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  Author's Note


Welcome back to the Bandit Brothers World! Thank-you for returning! If you’re new here...oh hi and welcome! 
This book is an emotional ride and it contains consensual BDSM, knife play, public play, orgasm control, knife play – wait, I said that, and it also contains the MC briefly mentioning time in foster care. Our FMC mentions her bipolar mother and how her mother’s illness has affected her. 
There are also brief mentions of human adult trafficking.
The Bandit Brothers Series is wrapping up, but before we go, Kayleigh and Erik have their turn. I hope you enjoy it! 
Please note that, like all the books in the Bandit Brothers world, Flame For Foe was written in Canadian English, and some words might look different to you.
 If you feel that a typo escaped my beta readers, proofreaders and editors, please feel free to drop me a screenshot here: raleigh@raleighdamson.com
Happy spicy reading.
 Raleigh Damson 






  
  CHAPTER ONE - KAYLEIGH


Did she really expect to see people having sex or whipping each other on the sidewalk? Because it looked like any other nightclub from the outside. 
Neon lights flashed in time to the music, flooding the sidewalk in a wash of purple and white. The crowd stood shoulder to shoulder on a black carpet in front of The Rude Bar, a club in a converted warehouse next to a residential apartment building. 
Kayleigh Walsh glanced at the building and thought of Miss Stinson, a woman she’d interviewed about the rampant gentrification of the old neighbourhood. Miss Stinson and her yappy dog lived on the fifth floor, and the woman hated the bars and the nightclubs that had cropped up in recent years. 
She’d spent weeks crafting that story for Ocean Vibes, the indie publication she’d worked at for nine months and three weeks. 
That podcast was so far-reaching that it was played during the city council meeting by the most socially left councillor. 
But the argument of protecting the history and charm of this neighbourhood was always lost to the developers with more money. 
Like the city needed another nightclub? 
That job was a dream. But it didn’t last because she got overwhelmed.
A barrel-chested man wearing sunglasses marched up and down the line, telling men to go. Only the women were ushered in.
Nothing was suspicious about that. Lots of clubs had ladies’ nights.
Kayleigh shoved her hands in her pockets and sauntered to the back of the building.
The only thing there was a dumpster overflowing with garbage and a backdoor; not at all exciting; absolutely nothing to see here.
Leaning against the wall, she fished her cell from her laptop bag. 
The battery ed five percent. 
She needed this job, but she couldn’t bring herself to go into The Rude Bar.
And hey, she had her laptop with her. Going into a club with her laptop would be weird, right? 
She’d brought her laptop everywhere she went because she couldn’t leave it where she was staying. 
Julien Innes, whom she’d met while working at Ocean Vibes and owned the media company Quest Media, had offered her the job. 
Get an interview with the owner of The Rude Bar, and he’d hire her as a full-time staff writer for Wild. 
Wild was a gossip magazine with scathing reports on everyone from celebrities to CEOs. The online magazine was read by everyone Kayleigh knew.
The job would be a dream. 
If she could get her feet to move into the club, but she couldn’t. Not knowing what she was walking into was too overwhelming. 
Kayleigh wiped away a tear on her cheek. It was another thing she couldn’t do right, another thing she couldn’t bring herself to do. 
It wasn’t the nature of the BDSM club that shocked her. Her brother and his friends were in the lifestyle. She just hadn’t had any first-hand experiences with it. 
It was the thought of being in that line of people. Everyone looked like they belonged at a trendy Yaletown nightclub. 
Pushing the thoughts aside, she tried to focus on the next moment. Tonight, she was starting a new job as a Cam Girl.
First, she had to swing by Julien’s office to tell him that she couldn’t go through with it, however much she wanted to. 
Then why keep the Cam Girl job? Because the Cam Girl thing was connected to finding out what was happening in The Rude Bar. Kayleigh kicked a crushed water bottle out of her way and shoved her hands in her pockets. Deep down, she didn’t want to give up on this gig. She wanted something to work, for once, so that’s why she was headed to the porn production studio after she saw Julien.
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw giggling women enter the club; Kayleigh stepped away and walked to the nearest bus stop, a quick ride to Quest Media’s office. 
She purposely arranged this meeting before she had to be at the new job tonight because she’d do anything to avoid going to where she was crashing for as long as possible. 
“Kayleigh!” Julien held the door for her. His dark eyes sparkled. “How did it go?” 
Kayleigh brushed by the lanky Black man, who oozed confidence like it was air and then stopped short, not knowing where to go.
Even at night, the office hummed with activity. The main room was lit by the lights of the buildings surrounding them. 
“In here.” Julien ushered her into his broom closet-sized office.
“I went by The Rude Bar, and it looked fine.”
“How did you want it to look?” Julien smirked as he settled in his chair.
“I don’t know. Mysterious and dark.”
“It’s a BDSM Club, Kayleigh. Not a haunted house.”
Kayleigh hugged herself, trying to form words. “I know, but–” 
Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since having lunch with Xander Montague yesterday afternoon. 
“I haven’t had dinner, and the ramen place across the street is my favourite. Let’s finish this conversation there,” Julien said. 
She jumped out of her chair so fast it crashed to the floor. “Sorry, yes, dinner sounds great.”
Julien smiled, “After you.”
Leaving her laptop on his desk, she followed Julien out of the busy office of Quest Media, down the narrow staircase and back out into the too-chilly-for-March air.
“Come on, girl,” Julien said. His slender fingers wrapped around her arm, a good thing because she wobbled unsteadily on her feet. He held the door open for her at the ramen place. 
Kayleigh tried to focus, but the delicious smells made her crave food. 
Her situation would change soon, and she could stop being at the mercy of other people. She just needed to do the job she’d signed up for tonight, and maybe she could join Julien’s staff.
Though the idea was so farfetched, she choked back a laugh.
But she’d read all the notes he’d sent her, researched the heck out of The Rude Bar, and found a lead, which led her to the job she was going to as soon as this conversation wrapped up. 
“Let’s sit over there.” Julien took the tray with two steaming bowls, a coffee and an apple juice to a high-top table by the window.
He held up a fork or a package of wrapped chopsticks. Kayleigh took the chopsticks and dove into the noodles.
“You look like you can use this.” Julien pushed the bottle of juice at her, nodding encouragingly.
Kayleigh uncapped it, stopping herself from guzzling it down.
It was so good. She kept shovelling food into her mouth, so happy she felt tears prick her eyes.
“Like I told you, The Rude Bar opened five years ago. It was billed as being an upscale BDSM Club that catered to all kinky fantasies, but a month after the opening, it went downhill pretty fast. They were called for fire code violations a few times. They had too many people packed into the space. Then a small article appeared online saying the place had been sold.” Julien expertly wound noodles around his chopsticks, finished chewing, and gestured out the window. “I went that opening week, and it was a cool place. When they switched owners, I came back, and it was awful. You following me?”
Kayleigh came up for air. “Yes, you sent this to me in the notes.”
“I know, but I want to refresh your memory. You didn’t answer my calls. I thought someone else had scooped you up.”
Kayleigh snorted. “With my lack of qualifications? No.” Kayleigh shook her head.
“You’re a good interviewer, Kayleigh, and a strong writer,” Julien said.
His words made her flush. And she was thrilled that Julien, who owned a whole media company, thought she was talented. 
But she didn’t think she could go into The Rude Bar. “I called them, and they didn’t return my call.”
“Yeah, everyone has tried to call them. You’re going to have to go in and poke around.”
“I just couldn’t walk in tonight.”
“Bring a friend,” Julien said. 
“I don’t have friends.” 
“That’s not true.” Julien raised an eyebrow at her. “Does sex make you uncomfortable?” 
“I wouldn’t say it makes me uncomfortable,” she mumbled. Her fingers shook as she took a sip of juice.
When it came to sex, she was pretty neutral. She didn’t want or care for it, okay, so she wasn’t neutral. She was kind of…turned off. Yes, sex absolutely bothered her.
“Then is it the BDSM?”
“I don’t have any experience with it,” Kayleigh said, her face growing hot.
“But that gives you an advantage. You could go in there, pretend to be a newbie, and then get the owner’s attention.”
“How?”
Julien threw up his hands. “I don’t know. You could find someone to go with you and then make a scene, something that’d bring the owner out of their office. I heard they stay there, and hardly anyone sees them unless you become their favourite.” A dark shadow crossed Julien’s face.
Kayleigh wondered what was happening with this place because it was weird for a business owner to refuse Julien’s publicity offer. But she was also distracted by how uncomfortable the stool was and how the fabric of her shirt itched. 
Kayleigh needed to get up. She didn’t like sitting for too long.
“So you want me to pretend to be a submissive?”
Julien flashed that  smile again. “I didn’t say that, now did I? But that’s a great idea. Or you could go as a Domme.”
Kayleigh snorted. “I can’t pull that off.”
“And from what I’ve gathered, the place is more welcoming to subs.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
Julien leaned back. His brown eyes sparkled. “There’s that moxie. Look, there is something off about this club. I know someone who went to an event there.”
“Did they like it?”
Julien shrugged. “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me.”
“Why not?”
“They became guarded after.”
Kayleigh stood and stretched her arms above her head. “Maybe some people don’t like talking about stuff, you know? “
“Yeah,” Julien frowned. “My offer stands, Kayleigh. Get an interview, and you have a job.”
Kayleigh swallowed. She needed a job so badly.
Because she didn’t think the job she had lined up tonight as a Cam Girl would last.
She shuddered slightly. She hoped it wouldn’t last.
“Come on, Kayleigh, I’ll get you a cab.”
“No, that’s okay. I can take the bus.”
“I insist.” Julien gave her a look that made her stop protesting.
She didn’t know how much Julien knew about her living situation, but she suspected he saw through what she was trying to hide.
“Thanks for dinner.”
“Any time,” Julien said. He held open the door for her, and she stepped through, the air cool and crisp.
“Thanks for giving me a chance,” Kayleigh mumbled.
“I like how you talk to people, Kayleigh. You’re a good writer. You just need more self-confidence.”
Kayleigh bit her lip. “I know. I don’t know how to get it.”
“That’s easy, girl. You fake it until it becomes real.” Julien winked at her.
The cab pulled up, and Julien opened the door for her. “It’s being charged to my account, tip included, so don’t worry about it.”
The relief Kayleigh felt made her slump against the seat. “Thank you.”
“Can’t wait to read that interview,” Julien said. He closed the door and waved.
She slumped back against her seat and glanced at her dying phone. Maybe the rest of the night would go better than expected.  






  
  CHAPTER TWO - ERIK


Waving the sweet fume of the vapour from the e-cigarette out of his face, Erik Knight coughed. The damn stuff was as bad as cigarettes. He didn’t care what anyone said about it being an alternative. It was nasty, in his opinion. 
“You okay there, Desire?”
“Fine, hot stuff.” The rail-thin Cam Girl blew him a kiss through the exhaled cloud. Desire slithered up to him, walking her acrylic nails up his biceps. “No date tonight?”
“Nope.”
“Want to go on a date with me?”
“I’m good.”
“Why? I’m not your type?” Desire blinked her long, fake lashes at him.  
His mouth curled into a half-smile. “Nothing personal.”
He didn’t care what she did for a living. It’s not like he was a catch. He hadn’t dated much since things with Stephanie went belly up.  
Casual dating, or pick-up play, wasn’t for him. The next woman he dated was going to be his for the long term, with his collar around her neck.
“None taken.” Desire pulled her hand away and blew out another stream of vapour.
“Checking out early?”  
“I’m done with this place.” Desire gestured to the building she’d exited. “Would you believe I got accepted into grad school?”
“Right on,” Erik gave her a high-five. 
“I’m out of here.”
“See you around.”
“Not likely!” Desire pranced to her car, slammed the door, and ground the gears as she drove out of the parking lot.  
Many women who worked here said they’d never return, but lots did. He didn’t blame them; tough world out there.
Erik stomped his well-worn boots together. He could feel the cold concrete through the soles and knew he needed a new pair.
He’d rather stare at a pile of sand and eat bugs than go shopping.
Every girl that came into work tonight bitched about the cold. Temperatures were below seasonal and expected to drop even further over the next few days.
He refrained from telling the girls if they’d bother to dress in more than one layer, their tits wouldn’t freeze off, but he wasn’t the type to mouth off his opinions.
Too much of that in all the places he found himself in.  
Not that he expected to find himself acting as security for a Cam Girl slash porno production outfit, but it paid the bills, and he didn’t turn down work.
River Stone threw him this job before telling Erik he was unavailable until further notice.  
That technically left him without work, and he hated that.
The door creaked behind him. Lyle’s bald head stuck out. “She here yet?”
“Haven’t seen anyone.”
Lyle checked his flashy gold watch. “If she’s not here in the next five minutes, her ass is fired before she’s even put in a night. Damn, I need more girls.”
Erik shrugged; marketing wasn’t his department. 
“I’ll look out for her.” 
“Yeah.”
Lyle slammed the door shut.  
This wasn’t a hard job. He showed up, walked the girls to the cars if they wanted him to, and ensured nobody came in. It was doubtful that someone would track down their favourite, but you never knew, hence the security.
But the security was also here for Lyle’s expensive equipment, including the catalytic converters in his trucks.
Erik scanned the parking lot, all quiet.  
“I’m going to vomit, vomit, vomit.”
A high-pitched sing-song voice broke the silence. It sounded like the worst rendition of karaoke he could imagine. Because he wasn’t the kind of guy to go to karaoke by choice.
“Why are the lights so bright? I’m going to vomit, vomit, vomit.”
Oh fuck.
The owner of the high-pitched voice appeared, reaching out for balance, and swiped her hand on a headlight belonging to a black Lexus. She stumbled and almost crashed to the concrete before grabbing the car's hood.   
Her purple hair shined under the light of the building. Her short green dress barely covered her ass.  
“I’m going to vomit!”
No, this couldn’t be the girl Lyle was waiting for.  
“This is the place? It’s brick? Is it brick, or is it concrete? Siding? What do you call this?” She pressed her cheek against the wall, nearly toppling.
“Kayleigh.” He grasped her arm, steadying his best friend’s little sister. Former best friend, if you want to get technical. Ex-best friend, if you wanted to be accurate.
Whatever, he and her brother Quinn weren’t on speaking terms.  
“It has to be brick?” She planted herself against the wall, her fingers curled as if she were trying to climb it.
Her face turned to him, her brown eyes huge, and her complexion slightly green.  
“What the hell are you doing here? I hate you! Going now.” She turned on her heel and walked away, took two steps, stumbling before turning back. “Wait, I need to be here.”
Like hell she did.  
He strolled over to her, grabbed her wrist, and spun her to face him. “Are you drunk?”
She stuck her tongue out at him and tried to slap his hand away. “Let go of me! I hate you. I hate you.”
“Yeah, get in line.”
“Stop touching me!”
She twisted out of his grasp.  
He slung an arm around her waist. “Kayleigh, shut up.”
Her mouth formed an ‘O’, her eyes widened, and then she fell over his arm. For a moment, he thought she was really going to throw up.
“Didn’t I tell you I’d spank you if I caught you drunk again?”
She tried to push away from him, and he noticed how big her pupils were. Her fingers couldn’t stop twitching as she grabbed at his arm.  
“You won’t.” She legitimately stomped her foot.  
Erik bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. He knew how she felt about being laughed at. “I will, too. You should know that I always keep my word, Kayleigh.”
He noted how she swallowed. The air charged between them with words left unsaid and her eyes clouded with tears.  
Her pupils were huge and round; hell, he knew what someone hoped on drugs looked like.  
“What else did you take besides vodka?” He could smell it on her breath.
“Nothing! Let me go.”
“Kayleigh.”
He wanted to shake her, grab that purple hair and twist it around his fist until she answered his questions.
“You are not going in there.”
“I can do what I want!”
“Lyle has a zero drug policy. Your brother would have my balls if I let you step in there, even if you were sober.”
“My brother hates you! I hate you!”
Yeah, tell him something he didn’t know.  
Quinn’s anger, rage, or misplaced grief, whatever you wanted to call it, while temporarily being brought to a simmer since he met Simone, boiled over recently when Erik accidentally outed them as working for Axis Management.  
Words rarely left his mouth, and leave it to his luck to choose that particular moment, to let them fly.  
In his defence, he thought it was only himself, his buddy Nick Laurent, and Quinn in Nick’s office. But Colette, Nick’s sister, chose that moment to walk into the room.
The tension between him and Quinn had resulted in Erik leaving Team Stealth and leaving work as a private operative behind.  
But Kayleigh hated him for reasons of her own.
“Your sister-in-law invited me to Christmas,” he said to get a rise out of her. She clenched up her fists and glared at him.  
“Yeah, and that had worked out so well.”
Erik snorted. Quinn had succeeded in making everyone uncomfortable enough that Fiona, the mother of his friend Jordan, and Deidre, Quinn and Kayleigh’s mom, had both ended up in tears.
Kayleigh closed her eyes and leaned against the brick wall. “This feels nice.”
He couldn’t let her stay here. “Come on, Kayleigh, let’s go.”
“Not going anywhere with you!” she pulled out of his hand.
He heard the door creak. Quickly, Erik shoved her down behind him, his hand covering her mouth. “Quiet.”
“Guess the new girl decided not to show.” Lyle craned his neck out the door, scanning the parking lot.
“Yeah, haven’t seen her. I hate to do this, but I got to jet early. Get Ben on the door?”
“You never take off. Everything okay?”
“Yep, just got to take care of something.”
“Okay. Night.”
Once he heard the door slam shut, he spun Kayleigh against the back of the door.
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
“Vomit, vomit.”
And before he could back up, she lurched and spewed all over his boots.
“Eww,” Kayleigh said, scrunching up her face.  
Erik scoffed. How was this girl always so helpless? There was something kind of magnetic about the walking mess Kayleigh brought with her; he couldn’t look away. Erik pushed the thought far from his mind.
He had known her for a long time, that was all.  
He took her arm and marched her through the parking lot while clicking his car doors open. Minding her head, because he wasn’t a total asshole, he got her in the backseat.  
“Hey, asshole!”
Okay, she thought he was an asshole, but he didn’t care.
He ignored her protests, her thumping on the doors, when she realized the child locks were engaged.
He grabbed a bottle of water from his trunk, emptied it on his boots, and slammed the trunk shut.
What would he do with this ex-best friend’s little sister in his backseat? Erik rubbed his face.
Quinn grabbed on to blame like a dog with a bone and refused to let go.
Erik was pretty damn sick of it.
But his code of honour would not let Kayleigh walk into Lyle’s operation, even if it was clean, and he paid the girls on time.   
Erik sighed. This wasn’t the first time he cleaned up one of Kayleigh’s messes.
“This is assault!” Kayleigh shrieked from the backseat.
Erik hunched his shoulders, feeling the tension in his neck as he drove, trying to tune out Kayleigh’s protests.
“You can’t just toss someone in your car.”
“But I can because I did,” Erik said.  
Kayleigh slumped against the back seat, holding her head.
Ignoring her, he flipped on music and drove away from the lights of downtown. All the while, Kayleigh yelled from the backseat.
Finally, he pulled into the driveway.  
“Where are we?” Kayleigh’s voice was groggy and thick, and he wondered if she was going to be sick again.
“My place.” He came around to help Kayleigh out of the car. She twisted away from him, wobbled, and grabbed his arm.
“This is your house? It’s cute! Are you sure it’s yours?”
“It’s a roof over my head,” Erik mumbled. But he loved his house with the white picket fence and the stone garden on the front lawn that you could make out in the wash of solar lights that lined the path to the door.
“How come you don’t live closer to downtown? Whoa,” she grabbed him again, and he held her while putting the key in his front door.
“Get inside.”
“You’re so bossy.”
Erik snorted. She had no idea.  
Inside, he set the security system, turned on the living room lights and strolled into the kitchen.
“Hey! I don’t want to stay here.”
“Too bad.”  
He got a glass from his cupboard, filled it with water, and held it to Kayleigh.
“Drink it. Every drop.”
“And what if I don’t want to?”  
She held onto the counter and flipped that purple hair over her shoulder. Why did she have to dress like this? He remembered her natural hair, red like her mother’s.
“It wasn’t a suggestion. Drink the water.”
“Make me.”  
“Are you sure, very sure, that’s how you want to play this?”  
She visibly flinched at his tone but stood her ground.  
Damn, this girl was so much more than most gave her credit for.  
“Yeah.”  
He set the glass on the counter, grabbed her by the arm, and pressed her soft, slim body against his front.
Sliding his right hand down to the stealth he always had strapped on his body while working.  
In one dramatic motion, he pulled his favourite knife free.  
The knife had a walnut handle decorated with an inlay of red jewels. The blade was steel, with a straight edge with the slightest curve.  
He pressed the knife against her throat, turning it on its edge so it scraped lightly against her skin.   
Not enough to draw blood.  
But enough to make her think he would.
She gasped and squirmed against him, her eyes wide with fear. 
“Is this how you want to be made?” He pressed the knife against the smooth skin of her throat and sawed it lightly back and forth.
“Let me go!” She dug into his forearms, scratching him.  
“No, my hostage. I won’t let you go.”
“Asshole!”  
“Yep.”  
He applied more pressure to the blade.  
“Please. Erik.” The raspy sound of his name from her lips made his dick take notice.   
“Tell me you’re going to drink the damn water.”
“I’ll drink the water.”
“Good girl,” he released her. He kept his gaze on her as she drank and noted her trembling fingers.
He held the knife out to her.
“Pick it up.”
She did, holding it tentatively.
“It’s a straight edge. Not currently sharpened. It’s my favourite. A friend gave it to me.” Erik swallowed, wondering why he was giving her so much detail.
“Why did you have it on you?”
“Knives are my thing. But that one I carry for remembrance.”
For the man who gave it to him. Blair had changed his life.
She handed the knife back and clutched her stomach. “Washroom?”
“Down the hall.”
Erik sighed as he heard her empty the contents of her stomach into the toilet.  
He rummaged in the cupboard and found a box of saltines.  
Tossing the crackers on a plate, he found Kayleigh washing her face.  
“Here.”  
She sat on the toilet lid, took the plate, and nibbled a cracker.  
What was going on with her? He didn’t think she’d be up for answering questions tonight, and he wasn’t up to asking them. In the bathroom light, she looked pale, and her eyes were red.
He waited another moment as she ate another cracker. “Thanks.”  
“It’s late. Come to bed.”  
She stood, grabbing for the wall.  
Erik took her arm and marched her into the spare bedroom.  
It had a pull-out sofa, boxes he hadn’t unpacked, and a chair in the corner. A nightstand. Bare bones like the rest of the place.
Kayleigh wobbled on her feet as she crossed the room to help him.
“Sit on that chair there. Eat your crackers.” He pulled out the bed and started making it.
She flopped on the old leather chair, her foot tapping up and down. Her colour had returned to normal. 
“I think I feel better.”
“You’re welcome.”
“You kidnapped me against my will.”
Erik ground his molars. “I took you from a bad situation.”
Kayleigh harrumphed. “Nice spin.”
“Either way, you’re my hostage.” Erik fluffed the pillow and turned down the sheets. “Get some rest.”
“That’s it?”
“Kayleigh, I’m not in the mood to play twenty questions with you, and you’re not in any condition to coherently answer my questions. Tomorrow, you will tell me what’s going on.”   
She wrapped a strand of purple hair around her finger and chewed her lip. Her eyes floated everywhere except him.
“Why bring me here?”
Erik sighed. “Because we take care of our own. Nighty night.”
He flipped off the lights.
“What if I leave?” She stood, wrapping her arms around herself.
“If you open the door, the alarm will go off, and then I will tie you to my bed because I need sleep, and so do you. So tell me, will you be good and sleep in this bed, or am I tying you to mine?”  
She glared at him. “I didn’t ask for help.”
“No, but you need it.”  
With her arms crossed against her chest, leaning against the wall, looking like she was going to topple, she looked so damn young.  
“I’ll stay in this bed.”
He gently took her arm and guided her to the bed. “Good. In you get.”
“I’m only going to do what you say this one time.”
“Must be my lucky night. You drank the water.”
“You made me.”
“Yeah? But you still did what I said.”
“Asshole.” Kayleigh brought the sheet up to her chin. “I don’t play games,” her voice sounded small, almost fearful.  
“Night, Kayleigh.”  
As his hand went to the doorknob, he heard her rustle the sheets, sighing dramatically.  
“Yeah?” He turned back. She had turned away from him, facing the wall.
The silence stretched for a minute. Then she sniffled.
“Kayleigh, what is it?” He couldn’t keep the annoyance out of his voice.  
“Can you stay with me? Just to make sure I don’t run away.” 






  
  CHAPTER THREE – KAYLEIGH


With her heart hammering, Kayleigh hid her face behind her hands. Stupid, why did I ask him to stay?
Because she’d always equated Erik with being a safe place–even though it was by accident, he seemed to show up whenever she was in trouble when she was younger.
He didn’t talk much; he wasn’t one to share, and maybe that was part of his appeal. That his closed nature ran in contrast to her tendency, her need, to over-share.  
And didn’t he prove that tonight by getting her out of there?
Even though he’d held a literal knife to her neck tonight–what the hell was that? She knew he wouldn’t hurt her.
And not like she had options, not wanting to go back to the place she’d been crashing at. It was another person she owed money to.
Her body tensed, the cramps less now than they were, and she forced herself to breathe.
The bed sagged as he sat, his muscular arm brushing against her shoulder.
“I’ll stay right here.” He grabbed her wrists, gently pulling her hands away from her face. “Tomorrow, you will tell me what’s going on.”
She sighed and shuffled down on the bed, tossing from side to side. He’s going to think I’m so stupid, the thought echoed in her mind. She curled her hands into fists. I should just go.
“Kayleigh, stop thinking. Go to sleep.” Erik swung his legs on the bed and threw his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer to him. His shirt was soft, his jeans cool against her tights. She should at least take the tights off.
Lifting herself to her elbows, she tried to unroll them.
“What now?”
“I want my tights off.”
Erik glared at her, threw the blanket to the side, and, in a very clinical, detached way, briskly rolled down her tights and tossed them across the room.  
“There.”
“Thanks,” Kayleigh whispered, trying to grab the sheet again to tuck it under her chin.
“What am I going to do with you?” Erik smoothed the sheets, tossing his arm around her like a weighted hug.
She turned on her side, feeling his hip against hers and settled into…not sleep, but thoughts of the past stampeded through her mind.
Like when she was at Fiona’s–Jordan’s mom, who lived across the street from them and who she and Quinn ended up living with most of the time–Quinn had come back home on a break, she’d gone out with her friends. These were girls she thought were her friends, but that night, they ganged up on her, picking on her weird clothes. They told her she wouldn’t get into college because she was like her mother.
Kayleigh swallowed.  
Even now, comments about her mom hurt her.
Like how her mom was the crazy lady who could be seen pacing their driveway, talking to herself. The unhinged woman who once painted their house bright turquoise with a giant mermaid.
Kayleigh thought it looked cool.
Kayleigh had walked fifteen kilometres home from the mall, let herself into her parent’s house, taken a bottle of whiskey from her Dad’s stash and got drunk out of her mind. Erik found her throwing up in Fiona’s rose garden.
“Don’t tell Quinn,” she’d said.
He’d crossed his arms over his chest.  
“Next time I catch you drinking, I’ll spank you.”
Her tummy somersaulted at his words. Nobody had ever spanked her before.
Why did this guy always make her feel unnerved? She never knew what to say to him until the moment was long past.  
Erik had taken her arm and guided her into the kitchen. He’d poured her a glass of water, rummaged in Quinn’s first aid kit, found the bottle of aspirin, and handed her two.
“You get one pass, Kayleigh. Don’t let me catch you drunk again.”
“I turn nineteen in a month.”
Erik had sneered at her, his arms crossed, glowering at her.
“I don’t care. You get drunk again, I’ll spank you. And then I’ll tell Quinn.”
The threat was enough to keep her from ever getting smashed again, only enjoying the occasional cocktail until now.
It was embarrassing then, but not as uncomfortable as that other time she’d found herself alone with Erik, and definitely not like tonight. Tonight was kind of mortifying.
“I owe you a pair of boots,” Kayleigh mumbled.
“I said go to sleep, Kayleigh.”
And with the weight of his arm against her body, she eventually did.

      ***Where am I? Did I actually go into that place last night, and did some ogre take me home? If I come out of this blanket, will I be attacked by monsters? Where is my purse? Did I remember to email Julien? Did that guy actually follow me, or am I just paranoid?
“Kayleigh.”
That voice, like steel silk, oozed with exhausted impatience reserved only for her. Could this morning get any worse?
The memory of last night rushed back to her. Of all the security people in this entire city, it had to be Erik Knight. Her first crush. One of her brother’s best friends, now former best friend and the man she hated.
Okay, hate was a strong word. She closed her eyes and bunched up her fists, awash with embarrassment.  
“Rise and shine sunshine,” the sheet was tugged right out of her hands, and Erik’s strong angled face with those pale green eyes, kind of brick-like, stared at her.
“I don’t want to.”
“What, you’re just going to stay in my bed all day?”
“Maybe the world is too much to face with all its awfulness.”
Erik snorted. “The world is awful. You still have to get up.”
“Last night, you wanted me to stay, and now you want me to go?” She opened one eye.
“No, I want you to get out of bed.”
“If you don’t want me to go, why must I get out of bed? You just want to control me.”
Erik dropped the sheet. “Yeah, that’s a job I don’t want.”
“Fine, whatever,” she got out of bed, pleased that the room wasn’t spinning on her.
Erik smirked. “I have breakfast, if you’re interested.”
She planned to run out the door, but her stomach was rumbling.
“I could eat, yeah.”
“Good.” Erik strolled out of the room.
Ugh. She rubbed her face, feeling awful. At the end of the bed, she noticed a pile of clothes folded.  
A long sleeve T-shirt and a pair of yoga pants.
Where did Erik get these? Or maybe he had a stock of them for his overnight guests. Her stomach twisted as she remembered his ex-girlfriend. A pretty girl with freckles and curly hair, kind of judgemental.
Her purse was also on the end of the bed, and she grabbed it, rifling through it to find her phone. The battery life hovered at two percent, nothing new.  
Throwing on the clothes, she found Erik in the kitchen, making coffee.
“Hey, can I use your shower?”
“Go ahead, we’ll talk after. Spare toothbrushes are under the sink.”
Kayleigh ran her hands through her hair. It felt lifeless and stringy.
“Okay.
She marched down the hall to the bathroom…what was with this bathroom?
Painted in a deep rusty orange, with a small shower and tub combo, in front of the window, a massive amount of air plants hung in tiny planters.   
Okay, so the man decorated one room. Maybe that’s because he spent the most time in here. She giggled and turned on the shower, threw off the borrowed clothes. Stepped in and closed her eyes as the warm water hit her body like a caress.
The place she was crashing didn’t have warm water. It didn’t have a shower, but that was beside the point.
How the hell did she get herself in this much trouble?
Kayleigh reached for the soap, rolling her shoulders. Did it matter? She needed to find a way out, and with the job Julien offered her, she’d do it, no matter what it took.
Even if it involved sex.
She grabbed a towel and rubbed her body vigorously.
But she couldn’t take the job. Going to a kink club wasn’t her thing. Even if she really, really needed the job. 
Putting the clothes back on, she found a toothbrush and helped herself to his deodorant.
She did not want any of this to get back to Quinn, her parents, Fiona or her sister-in-law. The thought of Simone finding out what a fuck-up she was made her throat constrict.
She changed into the clothes and found Erik pouring cream into his coffee in the kitchen.
“How was the shower?”
“What I needed, thanks.”
She tapped her fingers on the counter, needing something to do.  
Erik’s quiet and steadiness made her fidget even more. She felt like she was doing something wrong because he was so calm.
“This is very barracks. Like, the outside doesn’t match the inside.”
“Sorry, the indoor grass is coming next week.” He set a plate of toast in front of her.
And because she was always emotional, she felt tears prick at the corner of her eyes. Her brother had been a total asshole to Erik for the last two years, but he was feeding her.  
She took a bite of the toast, looking up to see if she’d missed a photo or a statue, but nope, there was nothing.
“You don’t have any photos or paintings.”
Erik shrugged. “Don’t need them.”
His house was all hardwood, with one two-seater couch in the living room, an old Xbox attached to the flat screen, and a beat-up gaming chair off to the side. A shoe rack by the door, three pairs of boots, one pair of runners, and a coat rack with his leather jacket.
Everything other than the huge stainless steel fridge in the kitchen was beige.
Kayleigh chewed, hoping it’d settle her stomach.
“About last night?” Erik perched on a stool across from her.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Why not?” His intense gaze skittered across her, and she shifted in her seat.
“I don’t want you to tell Quinn.”
“I’ve kept your secrets before, Kayleigh.”
She closed her eyes, feeling her cheeks burn because it was true. As far as she knew, he never told anyone about that time she’d made a total fool of herself in front of him.   
“I needed a job.”
“Then get one that doesn’t involve touching yourself for strangers.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“I didn’t say there was.” Erik’s mouth quirked to an upturned smile.
His mouth was so interesting…expressive when he wanted to be, a break from that total wall of impasse he usually was.
“I needed money.”
“What happened to your podcasting or whatever?”
“They fired me months ago,” Kayleigh sighed.
Being a journalist was all she wanted to do, and losing that job hurt.
“Because you wouldn’t answer the phone?”
Her cheeks burned. “That’s not what happened. Glad the gossip got around.”
Erik shrugged. “You know how it is.”
Yeah, she did, and that’s why she tried to keep her friends and family out of her business.
Erik’s gaze narrowed. “That was months ago. What have you been doing since then?”
“A few jobs here and there,” she forced herself to swallow.
She’d tried working in a restaurant as a server, working in a big box store, and then being an online transcriptionist, but nothing worked.
And there was that thing she did, which was a really bad choice, but she wasn’t going to tell him about it.  
After she’d left Julien’s last night, she had the cab stop at a bar not far from the production place.
She vaguely realized she had her purse, but not her laptop bag. Pausing before entering the bar, she called Julien and left a message, asking him to look after her laptop.  
And then she swore she saw that man.
The man who had chased her down months ago over the poor decision she’d made. But a concert was letting out across the street, so she convinced herself it was nothing more than paranoia, went into the bar, and ordered a vodka and lime.  
Then another. And two more after that.
Paid with a Visa gift card Simone had given her.  
And finally got up the courage to go to the porn production place.
“Okay.” Erik cleared his plate and fork and stashed them in the dishwasher.
“My mom paid me for helping her with the installation at one of her shows.” That had been the coolest thing she’d done, but her mom told her it was a onetime thing. Which was probably best because, with Deidre, it was hard to repeat the good stuff.
“Good to see Deidre doing well back at Christmas.”
Kayleigh tensed, feeling defensive, then forced herself to take a breath. Erik knew her mom and Fiona, and he meant what he said.
She pushed her stool back from the counter. She was going to tell him. Not everything, but part of it.
“I went there last night because I was trying to find a girl who works there, Amelia. I connected with her online when I was doing research for something. And I need a job. She told me that Lyle always hires.”
Erik leaned against the counter, his arms folded over his thick chest, watching her intently as she paced.
“I know her. She hasn’t been there for weeks. What were you researching?”
How long had she known Erik for…since she was fifteen? Is that when Quinn left for basic? She chewed on her lip, trying to do the math. She was twenty-four now…so she’d known him for…whatever. Math wasn’t her thing.
“Kayleigh,” his sharp tone brought her gaze back to his familiar face, his gaze cool and unflinching.
“Okay, so there is this club downtown, and I’ve been researching it. It’s called The Rude Bar.”
“What do you want with that place?”
Erik kept his hair short. She couldn’t distinguish the colour of his eyes–they were between a light blue and cool green–but his eyebrows were this brown colour with gold shot through, perfectly shaped.
She brushed by him.
“Kayleigh?”
“Just need some water.” She went over to the sink, took down a glass, filled it with water, and drank. “Aren’t you happy? You didn’t have to make me this time.”
“Thrilled. Stop stalling.”
She brushed past him, and an iron grip grabbed her arm. “Why did you want to talk to Amelia?”
“Let go of me.”
“Answer the question.”
Why did this man always make her feel agitated? And vulnerable? As if he could see everything she was trying to hide?
“I have a job offer. If I can get an interview with the owner of The Rude Bar.”
“Who made that offer?” Erik’s tone was filled with disbelief.
“I know how to talk to people, okay?” She snatched her arm out of his grip.
“I know you do. I’m just surprised by the conditional offer. Who made it?”
“Julien Innes. He said if I could get this interview and write it up, I could have a job as a staff writer for Wild. It’s an online–”
“I’m familiar with Wild.” Erik let go of her arm. “Why do you need Amelia?”
Kayleigh danced on her feet, suddenly feeling like she was eighteen again, and Erik asked her if she’d been drinking.
But thankfully, he hadn’t told Quinn.  
She tilted her head. “Are you a Dom?”  
“That doesn’t answer my question.”  
His eyes narrowed at her, and she wanted to disappear. For a brief moment, the thought of asking Erik to be her pretend Dom flashed through her mind.  
But even though he had always kept her secrets, and she trusted him, the chasm between Erik and Quinn had made Erik distant from her.
Quinn held Erik responsible for Jordan’s death, for taking their chosen brother away from them.  
She’d heard what happened right from Xander Montague. It wasn’t Erik’s fault. Erik was responsible for scanning the area, making sure everything was clear while the Bandit Brothers went to rescue Mulberry Stevens.  
But invisible technology sent by an enemy of Xander’s was what led to Jordan’s death. Not Erik’s incompetence.  
She knew her brother could be stubborn and uncompromising, but what he didn’t realize the responsibility for Jordan’s death lay somewhere else…her stomach rolled thinking about it.  
“Kayleigh, answer the question.”
She stuck her tongue out at him and flopped on the couch.
“I found a Discord that talked about The Rude Bar, and I pretended I was a newbie wanting to go to an event and asked if anyone had any tips for going for the first time. People pointed me to Amelia. Amelia told me he was tight with the owner. She also mentioned working at Studio Brazen and mentioned they were hiring. The plan was to take the job, friend Amelia, and pick her brain over her experiences.”  
“Why didn’t you keep it to an online chat?” Erik asked, coming to stand across from her.
“I tried! But Amelia left the Discord. I need this interview so I can get the job. Julien mentioned, maybe pretending to be a sub.”  
“Pretend to be a sub?” His eyebrows shot up to his hairline.  
Kayleigh squirmed on the couch, his unflinching stare making her nervous. “Yeah. You know, like go undercover. How hard could it be?”
“Kayleigh,” he said her name slowly, as if he needed a lot of patience. “This is another one of your ridiculous plans. You can’t go in there. You aren’t trained in…anything. This is real life, not some fantasy you have of being a journalist.”
“It’s not a fantasy! It’s what I do. You said yourself, I can talk to people,” she glared at him.
He didn’t move a muscle, just stood there, like a stone casting a shadow of disapproval.
“You can’t be a submissive, Kayleigh.”
Finally, the man moved. Okay, his lips twitched as if he was trying not to laugh. She hated people laughing at her.
“Why can’t I?” She crossed her arms over her chest. He made her mad, telling her she couldn’t do something with some kind of authority. Who the hell did he think he was?
And she didn’t want to do what Julien suggested, and she was trying to think of another way to gain access to The Rude Bar, but the fact that Erik said she couldn’t made her veins boil with determination.
He raised an eyebrow. “Kneel.”
The calm, sharp command stopped her boiling frustration for a moment. That was a command delivered with the pure expectation of being followed.
She swallowed, knowing her cheeks were burning because the thought of kneeling made her feel embarrassed.
She couldn’t just drop to the floor.
“Just like that?”
“Yep.”
“Why?”
“Because I told you to. That’s how it works.”
“I don’t know…there seems more to it than that.”
“When you strip all the philosophizing about BDSM away and get right down to basics, it can be as simple as a Dominant telling a submissive to kneel and that submissive kneeling. It’s a sign of respect for the agreed-upon power exchange. It can allow the submissive to feel more in the headspace. And it can be a way for the Dom to look over what is his. So how about it, Kayleigh?” He was three feet from her, but his soft voice caressed her angst.
She shuffled from side to side. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t…know.” Because it felt humiliating. “I don’t want you to laugh at me.”
“Have I ever laughed at you?”
She wanted to disappear and start his whole day over again. But no, for the number of times Erik had gotten her out of sticky situations, he had never laughed at her.
“No.”
He strode towards her, his clear eyes penetrating her emotions in a way that made her feel so seen that she wanted to run for the door. “I don’t think you can play the part. You’ve never been great at following directions.”
“I can,” she jutted her chin at him. So what if what he said was true? It didn’t mean she couldn’t follow directions…just that she was terrible at it.
She was the kind to colour outside the lines, unable to follow simple directions. She always had the impulse to do more, then got frustrated. More often than not, she ended up not finishing whatever it was she started.
“Do you even know what a Dom is?”
Ah! This man was so infuriating.
Of course, she knew what a Dom was, but her brother and his friends all thought she was a kid forever. Just the tag-along little sister nobody listened to.
What a dumb question. Like she didn’t know her sister-in-law wore a collar around her neck? That Harper Blake wasn’t a submissive to her almost brother Logan? and Xander?  
Even Gardenia ended up with Dax, and though she didn’t know for sure if Gardenia was a submissive, her friend’s attention zeroed in on her husband whenever he entered the room.  
Tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She wasn’t much younger than Gardenia–a couple of years younger than Harper, but they had lives. Careers. Husbands.
What did she have? One disaster after another.
“Not you,” Kayleigh hurled the words at him and turned away.
“Come on, I’ll take you home.”
“No, that’s okay.”
“I insist.”
Kayleigh grabbed her purse, rechecking her phone. Her mom had said she’d put money in her account, but she hadn’t.
Kayleigh snapped her purse close. She didn’t want to take the bus across the city.  






