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 POWER PLAY

GO BIG OR GO HOME!

ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

Desperate times call for desperate measures.

When the bad boy of the NHL, Zack Parker, lands himself in a public relations nightmare, his manager hatches a foolproof plan to get him out of trouble. With Zack’s hockey career in limbo, he reluctantly agrees to compete on a reality TV show called The Stars of Ballroom.

At the end of the day, Zack figures he’ll slog his way through the first week, get voted off and everyone will forget about his latest scandal, plus he’ll score a brand-new contract with the Vegas Royals.

What he doesn’t bank on is his tough, no-nonsense dance partner, Hannah Thorne from the UK. After missing the show last year due to an injury, Hannah is back and ready to battle it out to the end. She’s won the show twice and if she takes home the top prize again it will make her the only three-time champion of The Stars of Ballroom.

Hannah is a fighter and has zero patience for Zack and his bad-boy ways. Her future depends on this victory, and she’s willing to risk everything to win.

Go big or go home!
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the Vegas Golden Knights. On October 1, 2017, the unthinkable happened in Las Vegas. Fifty-eight souls were lost when one man opened fire on the crowd attending the Route 91 Harvest music festival. Our city was shattered, drowning in sorrow. Then on October 10, the Golden Knights took to the ice for the first home game of their inaugural season. The team somehow began to heal our broken hearts and brought hope to our grieving city. There was a sense of community and spirit I hadn’t felt in the twenty-plus years I’ve lived here. Thank you for giving us something to root for and turning me into a crazy hockey fan. This one is for you. Go, Knights, go!


CHAPTER ONE

 Zack

“You totally fucked up this time,” my manager, Greg, huffed into the phone. “What the hell were you thinking, Zack? Jesus Christ, first you get ejected from the game, then kicked out of Drai’s After Hours Club? Was it not enough to ruin the team’s last chance to get into the playoffs, you had to cause a scandal in the process? It’s all over the news, ‘Hockey’s bad boy, Zack Parker from the Vegas Royals, urinates in a potted plant. Drai’s cries foul.’ This is a PR nightmare.”

“Are you through?” I heaved, not wanting to listen to any more of his bullshit. “My head is killing me and I’m fucking tired.”

“Through?” he bellowed. “I’m just getting started. You’re lucky Drai’s only kicked your ass out and didn’t press charges. You need to make some changes or—”

“Or what?” I spat back and hurled myself out of bed to get water or whiskey, whatever I found first. “I was the Royals’ leading scorer this season. So we didn’t make the playoffs. Big deal. There’s always next year.”

“Don’t you get it, Zack? There won’t be a next year if you don’t clean up your act.”

I halted in my tracks. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

After a pause, Greg sighed. “The owner of the Royals, he’s pissed. This isn’t the first time you’ve been in the press with this kind of crap. They’re seriously considering dropping you from the team. You’re in between contracts. Last night might’ve been the final straw. What’s going on, man? What happened to you? You used to be a fighter, the king of teamwork.”

“Maybe I just don’t feel like I have anything left to fight for.”

I gave up everything for hockey. I kept telling myself the injuries, the things I missed out on, would be worth it someday. Then, my parents were killed in a car accident last year. What’s the point of playing by the rules? What’s the point of anything?

“Listen, Zack,” Greg said in a less angry tone. “I know you haven’t been yourself, but you’re going to have to help me out here. Do you want to call it quits?”

“Fuck no. What the hell would I do with myself? Although, the thought of a long off-season isn’t the worst thing in the world. I can get out of the states and party abroad where no one knows me. Finally, have some damn fun.”

“They’ve got paparazzi and camera phones abroad too. One more slip-up and I won’t be able to get you signed anywhere for next season.”

“That’s not true. Last week you said the Warriors wanted me back.”

“They rescinded their offer early this morning.”

“Jesus Christ. Fucking assholes.” I grabbed a bottle of water and flopped on the sofa. “Okay, bro, I’m all ears. What do you suggest?”

“Rehab. Now, before you curse me out, just listen. There’s a nice place in Malibu you could chill for a while until this blows over. It’ll show everyone you’re making an effort, then we can get you signed for next season.”

“That’s a hard no. The prick that killed my parents was a drunk. I’m not like him. Hell, last night was practically the only serious partying I’d done all season.”

“Well, I’ve got one more suggestion and you’re not going to like it.”

“Then, I can hardly fucking wait, hit me.”

Greg cleared his throat. “We rehab your image. I got a call from that show, The Stars of Ballroom, Marcus White had to pull out. He tore his Achilles.”

“I’m going to stop you right there. There’s no fucking way I’m going on some goofy dance show.”

“It’s not a goofy dance show,” Greg argued. “Marcus was an all-pro football player, a real athlete in his day. He said in some ways it was tougher than spring training.”

“The answer is no. I can’t believe the producers would even want me. Isn’t it a family show?”

“Yeah, a squeaky clean family show. And for the record, they didn’t contact me about you. They wanted Holmes, my other client. I had to talk them into you.”

“You’re wasting your breath, man. The Stars of Ballroom is out. What other bright ideas have you got?”

“That’s it, Zack. I got nothing else. Think of it this way, the first live show is a week from Friday and it only lasts six weeks. It’ll keep you out of trouble and in shape. I spoke to coach Gerard today. He told me if you do the show, he’ll personally go to the mat to keep you on the team. Think of the press, nothing but positive G-rated shit to get you out of this mess.”

I rubbed my forehead, pissed that I found myself in this mess. Was there a way to make the best of it? “So, what do they do? Pair me up with a hot dancer? I do love a dancer’s body. What’s my partner look like?”

“She’s pretty in a refined way, not the stripper way you’re thinking about. Which brings me to my next point. You can’t fuck your partner. It’ll ruin everything. Your relationship with her has to remain a hundred-percent professional.”

“Can I fuck someone else’s partner? You’re going to have to give me some incentive here.”

“You’re a real piece of work, you know that? I’ve been busting my balls all morning trying to get you out of this mess and the only thing you can think about is your dick.”

“Come on, be a pal. Throw me a bone for my boner.”

Greg chuckled. “Damn it. You’re an ass. But I love you like the brother I never wanted. I do have an idea for your boner.”

“We’re all ears. Shoot.”

“There’s this actress on a sitcom called Hope and Glitter, it’s on the same network as The Stars of Ballroom. Turns out, Kelsey Kennedy is a huge hockey fan. She was at the game last night and I spoke to her people. She’d be willing to pose as your girlfriend while you’re on the show. She’s America’s sweetheart. She’d be perfect for rebranding your image.”

“What’s in it for her? Nobody’s that sweet.”

“Season tickets to the Royals’ home games and television exposure while her show is in reruns. I guess she’s angling for a raise next season. So, this benefits everyone.”

“Can I fuck America’s sweetheart?”

“You ass. Does that mean I can call the producers and tell them you’re on board?”

I downed my water not wanting to even entertain the idea of going on some sissy ass dance show, but what else could I say for now? “It means, I’ll think about it. I’d like to at least meet Kelsey first.”

“I can arrange that. She’s still in Vegas. Do you want to meet at a restaurant or your house at the country club?”

“Send her here. I’m at my studio apartment by the Arena.”

“That shithole? I can’t ask an A-list television star to meet you there.”

“I’m not taking anyone to my house at the country club. Hell, I haven’t even been there since… Just send her here. Like you said, she’s a hockey fan.”

He scoffed. “Fine. You win. But be on your best behavior. I’m sticking my neck out here. No more bullshit.”

“I’ll give it a shot.”

“I need an answer about The Stars of Ballroom by tonight at six. That’s all the time I can give you. They’re going to move on to someone else if you’re not in. You’ll be playing catch-up as it is.”

“And what if I say no?”

“Then enjoy that shithole apartment, my friend. We could be out of options.”

My stomach churned at the possibility of my hockey career being over. “So, this is a serious ultimatum?”

“Of course it is. Haven’t you been listening?” Greg yelled. “Jesus. Go get cleaned up. I’ll contact Kelsey’s people and give them your address. Please, man, don’t screw this up.”

I ended the call and realized I had been a real fuck-up this year. The fights I’d gotten in, the restaurants I’d been thrown out of for causing a scene. Last night was a build-up of rage that escalated like a volcano, and yet part of me didn’t give a fuck.

The last thing I wanted to do was compete on a stupid dance show, but the idea of turning America’s sweetheart into my personal sex toy was enough motivation to shower and shave.

Afterward, with a little help from Google, I pulled up photos of Kelsey Kennedy and grinned. Damn! You look innocent. Her long flowing blonde hair and enormous angelic eyes gave me half a hard-on. Meeting her in person will no doubt be a fully erect stimulus package.

What was it my teammate’s wife said? “Men wearing nothing but a pair of grey sweatpants were more tempting than chocolate and wine.”

As I pulled on my grey sweatpants and checked myself out in the mirror, I flexed. Yeah, I still got it.

~ ♥ ~

The bell rang and I thought, Time for little red riding hood to meet the big bad wolf.

When I flung open the door, cute Kelsey was wearing tight yoga pants, a Vegas Royals’ tank top, and a huge smile. She looked like an ad for a toothpaste commercial.

“Nice place,” she said with a tinge of sarcasm. 

“Nice shirt,” I countered. “Does this mean you’re still a fan?”

“A fan of the Royals, yes. You? I haven’t decided yet.”

I gestured for her to enter. “Well, let’s see if I can change your mind. Come in.”

Kelsey strolled past me and into my small studio apartment that was as neat as a frat house. “Gee, I like what you’ve done with the place. It’s like it’s decorated in early American armpit.”

“Yeah, I know. Sorry for the mess. I don’t get many visitors here… well… except for the occasional puck bunny. They don’t seem to mind.”

She rolled her big brown eyes. “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not one of those desperate puck bunnies that fangirls over every hockey player. I happen to love the game and I love Vegas, so naturally, I became a Royals fan the first season.”

“Who was your team before that?”

She shrugged. “The Dukes, but you know sometimes a girl can change her mind. I like your tat, by the way.”

Kelsey Kennedy wasn’t what I’d expected. Yeah, sure she had a cherub-like face and long blonde hair, but her personality and voice had an edge to it. It was as if America’s sweetheart secretly smoked a pack of unfiltered cigarettes every day and drove an eighteen-wheeler in her spare time.

I patted the black spiral tat on my chest. “Thanks. This was my first one.”

She perched herself on the arm of the couch and tossed her bag on the coffee table. “So, did you officially sign on the dotted line for The Stars of Ballroom? My assistant said you were undecided. What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know, seems like a lot of work. I was looking forward to time off.”

A smirk spread across her face. “From what I hear after that stunt you pulled last night if you don’t do the show you could be looking forward to an infinite amount of time off.”

“Who did you hear that from?”

“Uh… Twitter… you were trending this morning. That got my attention.”

“I don’t have Twitter. All that shit, Instagram, Tik Tok, it’s a waste of time.”

“Just because you don’t have it doesn’t mean you weren’t trending. What was the hashtag? Oh, um, ‘Zack waters plant.’ I may have started that one.”

In frustration, I ran my fingers through my hair still wet from the shower. “Wow. That’s fucking helpful. Let me ask you something. What’s in this for you? What do you want?”

“Are you kidding? PR is a game and I know how to play it. First of all, sitting in the audience and cheering you on is an easy gig. And yeah, the show has agreed to pay me to be there. We’re creating a storyline. ‘America’s sweetheart, Kelsey Kennedy’s love reforms the bad boy of hockey.’ I’m your supportive girlfriend showing up at your rehearsals, and the longer you stay on the show the bigger my raise will be for my sitcom.”

“Then why don’t you go on the show and I’ll be the supportive boyfriend instead.”

She made a sour face. “That won’t work. Then it will be, ‘the bad boy of hockey that’s on the outs with his team is corrupting America’s sweetheart by hanging out at the show.’ You’re the one that got into a mess. You should have to do the hard time.”

“Hockey is hard, dancing is nothing,” I grumbled.

Kelsey sauntered to me with a wicked grin. “I don’t know, I hear the dancing is pretty rough. Do you like it rough?”

What the hell is this woman doing to me? She caught me adjusting my cock and stripped off her shirt.

Damn! Her tits were huge and begging to be played with. Christ! Say something!

I cleared my throat. “I thought you said you weren’t a puck bunny.”

“Oh, I’m not. I’m spectacular. Plus, a girl can change her mind.” She shimmied out of her yoga pants. “Are we fucking or not?”

“Damn, woman, you’re blowing my mind.”

Her fingertips grazed over my pecs. “What can I say? It’s these grey sweatpants. They’re my kryptonite.”

I cupped the back of her neck and drew her lips to mine. As our tongues came together, she backed away.

Her dark eyes locked on mine. “Just so we’re clear. This relationship is pretend, but there’s no reason we can’t mutually benefit from it. But I don’t need any ridiculous foreplay. I just need your cock.”

Before I could agree, Kelsey was on her knees, sliding down my sweatpants and taking my dick in her mouth. America’s sweetheart is slobbering on my knob like it’s corn on the cob. Fuck! I could get used to this.

She rode my cock with her face and my knees nearly buckled under her expertise. Damn, this woman had skills. She could suck the chrome off a bumper! The way she deep-throated me and then came off and jacked me with both hands. Shit! If I weren’t careful, I’d blow my load down her throat.

I extracted myself and heaved, “Easy, babe. We need to take care of you first.”

“Such a gentleman. I didn’t see that coming.”

“You’re about to see a lot of coming. Turn around, ass in the air,” I ordered.

I wasn’t sure she’d obey me, but she did. As she got into position, I took off my sweats and joined her on the floor.

With one hand resting on the small of her back, my other one dove between her legs. “You’re so wet. You liked sucking my cock, didn’t you? Say it.”

Kelsey gasped, “Yes… ah… oh, God… fuck!”

I continued teasing her clit until she was screaming. Her whole body quivered at the edge of orgasm, so I stopped.

“Don’t stop. I’m so close,” she whimpered.

I smacked her ass. “There’s not a chance in hell I’m stopping, babe. I just need a little taste.”

Step two of my, “Make a woman come in less than five minutes,” was underway. I had this down pat. It made me seem like a considerate fuck-buddy, when I was really getting her out of the way quickly so I could bury myself deep inside her pussy.

I spread her open and tickled her clit with my tongue. It was a good go-to move even when their excitement sometimes had them queefing in my face. After I sampled her thoroughly, my fingers went back to work, driving her nuts.

The guttural noises coming out of her were almost as loud as the crowd when I scored a goal. Damn, this was almost too easy.

At the exact right moment, I pressed two fingers inside of her and she exploded all over my hand.

Watching her go crazy made my dick rock-solid. Christ! I needed relief.

“Oh, God. That was amazing,” she panted.

I palmed her sweet round little ass. “You’re not finished yet.”

Her head snapped around and she grinned. “I know. I need that big dick inside me. Give it to me. Fuck the shit out of me. I don’t care if you ruin my pussy. I want it.”

Originally, I thought we’d move the party to the bed, but hell no. I spanked that ass and Kelsey resumed her position with the eagerness of a cat in heat.

I slid my length in slowly, causing her to moan unintelligible words. For a smart ass that was so sure of herself, I loved being able to reduce her to a horny slut craving my cock.

It had been a while since I had such “grade A” pussy to destroy and I was going to make the most of it.

I took my time with easy strokes until I worked my dick all the way inside her. What a sweet, snug fit. America’s sweetheart had a hot, tight cunt. Maybe I should join Twitter and twat that out.

Instead, I gathered up her blonde hair in my fist and tugged.

“Harder,” she cried. “Pull harder.”

I happily obliged and spanked her ass again. “You do like it rough, don’t you? You want more?”

“Yes… ah! God, yes! Give it to me!”

This fuck session went next level. With one hand gripped around her hair the other one gave her a red butt cheek as I ramped up my thrusts. We were both breaking out in sweat and primal groans. My muscles clenched and I grabbed Kelsey by the hips and pounded her pussy.

Once I was at the point of no return, I pumped my load deep inside her as she came all over my dick.

We collapsed in a heap while our breathing returned to normal. Damn it. I didn’t realize how bad I needed that. Last night was a complete shit show from the second I got booted from the game to the moment I pissed in that plant. I’d made a lot of mistakes this year, but fucking America’s sweetheart wasn’t one of them.

I got prime pussy and I didn’t even have to buy her dinner or agree to do that stupid ballroom show. I’m a motherfucking genius!

When the oxygen returned to my brain, it hit me. I didn’t wear a condom. Christ, I should’ve pulled out or better yet, worn a damn condom. What was I thinking?

I hopped up and yanked on my sweats. “Hey, uh, are you on the pill?”

“Now he asks me,” Kelsey growled as she sat up and grabbed her tank top.

“I don’t mean to be an asshole here, but I’ve got to know.”

“The pill makes me gain weight, so I can’t be on it when I’m filming my show.”

I raised my voice. “When did you wrap? Are you still filming?”

“Relax, Zack. We stopped shooting over a month ago. But it’s nice to know you’re so concerned about my situation,” she snipped.

I made my way to the kitchen and got us each an Evian. “Like I said, I’m not trying to be an asshole.”

“I guess it just comes naturally. Besides, I’m the one who should be nervous, not you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said and handed her a bottle of water.

“I mean, word on the street is you’re the biggest hockey slut in the NHL. If you didn’t use a condom with me there’s no telling how many other puck bunnies or strippers you’ve rode bareback.”

“You’re the only one.” I reached down and hoisted her up by the arm. “Come here.” I grasped her by the shoulders. “I know you think I’m a dick, but usually I’m smart enough to protect myself. I guess I was bowled over by America’s sweetheart. You kind of blew me away. There, I said something nice.”

Kelsey cocked her head. “I blew you away?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry this won’t happen again. From now on I’ll be a total gentleman and on my best behavior… or use a condom.”

“Does this mean you’re going to do The Stars of Ballroom? You’re going to say yes?” she pleaded with her dark eyes wide and hopeful.

Why was this so important to her?

I exhaled. “I have until six o’clock tonight to decide. If I’m being honest, right now the answer is no.”

Kelsey took a step back. Obviously, this was one woman who was used to getting her way. Her eyes raked over me and then with a look of determination she picked up her yoga pants and asked, “Where’s the bathroom? I need a shower.”

“It’s behind you and to the right.”

“Thanks. I’ll just be a minute.”

As she marched toward the bathroom, I chuckled to myself and checked out her ass with the fading handprint.

Kelsey stopped and turned to me. “Oh, and be sure to order some food. I like tacos, but Thai food works too.”

“So, I take it you’re staying?”

“Hell, yeah. I still have a couple of hours to change your mind. After I’m finished with you, Zack Parker, you’ll be begging to tango on that show.”

“You think so?” I chuckled, amused by her confidence. She had no idea who she was dealing with. 

“I know so… oh, do you have lube? I forgot mine. It’s been a while since I’ve been fucked in the ass. Okay, off to shower.”

My cock throbbed in response to her anal offer still dangling in the air. Jesus Christ! Was she serious about her suggestion of a little Charlie in the chocolate factory? Well played. What the hell am I going to do?


CHAPTER TWO

Hannah

After I properly taped my bad ankle, I checked the time on my mobile.

“He’s late,” I mumbled to myself, sitting on the floor of the dance studio. Maybe returning to The Stars of Ballroom after my injury was a mistake. The first live show was a week from Friday and my new partner and I were already at a disadvantage.

The studio door opened and Justin and his film crew gave me the thumbs-up. It was time to shoot the B-roll for the show. They like to capture “real behind the scenes moments,” like when we meet for the first time and our rehearsals. They’re looking to create a storyline for the celebrity to keep the audience invested. I understood it, but it was my least favorite bit. It took time away from working on the dance of the week. And time was rapidly slipping away.

Once Justin had his team in place, I hopped up, dusted off my rehearsal outfit, and did a quick check in the mirror. I looked the same as always, dull. My practice wardrobe was always black. I blended into the background as if I was a camouflaged crumb. After all, it was my job to make the celebrity the main attraction. It suited me like a well-worn pair of trainers.

“Hannah, we’re rolling,” Justin said.

Bounding into the room was my new partner. I had no clue who this strikingly tall man with the black mop of curls and lean muscular frame could be. Was he another athlete?

With a devilish smile playing on his lips he offered his hand. “Hello, you must be Hannah?”

“Yes, and you are?”

He winced as if I’d slapped him. “Zack… Zack Parker. I’m a Vegas Royals’ hockey player.”

“Oh, of course. You’ll have to forgive me. I’m not up on my American sports. I’m from London, well, Camden to be exact.”

“Nice. I love the accent.”

His brilliant bluish-grey eyes held my gaze until a female voice pulled his attention away.

“I’m here with coffee,” the bubbly blonde announced and pranced into the room.

“There’s my girl,” Zack replied with his arms open to embrace her.

“Hello, I’m Hannah. Nice to meet you.”

The blonde huffed, “Cut. We have to do this again.”

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Here, Zack. Take these.” The blonde handed him the coffee. “So, Hannah is it? I’m not sure how you don’t know me, but I’m Kelsey Kennedy… I’m on Hope and Glitter? It’s a television show.”

“I’m horribly sorry. I don’t watch much television.”

She clasped her hands together in irritation. “You don’t watch television? I think my brain just got an aneurysm. Um, okay, let me put it to you this way. I’m kind of a big deal. You need to think of me as your good luck charm because you two are behind and I’m going to be the one getting you votes from the people at home watching TV. So, we’re going to do this again. Only this time, you need to be excited because the audience is going to be excited. Got it?”

Zack placed the coffee on the floor and slung an arm around Kelsey’s shoulder. “I think what my girlfriend is trying to say is she wants to help us. Would you mind doing it again? It wouldn’t hurt if you were a little more enthusiastic about me too.”

I inhaled sharply. “Absolutely. By all means, let’s give it another go.”

Kelsey snapped her fingers like an annoying head cheerleader on a power trip. “Back to one.”

As they exited the studio the dawn was beginning to break. I did read something online about Zack and an incident at Drai’s After Hours Club. Who thought the bad boy of hockey would be a good fit for a family show? Looks like I drew the short straw—again. Why did I ever come back here?

“Sorry, Hannah,” Justin replied once Zack and Kelsey were back outside. “I know you wanted to keep this quick. We’ll do this intro and get out of your hair for the day.”

“It’s all right. So much for genuine reactions. Is she really a big deal?”

“Yeah,” Justin relented. “It’s probably best to keep her happy. Her show is on the same network as ours. She’ll be good for ratings.”

“Then, let’s do this.”

Justin cued his team. “And we’re rolling.”

Zack sauntered into the room with extra swagger. If he weren’t so full of himself, he’d be a James Bond kind of sexy. Zack and Kelsey were a match made in narcissistic heaven.

Playing my part, I clapped and squealed, “Oh my. No way. Zack Parker. This is brilliant. I’m Hannah Thorne. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

He granted me a quick embrace. “The cavalry is here and I brought reinforcements. My girlfriend is going to be our lucky charm.”

Kelsey floated through the door as if she’d won the Oscar for best actress.

I channeled Dame Judy Dench and pretended I was thrilled to meet her. “Kelsey Kennedy, I’m truly gobsmacked. I adore you.”

She reveled in the attention. “Oh, stop. You’re too sweet.”

When I threw my arms around her, I turned her slightly so the camera couldn’t see her face and she readjusted her position straightaway.

“I’m Hannah Thorne. I’ll be running Zack ragged, so my apologies.”

“He’s all yours. I’m glad he’s in good hands.”

Kelsey kissed Zack’s cheek. “I’m going to let you guys get started. Try not to miss me too much.”

Justin interrupted, “I think we’ve got what we need. Thanks.”

While the guys were packing up, I said, “Kelsey, you can stay for a little while if you like.”

“Is the camera crew coming back?” she asked.

“No. Not today. Maybe later in the week,” I replied. “They jump around and film all the stars. There are several dance studios in this complex, so it makes it easy.”

“Interesting. Perhaps I’ll wander around and spy on the other couples for you. You know, check out the competition.”

“You actually can’t do that,” I asserted. “Generally rehearsals are closed unless you’re invited to peek in or you’re part of the show.”

She playfully elbowed Zack. “Oh, honey, isn’t she cute? She still doesn’t get it. Hannah, I am the show. Zack and I are the story that’s going to be trending on Twitter. You two kids have fun.”

Zack gave her a quick peck. “I’ll check in with you later, babe.”

“Yeah, okay,” she muttered. “Oh, wait. We need to take a selfie. Hannah, would you mind?”

I maneuvered next to Zack, so the three of us could squeeze into the photo. “Not at all.”

“Um, what are you doing?” Kelsey balked. “I need you to move out of the way. You’re blocking the good light.”

“So sorry,” I responded with as much civility as I could muster and stepped out of their picture.

After Kelsey made duck lips and an assortment of other unimaginative poses, she swiped the coffee and hustled out of the room.

“I guess it’s a good thing I don’t care for coffee,” I joked.

“I do. I thought one of those was for me. So, how does this work? What’s first? I have a party tonight with some of my hockey buddies. I’d like to squeeze in a nap before that. It’s supposed to be epic.”

“Party,” I exclaimed. “I was hoping you were available for late nights and early mornings. We have to cram as much as physically possible into a short amount of time.”

Zack furrowed his brow. “Look, I’ll be honest with you. I didn’t want to do this show. My manager and Kelsey talked me into it. I sort of landed in some trouble. They thought it would be good for my image. I figured I’d do the first week and probably get voted off. One week of good publicity should be enough for the Royals to renew my contract.”

I bit my lip to keep from screaming at him. “So, you’re using the show and wasting my time?”

“Oh come on. It’s just a silly dance show. It’s not the end of the world.”

“Apparently, not to you,” I chided as my blood boiled and I gathered my things. “I’ll contact the producers and let them know I’m quitting. They might be able to find someone local to take my place.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me? You’re quitting?”

“Precisely. I refuse to compete on a show with someone who has no discipline or any fight in them. It’s pointless. I have a reputation too. I’ve won this show, twice. I’m not about to go on stage without proper rehearsal time. Good luck with your image.”

As I stormed to the door he said, “Hannah. Stop. I uh… I…”

I turned to face him and our eyes locked on each other. “What? What would you like to say?”

“I don’t want you to quit. I guess I didn’t get what a huge deal this is.”

“If I stay, we need to be full throttle, no half-measures.”

“No half-measures,” he agreed. “Go big or go home.”

Slowly, I meandered toward him, laser-focused on his blue-grey eyes. “In that case, we have a lot of work to do.”

After I put my stuff down, I circled around him in observation. Zack and his colossal ego needed to know who was boss. “You’re much taller than Marcus.”

“Thanks,” he said as a not so humble brag.

“That’s not a compliment. It’s more of a disadvantage. And your posture is horrendous.”

“Well, I think that depends on—”

“No,” I snapped, cutting him off. “It’s a fact. I need to break out the posture bar. I call it… the beast.”

“I can hardly wait,” he uttered with sarcasm.

“So, our first dance is the quickstep. We’re doing it to ‘Locked Out of Heaven’ by Bruno Mars.”

“Good song. I just have a question. What the hell is the quickstep?”

I shrugged and rolled my eyes. “It’s quick steps.”

“Very funny. Can you be more specific, teacher?”

“It’s similar to the fox-trot. Most of it will be in hold, requiring excellent posture, frame, and fast feet. So, it’s two minutes of quick precision, sprinkled with syncopations.”

“Two minutes? So, it’s kind of like a power play.”

“What’s a power play?”

“In hockey when one team has a player off the ice because of a penalty, the other team has the advantage. Normally, it’s two minutes, for a minor penalty.”

Something changed in his eyes when he prattled on talking about a power play in more specific terms explaining the ins and outs. He was more focused and interested. Whatever it took to keep him engaged.

“Oh, okay. I think I’ve got it. So, for our purposes, think of the quickstep as our power play. Although, I don’t know if we necessarily have the advantage.”

A delicious grin spread across his face. “Well, I’m beginning to think we do. Our team has you.”

~ ♥ ~

While rehearsals with Zack got off to a rocky start, slowly there were glimmers of hope. 

Monday morning:

“You’re late!” I proclaimed.

“I’m aware, coach.” 

“We have loads of work to do.” 

“And I’m sure you’re ready to crack that whip.” 

“Don’t give me any ideas.” 

Wednesday morning:

“Tardy again, Zack?” 

“Have I told you how pretty you look… uh… with your hair in that bun?” 

I sniggered at his lame attempt at flattery and handed him the posture bar. “Here you go.” 

“The beast. My new best friend.”

“Ready for a day in the salt mines?”

“Ready to roll.” 

Friday morning:

“I know. I’m late again,” Zack said with his hands up as if he were surrendering. “But seriously, I can explain.” 

I crossed my arms and grinned. “Please do. Rough night?” 

“Wait. You’re smiling. You never smile when I’m late. What’s going on?” 

“I told you to be here at nine when I really wanted you here at ten. Congratulations. You’re finally on time!” 

“God damn it,” Zack growled. “I keep messing it up.”

It was two days until the first live show. Zack’s dancing ability grew by leaps and bounds over the last week, but we still had a long way to go. His work ethic was surprisingly impressive once we got rolling and he was properly focused. Yes, he was late almost every day and went on about what he’d rather be doing, but little by little he grumbled less and improved. I was even able to put away the posture bar, for now.

“It’s all right,” I assured him as I turned off the music. “The quickstep is a real bugger. I could take out some of the more intricate footwork.”

“No way. I’ll get it. I’ve just got to get it into my body like it’s second nature.”

“Like on the ice when you’re executing a play in hockey?”

“Exactly. Let’s start from the top.”

I clasped his hand in mine. “Honestly, I think we need a break. What do you say to a little fresh air and food?”

His eyes lit up with amusement as he drew my hand to his lips and gave it a quick peck. “I’d say you’ve got yourself a date, coach.”

For a moment we stood there in silence with our gaze fixed on one another. Zack truly had the most mesmerizing eyes. Even I found myself getting lost in them, until my phone chimed.

“I should check my mobile before we go. I’m expecting some news about my dance studio in Camden. There was a maintenance issue.”

Zack released my hand. “Go for it. I’m going to hit the john.”

While Zack hurried off, I fished my phone out of my bag. My manager and housemate, Charlotte left several direct messages for me on Facebook.

My body sunk to the floor as I read through them and saw the photos. Oh no! What am I going to do?

I squeezed my eyes shut to fight back tears. Everything I worked for was ruined. I socked all of my money from the early seasons of the show into my dream. Now, because of some old pipes that burst, The Hannah Thorne Dance Academy was possibly damaged beyond repair.

“Hannah? You okay?” Zack came to my side. “Hey, what’s going on?”

I composed myself. “Nothing… um… some news from home.”

“It doesn’t look like it’s good news. What happened?”

With a heavy sigh, I handed him my phone and showed him the pictures. “It’s my dance studio. There was a plumbing problem and my manager sent these to me. The pipes burst while they were trying to figure out the issue. I spent everything I had on the floor and now it’s ruined.”

“Damn, I’m sorry. Do you know that for sure? Can you call your manager?”

“It’s after midnight there. I hate to pummel her with questions after the day from hell she’s probably already had. Plus, it’s fairly simple to assess the damage. I thought the studio would be a good investment in my future. A dancer’s career is short.”

“I hear you. Hockey is the same. I turned thirty this year so I figure I might have a few more years to play at the top of my game if I don’t get a serious injury. Then, who knows where I’ll land. I try not to think about it.”

There was a vulnerability in his voice that was unexpected. The bad boy of hockey could be a smidgen softer on the inside than I thought.

While Zack continued scrolling through the photos that Charlotte sent, I seized the moment and retrieved my mobile. “Hey, Zack, forget about the pictures for now. I need to ask you something.”

“Go for it, coach. My time is your time.”

“Do you want to win this competition? Like, completely go for it and win the whole thing?”

He cracked a crooked smile. “Sure. I mean, I’m here, right? You really want to win, don’t you?”

“I feel like I have to. I missed last year’s show. I was still nursing an injury. And now I’m a year older, and my nest egg for the future is literally underwater. The winners get an extra huge cash prize. I’ve got everything on the line. I need this more than ever and I want to know if you’re with me.”

“I never thought I’d say this, but I want to win too. Go big or go home, right?”

I hopped up and tossed my phone aside. “Right. Let’s go through the routine a few more times and then we’ll break for dinner. Sound good?”

He pushed himself off the floor. “You’re the boss. As long as dinner is on me.”

“Zack, you don’t need to do that. I can afford to buy my own dinner.”

“I know I don’t need to, I want to… and selfishly I want to pick where we eat. No more craft services. If I see another bowl of chicken salad I’ll go nuts.”

I chuckled. “I’m completely sick of chicken salad too. What did you have in mind?”

His blue-grey eyes twinkled with delight. “I know a food truck in China Town. It has the best burgers and fries. It’s greasy as hell and totally worth it.”
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