of Jason. “Sure, that sounds good.”

      Once outside, Kale was taken aback. Before him was a fenced in yard with a few shrubs and flower bushes. A gardening shed took up about as much space as the garden it was meant to serve. There was barely enough room for the wrought iron bench. His whole life had been spent in the country where neighbors couldn’t even see each other for all the acreage they had. He looked around at the small garden and realized this little bit of earth was all that separated them from the surrounding city. Kale felt almost claustrophobic as he saw the other townhouses that enclosed them.

      “So, what’s your master like?” While it seemed that Charlie asked out of idle curiosity, Kale could tell he wanted to know how the balance in the house would be affected by the new arrivals.

      “Couldn’t really say. I was just given to him night before last as a present from his old man. So far, he’s acted like a little boy trying to prove he’s a man. Keeps exerting his dominance, as if I don’t know I’m a slave.”

      “That’s rough. I’ll try to steer clear of him.”

      “I wish I could. Is there much work we’re expected to do besides taking care of our masters? Are there other slaves who take care of the house?”

      “We all help out with the house. Marge does the cooking and what cleaning she can. Your first responsibility is to your master, of course, but you’re expected to do what Marge says as well. She’s a free woman and lives in her own apartment.”

      “When do I get to meet her?”

      “You already did. She goes by Ms. Collins to the tenants here, but she’s Marge to us. You’ll like her; she’s a softie, likes to act like she’s our mother more than our superior. Be respectful to the free men and you’ll be fine. Simon and Jacob are good guys, we all get along well.” And it’s going to stay that way. Kale could practically hear the words in the silence. It was easy to believe they all got along given Charlie’s easy smile, and Kale was not one to rock the boat. He was confident in his ability to fit in with the other slaves. The problem was going to be working out his relationship with his own master.

      After a few more moments of watching the rays of sun begin to peek over the fence and between nearby buildings, the two men went back inside. Kale figured it would be in his best interest to be ready and waiting in his master’s room. He had no idea what time Jason would get up, but after the tense carriage ride, he didn’t want to be late.

      When Kale reached Jason’s room, he held his breath and carefully opened the door. As soon as it was open, the sound of snoring wafted out, and he released the breath he had been holding. Apparently, the snoring was not just due to alcohol. What a pity. Once the door was silently closed behind him, he found a comfortable spot on the floor and lay down, trusting that he would hear his master wake and be able to move before Jason gained enough consciousness to notice.

      Kale’s assumption proved correct. There was plenty of time between the cessation of the snoring and Jason being alert enough to be aware of his surroundings for Kale to stand up.

      “Don’t just stand there, go fetch me some breakfast. Holy heaven, are you completely worthless?” Jason got up from the bed and walked to the en suite bathroom, rubbing sleep from his eyes. Kale thought it would be wise to refrain from mentioning the fact that if he had been given an approximate time at which Jason would like breakfast, he would have had it waiting for him. Instead, he just gritted his teeth and left.

      When Kale returned with the breakfast tray, Jason was at the table in the sitting area in his bathrobe. He glared as Kale set down the tray. “I’ll expect to have my coffee waiting for me when I wake up from now on.”

      “Yes, sir. And what time will you be rising each day?”

      “Well, I don’t know what time I’ll get up every day. But you’ll know my schedule and you can figure it out from the first appointment of the day.”

      Oh yes, this was going to be fun. Nothing like playing mind reader with the man who held your life in his hands.

      “I’ll also expect you to have the paper waiting for me in the morning. I like to read during breakfast.”

      “Yes, sir. Would you like me to get you one now?”

      “No, it looks like this morning I’m going to have to teach you how to serve me properly. Demetri would have already figured this all out, but my father seems to think my time is worthless enough to spend on teaching slaves their own business.”

      Kale clenched his fists and then flexed his hands, willing the anger to drain through them. If he heard one more thing about this damned Demetri, he was ready to walk back to Malar County and bring the man here himself. “I’m sorry I’m not better prepared to serve you, sir. I promise you, though, I’m a quick study. Once you show me what you like, you won’t have to do it again.”

      “I find that hard to believe. Lesson one: you are to speak as little as possible and only when spoken to. Only relay relevant information. I’m not interested in conversing with you. Lesson two: you’re to be formal at all times. I know you’re used to serving in a home that is more like a barn than a house, but I won’t have you being familiar or informal here. That means when you’re not doing something, you should be standing as out of the way as possible with your hands behind your back. Lesson three: you’re to keep your language clean. No swearing, and speak clearly. Are all of these rules clear to you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Now I’ll show you how you’re to help me get ready.”

      The rest of the morning was much the same. With each additional rule and sharp remark, Kale further resigned himself to a miserable life with this boy. Kale did nothing to cause offense, yet Jason continued to act as if he was offended by Kale’s very existence.

      “I’m here to not only further my education, but to further myself in the world. Perdana is the home of the elite, and I plan to be part of the elite scene. That means I’ll be busy most of the time I’m not in class, going to parties and different social functions. For the most part, you’ll stay here. You’re not nearly nice enough to be seen with. However, I imagine there will be some events where your attendance will be required. I certainly won’t be showing up to an event as the only man without a slave. So for those times, you are to be on your best behavior. If you embarrass me, you will pay for it. I’m finally away from Malar County, among my type of people, and I won’t have you reminding everyone where I come from. It’s bad enough Father felt the need to remind me by giving you to me. Do you understand all of this?”

      “Yes, sir.” Gods willing, Jason would be spending a lot of time at these events that wouldn’t require his presence. It was quickly becoming apparent that Kale’s best chance at a good life with this man was to not be near him.

      “When I’m not here, you’re to be cleaning and keeping my room in order. I want everything ready for me each day when I come home, and you’re to be here waiting for me. Other than that, I don’t particularly care how you spend your time. Just remember that your actions reflect upon me, and if you do anything to tarnish my reputation, there will be hell to pay.”

      Kale had a hard time repressing a smile as he looked at Jason. This boy was shorter than him by about an inch and was easily fifty pounds lighter. In a different world, this child wouldn’t be able to do a thing to him. The thought of Jason causing hell for anyone was laughable.

      “Do you have something to say, slave?” Jason must have caught the little twitch of Kale’s lips.

      “No, sir.”

      “You sure?” Jason took a step closer. “It looked as if you had something to say to me. Did something I say strike you as funny?”

      “No, sir.” Why couldn’t he just let it go? He was being respectful.

      “You seem to doubt my authority. You obviously don’t respect me, or you wouldn’t be lying to me. Perhaps it’s time to teach you a lesson. Go fetch my riding crop.”

      Kale’s eyes had been on the floor, but now they snapped to Jason’s face. Was he serious? For a moment, Kale’s natural urges pushed to the forefront of his mind, and he found himself clenching his fists and shifting his weight to the balls of his feet, preparing for a fight. Who did this scrawny kid think he was?

      His master. His owner. The hard reality set in: Kale was this boy’s property now. Kale hated Jason at that moment. If Kale’s people hadn’t been conquered generations ago, he would never have had to submit to this child. But the reality was that Arine’s wealth had been acquired through battle and built by the slaves who were the spoils of war.

      Before, he had been owned by men who were respected and feared. Their very presence commanded obedience. With this boy, though, it was easy to forget his place. Knowing there was no other choice, he went and got Jason’s riding crop. When he handed it to Jason, Kale didn’t bother trying to mask the defiance in his eyes.

      Jason took the crop and twirled it in his hand. As his eyes studied Kale, they held a mischievous glint that made Kale uncomfortable. Whatever Jason had in store for him would not be pleasant. Jason’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Face the wall and place both your hands against it.” Kale walked toward the wall Jason indicated, and just as he was about to get into position, Jason spoke again. “Oh, and drop your pants.”

      Kale’s head whipped around and his biceps twitched. Jason returned his look with a hint of amusement. He had Kale and he knew it. What else could Kale do but obey? He turned back to the wall and undid his belt. As he slid his pants down and leaned against the wall, he cursed himself for the red flush that settled on his skin. If there was anything worse than letting this boy get to him, it was letting the boy know it.

      Kale didn’t know how many times Jason hit him with the crop, and he didn’t care. It stung, but the pain wasn’t too bad. He’d had worse. It was the humiliation that was eating him. Surely Jason knew that he would never be able to physically measure up to Kale, but he could certainly humiliate him.

      When Jason finished, Kale moved his hands to pull his pants back up and was met with another blow to his backside. “I didn’t give you permission to move.” Kale put his hands back on the wall and hung his head. Jason wasn’t going to make anything easy for him. “Let’s see if the lesson was learned. Who is the master here?”

      “You are, sir.”

      “And who is the slave?”

      “I am, sir.”

      “Is there anything funny about that?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Do you believe me when I say I can make your life hell?”

      “Yes, sir.” Kale’s mouth tasted bitter.

      “Good. You may now pull up your pants. I hope this won’t be necessary in the future, but make no mistake, I will not hesitate to punish you if I find you lacking.” Kale turned back to face Jason when his clothes were straight, and Jason looked him up and down. “Too bad for you it looks like I’ll be finding you lacking quite a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, all Kale wanted to do was fall into bed and hope to wake up back at the Cartwright’s. No such luck. When he got down to the basement, Charlie was sitting at a table with two men Kale assumed were Simon and Jacob, looking as if they were waiting for him.

      “Hey there, Kale!” Charlie bounded up and patted him on the back. “Just the man we were waiting for. Thought we’d have a little fun tonight to welcome you to the building.”

      Now that Kale was further into the room, he saw that a deck of cards sat on the table next to bottles of beer.

      “You guys get beer here?” Kale looked at Charlie with his eyebrows raised. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad place after all.

      “Yeah, not all the time or anything. One of the perks of being a high class valet. You’ll find that we gamble quite a bit. Sometimes with stolen stuff, sometimes with what’s rightfully ours. Just don’t ask too many questions and don’t let it interfere with your work.” Charlie gave Kale a wink and led him to the table. As he approached, one of the men stood and stretched out his hand.

      “My name’s Simon, and this here’s Jacob.” Simon gestured to the other man who just nodded before going back to shuffling the cards. “Charlie told us he met you this morning. Jacob and I tend to sleep later.”

      “So I heard.” Kale took the only empty seat at the table.

      “Are we going to just sit here and talk, or are we going to play some poker?” Jacob began to tap the deck of cards.

      “That depends. You know how to play poker, Kale?” Charlie asked.

      “Yeah, I know how to play. Might be a little rusty, but I can hold my own. I don’t have anything to gamble with.” Honestly, Kale was a damn good poker player, and he was looking forward to being in a house where gambling was a regular occurrence.

      “Marge made you some honey biscuits. Was going to give them to you herself, but she said she hardly saw you today and that every time she did, you looked like you were in too much of a hurry. You can play with them if you want. Drink your beer, though. We won’t take that from you.” Charlie gave him another one of his winks while Jacob grumbled and dealt the cards. “Is there something in particular you’d like if we can get our hands on it?”

      Kale was a little taken aback by the question. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind some drawing materials. Charcoal, pencils, paper, that sort of thing.”

      “You draw?” Charlie looked genuinely interested.

      “What else would he want drawing materials for, dimwit?” Simon picked up his cards.

      Charlie laughed at the jibe, not seeming disturbed at all by the ribbing.

      “When I can. I don’t get much opportunity, but it’s relaxing.” Kale leaned back in his chair and glanced at his cards.

      “So, how was your first real day with your new master? Did I tell you all that today was Kale’s first day with his master?”

      “Yeah, Charlie, you told us.” Simon spoke with the long suffering tone an older brother might use with a younger sibling. Kale liked him already.

      “How’d it go?” Charlie turned back to Kale.

      “He’s something else. Thinks somehow I’ll forget I’m a slave unless he constantly humiliates me. I’ll handle him well enough, though. Hopefully he’ll get active in the social scene and leave me be. He certainly seems keen enough on it.”

      “Well, you’ll see, there’s plenty of socializing to do here,” Simon said. “These folks make a regular sport out of it. Why do you think Jacob and I get to sleep in so late? Our masters are always out getting drunk, and then running around just in time to get to class the next day. Ain’t that right, Jacob?”

      The only response Jacob offered was a grunt. Some might take him to be rude, but Kale thought he might be the kind of man who just didn’t see the point in talking much.

      “The best thing your master can do is make an appearance at these social events, but not get too involved,” Charlie said. “Get close, but not close enough that any of the mud lands on him, and mud’s always getting flung in one direction or another. That’s how my master is. He comes from an old family and is well liked in the social scene, but he also takes his schooling seriously. He aims to graduate without anyone having a reason to hate him.” Charlie looked immensely proud of his master. Simon, however, rolled his eyes.

      “That’s also why he’s boring as all fuck.” Simon turned to
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