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        What happens when a Daddy Dom who's sworn off brats ends up taking the brattiest of pups under his care?

      

      

      Just turned forty, Ken liked to think he had his life together. So what if he was burned out half of the time? He had his buddies, and a club where he was respected as a Daddy Dom and subs knew they could count on him—unless they were brats. So why did he start texting and messing around with one?

      Nathan had cringed when his boss assigned him to cover the Pet Play by the Lake charity event. Sure, he was a puppy, and he knew all about kink, but… Did he? Add in a dizzying connection with an online Daddy who quickly becomes more than that, and he was screwed. Juggling big emotions was not one of his fortes—but he’d have to find a way if he wanted to prove his worth to Daddy. And to himself.

      
        
        Wrestling with Daddy is part of the Pet Play by the Lake multi-author, shared world series. You can expect plenty of snuggling, romping and playtime from a variety of adorable pets and their commanding Daddies and Masters.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pet Play by the Lake event originated in Pretty Puppy (Command & Care 6). The books in this series take place the following year at the next event, but each book can be read as a standalone and without reading Pretty Puppy. However, characters make small appearances in all the books and there are different event activities and types of pets in each story. So, if you want to truly immerse yourself in the world, then be sure to grab them all!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ken

          

        

      

    

    
      As Ken scrubbed at his face, the same thought kept running through his mind: this had been a terrible idea.

      Not coming to the club, mind.

      Blue Underground was his safe haven, his number one place to decompress or simply forget about the stress and contracts and files that kept piling up on his desk.

      He was a regular, too, there almost every week he was in town. Sometimes more often, although he tried to make an exception out of those—lest someone start spreading rumors about his character.

      Not that he got drunk or overdid himself.

      He didn’t even remember doing that when he was in his twenties.

      Today, though, after blowing the candles that announced to the world he’d hit the big forty, he wondered if he should give it a try.

      He shouldn’t have come here.

      The club wasn’t the problem—celebrating his birthday, something he usually avoided as much as humanly possible, was.

      It was Lee’s fault.

      Well, Ash’s, really.

      Lee had always been good at respecting boundaries. It was how they’d remained friends through the decades. If it had been only Lee, his friend would’ve knocked on his door with a discreet present, most likely something in leather, and takeout that would last for a week.

      Lee’s pup, however, was more impulsive, still figuring out how to navigate boundaries even if he’d come a long way in the past year.

      “Come on!” Ash whined as loudly as he had for the last half an hour. “You really aren’t taking anyone home with you?”

      “Amazing someone can do that, huh?”

      Lee rolled his eyes beside Ash, one hand on his lower back. Ken shared a small smile with his friend as the latter shook his head.

      He was truly happy for Lee. Even though he hadn’t always shown it, Ash leaving eons ago had done a lot of damage. Seeing him truly smile again for the past year since the boy had come back to his life was a treat in itself.

      Ash was good for Lee. He just wasn’t so good for Ken’s incoming headache.

      The pupper had good intentions. He’d been on a mission the past couple of months to set Ken up with someone, to be a real-life matchmaker of sorts. He was apparently convinced that Ken would be oh-so-appreciative.

      Ken had stopped bothering telling him why it wouldn’t work, and how love wasn’t in the cards for him, right after the first week of non-stop pestering.

      He truly didn’t know how his friend had the patience to handle Ash 24/7.

      “Can I say something you’re not going to like?”

      If it had been Ash, Ken would’ve been either telling him to shut his mouth, or getting Lee to do it for him. It was his old friend who had posed the question, though.

      “It’s your funeral.”

      “Sure.” Lee shook his head, an exasperated sigh barely leaving his body. “Ash went to the bathroom. You don’t have to keep the grumpy act on.”

      “You think that’s what I’m doing?”

      It wasn’t.

      Lee’s face, though, meant the things he wouldn’t like hearing were coming sooner rather than later.

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know lately.” Lee took a sip of his whiskey before he continued, “You have to let go of all that shit in your past before I know for sure it’s not an act.”

      “Right.” Ken snorted. “I thought we didn’t bring that up.”

      “The rules change when you turn forty.”

      “Do they?” Ken quirked an eyebrow. “So what rules are changing for you next year, lover boy?”

      “Oh, shut up,” Lee groaned.

      In a matter of seconds, that ribbed glass of whiskey was far more interesting than whatever conversation Ken might have been able to offer.

      He understood.

      Neither of them were big talkers. Many of the times they met at the club, they would have their drinks and watch the pups and boys dance or play on the floor by the back of the club.

      It was their thing.

      Usually, though, Lee hadn’t dropped a bomb on him right before. A part of him even wished that Ash didn’t take too long in the bathroom and was back to bothering him soon.

      Then again, given the time, Ken guessed that the two of them would be leaving as soon as the pup made it back, finding some excuse to head home early.

      It would leave Ken ruminating about the things he didn’t want to think about, the reasons why he went to bed feeling lonely most nights and why sleep was becoming more and more elusive.

      Lee had a point in being concerned. Ken just didn’t like admitting to it. It would make it more real… and force his more practical side to take hold of the reins and do something about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If only doing something about it hadn’t involved getting two more drinks than would’ve been appropriate. Or listening to Ash’s parting piece of advice.

      “Fuck’s sake, Plum,” Ken groaned, waving his arms to try and get the Siamese cat away. “I just turned forty. Didn’t you hear?”

      Trying to get his cat to listen when there was food to fill her bowl with wasn’t going to work. He didn’t need a cat whisperer to tell him that, so he sucked it up and got out of bed and made his way to the pantry.

      Plum ate the high quality kibble he stored there without the enthusiasm the tag price deserved. Nothing he could do about it, though.

      At least having to focus on the pampered cat meant that he didn’t think about the profile he’d ended up creating in the stupid app Ash had found.

      Logically, he thought as he put on a pair of plaid pajama pants over his boxer briefs, he knew nothing was going to come out of it.

      Dating apps hadn’t changed that much in the years since he’d last bothered with one. Only three scenarios came out of them.

      Scenario #1. People swiped right but never said anything, so it went nowhere.

      Scenario #2. They swiped right and only bothered with dick pics he’d stopped having interest in. It had happened as soon as he’d started going out and realized that nothing held his interest like leather-clad skin, sweat, and smaller boys on their knees.

      Scenario #3. They started out with a half decent conversation, but the texts fizzled out after a couple of days. Maybe they talked about going out for a coffee, or something more adventurous on the rare occasion, but the interest waned once they learned of Ken’s schedules and travels that were definitely not for pleasure.

      That was what he expected to find when he opened the app while the coffee brewed in the machine he’d gifted himself last Christmas—a few ‘hi’s, a couple dick pics, and a number in red with all the people who had swiped right along with an encouragement from the app to get into its paid plan so that he could see past the blurred profile icons.

      Before he checked the messages, though, he went to his profile.

      Ken was certain that he remembered what he’d uploaded there, but double checking was ingrained in his nature.

      At least he’d kept it concise and to the point: a couple of pictures, one of his face and another one of his naked torso, and a simple about section:
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        Experienced Daddy Dom looking for a pup to handle and dine from time to time. Thinking about going to the Pet Play by the Lake charity this year, but going alone doesn’t hold much appeal.

      

      

      The charity Lee ran at the Mountain Lake Resort was still a couple of months away, but Ken had figured putting it out there would help him prune the guys who only wanted a one-night stand.

      The first messages in his inbox weren’t too promising. It shouldn’t have been disappointing, but Ken still found himself rubbing that tender spot in his chest, sighing silently.

      He needed coffee if he was going to commit to this.

      The large mug of doctored coffee didn’t make the inane messages that much sweeter.

      Ken was going to give up. He already would’ve dropped the phone any other day of the week, finding something to keep himself busy with for the rest of the day.

      Perhaps this was his midlife crisis’s rebellion. Or perhaps it was just what happened when he hadn’t brought any files from the office to pass the hours with.

      When was the last time he’d found himself swiping on profiles that all looked tediously similar?

      Ken shook his head as he swiped left on the third boy who wanted a sugar Daddy to sweep him off his feet.

      None of these profiles caught his eye, not when he could see them all in the flesh at a club that was less than twenty minutes away from the modern, single-family home he’d helped design when he’d first moved into the city.

      He was about to quit it, ready to tease Lee’s boy about how he needed to up his game. The app might promise a simple design and a focus on kinksters who were interested in BDSM dynamics and exploring them, but it wasn’t quite delivering.

      He would’ve done it if it hadn’t been for the message that sent a buzz through his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        B_N_96

      

      
        for journalistic purposes, what should one know about the Pet Play by the Lake charity?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken took a final sip of his coffee, stood up to rinse the mug, and moved to the leather couch he’d invested too much money in back when he’d first moved into his home.

      
        
          
            
              
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Are you saying that you’re a journalist?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response came quickly, which was a relief. Ken wasn’t sure he would’ve been very eager to keep track of the app throughout the day.

      
        
          
            
              
        B_N_96

      

      
        guilty

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Are you writing an article on it then?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        maybe

      

      

      

      
        
          
        have to pitch it to my editor first

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Let me know when you do. I can hook you up with the owner of the resort

      

      

      

      

      

      While he waited for a response—he could see the three dots as the journalist he didn’t have a name for typed and deleted whatever he’d typed in the first place—Ken went to his profile.

      He’d expected something empty if the account had just been created for research purposes, but he had to admit to being pleasantly surprised as he scrolled through the pictures.

      The boy—if Ken could assume the pictures were really his—had hazel, dark green-ish eyes and brown messy hair, along with a lightly-tanned face framed by more freckles than he could count. He was delicious on page, with a lean body he didn’t look too shy about.

      After the first three selfies of varying quality, a screenshot of a post Ken remembered reading about a year ago piqued his curiosity.

      He had to wonder if the boy had written it—which was a possibility given how he’d cropped the name of the author.

      Not that it would be too hard to find.

      Ken wasn’t planning on doing it, though. Instead, he scrolled down to read the about section, the one that would hopefully have more than two capital letters and a couple of numbers he presumed to be his birth year.

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        26. I get invested in things, and I don’t always know how to let go. Stubborn, I think. Some say I’m a brat. I say they don’t know how to beat me into submission. Not sure I’m looking for anyone right now. Happy to talk video games and philosophical shit, though

      

      

      A frown etched in his face, Ken reread the section, then went through the pictures again.

      It didn’t add up.

      Granted, there were only a few selfies, but those weren’t the selfies of a brat who wasn’t looking for anything at the moment. The boy in the pictures looked… lost, for lack of a better word, his eyes begging for something as they penetrated the camera lens.

      Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time Ken saw things that weren’t there, or the first time that he got burned by someone who identified as a brat and prided himself on it.

      That lasting scorch was what made up his mind. He’d give Lee the boy’s contact info if it came to it as a favor to his friend, but that would be it. There was no point in trying to pursue anything with a boy who was so clearly not what Ken needed.

      Even if those eyes would hunt him for a while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            nathan

          

        

      

    

    
      How the fuck did he reply to Daddy Ken’s last message?

      Nathan was supposed to be good with words—that was what his exes told him, at least—but he couldn’t come up with a single thing as he saw the admittedly short exchange stall.

      It was his fault. He should’ve just said he was writing the article, but he was trying to play by the rules, dammit—rules that his editor had set about sneaking into the resort for the charity and getting the scoop from the inside. 

      Nathan could’ve just not mentioned anything about the charity—he wouldn’t be worrying about flying there for a couple of months anyway—but… He didn’t always think things through.

      And he might be a little too anxious about the whole charade.

      He should’ve never let his boss hear him talk about the pup gear he’d bought for Christmas or the stupid membership fee he’d paid to be a part of the local kink community.

      He definitely shouldn’t have led him to believe that he was incredibly experienced as a pet player, posing as the best candidate to get all the gossip from the event.

      His article wouldn’t even be the first thing written about the international event, but his boss was really sold on the angle. Nathan admitted a look from the inside was an easy way to get clicks, but he wasn’t clueless enough to think there would be anything revealing or scandalous.

      But he didn’t know what to expect, which was why he’d felt hope surge when he’d read Daddy Ken’s profile. He’d been searching for someone who guaranteed a quick fuck that evening, but the Daddy sounded much more interesting.

      He wasn’t hard on the eyes, either, all salt and pepper and fine hairs spread across his chest, brown eyes staring into the camera as if there was something they weren’t telling.

      Nathan would admit, though, the eyes were secondary and not the first thing he zoomed in on.

      He cursed.

      If he hadn’t been panicking about the pet play event, he would’ve sent a normal message, and they’d still be talking.

      Resolute, he thought he’d just give it another try before he tried to find someone else to hold his interest.

      
        
          
            
              
        B_N_96

      

      
        and if I wanted to hook up with you? what do I need to do?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response came about an hour later. Nathan couldn’t help but wonder what the Daddy had been doing.

      Working out, maybe? His pictures didn’t show chiseled abs, but they looked like someone who took care of his physique regardless.

      
        
          
            
              
        DaddyKen

      

      
        You’re trying to say you’d do what I asked? Not much of a bratty attitude

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        does that mean you want to see me bratty? because that can be arranged

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Definitely not

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re not even in the same city anyway

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        sounds like an excuse

      

      

      

      
        
          
        but no, we’re not. I maxed the distance so that I could find people to go to the resort with in April

      

      

      

      

      

      It wasn’t a lie, either. He usually looked for people within a few miles, too lazy to figure out transport to the other end of Sacramento half of the time, but he’d wanted to test his luck and see if anything popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Lucky me

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        you’re welcome!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        so do you have any plans today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Do I want to know why you’re asking?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        we should play 20 questions. no yes or no questions, though. those are annoying and always leave you wanting to ask more, and then it’s frustrating

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Why would I play 20 questions with you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        i don’t know, why are you still texting me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Because that’s what I do after turning 40, apparently. 19 questions left

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        shit

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        If we’re playing, I need a name for you. Can’t think of you as BN forever.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        (And as you may’ve noticed, I haven’t phrased that as a question, so it doesn’t count)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        already playing tricks like a true Daddy

      

      

      

      

      

      A name shouldn’t be a big deal. Just because he only had initials in his username didn’t mean he didn’t share that information.

      Nathan couldn’t think of one hookup he hadn’t given his name to. He hadn’t thought twice about it, either—which meant he couldn’t understand why Ken’s request felt like… more.

      Like he was asking for something intimate instead of something as mundane as Nathan’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        B_N_96

      

      
        It’s Nathan

      

      

      

      
        
          
        B stands for Brat

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Of course it does

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thank you, Nathan

      

      

      

      
        
          
        As for my question, what interests you about Pet Play by the Lake?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        I like puppy play. I got into it a few months ago

      

      

      

      
        
          
        19 questions left, Daddy

      

      

      

      

      

      The alarm in his phone reminded him he had to start moving. Even though it was a Saturday, he’d promised to help one of the guys in the community move out of his current apartment—never mind that they’d barely talked in months.

      
        
          
            
              
        DaddyKen

      

      
        You’re trouble

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Do you want to exchange numbers? This app is annoying and keeps glitching on my end

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B_N_96

      

      
        sure. gotta head out soon though

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DaddyKen

      

      
        Wouldn’t want to keep you

      

      

      

      

      

      The sentiment was appreciated, but he also wasn’t shy about keeping Daddy Ken long enough to save his number. Or to save Ken as Daddy in his contacts. Nathan had just realized he’d never been with anyone who used the honorific. 

      He hid a smile as he rushed through a cold shower that didn’t do enough to deflate his stupidly placed enthusiasm.
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        * * *

      

      Helping Parker did, though.

      When Nathan had first joined the community, Parker was one of the first guys he’d noticed. A sub and a self-identified brat like him, Nathan had felt like they’d fit in, understand each other.

      Spoiler alert: they didn’t.

      Even if Parker learned how to stay quiet for more than two minutes, he just had a vibe around him. Nathan didn’t trust him. He didn’t find it in himself to feel comfortable around the blue-eyed guy with the perfectly bleached hair.

      Now that he was moving out with a Sir of his own, Parker sounded even more insufferable. Nathan hadn’t thought it possible.

      “So when are you gonna let one of the guys fuck you, Nate?”

      Nathan hissed. Most of his relatives abbreviated his name, but that didn’t mean he liked it.

      “If I wanted to be fucked, I’d just go on Grindr.”

      “Is that it?” Parker scoffed, perfectly poised while everyone was sweating bullets around him, carrying boxes and running up and down the stairs. Nathan was sure half of them wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t because Parker’s Dom was one of the founding members of the community, and no one wanted bad blood spread. “Your standards too high?”

      At first, when Parker had gotten on his last nerve like this, Nathan had just wished to himself that his Dom would break up with him soon. Given that they were moving together and had a collaring celebration in a couple of months, though, Nathan had given up that hope.

      “If only.”

      He didn’t have high standards, but he also didn’t want to get into it with Parker of all people.

      “Hey, Nathan,” Marcus—another Dom in the community—greeted him as he walked past the main door, where Parker had him trapped. “Wanna take a break outside? I’ll take over.”

      “Appreciate it, Sir.”

      Marcus was one of the few Doms who dared to speak an ill word about Parker and his entourage. Nathan guessed he must’ve slipped at some point and let his distaste be known.

      Or maybe Marcus had some ulterior motive to want some one-on-one time with Parker.

      It wasn’t Nathan’s problem, though.

      He even bowed his head down as he walked out, because he could have manners and respect protocols when he wanted to.

      The atmosphere felt definitely less oppressive once he was outside of the building and sitting by the crosswalk, away from the moving truck and the couple of guys who had noticed him stepping away.

      Nathan didn’t care enough to explain anything to them.

      He cared more about the text he’d not surprisingly missed with all the trekking up and down.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daddy

      

      
        What makes you think you’ve earned the right to call me Daddy?

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      Nathan slumped down, his head hitting a wired fence, but not loud enough to alert anyone.

      He hadn’t thought anything of it when he was teasing the man, but apparently he couldn’t stop putting his foot in his mouth lately.

      Was that what his boss had meant when he’d said a change of scenery would do him good, while convincing him he was the perfect person for the South Lake Tahoe stunt?

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        you’re a Daddy Dom according to your profile. I can call you something else, but I don’t think of honorifics as a right to be earned. It would be different if I was calling you my Daddy

      

      

      

      
        
          
        which I’m not

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daddy

      

      
        Nice save, brat

      

      

      

      

      

      Nathan shook his head. He’d just started talking—writing—out of his ass, but he guessed he couldn’t complain if another crisis had been averted.

      He definitely couldn’t tell Ken how he had listed him in his contacts with simply that honorific.

      There was no way the forty-year-old man wouldn’t freak.

      That was if Nathan didn’t freak out first, if he allowed himself to question why he was thinking of someone he’d only seen a couple pictures of as fucking Daddy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        what do you do for a living?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a tamer question, but he needed the distraction.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daddy

      

      
        Senior architect at a renowned firm

      

      

      

      
        
          
        18 questions left

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        are you timing the questions because you think I’m not?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daddy

      

      
        I thought you said yes or no questions were boring

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        my bad

      

      

      

      
        
          
        since you haven’t answered, though…what do you like about being an architect?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daddy

      

      
        Is that the best a journalist like you can come up with?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I like the challenge of designing something aesthetic and functional

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Lately my job is mostly overseeing projects and signing documents, though

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        maybe it’s time for a new firm, then

      

      

      

      
        
          
        and no, it’s not the best I can come up with, but I figured I’d play my cards close to my chest

      

      

      

      
        
          
        now we both have 17 questions left

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daddy

      

      
        I shouldn’t be enjoying this as much as I am

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        ditto

      

      

      

      

      

      With a feeling that they’d hit a pause in their conversation, Nathan locked the screen, squeezing his phone against his chest.

      There was something seriously wrong with him, getting stupid butterflies in his stomach from this short of an exchange.

      Then again, it could just be lust, the fact that he hadn’t been with anyone since the fiasco of Valentine’s Day. That one had fucked him up; even acknowledging that night made him cringe.

      Yeah, that was it. Ken was hot in his pictures, and Nathan had the libido of a teenager who couldn’t find a moment of privacy at home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ken

          

        

      

    

    
      From her perch on her cat tree, Plum stared at him with something that resembled disdain.

      Ken would never understand the cat. At first, he’d thought she was showing her displeasure with him working long hours at the office, but she did the same on the days he worked from home.

      There was no winning with her.

      At least she’d learned her lesson about scratching him when she wanted something. Now she just meowed non-stop or jumped and walked on top of him until he was up.

      It was something.

      Ken shook his head as he forced himself to grab the TV remote. He couldn’t remember what he’d sat down to watch.

      The worst thing about owning a cat was how easy it was to let the time fly by thinking about the high maintenance pet.

      If it wasn’t for his phone buzzing with a text—not an email or a notification from one app or another—Ken would’ve spent his entire afternoon staring at the kitten.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        what’s the best thing about being a Daddy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        Is this for another article you have to pitch in to your editor?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        I’m just a naturally curious person

      

      

      

      
        
          
        16 questions

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        We’re even now

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I like having control over a person, taking care of them and watching them submit to me, follow my command

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        that’s hot

      

      

      

      
        
          
        how long was your longest relationship?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        Four years, but that’s not a line of questioning you’re allowed to follow up on

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How often are you beaten to submission?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken’s heart rate picked up, his hand over his chest doing nothing to slow it down. Nathan’s question had been innocent enough. Lots of kinksters inquired about past relationships as a way to read between the pages, to assess how safe or honest a person could be.

      Ken had done it himself, when he hadn’t been in the mood to deal with more drama than necessary from younger boys who didn’t look completely trustworthy.

      So he couldn’t blame Nathan for asking, but he could acknowledge the scars that hadn’t quite healed. They flared up the second that failure was brought up. It didn’t matter how innocuous the question that had brought it up was—or the fact that it was asked by someone who didn’t know any better.

      Couldn’t know any better.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        not as often as I’d like, that’s for sure

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        And why is that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        don’t get me wrong, people want a piece of this

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I mean, have you looked at me?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        but it doesn’t usually work out

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m probably oversharing because I’ve had the shittiest day and you’re a stranger or whatever, but I don’t think many people in kink spaces…get me, for lack of a better word

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        What don’t they get?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        it’s hard to explain

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        Try me

      

      

      

      

      

      He should probably leave it alone, but trying to figure out Nathan was definitely better than the alternative of rehashing the past. He was more likely to succeed at figuring him out than he was Plum, too, that was for sure.

      Besides, these were the moments of tenderness, of vulnerability—like the one that had been shining in his eyes in the pictures—that brought forth Ken’s Daddy side, kept him texting the guy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        people like to assume I’m a newb or someone they have to train just because I don’t jump into a scene or a headspace as easily as others do

      

      

      

      
        
          
        and I’m not

      

      

      

      
        
          
        a newb, I mean

      

      

      

      
        
          
        it’s annoying

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        I can see why that could be frustrating, even though I also feel like I have to emphasize the point that there’s nothing wrong with being new to things or needing a gentler hand to adjust

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Kink can be overwhelming

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        whatever

      

      

      

      
        
          
        what does a regular Friday evening look like for you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        A bit cliché, hm?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This isn’t a question, by the way

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll be at a club not too far from my place. Have a drink with my best friend and his pup, watch the other boys and pups, maybe dance a bit

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken shook his head. It was so clear that Nathan had been desperate for the change in topic. He’d probably gotten the question from one of those posts about icebreakers.

      He had to suffer through a few of those a year when the firm’s HR department got bored and decided it was time for team building exercises.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        not taking them home?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        I’m not a monk, but no, I don’t take many pups to my place

      

      

      

      
        
          
        One night stands and hookups stopped doing it for me a long time ago

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        what does it for you, then?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken groaned. Just because he’d walked right into that one didn’t mean he was happy about the fact.

      He knew the answer to the question—that one hadn’t changed much ever since he’d stepped into the world of D/s—but it had been a long time since he’d last put it into words or shared it with someone else.

      Even if they weren’t compatible—couldn’t be—and Nathan was only a picture and words on a screen, Ken couldn’t help but feel exposed as he typed out words only to question them seconds later.

      Was it saying too much, giving away too much of himself?

      
        
          
            
              
        Ken

      

      
        Someone I can own and mold. Someone who is willing to listen, to learn and grow beside me

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        listening isn’t fun

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        I imagine not for brats

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        what do you have against us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        Daring 13th question

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ve been burned. Fighting to tame a brat takes a lot of energy and very little reward in my experience

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken put the phone down. He wondered if his message would hurt Nathan, if he should’ve softened the words. After all, Nathan wasn’t to blame for… him. They may have been talking for only a couple of days, but Ken didn’t enjoy the idea of hurting him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nathan

      

      
        I have to go. The dungeon I go to is organizing a demo or something

      

      

      

      

      

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      He’d always thought it was stupid when people talked to their screens. It was obvious the other person wasn’t able to hear, and inside voices were there for a reason.

      Ken couldn’t help the quiet curse, though, not even when it spooked Plum. At least the cat jumped to him, instead of zooming in the opposite direction.

      His hand instinctively petting the soft fur, he took a deep breath.

      A visit to the club was overdue. Maybe he could see if Lee wasn’t busy with his pup.

      Ken certainly needed to talk with someone before he completely lost his shit over a virtual stranger or the thoughts of loneliness that startled him with a pang in his chest more and more often.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ken

      

      
        I’m sorry

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        don’t be. not the worst thing I’ve heard, believe it or not

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ken

      

      
        Do you want to keep doing this? You still have 12 questions left

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nathan

      

      
        don’t know

      

      

      

      
        
          
        what are you trying to get out of it?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ken didn’t know.

      He thought he owed it to Nathan—stranger or not
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