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Drenched in those crimson lights, I was there like I was every night. Name’s Leonora, but folks around here just called me Leo. I guess it’s got a bit more grit to it, and Lord knows you need that to survive the streets of Nashville. Shakey’s was what I’d call Trashville, but it paid the bills. It was one of them dim-lit joints in Music shitty with sticky floors and even stickier clientele. 

And not because of all the milkshakes. 

It wasn’t too long ‘til I found myself in one of them private rooms, the kind where the walls have seen more secrets than a priest. The guy I was with was drunk as hell, reeking of expensive whiskey and even more expensive cologne. He was one of those types, you know? Thought his money gave him a pass to get handsy.

As I danced for him, his greasy fingers started creepin’ places they had no business. 

I snapped at him, “Yo, back the hell off, boomer.” 

But he just laughed. That slurred, sloppy sound of a dude who thinks he’s God’s gift. 

Fucker grabbed my thong.

Sheesh.

“No hands,” I barked, pushing him away.

“That’s not what I am paying for,” he snarled. 

I got off his lap real quick. 

“I ordered a swirl shake, and I’m going to finish it.” The asshole stood. His wrinkly hand shot to his pants. He unzipped. 

In a flash of pure, red-hot anger, I grabbed the nearest thing, a half-empty whiskey bottle, and smashed it right over his thick skull. The bottle shattered, sounding like a gunshot in the small room. His eyes went wide for a second, then he stumbled backward, tripped over his own feet, and fell. He cracked his head against the table on the way down. 

The room went dead silent. Man was out cold, lying there all twisted and wrong. My heart was hammering, and my hands were shaking. 

This was bad, real bad.

Nineteen years old, and I’d killed a man.

Then Ralph Getty, my boss, barged in, his eyes scanning the scene like some predator. He saw it all, and I knew I was screwed. 

He said, cold and calm as the grave, “We’ll clean up your mess. You’re ours now.”

He meant the MCS, the Mob. His words were like a chain wrapping around me. I wasn’t just a stripper anymore. I was Ralph’s property, a pawn in his fucked up world. 
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My fate sealed, performing at Shakey’s became more than routine or a way to pay the bills. It was nothing but survival. Dancing like I did six nights a week, the crowd was like a restless beast as I took the stage. My heart was poundin’ in my chest to the rhythm of the music that boomed all around me. My leather boots gripped the pole as I swung ‘round it, catchin’ glimpses of eager faces in the sea before me. Strippin’ used to make me feel powerful, and I clung to the lie like I did the slippery pole. 

It was when I got off the stage, countin’ my tips, that the night turned sour. Ralph, my boss and now sorry excuse for a boyfriend, grabbed my arm hard. His cigar smoke mixed with sweat was suffocatin’. He was a greasy man with beady eyes, deep in his family’s Mob business, and he had a mean streak to match. His fat lips covered mine, and I could taste the cheap buffet steak he had earlier. 

I tore away my mouth, spitting to the side. 

That didn’t bother him. “Tonight’s the night, sweetheart,” he slithered out, tryna sound like Tony Soprano. “Gonna finally sample a swirl shake, myself.”

High key offended, I still couldn’t believe he was calling it that. The absolute audacity. “I wanna quit, Ralph,” I blurted out, not thinkin’ twice. 

His face turned a shade of red I’d never seen before. “Quit?” he barked. His fingers twitched. He wanted to slap me, but people were watching. Ralph turned his fat neck, glanced around, making sure no one heard me. 

How could they over the music? 

Ralph was quiet as a mouse, but I read his greasy lips. “You ain’t leavin’ me or this place. Know what’d happen to ya?”

I stood my ground, even though my knees were shakin’. “I can’t do this no more, I won’t,” I replied, tryna wrestle my arm free. 

“Fine,” he growled, “you won’t even put out.”

“You’ve not had the time,” I said, tryna cover my ass. 

Ralph was dating almost every girl at Shakey’s. Didn’t mean he was sleeping with us all. Man had to pop a little purple pill to get it up. Nothing but a bully and a pimp, he was old, too. 

His iron grip tightened. “You ain’t leavin’ me high and dry, though. You find someone to fill your heels, or you ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Ralph snarled out as another girl caught his eye. 

I was lucky the other girls were so eager to become his favorites. The thought of fucking Ralph made me sick. I’d seen his wrinkly ass dick when I walked in on him with Kelly last week. And the fact he put a lap dance with me on the menu as a swirl shake was telling. Racist bastard. Shouldn’t be surprised since Kelly, with her fire red hair, was a ‘Four-leaf Clover’ shake, legally distinct from a popular similarly named one. And Kelly’s red locks came from a box. Girl didn’t have one drop of Irish blood in her. 

But my thoughts narrowed to Ralph’s other words. Had the creep forgotten his Mob owned me? Had he forgotten about the mess he cleaned up for me? Forgotten that he told the fuzz, the customer who fell and cracked his skull fought with another man, not one of his girls? Did he forget he held the surveillance footage over my head? 

Maybe he had. A girl can dream, can’t she? 

I hate to admit it. That’s when I thought of Sky. She was young, fresh out of some California town, lookin’ to make it big in Nashville. She’d called me lookin’ for work in the area. But she was my cousin, my blood. Could I really drag her into this?

I was feelin’ all sorts of ways after my showdown with Ralph. The guy was a sleaze, but he was the gatekeeper to my freedom. He said I had to bring in a replacement if I wanted out. After he cleaned up my biggest mistake, I didn’t think I’d ever leave Shakey’s outside a body bag. Therefore, my mind raced when Sky popped into my head. 

Fresh from California, she was from the vanilla side of my family. Life hadn’t been kind to her lately since her boyfriend unalived himself a couple years ago and with her grandma just passing and all. But I knew she needed a job. What was better was she had this wild dream of dancing. Ballet used to be her thing, but life, you know, gets tough. 

In fact, even though her mom was my first cousin, Sky was older than me. Sometimes I thought I longed to shake my body just because of her passion. Like she passed it on to me during all the time we spent together as kids, before I knew any better. Growing up, my time with Sky and my Aunt Gina, her grandma were the most normal times in my whole damn life.

I found Sky the next day at a dingy diner, sippin’ on coffee that looked as tired as she did. She was lookin’ all sorts of lost and hungry for something new. Sky always had that look, like she was searchin’ for the next big thrill. Until she found it, nothing impressed her.

“Hey, sis,” I said, sliding into the seat across from her. 

She looked up, and man, did she seem out of place with her California vibe in this Nashville scene. Sky was goth AF, like she’d stepped back in time to the height of it, the nineties. Before both our times. However, she lit up when she saw me, not just her face but a smoke, even though it was ‘no smoking’ in here. 

“Leo. What’s poppin’? How’d you know where to find me?” she asked, her voice as dark as her hair.

“Still tracking you,” I said, waving my phone. We had each other on ‘Find my Friends’ even though we’d been on other ends of the country. Now that she was in town, it made even more sense to stay connected. 

I dove right in. “Listen, sis, I’ve got a gig. It ain’t your fancy ballet stuff, but it pays.” I watched her closely, lookin’ for any sign of nope. But she just leaned in, all ears. “I can get you an audition at Shakey’s.”

“Shakey’s?” Sky took a drag off her cig. 

“Strip club,” I reminded her. 

Nodding, she knew what I’d been up to. “What’s up with the name?” 

“Oh, it’s for the shakes. The milkshakes. Both kinds,” I explained. “Milkshakes and milkshakes.” My fists up, I caught myself shaking back and forth as I said it.

“Oh, like the song,” she said and started humming. “Bringing the boys to your yard?”

“And they make a mean shake at Shakey’s. Best shakes in Nashville. Hands down.”

“And bottoms up,” she mocked. “I’ve heard the jingle on the radio.” 

“Yeah, it’s real cute, and there’s easy money to make. But Shakey’s real sketch. You gotta be careful,” I warned her.

“I can handle it, Leo. Nashville’s been nothin’ but doors slammin’ in my face. This could be my chance,” she said, her voice steady. “I’m not planning to stick around here for long. Just need some quick cash to head back to Cali.”

I was feeling kinda guilty for dragging her into my mess. “Just one thing. The boss, Ralph, he’s the worst. Don’t get mixed up with him. This is just a stopover, nothing more, right? You’ll be in and out.”

Sky’s expression turned all serious while she nodded. “Got it, Leo. I’m just gonna dance, make groceries and dash.”

Since that was settled, I asked her, “Since when did you start smoking?” 

Sky tapped out the butt on the side of her coffee mug. “I don’t. Just trying it on.”

That was Sky, always looking for trouble. 

Soon, I was back at Shakey’s, tryna wrap my head around everything. Sky had started at the club, twirling and swirling with a grace that made even the sleaziest guys in the joint sit up and take notice. After all, she used to do ballet, so she was a natural, and a sight, a different breed than the normal stripper. However, the sight of her up there on stage made my stomach hurt. This wasn’t the life I wanted for her.

Regardless, I made it clear to Ralph, I brought her in so I could leave. Nineteen and broke, I was so done with the life I’d been living. I had big plans to go to cosmetology school. In this town, I could be a makeup artist. Be somebody. Hell, I was already pretty good. I did up all the faces at Shakey’s. 

Fucker said he’d get back to me. I was feeling pretty low after that. Sold out my cousin for nothing. 

But lo-and-behold that same night, Ralph cornered me, his eyes glinting with something I couldn’t quite place. “Leo, I got news for you,” he said, a crooked smile on his face. 

“You gonna let me quit?” 

“You know I can’t do that. We own you.”

This was all very sus. Fuck me. I’d been set up. Of course, Ralph just wouldn’t cut me loose. My eyes turned to slits. I opened my mouth to bitch him out, but he spoke.

“But I can get you out of here. I got a job for you. You’re gonna work for the Royal Bastards MC. Keep an eye on ‘em for me. We think they’re treadin’ on our turf.”

At first, I was thinkin’ I jumped from the fryin’ pan into the fire, but then it hit me. This was my way out. A shot at a different life, away from the Mob, away from Ralph. The Royal Bastards MC were mean motherfuckers, but they had a code, a sense of family. At least that was what I heard. And once there, I could slip away. Far away. 

Ralph said he set up an audition for me at the Royal Bastards’ clubhouse, Royal Road. My plan was simple. Dance my way into their world, gather whatever dirt Ralph wanted, and then... well, fly the coop.
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When it was time, I got a call from a woman named Memphis. Her southern drawl caught my attention immediately. It ain’t that I ain’t used to it, bein’ born in Nashville, but us young folks didn’t exactly talk like that anymore. She took down my address and said she’d send over a car. Someone would pick me up at eight. 

Sending a car? Fancy shit. 

I rummaged through my closet, lookin’ for somethin’ that screamed “biker babe”. My fingers brushed against a leather corset. Nice. Then I found a ripped jean mini skirt, and silver cowboy boots that came up past my knees to go with it. I bundled my honey waves into messy pigtails, lettin’ some strands fall around my face. The hairstyle would go perfect with the clothes I packed to strip in, a short AF red and black plaid skirt that would show off my red thong. I took my time doing my makeup. 

Peepin’ myself in the mirror, I gotta say, I was feelin’ like a whole ass snack. My caramel hair was cascadin’ down like some kinda music video vixen, had me thinkin’ I’m givin’ off main character vibes. My makeup was on another level. I was serving cunt tonight. Lashes were long enough to fan the haters away, and my contour game, straight slayin’.

Checkin’ out my crimson nails, all bedazzled and sharp as daggers, I clicked them together. That sound? It was like my own personal soundtrack, tellin’ the world I ain’t just some ordinary chick.

But yo, let’s talk ‘bout this fit. The leather corset I was rockin’? It was like I was armored up, ready for battle, but still keepin’ it sexy. My tits up on stage would be the mother fuckin’ star of the show if it weren’t for my dump truck in the back. And this ripped skirt, it was huggin’ my curves like it was painted on. Throw in these killer boots, and I was basically untouchable. It was a glow-up for the motherfuckin’ books. 

Standing there, I felt like I owned it, like I could walk into Royal Road and turn heads left and right. This look was more than just threads and makeup. It was a whole vibe, a statement. It was giving diva, saying ‘I’m Leo, and I ain’t here to play. I’m here to slay.’

Bouncin’ out from the mirror, ready to roll out, I was ridin’ high on this wave of hype. Tonight at Royal Road, they ain’t ready for all this. I was ‘bout to light it up, own the night. Let’s go.

Getting there wasn’t so simple. A biker showed up in a sleek black car. I peeped the emblem, a Benz. Country looking motherfucker that stepped out barely said a word. 

“You Leo?” he asked. 

“Yeah.”

Looking in the back of the car, I frowned. Bummed, I wasn’t the only girl going to the auction. Three other hos were inside, their fat asses taking up the whole back seat. To beat all, they were fucking blindfolded. What kind of backwoods Jeffery Epstein shit had I gotten myself into? 

The biker opened the passenger side for me. I read his leather vest as he wordlessly blindfolded me as well. Named Cricket. It fucking figured. I made a mental note of it as I was basically being willingly sex trafficked away by some redneck in leather.

All bikers were called some shit that gave you a clue about them. Like they advertised their worst traits. I knew to watch out for the ones called Killer or Rapist, shit like that. 

So, yeah, no surprise, Cricket was real quiet. But he turned on the radio as we pulled off. Country blared and, of course, I knew all the songs. Didn’t mean I liked them. I made a mental note of every one, the lyrics when we made each turn. Soon we were on the highway. By the time we got there, I had my bearings. I could navigate this city with my eyes shut. 

Takin’ a deep breath, I sashayed into Royal Road. All my fears of hearing banjos melted away. But there were also banjos. Couldn’t avoid them here in Nashville. You get used to it. 

The joint was a pocket-sized Sin City. Down home bougie. The room buzzed with life, with poker tables, neon lights, and old Johnny Cash tunes. However, it was a whole ass vibe. A honky-tonk meets high rollers vibe. Iconic drip. The clatter of poker chips minglin’ with laughter and the twang of guitars. The walls were adorned with vintage music posters, bike parts, and a whiff of rebellion, but the furnishings were high class, velvet and shit. There were fuckin’ chandeliers. 

I felt like a moth drawn to the brightest light when I spotted him. On God, shit went slow motion. I was weak. Behind the bar, surrounded by whiskey bottles and neon signs, was this tattooed mountain of a man. A Zaddy, alright. A thick beard framed his sun-kissed face, and his eyes, dark as the Tennessee night, danced under a worn cowboy hat. My heart dropped a beat. 

Maybe it was the twang in the music, drawing me to this cowboy. But Damn. 

Zamn, Zaddy.

He caught me starin’ and flashed a smile that made my knees knock. With a nod, he tipped his cowboy hat. Somethin’ stirred inside me, like the purr of a Harley revvin’ up. Oh, no. I could hear them, too. A whole slew of them outside. Fuck, this joint had me in a chokehold. 

Suddenly, the biker from the bar was in front of me. A tall drink of water. I’ve heard old folks say it, and I never knew what it meant until now. This Zaddy sure made me thirsty. I fought the urge to fan myself. 

“You here for the dancin’ gig?” the Zaddy drawled. His voice was like molasses, slow and sweet.

Fluttering my long lashes, I stuttered out a, “Yeah.” 

Zaddy gestured me to the back to change. I found out then and there I wouldn’t be stripping. I’d be coming out on stage completely nude. Something I’d never done before. Sheesh, I was about to be buck naked in front of this biker, Zaddy. I was low key nervous. I barely took in anything that was happening around me as I prepared to dance completely nude in front of the crowd. In front of Zaddy. 

With a shaky breath, I stepped onto the stage for my audition. Zaddy watched me with a gaze that set my blood to simmerin’. The music enveloped me, and I danced like my very life depended on it. The pole was my anchor, as always. My movements were wild, like a caged lioness finally tastin’ freedom.

As I moved, I couldn’t help but think that maybe this wasn’t just an audition for a job, but an audition for a different kind of life. Away from Shakey’s and Ralph’s clutches, maybe even away from the streets that’d been my home for too long. My eyes kept wanderin’ back to that cowboy hat. No, I couldn’t help but glance at him, his silver-streaked beard tellin’ me stories from the road. He was older, way too old for a young thing like me. But there was this pull, like my soul knew his long before our paths crossed.

When the music stopped, my cheeks were flushed, and I was feelin’ wild as a hog. The last note died down, and the room was silent for a heartbeat before it erupted in cheers. Daddy biker was leanin’ against the bar, his eyes never leavin’ me. They were glued on my body, reminding me I was exposed, showin’ everything. Stepping down from the stage, I felt like the whole ass world was spinnin’. Zaddy approached, his presence like a storm that promised shelter.

Cowboy biker Zaddy introduced himself proper-like, and my heart just about melted at the sound.

“Name’s Opry,” he drawled, and somethin’ about the way he said it wrapped around me like a soft blanket on a cold night.

“Leonora. Call me Leo,” I replied, my voice smaller than it has ever been. I’d forgotten he already knew my name.

“You’re somethin’ else, darlin’,” he said, his voice a rumble in his chest. His lips curved into a delicious smile.

“I reckon I got the job,” I replied, a blush creepin’ up my neck.

He extended his hand. “Welcome to Royal Road.”

I took his hand, warm, rough and firm, and in that moment, I couldn’t think of no Ralph or spyin’. All I felt was the call of the open road, the promise of freedom, and the thrill of somethin’ new and forbidden brewin’ between me and this Opry.

In that neon lit Nashvegas dream, I decided to let fate lead me where it may.

Then Opry told me I couldn’t start dancing at the Royal Bastards MC clubhouse right away, throwing cold water on my hopes and dreams.

“Ralph’s got you under contract, darlin’. I gotta buy it out first. Negotiate. It’s just how things work around here,” he explained, his tone apologetic yet firm. “But hey,” he added, “there’s a private event for the club members Friday. You should come, have some fun.”

He poured me a congratulatory drink. Whiskey. Did he know I was just nineteen? 

“Holler and swaller,” he said as a toast.
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Opry had a list of rules. The biker clubhouse was like fight club. I couldn’t tell anyone shit about it, the location or who or what I saw there. I guess that’s what Ralph wanted from me. But Opry also told me to come on Friday to party. I downloaded all the songs I remembered playing in the car on the way to Royal Road onto my phone and made my way back there. No problem. Cricket was at the gate. 

“Don’t you remember me?” I said as a way of greeting. 

“Leo. You’re not on the list,” he said right off.

“The boss invited me,” I said, tryna not sound sus. “How else would I know how to get here?”

Without a word, Cricket let me enter. 

Royal Road was alive, a different kind of energy than Shakey’s. As I walked in, I soaked it in. They understood the assignment. Plus, the floors weren’t sticky. Then I bumped right into a biker, spilling his drink all down his front. He wasn’t wearing no shirt or shoes. Excuse me? But my eyes traveled down his chiseled abs. Biker was covered in black wicked looking tats. Nice.

Apologizing, I sputtered a laugh. The biker sort of growled, looking me over. His lined eyes narrowed when he clearly didn’t recognize me. 

“Who the fuck?” he muttered as a half-naked brunette suddenly appeared, drying him off. She gave me the stink eye. Woman was practically naked but armed to the teeth, like she was Rambo Barbie.

Sheesh. 

Then I looked up and saw Biker Zaddy. Opry caught me by the arm as that mean biker stalked off.

“Leo, this is a private event, for members only,” he said, a touch of worry in his voice. “I should have been clearer. It ain’t the place for...”

Before he could finish, I cut in, “Say less, but I’m here now. What’s the harm?”

Opry sighed, then nodded. “Alright but stick with me.” But then he walked off. Was I supposed to follow him?

Memphis, the woman I met after my audition while I was getting dressed, materialized in his place. Bleached blonde and beautiful, she was one of those women who could make a killin’ on Only Fans. She was half-naked too, but she wasn’t armed. “There’s something you should know about Kingpin. He’s the President of the Nashville Bastards, not someone to mess with.”

“You mean the Daddy I just bumped into?”

“Daddy’s right,” the blonde said as she tossed her hair.  

“President? I thought Opry was the boss?” I was low key confused. 

“He’s your boss. But Kingpin’s the big boss, got it?” she was givin’ me the tea. 

“Yeah,” I said, realizing I had a lot to learn. 

The blonde led me through the clubhouse, continuing, “Kingpin’s got a reputation. He marks the women he’s with, literally cuts his initials into them. He’s ruthless, doesn’t take no for an answer.”

Fuck, I felt a chill run down my spine at this tea. But I wasn’t scared. “Does he like young women?” I joked.

Memphis shook her head. “No, but that doesn’t mean he won’t try to assert his power in other ways. Just steer clear of him, sugar.”

We made it to the bar. I looked up at Opry. First up, his tats were like stories on his skin, all intricate and deep. Every black line told a tale, and trust, they ain’t for the weak. They made me weak. Like art, but with an edge. And the drip? That leather vest he rocked, paired with this dope cowboy hat that he tips in a way that’s smooth as hell. Okurrr.

Then there was that big ol’ belt buckle he was sportin’. Flashy but in a low key, cowboy kinda way. Like, it screamed ‘I’m the man’ without him havin’ to say a god damn word.

But yo, it was his face that really got me. Those lines ‘round his eyes? They ain’t just wrinkles, they’re like badges of life, that he earned, showin’ he lived and ain’t just some pretty boy. His eyes got this intensity, like they seen things, know things. It was captivating, like you get lost in ‘em if you ain’t careful. Facts. No printer. 

Periodt

And his smile, man, when he actually lets one slip? It was like the sun comin’ out after a storm, hella worth the wait. Got me hot, aight. He got this rugged handsomeness goin’ on, not that polished, magazine-type look. It was giving real, authentic, like he ain’t tryna hard to be who he is. 

Opry was like this perfect mix of cowboy, biker, and straight up heartthrob. Dude’s a whole vibe, and I was here for it, all day, every day. He walked into a room, and it’s like the energy shifts, you know? He’s got this presence, and it ain’t just ‘cause he’s a big man at Royal Road. It’s ‘cause he’s Opry, and that’s all he needs to be. Something about that was sexy as hell.

Yeah, I was simpin’ hard. 

“And what about you? You into younger women?” I asked. 

Opry seemed taken aback by my bluntness. “I... well, I ain’t, not usually...”

I smirked. “It’s cool, cowboy. I’m just curious. I haven’t heard anything about you or nothin’.”

He chuckled, a bit uneasily. “Not sure what you might’ve heard, but let’s just say, I try to keep things professional.” And his face twitched.

Well, that was an obvious lie. I rolled my eyes. 

He couldn’t keep his cool. Suddenly, I saw his desire, broadcasted deep and dark in his brown eyes. My whole body warmed at the prospect. Damn, I was on fire. The man’s straight up Zaddy material, no cap. Dude’s older, but damn, he’s got that rugged, hot vibe down to a T. He’s like one of them classic tough guys, but with a swag that’s all his own.

I decided then and there that I was going to find out more about this club, about Opry, about everything. All the tea. I’d ask around discreetly, get the lay of the land. After all, knowledge is power, especially in a place like this.

Leaning against the bar, watchin’ Opry pour a drink, I smirked. “So, cowboy, you always this mysterious with the newbies, or am I gettin’ special treatment?”

Opry tipped his hat, a slow grin spreading across his face. “Well, darlin’, let’s just say you’re not like the others. You got a fire in ya.” He winked, and slid me the glass.

I felt a thrill run through me. Was he flirtin’? “Fire, huh? Hope you don’t get burned, Opry.”

He laughed, a deep, rich sound. “I’ll take my chances.” 

We were a live wire just waitin’ to spark. Sipping on something delicious, I decided to do some diggin’ on Opry. Later, when I could slip away from him for a moment, I cornered a couple of the other dancers, casual-like.

“Hey, what’s the deal with Opry? He always this... intense?” I didn’t know how else to put how he made me feel.

One of them, a red-headed girl with a snake tattoo slithering up her arm, laughed. “Opry? Girl, he’s a legend ‘round here. But yeah, he’s got a thing for the dancers. All of us, at some point.”

My stomach did a flip. “All of you?”

She nodded. “Yep. And let me tell ya, he ain’t your vanilla kinda guy. He’s into some wild stuff. Kinks, Dom games, you name it.”

I bit my lip, tryna process it all. Part of me was shookth, another part... instantly curious. “Hold up?”

“Yes, a Dom,” she answered.

The other dancer, a girl with a blonde bob with eyes like a cat, chimed in. “Just be careful, honey. Opry’s a ride, but not everyone can handle his kinda thrill.”

My mind was racing. This was a whole new world to me. Intrigued? Hell yeah. But also, a little outta my depth. Opry, the cowboy with a secret world of kinks and games. What had I gotten myself into?

Before the night was over, I pinned down the Zaddy by the bar, needin’ to sort out my pay situation. “Yo, Opry, we need to talk cash. I ain’t just dancin’ for the thrill, you feel me?”

Zaddy looked down at me, his eyes twinkling under that worn cowboy hat. “Well now, darlin’, for starters, you’ll be makin’ tips. But with your looks and moves, I reckon you’ll be pullin’ in plenty.”

Not satisfied, I frowned. “Tips? Come on, man. I need more than just a few bucks thrown my way. What’s up with a real paycheck?”

He leaned in, a sly smile on his face. “Patience, darlin’. If you fit in with the club, really become part of what we’re about, we’ll put you on payroll.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean, ‘fit the club’?” I asked, my interest piqued. “I thought I was hired?”

“Memphis will fill you in on all that. I don’t dip my toes into what the dancers do here. I just run the place.”

I raised an eyebrow, tryna read between the lines. “Aight, I’ll chat with Memphis. But I’m here to make bank, not just shake it.”

Opry chuckled, a low, rumbling sound. “I have no doubt about that, darlin’. You’ve got something special. You’ll see.”

There was a playful challenge in his voice, like he was daring me to prove him right. I couldn’t avoid smiling back. This guy, with his country twang and mysterious vibe was intriguing, and I was definitely interested in uncovering more about what made Opry, well, Opry.
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Chapter 4
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Back at Shakey’s, the air was thick with smoke and desperation. I was countin’ down the minutes until I could leave this dump for good. Working out my two weeks sucked. But Ralph had other plans. He confronted me, his beady eyes scanning me like I was a piece of meat.

“So, Leo, you find out anything useful at Royal Road?” he hissed, his breath reeking of weed.

I shrugged, playing it cool. “Nah, Ralph. It’s just a biker club. What you expectin’ me to find, government secrets?”

He scowled, clearly not buyin’ it, but he let me be. That’s when I noticed Sky, lookin’ a bit too cozy with Ralph. My heart sank. She deserved better than that sleazeball.

I made a mental note to talk to her about Royal Road. Maybe I could get her out of here, away from Ralph’s grimy hands.

My first week at Royal Road was like steppin’ into another world. High class meets low class, leather mixin’ with lace, bikers and businessmen rubbing elbows. The tips were insane. I was makin’ more in a night than I did in a week at Shakey’s. The stage was mine, and I owned it, my body movin’ to the rhythm like it was born to do this.

The patrons were different here. Some tough as balls, but others smooth as silk, but they all had one thing in common. They were straight ballin’. They loved the show and showed it by paying up. And I loved givin’ it to ‘em. I was in my element, feelin’ the music, the lights, the eyes on me.

But through it all, my mind kept driftin’ back to Sky. She needed a way out, and I was gonna make sure she got it. Royal Road might be a wild ride, but it was better than the life-suckin’ pit that was Shakey’s.

I was gonna talk to Opry, see if he could help. Sky was family, and I wasn’t about to leave her behind. Not when I had the chance to bring her into this neon lit world of fast money and wild nights.

Backstage at Royal Road, the smell of hairspray filled my nose. I thought about offering to do the girls’ makeup. Memphis, our supervisor and one of Kingpin’s personal bodyguards, presence demanded attention. She was doing her makeup, her eyes fixed on her reflection, but I could feel her examining me.

“Leo, right?” Memphis started without looking away from her mirror. “You got potential, but you need to work on that body if you want to stay here.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Thanks, I guess.”

“You got a badonkadonk, and men like that nowadays.” She was gluing on her lashes. Doing it all kinds of wrong.

“You mean my big booty?” It was natural if she was wondering. I grew up poor as dirt and haven’t had any work done. 

Memphis lifted a shoulder. “Baby got back,” she said as if she was tryna speak my language. “But I expect you to tone up the rest. Our gym done burned down so we’ve set up some free weights in the basement. I expect you in there three days a week until I’m satisfied.”

“With my body?” I asked, a clear edge to my voice.

“The Royal Bastards have standards.”

“Patrons seem to like what I got going on,” I said defensively. “Bikers, too.”

She finally turned to look at me, her gaze sharp. “Listen, girl. Don’t get tangled up with the bikers. You’ll end up just another club whore, a sweetbutt. They don’t get paid, just housing and protection, if you can call it that.”
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