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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie

      

      Two minutes left in the game, and my team, the Tudor College Mustangs, is down 1-0. It’s been a rough season for us, but I’m determined to turn things around. If I could just get someone to pass me the damn puck. The girls are skating around the ice like it’s their first game—there’s no cohesion out there at all. 

      I sink down on the bench and glance over at Coach Roland Azure. He doesn’t meet my gaze, but I can feel his frustration, and I have no idea what to do about it. I wish my friend Tara was here. She was our assistant coach before moving away when her professional hockey player husband was traded to Buffalo. 

      Tara started getting the team into shape, mixing her experience as a player and being the sister of a pro hockey player, all while navigating the challenges of being a woman in a male-dominated sport. Coach Azure doesn’t fully understand that part of it, and while no one blames him for the culture of the sport, it doesn’t make this any easier.

      I have one more shift to make something happen. 

      I stand up, channeling my inner NHL player. 

      Sometimes it’s hard being the captain, a player, a big sister, and unofficial coach to these girls, but I’ve morphed into the role, and now I have a job to do. It doesn’t always come together, but tonight, I’m burning with frustration and the need to change the trajectory of this game. 

      We’ve lost two in a row, and we desperately need a win. It won’t change our season, but it might help morale as we head into the offseason. There’s only a month left, and going out on a high note is important—especially for me since I’m graduating.

      I skate out to the face-off circle and give my teammate, Deirdre Hall, a look. She usually takes the face-offs, but sometimes we switch it up. If anyone on the team can help me turn things around at the eleventh hour, it’s her. 

      I win the face-off easily, sending the puck to Deirdre, who immediately passes it back to me. The other team has gotten complacent, thinking they have this sewn up with only twenty-eight seconds on the clock, but I’ve got a surprise for them.

      Turning on a dime, I pass the puck back to Deirdre, who sends it to one of the rookies. She’s a nervous Nelly who hates having the puck, which is well-known. Just as we hoped, she immediately passes it back to Deirdre, who then gets it back to me. All the passing has given me time to position myself in front of the net, and when the puck touches my blade, I slam it in, popping it just over the goalie’s skate.

      The game is tied.

      “You’re so fucking awesome,” Deirdre laughs as we hug.

      “I have my moments,” I agree.

      Someone in the crowd whistles long and loud, then yells, “That’s the way, Cass! Woot!” 

      I glance up, my heart skipping a beat as I recognize a familiar face. A handful of my friends are here, but the guys from the Alaska Blizzard, the local professional hockey team, don’t often get to many games. Yet there he is—Logan Pelletier, with that golden blond hair and those piercing blue eyes. 

      He breaks hearts all over Anchorage. 

      Probably everywhere he goes. 

      Not that I’m interested, but it’s hard to ignore him, especially since we’re friends and hang out occasionally. 

      What the hell is he doing here? 

      I can’t think about that, though, and I sink down next to Deirdre.

      “You’re fierce when you set your mind to something,” Deirdre says.

      “I try.” I grin at her.

      Somehow, we pull out the win, and spirits are high in the locker room as we change into our street clothes. Overtime has put me behind, though, because I need to get to work. I wash my hair and dress in record time, gathering my things as I try to make my escape. My teammates are excited, chatting away, making plans to go out.

      “Your friends from the Blizzard are here,” Deirdre says, as I grab my stuff.

      “Damn, and I have to get going,” I mutter. “Well, see you guys tomorrow.” 

      I head out into the hallway and grin at the group waiting for me. It doesn’t happen often, but it’s nice when they come to a game.

      “Badass Cass!” Ryder Kingston, a forward on the Blizzard, high-fives me. “That’s what I’m going to call you from now on.”

      I laugh. “I don’t know about that, but I like hearing it.”

      “You were great out there.” Charli Laassonen, the wife of one of the Blizzard players and Tara’s sister-in-law, gives me a hug.

      “Thanks. What’s everyone doing here?”

      “Tara made us promise to come cheer you on whenever we can,” Charli says, “and of course, I dragged along as many people as I could.”

      “We’re going clubbing,” Ryder announces. “You wanna come, Cass?”

      I shake my head. “Not tonight. Thanks for the invite, but I already have plans. In fact, I’m late, but thanks for coming out, you guys.” I glance over at Logan. “And could you possibly whistle any louder?”

      He laughs. “I can try.”

      “Well, I’m really sorry, but I have to go.”

      “The Blizzard has a game tomorrow night,” Charli says, “but I’ll see you next Friday, if not before.”

      “See you then!” 
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        * * *

      

      The heavy bass echoing through the speakers slams into me as I open the door of the club. I’m late to work, so I have exactly eight minutes to change, put on makeup and my wig, and get on stage. I race to the dressing room, waving at a few of the other dancers.

      “Girl, you’re pushin’ it tonight,” my friend Loni laughs.

      “Had a hockey game,” I mutter, yanking off my jeans and T-shirt and wiggling into a red sequined thong.

      “You and that hockey bullshit,” one of the other girls calls out. “How are you gonna dance if you get hurt?”

      “Well, the plan is to not get hurt!” I shoot back, grinning as I put on the matching red sequined bra. I grab the short nurse’s uniform I wear over it, pulling it over my head and stepping into my red sky-high heels. 

      “Here.” Loni picks up the long dark wig I wear to cover my naturally blond hair and helps me secure it in place. There’s no time for anything but my new magnetic eyelashes and bright red lipstick that matches my shoes and panties. I manage to smack my lips just as one of the stage managers sticks his head in the door. 

      “Two minutes, Nympho.”

      I really hate that nickname, but somehow it’s stuck and become my stage name. It’s ironic, too, considering the club “nympho” isn’t actually getting any at all. 

      There’s no help for it at this point, though, so I stand up and stuff my bag under the dressing table.

      “You got this, tiger.” Loni winks, and I take a deep breath, holding it for ten seconds before slowly letting it out. It always calms my nerves, especially when I get here so close to performance time. 

      Normally, I’m here early, hanging with the girls and going through my makeup ritual, which soothes me. One drink before my show is good too, but there wasn’t time tonight, and I walk toward the stage on autopilot.

      One dance.

      That’s my mantra every time I get out there. 

      I get through each shift, each dance, by telling myself it’s just one. I’ve marked days off on the calendar, counting down until I can quit and maybe leave Anchorage, but for now, I have bills to pay and don’t want to live paycheck to paycheck, so I do what I have to do. 

      The lights go down, and the crowd starts to yell. I close my eyes again, letting the cheers wash over me, then everything disappears but the music. As soon as I hear the first note of Rihanna’s “Umbrella,” I stride out onto the stage, stopping in the middle and waiting for the lights to come up. 

      As soon as they do, I pivot on one foot, launching myself up and catching the pole with one hand while my legs swing out behind me. I come down and around, my right leg winding around the pole while my left goes straight up in the air. Then I flip over and land on my feet, strutting to the front of the stage.

      There are already guys holding up dollar bills, and I squat down, letting them put a few in my garter. This is just the beginning since I’m still fully dressed. The real money will come once I’m down to my thong, but that’s a couple of minutes away, and I dance back to the pole, spinning and giving them a taste of what’s to come. 

      As a lifelong athlete, I work the pole better than any of the other dancers at the club, and though I’m probably only a mediocre dancer overall, guys are mesmerized the moment I start my pole routine.

      Ripping open the Velcro that fastens my old-school nurse’s uniform, I give them a view of my chest, gyrating my hips and moving in time with the music. I let the uniform fall away and go back to the pole. This is about the time guys lose their minds, and I need the money, so I give them what they’re here to see: Me. Naked. 

      I keep my thong on for now, but the bra will be next, and then I’ll start collecting the cash. 

      I’ll only go fully nude right at the end, which helps with both safety and my sanity.

      Dancing naked is not what I had in mind when I graduated high school. But college is expensive, and so is a place to live—food, utilities, life. I started out waiting tables at a restaurant, but this pays so much better.

      With money on my mind, I pick up the pace and smile, the lyrics on my lips as I swing around the pole a few times to get momentum before letting go and sliding across the floor until I stop just shy of the edge of the stage. I’ve rehearsed that a hundred times before I got it right, and now it’s old hat, but it always gets the crowd going nonetheless.

      I reach back to unsnap my bra so I can fling it off when I catch sight of someone in my peripheral vision, rushing toward the stage. I turn, scooting out of the way as he lunges at me, but he keeps coming. One of the club security guards heads in our direction, but Bob is a regular here, and he’s caught my ankle, actively attempting to pull me off the stage.

      Luckily, after a lifetime of ice-skating and gymnastics, I have muscular legs, and I kick at him. When he refuses to let go, I slip off my other heel and bend to grab it. If I can’t pull away, I’ll hit him with my stiletto until he lets go. 

      Someone is calling my name, but I’m too busy digging my heel into Bob’s thigh. He lets out a screech of pain and yanks at my hair. Since it’s not my actual hair, it doesn’t hurt, but he pulls hard enough to displace the wig, and I let out a yelp of surprise when it lands on his face. 

      I use the distraction to jump to my feet and rush backstage. But not before two familiar faces swim into my field of vision.

      Oh, holy hell. 

      Logan and Ryder are standing at the edge of the stage, staring at me in disbelief.
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      Logan

      

      Hanging out at a strip club called All the Way is a complete fluke for me. If I’m in the mood for a night of strippers, I usually head to the Crazy Horse Saloon, but tonight, I wanted to keep it a bit more low-key. The Crazy Horse is always packed and bursting with energy, and when people recognize me as a local hockey star, it can become a hassle.

      All the Way is on the outskirts of town, off the beaten path, and typically quiet, even on weekends. 

      But tonight, it’s hopping. 

      Apparently, the midnight show features someone named Nympho, and everyone claims it's amazing. I’ve seen my fair share of strippers, but Ryder, Viktor, and Jude wanted to check it out, so I tagged along. 

      I have to admit, I wasn’t paying much attention when Nympho came on stage dressed as a nurse, but the way she works the pole is impressive. She has a fantastic body, and her muscular thighs and six-pack abs are hot as hell. I’m even more impressed when she uses her stiletto to start beating down a guy who rushed the stage. 

      At first, I think it’s all just part of the show—watching a stripper take down an overzealous fan with her sexy shoe is kind of hilarious. But as I keep watching, it’s clear she’s not enjoying this, and this isn’t supposed to happen. Security takes way too long to respond, and when that idiot pulls off her wig, I’m shocked to recognize her.

      I never would have imagined Cassie is a stripper. 

      While I don’t care about any moral reasons regarding it, I just never got that vibe from her. But I guess my view is skewed, considering the few strippers I know are hardcore partiers who aren’t in college or playing hockey.

      By the time I get up to see if I can help, Cassie has run backstage, and although it’s been half an hour since the incident, she hasn’t come back out. Usually, the girls roam around between performances, chatting, letting guys buy them drinks, and doing lap dances. Cassie disappeared, and I hope it isn’t because of me. 

      Our eyes met for a fraction of a second before she bolted. 

      “You think she’s embarrassed?” Ryder asks as we wait for the next dancer.

      “Maybe? I had no idea she worked here and wouldn’t have recognized her if that guy hadn’t pulled off the wig.”

      “I feel bad, like we should have jumped in sooner, but I thought it was part of the show since the bouncers didn’t seem concerned.”

      “Exactly.” I scowl, frustrated at how unprofessional it is for the bouncers to let it go so far that Cassie had to defend herself with a high-heeled shoe. I hope she’s okay, so I impulsively call over the petite brunette who’s been serving us since we arrived. “Hey, is Cass, uh, Nympho coming back out?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t think so. She was pretty mad about what happened.”

      “Is she still here? Would you take her a note for me?” I hand her a ten-dollar bill, and she takes it, nodding.

      I grab a napkin and take the pen she offers. 

      

      Cassie—I just want to make sure you’re okay. Can you come out and say hello? Logan

      

      She takes the note and disappears into the back. 

      “What was that about?” Ryder asks, leaning back in his chair.

      “Just checking on Cassie.”

      “Yeah.” Ryder scratches his chin. “She’s pretty hot, right?”

      I chuckle. “She is.”

      “You should ask her out.”

      I arch a brow. “Why would I do that? We’re buddies.”

      “Fuck buddies would be better.”

      “Nah, I don’t do that with actual friends.”

      “Then maybe I will.” 

      “Hey, handsome.” The waitress comes back smiling. “She said she’s going home, but you can walk her out to her car if you want. I can take you back there.”

      “Oh, yeah. Definitely.” I quickly get up and motion to Ryder. “I’ll be back.”

      Ryder nods as I follow the waitress into the back. I find Cassie in the hallway wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, her hair in a loose ponytail. She lifts her hand in acknowledgment.

      “Hey.” I walk over to her. “I wish I’d known it was you—I would’ve gotten that guy off the stage.”

      “It’s okay. Security was a little slow tonight. That kind of thing doesn’t usually happen.”

      “You okay? Did he hurt you?”

      She shakes her head, chuckling. “If anyone was hurt, it was probably him. I gave it to him good with my heel.”

      I laugh. “You did. That’s why I didn’t react—I thought it was part of the show at first.” I pause. “Until the wig came off.”

      She dips her head as we walk. “I have a favor to ask about that, Logan.”

      “The guys all recognized you,” I say quietly, sensing what she’s about to ask.

      She groans. 

      “Well, Ryder and I recognized you. I’m not sure about Jude and Vik…” I let my voice trail off as she looks upset. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was a secret.”

      “It’s not a secret.” She huffs out a breath. “It’s just, well, personal. I’m a college student, captain of the hockey team, and hoping to get into the business world after I get my bachelor’s degree, so I don’t want people to have preconceived notions about me. It’s not fair and almost never accurate.”

      “I can tell the guys to keep it quiet. We like to party, but no one is out to hurt anybody, so if I say it could have implications on your career going forward, they won’t say anything.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” Her eyes meet mine, and I’m startled at how light they are. There’s a vulnerability to her that I’ve never noticed before, and I wonder how I’ve missed it, considering we’ve hung out plenty of times. Part of it might be because I just discovered she’s a stripper, but my gut tells me there’s more to it than that.

      “No problem. Come on, let me walk you out to your car.” 

      I walk down the hall beside her and we push through a door I hadn’t even realized was there. It leads to a small, fenced-in parking lot separate from the main one where customers park. 

      “Thanks for walking me out,” she says. “Usually security does it, but I’m annoyed with them right now.”

      “No problem at all.” She stops in front of an older, lime-green Jeep, and I smile, putting my hand on the frame. “This must be fun to drive in the summer.”

      She grins. “It is. She’s my baby.”

      “She?”

      “Yeah. She’s badass.”

      “Like you.” I grin back.

      “So—” Cassie cuts off abruptly, her eyes darting behind me. “Logan!”

      I swing around, catching the guy coming up behind me around the middle and throwing him down before he can take a swing. “What the fuck, man? Leave her alone.”

      “You can’t have her! She was mine first.” The guy is red-faced and angry.

      “She says she’s not, so you need to get out of here before we call the cops.” I keep my hands on my hips as I look down at him.

      “Cassie, you okay?” One of the bouncers from the front door comes jogging around.

      “Can you get this clown out of here?” Cassie asks him. “I had someone walk me to my car, and he’s still making a nuisance of himself.”

      “All right, Bob, let’s go.” The bouncer picks the guy up and nudges him toward the customer parking lot. “You know you’re not allowed back here.”

      “But she loves me!” Bob whines. 

      I roll my eyes as the bouncer leads him away. “Do you deal with this a lot?”

      “No one’s ever jumped on stage before, but yeah, guys try to wait for us by our cars pretty often. Usually security keeps them out, but they can just climb the fence. It never used to be so busy, but it’s picked up in the last year. A couple of girls have migrated over from the Crazy Horse, saying it’s too competitive there, but one of our dancers just left and went there, so I don’t know.”

      “When I first turned twenty-one, two years ago, I was at the Crazy Horse like every other night. But now we have a few places we like that are more mellow. Mostly we hit the strip clubs when we’re on the road, if we have a night off. Our new backup goalie, Viktor, had never been to any here in Anchorage, so we offered to bring him. I chose this place because I thought it would be chill compared to the Crazy Horse.”

      She smiles. “Surprise.”

      “It’s all right. I’m glad I got to see you dance, though. That flip thing you did on the pole was amazing.”

      “I did gymnastics for years until I got too tall,” she says. “I’m five-ten, and you don’t see gymnasts that height. But hockey keeps me in shape, and it’s fun incorporating gymnastics into my routines. Just between you and me, I can’t dance for shit, but between the pole routine and just ripping off my clothes, I don’t think guys care.”

      I swallow. 

      I hadn’t noticed any dancing, either. All I saw was her gorgeous body, the muscles in her legs as she twirled around the pole, and then a pair of the best tits I’ve seen in a long time. Until Bob-the-douche-canoe ruined it for me. But obviously, I’m not going to say that out loud. She’s my friend, not some stripper hookup, and anyway, I don’t sleep with women I’m friends with. 

      “Well, I should go.” Cassie pulls out her keys. 

      “Okay.” I hesitate. “When, uh, when does the team play again?”

      “My team?” She looks startled. “Um, we always play Friday and Saturday nights.”

      “And you go from hockey to here?”

      She nods. “Weekends are when we make the most money, so when we have home games, I leave straight from the arena. When we’re out of town, I sometimes have to take Fridays off, depending on how far we’re going, but we don’t travel much.”

      “That sounds hard, balancing hockey and then having to dance all night.”

      “It can be, but I’m used to it. But this coming week is going to suck. I have to work Tuesday and Wednesday from noon to eight. My manager tripled my base pay, which is ten bucks an hour, to sort of make up for the loss in tips since days are dead. He said I could study if it’s quiet, which is usually against the rules. Coach will be annoyed, but he knows this is how I eat, so if they need me here, I have to.”

      “I understand.” I reluctantly close the door after she gets into her Jeep, unsure why I suddenly feel the urge to ask her if she wants to grab a drink or something. But I can’t do that. My friends are waiting for me, and I don’t ask out women I hang out with anyway. It’s a hard and fast rule for me.

      I’m not interested in a relationship at this stage of my life, so I don’t date girls I might actually like. 

      And I like Cassie a lot. 

      Well, it’s more complicated than that. I like her as much as you can like an attractive, smart, hockey-playing woman who shares a lot of mutual friends and interests. But our schedules don’t allow us to spend much time together, so I don’t know her that well. 

      And that’s the problem. 

      I suddenly want to know her—and that hasn’t happened in a long time.
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      Cassie

      

      Day shift sucks. 

      I sit in the back of the club at a table with my statistics textbook open, my notebook beside it, trying to tackle the homework problems. I don’t have trouble in school, other than not having enough time to study. I'm taking three classes this semester, which is the most I dare to take while working full-time and playing hockey, and it’s exhausting. 

      So far, statistics has been the toughest class I've taken, and I'm just ready to get it over with. 

      The day shift feels long, though. I danced only once yesterday and made a whopping fifty dollars, not counting my hourly pay. But since I don’t do lap dances, it cuts down on my money-making potential. I told management that upfront. I’ll serve drinks and do my routine on stage as many times as they want per shift, but I won’t do lap dances. 

      I had to draw the line somewhere, and that was it. It’s not a moral decision—it’s about my personal comfort level. Nudity is allowed and encouraged here, and too many men have no restraint when it comes to a naked woman wiggling in front of them. 

      I just can’t do it.

      I’d probably make a lot more money if I did, but I’d go back to waiting tables at regular restaurants if that were my only option. Luckily, my pole dancing gets so much attention that once management saw me do it, they agreed to my terms. I’ve been offered a ton of money for lap dances in the last two years, but I’ve always refused. This day-shift gig has been mellow, so it hasn’t come up.

      I’m so absorbed in probability distributions and random variables that I jump when someone sinks down beside me. “Hey.” 

      “Logan.” I blink for a moment, trying to shift from statistical studies to stripper mode. 

      “Any chance you could get me a light beer?” he asks, his eyes twinkling.

      I’m about to ask him why when I spot the day manager eyeing me, and I quickly get to my feet. “Um, sure. Sixteen or twenty-ounce?”

      “Sixteen. I have to pace myself.” 

      “Be right back.” I stick my pen in the book and close it, making my way to the bar. I order his beer as I try to figure out what he’s doing here. Usually, the team has practices during the day unless they’re traveling or have a game, so having him here at two o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon is weird. I put his beer down in front of him, and he places a twenty-dollar bill on the table.

      “What are you reading?” he asks. “Statistics?” 

      “Yup, for a class.” I don’t know whether to sit down or remain standing since I’m technically working now that there’s a customer.

      “Can’t you sit?” he asks after a moment, glancing up at me. “I just thought I’d have a beer on a rare afternoon off and remembered you were here.” 

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m just not sure how management feels about my friends hanging out.” 

      He points to the beer and the money. “I’m paying for your time. I’d rather not ask for a lap dance, but I will if it helps.”

      My face feels a little warm as I shake my head. “I, um, I don’t do that.” 

      He squints. “You don’t do lap dances?” 

      “No. I serve drinks and do my pole dancing routine. That’s it. I told them if lap dancing was mandatory, I was out.” 

      He frowns. “I thought that’s how you guys made most of your money.” 

      I shake my head. “Not me. I make a ton on stage, and when I come out to serve drinks, the customers over-tip because they loved my routine and want to talk to me.” 

      “I didn’t think lap dances were optional, but that’s cool you don’t have to.” He frowns. “Can I ask why you don’t?” 

      I shrug. “I don’t know exactly. Stripping wasn’t my first choice to work my way through school, but my friend Dana told me how much money she was making—well over a thousand dollars a night on weekends—while I was scraping by with my hundred-and-fifty-dollar weekend nights. But thinking about lap dances kind of creeps me out. It’s better here than some other places, but as you saw the other night, there are plenty of weirdos out there, so wiggling my private parts in the faces of strangers is… scary.” 

      “Makes sense.” He sips his beer. “I don’t think I could do it.” 

      “But you have no problem with women doing it to you?” I cock my head as I meet his gaze.

      His blue eyes turn thoughtful. “You know, lap dances aren’t really my thing. I won’t lie and say I haven’t done them because I have, but at the end of the day, I’m not sleeping with a stripper unless we meet somewhere outside of the club. I absolutely enjoy watching a gorgeous naked woman dancing on stage and a half-naked woman serving me drinks. But I pay for that privilege. I’m a huge tipper, and I don’t touch or do anything I’m not supposed to do. 

      “Lap dances are a tease, and to be honest, if you’re wiggling your stuff in my face, I want to touch you and enjoy what you’re offering. For me, it boils down to the woman. If she is comfortable being naked on a guy’s lap without doing anything else, that’s none of my business. The only issue I’d have is if the woman were being forced to do something like that.” 

      “I can’t speak for everyone, but I know a good number of strippers at this point, and most of them are here willingly and happily because we make so much money. There are a few who have drug habits to feed and do more than strip, doing just about anything for money. While that’s sad, there’s only so much you can do. You can’t save everyone, and not everyone wants to be saved.” 

      “That’s true. I bet there aren’t many strippers going to college, though.” 

      I smile. “You’re wrong. I know of four personally. I’m the only one here right now, but there was someone else I knew at school who worked here. That’s how I found out about this place, and she brought me in when I told her I used to do gymnastics and was pretty athletic.” 

      “Oh, wow. I guess I never thought about it. Does that make me a douche?” 

      I chuckle. “Nah. That makes you honest. But you’re thinking about it now, right?” 

      “Absolutely.” 

      “Then I’ve done my job.” 

      We’re quiet for a minute as the other dancer, a woman who uses the name Pebbles, gets up on stage. Logan glances up for a moment but then turns back to me, as if studying me intently. 

      “Damn, it’s dead in here,” he finally says, looking back up at the stage. “I feel bad for you guys.” 

      “Feel worse for her. I’m getting a bonus for doing this; she works for ten bucks an hour and probably less than fifty bucks a day in tips.” 

      He grimaces. “That’s awful.” 

      “She gets Friday night shifts since she works Monday through Thursday during the day. The other day-girl works Tuesday through Friday and gets Saturday nights. There’s a third day-shift girl, and she works odd shifts to fill in wherever they’re short since they want two girls here at all times, but she twisted her ankle, so she’s out for a bit.” 

      “Will you keep working days?” 

      I shake my head. “I better not. I can’t afford to miss classes and practices. They know that, so I hope this is it. I made fifty bucks yesterday. A slow weekend night for me is closer to five hundred.” 

      “Wow, that’s a big difference.” 

      “Usually, the girls with kids work days so they’re home at night, but for someone like me, this isn’t good at all.” 

      “Well, I’ll try to add to⁠—” 

      I shake my head. “That’s not necessary, Logan. It was nice of you to come hang out today, but we’re friends, and it feels weird for you to give me money.” 

      “I’m tipping you for bringing me a beer.” 

      “A beer that would cost a third of the price at the local pub you usually go to.” 

      “Yeah, but if I go to those places, I don’t get to talk to you.” 

      Our eyes meet, and something flickers in his that I haven’t seen before. 

      Attraction? Maybe. 

      I’m not sure, but it’s interesting because Logan is always the life of the party, the guy who never dates the same woman twice, and the biggest player on the Blizzard. But having his eyes fixed on me like this is unlike anything I’ve experienced before, and I suddenly feel extremely exposed. And it has nothing to do with how little I’m wearing. 

      “Well, I have to study, but if you’re going to throw money around, go throw some at poor Pebbles—I don’t think she’s made anything all day today. It’s slower than usual, even for a day shift.” 

      “Will do.” He gets up and ambles toward the stage, grinning at Pebbles and sticking a bill in her garter.

      I try not to stare at how firm his ass looks in a pair of black jeans or the way his biceps bulge through the fabric of his long-sleeved T-shirt. He’s a spectacular specimen of male athleticism, and though I usually keep my distance, having him come to see me today does weird things to me. Butterflies tickle my stomach whenever he looks into my eyes, and while I walk around half-naked all the time, I’ve never wanted to be dressed as much as I do now. 

      It has nothing to do with being embarrassed. I stopped thinking about nudity as something taboo a long time ago. Hell, there was a Halloween party several months ago where a group of us ended up skinny-dipping, including myself and Logan, so we’d already seen each other naked, and it wasn’t a big deal. 

      But that was at a party, and this is somehow more… intimate. Something about being at the club together makes it intimate in a way that’s uncomfortable, and even though I’ve been stripping for two years, this is the first time I’ve ever felt self-conscious about my job.

      Logan sits down again, ordering another beer and simply hanging out. A few guys have come in now that it’s almost five o’clock and people are getting off work. Local factory workers and lumberjacks stop by before going home, and if I’m going to make any money today, this is the time. 

      Except all I really want to do is sit and talk to Logan. 

      I put my books away since study time is over now that it’s picking up, and I look over at the day manager, who holds up both hands with his fingers splayed. That means he wants me to dance in about ten minutes. They don’t have a strict performance schedule for the day shift, but I try to dance once around five thirty and again at seven thirty, just before the night shift comes on. 

      There wasn’t a five thirty dance yesterday because there was only one guy in the place, and he’d been half-asleep in his chair.

      “I’m going to have to dance soon,” I tell Logan. “How long are you going to stay?” 

      “I’ll stay until you get done if you want to go get a burger or something.” There it is again, that strange but interested look I don’t understand. He’s never flirted with me before, even though we’ve gone out in groups and hung out on more than one occasion. Hell, he comes to watch me play hockey, too. 

      “Um, sure,” I say slowly. “But I can’t stay out late. I need to sleep tonight because I run on very little sleep on the weekends.” 

      “Yeah, we have a game tomorrow, so I’ll be in bed early, too.” 

      “Okay, then I’ll be back in a bit.” I saunter away, wondering if he’s watching me the way I’ve watched him before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      

      Watching her retreating figure as she walks into the back, I can't help but check her out as if it's the first time all over again. Her firm ass, muscular thighs, and the sexy curve of her hips are spec-fucking-tacular. It makes no sense that I’m suddenly intrigued by her, because we’ve partied together more than once, and after the Halloween skinny-dipping incident, I’ve seen her naked before the other night here at the club, too. 

      Sure, I noticed how beautiful her body is, but the night of the party, I brought a date and wasn’t really paying attention to Cassie. For some reason, I don’t pay much attention to her beyond occasionally hanging out in groups.

      After watching her dance, though, I’m more than a little intrigued and not sure why. I have no explanation for what I’m feeling, so I take another swig of beer as the lights go down. 

      Instead of the hip-hop sound from the other night, Joe Cocker’s “You Can Leave Your Hat On” comes through the speakers, and I lean back, watching the stage intently. Cassie steps out in a business suit with a knee-length skirt and a blazer. She pretends to stumble in her high black heels, then grabs the pole and looks over her shoulder. 

      Right at me.

      I swallow as I meet her gaze. Though I’ve been sitting with her for a couple of hours now, she looks like someone else up there. She’s worn the wig the whole time I’ve been here, so that’s not it, and as she starts to twirl around the pole, I’m mesmerized. Her body is lithe and strong, an athlete’s body, but also curvy and feminine. I can imagine what her breasts would feel like beneath my hands and how it would look to have her beneath me. 

      No, on top. 

      Yeah, having that perfect body riding me would be fucking heaven. 

      Jesus, I feel like a horny teenager again as her clothes come off, one piece at a time. The skirt, the blazer, and then the black lacy bra. Her show the other night had been interrupted, so I didn’t get to see her fully nude, and now my cock stiffens behind my jeans as I watch. 

      Another second and she’s going to be naked. 

      Okay, no. 

      This is bad. 

      I don’t need to see her naked again. 

      Nope. 

      I force myself to my feet and head into the restroom. There’s no way in hell I’d be able to look at her naked up there and then just sit and chat afterward. I have plenty of self-control, but self-inflicted torture isn’t necessary. 

      And she’s strictly in the friend zone.
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        * * *

      

      I’m back at the table by the time she comes out. One of the other customers immediately stops her, offering to buy her a drink and asking for a lap dance. Though I’m only a couple of tables away, the music is loud, so I don’t hear the whole conversation, but the guy seems to accept whatever Cassie tells him and moves in the other direction.

      Cassie gets something at the bar that looks like ice water and then comes back over to me. 

      “How many times a day do you have to explain you don’t do lap dances?” I ask curiously.

      “Not that many. Most of the customers are regulars and know I don’t do them. Occasionally someone new comes in, like that guy.” She sits down and sips her water through a neon pink straw.

      “Do you drink on the job?” I ask.

      “Sometimes. I mean, we’re allowed, and it’s actually encouraged, but that’s empty calories for me so I try to limit it to one mixed drink right before I go on stage on the weekends. During the day shift, it’s so dead I’m not even nervous anymore.”

      “You get nervous on the weekends?”

      “Unfortunately, I do. I never wanted to be a performer, not like this anyway, but sometimes life throws you curve balls, so you do what you have to do.”

      We talk for a while, leaving Pebbles to serve drinks to the small number of men who’ve come in, but it picks up just before seven and Cassie gets up to help. I alternate between wanting to spend more time with her and wanting to get the hell away from her. 

      Shit.

      I’m not supposed to be so captivated. 

      I need to stop looking at her.

      Yeah, right.

      I down the rest of my beer and motion to Cassie to bring me another. 

      Jesus, why is it so hot in here? 

      I debate leaving twenty bucks on the table and walking out, but that would be a dick move, and I’m a lot of things, but a dick isn’t one of them. I don’t understand what’s happening to me or why I suddenly just want to hang out with her. 

      Women throw themselves at me all the time. Gorgeous, willing women who are perfectly happy having one-night stands with professional hockey players, no strings attached. 

      Cassie has never been one of them. 

      We have mutual friends and hang out often enough for me to know she isn’t interested in a one-nighter. 

      Not with me, anyway. At least, she’s never given me that vibe, which means I need to stop thinking about sleeping with her. No matter how much my cock is trying to convince me otherwise. And going out for a burger is a terrible idea. 

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, nudging me back to reality, and I dig it out gingerly.

      RYDER: Hey, we’re going out for a late dinner. You wanna meet us?  

      LOGAN: Who's going?

      RYDER: Me, Vik, Jude, and maybe Jake, since his wife’s out of town.

      LOGAN: Okay, cool. I might ask Cassie to come too. You going to the pub?

      RYDER: Yup. We’ll save you seats!

      LOGAN: See you in a bit!

      Okay, this is safer. Cassie will do her second dance at seven thirty, then she’ll change, and we can take off. By the time we get to the local pub that has the best burgers in town, I’ll have control of my dick again, and then we’ll be in a big group and I won’t be thinking about her gorgeous body. 

      Or the way she swings around that damn pole. 

      Or her.

      This is nothing but temporary insanity, and I’ll be fine once I’m back in my own element, hanging with the guys. 

      And that’s what I’ll continue telling myself until I believe it.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie follows me in her own car since she doesn’t want to leave it at the club, and I wait for her to get out of her Jeep so we can walk into the pub together. Just as I predicted, I’m feeling a lot better now, more in control, and not quite as ready to throw myself at her. Ironically, she looks just as good in tight jeans and boots as she does in a thong and sequined bra, which makes no sense, but I make sure to keep my attention on everything except her smokin’ hot body. 

      “Hey, guys!” Ryder waves as we get inside, and we join him and the others at two high-top tables they’ve pulled together. 

      “Cassie, do you know Viktor Maslak?” Ryder asks her.

      Cassie shakes her head. “No. Hi. I’m Cassie Reynolds.”

      “Hello.” Viktor is Russian, and though he understands everything and communicates well, his accent is thick.

      “We just ordered burgers,” Ryder says. “You guys hungry?”

      “Starving,” Cassie says, reaching for a menu. 

      We order a pitcher of beer and food, and Cassie and Ryder start talking about hockey.

      “Your goalie is in her own head,” he tells her. “You can see her starting to tense the second someone comes toward her now.”
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