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Ashley Delaine

IF THERE’S ONE THING growing up in the film industry taught me, it’s that Hollywood is a giant minefield, and every single person in this world is either a harmless little square or a landmine that blows up right in your face.

Some explosions are more insignificant than others. Like a basic cheating scandal—unfortunately, that happens to practically everyone at least once. Other ones? Those can be so devastating they wreck your life forever. And we don’t want that, do we?

That’s why I, Ashley Delaine, developed a foolproof plan for how to survive in this jungle. And now I’m passing that knowledge on to you.

I know. I’m pretty great, right? You’re welcome.

But let’s focus, okay?

Before you thank me, here are the rules:

Ashley’s Guide to Surviving Hollywood:

Rule Number 1 – Always look put-together. Every single time, no matter the occasion.

Could be you lying in bed on a lazy Sunday or strutting down a red carpet. It’s crucial that you’re always flawless.

You never know when a paparazzo is going to invade your space, and you don’t want embarrassing photos of yourself floating around out there. Or do you?

Which brings me to Rule Number 2:

Always remember you’re never alone.

There are eyes everywhere, and with the right connection—or a bigger payout—your privacy, or whatever you said, can be exposed in a heartbeat.

And that’s why,

Rule Number 3 – ALWAYS CHECK YOUR SURROUNDINGS.

It’s absolutely vital that you know where you are and who’s around you at all times. And even when you think you’re alone, never let your guard down.

Take it from me: getting caught off guard is not a pleasant experience.

There are other important, crucial rules for survival, but there’s one that can’t be ignored, and I consider it the most essential of all. That would be:

Rule Number 4 – Never, under any circumstances, fall in love with your co-star.

Things tend to go to shit after that.

Okay, sure, I’ll admit I never really managed to follow that last one very well. But you know the saying... do as I say, not as I do.

Unless you want to end up with more horns than you can count and your heart shattered into a million pieces by a bunch of gorgeous Hollywood actors.

And don’t you dare judge me.

Look, it’s not like I planned on falling in love... it just happened.

Every single goddamn time.

It always started off well. We’d spend tons of time together because we were working together, so a friendship would develop, on top of the obvious chemistry our characters oozed for the cameras, and before I knew it, I was dating my co-star.

In the beginning, it was beautiful and he seemed like he might actually be the one—like a Prince Charming—until he turned out to be a massive asshole and broke my heart.

Then I’d spend a few months bummed out, until I landed another role and met my new colleague, and the cycle would repeat.

Different faces, different mannerisms, different names, but in the end, they were all the same category: actors. On-screen and off.

Every single time, I thought it would be different. Little spoiler: It wasn’t. It never was.

But since Flink and I broke up—yes, that was really his name, not a stage name or anything, which only made it weirder, and looking back, that should have been a huge red flag, but I’ve never been one to judge on first impressions, so I gave him a chance and... well, I should have run while I had the chance—I decided I was done with this whole love thing.

It’s not like I don’t believe in love, or anything like that. I’m still a hopeless romantic, honestly. I was just tired of getting hurt.

After more failed relationships than I could count, I made myself a promise: I would follow Rule Number 4.

No matter how hot, sexy, or irresistible my new co-star might be.

I, Ashley Delaine, would not give in.

Not anymore.

Yeah, I know. I didn’t sound very convincing when I said that, either. But I swear, this time it was true. And you want to know why?

Unlike my last co-stars, who were always princes before they turned out to be frogs, the guy on my new job was a frog from the very beginning. Not in the literal sense, unfortunately.

No, he was actually the hottest actor I’d laid eyes on in a long time. Tall, sexy, and... a massive asshole.

So no.

Didn’t matter how muscular his arms were, or how good his tanned, great-smelling skin was—a detail I discovered the day we met—or how his black hair matched his thick eyebrows and that crooked smile of his.

Nicolas Gayle was still a massive asshole. And I would never, ever date him.

Not a chance.

Not by choice.

Please remember everything I just said before you laugh your ass off at me, because, well... fuck you. I know you’re laughing right now, and I haven’t even told you yet.

What a terrible person you are, huh?

Okay, enough.

I know I probably shouldn’t even say this, because it could land me in serious trouble, but I needed to get this off my chest with someone, even if you’re being a total dick to me right now.

Here’s the thing: I would never date Nick Gayle, because he was an asshole, but the funny part is... there’s no good way to say this, so here goes... We’re dating.

Fake dating.

A fake relationship.

You get it?

We’re pretending.

Just pretending.

You can stop laughing now. Thanks.

Phew! Finally told you.

I really needed to get that weight off my shoulders.

You’re probably wondering, “Wow, Ashley, how did all this happen?”

It’s a long, long story.

But you’ve got time, right? You’re already here.

So sit your ass down somewhere comfortable, because I’ve got a lot to say.

Ready? Don’t complain later. I warned you.

​
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Ashley Delaine

ASHLEY’S MANUAL ON HOW TO SURVIVE A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule number 1 – If you can avoid it, don’t get into a relationship based on appearances.

To love.

To demonstrate adoration for something or someone.

In ancient times, love was reserved for the gods, but thank God that changed—ironic, I know.

I never really understood love.

It wasn’t like I didn’t get enough of it as a kid. I’ll admit I was raised well, by rich, successful parents in the industry, even if I can see now they were a little negligent about certain things.

I never lacked for anything my whole life, except for one essential thing: their love.

Until I was sixteen, I wasn’t all that invested in this whole love business. My parents never really seemed like lovers to me. It wasn’t as if one would die for the other, or feel some physical pain from loving too much—like almost every song about the subject said, or the movies they worked on.

I used to think that maybe that was why they were still together, because their “love” was different. But now I realize they might never have loved each other at all. They were just a good Hollywood publicity couple.

And even if that sounds sad, now, at twenty-eight, I didn’t think it was such a cruel fate, simply because I couldn’t understand how loving someone in our world could ever be a good thing.

My whole life, I listened to songs and more songs, and most of them were about loving and losing someone, loving and having your heart shattered, loving and walking away.

Every synonym for love and suffering.

Love is suffering.

My best friend was a famous rockstar, and he made a living with his songs showing exactly that.

And I knew damn well it was true. After all, I worked with it.

I faked being in love so well that I ended up falling in love for real, and all I ever got in return was a nice, broken heart.

Lying in bed, staring upside-down at the pink neon sign hanging on my wall, I reflected on my life.

ROMA blinked, almost mocking me.

I never thought a harmless neon sign I bought on sale at Target could offend me so much as it did in that moment, because it wasn’t actually the place in Italy I loved to visit—it was AMOR spelled backwards, in Portuguese. I didn’t even speak Portuguese! I only knew a few words like “good morning,” “thank you,” and the expression “go pick a coconut.” But back then I thought the word was aesthetic and cute, so there it was, part of my bedroom decor.

We grow up learning all about love. As a dreamy girl, I read romance novels, watched and acted in schmaltzy movies, and listened to the cheesiest songs in the world, even the well-crafted ones like my good friend’s.

All of that made us believe that to love someone, that person had to have the power to destroy us just as much as they had the power to make us better.

I never really understood that logic, even though I tried to follow it to the letter for so long. I always ended up the same way: in pieces.

I tried.

But being vulnerable in my world only served one purpose: to be a toy for the big sharks in the Hollywood sea, and I was too beautiful a woman to be eaten alive, thank you very much.

But even though I tried not to look too shaken every time my name got dragged into a scandal when my boyfriends cheated on me, or put on my best performance when I pretended my heart wasn’t broken, I knew that deep down, I wanted it.

That overwhelming love everyone talks about, with a happy ending as the bonus.

The same love that made my friend find himself after all these years, coincidentally through the same person who broke his heart. But Kiergan Cross and Layla Harper’s relationship was a different case, worthy of a movie, especially with what happened a while back.

So no matter how hard I tried, even if it went against all odds, even if it destroyed me. I wanted to love.

It was inevitable.

Almost as inevitable as the fact that in a few seconds, my bedroom would be invaded by my best friend.

And like an alarm that always goes off on time, the door swung open.

“I can’t believe you’re still in bed!” Samantha exclaimed as she walked in and yanked open the pink curtains of my room, the daylight practically drowning out the pink neon of the sign on the wall.

“What time is it?” That was all I managed to ask, still ignoring her evaluating gaze.

Between Layla and Sam, the second one was the one I tried hardest to look okay around. There was something about Samantha Ward that made it seem like she always knew what was going on in my head.

Not that I didn’t like or trust her. I never really had many girlfriends, actually. All I had was Leonardo, who was my agent, Kiergan, and the boys.

The Dreamers were one of the most famous rock bands in the United States. I met them when they were still at the beginning of their careers, crossing paths at parties and events, and somehow those dysfunctional, talented young men became the most important people in my life. I loved each one of them like a brother, and I knew they felt the same about me, especially Kiergan, who even with his bad-boy rocker attitude of not getting attached to anyone, ended up becoming my best friend.

When he reconnected with Layla on a cruise and they got involved again, Layla and Sam kind of entered my social circle.

The two had been best friends since school, and they were so cool and nice that before I knew it, we’d become something of a trio.

I know what you’re thinking: trios never work. There’s always one left out, and blah, blah, blah... but our dynamic worked fine.

Sam lived just a few minutes from my apartment, in one of Kiergan’s penthouses, and I knew that pissed her off deeply, since the rockstar wouldn’t let her pay rent, so a few days ago I invited her to move in with me and split the monthly cost. She just didn’t know I lied about the amount so she’d only pay what she could afford, but it was better than letting her be homeless—after all, living in LA was expensive.

She still hadn’t told Kiergan and Layla, and she was drifting between the two houses, maybe afraid I’d change my mind since I’d never lived with anyone since moving out of my parents’ house years ago, but I liked having her around. Even if, at the moment, she was interrupting my post-breakup wallowing.

“Almost noon,” the brunette replied. “I thought we were going out to buy Hope’s presents.” Hope was Kiergan and Layla’s youngest daughter, and her birthday was this weekend.

“And we will. I was just enjoying my moping a little longer,” I said, already getting up, looking at my friend and new roommate, who was now the right way up.

I was still amazed by Sam’s beauty, even after all this time. It was really a shame she settled for being a ballet teacher at the university with Layla, because she could easily have been a model if she wanted, with her voluminous hair and gorgeous olive skin, plus her sculpted body—she would have been a huge success.

She laughed at my answer.

“Anyone hearing you talk like that might think you actually liked that... what was the name of the latest actor?”

“Flink,” I grunted in the middle of my reply, already bracing for the grimace on Sam’s face.

“Flink? What kind of stage name is that?”

“It’s not a stage name.”

“And you still went out with him?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

“A name isn’t everything.”

“And rule number 5?”

Rule number 5 in Ashley’s survival manual: Always date someone with a good name.

Good for moaning and good for matching with your name when you get married. After all, it would show up in the tabloids alongside articles about you, so it had to be worth something.

So even though Flink and I never got to the finish line and I didn’t have to worry about what to call him when... you know, he got his fifteen minutes of fame during our month-and-a-half-long relationship, which was the time we worked together on a music video campaign and acted like a couple until we actually became one.

His mistake number one was cheating on me, because he was a nobody before me, and he was still a nobody now that we’d broken up and his name stopped appearing in the media, except for that article a few weeks ago, showing a photo of him kissing another girl at a club, exposing the betrayal.

I wasn’t really in mourning over him, that was true, but being cheated on—even by Flink—shook me.

As a great philosopher once said: It doesn’t matter where the horns come from, they still weigh on your head and your heart. Yes, the philosopher in question is me.

So yeah. It hurt. Especially when that little voice that said he only got with me to get his name out there wouldn’t shut up.

“Ashley Delaine... cheated on again.” That’s what the gossip sites said.

“I wanted to make an exception,” I replied, heading to my closet to start getting ready, since she was already dressed.

Sam and Layla were the only ones, besides Kiergan, who knew about this manual of mine, which I created when I turned seventeen, after a year of acting.

My best friend never wanted to know much about it, since he always did everything backwards and was always in trouble, being the tabloids’ favorite, and as for my friends... well, they weren’t famous, so they didn’t need to put it into practice, even though they knew it by heart since I always brought it up in our conversations.

The chorus of “King Of My Heart,” Queen Taylor Swift’s song, started playing, and Sam handed me my phone.

Yes, that was my ringtone, and in case you’re wondering, I had a song by the blonde for every contact.

This one belonged to the only decent man on the face of the earth.

“Hey, my love!”

“Ash, my angel, are you busy?” Leo asked on the other end of the line.

“For the best agent in the world? Never.”

“Great. I need you at an audition in forty minutes.”

I stared at Sam, who understood everything and gave me a thumbs up.

“Go. I’ll handle the presents when I get off work this week, and you can pay me back later.”

“You’re the best.” I blew a kiss in the air as Sam left the room, before turning back to the call. “Leo? What kind of audition is it?”

[image: ]

HERE’S SOMETHING EVERY person who wants to enter the jungle called Hollywood should know: to grow and become someone, it’s not enough to just have talent and potential. In fact, unfortunately, many times neither of those things is necessary to land a role. Because that’s how things work. For you to be somebody, you already have to be somebody before that.

So Leo’s call about the so-called secret audition wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.

Sure, there were still plenty of productions that opened casting calls to the public, giving new artists in the market a chance to work, but they were rarely the biggest or best-funded ones, and when it happened, rest assured, they’d already chosen who they wanted for the role. It was just an illusion of giving an opportunity when it was never really there, keeping the circle of great actors and actresses smaller than it should be.

Only those who are seen are remembered, so for you to be a hugely successful actress and one day contend for an Oscar, you can’t just do one or two productions. So, yes, there is a mafia of favors to get roles, and a long—and when I say long, I mean long—line to get into the little game run by the people in charge.

Despite being in this world for as long as I can remember and having a big factor in my favor—being my parents’ daughter—I wasn’t anywhere near that list, since I never wanted to play that card. But my great agent and friend had started making new contacts, and apparently they were finally paying off.

I didn’t know what role I was auditioning for. I’d find out on the spot, just before entering the room. Whether it was another killer-lasagna movie—yes, I’ve done a few of those—or a TV series production that could pay my bills for a while, it didn’t matter.

That’s where rule number 6 came in:

Always be prepared for any audition.

But how do you prepare for something you have no idea what it is? Simple: Being an actress is mastering the art of taming your emotions so you can control whoever’s watching you.

When you master the technique well enough, you can make someone cry in a cookie commercial if you want.

It’s all about technique and a lot, a lot of study.

Obviously I hadn’t fully mastered that art—I don’t think any actor truly does, which makes our work an eternal challenge—but I was proud of how much I’d improved over the last few years.

But even though I was very used to everything that involved my world, or so I thought, I was still a mere mortal who also had that percentage of fan that we all carry inside us.

And it was exactly that part that showed up when I nearly fell backward reading the title of the production on the script my agent handed me when I arrived at the studio.

My heart sped up so much it felt like it wanted to jump out of my mouth, my hands sweated like they hadn’t in a long time, and I even got a little dizzy.

The last time I was this nervous was when I had my first premiere. I was already used to the paparazzi and the event itself, since I’d always accompanied my parents, but knowing the attention was on me—not because I was Camila and Joseph Delaine’s daughter, but because I was Ashley Delaine in my first role for network television—put me on the verge of a panic attack.

I managed to calm down afterward, and it was a fun event, and since then I promised myself I’d never let myself freak out like that again. But it was impossible not to give in at least this once.

The book “Souls and Hearts” had become a worldwide fever a few years ago, and I, as a good romance reader, read it as soon as it came out, and the story became one of my all-time favorites.

So there I was, freaking out for two reasons:

They were making a series of movies based on one of my favorite books, and I could be cast as the lead!

The miniseries I did back then was nothing compared to what this production would do for my career if I got it.

“Stop bouncing your leg like that, you’re making me nervous.” My agent’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

I gave a weak smile, even though it was obvious I was nervous.

“Sorry.”

Leo looked at me with his brown eyes, which matched his skin tone, but before he could say anything, we heard footsteps coming down the studio corridor.

“Ashley Delaine?” a woman’s voice called.

Rule number 7 of the manual: Confidence is everything.

Hollywood is like a sea of sharks, and if they smell blood and fear, they’ll destroy you.

Don’t show that you’re nervous; show that you’re ready to take what’s yours, even if you’re not. That’s the only way they’ll respect you.

They say the actor who gives their best performance is the one who overcomes challenges and difficulties, steps out of their comfort zone, and conveys what they want to the audience, and that was true. But for me, my best performance would never be on a set, because I already gave it every single day, hiding any trace of the fragile, weak little girl I once was.

So when I turned toward the woman, I did what I’d been doing for the past few years.

One moment I was the young Ashley, fresh out of the house, anxious, with sweaty hands and my heart in my throat, and the next, I straightened my spine and looked serene as I greeted the production assistant who would take me to the room where the audition was being held.

I looked over my shoulder one last time before entering the room, and Leo raised his finger in a positive sign.

It’s now or never.

Then the door opened, and I walked in.

​
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Ashley Delaine

ASHLEY’S MANUAL ON HOW TO SURVIVE A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule Number 2 – Hate can look like love through the cameras

There are moments in life when you have to grab your inner fangirl and let yourself dream. This was one of those moments.

I left the studio shortly after my audition, but my mind stayed there for the next few days. I replayed those minutes in my head so many times—remembering every line, every expression on the faces of the director, the screenwriter, and the producer—that I even started dreaming about them.

When I finished the scenes and fulfilled all the requests from my maybe-soon-to-be bosses, they told me they’d be in touch. At first, I was confident. But as the days passed without an answer, that confidence turned into a ball of anxiety that felt like it was eating me alive from the inside out.

I even lit some candles and incense, hoping the universe would decide to cooperate. Didn’t seem to do much good.

So when I got the call from my agent on the day of lunch with my friends, I almost lost my voice from screaming when he told me to get back to the studio immediately—they wanted to do a chemistry test with me.

“THANK YOU, LITTLE CANDLES! YOU’RE INCREDIBLE,” I celebrated after hanging up.

It felt like passing a level in a test.

Phase one was what I did last week—doing the casting audition for a shot at being called back for the other tests.

That was the broadest part of the process, since the producers could see dozens or even hundreds of actresses. The chances of being picked were slim because of that and because of the other reason I already explained—they already had an actress in mind. But the second audition was the most important one, the one that practically decided whether you’d get the role or not.

The chemistry test happens when you do a scene with another actor who’s been cast for the co-star role opposite the protagonist.

It’s Russian roulette.

It could be with an actor you’ve worked with before or a complete stranger, and that made it extremely challenging.

We had the job of convincing whoever was watching that we were in love, even when we didn’t even know each other’s middle names.

Modesty aside, though, I’d always gotten the role when I did the chemistry test, and that was the reason for the confidence I felt that day as I arrived at the studio—again, not just an act like last time.

The way I was feeling, I could’ve acted opposite an orange and still gotten the part.

But that confidence couldn’t beat the irritation that kept creeping up as one disaster after another happened.

It all started when I almost got stuck in massive traffic from an accident right on the lane heading to the studio.

Then my car’s air conditioning just stopped working. It was the middle of summer in Los Angeles, so you can imagine the fucking hellish temperature outside. I waited until the last second of cool air still inside the car, and only when beads of sweat started rolling down my face did I roll down the window—but the hot, suffocating air didn’t help at all. At least I was wearing light makeup that day, so I wouldn’t end up looking like Frankenstein.

I thanked God when the studio came into view. If I’d spent another few minutes inside the oven my car had become, I would’ve ended up as Ashley barbecue.

When I got to the entrance, I realized I’d forgotten my badge, and some annoying security guard wouldn’t let me in.

I had to call Leo and ask him to let the bosses know so they could authorize my entry, which delayed me even more.

Twenty minutes later, I was finally cleared and went to park. I looked for a spot near the back door to avoid being seen, but when I reversed to pull in, a Porsche ripped right in front of me, making that annoying screeching sound of tires on the street, scaring me—then parked right in my spot.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” I grunted, furious, watching that asshole have the nerve to pull that shit.

Normally, I follow rule number 8: Don’t make scenes in public, and I considered myself a pretty zen person most of the time—but I couldn’t hold back when my hand landed on the horn.

The guy rolled down his driver’s side window—just a crack, at eye level.

“I was about to park there,” I stated the obvious through my already-open window, and even with sunglasses on, I could swear I saw the guy roll his eyes.

“You’ll have to find another spot, babygirl.”

A wave of irritation hit me as that annoyingly deep, rough voice answered with so much arrogance.

“Asshole.”

I hit the gas before he could respond and before I actually made a scene, and finally found another spot.

Since I wasn’t that evolved a human being, I made a point of passing by the Porsche before going into the studio—but the guy wasn’t in the car anymore.

Probably for the best, since I needed to get inside and meet the directors immediately.

When I grabbed my phone to check the time, the battery was dead.

“I take back everything I said about the little candles,” I muttered as I opened the door, feeling like I’d just run a marathon through the Sahara.

I was reaching my limit when the icy blast of air conditioning from inside calmed me down.

“Miss Delaine, we were waiting for your arrival,” said the same assistant from the other day, already in the hallway.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“No problem,” she said, giving a polite smile. “Shall we?”

Okay, Ashley—what happened, happened.

Here’s our chance to get the role of our dreams.

Leave everything else behind.

I put on my best smile after that brief mental pep talk.

“Yes.”

[image: ]

RULE NUMBER 9 – IF life gives you lemons, make yourself an ice-cold caipirinha.

I discovered the drink on one of my trips to Brazil to film a guest role I did on a series, and I never got over how delicious it was—but the point was: getting the chance to play one of my favorite characters was my lemon, and today’s audition would be the best caipirinha of my life.

I walked into the same room as last time, and the directors, the screenwriter, and the producer were already there with their team.

“Good morning, Miss Delaine. Thanks for coming,” one of them said.

“Good morning. No problem.”

I walked to the center of the room, in front of the camera, and waited for instructions.

“Today we’re going to do a chemistry test with one of the potential candidates for the role of Zack, Natalie’s love interest,” one of the directors explained, and I nodded.

The door opened again, and two men walked into the room. It was impossible not to recognize the one in front.

Oh my God, that’s...

Flashes of teenage me staring at posters of this shirtless man plastered all over my bedroom walls flooded my mind, and I choked on my own saliva, coughing like crazy and getting redder by the second as everyone in the room turned to look.

“Here.” An assistant handed me a bottle of water, and I drank desperately, hoping I’d choke and just die on the spot.

Simply because that was the hot guy from the action movies I’d drooled over from afar my entire puberty. No photo from my old posters or the ones I saw in magazines and gossip sites did justice to the beauty of the being standing in front of me.

Six-three. Tall. Taller than me at barely five-seven.

Early forties, but well-preserved.

Messy brown hair against tanned skin, a sharp jawline, and full lips.

And... Jesus Christ, how many muscles? Even his neck was thick and veiny.

And I knew underneath that black short-sleeve T-shirt and casual jeans, he had plenty more—since he always did action movies in shirts that were way too tight for his size.

“Ashley, this is Nicolas Gayle. Nicolas, this is Ashley Delaine,” someone introduced, snapping me out of my semi-stupor.

Jesus, Ashley—pull yourself together! my mind screamed.

Remember rule number 10: Never act like a fan with someone you’re a fan of.

The man, who looked more like a Greek god, had been glued to his phone since he walked in, which gave me enough time to recover from my little slip-up.

It was seconds—maybe even less—and I didn’t think anyone noticed, but still, it wasn’t professional. So I put on a friendly smile, hoping I didn’t look like a psycho as I reached out my hand.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, already recovered.

A deep sound came from his throat, and the little hairs on my neck stood up.

Jesus, he was sexy even clearing his throat.

But any and all enchantment shattered when his brown eyes lifted from the screen in his thick hands and he looked at my hand.

Two seconds.

He stared at it for two seconds, then gave a chin nod and went back to his phone, completely ignoring my presence.

A bucket of ice water couldn’t have snapped me awake faster.

Of course the guy was an asshole—he was a Hollywood actor, wasn’t he?

Then a sigh sounded behind Nicolas, and the man who’d come in with him walked up to me, saving me from the humiliation of being left hanging by shaking my hand.

“It’s a pleasure, Miss Delaine. I’m Maxwell, Mr. Gayle’s agent. But you can call me Max.”

“Pleasure, Max. You can call me Ashley or Ash.” I returned the friendliness to the man who wasn’t as tall or muscular as the little star he represented, though he was good-looking himself with his red hair.

I took a deep breath as I saw out of the corner of my eye that the asshole had finally put his phone in his pants pocket and was looking at me again.

I hated the way my skin prickled so intensely under the attention of this shitty macho man, but I kept my smile plastered on and turned to the others.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

I walked back to my mark in front of the camera, and Nicolas stood right beside me—too close.

Maybe that teenage me who was in love with him was still present right now, and that’s why I was so affected—but when the smell of his woody cologne hit my nostrils along with the heat of his body against my side, I almost felt my legs give out. Almost.

“I thought we could start with the scene of their first kiss—sound good?” one of the directors asked.

They were twin brothers, and besides being mega-famous for several films they’d directed together, they were pretty young and handsome with their blond hair and light eyes, contrasting with the tanned skin only California weather could give you.

Everyone sat down, and someone adjusted the room’s lighting, getting everything ready to record the test.

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. I didn’t need to look at the script the production assistant handed me—I knew the character like she was my best friend, and since I’d taken the chance to reread the book during this week of waiting, the scene was fresh in my mind.

So I didn’t hesitate and did what I’d always done to get into character when I was younger and used to act in front of the mirror.

I let Natalie’s emotions become mine.

The conflict. The fear of trusting Zack. The curiosity about all the mystery he gave off and how he made her feel.

And when I opened my eyes and looked at the man in front of me, I wasn’t Ashley anymore, and he wasn’t Nicolas. We were them.

Natalie and Zack.

Desperately in love with each other.

“Action!”

His warm breath touched my face, and I shivered. I let it become visible to his eyes, and my heart raced at the heat in his pupils as they widened when he noticed—turning the brown of his irises so dark they could’ve been black.

“I’m sorry for showing up here like this,” his deep voice whispered, and I looked around, worried someone would catch us so late.

“What are you doing here, Zack?” I asked, still glancing at where I imagined the protagonist’s bedroom door would be.

His hand touched my chin—but it was so big it spread across my entire jaw. The calloused touch of his skin made me tremble when, with a gentle movement, Zack forced me to look at him.

Every part of my body felt too aware of our closeness. Of his body. Of his heat. I seemed to vibrate with it so intensely that I swallowed hard.

“I had to come.”

“After everything that happened today? After everything you said to me?” I was hurt, and I made it clear.

“Natalie...”

“No.” I pulled away, grabbing his hand and removing it from my face. “You don’t get to decide when you want to come into my life and when you want to leave. When you want to be important to me or not. I won’t let you.”

“I know,” he said, defeated.

I glanced sideways when I saw the room door open and a figure walk in—but to anyone watching us, it looked like I was replaying the events before this scene, just like the character would.

“You have to leave, Zack,” I said softly, feeling my eyes fill with tears.

“Not before I do what I came here to do,” he shot back, resolute.

“And what would that be?” I looked at him again—angry at first, but then anguished when he brought our bodies closer. “Za...”

“I came here to tell you I lied earlier when I said you didn’t mean anything. You mean everything to me, Natalie.”

I shook my head, trying to pull away, but getting cornered against where the wall would be on the mark.

“I don’t believe you,” I lied, and he smiled—because he knew that perfectly well.

And what a smile...

It was crooked, taking up only half his handsome face, and it messed with my character in a way I couldn’t even describe. His thick eyebrows, the same shade as his dark brown hair, arched, and my heart skipped a beat.

Then Nick... Zack, held my face and brought our lips together.

“Liar.” His lips were so close at that moment. The intensity in his eyes and his body kept me captive.

Staring into the mysterious eyes of the man in front of her, Natalie surrendered. I surrendered.

I gripped the back of his neck firmly and closed the rest of the distance between us, giving the characters exactly what they’d been waiting for all this time.

A guttural sound came from Zack’s throat, and I trembled all over when our lips finally touched.

A wave of shock hit my body so intensely it felt like lightning, and Nick... Zack grabbed my waist, keeping me from falling backward, pressing our bodies even closer together.

My nails dug into the back of his neck and shoulder as his lips—soft as hell—touched mine with a delicious aggression.

A moan escaped my throat before I could stop it when his tongue met mine.

Oh my God.

His taste... the taste of Zack, was everything Natalie had imagined and more.

And the way he explored my mouth made my entire body heat up and that spot between my legs throb at the thought of the same movements there.

That’s something my character would think, right?

After all, she burned for Zack as much as I was burning right now.

Yeah. That was it.

His mouth left a trail of fire on my skin... her skin. This was just the two of them, giving in to the overwhelming passion they lived in.

But when his big hand gripped my neck, tilting my head exactly the way he wanted, for just one second—only one—it didn’t feel like Zack kissing me. It felt like Nicolas. The thought made me pull away immediately, drawing a deep breath to calm the sudden frantic drumming in my chest.

Jesus, what the hell was happening to me?

“And... cut!” One of the directors’ voices nearly made me jump out of my skin.

Christ. That was so intense I’d completely forgotten we had an audience.

I glanced over my shoulder at Nicolas. The completely indifferent look on his face made my cheeks burn.

Shit. I wasn’t some rookie. I knew how to do a technical kiss, and I didn’t let it get to me once it was over.

But when his eyes met mine, I could swear I saw a flicker of the same confusion I was feeling. It was so fast, though, that I knew it had to be my imagination—just my brain trying to justify my own lack of professionalism.

I’d never gotten turned on kissing a co-star during a shoot. Even when I was actually dating most of them off-screen, I never let that line blur while we were working.

Get it together, Ashley!

A sharp shriek yanked me out of my thoughts, and the figure who’d slipped quietly into the room finally appeared.

“It’s them!” A short brunette woman was clapping and shouting.

The directors turned to face her.

“You’re not supposed to be in here,” one of the brothers said.

“It’s my book. I wanted to see if you were casting my babies right.” A light went off in my head as I recognized her, and I smiled, dumbfounded.

“You’re the author?” I asked. The round-faced woman with green eyes smiled, dimples appearing on a face far too cute for an erotic romance novelist.

“The one and only,” she replied.

“Oh my God, I love your work!”

“And I love yours, Miss Delaine, and after what I just saw in this room, you have to be my Natalie.”

“Peyton...” one of the directors tried to call her, and she spun around.

“We’ve been searching for weeks, and we finally found them, John! These two,” Peyton said, pointing at Nick and me, “are Zack and Natalie. Period.”

I smiled, amused by her enthusiasm, even though I knew that, in most cases, the author had no real say in that kind of decision. I wasn’t going to get my hopes up over her verdict, but the fact that she’d liked my performance definitely stroked my ego—especially since she was one of my favorite writers.

“Thanks for coming in,” the other director, Chris, said, and I knew it was time to get out of there.

“Have a good day,” I told them before grabbing my bag and leaving, with Nicolas following me down the hall.

My mind was still reeling from everything that had just happened in that room, and my heart was still racing—especially now that I was alone with the actor right behind me.

I took a deep breath when we stopped by the exit door, still inside the studio, and decided to be polite.

“It was nice meeting you, Nicolas. I hope you get the part, and that we get to work together.”

He snorted. Actually snorted.

And just like that, every other feeling that had been gnawing at me vanished like smoke, replaced by pure indignation.

How rude could someone actually be?

“What’s your problem?” I snapped, tired of being nice and playing peacemaker.

Nicolas straightened up and stared at me, dead serious.

I hated that I had to look up to face him. The truth was, of all the insecurities a girl could have, my height had never been one of them. I actually liked being tall. But standing in front of this man made me feel small, and that was really starting to piss me off.

“A little tip for you,” he said. “Next time you do a chemistry read with someone, don’t grab the guy like you’re desperate.”

My eyes went wide. It took a second for the fact that this asshole had actually said that to sink in.

“And I already have the part,” he added, arrogant as hell. “You’re the one who’s replaceable.”

The wave of rage swelled up, drowning me from the inside.

Who the hell did he think he was?

“Are you seriously trying to question my professionalism?” I asked, still in disbelief.

Nicolas flashed that crooked smile, the same one he’d given during the scene we’d done, but the difference between him and the character was glaring. When Zack smiled like that, it was sexy and devastating. With Nick, it was... arrogant and fucking irritating—even if both smiles probably melted every pair of panties in his fanbase. And a few minutes ago, it would’ve done the same to me, if it weren’t for this insufferable, pigheaded behavior.

“I’m just stating facts, babygirl.” He shrugged. “If you wanted to kiss me that bad, you should’ve just asked.”

“Oh my God, you’re such an asshole! Are you seriously saying that to me?” I lifted my chin and stepped closer. “That scene was a kissing scene! I was acting, doing exactly what my character would do. And you didn’t exactly seem bothered when you tried to shove your tongue down my throat,” I accused, jabbing a finger at his chest.

His eyebrows furrowed.

“I didn’t shove my tongue down your throat. I’m a great kisser.” Was that seriously the only thing he got from what I said?

“Yes, you did!” I shot back, lying through my teeth, because no way in hell would I admit that his kiss was honestly one of the best I’d ever had, acting or not. “And you drooled a lot, too. I was almost throwing up in your mouth in there. You should be grateful I held it together,” I decided to taunt him. “But whatever, I guess drooling like that is just an old-guy thing, right? How old are you, anyway? Fifty?”

I almost smiled in triumph when he glared at me, completely ignoring the way my stomach had heated up again from the intensity of his stare.

Nicolas clenched his jaw so hard I could swear a tooth was about to crack. I almost wished for it. The asshole deserved a dental problem after the way he’d treated me.

“For your information, Similac girl,” he said, “I’m forty-one. And if you were so disgusted kissing an old man like me, know that I tasted baby formula in your mouth.”

Oh, he did not just say that.

“I’m twenty-eight, you... disgusting pervert!”

We stared at each other for what felt like an eternity before I finally turned around and left, before I did something even stupider—or worse, before someone from the studio caught our heated argument.

I shivered a little when the blast of heat from outside hit me.

I still had to rush home and shower before heading to Kiergan and Layla’s. And even without my phone to check the time, I was sure I was late.

Great. What a fantastic day.

I heard the door open behind me again, and still pissed off, I decided to unload all my frustration on the asshole actor.

“And I take back what I said before. I hope you find another guy to play Zack, because if I have to kiss you again multiple times, I might actually get sick.”

“Spoiled brat,” I heard him mutter under his breath.

“Asshole,” I shot back.

He walked down the sidewalk and pulled his keys from his pants pocket. A bitter laugh almost crawled up from the pit of my stomach when I saw the fucking Porsche from earlier unlock.

Of course it was him who’d stolen my spot.

Nicolas gave me a feline smile when he realized I recognized him, and it hit me that he’d known who I was the whole time.

Ugh.

Idiot.

“See you never, Nicolas Gayle,” I said before heading to my car, hoping I’d never have to run into this guy again.

“See you never, Ashley Delaine.” I heard him repeat before I finally got the hell out of there.

And I really, truly hoped both our wishes would come true. But apparently, the universe wasn’t done playing games with me yet.

Damn birthday candles.
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CHAPTER 3
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Ashley Delaine

ASHLEY’S GUIDE TO SURVIVING A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule Number 3 – Life isn’t a real romance novel

I got home and, at record speed, managed to get ready before grabbing Hope’s present—my roommate had left it on my bed—and sprinting back to the car to drive to my friends’ house.

After the disastrous start to my morning and my good mood completely evaporating, I made myself a promise: I wouldn’t stress out again over some asshole actor I was praying I’d never run into. That helped calm down some of my irritation, and I even hummed along to a few songs on the radio before I parked.

I flipped down the rearview mirror and stared at my reflection, giving myself a thorough once-over. My blond hair was perfectly styled, and the tan I’d gotten last week still made my skin look better.

The sudden, loud growl from my stomach reminded me I’d forgotten to eat this morning. I’d been so caught up in the chemistry test I hadn’t felt hungry, and after meeting my maybe-future co-star, my appetite had completely vanished.

“Well, looks like it’s back now,” I muttered as a sharp pang hit my stomach. Good thing today was a birthday lunch—that problem would be solved fast. “No overdoing it,” I told my reflection. “We’ve already eaten way too much junk during our post-Flink mope fest.” The woman in the mirror stared back at me, like she didn’t like that news at all, but I ignored her.

I swiped a light gloss over my lips, gave myself one last check, and got out of the car.

Kiergan and Layla lived in a gated community of houses in Malibu, the kind of place similar to what I’d had growing up—except my old home was nothing like a home. My parents had decorated the place as another way to flaunt their wealth and success; it looked more like a museum than anything else. It was full of rules—which rooms I was allowed in, where I absolutely couldn’t play... I’d stopped associating that place with comfort or family a long time ago. Actually, if I thought about it, I never really had.

Still, I was always amazed at how it felt like stepping into another world when I passed through the gates to visit my friends. It meant leaving the crowded, chaotic city of LA behind and soaking in the calm that only multi-million-dollar houses could buy, with artificial palm trees lining the streets and the sound of the ocean in the background.

I was heading for the entrance when my phone rang, making my heart race. It was Leo.

A wave of nerves hit me in the short time it took to bring the phone to my ear.

It wasn’t surprising the studio already had an answer—they wanted to start filming as soon as possible—and I knew today would be the final verdict on who would be cast.

I closed my eyes, said a quick little prayer, and finally answered.

Please. I really need this role.

“Yeah?” My throat suddenly felt bone-dry.

Leo let out a sigh that sounded heavy, and a knot formed in my chest. In that split second he stayed silent, I had mini nervous breakdowns, because whatever he said after that sigh could change my entire life and career.

“Is that the ‘finally I can relax because my protégé got the role of her dreams’ kind of sigh, or the ‘I used expired bronzer’ kind?” I asked, anxious, when he stayed silent.

“It’s the ‘I’m not going to call you Ashley anymore’ kind,” my agent and friend’s voice finally answered.

I froze, processing his words.

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!

“Because now, sweetheart, you are NATALIE!”

“I GOT IT?” My voice came out squeaky, tears welling up in my eyes.

“You got it!”

“Oh my God! I GOT IT!” I did little hops on the sidewalk, ignoring the judgmental look from an old lady walking her poodle.

Nothing could bring me down. I’d gotten the role of my dreams! I was going to be Natalie in Hearts & Souls!

A surge of pure realization flooded my body, an immense happiness spreading across my face in a grin from ear to ear. Nothing else mattered.

Leo kept talking to me on the phone for a few more minutes, ironing out details for me to sign the contract and get the first full script. I felt like little angels were fluttering around in my stomach and I was walking on clouds.

“Congratulations, Ash. You deserve this. I know you’re going to kill it.”

“Thanks, Leo. We deserve this,” I said, choked up.

“Now you’re going to be an even more famous, in-demand actress, and, as per usual, get to kiss that hot piece of ass.” My eyes went wide at my friend’s words, and all the happiness I’d been feeling started turning bitter in my mouth.

No. No way.

“What are you talking about?” As I asked, I said another silent prayer.

Don’t let it be who I think it is. Don’t let it be who I think it is. Don’t let it be him...

“Nicolas Gayle, of course. You both got the part.” Of course the universe couldn’t be that nice to me. Of course there was a catch. “You okay?” Leo asked when a sound of disgust slipped past my lips.

“Yeah, I... I need to go. I have plans.” Obviously, I’m not okay. I have to work with Nicolas Gayle, the asshole!

“Alright. We’ll finalize the rest of the details later, like the ridiculously high salary the directors want to pay you,” my agent said, excited. If this had been a few seconds ago, I’d be jumping around on the street again. Not anymore.

Not knowing I’d have to spend the next several months hanging out with that jerk.

“Okay,” I said goodbye, hoping I hadn’t let too much slip to Leo before hanging up.

I had to pull myself together. I had to be professional. The situation sucked, but complaining wouldn’t do any good; it would just make me lose the role.

Actors work and act with actors they hate all the time. It’s part of the job.

That’s what Rule Number 10 is for: Professionalism comes first.

No matter how big of an asshole your co-star might be, I added mentally.

A child’s shout came from inside the house in front of me, and I took a deep breath. I had to get inside and go to this lunch. I could curse out my new coworker in my head later.

Determined, I finally rang the doorbell.

Yeah. Nicolas Gayle wouldn’t occupy another second of my thoughts. Not today, at least.
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“COMING.” MY BEST FRIEND’S voice sounded from behind the door seconds before he opened it.

“Is everyone here?” I asked, my tone apologetic for being late.

Kiergan crossed his tattooed arms.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.” I avoided his assessing gaze, gave him a quick hug, and headed inside toward the table where everyone else was.

“Jesus, what happened to you?” Sam asked, and everyone at the table turned to stare at me.

For an actress, I was doing a terrible job hiding my mood.

I rolled my eyes, knowing my battle to not think about Nicolas was already lost.

“I hate him,” I declared, giving in, and went around greeting everyone with a kiss on the cheek.

“Who?” Layla asked, intrigued.

I waited for Kiergan to sit back down at the table before I took the empty seat saved for me.

I looked at the table, and the plates piled high with food made my nostrils flare, flooded with the delicious smell.

“Forget it,” I said, already reaching for a plate.

“Hold on,” Jamie, the bassist for The Dreamers and Kiergan’s best friend, said from where he sat next to Sam. “Didn’t you just come from an audition today?”

I looked at my friend, who shrugged under my accusatory stare.

Of course she told them. I was late, and... was that my jumpsuit?

She gave a sheepish smile when she saw I noticed, but I didn’t care. Samantha Ward was beautiful, but most of her clothes were old and too worn out because her university professor salary didn’t let her upgrade her wardrobe.

I was happy she’d taken my suggestion to wear something of mine and grabbed the piece I’d left hanging on the hanger for her. After all, I had plenty in my closet that I’d only worn once or still had the tags on, and she could definitely take them.

The short blue jumpsuit matched her olive skin tone, and she’d even styled her curls to make them look fuller. She looked gorgeous.

I wasn’t the only one who noticed, considering the rocker next to her was practically drooling.

“Yeah.” Kiergan turned to me again, with that same protective look he always had, wanting to know what was wrong. “How’d it go?”

I stabbed my fork into a serving of potatoes and shoved them into my mouth quickly, trying to stall for time.

“I got it,” I said, like it meant nothing, only giving a small smile when everyone congratulated me.

“I thought you’d be more excited. Isn’t that the movie series based on those famous books you love?” my friend pressed.

God, sometimes I regretted telling them everything.

“Yeah. That one,” I answered, still focused on my plate.

“So what’s the problem?” Dylan asked, helping himself to more food next to me. From the look on the hostess’s—and homeowner’s—face, she was already dreading the damage he’d do to her bathroom, given the drummer’s history with loose bowels.

“There’s no problem. It’s just... nothing.” No one bought it, obviously.

I sighed heavily.

Better to just tell them. They’d find out eventually anyway...

“It’s my co-star,” I revealed.

“The guy can’t act?” Kiergan asked.

“No, I know! He’s a bad kisser?” Jamie asked, mouth full, looking like a kid.

“Or he has bad breath?” Dylan joined the game of “Guess Who Pissed Ash Off Today?”

“Mommy, I’m done. Can I go play with Faith in the living room?” I was saved by the bell—or rather, by the birthday girl, who was a miniature copy of Kiergan, with her light eyes and golden hair.

I hope Sam bought her something really cool. You know what? She deserves another present just for that.

Layla gave a maternal smile, matching her loose, summery “I’m a mom” dress and her hair pulled up in a messy bun. She looked relaxed, happy, and that made me smile. After everything she’d been through, my friend deserved all the happiness in the world, and it felt good to see her having it with Kiergan, with her family.

“Yes, you can, sweetheart.”

I watched the two little blond heads leave the table and walk away, and only when I was sure it was safe did I dare turn my attention back to the others.

“He’s... decent,” I finally said, regarding everyone’s questions.

I wish he were a bad actor with bad breath and bad kissing skills. It was the exact opposite, actually. My mind raced back to the moment we’d kissed during the audition.

The way he took over every corner of my mouth, the way he pulled moans out of me, the way he held my neck...

“So what’s the problem?” Layla asked.

The problem was that he was my childhood crush, one of my biggest teenage infatuations, and it felt like my body was reverting back to that hormone-ridden teenager, completely out of control of what I felt, instead of being a mature, centered woman when I was near him.

The problem was that he’d managed to shake me, to undo years of study and professionalism in seconds during a technical kiss.

The problem was that he was the biggest asshole to me before and after the kiss, and yet he’d still left me with my panties wet.

The problem was that I hated him, and now I had to work with him, and kiss him again, multiple times...

“The problem is that he’s none other than Nicolas Gayle,” I summed up.

The next few minutes were everyone freaking out about the guy I’d be working with. I didn’t blame them—after all, I’d freaked out too when he walked into that room. The guy was a very famous, well-known actor, especially for his big action movies and the fact that he didn’t use stunt doubles, since he’d started his career as one. And, of course, there was the added bonus of him being incredibly hot and popular with women.

“Who would’ve thought Ashley Delaine wouldn’t be falling head over heels for her co-star,” Jamie commented.

“Just because I date most of my co-stars doesn’t mean I don’t have standards,” I defended myself.

“And Nick doesn’t meet them?” Sam asked.

“Yeah. He’s a huge asshole, actually.”

“Man, that sucks. It must be horrible working with someone like that,” Mary, Victor’s girlfriend—the band’s guitarist and one of the guys’ best friends—said sympathetically.

She’d been with him for years, and she’d never personally done anything against me, but there was something about her I didn’t really like. Victor seemed happy, though, so I let it slide and was always polite.

I shrugged.

“Yeah, but I can handle it.”

When we finished eating, I helped Layla and Sam carry the dishes to the kitchen.

“So, what did you get Hope?” I asked Sam.

“Nice try, changing the subject. I want to know everything about this Nick, and why he’s an asshole.”

I knew there was no escape, so I decided to tell her everything... or almost everything.

“For starters, he stole my parking spot at the studio,” I pointed out. “I was trying to parallel park and almost hit my car because he cut me off.” Okay, maybe I was exaggerating, but still, it pissed me off. “And then, he walked onto the set and didn’t even say hello. He totally left me hanging on a handshake, can you believe it?”

“Wow!” Her eyes went wide.

The anger I’d felt earlier came rushing back.

“And after we finished the technical kiss for the scene and stepped out, he implied I was throwing myself at him and said, ‘If you wanted to grab me, you just had to ask.’” I imitated his deep voice, making air quotes with my fingers.

“What a dick.”

“Right? And he even called me ‘Similac girl,’ implying my mouth tasted like breast milk.” I left out the part where I called him an old suck-up, but that wasn’t important.

“Wow! He always seemed so chill, even with his player reputation. He never seemed that arrogant...”

“Unfortunately, not everything we see is a person’s true face, especially here in LA.” Sam agreed.

I felt happy to have my opinion backed up, even though I knew I was right. And just knowing I’d have to see him every day during filming... God, it would be hell.

“Okay, so he really is an asshole,” Sam conceded. “But that doesn’t mean you won’t do anything with him. You’ve dated asshole actors before,” she pointed out, and I hated that she was right.

I wouldn’t give that arrogant idiot the satisfaction, not even if I were dead!

I might have had my share of bad boyfriends, but Nicolas crossed every line.

Right then, I made a promise to myself.

Since Flink, I’d already decided to stop dating actors, especially my co-stars, but maybe a second rule would help me stay on track.

“Mark my words,” I said to Sam, pointing my finger at her. “I, Ashley Delaine, am not, under any circumstances, going to date that Nicolas Gayle.”

Sam let out a little laugh, raising an eyebrow, skeptical.

“I’m serious!”

“Alright.” She raised her hands in surrender. “Consider them marked.”

Layla appeared in the hallway, carrying her daughter’s birthday cake.

“Ready?”

We left the kitchen and went to help set the table.

The whole time, my determination to prove my promise grew stronger.

Alright, universe. You want to play with me? Know this: it’s not going to work.

Nicolas Gayle and I will never be anything to each other. Ever.
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Nicolas Gayle

ASHLEY’S MANUAL FOR SURVIVING A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule Number 4 – Don’t spend more time with your fake boyfriend than necessary

The gridlocked streets of LA turned what should have been a twenty-minute drive from the studio to my apartment into over an hour of bumper-to-bumper bullshit, but that came as no surprise to anyone living in the fifth most polluted city in the United States, part of a state that practically topped the list, where most of that pollution came from vehicle traffic and industry in the region.

The sound of honking and drivers screaming insults at each other was muffled by my rolled-up windows and the speakers cranked high, filling my ears with whatever rock song happened to be playing on the radio.

And even with the infernal heat outside, the real-feel temperature pushing damn near a hundred and four degrees Fahrenheit, the AC was cranked to max, making it bearable to sit stranded in the middle of the avenue for so long.

No paparazzi had been tailing me lately. My mom and Rae were fine. It was just another typical day, and nothing justifiable had happened to make my mood this fucking shitty.

So why did I still have that feeling of irritation bubbling in my stomach, to the point where I wanted to tear through these goddamn cars and just get home already?

Oh, right. I knew the reason.

It was a blonde reason, five-foot-seven, with a smart mouth and irritatingly hot lips.

Ashley Delaine.

The actress thirteen years younger, Hollywood’s so-called princess, daughter of Camila and Joseph Delaine—famous actors and big-time producers in the film industry.

She was everything I’d always hated about this business: a nepotism-privileged brat, spoiled and arrogant, expecting the world to bow at her feet just because of who she was and how hot she looked.

Honestly, my problem wasn’t specifically with Ashley. It was with people like her. So the second I pulled into the studio and parked in the spot the little blonde was about to take, I suspected right away she was there for the chemistry test I’d been summoned for too, even though I hoped I was wrong.

The truth was, I wasn’t even supposed to be there testing for this role. I’d built a solid career in film for almost a decade, even though I’d been in the industry way longer. I’d done a bunch of action movies that were box office hits, and my thing had always been the adrenaline this job gave me—so much so that I started in the industry as a stunt double for those productions.

It all started when behind-the-scenes videos started showing up at the end of movies and being used to promote the productions, and the internet started giving more attention to the clips I appeared in. I gained thousands of followers over the years, and fans too, and my image started getting used for commercials and other publicity work. And during one of those gigs, I met Maxwell, who became not just a close friend but my agent, and convinced me to finish acting school and go after the roles I used to double for. It worked.

I landed a bunch of parts in action movies and built my legacy with some classics of the genre.

Over time, I got myself financially stable, but I didn’t get rich. Contrary to what a lot of people think about actors—even though yeah, it’s possible to build a small fortune with the money you make—it all depends on your lifestyle, spending, and financial planning, which I didn’t have help with for a long time.

Not that I cared about that, since all I ever wanted was to be able to help my family, and I planned to keep doing just action films for the rest of my career. But the savings I’d set aside started running out, and the action movie market seemed to get saturated—meaning I started getting called less and less for roles.

The painful truth was that directors and writers for these new films were always looking for younger actors, and even though I didn’t consider myself old, I wasn’t the fresh-faced kid from the beginning of my career anymore.

So Max came up with the idea of expanding my acting portfolio, bringing in projects from other genres and trying to get me more visibility in the industry. His idea was romance films, since they had a massive audience that consumed them, and even with all the clichés and recycled stories, it was something that never got saturated in the market.

I’d had to play romantic leads with love interests in the films I’d done before, but it never went beyond a few kisses or quick hookups, and the focus was never really on the romance. The role of Zack in this thing called “Hearts and Something” would be my first project completely outside my comfort zone, but I’d never turned down a good challenge, even if I didn’t consume or wasn’t a big fan of erotic romance.

It was something I had to do, and I’d do it.

But I’d figured the actress chosen to act opposite me would be someone more mature, closer to my age—not some kid who’d just barely cut her teeth and was at the start of her career in the industry.

Not that I had anything against younger women. I’d hooked up with a few in the past. But for work purposes, they were always more of a headache.

And Ashley proved to be anything but mature.

Her petulance with me, her short answers, her provocations—they just proved my point.

Okay, fine, I kind of started it, and I admit I wasn’t exactly polite to the girl, but she could’ve risen above it and not fallen for the childish bait.

The problem was, that wasn’t specifically what had me pissed off.

She actually proved to be a good actress. When we did the scene the directors asked for, the girl really got into character, and for a moment, I let myself dive headfirst into that side she showed.

But then she kissed me, and this raw, visceral need took over my body, and I completely lost control.

The smell of floral perfume hit my nostrils, and I leaned in without even realizing it. My skin vibrated in a strange way where her hands touched me, and all I wanted was to drown even deeper in that hot mouth, which surrendered to mine, her tongue dueling for space and intoxicating me with her taste. I pressed that warm body against mine, wanting to feel every bit of her skin, and I involuntarily grabbed her neck, wanting to squeeze it to feel the pulse of her vein in my hand.

A fucking sexy sound came from her lips, bruised by mine, and I felt Ashley give in even more, which sent a jolt straight to my pants—but then the girl pulled away from me abruptly. A protest got stuck in my throat. I opened my eyes, remembering where we were and who I was with. My heart was racing like a motherfucker, and I hated acknowledging that if the girl hadn’t pulled away from me, I would’ve done the most absurd thing and gotten hard during a goddamn technical kiss.

Fuck. I’d never gotten hard from just a kiss, period. Not even when I was a hormone-raging teenager.

Ashley moved further away from me and looked at me, breathless, her eyes confused and turned on, and that got to me almost as much as her flushed cheeks.

I knew she was just acting, because a second later the little blonde took a deep breath and seemed to snap back to normal, and I forced myself to do the same—which pissed me the fuck off.

Never, in all these years, had I needed to pull myself together after the director yelled “cut.”

It was like a switch for me. I slipped in and out of character easily, but there... the lines had blurred and gotten fuzzy.

We were dismissed shortly after, and when Ashley tried to be polite and talk to me normally, like nothing had happened, I snapped.

I was fucking furious at myself and my lack of professionalism, and I decided to take it out on the girl, accusing her of grabbing me during the scene, when the truth was that I was the one who’d grabbed her.

Then Ashley just said she hated our kiss, and even though part of me felt like she was lying just to get to me, I hated how she called me old.

And now here I was, hours later, getting home pissed off about all of it. Even after a shower, hitting the gym, and trying to work out all my frustration for hours, then taking another shower, I still couldn’t relax.

My phone vibrated the second I got out of the shower, and seeing my agent’s name on the screen, I didn’t need much to know what he was going to say.

Whether I got the role of Zack or not.

“Nick,” my agent and friend greeted me.

“Hope you’ve got good news,” I said, draping the towel over my shoulder and walking naked to my closet to pick out clothes, watching the sunset from my window.

“Why? You in a bad mood?”

“Something like that.”

He sighed.

“Look, I know you don’t like roles like this, but I promise you won’t regret it.”

“That mean I got the part?” I asked, buttoning my black shirt.

“You know you did. The role was practically yours the second I reached out to the directors. They’re huge fans of your work.” Max was telling the truth.

When he said he was going to expand my portfolio, he got in touch with several production companies and directors, and as soon as the twins, Chris and John, found out, they reached out and called me in for the role. I hadn’t lied when I said it was practically a done deal. Today was just a formality, so to speak.

“When do I sign the contract?”

“I’m looking at the document right now as we speak. There’ll probably be one or two changes, but if there aren’t any more issues, we’ll meet again by next week,” he replied.

“Good.”

I put on my Dolce & Gabbana cologne—the perfect mix of citrus and woody notes—strapped on my watch, and waited for the redhead to just spit out whatever he wanted so I could hang up and leave.

When Max didn’t say anything, I knew it was going to be something I didn’t want to hear.

“Just say it already. Is it about the role?” I asked.

I hated beating around the bush, and my friend had always been straight to the point with me, so his behavior was throwing me off.

“You know this job includes some more... explicit scenes.”

“If you’re talking about the sex scenes, Max, yeah, I know.” When he first told me about the project, he explained what the film was about, and I agreed to test for it knowing that. I didn’t get why he was bringing this up again now. “I’ve been shirtless more times than I can count. I think you know I’m not shy in front of a camera.”

“That’s not exactly what I’m worried about.”

“Then what are you worried about?” I asked, putting on my shoes and already calling a ride-share, since I planned on drinking tonight.

“Your co-star.”

I stopped what I was doing and stared at my phone, almost like I could see his face.

“They already picked someone? Don’t tell me it was...”

“Yeah. Ashley Delaine is playing Natalie.” Great. Just fucking fantastic.

“Well... good for her,” I forced myself to say.

“Nick...”

“If you’re worried about my professionalism, Maxwell, relax. You know I can separate things.”

“Do you? Because today you treated that girl like she was a thorn in your side.”

“She kind of is,” I muttered under my breath, but I knew my friend heard me.

The fact that she was thirteen years younger was just a bonus, and the worst part was that the media was so used to actors with that kind of age gap playing couples that nobody would bat an eye.

Not that I judged couples with age differences—in real life or fiction or anything—I just preferred to act opposite women I knew wouldn’t give me problems or confuse things. And if it ever went beyond the camera, it wouldn’t be a problem for either of us, which definitely wouldn’t be the case with someone like her.

“You’ve been in this industry too long, and I know you’re not irresponsible, and you’ve always been a great professional. But I also know this situation is... unusual, and that you have a certain preference for girls who aren’t like Ashley. But she’s going to be your co-star in a project that, if it works out, will last years with the sequels.”

“Just say what you want to say, man. I’ve got plans tonight,” I said when a message from Marisa, one of my hookups, popped up on my screen.

I really needed to get out, relax, and fuck. And the divorced woman who worked as a production assistant knew how to relieve me in moments like this. Our thing was casual, no strings attached, and since she was a woman in the industry, she knew how to be discreet.

“I’m not asking you to be her best friend. I’m just asking you to make this work. We both know you need this to go forward.”

“You don’t have to remind me,” I replied, already leaving the apartment when the ride-share driver arrived.

When he stayed on the line, I knew he wanted me to say it outright.

“Fine. It’s not like I’m going to be at war with her. We’re coworkers after all. I’m not going to screw this up.”

Today had been an exception. It wouldn’t happen again. I knew how to be professional and keep things separate.

My dislike for my co-star wouldn’t get in the way of my work.

Max seemed satisfied with my answer.

“Then I’ll get in touch next week to schedule the meeting.”

“Deal.”

“And Nick?” he called. “I know you think Ashley is like her, but...”

Every bit of good mood I’d managed to claw back since leaving the studio evaporated at the mention of her.

I clenched my jaw tight.

“I don’t want to talk about that,” I cut him off in a firm tone, and he backed off immediately.

“Right. Okay. Talk later, man.”

“Later.”

We said our goodbyes as I got into the car, heading out for another night in flashy Los Angeles.

Since it had been a while since my last job, I wasn’t in the media spotlight as much anymore, so I knew I could enjoy myself without being paranoid about paparazzi following me—though you could never be too careful. I knew that as soon as news broke about the film I was starring in, that would change. I’d enjoy my freedom while I could. Even if, apparently, I was in zero mood for it tonight.
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PORTAL LA NEWS

Where the hottest news in Los Angeles breaks first

NEW MOVIE ALERT

For fans of erotic romance, we’ve got some explosive news.

The “Souls and Hearts” book series by Peyton Miller is getting a film adaptation! That’s right, you read that correctly. The phenomenon that’s taken the last few years by storm is finally hitting the screen.

The release date isn’t known yet, but we do know it’s an AB Studios production, and they’re in the early stages, searching for the perfect cast to bring readers‘ beloved characters to life.

Any guesses on which actors might play the famous Zack and Natalie?

No? Well, get ready, because we’ve got a scorching hot tip!

As you know, we at LA NEWS don’t rest until we’ve given you as much info as possible, so we’ve got a possible theory on who will play the most coveted couple in the book community lately.

Studio insiders confirmed to our columnists that actress Ashley Delaine was spotted coming and going from the studio this week, along with that action movie hottie, Nicolas Gayle.

Could we be seeing these two Hollywood darlings together in a steamy romance flick?

They’ve got the physical traits to match the characters, so it makes sense.

And let’s be real, okay? They’re both drop-dead gorgeous! Can you picture them as a couple?

I’m already blushing just thinking about it. What about you?

As soon as I get more scoop on this release, I’ll be back to dish it all out!

A kiss from your favorite columnist,

- Maya Quinn

REACTIONS & COMMENTS

@user0001: Oh my god, I love Ashley! She’s going to be an amazing Natalie.

@User0394819: I can’t believe Ashley Delaine is going to be our Natalie. She’s blonde and all that, sure, but she’s way too fat for the role.

@livroseessascoisas094: Finally Ashley Delaine lands a decent role. She’s a great actress, but she never gets parts that show it.

@Leitorinhasafada0001 In reply to @User0394819: OH MY GOD, YES! Nothing against her, but Natalie is so much prettier in my head that I just lost all hope thinking Ashley could be her.

@Leitorinhasafada0001 In reply to @livroseessascoisas094: I’ve never watched anything she’s in, and honestly, why would I? Just crap movies. I have no idea why she was even considered for this part.

@priscilla10293: Nick Gayle as Zack is a dream come true! I need this on my screen right now!

@britneyspearsneverdies: Isn’t Nick a little old to play Zack?

@fãdecarteirinhadoNickGayle In reply to @britneyspearsneverdies: Get a grip! He’s a beautiful man and only 41. You must be some bitter old hag.

@cadelinhadePeytonmiller003: Finally my favorite book series is getting a movie! (FREAKING OUT OVER HERE)

@almasecoraçõesFC: I need this movie on my screen right now!
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CHAPTER 5
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Ashley Delaine

ASHLEY’S GUIDE TO SURVIVING A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule Number 5 – We Will Not Be a Cliché

There’s only one crime greater in humanity than leaving a Prada bag in the sun or mistreating puppies, and it was known as physical exercise. The person who invented the gym should have been the same one performing torture in the Middle Ages.

I mean, who builds a room full of machines designed to work out every single muscle in the human body if not to make us suffer?

Honestly, I admired people who claimed to enjoy working out, because I was running on pure hatred. There was no way to be in a good mood feeling sweat drip down my body, having my hair wet and dirty, and worst of all... smelling bad from the effort. Not to mention the muscle soreness that came in the following days and made me want to fucking die.

But there I was, in my apartment’s gym, running on the treadmill after an hour of lifting, feeling every part of my body burn with the sensation of physical activity, my breath short and black spots swimming in my vision, signaling that I was about to pass out.

I was hoping for it, actually. That way I’d have the perfect excuse not to go to the studio in a few hours to meet with the film producers and sign the contract Leo had reviewed, risking running into that asshole Nicolas Gayle.

As if the shit people were saying about me online wasn’t enough—because obviously the news that was in the studio had leaked, and the Souls and Hearts fandom was already voicing their opinions on whether or not I was Natalie. I didn’t need another reason to be even more on edge, and my future co-star would definitely find a way to ruin my mood just by breathing near me with that arrogance.

Then again, it would be nice to rub it in his face that I got the role, since he seemed so convinced otherwise.

Nothing pissed me off more than someone questioning my professionalism. I hadn’t worked my ass off these past few years, taking every role and doing everything to step out of my parents’ shadow to prove I wasn’t some entitled nepo baby like so many liked to paint me, just so some middle-aged dickhead could say I attacked him during a technical kiss.

Yeah, I was still fucking pissed.

“I was about to call the cops. Thought some gym bro had broken in to use this massive gym.” A voice sounded behind me, pulling me out of my murderous thoughts that were fueling my run on the treadmill. “I mean, what are the odds Ashley Delaine would be here doing actual exercise?”

“Very funny,” I muttered between breaths, slowing the machine down until it stopped.

“The only reason I’m not thinking an alien took over your body is because only you would work out wearing designer clothes with your hair down.”

“The lycra fabric gives me a rash, you know that,” I shot back.

“And running on a treadmill wearing...”

“Chanel,” I finished for her.

“Running on a treadmill wearing Chanel is better? Isn’t sweating in any of those clothes like a crime to you?” I hated how well she knew me.

“I needed to blow off some steam, so it was either this or buy more shoes, and you made me promise not to renovate another corner of this apartment to make room for them,” I explained, leaning on the treadmill, feeling my blood pressure drop and my vision getting darker.

“Here.” Sam came into my field of vision, or what was left of it besides the little stars occupying my eyeballs, and handed me a bottle of water.

“Thanks,” I said, drinking almost half of it in one go.

“You really don’t need more shoes.”

“That’s debatable.”

I could have sworn she rolled her eyes at my response.

“But,” she pointed out, “you could have at least brought water in here or eaten something before almost dying in the middle of our apartment and leaving me traumatized when I found you.”

“Oh, please.” I waved my hand, already recovered, and stepped off the torture machine. “There’s no way I’d be found dead without at least some makeup and my hair done. And as much as I love Chanel, this look...” I gestured at myself, “is definitely not my death look.”

“I want to know what that is,” my roommate asked as we left the gym and headed for the kitchen.

“You know perfectly well what it is. The death look is what you’d want to be wearing when they find you dead. It could be something scandalous, like just lingerie under a silk robe, or more conservative, like a long dress...”

“Don’t you think it’s a little morbid to think about what outfit you’d wear when you die?” Sam raised an eyebrow.

“I’m a celebrity, babe. I need to think about the look for every occasion. Plus, I don’t want a bad photo showing up in my obituary.”

“You make good points,” she conceded, opening the fridge.

I smiled when I noticed she was wearing a men’s hoodie I recognized from somewhere. Her curls were loose and voluminous, which meant she hadn’t braided them before sleeping... if she’d even slept at all.

Not that I was going to ask. If there was one thing about my arrangement with Sam, it was how we respected each other’s privacy. We gave each other enough space to talk when the other was ready, without too many questions.

So I’d hold my tongue about the presence of a certain rockstar in our apartment.

“What time are you going to the studio?” she asked, pulling some things off the shelves and setting them on the counter.

“Two.”

“Then you’re eating lunch before you go.”

I almost turned down her offer, but then Sam cracked two eggs into the pan and the smell of food made my stomach growl at a slightly embarrassing volume, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since yesterday’s lunch.

In less than ten minutes, our improvised omelets were ready, and we ate them with some salad. I devoured everything in a few forkfuls, not wanting to like the taste too much because I knew I needed to cut back on how much I was eating if I wanted to lose what I’d gained after a few days of binge eating.

“I’m going to take a quick shower before I head to the studio,” I said after washing the dishes and leaving the kitchen, walking a little faster than normal to escape my friend’s intense stare.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved Sam, and even though she’d only been living with me for a few weeks, I enjoyed her company. And even if we kept out of each other’s space, she still had a tendency to notice too much about the things I’d rather she didn’t.

As soon as I closed the bathroom door, I looked at myself in the mirror. The sweaty, tired reflection stared back, and I made a face. I definitely needed a shower and to condition my hair.

I quickly stripped off my clothes and tossed them in the hamper. My eyes caught my reflection again, and that familiar feeling came back as I looked at my body.

I knew what to do.

I hated this part with every fiber of my being, but it was necessary.

I was quick and didn’t think about it too much, since I was running late for my meeting with the producers.

After a good shower, I felt renewed. Even my mood seemed better. So when I finished drying off and getting ready, I looked in the mirror, and there was confident Ashley again.

No matter what they were saying about me online, I would prove to everyone that I’d be a great Natalie.

I was steady. I was strong.

I could even handle meeting Nicolas. I wouldn’t let him ruin anything for me. I was living my dream, after all.

I smiled, proud, and left the apartment.
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FORGET WHAT I SAID about living my dream. It was more like a nightmare.

It was like a Sephora promotion with more than fifty percent off on makeup products, but with an expiration date less than two months away. Getting the role of Natalie would be like buying those products, and Nicolas Gayle was the bad expiration date that would ruin everything in no time.

When I left the apartment and went to meet the producers, I hadn’t counted on the paparazzi on my block. I had to shake them off before heading to the studio, which ended up making me a little late.

Even though I was signing the contract today that would confirm the role was mine, the studio still wanted to use the mystery of the selected actors as marketing for the adaptation’s announcement, so it was crucial that we stay discreet until they decided to confirm our involvement.

When I got to the parking lot, I thanked God I didn’t see my co-star’s Porsche, which meant Nicolas wasn’t here.

But you know what they say about celebrating too soon?

Rule Number 11: The role is only yours when the movie is finished.

Not even after the contract and the start of filming were things guaranteed.

If there was one thing these Hollywood productions were known for, it was being cautious. We’d seen actors replaced in the final stretch of a production—rare, but it happened.

So only celebrate the victory when the finish line has truly been crossed, not a moment before.

Walking down the hallway, the production assistant was waiting for me and quickly led me to the meeting room where the directors, producers, studio heads, and my agent were.

“Good afternoon, sorry I’m late,” I said as I stepped through the glass door.

“Miss Delaine, no problem,” one of the directors said, and everyone stood up to greet me.

“Please.” The other gestured for me to sit. “We were just going over the contract details with your agent.”

Leo, who was sitting next to me, nodded.

“Everything’s in order, Ash. The contract is the studio’s standard. You’ll receive the advance of four hundred and fifty thousand dollars to film the first movie. And if it works out, they’ll want to do the sequel, and your salary will increase to a little over half a million per film.” I already knew this, but hearing it inside this room, with these people looking at me and the contract being placed in front of me, made everything surreal.

I’d never been poor.

I’d grown up with privileges because of who I was, but ever since I left home and started working on my own to land roles, I’d never depended on a cent from my parents.

In all these years, I’d never gotten such an incredible amount for a role.

This was truly a dream come true.

“There’s also the clause asking you not to get involved in any other project that could compromise your schedule with the studio during the filming of the movies, which is one of the reasons we’re giving you this advance,” one of the producers added when I stayed silent. “And also the one asking you to fulfill the commitment schedule for the film’s promotion.”

“Of course. Of course. I agree to those clauses.” It wasn’t uncommon, after all, when it came to big productions like this. “Leo?” I turned to my agent, who was smiling with his eyes at me, and the pride and confidence I saw on his face warmed my chest.

I took a few minutes to read the contract—after all, you could never be too careful with things like this—and when I saw that everything seemed fine, I picked up the pen they handed me.

“Congratulations, Miss Delaine. As of now, you are our Natalie.”

A wave of euphoria washed over me, and I wanted so badly to jump up and down and shout, “I DID IT!” but I knew how to act professional when necessary, even if I’d doubted myself lately. So I just gave a polite smile.

“Thank you.”

“See you in a few weeks when filming starts.”

I said goodbye to them and left the room with my agent.

When we were far enough away, we turned to each other almost at the same time and started jumping and hugging.

“You did it, girl!” he celebrated, and I laughed at the spontaneous, easygoing way he always acted with me.

Anyone who saw him in his expensive suits matching his dark skin tone, with the tough-guy face all agents had, would never imagine that Leo was like a golden retriever with a heart of gold.

“No. We did it,” I said, and I meant it. “I wouldn’t have even gotten the audition if it weren’t for you. Thank you.”

He sniffled jokingly.

“Don’t make me cry, Ash.”

I laughed, hugging him one last time.

Leo had been my agent for so long that I couldn’t remember the time before I found him.

He met me when I was auditioning for a movie called “Killer Lasagnas – The Origin.” I was just a beginner, new to the industry, just like him—he’d just graduated from college and was looking for clients. Having each other was exactly what we needed at that moment. Thanks to Leo, I never had to do humiliating roles like the ones I used to, where I had to be practically half-naked and act like a dumb blonde, and even though it took a while to land something big like this, I gained more recognition and respect as an actress from the commercials and projects I got involved in.

I bet on Leo just as much as he bet on me, and now we seemed to finally be reaping those rewards, and I couldn’t be happier.

“I’ll have to travel next week and handle things with my other clients, but I know you’re in good shape now,” he said when we parted.

“I’ll miss you, but I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will. Not that you need it since you’re going to kill it, but good luck with filming.”

We said goodbye, and I watched my friend head to the parking lot.

The smile stayed on my face as I kept looking at the empty studio, just a few cameras and other equipment, thinking about how my life was going to change for the better in the coming months, when a voice came from behind me, startling me.

“Looks like we really will have to work together.”

“Nicolas,” I greeted coldly after recovering.

“Ashley,” he mimicked.

I was surprised when I felt his presence move, and I noticed he stopped and stood beside me, looking in the same direction.

“Is there something you want to say?” I asked impatiently when the silence stretched on too long.

He let out a short, sarcastic laugh that made my toes curl.

“Just make sure you don’t attack me during the technical kiss, or fall in love with me over the next few months, and we’ll be fine.” That was his answer.

A growling sound escaped me, and I was surprised to realize it came from me.

Arrogant asshole.

I flashed my best, brightest smile and turned to him, looking deep into his brown eyes, ignoring the rest of his tall, muscular, annoyingly good-smelling body.

“Sure. As long as you control the amount of drool and your pervy tendencies. After all, I know this might seem unusual for a guy your age, but I have zero interest in being your sugar baby.”

Nicolas’s expression darkened briefly before a sarcastic smile appeared on his full lips.

I hated how my heart skipped a beat at the sight.

“Oh, babygirl... don’t start something you can’t finish.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I lifted my chin, giving him my best poker face.

Nick’s eyes scanned every inch of my face before trailing down my neck, and it felt like every centimeter of skin that received his attention grew warm.

“Don’t provoke me.” Was it my imagination, or had his voice gone rougher?

“Then don’t be an asshole,” I shot back.

And there it was again—that smile.

Damn it, Ashley. Focus.

“Can’t help it.” It was amazing how someone so hot could be such a complete idiot.

Welcome to Hollywood, my friends.

“Then you’d better get used to hearing from me. I’m not the kind of girl who stays quiet.”

“I noticed.”

He... God.

He... He was... Ugh.

I let out a frustrated sigh, deciding to get the hell out of there, but I could still hear that idiot laughing as I walked out the studio door and into the parking lot.

If before, the thought of landing this role and starting work in a few weeks had me floating on cloud nine, now it felt like I’d taken a free fall from those fluffy cotton clouds straight onto hard concrete. The taste of fake blood was bitter in my mouth, knowing I’d have to spend the next few months dealing with Nicolas Gayle.

I just prayed we’d both still be alive by the end of it—otherwise, we wouldn’t even be able to shoot the damn scenes. And then we’d really have a problem.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 6

[image: ]




Nicolas Gayle

ASHLEY’S MANUAL FOR SURVIVING A FAKE RELATIONSHIP

Rule Number 6 – No Excessive Touching

A Few Weeks Later

I’VE ALWAYS CONSIDERED myself a calm, grounded guy. I rarely lost my temper over anything, and I could count on one hand the times I’d actually been angry at someone. Max used to joke around and say I was like a human ice sculpture, since I’d always been so cold about everything. Well, not always.

Once upon a time, in a very distant past, I was a looser, more spontaneous, funnier version of myself—though not by much, since that was never really in my nature. That was, of course, before everything happened. Before her.

I’d already made peace with the fact that I’d become nothing but a shell of who I used to be, but it was better this way. I got into fewer problems, stayed off the paparazzi’s radar, and could be left alone.

Peace.

Something so underestimated these days, yet so essential to a human being.

I liked it. The silence, the stillness, the solitude. I was used to those things. Until I started working on this goddamn movie and realized I spent almost ninety percent of my time on set at the edge of my rage. The reason? A certain blonde co-star I had to deal with daily for the past two weeks. Two weeks out of sixty, which would be the production period for the first film.

Two weeks, and I was already on the verge of a nervous breakdown. All because of that fucking Ashley Delaine.

Every day with her around brought a new stress.

Today’s?

She was late. Over an hour, to be specific.

It was amazing how, even when she wasn’t physically here, the girl could still get under my skin.

John and Chris, the twin brothers and directors of the film, were just as pissed off as I was. At least we managed to get some parts done—scenes with just me, rehearsing and shooting a few takes—but today we weren’t at the studio. The selected shoots were at a location outside the city.

We only had a few hours before the good light was gone, and we were wasting time while the princess hadn’t shown up yet.

And it was like I summoned her by sheer force of thought, because I was just starting to curse her out in my head when the little blonde’s car pulled up on the road and parked right next to my Porsche. For someone as loaded as Ashley Delaine, I never really understood why she drove a Kia Forte LXS—a decent car, sure, but common and basic—instead of a BMW or a Porsche like mine, which were way more her style than her current ride.

“Finally!” John cheered when Ashley got out of the car with a guilty expression on her face.

“Sorry I’m late. I had a problem at my apartment, then I hit some traffic, and the funniest thing happened with a raccoon, and—”

“Ash, sweetheart.” Chris placed his hands on the star’s shoulders, and she shut up.

Her cheeks flushed, and I clenched my jaw, annoyed at how close they were standing.

“It’s fine. The important thing is that you’re here now,” the asshole director said.

My mind couldn’t help theorizing the possibility that they were sleeping together. It wasn’t impossible, after all. Chris and John were young and good-looking, and Ashley was single, but that would be extremely unethical and unprofessional.

“And let’s make the most of the good light while we still have it,” John added. “So, please, go with Bianca to your trailer and get ready as fast as you can so we can start, okay?”

Unbelievable.

They’d practically been foaming at the mouth before she arrived, and all it took was her batting those princess eyes and coming up with some half-assed lie for them to let it slide and treat her like normal.
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