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      Fans of the iconic Deviations series will fondly recall Bradford as the beloved owner and Master of the elite and exclusively male BDSM club that anchors the series, and also as the wise man who introduced Tobias and Noah.

      Dominant Bradford’s story is one defined by sudden opportunity, unimaginable heartbreak, and new-found purpose. His calling is to provide a safe and supportive environment for men in the lifestyle. Bringing Dominants and submissives together is his superpower, yet he feels fated to be alone himself.

      In this prequel to the series, you’ll discover how Bradford is first drawn to Nikki, a beautiful and hungry young man living on the streets, and the unexpected ways Bradford grows and changes while helping Nikki understand a world of strange, new desires.

      Deviations readers already know the outcome of Bradford and Nikki’s journey together. Soft Limits is a deep-dive into Bradford’s story, into what makes the Dom tick, and how he ended up with ownership of the club. It also introduces Nikki, the sub that tests Bradford’s patience, steals his heart, and soothes his soul.
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      Dear Reader,

      Hello, and welcome back to the Deviations Series!

      Yes, you’re in the right place. Soft Limits is a prequel. But while one certainly could read it first and not become too terribly “spoiled” for the rest of the series, it’s actually intended to be read last.

      The Deviations series wrapped up with the publication of Safe Words in September of 2010, almost ten years ago. I’ve written Soft Limits as an opportunity for fans of the series to revisit some of the supporting characters, to learn more about the history of the club, and to get inside Bradford’s head—something that didn’t happen in the original series at all.

      I quote below a Facebook post I made in July 2018 that says everything I really want to say here. I’ve copied it word-for-word and typo-for-typo. I wrote this post after a respected colleague called the series “iconic”. I was floored, honored, and really proud to have someone say they believed we’d influenced a genre.

      
        
        I won't call them out, but someone respected and very kind called the Deviations Series "iconic" this morning. I might faint.

        The first book in the series was originally published 12 years ago this fall. Submission is now available in French (and the rest of the series will follow). The third book was just released in audio last week. People wear pagers and drive PT Cruisers in these books, people! And the only character that has a cell phone is incredibly wealthy. LOL I am continually stunned, appreciative, and gratified by the fact that people still read them, and even more that people still rec them. Wow.

        We did a TON of research back then--including interviews with Doms and subs who were in the 24/7 lifestyle. We were given open access to FetLife board discussions. We made visits to BDSM shops and had discussions with their owners. We even had one amazing Mistress who ran her own fetish club put herself essentially on call for when we had questions. People were excited about the books because Romantic BDSM was rare back then. Nobody cared who the pairing was or that the main characters were gay, they cared that their lifestyle was being represented in a positive, affirming light.

        We never imagined the books would become what they have. Meeting all those people and writing the series was one of the best things I've ever done. I am so grateful.

        

      

      The Deviations Series and its characters will always be near and dear to my heart. Writing them deepened my understanding and appreciation for so many aspects of the BDSM lifestyle and the kinky world in general-- sexuality, service, power exchange, care, respect, and the many ways we fall in love—not just once, but over and over, every day. And as often happens when I write, I learned a great deal about myself as well.

      I am excited to put this book out into the world for you to read and enjoy. I hope it prompts you to revisit the series too! And if you’re interested in more discussion about the books, its characters, the lifestyle, or just want to meet some fellow fans, come join the Deviations Facebook fan-owned and fan-run group at:

      http://bit.ly/TobiasVincentsDeviants.

      

      As always, thank you for reading!

      

      Jodi
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      The city was lovely in June with the onset of warmer days and summer just starting to take hold. Bradford enjoyed a soft rain shower; it was a welcome respite from the growing heat. A downpour like this one though, was nothing short of a goddamn nuisance.

      As he hastily shouldered his way into the local coffee shop to escape the deluge, he found himself longing for the familiar, comfortable, and dry confines of his club. With his cozy brownstone right next door, he rarely headed outdoors anymore, except for the occasional stroll to clear his head or take in some fresh air on a nice day.

      This was not a nice day, but he’d had an important meeting this morning with his leathersmith that required his presence at the craftsman’s workshop, and so he’d been obliged to venture out of his neighborhood. He shook out his umbrella and retreated into the breezeway, taking another moment to remove some of the water from his overcoat as well before pushing his way through the second set of glass doors. He smoothed his hair back with one hand and sighed as the cooler air of the café and welcoming scent of coffee washed over him.

      Ah, yes. Coffee would set him to rights.

      There was a decently long line, but Bradford didn’t care. He planned to sit in a window seat with the newspaper and slowly sip his coffee, silently cursing Mother Nature as he waited for the weather to pass. Besides, rain or no, he had no intention of rushing home to the club after he’d gone to such lengths to make sure he was covered for an afternoon off. No, he was going to sit right here, read and people-watch, and remind himself that although the nonstop hustle of the city wasn’t the reason he’d relocated here many years ago, it was one of the reasons he’d stayed. He really ought to try to get out more.

      A couple barreled into the café sans umbrellas. The pair of them looked like drowned rats and were laughing about just that when they took their place in line behind him. Bradford shook his head. He remembered being young and penniless, though not fondly. He much preferred being mature and comfortably situated. It afforded him the opportunity to do exactly as he pleased, which, for an experienced Dominant with particular and often expensive tastes such as himself, was essentially nirvana.

      They finally moved a bit, and Bradford took two shuffling steps forward. In front of him was a young man of perhaps twenty, who was tapping a chewed-up pen against a damp newspaper. He leaned around the boy for a better view, curious and assuming it to be a crossword puzzle, but discovered it was in fact the classified ads. He became acutely aware, now that he was in closer proximity, that the young man smelled faintly of vanilla.

      Bradford blinked and shifted away slightly, thinking that being close enough to take in a young man’s scent and enjoy it was fine in the privacy of his club, but here in a busy café it might make him appear to be a dirty old man.

      Never mind that he was one.

      “Who’s next?” a barista called out and the line moved.

      Bradford couldn’t seem to refrain from looking the young man over. His army-green jacket was a bit large and hung on narrow shoulders. He wasn’t terribly tall and his shoes were worn and soaked through. He had a gray scarf knotted around his neck, water still beading on it in several places.

      “Next!” They moved again. Bradford heard the young man sigh and watched him rub each eye in turn with the heel of his hand. Bradford frowned, keenly aware that the city could be rough on young people. It certainly did seem to be rough on this one.

      While he was contemplating that, the young man stepped up and ordered.

      “Small coffee, black.” The boy tapped a granola bar on the counter and dug through numerous pockets but in the end, put the granola bar back.

      “Just the coffee?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “Oh, hey.” He leapt into motion, smiling at the barista. “I’ve got his coffee. A doppio for me, please, extra hot. And a turkey club.”

      The young man looked startled and very confused. “I…uh.”

      He remained stoically silent until the barista slid their coffees across the counter, followed by the sandwich in a to-go container. He paid, still not answering the young man for the time being, then hustled the boy away from the counter and over to a nearby table. “Sit, boy,” he ordered.

      The young man glanced up at him sharply with wide blue eyes. Not just any blue, he noted, but a deep sapphire, and they were moderately terrified. Bradford swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. Please, have a seat.”

      The young man didn’t sit, but after a long moment, Bradford did. He put the sandwich down on the table and slid it over toward his young companion.

      “I don’t do that,” came a quiet reply.

      “You don’t eat?” Bradford asked casually, pretending not to catch on. The young man was hungry; that much was evident. He was thin and he hadn’t yet bolted. “Look, it’s yours. Take it to go if you’d prefer to eat alone, or I invite you to sit with me.” He set his umbrella on the floor and shimmied out of his wet raincoat, letting it fall off his shoulders and over the back of his chair.

      After another moment’s hesitation, the young man abruptly sat down and tucked into the sandwich. “You dint haf to,” the boy said as he chewed, his mouth overly full. “I ate yesterday.”

      Well, that explained the sunken cheeks and the narrow shoulders. “Naturally, I didn’t have to; it pleased me to do so,” Bradford replied a bit defensively and followed that with a sigh. Really, he wasn’t fit for conversation outside of the club anymore. “That is to say, I wanted to buy it for you.” He watched the young man devour the sandwich, pieces of bacon and lettuce sticking out of the corners of the boy’s mouth. He rolled his eyes at himself and touched the edge of the young man’s newspaper with one finger, sliding it closer to look it over as he sipped his doppio slowly. “Delivery boy, third-shift stocker, parking lot attendant, hm…” Bradford glanced up at the boy. “What’s your name?”

      “Nikki,” the young man answered, chewing still.

      “Nikki. I see.” He shifted in his seat. “Do you have a last name, Nikki?”

      Nikki shook his head. Whether that meant “no” or “none of your business” was difficult to tell, but he assumed the latter and didn’t press the issue. After all, he could count on fewer than the fingers of one hand the number of people who knew his own last name.

      “Well, Nikki.” He drew out the name, trying it out on his tongue. “Been in town long?” It was obvious the boy had not, and as Bradford expected, he got another shake of the head.

      “I see.” He leaned forward, closer to Nikki, who eyed him warily but didn’t appear to have any intention of putting down his half-eaten sandwich. “Boys without last names have a very hard time getting work in this town.” Nikki searched his eyes for a moment and sighed, his shoulders slumping. “However,” Bradford said grandly, much too grandly for a small local café, “I have need of a dishwasher, and perhaps some other errand-type work, if you are interested.”

      The offer hung in the air between them, and he couldn’t be sure which of them was more startled by it: Nikki, who stared at him frozen in midchew, or himself. He most certainly did not need another dishwasher. Where the hell had that come from? Damn those blue eyes. And that soft voice. And smooth skin.

      “Christ.” Bradford swore under his breath, hiding his consternation behind another sip of strong coffee. You’re too old for such lechery.

      Nikki shrugged, finally. “Yeah? Okay. Thanks.”

      And just like that, Bradford had himself a brand-new dishwasher.

      Huzzah.
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      Despite the rather dubious rationale surrounding the boy’s hiring, Nikki turned out to be a very reliable employee. He showed up on time, worked as much overtime as needed without complaint, and in the month that he’d been staffed in the club’s kitchens, he hadn’t missed a single day.

      For his part, Bradford hadn’t seen so much of the inside of his kitchens since he’d taken over management of the club years ago. Something brought him in nearly every day now. At first it was under the pretense of checking in on Nikki, getting a report from the head chef, or some such business-related excuse. When that became too obviously unnecessary, he would find other reasons to stop in.

      “Can I help you, sir?” Chef asked as he came through the door from the main dining room.

      “The boy still seems to be working out, hm?”

      Chef looked up from his paperwork to glance in Nikki’s direction. “Reliable, minds his own business, follows directions, quite capable.”

      Bradford nodded.

      “Did you have a concern, sir?”

      “No, I just…he is of particular interest to me, if you must know, Reggie.” Bradford set a tray and a glass of water down on the worktable. “These were left in my office.”

      “Master Bradford, I am positive one of your house boys can handle such mundane errands for you,” Chef teased. “It’s their pleasure to serve, after all.”

      Bradford raised an eyebrow. Reggie had been with the club for a long time and ran a tight ship. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the man was suspicious. “Watch yourself, boy, or I’ll have to take a spatula to your ass again.” That had been a most creative evening.

      Chef cleared his throat and was suddenly very interested in a certain form on his desk. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      Apparently, the staff was observant. That wouldn’t do; it didn’t reflect well upon him at all. So, one afternoon, after teasing a house boy into telling him what time Nikki usually took his break—and then rewarding the boy with a spanking—he decided to have a smoke behind the club. He didn’t smoke often; it was an affectation mostly, but he enjoyed it when he chose to indulge. He took a long drag as Nikki slipped out the back door, trying to look nonchalant. He would have failed with literally anyone else in the club except for Nikki himself, as he had no need to smoke outside with the dumpsters.

      “Hey.” Nikki greeted Bradford with a smile and opened up a bottle of Coke.

      “Oh, hey there.” Bradford tried to sound casual but remained inwardly appalled at himself. He was the Master of this gentleman’s club after all—he had final say on everything that had to do with anything and anyone, and yet here he was, making up excuses and stalking this young man like a starry-eyed teenaged girl. “On break?”

      “Yeah.” Nikki took a swig. “Hot in there today.”

      It’s rather warm out here, too. Bradford took another drag. This felt like role play. It felt like a scene he’d taken pains to set up. A powerful and handsome gentleman (if he did say so himself) and a pretty little twink meet “accidentally” in an alley. Only this was actually happening, and he was certainly not in control.

      Not at all.

      It would be humiliating should any of his contemporaries find out.

      “How is everything going for you?” There. That was a reasonable question for an employer to be asking. “Settled in?”

      “Yeah.”

      It didn’t appear that Nikki was one for many words. That was just as well—he didn’t need to hear the boy speak; he just liked to look. He let his eyes shamelessly peruse Nikki’s body. Nikki was shorter, and although those shoulders were still narrow, the boy didn’t look as bony as when he’d first picked the young man up.

      Hired. Not picked up. Hired.

      Semantics.

      Nikki was petite in stature, had a boyish face, and those sapphire eyes shone so brightly from under unkempt, dishwater-blond bangs that they truthfully took his breath away, and made…other things stir. Pretty to look at. Decidedly of legal age, thank God, but was the boy too immature for…? Well.

      “Where do you go when you leave here in the evenings?” he asked, making small talk as he tossed his cigarette on the ground and stomped it out. He envisioned Nikki living in an apartment with several other young roommates, maybe artists or college students, next to, perhaps, a local bar where Nikki would pair up with—who? Girls? Boys? He honestly couldn’t be sure. “Where do you live, Nikki?”

      Nikki looked up and met his eyes again. “Here and there.”

      “Oh?” Hm. Curious.

      “Yeah.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, like here.” Nikki gestured to a corner of the back stoop. “Or over there.” The boy pointed to a flat slab of concrete next to the line of dumpsters that served the club. It was covered by a wide awning. “If it’s raining.”

      He laughed lightly. Surely the boy was putting him on? But Nikki watched him, the boy’s face still as stone.

      “You…out here?” he stammered.

      Nikki nodded. “I can move on if you want; there’s a bench out by the subway station that no one usually claims. It’s nice and dark there too, so the cops let me be.”

      The boy was…homeless?

      Homeless.

      He stared at Nikki, seeing the boy entirely differently than he had just moments before. He hadn’t even considered the idea that Nikki didn’t have a place to stay, a roof over his head, or a bed to sleep in. “I pay you, don’t I?”

      Nikki snorted, and the boy’s reply was the most he’d said to Bradford at one time since the day they’d met. “Yeah, but…you’re joking, right? Wait. You’re serious? I mean…do you have any idea what rent costs in this city? I can’t afford—”

      “But surely you could find—”

      “Roommates?”

      “Well, yes. As a start.”

      Nikki leaned toward him. “Boys without last names have a very hard time finding housing in this town.” The boy kept his voice low as he used Bradford’s words against him, and with that, Bradford’s world tilted heavily on its axis, so sharply he knew it would never—shouldn’t ever—go back.

      The boy’s words stung him worse than any flogger could. In one breath Nikki had taken him down several notches, as expertly as a Dom might upbraid a presumptuous sub.

      He opened his mouth to reply but found he was unable to shape what he was feeling or thinking into anything coherent. After a long, awkward moment, all he could manage to say was, “I’m terribly sorry.”

      Nikki tossed that head of unruly blond hair. “Right. I’ll come by next week to pick up my pay.” The boy got up, putting the cap on the bottle of Coke.

      “No. Wait.” He barked the order loud enough that Nikki froze in place. “No, Nikki. I’m not firing you. On the contrary,” he told the boy, speaking slowly, “you must have a raise.” He turned and headed into the club through the back door, brushing past Nikki, entirely too humiliated to look at the boy any longer. “And it appears that we are in need of staff housing. And I really have to reevaluate how I hire people. And…Jesus Christ!”

      When had he turned into such an arrogant, privileged, insensitive asshole? How had he allowed himself to become so out of touch? He knew better. He absolutely did. He was raised better for one thing, having had no privilege at all as a young man, and there was no denying that his mentor, Harrison, had taught him better by example.

      He left Nikki standing and staring at him from the back doorway as he made his way through the kitchen and into the club via the dining room door. He would look into his payroll practices immediately.

      “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      Everyone in the kitchen was watching him as he left the room, he knew, and hearing everything he’d just said.

      It was just as well, really.
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      As the door to the dining room swung closed behind Bradford, all eyes slowly turned on Nikki.

      Nikki casually took the cap off his Coke and took a big swig, then had a long look around the room. No one was moving. No one said a word. They just stared at him, frozen in their tracks.

      “What?” he asked, finally.

      The sound of his question seemed to wake them, and he found himself suddenly surrounded by the kitchen staff, who started firing off questions.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What did you say to him?”

      Nikki shrugged. “I just told him I’d been…I mean, that I couldn’t afford rent.”

      “Is he taking you on?”

      “Is he, what?” Wasn’t he already on? “I mean he offered me a raise.”

      “He was talking to himself. Did you hear that?”

      “Hey! Hey.” Chef’s voice boomed over their heads. “All of you. Back to work, we have dinner to prep. Now. Everyone. Go on.”

      The staff scattered with mutters of “Yes, Chef,” and “Sorry, Chef,” until Chef was able to approach him.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No problem.” Well, he said “No problem,” but he was actually thinking, What the fuck was that?

      “It’s not often we see the boss all worked up, is all. I’ve been here a long, long time, and I don’t recall him ever looking like that. I’ve never even seen him lose his composure in front of the staff. That was quite a thing.”

      Nikki shrugged. “I guess?”

      Chef found him a stool and told him to stay put. That was fine, he was still trying to get his head around what just happened. He was totally confused, and he was still pretty sure he was getting fired. It had been a sweet gig while it lasted. He couldn’t remember the last time he was able to keep a job for a whole month.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Huh?” Nikki blinked at the kid who’d stepped in front of him. “Yeah. Sure.” He knew this kid. He’d seen him around. What was his name? “It’s Brian, right?”

      “Yep,” Brian replied cheerfully. “Master Bradford says I should take you home.”

      “…home?” Hadn’t they just had this discussion?

      “To his brownstone. Next door. He says to help you get comfortable, and he’ll be along in a couple of hours.”

      Nikki frowned. “I don’t think I—”

      Brian nodded. “He said you would be reluctant but that I should tell you that it’s not a contract; it’s just a place for you to stay tonight. You’ll have your own room.”

      “Okay, you two. We have work to do in here. Brian, can you finish your conversation with Nikki elsewhere, please?”

      “Oh. Of course, sir. Sorry, sir.” Brian took Nikki by the hand and led him out of the kitchen and into the large main dining room, which was being set for guests with dinner reservations.

      “My own room?” It was really hard to tell if this was shady or sincere. Bradford hadn’t given him shady vibes yet, though. “I don’t understand.”

      “You’ll see. I know which room, I’ll show you.” Brian started walking, leaving him little choice but to follow.

      “Brian, have you ever seen Bradford like that?”

      “Oh.” Brian shook his head as they walked. “I didn’t see what happened in the kitchen—I was waiting for him in his office. But when he got there, he was talking to himself and he seemed very agitated. I’ve only seen Sir that way once before, and it was in private.”

      Okay, wait. So, he’d upset the boss, and instead of getting fired, it looked like he was getting a raise and a bed to sleep in for his troubles.

      That was a new one.

      He followed Brian to the far side of the dining room and down a long, bare hallway that ended at an ornately carved mahogany door. Brian produced a key and put it in the lock, punched some numbers into an alarm pad, and the heavy door swung open easily.

      “Come on.” Brian led the way along a much fancier hall with artwork on the walls, up a wide staircase and around the heavy banister. The upstairs landing led to another, wider hallway. “This is it. Master Bradford’s suite is the big mahogany door over there.”

      “Why do you call him Master?”

      Brian looked at him like he had three heads, and blinked. “Because he told me to. It’s what everybody calls him.”

      Everybody? He raised an eyebrow as Brian opened the door and led him into a bedroom.

      The room was huge and had an enormous four-poster bed in the center. At one end of the room was a large dresser with a green marble top, and there was a tall window at the other end, framed with heavy molding and dark curtains.

      “Your bathroom is in here,” Brian said, stepping through the door and turning on the light.

      He had his own bathroom?

      “This chest over here has more blankets and pillows and things if you need them. I think Will is on tonight, so if you need anything you can ring him. The button is there by the door.”

      “Ring…?”

      “Sure. Will is on call for Master Bradford. He’ll be hanging out in the kitchen most of the night. In the wee hours, he’ll be in the staff bedroom, probably watching movies.”

      “Bradford has overnight help?”

      “Of course. To see to his needs in the middle of the night, wake him in case of club emergencies, bring his coffee and breakfast in the morning. Will has two nights a week, Juno has two, and Cade, Jamison, and I each have one.”

      “You, too?”

      “Sure. I’m on Wednesdays.”

      Nikki shook his head. Bradford must be loaded if he could afford someone just to be awake all night in case he needed anything while he was sleeping.

      “I think that’s it. I’m to see to your needs until Will arrives. Are you hungry?”

      “No.” Nikki shook his head. He didn’t have needs for Brian to see to. All of this was just weird.

      “Can I start a shower for you? I can bring you some tea for when you get out.”

      “No, Brian, I can do it myself.”

      “Let me find you a robe.”

      “No!” he shouted. “No. Thank you. I don’t need your help.” He really hadn’t meant to yell, but this was all so strange, and he was out of patience.

      “Oh.” Brian suddenly looked a lot smaller than he had a moment ago, and his eyes locked studiously on the floor. “I’m so sorry. I’ll just be outside, then. If you need me you can ring the bell. I’m very sorry.” He backed out of the room and closed the door behind him, never raising his eyes above Nikki’s knees.

      He blinked at the door and sighed. Well, that wasn’t good. He’d have to apologize to Brian later. But for right now, the door was closed, and Nikki was pretty set on it staying that way. He found the robe on his own, and a bath towel, then stripped and left his clothing on the bed before climbing into the enormous shower.
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