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CHAPTER ONE: A FRESH START
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Sliding doors breathe her out into the Greenville heat, and the world smells like asphalt and antiseptic. Five feet of stubborn survival in hospital-issue pink scrubs and foam sandals a size too big, she pauses beneath the awning as if testing the weight of daylight. Her golden-blonde hair is clean but dull with dried shampoo, a careful parting that can’t quite hide the bloom of a black eye under makeup. On her left arm, a bruise in the shape of someone’s hand purples like a warning she already heard.

She holds a worn red pocketbook against her ribs—scuffed corners, a frayed strap, the leather softened by years and yesterday. Inside, folded and refolded until the creases feel like cuts, are papers for a women’s shelter, a bus pass that could carry her as far as courage lasts, and a detective’s card with an inked number she has memorized but hasn’t dialed. The edges bite her palm and keep her awake.

Traffic hums. Somewhere a siren threads the afternoon. A bus sighs four blocks away, and Sydney starts toward the stop, each step a small argument with gravity and everything that tried to claim her. The city she grew up in—sweet tea and storm drains, summer thunder and hard truths—watches from her past memories beckoning her to come home. She walks toward the future anyway. She is tragic, lost, and broken, but in the soft set of her mouth there’s a shape that isn’t defeat. It’s the kind of hope that doesn’t make speeches; it just moves forward.

At the signpost, she lifts her chin. The bus will come. It always does. And when the doors fold open with that tired hydraulic hiss, Sydney from Atlanta—golden-haired, five feet tall, bruised but breathing—will step on, clutch her red pocketbook, and ride toward a place where nobody knows his handprint. Toward the first page of whatever comes next.

~~At the bus depot~~

The Greenville main bus depot smelled of diesel fumes and burnt coffee, its cracked linoleum floors echoing with the shuffle of restless feet and the mutter of tired travelers. Sydney sat small on a metal bench, legs drawn together, pink scrubs tugged over her knees as if the thin fabric could shield her from the chill. Her foam sandals slapped against the tile each time she shifted, a nervous rhythm that betrayed the thoughts storming beneath her stillness.

She clutched the red pocketbook tight against her ribs, the only thing left that felt like hers. Inside, the papers for the women’s shelter pressed like a promise she hadn’t yet decided she believed. But her thoughts weren’t on escape right now. They kept circling back to Morton’s trailer—his home, her prison—where all her clothes, her grandmother’s locket she kept hidden so he wouldn't sell it, even the diary she'd kept for years was there, tucked under the mattress. The shelter promised new beginnings, but how could she start one stripped of her past?

The detective’s words replayed in her head, circling like vultures.

Drug trafficking. Firearms possession.

She almost laughed at the absurdity. Morton firing that rusted revolver at beer cans in the yard, puffing his chest like some outlaw—it fit. But drugs? He could barely keep himself fed, let alone run something bigger. And yet the badge and paperwork said otherwise.

She should’ve felt relief. He was locked away. Shackled to charges that would bury him for years. But instead a strange unease coiled in her gut. The story, the beating—it didn’t line up with the Morton she knew. He was cruel, violent, and stupid, yes, but this felt like something else. Like someone had stepped out of the dark and finished a fight she hadn’t started.

Sydney’s eyes scanned the depot, lingering on shadows that pooled in corners where the lightbulbs had gone dim. Everyone seemed suspicious tonight—the man pacing by the payphones, the woman staring too long into her cup of coffee, the driver leaning against the wall and watching the crowd with eyes sharp as glass.

The southbound bus would be there soon. That was the only way to Morton’s rural home, tucked in the outskirts where the fields gave way to pine thickets and rusted-out trailers. The thought of going back chilled her, but she had so few options. Shelter or no shelter, she needed what was hers.

She pulled the strap of the pocketbook tighter against her shoulder and whispered to herself, barely loud enough to be heard over the loudspeaker crackle:

“You can do this Sydney, he's not there anymore.”

Whether it was a promise or a prayer, she couldn’t yet decide.

The bus hissed to a stop like it was sighing at her. Sydney stepped up, pink scrubs sticking to her knees, foam sandals slapping. The driver gave her a glance that lingered a little too long on the bruise under her makeup, but he didn’t say nothing—just tore her ticket and jerked his chin toward the back.

She slid into a seat by the window, clutching her red pocketbook like it was the only part of her body that still belonged to her. Maybe it was. The strap dug into her palm, leather worn soft from years of being dragged through worse places than this. She rested her forehead against the cool glass and watched Greenville crawl by.

Her thoughts kept circling back, the way dogs circle beds they don’t want to lie in. Morton’s trailer. That rust-bitten coffin of a place where all her clothes, her grandma’s locket, her diary—everything—was still hidden under the mattress. She should just let it go, start clean. That’s what the women’s shelter had promised. But clean meant empty, and empty felt too much like giving up.

She remembered the detective’s words: Beaten nearly to death. With his own bat.

She almost smiled at that, almost, because it wasn’t her swing that had done it. Morton’s story—delirious, dripping out of his split jaw—still scratched at the back of her mind. A naked woman with black hair. Sydney had shaken her head at the detective, told him no, she didn’t know nobody like that. But the way he said it, the way he leaned forward like he knew more... it left a shadow.

More likely is one of his business associates got tired of being cheated and beat him up, couldn't find or didn't know about his stash of drugs, but the cops found it and his gun when they searched the property. Morton had business that night, the drugs must have been a part of that. The part about the woman was weird, Morton chose an odd lie to tell the cops to cover for who ever really did that to him.

She whispered under her breath, her Atlanta drawl curling the words:

“One last time. Then you never have to see it again.”

The bus engine groaned. The city fell away, brick and glass giving up to dirt lots and pine trees. Every mile south was another mile away from Morton’s fist, his shadow. But it was also closer to the place that still chained her heart to him.

Her chest ached with it—hope and dread tangled like barbed wire.

Sydney pulled the pocketbook closer and closed her eyes. She could almost smell home again, not Greenville but Atlanta—the steam of red clay after rain, fried chicken grease on Sundays, honeysuckle on a chain-link fence. But when she opened them, it was just desert and a long road south, carrying her toward a decision she wasn’t ready to name.

~~A few stops later~~

The bus groaned to a halt, doors folding open with a tired hiss. A handful of people climbed aboard, but one caught Sydney’s eye even before she could stop herself—short, light brown skin like warm milk chocolate, sweatpants, a hoodie, and sneakers. A simple backpack slung over one shoulder. She looked like any other traveler, but there was something about her presence, steady and unhurried, that made the crowded bus feel less sharp around the edges.

The woman scanned the rows and, of course, slid into the seat across from Sydney. Not right next to her—that would’ve been too much—but close enough that Sydney felt noticed.

“Hospital scrubs?” The woman’s voice curled in a lilting British accent that made Sydney’s heart stumble. Like Richard Attenborough narrating her life, only softer, more human. “Don’t tell me you moonlight as a nurse. Not with those foam sandals.”

Sydney flushed and tugged at the hem of her pink scrub pants. “They ain’t mine. Loaner.”

“Ah.” The woman smiled, not unkindly. “Hospital then. You alright?”

Sydney tried to keep her eyes on the cracked vinyl of the seat in front of her, but something about that voice made deflecting feel impossible. “I’m fine. Just...observation. They, uh, wanted to keep me overnight. Just got discharged.”

The woman tilted her head, studying Sydney with an expression that was far too patient to be nosy. “Observation usually means someone gave you a good knock. Black eye’s peeking through your makeup, love.” She said it plainly, not accusing, just seeing.

Sydney’s throat tightened. Her pocketbook strap dug into her shoulder as if trying to keep her grounded. “It’s nothin’. Just—just a mistake.”

“By you?” The woman asked gently.

Sydney blinked. Her lips trembled. “By him.”

The bus rattled down the avenue, the words slipping out before she could pull them back. And once they were out, the story tumbled with them—Morton’s temper, his fists, the trailer that wasn’t hers but was the only place she had left, the locket she couldn’t bear to leave behind, the diary hidden under the mattress. She spoke in fragments, ashamed and shaking, but the woman listened like each word mattered.

When Sydney finally stopped, breathless, the woman leaned back with the kind of calm you couldn’t fake. “Sounds like you’ve had enough of carrying it alone.”

Sydney swiped at her cheek, surprised to find it wet. “I don’t even know where to start.”

The woman extended a hand, palm steady, like it had been waiting all along. “Start with me. I’m Lori. And I’ll go with you. To the trailer. No one should face that alone.”

Sydney stared at the hand, small and strong, before finally slipping her own into it. The warmth there made her want to believe. “Sydney. From Atlanta.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sydney from Atlanta. As you can tell from my accent, I'm from Texas,” Lori’s smile deepened as Sydney laughed. “Just kidding, London, born and raised in SW 9. Now, let’s see this place of yours. We’ll fetch what you need, and you won’t ever have to set foot there again.”

Sydney clutched her pocketbook tighter and, for the first time since leaving the hospital, felt a spark of safety she hadn’t dared hope for.

The bus wheezed to its last stop before the southern fringe of Greenville and dumped them into the heat. The driver barely looked back before shutting the doors and rolling away, leaving Sydney and Lori alone on the cracked shoulder of a long two-lane road. Pine trees crowded the edges, cicadas thrummed like static, and the only movement was heat rippling above the asphalt.

Sydney hitched her pocketbook higher, sandals flapping as they started walking. The trailer was still miles off.

“You don’t mind the walk?” Sydney asked, side-eyeing Lori, who somehow made sweatpants look like armor.

“Not at all.” Lori swung her backpack easily, voice a calm ripple of English rivers over Southern dust. “Sometimes a walk’s the only way to let your head untangle.”

Sydney gave a short laugh that didn’t sound like hers. “Don’t think my head’s ever been untangled.”

Lori glanced at her, not pushing, just waiting. Then she said, almost idly, “I used to feel like that. Lost. Rudderless. I’d wake up every day wonderin’ if anyone would notice if I never came back. No family, no purpose. Only stress, never knowin’ where life was takin’ me next.”

Sydney slowed, surprised at the confession. It felt like someone had unzipped her chest. “That’s...exactly it.”

Lori kept walking, giving her space to decide whether to say more.

Sydney hugged her pocketbook tight and let the words fall. “I was seventeen. Foster home. No family left to claim me. Morton showed up like—like he was savin’ me. Said I didn’t need to think anymore, he’d take care of me. Said I could come to Greenville, be his girl, live easy.”

The cicadas droned louder, like they were judging.

“At first I believed him,” Sydney went on, her voice cracking in the heat. “But the trailer...God, I hated that place. He made all the rules. What I wore, when I worked, how I acted at the club. Some of it I—” She swallowed hard. “Some of it I liked. The structure. Not havin’ to guess what people wanted. Just followin’ orders. It was...simple. But the way he talked to me—always tellin’ me I was worthless, needed to make more money at the strip clubs, needed to do better. I thought it was what I wanted. But it wasn’t what I hoped.”

Her breath shook. Two years’ worth of silence finally breaking.

“I thought I’d die there,” she whispered. “And now he’s gone. And I’m free. And I don’t know what the hell to do.”

They stopped at a crossroads where the asphalt gave way to dirt. Sydney stared at her bruised hands and waited for judgment.

But Lori only put a hand on her shoulder, steady as a stone. “Then that makes today the first day you get to decide for yourself.”

Sydney blinked at her, eyes burning.

“Trust me,” Lori said with a half-smile that felt like an anchor in the storm. “You don’t have to walk it alone.”

Sydney nodded, more grateful than she could say. For the first time in years, the road ahead didn’t feel like a sentence—it felt like a beginning.

The city melted away into the distance replaced by scrub pines, rusted mailboxes, and dirt that clung to the wind like smoke. The walk was long—long enough for confessions, long enough for Sydney to hear the comfort in Lori’s accent as if it were steady hands guiding her through fog.

When she finally reached the trailer, she hesitated at the door. The heat clung heavy, but colder was the memory of this place—his smell, his shadow in every corner. She pushed it open, and the first thing that hit her wasn’t the stale beer and cigarette stench, but the sight.

Blood. A dark spatter across the kitchen linoleum. Smudged streaks trailing down a doorframe. A reddish halo on the cabinets where someone—something—had been broken. Sydney froze in the threshold, her mouth dry. Morton had told police a story, something about a naked woman. Seeing this, she almost believed it.

Lori stepped in behind her, quiet. For the first time since Sydney met her, she saw a flicker break through that calm composure—a quick dart of eyes across the stain, then away, like she knew exactly what had been done here. But Lori only put a gentle hand on Sydney’s shoulder.

“Take what you need. Don’t linger.”

Sydney nodded and forced her feet to move. She dug under the mattress—her diary, gone. Her heart sank, throat tightening. Lori’s voice steadied her.

“The police may have taken it as evidence. Don’t let it weigh on you.”

Sydney pressed her lips together, but when she pulled up the loose floorboard in the corner, her breath broke out in relief. The little tin box was still there. Inside: a few folded bills she’d hidden from Morton, two crumpled changes of clothes, and most precious of all—the locket. Her mother’s. She clutched it to her chest and mouthed a silent thank you.

She peeled out of the hospital scrubs and changed into her worn jeans, a T-shirt, and a denim jacket that smelled faintly of dust but felt like armor. Sneakers laced tight, backpack packed with what scraps of her life remained. She zipped it, squared her shoulders, and stepped back into the kitchen.

The blood still glistened faintly in streaks under the light. She looked away, to Lori.

“I’m ready.”

Lori nodded, her face a mask of reassurance—but Sydney didn’t miss that brief, unsettled glimmer in her eyes. Whatever had happened here... she got the impression that Lori wasn’t experiencing it for the first time.

Sydney retrieved the last two bottled waters from the fridge. Sydney twisted the cap off the bottle and handed it over. The Londoner—Lori, she’d said her name was—took it with a grateful nod, her hoodie sleeve brushing against Sydney’s wrist.

“You see something I don’t?” Sydney asked, tipping her chin toward the dark stain on the floorboards. She wasn’t sure why she asked. Maybe because Lori’s eyes had lingered on it too long.

For a second, the woman didn’t answer. Then that warm, honey-poured-over-gravel accent flowed out again. “Only imagining your mystery woman in here, swinging away like Joe DiMaggio.” She gave a little grin and pointed with her bottle at a dried, half-smeared footprint near the cabinets. “Had to be one crazy bitch, coming at a bloke more than twice her size. Bat or no bat.”

Sydney crouched, squinting. The print was bigger than hers, bigger than Lori’s too. Whoever left it had to be pushing six foot. A chill crept up her neck. But she forced it back down, shrugging like it didn’t matter.

Instead, she dug into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out two crumpled twenties she’d hidden from Morton long ago. She flashed them with a grin, trying to change the subject. “Buy you dinner?”

“Sounds like a master plan,” Lori said, tucking her water bottle under one arm and flashing a quick, genuine smile.

Sydney slung her backpack over one shoulder and stepped outside. The air smelled of rust and dust and the end of something rotten. She didn’t look back at the trailer. That part was over. The stain on the floor could stay Morton’s problem.

Together, they started walking toward the distant hum and glow of Greenville. Step by step, the dark receded behind her.

~~At the diner~~

The 24-hour diner gleamed like a lantern in the dark, its neon sign buzzing over cracked asphalt. Inside, the air smelled of fried onions and burnt coffee, the kind of place that fed truckers and ghosts alike.

Sydney sat into the booth across from Lori, the vinyl seat squeaking under her scrubs. For the first time in days, she let herself laugh.

“No shit?” Lori barked in her rich London lilt, grinning so wide her dimples showed. “Which strip club?”

“The Pale Pony in north Greenville,” Sydney confessed with a mischievous smile.

“No shit!” Lori gasped theatrically, smacking the table with the flat of her hand. “I’ve got a mate works the bookstore there. We should totally go see him. I bet he’ll let us crash at his place tonight.”

Sydney blinked. “Seriously? You think he won’t mind?”

“No!” Lori leaned back, smug as a cat. “Sam’s cool as beans. I crash at his place all the time. And don’t worry—” she winked, sly and conspiratorial, “—I’ll pay the toll.”

Sydney caught the meaning, heat rising in her cheeks. Lori’s grin made it impossible not to smile back.

“Okay,” Sydney said, shaking her head in disbelief. “And I can work the club for some cash.”

“We both can.” Lori lifted her chin proudly. “I’m no stranger to the pole either.”

That surprised Sydney. She studied the woman across from her—the hoodie, the casual sweatpants, the easy laugh. Gorgeous, yes, but she hadn’t pictured her under the lights, commanding a stage. Then again, nothing about Lori had been predictable so far.

“Sounds like a master plan,” Sydney said, and tried to mimic Lori’s accent. What came out was half-Texan drawl, half drunk pirate.

They both collapsed into laughter, shaking their heads, giggling like teenagers sneaking beer behind the gym. For a brief, stolen moment, the world outside—the bruises, the trailer, the shadows—didn’t exist. Just bad accents, cheap coffee, and the kind of friendship that blooms fast when you need it most.

~~At the bookstore~~

Lori strolled through the door like she owned the place, hips loose, hoodie unzipped, that London air of casual confidence making her look like a champion returning to claim her crown. Sydney trailed after her, pink scrubs traded for jeans and a jacket, pocketbook tucked tight under her arm. She looked small in the neon glow of the adult bookstore, like someone who had wandered into the wrong party but decided to stick around anyway.

Behind the counter stood Sam, sandy hair curling a little at the ends, a grin spreading across his face the second he saw Lori.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite troublemaker,” he said, leaning on the counter like he had all the time in the world.

Lori marched right up, pulling Sydney in tow.

“Sam, this is Sydney. Sydney, Sam. We’re staying at your place tonight.”

Sam gave Sydney a once-over—warm, not leering—and nodded like the arrangement had already been written in stone.

“Fair enough. I’ll make sure the couch behaves itself.”

Sydney blinked, caught between relief and disbelief. Lori had tossed it out like fact, and Sam just... agreed.

While Lori and Sam traded small talk—old jokes, a kiss that said more than words—Sydney drifted toward the shelves. The thump of bass from the strip club next door rattled faintly through the wall, each beat syncing with her nerves. She let her eyes skim rows of glossy covers until one caught her breath.

Milk Pony Ranch: A Willing Gift.

The face staring back at her was familiar. Like someone she had heard about, but never met, Jet black hair, and eyes that looked too much like hers, shy, lonely. The same book she’d lingered over a week ago, the one she couldn’t afford to buy with Morton controlling her life.  The one she read and broke down into tears because the poor homeless wretch in that book had a better life than she did. A life of service, sure, but structure, respect, love and affection.

Her stomach flipped.

She saw it. Right next to the book, another cover—this time with a figure she recognized immediately. Lori. Dressed in glossy black tack, bit between her lips, a long mane of dark curls spilling like fire.

Sydney froze, staring, the realization dawning slow as sunrise.

Lori had finished kissing Sam and walked over, catching Sydney’s wide-eyed stare at the shelf.

"Sam says he'll get us on the roster so we can work tonight." Lori said and then saw what Sydney was staring at.

Her lips quirked into a grin.

“Yeah,” she said, plucking the book with her own picture off the rack. “That’s me. Hell of a photoshoot.”

Sydney held up Milk Pony Ranch: A Willing Gift, her voice just above a whisper.

“And this one?”

Lori’s smile softened, secretive.

“Let’s just say... it’s a story you’ll want to finish.”

Sydney stood frozen in front of the shelf, her fingers white-knuckled around Milk Pony Ranch: A Willing Gift as if the book itself might breathe.

“Do you know him?” she asked, her voice soft, reverent, staring at Alex Anders’ name.

Lori smirked, plucking her own cover model book from the rack and holding it casually, like it weighed nothing.

“Know him? Darling, I helped him write half of it.”

Sydney blinked, mouth parting.

“You... what?”

Lori leaned against the shelf, eyes glinting with mischief but her voice suddenly low, confessional.

“He wanted more than stories. He wanted truth. How it feels to surrender, to be bound and told you don’t have to think for a while. To serve because it pleases you, not because you’re forced. To find freedom in being somebody’s ‘yes.’ I showed him what that looks like. Showed his friends too, when research required it.”

Her London accent made every word sound like scripture.

Sydney swallowed hard, heart hammering. The bruises on her arm itched with memory, but Lori’s words slipped inside her chest like honey, filling the cracks Morton left. Freedom in surrender. Safety in structure. Pleasure in service. They sounded like impossible contradictions, but Lori said them like they were gospel truths.

“And you... liked it?” Sydney asked, voice trembling.

“Liked it?” Lori chuckled, warm and wicked. “I loved it. Still do. Because for the first time in my life, I'm not lost. I belong. Cherished. Seen. Loved”

Sydney tightened her grip on Willing Gift, the cover bending under her fingers. If she let go, it felt like Lori’s story might vanish, like the spell would break and she’d be left with nothing but her bruises and the echo of Morton’s voice.

Just then Sam appeared, clapping his hands once.

“Roster’s posted. You’re both on the list if you want to work tonight.”

Sydney startled, realizing the vise-grip she had on the book. She looked down at it, then back at Lori, and reluctantly set it back on the shelf—like a child being coaxed to put away her safety blanket after story time.

“Come on then,” Lori said brightly, slipping an arm around her shoulders. “Time to shine.”

The bass from the club rattled the thin walls, promising noise and neon. Together they crossed into the dressing room, where the real stage waited.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PALE PONY
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The dressing room was a cramped little box of mirrors rimmed in flickering bulbs, the counters cluttered with abandoned mascara wands, stray sequins, and a faint smell of hairspray thick enough to choke a horse. Sydney perched on a stool, jeans traded for the pale bikini Lori had somehow magicked from her backpack. It was a little big on her and she had to pull the strings tight, but she also knew she would be carrying in her hands more than she would be wearing it tonight.

“You really carry bikinis around?” Sydney asked, tugging self-consciously at the straps.

“Darling,” Lori said, swiping eyeliner with practiced ease, her accent rolling smooth as silk. “Some people carry pepper spray. I carry swimwear and lip gloss for nights I want to work. Everyone fights their battles differently.”

Sydney laughed in spite of herself, the sound shaky but real. Morton would’ve sneered, told her she looked pathetic, told her to smile more like she was doing it wrong. Lori just leaned back, appraising her with a tilted head.

“You’ve got fire under those bruises,” Lori said simply. “That’s all you need. This stage—” she flicked her mascara wand toward the thump of bass on the other side of the wall—“isn’t about perfection. It’s about presence. You stand tall, you smile like you’re in on the joke, and they’ll eat out of your hand.”

Sydney studied her own reflection. The girl staring back looked nervous, yes, but not broken. Not useless. Just... raw. Untested.

“You think I can do this?” she asked quietly.

Lori chuckled. “Love, you survived him. You can survive a pole and a few drunk men waving dollars. Besides—” she dabbed blush across Sydney’s cheekbones, light and deft, “—you’ve got me. I won’t let you sink.”

Sydney’s throat tightened. Nobody had ever said it like that before. No judgment, no condescension. Just steady faith.

When they were finished, the makeup hiding bruises, their hair glossed with glitter spray and bikinis snug in place, Lori slung an arm around Sydney’s shoulders. “Ready to conquer our little corner of the world?”

Sydney took a deep breath, straightened her back, and nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Together they pushed through the heavy black curtain into the neon haze of the club, where the music pounded, the lights spun, and the night waited to be theirs.

~~downstairs in the club.~~

The bass thumped steady as a heartbeat, lights washing the stage in pinks and blues. Lori stepped out first, strutting in her bikini like she’d been born under neon. She spun around the pole with easy grace, her smile wide and warm, every gesture a promise that this was fun—not a battle, not survival, just joy. When the bikini came off the crowd cheered. She got back on the pole and was like a dervish of brown skin and black hair. The crowd roared for her, and she rewarded them with a wink and a playful hair flip. Sydney sat at the edge of the stage, watching in awe.

That’s how it’s done, she thought, knuckles tight around her bottled water. Like it’s a game you’ve already won.

When her name was called, her stomach lurched, but Lori’s whistle cut through the fog like a flare. “Go on, Syd! Show ‘em what you got!”

She climbed the stage, heart pounding, lights too bright, but when she glanced out at the crowd, she caught sight of a strange pocket of energy. A group near the front—two striking figures, one tall with hair pale as glass and another with a fire-red silk dress and heels that glowed under the lights. Beside them sat a woman with dark eyes, her posture sharp, a presence that commanded. Next to them two younger women, one blonde beaming like the sun, the other jet black hair with mischief glittering in her gaze. All of them were cheering for her.

Their voices rose above the din, claps, whistles, even a laugh that cut clean through the haze of smoke and neon. It made her bolder.

Sam, leaning against the door back to the bookstore, whistled and clapped as if she were already the headliner. His grin was wide, proud, unshakable.

Something cracked inside Sydney, and what came pouring out wasn’t fear—it was fire. She grabbed the pole, let the music guide her, hips rolling, body flowing in ways she hadn’t trusted herself to move in years. Each cheer, each whistle added fuel. Her bruises were forgotten, the ache of yesterday swept clean.

By the time the song ended, she was breathless, hair wild, heart drumming out of her chest. Applause thundered. She bowed with a grin so wide it hurt her cheeks, then hopped down into the crowd.

As she worked the floor, weaving between tables, dollar bills brushing her skin, she realized she was smiling—really smiling—for the first time in years. Not because someone demanded it. Not because it was expected. But because she felt it.

Sydney hadn’t felt this good in forever.

Sydney’s heart was still galloping from the stage when the woman in red caught her arm. The grip was gentle, but it had weight behind it, the kind of touch that said mine even if it wasn’t spoken aloud. Sydney turned, breath catching.

The blonde’s dress clung to her like liquid flame, and her eyes—green, sharp, amused—studied Sydney as if she were both a treasure and a test. The attention made Sydney flush with a mix of pride and unease.

Her man was a cowboy if she'd ever seen one. Blue plaid shirt, jeans, cowboy hat and boots, his three day old beard trimmed, not scruffy. Sydney was sure he knew how to ride.

“My boyfriend and I would like to take you to the VIP room,” the woman said, voice rich as velvet but carrying the edge of a knife.

Sydney’s mouth went dry. Something about this woman—this couple—was overwhelming. The way she stood, the way the cowboy’s quiet presence backed her up. She had no doubt they could devour her whole and call it entertainment. And somehow, the thought didn’t scare her.

“Okay,” Sydney managed, tucking a strand of gold hair behind her ear. “Um, the VIP entrance fee is a hundred, and it’s twenty per dance, five minimum.” Her voice trembled only at the end, but she hoped they didn’t notice.

The woman didn’t argue. She just extended a hand back, casual as a queen asking tribute. The cowboy, steady and silent, pulled out a thick stack of cash and laid it in her palm. At least five hundred. More than Sydney had ever seen in one go for a private.
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