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Master Jordan’s charms are much too alluring for the vanilla Chuck to resist. Will he finally allow the Club Consequence owner to take charge?
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Shy investigator, Chuck, takes his job seriously—perhaps too seriously. But when the handsome Jordan danced with him at Kiss of Leather’s grand opening, the sparks between them couldn’t be denied. Chuck yearns to be with Jordan, yet the mysteries of submission fill him with terror.

Jordan can’t get the sweet young Chuck out of his head or his heart. Falling for a man not in the lifestyle is asking for trouble he doesn’t need. Still, something tells him that Chuck might be the one, and he isn’t about to step back from a challenge. 

As the case of Corey’s ex-Dom takes a sinister turn, Chuck finds his attention divided. Being a lonely, vanilla man—with a homophobic and racist family—makes him wonder if he’s ready to fully give himself to anyone. Maybe he should take the easy road and focus on work the way he always has.

But when Chuck’s world comes crashing down, he must decide which path to take. Will he run away from Jordan? Or will he seek solace in the Master’s protective arms?
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Chapter One
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“I love you, Master.”

Josh gazed down at David—his beautiful, precious sub. Almost lost to me forever. He swallowed past a lump in his throat as he stroked the sweat-dampened strands of David’s hair back from his forehead before taking his mouth in a leisurely kiss. David’s frantic breaths slowed, his rapid heartbeat calming in the aftermath of their shared orgasms. Josh tightened his grip on David’s hands. He’d kept them imprisoned above David’s head while they’d fucked on the enormous bed, while he’d held his sub down as he’d plowed into him over and over.

This cruise was the perfect idea.

It had been a time for them to begin the process of healing the rift that had formed in their relationship, one that was brought about by Josh’s own thoughtless actions. Ten glorious days of togetherness, floating from island to island in the Caribbean and reveling in their love. It was no less than David deserved. But even more than that, he deserved a Master who put his sub before anything else. 

Which is why there have to be even bigger changes, going forward.

Josh placed one last kiss on the corner of David’s lips before releasing his hands and propping himself up on his elbows. David let out a low moan of protest.

Josh chuckled lightly. “I don’t want to squash you, sweetheart.” 

“Squash me all you want.” 

David reached up, embracing Josh’s shoulders, clinging to him roughly enough that it caused a stab of shame in Josh’s heart. A sigh escaped David’s mouth as Josh’s cock slipped from his lover’s ass. Given the way David showed no signs of letting go anytime soon, Josh decided to run with it. They could worry about cleaning up later.

“What’s going on inside that gorgeous head of yours?” 

Josh held David’s gaze. Despite everything that had occurred between them, Josh had no doubt when it came to his ability to read his sub—that is, when he was paying attention. Beating himself up forever wouldn’t help things, but his bad behavior was recent enough that he knew it would still take a while to fully forgive himself.

“I love you so much.” David’s voice cracked. “And thank you again for the cruise, this has been amazing. I wish...” He cleared his throat, then glanced away.

“You wish?” 

Josh had to voice the question, even if he was certain he already knew the answer. Communicating, and no longer hiding their feelings from each other, was imperative to their future as a couple. 

Josh stopped David as he was about to answer. “I need you to look at me, boy.”

David met his gaze, his expression uncertain. “It’s not easy for me to tell you what I want. I got so used to... Well, you know.”

Josh fought back his own shame again. It wasn’t about him at the moment. “I know. And I’m still working through breaking the awful habits I formed by disregarding you, but we’ll work on it together, right? We’re not alone in this relationship, we have each other. That’s the only thing we need to remember, that we’re a team.”

David’s smile lit up his face. “Yeah. I like that, a team.”

Josh gently rolled to the side. David didn’t completely let go but his hand went from Josh’s shoulder to around his neck. Josh wasn’t ready to pull David close yet. For what still needed to be discussed before their vacation was over, he wanted to maintain eye contact.

“So, bearing that in mind, what was it you wanted to say?”

David blinked a few times as if trying to bring his thoughts back to the surface. “Oh, right. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, though.” His brow wrinkled. David had always deferred to him within their D/s dynamic, even from the beginning. It was why, when David had used his safeword to put their relationship on pause, Josh had been so surprised, so utterly devastated.

Lesson learned.

“Let’s hear it, boy. I’ve never viewed you as ungrateful and you know that.”

David pressed his lips together before answering. “Okay. I was going to say that I wish this wasn’t our last night before the ship docks. Because after this we’ll be headed back home and back to everything else.”

Josh nodded. He’d anticipated all along that David would likely experience sadness when their romantic getaway ended. Josh was surprised by how down he was about it too since all along it had been intended as a gift to David. It made what he was about to say all the more poignant.

“I agree. I wish that, too.”

David’s eyes widened. “You do?”

“God, yes.” Josh placed a light kiss on David’s lips before pulling back to continue. “This has been one of the best times I’ve ever had with you and a part of me wishes it would go on forever. Yet, there’s another part of me that understands that if we were to have it like this all the time, the specialness of it would be lost. And what I really desire for us is to anticipate each new day together with joy—no matter where we are.” 

Josh cleared his throat, ready to bring his sub in on a very important decision that would drastically affect their lives. “That’s why, when we get back to L.A., I’m going to let Gavin and Derek know I’d like to bring in another partner at Kiss of Leather. That way, I no longer have to spend as much time there.”

David’s mouth fell open, his eyes like saucers. “Oh no, oh my God. I didn’t mean to mess everything up, for you to give up a part of your dream business!”

David’s agitated response was stronger than he’d expected. Josh cupped David’s cheek. “Hey, sweetheart. It’s okay. I’ve thought about this more than you can imagine. You haven’t messed anything up and I’m not completely letting go of Kiss of Leather either. I’d just like to split my share with someone else so I can focus more on my life with you.”

David’s lower lip trembled. “I’m sorry. I know how much you love the club, how hard you’ve worked on it for so long.”

“David,” Josh lowered his voice until it was almost a whisper. “Do you know how much I love you? We both know I fucked up, that I behaved as if the club was more important than anything else and I almost lost the best thing that’s ever happened to me because of it. The resentment you told me you can’t help but have about Kiss of Leather because of all that happened?” Josh let out a small snort. “Well, guess what. I have it too.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.” Josh pulled David to him for a hug. Their chests touched, David’s smooth skin warm against his own, his heartbeat rapid as if excited by Josh’s declaration, or perhaps nervousness. Either way, he’d verify that his sub was handling the changes in their lives every step of the way. 

Josh loosened his hold then rested his head on the pillow to lock gazes with David again. There was just enough light seeping through the crack they’d left in the bathroom door to see the glimmer in David’s eyes. Josh reached over to repeatedly brush David’s hair back from his face. The gesture was soothing to Josh and he hoped it was for David too. 

“So,” Josh kept his voice soft to underscore the fact that everything was absolutely fine. “I’d like to start fresh with everything. Our relationship with each other and our relationship with the club.”

David furrowed his brow. “Our relationship with the club? How do you mean?”

“One of the things that soured you to Kiss of Leather was the fact that you weren’t included, and you know what? I can’t believe I never realized how eloquent you are. At the grand opening, you did a fantastic job hosting the night, making all the introductions. I was thinking that we could work on theme nights and putting together special demonstrations.” Josh ran his fingers through David’s brown hair as he smiled at the thought of them working alongside each other. “Maybe do a few of our own. What do you think?” 

“I...” David swallowed. “Wow. Yeah, that’d be cool. And you really think I did a good job?”

“Hmm.” Josh scrunched up his face as if in deep contemplation. “No, not good. I do believe I said fantastic.” He nodded against the soft bedding. “Yes. That was definitely it, fantastic.”

David grinned wide and Josh’s heart filled with his love for him. He’d do anything to see David happy, for him to never experience emotional pain at his hand again.

“Okay, I’d love to.” David’s voice was breathless. “Can we start planning as soon as we get back? Did you have an idea what you want to do next? We haven’t done any public demonstrations in a super long time.” David sucked in a quick breath. “What about the wrapping we learned at the BDSM convention in San Francisco?”

“Mmm.” Josh pulled David close again, his boy’s enthusiasm reviving his own, but in a much more physical way. “That all sounds wonderful. But first...” Josh dragged his tongue up the side of David’s neck, eliciting a desperate gasp from his sub. “I want the love of my life all to myself.” 

Josh rolled David under him, his cock firming back up as he slid it against David’s growing length. Their passion built slowly this time. Josh reveled in every touch, kiss and thrust until they both cried out in ecstasy, together.

For always.
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Chuck’s cellphone rang, the jangling tone startling him. His nerves had been shot all day, and they’d only gotten worse as he got ready for his first date with Jordan. Or third, if you count the two I cancelled. He glanced down at his phone where it lay atop the dresser and checked the caller ID. Stone. He’d half-expected it to be Jordan telling him to forget it, that he didn’t have time for guys who couldn’t handle something as ordinary as meeting for dinner. 

Chuck snatched up his cell. “Hi, Stone. What can I do for you?” He squinted at his reflection in the dresser mirror. Would the grand opening and New Year’s Eve parties at Kiss of Leather also be considered dates? If he was being technical, he didn’t think so. After all, they’d arrived and left separately. No. Definitely not dates.

“Did you hear what I just said?”

Stone’s deep voice snapped him out of his reverie. “Sorry. I was...” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, what’s up?”

“I’m going over this week’s cases, and I’ve got to be honest with you—we either need to bring someone else on board, or farm out a couple of the smaller ones. For the short term, though, I was thinking about having the Miller Brothers follow up on the extortion case with Leibowitz Enterprises. What do you think? I could send the files over, unless you feel you’ve gone as far as you can with it. In which case, I’ll notify the client.”

Chuck angled his body to get a better view of the fit of his slacks. He wasn’t used to caring so much about his appearance. It was more about him maintaining a well-groomed, fit and professional look, rather than any other consideration. 

Stone’s sigh echoed in his ear. “Am I catching you at a bad time?”

Heat bloomed under his skin, crawling up his neck and into his face. This was not like him at all. “I’m very sorry, Stone. I’ll confess that I’m a bit distracted right now, which is completely inexcusable as this is important to your business.”

The light laugh Stone gave him in response caught Chuck off-guard. “I wouldn’t say inexcusable. Maybe a bit frustrating, that’s all.”

“All the same, this is a professional call, and I should give you my full attention.”

“Chuck?”

“Yes?”

“Are you officially on the clock? Did we set up an appointment to speak about any of the investigations we’re working on?”

Chuck swiped a hand across his forehead. It really is much too hot in here. Sometimes the heater could be wonky in the old, nineteen-thirties building where he rented his small apartment. “Uh, no, of course not. But I always drop everything I’m doing when you call. I want you to feel you can count on me.”

“And I appreciate that, Chuck. I really do. However, I’ve come to realize lately, especially now that I have Marshall in my life, that a work-life balance is very important for everyone.” Stone chuckled. “Even for you.”

“Oh, I have a very full life. I jog, read, uh...go, well, stream movies...” He frowned as he tried to remember something else he participated in that didn’t involve hours of research for a case or even more hours surveilling a suspect, questioning witnesses or going undercover.

“Chuck?” The deep timbre of Stone’s voice had softened. “Those are all fine things, but I’m willing to bet you haven’t spent time with anyone in quite a while who wasn’t your boss or a potential criminal.”

“I spend time with people.” His tone had been on the verge of a whine. He hoped he hadn’t sounded too defensive. Stone had always been very good to him. He’d even spoken to Jordan on his behalf. Not that he couldn’t have done it himself, but...

Stone let out another sigh. “Did you and Jordan ever get a chance to meet up?”

Chuck glanced at the loafers he’d chosen to go with his business casual pants. They were new, so he was concerned whether they might bother him over the course of the evening. He hadn’t had the chance to break them in yet. “As it turns out, I’m getting ready to meet with him right now.” He winced as soon as the words flew from his mouth.

“Chuck! Why didn’t you say so?” Stone laughed. “And here I am interrupting you.”

“Oh no, it’s no problem. I mean, if it came down to it and you need me to work on something imperative tonight, I could always call Jordan and explain. I’m sure he’d understand, you know, work comes first and all that.”

“Stop it.” Stone growled. “How many times have you cancelled with him already?”

“Wha-what do you mean?” Chuck sputtered.

“You know exactly what I mean. Out with it.”

Chuck turned from the mirror. He couldn’t stand to see the scowl on his own face. It had always driven his mother crazy because she’d insisted it would cause lines to form in his skin, that he’d appear older than he really was. She’d pestered him about it from the time he was fourteen. “There were very good reasons why I couldn’t make it the last two times.”

“Oh? I’m quite curious to hear what they were.”

“Well...” Dammit. “Okay, the first time I was feeling a bit under the weather, so I didn’t want to chance getting Jordan sick, and the second time I was...” He bit his lower lip. What was it again? “Oh, right. My car needed an oil change.”

Stone gave a loud snort. “Oil change? Really?”

Chuck let out an exasperated huff in response. “The odometer had just rolled over to exactly three thousand miles since the last one! I verified it with the sticker the mechanic had placed on my windshield. I must’ve forgotten to note it in my planner.” Chuck picked up some steam with his explanation, certain that he could convince Stone—a practical man—that there’d been no other choice but to cancel. “As it was, I had to travel almost five miles past that point to get to the shop. If I’d met with Jordan, we’re talking fifteen to twenty miles, easy.” Chuck let out a long breath as he leaned against the dresser. 

“You know, it’s okay if you’ve changed your mind and don’t want to meet with Jordan, I’m sure he’d understand. If you’re having second thoughts about discussing BDSM with him, that’s perfectly fine.” Stone’s voice softened again. “He’s a good man, he won’t be upset with you.”

Chuck swallowed hard, his chest tightening. “I didn’t say I’d changed my mind, that’s not it at all. I do want to see him, to discuss...things.”

“Then go.” Stone paused before continuing. “If you want to see Jordan, then go. Don’t let anything stand in your way.”

Stone’s words bewildered him. “What makes you think I’m letting things get in my way?”

“Because when you first told me how fascinated you were with the lifestyle, that you couldn’t believe people could judge it so harshly after you’d witnessed such beautiful expressions of love between Masters and subs, I saw how your eyes brightened. However, I also sensed your fear. You can tell me I’m wrong, but I want you to really consider this—do you believe that over the years, you’ve denied your own needs and desires because you were afraid they wouldn’t meet others’ expectations of you?”

“No! I mean...no. I never knew anything about BDSM until we started working on finding Corey’s ex-Dom and I’d done some research before I hit those clubs in San Francisco.”

“Chuck? I wasn’t referring to BDSM. I meant any needs, any desires you’ve had.”

“Oh.” 

It seemed as if a rock had landed in his stomach. A big, hard rock that made him nauseous. Chuck preferred getting advice from Stone the boss when he was ruminating on a mystery. Chuck loved their banter when they sifted through clues, various scenarios and discovered the answers to the puzzles of their cases. Stone the friend who made Chuck search within himself was still a great man. But facing personal truths was an art in which Chuck still needed plenty of practice. 

Jordan awaits.

“Stone, if there isn’t anything else you need, I think I should get going.”

“Good b—” Stone cleared his throat. “Very good. So, we’ll meet at nine tomorrow morning at my place for our usual weekly wrap-up?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t we?”

“No reason.” Stone was back to laughing and Chuck was back to scowling. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow. Good night.” 

Chuck kept as much frustration out of his voice as he could. He didn’t care for whatever it was Stone was inferring. It was dinner. Nothing else. A chance to get to know each other a little better and that was it. 

Before Chuck laid the cell back on the dresser, he checked the time. This is not acceptable. If he wasn’t out of the door in less than five minutes, he ran the risk of being late. He always gave himself an extra fifteen minutes of travel time to account for the unpredictability of Los Angeles traffic.

He quickly resumed buttoning the fitted navy shirt he’d chosen, the tiny black stripes adding more of a texture than an actual pattern to the fabric. Chuck liked it a lot. It was casual yet had a smidgeon of class to it. Jordan had said he should dress informally, and Chuck was certain the navy shirt and gray, flat front slacks would be pleasing to the Master. He swallowed hard then dropped his hands to his side, the collar remaining open. 

Pleasing the Master.

If he started down the same path of overthinking what might transpire between him and Jordan once it was only the two of them, once the chance of others interfering was removed from the equation, he’d likely lose his nerve to meet with the knee-meltingly handsome Dom again.

Golden topaz skin, soft brown eyes, a bit taller than me, but with a stronger build. Chuck wiped more sweat from his brow. Strong enough to hold me down.

He undid another button at the top of his shirt, opening it a touch more. If he shifted around too much or if he bent over, the edges of the V-neck white undershirt would show. Bent over? He sighed as he let his head fall back and stared at the ivory-painted ornamental tin ceiling of his bedroom. He wondered for the hundredth time what sort of trouble he was asking for by going out on a date with Jordan. 

No time to ponder, just finish getting ready.

The restaurant where he’d be meeting Jordan was over the hill from Los Angeles, but as it turned out, Chuck was on the end of the city that was the closest to his destination. He enjoyed living in East Hollywood. The crowded neighborhood was a bizarre mix of stately homes, vintage bungalows and ramshackle apartments—some with more character than others. 

His place fell into the latter category. His apartment was located near the Los Feliz area, and on ambitious days, he’d add Griffith Park to his walks. He occasionally jogged on the dirt trails near the train and pony rides, but he was satisfied as long as he got in his ten thousand steps. However, Jordan’s location in the quiet town of Altadena, which hugged the San Gabriel Mountains overlooking Pasadena, would be a dicey journey through rush hour traffic no matter what.

Chuck took in his appearance one final time. Even if he was a hundred percent satisfied with how he looked, he was still concerned he might end up wasting Jordan’s time. Yet Stone’s words echoed in his mind. What if he decided he couldn’t handle the whole BDSM thing after all? Would Jordan feel as if he’d been led on, that Chuck didn’t respect the fact that he was a busy club owner? 

And an incredibly attractive man who doesn’t need to squander his energy chasing after someone like me.

Not that Chuck thought badly of himself, it wasn’t that. However, the few times he’d been around Jordan in a club setting with subs—sexy and experienced ones who were clamoring for Jordan’s attention—Chuck had marveled that the Dom had ever shown him any interest at all.

He’d told the truth when he’d answered Stone, had confessed to wanting to see Jordan. What he hadn’t said was how badly he wanted the man. The vibe, the chemistry between them was crazy good. Both times they’d hung out at Kiss of Leather, he’d had a blast. However, even if Chuck had a lot of confidence when it came to his skills as an investigator, could interrogate hostile witnesses or suspects, could place himself in potentially dangerous situations, when it came to romance...men he was drawn to...

He shuddered. A date with Jordan, with a Master, was eons outside his comfort zone. The dynamic of him giving himself to another man both thrilled and terrified him. If Stone hadn’t gotten the case at Kiss of Leather, Chuck was certain he never would’ve stepped outside his bubble of romantic safety. 

Chuck ran his fingers through his hair, trying to decide whether he should add some product or go for a more natural, tousled look. He rolled his eyes then smirked at his reflection. Maybe he was going a bit too over the top. 

When was the last time I actually went on a date?

It had been much too long. Chuck grabbed his phone, wallet and keys then dropped them into the pockets of his lightweight bomber jacket. 

Screw you, comfort zone.
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