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        Vancouver, Canada

      

      

      

      Beyond the limousine window, the flash of photographers lying in wait sent a shudder along Ainsley Beckett’s spine. But this was what she’d agreed to, what her contract, her agent, the production company, the media, her fans all expected from her. And besides, this cause was so near to her heart there was no way she could say no.

      Breathe. Just breathe. “You can do this,” she murmured to herself.

      “You ready?” Jason Streetley asked.

      She pasted on a smile for her newly-signed co-star in an upcoming Hallmark Christmas series. She might never win an Oscar, but in moments like this, she could still act just as well as Nicole Kidman or Cate Blanchett. “Let’s go.”

      The door was opened, and Jason exited, and she gathered the feathery folds of her dress then carefully set one crystal-embellished Jimmy Choo outside on the pavement, then the other. Legs together—some photographers held no scruples at what shot they’d sell—then she grasped Jason’s outstretched hand as she carefully stood. Her gown wasn’t made of a fabric that crushed easily, hence the ability to show up in a car rather than ride the special bus for those with gowns that were all about the artistry and show. She might be an actress, but she wasn’t that fashion forward, or willing to stand for ages in line while the crush of celebrities and their vehicles were slowly admitted.

      People who thought events like this were all glitz and glamour had no idea just how much waiting around was always involved. Waiting for her hair to be done, waiting for makeup, waiting to be styled then restyled if her stylist wasn’t happy. Then waiting for her car to reach the top of the queue, waiting for the photographers to take their shots, waiting for squealing fans to take selfies with their celebrity of choice, waiting for the reporters to do their interviews—every single one the same. Waiting for their meal, waiting for the show to actually begin, waiting in the bathrooms—why, in an age of exploration on Mars, had nobody figured out that there were never as many bathrooms for women as needed? Then waiting as the show paused for TV breaks, waiting for the show to finish, waiting for her car, then, if she was not going to an after-party, waiting to take all the blessed makeup and clothes off and have a shower and finally, finally fall into bed.

      She hated these things.

      “Ainsley! Ainsley Beckett! Over here!”

      She turned, clutching Jason’s arm, and smiled. The trick was to move slowly, gracefully, letting all the cameras do their best to take multiple photos while keeping her smile pinned on, even though her shoes pinched, and the flashes hurt her eyes, and her hairstyle was killing her. Why Trudi thought her hair needed to be scraped back and slicked with five dozen bobby pins into an uber-glamorous knot she didn’t know. Well, she did know, as she looked really good, with the hairstyle showing off Ainsley’s face and enabling the borrowed diamond earrings and heavy necklace to be photographed to advantage from every angle.

      Just like her dress. She smoothed with gloved hands the black-and-white feathers, her smile growing more genuine. She loved this gown, and it loved her too, softly accentuating her curves, the strapless sweetheart neckline low but not too low. She’d only needed to wear one pair of Spanx, not two, so that was a win right there. And after not eating for the past twenty-four hours, and having minimal carb intake these past three weeks, the effort had been worth it. For her fans, at least.

      She smiled and waved, then one of the event’s lanyard-wearing assistants gestured for her to join the velvet roped-off line for interviewers. There were still a couple of celebrities in front of her, so she waved to some nearby fans, standing near the base of the steps.

      “Ainsley!” A little girl held up a poster with Ainsley’s name in bubble writing. “Ainsley, I love you!”

      Oh, how sweet. “Hi!”

      “Can I get a picture with you?” the little girl pleaded.

      Ainsley glanced at the line. Nope, it hadn’t moved an inch. “Sure.”

      Jason coughed. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “One photo won’t hurt.” It wasn’t like she hadn’t done that many times before. “Come on.”

      He sighed, but helped her maneuver across the steps to where the little fan waited, the beaming smile on her face widening as they grew closer.

      “Hi there, sweetheart.” Ainsley hugged her over the barrier, careful not to lose a feather. This exquisite gown—like her jewelry—had to be returned. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Paige. Oh, I love your dress. You’re so beautiful.”

      “That’s so nice of you.”

      “Oh, I want to be just like you when I’m older!”

      Probably not if it meant starving herself to squeeze into a size two dress. But through the gush of flattery, the little girl’s words hit with an odd sense of conviction. People watched her, were influenced by what she did and said. “You’re so kind, Paige.”

      “I love you in As The Heart Draws. You’re like my favorite character ever! I wish my school teacher was as nice and pretty as you.”

      “That’s really sweet of you to say. But I’m sure you have a lovely teacher.”

      “No, he’s always mean and angry. You’re never angry, are you?”

      Rarely on that show, although she’d asked—several times now—for her character to be given more realistic material to work with. Sweet and nice was so vanilla, and not at all indicative of Ainsley’s own passions, where some issues got her very angry indeed. But even though one of those social justice issues was the subject of tonight’s fundraiser, now wasn’t the time for expressing any of that. Judging from Jason’s concerned murmurs behind her, it wasn’t the time for much more than saying, “Shall we get that photo now?”

      Two pictures later, regrets at denying the other fans selfies and autographs chased her back up the steps into line, where it was now her turn to be interviewed by the entertainment reporter from Vancouver Tonight.

      “Hi Ainsley.”

      “Hi Emmett.”

      Two air kisses later, he was smiling at her, like he hadn’t seen her at her parents’ place three days ago for her mom’s birthday. “Now Ainsley, who are you wearing? You look divine.”

      “You’re very kind.” She told him about the shoes and the dress designer, taking note to show the special diamond necklace and earrings loaned by one of Vancouver’s glitziest jewelers. Apparently Ryan Reynolds had bought his wife a few pieces from there a time or two.

      “And girl, I just love those shoes. You’re like a fairytale princess.”

      “Thank you. I feel like one.” She held out a foot, admiring the way the Swarovski crystals glittered in the light. “They’re a little extra compared to what I normally wear, but they fit tonight’s theme perfectly.”

      “They sure do. And you’re here with your new co-star Jason Streetley. Jason, welcome. This is your first time at White Night, right Jason?”

      “You’re a poet and you know it, huh?”

      Ainsley caught the way Emmett’s smile twitched, as it always did when he wasn’t sure whether someone was poking fun at him. He might be a well-known TV reporter, but for as long as she’d known him, he’d never seemed very secure. But then, in their industry, who was? Maybe the Nicoles and Ryans and Cates of this world could afford to be, but most of those she knew working in the TV industry had to walk a careful line of people-pleasing, whether that be TV executives, agents, publicists, or fans. There’d be no telling what might happen to her career as one of North America’s beloved Hallmark actresses if all her secrets were spilled. Real life was apparently a little too real for some.

      “And what brings you both to Vancouver’s fundraising night of nights?”

      Ainsley gestured to Jason to go first, while she thought through her answer. How to be real, to share something that was real, without getting too personal. Hmm. Maybe by sharing about the experience of a co-star rather than her own family’s lived pain.

      “And Ainsley?”

      “I think caring about domestic violence is hugely important, and most of us are probably unaware that we know people who often suffer in silence, who live with the effects of this insidious scourge in our society.” People like poor Brenda, the stuntwoman from As The Heart Draws, who might be one of the toughest women Ainsley knew but had suffered just the same. “Raising money to support victims of domestic abuse is vital to helping them find a fresh start, and if my presence here tonight can help shine a little bit of attention on this issue, then I’m happy to be here.”

      “Well said.”

      She nodded, thinking back to the little girl’s comments from before. “I think those of us here can sometimes forget that we have eyes on us, and people who can sometimes want to emulate us. So that’s why when it comes to supporting an issue like this, I feel it’s important to be an example and an influence.” And if it meant one less woman had to suffer as her grandmother had, then she’d happily never eat a full meal again.

      Emmett’s dark eyes held empathy as he nodded. “So Ainsley, onto lighter matters now, can you tell us anything more about your new Hallmark project or the upcoming season of As The Heart Draws?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Her cheeks pushed wider as she smiled, then proceeded to tell his viewers all that she’d told him three nights ago, or at least all that their media releases allowed for: a fun new contemporary Christmas mysteries series with a splash of romance with Jason. Then she shared a little about the beloved historical drama where she’d first found fame, filmed on Three Creek Ranch in Alberta, with Harrison Woods as her Mountie hero. “He’s really settled in well with the cast and crew, so I can’t wait for viewers to see him in this upcoming season.”

      “Harrison isn’t here tonight, is he?”

      “I don’t believe so.” He’d blown it off for a special wedding anniversary dinner for his girlfriend’s parents. God bless Cassie and Harrison, a classic case of opposites attract if ever she’d seen one. Not that she wanted her opposite. Someone who understood the pressures of fame would be nice.

      “Well, among all the other celebrities here tonight, I’m sure we’ll cope.”

      She nodded, smiling wide. Tonight’s benefit was playing host to scores of movie and music and sports stars. Not that she’d recognize any of the latter.

      Emmett pushed the microphone in Jason’s direction. “And you’re filming the first of several new Christmas mystery TV movies nearby at Thetis Island, I understand.”

      “It’s a beautiful location, and we’re really excited to see these stories come to life.”

      “That’s great. Well, I hope you have fun tonight.” Emmett’s smile when he turned to Ainsley relaxed into something approaching more genuine. “It’s good to see you again Ainsley.”

      “You too.”

      The man might hold very different values to her, but as he’d been her brother’s closest friend for several years, she couldn’t deny the man cared.

      Two more air kisses and a hug later, they were released, only for Ainsley to be beckoned by the Glam Guru. “Ainsley, darling, you look sensational as ever. Loving those heels, just like Cinderella. Who are you wearing?”

      She told him, then he asked for her to pose for his special high-speed camera that zoomed in fast but captured images in slow motion. “Now, give us a toss out.”

      She picked up her heavy skirt and tossed what she could to one side. “Like that?”

      “Yeah, perfect.” He turned to his assistant operating the camera. “Let’s do a push in. Ainsley, so here is where the camera is starting,” he pointed to above his left shoulder, “and this X on the ground is where I want you to stand because the camera will end up there. I’m going to do a countdown, then when I say action, I want you to pull a pose, making sure you show off those shoes too, okay?”

      “Sure.” She pushed her left foot through the skirt’s feathers in front so it could be seen, weight on her right leg, and angled her body into what Trudi called Ainsley’s lean pose, one hand on her hip, chin up, tummy sucked in, shoulders back, ready for a sharp movement that characterized these little videos that made it onto millions of social media feeds around the world. This moment was what Trudi was paid for, what Ainsley had starved herself for, what the designers had loaned her pieces for, just so TV execs would notice her and fans would demand to see her in more projects.

      “Ready?”

      “Yep.” She’d start with her smallest smile—see, directors, she could do serious too.

      “Then let’s go, in three, two, one, action.”

      A swift pivot accompanied by a fast-blooming smile, and it was done.

      “Amazing, perfect. You look incredible.”

      “Really?”

      “Want to see?”

      He led her to the laptop where the vision of the camera zooming in on her then slowing down showed her transformation from serious to the joy most viewers associated her roles with. “Wow.”

      “Exactly. Wow.”

      “Well, thank you. God bless you.”

      “Take care.”

      She blew him a kiss, then glanced around for Jason, who was supposed to help her up the stairs. But he wasn’t here, was off talking on the sidelines to someone she didn’t recognize. Okay. Well, he needed his moment in the spotlight, so hopefully he was making some useful connections. She might loathe some aspects of these nights, but as well as shining a spotlight on important issues, they were excellent for networking.

      She spotted some other actors she knew, offering hugs, more air kisses, and the level of chitchat appropriate for these events, then turned to the stairs. Her smile dimmed. She hitched it up. She could make it up these steps, surely. She lifted her heavy skirts and began the slow ascent. People who thought feather skirts would naturally equate with lighter weight clearly hadn’t accounted for the fabric the feathers were sewn onto, which had to be sturdy enough to hold them in position. And when the feathers were ethically sourced—she’d made sure—they were very expensive, and needed even heavier fabric to ensure the feathers wouldn’t come off, like what often happened in cheaper gowns. Which meant she was getting a good workout just by moving in this dress tonight.

      She placed her Jimmy Choo on the step, hoisting her skirts and using the shift in momentum to drive herself up. Then paused. Whoa. Head spin. The lack of food meant a lack of energy right now, right when she needed it. Right when she needed Jason, too. Or at least his arm to hold onto. But she wouldn’t interrupt him. He needed his time to connect. So she blinked, then pasted on her smile again, conscious of the photographers and all the anxiety-inducing people around her. She was a pro. She could do this. Just ignore the noise and commotion and get to the top, where she’d be guided to her seat and she could finally eat. Maybe that might clear some of the lightheadedness.

      “Ainsley! Ainsley, over here!”

      Recognition of that photographer’s voice caused her to pause, to glance over her shoulder in a hands-on-hip pose and smile. She knew she was holding up others, like the Tom Cruise look-alike—in his younger days—waiting behind her in a navy suit wearing shoes and no socks. She hadn’t seen him at a red-carpet event before. Even if the carpet here was white.

      “Sorry.” She grimaced.

      He raised his hands, his lips tweaked to one side, like he was bemused by the whole event. Phew. Thank goodness he didn’t look too bothered, unlike some people she’d encountered at events like these who would do anything to claw their way into appearing in an extra photograph or a best-dressed list or article. Desperation to be noticed made people do desperate things, and in this industry, it wasn’t unheard of to have stylists poached, or dresses suddenly disappear, or last-minute cancellations from glam squads. Which was why having a trusted adviser like Trudi made all the difference. Lord, bless her.

      “Ainsley!”

      She turned, but whether it was the heavy skirts or the too-thin heels, or the lack of food, her foot slipped and she lost her balance. Then time seemed to crystallize into moments akin to the thousand-frame-per-second shot of the high-speed slow-motion camera from before. Except this was no glamor shot, rather a horror film, where she was the victim, acutely aware of her impending doom, and could already see it all photographed and spread across the internet and trashy magazines in frame by awful frame.

      Her look of shock. Her desperate breath. Panic swelling her gown’s bodice. Arms flailing. Flashes of cameras. All these people pointing, laughing, mocking. She was falling—falling!—and her career would forever be defined by this one moment.

      Lord, help me!
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      Zac Parotti might be known for his lightning quick reflexes on the ice but nothing had prepared him for this moment that seemed straight out of a movie.

      Time seemed to slow into the thud of heartbeats and stalled breath as he realized what was about to happen to the woman in the overly-long feathery dress who was wobbling dangerously. He’d noticed her earlier. Noticed the way the crowds called for her. The way she air-kissed and hugged and was the center of attention. And while part of him had despised himself for being so weak as to notice the woman who clearly was here wanting to be photographed, another part had been pleasantly surprised to overhear her say something intelligent about tonight’s cause earlier, before other reporters had stolen his awareness.

      All this passed through his brain in a matter of mere milliseconds, then he rushed forward and caught the falling princess-wannabe before she hit the deck, capturing her safely in his arms. “I’ve got you.”

      Her long dark lashes fluttered as she blinked up at him, the look of terror from before melting into relief. “Oh my goodness—you’re my hero. Thank you.”

      Her lips curved into a deep smile, one that squeezed his chest and threatened to steal air from his lungs. His clasp around her waist tightened, his hand reaching to touch her dark hair, strands of which had come loose from the intricate arrangement he’d noticed before. Soft, so soft. Just like the silky feathers of her dress. Just like the smooth skin he couldn’t help but notice as he cradled her shoulders.

      He couldn’t have looked away even if he wanted. Her dark blue eyes held him captive, her red lips parted over white teeth, the perfection of her features searing his heart and mind. He’d met many pretty women before, but few he would count as beautiful. This woman—Ainsley, he thought he’d heard her called—was one.

      Around them, he gradually grew aware of the many photographers and reporters. And the fact he was still bent holding her in his arms. That her leg with its glass slipper was stretched out in a dancer’s pose, like he remembered from watching Luc Blanchard hold his partner in the recent season of Dance Off Canada. And that if he didn’t move soon it would definitely look like something was going on between them. So he gently lifted her upright, one hand at her back to steady her as she tucked that jeweled shoe from sight.

      “I think you need better shoes,” he murmured.

      She glanced at him, tugging up her dress. “If I had my way I’d be wearing Converse.”

      Huh. He thought women like her enjoyed getting dressed up and attending events like these. But what would he know? He was only here because a Stanley Cup win had apparently made him a hot commodity, and his agent and teammates had said it’d be good for his profile to attend. But obviously taking fashion advice from the likes of Chris Thomas had been a mistake. Who wore no socks in November? His feet were freezing, and he was used to ice. He didn’t know how Ainsley and the other women with no jackets on were coping. The sooner they all got out of here the better.

      “Ainsley! Are you hurt?” A reporter called.

      “I’m fine, guys. Thanks.” She lifted a hand, waved, her smile sparkling as before.

      Clearly this woman was a pro, even if perhaps she didn’t love the spotlight as much as he’d first assumed.

      “Ainsley, over here!” Another reporter called. “Is there any truth to the rumor that you’re dating Jason Streetley?”

      Who? Zac dropped his hand away from her.

      She pivoted back, her glance catching Zac’s again for the briefest of moments. He caught a glimpse of something that looked like exasperation, before that wide smile reappeared as she waved to fans on the opposite side of the steps.

      “Ainsley? Are you okay?” Some guy he half-recognized hurried over, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, his movements, his glance at Zac, clearly proprietary.

      Zac stepped back. Okay, so she did have a boyfriend. Good to know.

      “I’m fine.” She wriggled from the man’s grasp and faced Zac, her expression holding a plea.

      But Zac wasn’t into stealing other guy’s girls. And while he thought they’d shared a moment of connection in that silent conversation when staring into each other’s eyes, she obviously wasn’t the one he was supposed to be looking for.

      So he nodded, and offered tweaked lips, and a muttered, “Glad you’re okay,” and hurried past them and up the stairs.

      “Dude.”

      Zac peeked across to where Chris Thomas stood with his wife and some other teammates near the entrance. “Hey.”

      “Was that Ainsley Beckett you were just holding?” Diana Thomas asked.

      “Who’s she?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious? She’s only the face of As The Heart Draws.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh my gosh!” She turned to her goalie husband. “I can’t even continue this conversation.”

      Chris sighed loudly. “Ainsley Beckett is one of Canada’s most popular young actresses, a Christian known for her sweet roles including the lead role in western drama As The Heart Draws and many Hallmark movies,” he said, as if quoting from an IMDb biography. He nudged his wife. “How was that, hon?”

      She ignored him, her eyes fixed on Zac. “You truly didn’t recognize her?”

      Zac shrugged. “I don’t watch Hallmark movies.”

      “But she’s so beautiful.”

      “Not as beautiful as you are.” Chris kissed his wife on the cheek.

      She rolled her eyes. “He’s proof that love is blind.”

      “Well, obviously,” Chris said. “You say you love me, so there’s your proof right there.”

      Judging from the flash in Diana’s eyes, that comment hadn’t landed the way Chris probably intended. Chris wasn’t exactly the first pick of calendars, his jovial, at times forthright personality more his trademark than his looks. But while Zac had never been married, he guessed no wife wanted her husband joking that she was beautiful because he was blind.

      “You look amazing,” Zac told Diana sincerely. It was good to see her relaxed, after getting the chance to escape the pressures of her household for a time.

      Her expression softened. “Thanks. I’ll never look like Ainsley though.”

      “You don’t need to, hon,” Chris assured. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

      Her lips tweaked wryly. “A lot more perfect than my usual attire, anyway.”

      Which, from his many visits to the Thomas household in recent months, usually consisted of jeans and a plaid shirt and Uggs. There was a reason he’d felt instantly comfortable there. “I think the best thing to wear is a genuine smile,” Zac told her. “And to be honest, it’s hard to know just how many smiles here are real.” Including some of the ones he’d seen Ainsley give.

      “Yeah,” Logan Johansen finally joined the conversation. “Looking around, it’s hard to know just how much we see is real and how much is plastic, if you know what I mean.” He winked.

      “Don’t be crass, man,” Chris shoved him none-too-gently before guiding Diana away.

      “I bet you can tell us if Ainsley Beckett is all real, huh, Parotti?” Logan smirked at Zac.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You looked like you were copping a feel, eh, buddy?”

      Zac’s cheeks heated. He sure hoped it hadn’t looked like that, especially with all the photographers around here. “I didn’t, and I wouldn’t, because I would never disrespect a woman like that. And if I ever hear you say anything like that again, I’ll be reporting you to team management.” And they’d be much more inclined to believe the team’s MVP than the man that many in the NHL questioned why he deserved a Stanley Cup ring.

      “Whoa!” Beer fumes wafted from Logan. “Someone needs to calm down.”

      “Someone else”—Zac pointed at Logan—“needs to learn to treat women with respect. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Speak for yourself,” Logan muttered, slinking inside the function room.

      “Pretty sure he’s only here for the food, and to see if anyone’s dumb enough to go home with him,” Drew Stanley, the poor dude who’d often been Logan’s roommate on trips, said. “He’s just sore because it was you who caught Ainsley and he’s always been a huge fan of hers.”

      “Really?”

      Drew chuckled. “Yeah. I’ve caught him watching a Hallmark movie or two over the years. Not that he’d appreciate me telling you.”

      Zac fist-bumped him as they went inside. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.” Drew winked and moved to the table where Chris and Diana were already seated.

      Which meant Zac should join them too. But first…

      He glanced around the room, filled with celebrities and politicians schmoozing and boozing, although he never drank. Since their recent win there’d been a few parties like this, and while he could put on a front that pleased the bosses, he preferred watching video tape of games to this fake scene. All the hugs and air kisses, the heavy makeup that hid who people really were. Although from that moment with Ainsley, she hadn’t seemed overly made-up, with her features so close to perfection that he wondered what she’d look like without makeup on. Not that he should still be thinking about her, or looking for her in this crowded room, especially as she had a boyfriend. She likely wouldn’t even remember him, anyway. He was just a minion, while she was somewhere in the angelic tier.

      That was why he appreciated Diana—she was real. She reminded him in some ways of his sister, or his mom, not that she’d probably like to be compared to a woman twice her age. But there was a maternal side to her, which probably came about as she was the mother of three kids. But even with the glow-up she’d had for tonight, Diana held an authenticity he valued. He’d met too many women in the past who were nothing like how they’d first appeared. And since becoming a Christian last month, he’d come to appreciate that he’d be better off keeping the whole relationship thing at a distance, at least until he’d figured out what a Christian relationship was supposed to look like.

      “Excuse me.”

      He turned, and his mouth dried. It was her. He swallowed, hoping for moisture as words failed to appear. This really shouldn’t be so hard. Come on, man, think. “Um, hi.”

      Ainsley smiled, and his heart squeezed again. “I just wanted to thank you again for saving me from tumbling onto the gossip pages.”

      “Uh…” Use real words. “Any time.”

      “I’m Ainsley, by the way.”

      “Zac.” He held out his hand.

      She grasped it, seemingly oblivious to the sharp shock that accelerated up his arm. So this was what touching an angel felt like.

      A flash of a camera dropped her hand, and most of her smile. “I should go. But it was nice to meet you, Zac.”

      “You too.”

      He felt a moment’s loss as she moved away, and couldn’t help but keep watching her as she moved to a table near the front of the room, smiling at everyone, before slipping into a seat next to her boyfriend.

      Zac’s chest physically pained as the man leaned over and spoke into her ear, intimately it seemed. He exhaled slowly and turned away. No good would come of looking at that. Or thinking about her. This was probably some of that stuff the guys in the Bible study group were going on about, taking thoughts captive, not stirring up emotions, being wise with relationships and stuff. Stuff that he, as a baby Christian, as he’d heard one of them describe him, needed to learn.

      “Zac Parotti!”

      He turned and greeted the mayor whom he’d met back in June when the city had been buzzing with winning spirit. “Hello, sir.”

      “Good to see my favorite player out on a night like this.”

      He small-talked with the mayor, who thanked him—once again—for what he’d contributed to the city. “It’s always a team effort, sir.”

      “Well, let me know if there’s ever anything I can do.”

      He nodded then found his spot at the team’s table, between Drew and Diana, and glanced across the room to realize when he looked at the stage that Ainsley was directly in his line of sight. Awesome. So much for not thinking about her. Hey God, I know I’m new at this, but I could do with some help here.

      “So, are you having fun?” Diana asked, as her husband talked to the guy beside him.

      “Yeah.”

      Drew nudged him. “I noticed you and Ainsley before.”

      Zac shrugged. “She thanked me again. That’s all.”

      “Yeah, Logan didn’t think that was all. He’s gone over to ask her out.”

      “What?” Heat flared. But then he realized what his indignation looked like. He didn’t have the right to tell a man to stay away. He pasted on indifference. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he’s jealous of you.”

      “Why? She’s got a boyfriend.”

      Diana leaned forward. “She does?”

      “The guy she’s with.”

      “He’s her new co-star,” Diana said.

      He was?

      “Yeah, and no actress has ever gone out with a co-star, have they?” Drew rolled his eyes.

      “Hmm.” Diana frowned. “I’ve read that she has gone out with a few actors before, so maybe you’re right.”

      His heart squeezed.

      “Queen of Romance still looking for the one,” Drew joked. “Which, judging from that look, isn’t Logan.”

      Zac’s gaze lasered back to Ainsley again, the way she shrank away from Logan, like she could smell the alcohol on his breath. Yep, the man had obviously preloaded before coming tonight.

      “Like he ever had a shot with her.” Diana scoffed. “She’s in a league way beyond him.”

      Understatement of the year.

      “Look.” Drew chuckled.

      Zac bit back a smile as Ainsley’s co-star boyfriend stood up, glaring at Logan until their teammate threw up his hands and said loudly, “Can’t blame a man for trying.”

      “Oh, we can,” Diana murmured.

      “The dude has no clue,” Drew said.

      “If you’re talking about Johansen then he needs Jesus,” Chris said, finally joining their conversation. “Just like you do, Drew.”

      “Hey.”

      “Come on. You know you once believed. God’s on your case, my friend. Just like he was on Zac’s.”

      “Whoa.” Drew turned to him. “You’re a God-botherer now, too?”

      “I prefer the term Christian,” he mumbled, shooting raised eyebrows at Chris, who seemed oblivious to what he’d just spilled.

      Sure, he was learning he was supposed to be admitting his newfound faith, but he had thought he’d have more time to figure out how to admit to it, rather than being shoved into the deep end like this. Thanks, Chris.

      “Wow. Why?” Drew asked. “I thought you had it all.”

      Obviously he didn’t. “Something was still missing,” he admitted.

      Chris and Diana had explained about a lot of stuff in recent months, ever since he’d first started asking questions when his Stanley Cup ring and MVP trophy at the NHL awards hadn’t filled the hollow space within. He’d been sure they would, but… no. He still felt as empty as before. Which was scary for a hockey player who’d seen his name mentioned alongside some of the greats, like Gretzky, Crosby, and Karlsson. What was wrong with him that the epitome of success in hockey no longer satisfied?

      For as long as he’d been playing in Vancouver he’d always noticed how Chris Thomas had a kind of peace about him. Sure, the man was rough as broken bricks sometimes, and his kids seemed like they’d come from a different planet, but despite the pressures in his life he still seemed to own an inner calm Zac had envied. So he’d angled an invitation or two to get to know him, which had led to conversations that had quickly plunged much deeper than he’d ever experienced before. Which then led to an introduction to the other guys in the online Bible study, which was how he’d gotten to know Calgary’s Mike and Franklin, Winnipeg’s Luc, Edmonton’s Ryan Guillemette and San Jose’s Jai Mullins. They’d welcomed him, answered his questions, seemed honest and forthright, and celebrated when he finally gave his heart to the Lord, as Diana Thomas put it, last month. Since then his life had been a wild ride. The rush of a spiritual high. Then grappling with practical truths. Like, a growing certainty that God didn’t want him looking at women like he had before, and cleaning up his mouth, and learning to be more generous with the many blessings of his life.

      Which was part of why he’d agreed to come tonight. He’d grown up next door to a man who had killed his wife, and he’d never forgotten the raw looks on the kids’ faces when they’d been escorted away by police. When he’d gotten his first NHL contract, he’d tracked them down to where they were staying with grandparents and sent anonymous gifts, but that always felt like too little too late.

      Tonight’s fundraiser, supporting research into why domestic violence occurred and fundraising for services to stop it happening further, felt like a good thing, even a God thing, which was what he’d tried to explain. Until Chris had looked at him with a tilted head and said he felt like maybe God had more for him at this event than merely raising money. That maybe Zac should trust God with some of the bigger questions he had, like how to find a woman who wasn’t into him for his fame or money or the perks of being associated with one of the NHL’s supposed superstars. That Zac should pray and ask God to bring along that kind of woman and then—how had Chris put it? That’s right—step out in faith and trust that God would bring her along at the right time. Just as God had for Mike, Jai, Franklin, Ryan and now Luc, with his dancer girlfriend, who Chris had teased would probably become his fiancée by the new year.

      And sure, Zac was a new believer, but this stepping out in faith thing seemed a step too far. He liked statistics, measurable goals, knowing where he was going, what he could see. Which made trusting in Someone he couldn’t see a little hard to swallow sometimes. Until the alternative—that his life was ultimately meaningless unless there was a God who was bigger than himself—had shown just how much he longed to have this world make sense, even when there was a lot still to learn. Like how to share his newfound faith.

      Logan returned, his disappointment plain.

      “Someone struck out, huh?” Drew teased.

      He sighed. “Man. She’s even more gorgeous up close, but her boyfriend told me to”—expletive—“off.”

      Wow. Ainsley was going out with a man like that?

      “Dude, watch your mouth,” Chris warned. “There are ladies present.”

      “Ladies like Parotti,” Logan mumbled.

      A sharp inhale went around the table. Zac could either ignore it, or make a stand.

      He put his glass down and slowly faced Logan. Over the years he’d learned a few things about dealing with those with bullying or gaslighting tendencies. Few liked to repeat themselves—especially in company—as it tended to take much of the initial heat out of their rage. “Could you repeat that?”

      “Look, you don’t drink, you don’t fight, you don’t go to strip joints—”

      “Is that what makes a real man, is it?” Chris sneered. “Guess that means I’m not one either.”

      “I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to him.” Logan stabbed a finger at Zac.

      “Dude, you’re drunk. You need to go home,” Drew said.

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “You’re embarrassing yourself. You can’t say that stuff about Zac. He’s tough as nails, and we’ve all seen him with plenty of girls over the years.”

      Zac’s neck heated. Something that he wasn’t proud of. Not now. Not now he was trying to live God’s way.

      “Yeah? I haven’t seen him with a single chick this year.”

      “Well, as you said before, he probably doesn’t hang out the same places as you seem to prefer,” Chris said.

      This support was nice, but Zac did own a mouth. “I’ve been a little too busy this past year to go on many dates. You know, busy being focused on winning the Stanley Cup.”

      Chris reached past Diana and fist-bumped him. “And all of Vancouver thanks you for that, brother.”

      Just then the emcee announced they were about to begin, and Zac settled back in his chair, determined to ignore the man sitting sullenly two seats away. His determination to ignore the woman seated two tables away was less easy, as her every smile and movement seemed to draw his attention.

      But what was the point? She had a boyfriend, and his name wasn’t Zac. And for all of Chris’s encouragement for Zac to trust God with his love life, it seemed weird when the first woman to pique his interest in years was already in a relationship. So clearly these feelings were wrong, and weren’t from God. Lord, You better take these feelings away if they’re not from You.

      Chris might be right about a lot of things, but trusting that God might just have a woman for Zac at the White Night event tonight?

      Clearly the man didn’t have a clue.
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        Catch of the Day!

        Ainsley’s Hockey Hero.

        The Heart Draws a Hunk.

        No Mystery Man here.

        Ainsley and Parotti the Hottie!

      

      

      Ainsley winced at the headlines of the online articles. “I can’t believe it.”

      “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Her mom’s brow puckered. Her parents were here in Ainsley’s apartment for a late breakfast as they always were after every event. Mom wanted all the gossip. Benson, Ainsley’s stepdad, came for the muffins Mom brought which Ainsley never ate. Too many calories in those things.

      She appreciated their support, support they’d shown for as long as she remembered, ever since Mom had married Benson after Ainsley’s real father left when she was six. Benson might be her stepfather, but he was more Dad than her real one had been.

      Louie strutted past, the plume of his creamy-colored tail waving like he needed attention. But she couldn’t give her Persian the attention he craved. Not with the way these articles—these photos—had framed last night. All that effort to promote such an important issue, wasted. All those hours starving herself to look good lost in all the noise about how she’d been swept off her feet by one Zac Parotti, and the supposed tug of war between him and Jason Streetley. Ugh. It was enough to make her scream. “Going to the White Night with Jason was such a bad idea.”

      “Why?” Mom asked.

      Ainsley tapped her phone. “All they’re reporting is me and Zac, and there’s next to nothing about the whole point of the fundraiser.”

      “It is unfortunate that people so often prefer to focus on the trivial rather than what’s important.”

      Thanks, Mom. “I feel so bad about it all.” So bad that when she’d returned home after the event that she’d made another anonymous donation to the White Night shelter, and had checked the real estate listings for the umpteenth time.

      “If it makes you feel any better, the video of you and your dress was amazing.”

      Huh? Oh. Well, yes, it was. Even if some greenies had got upset about how she’d been wearing feathers, of all things. She didn’t know what was worse environmentally: wearing real feathers from birds which had been collected but which some people seemed to think went against “animal rights”, or using artificial ones? She was inclined to think the latter—hello, plastic—but opening her mouth on issues like that guaranteed a storm she didn’t need.

      Not when the TV execs and Rosie, her agent-publicist, wanted Ainsley to maintain her nice, sweet persona, like she never had a thought about real issues, and only thought about rainbows and cupcakes and four-leaf clovers and saving small-town festivals, just like the characters she portrayed in her movies. At least her new Christmas mystery series would stretch her a little more. Even if it was still a thousand miles off the kind of gritty role she’d really like to sink her teeth into. Which would likely cause her bosses at As The Heart Draws to have kittens. Or scorpions, and kill off her role once and for all. Which, now she thought about it, may not be such a bad idea…

      “Ainsley?”

      “Oh, sorry Mom. What was the question?”

      “You were saying about you and Jason attending the event yesterday and how it wasn’t a good idea.”

      That’s right. “Because now everyone thinks we’re some kind of couple. And we’re not.”

      “What’s wrong with people thinking that?”

      “Because I don’t like him that way. And he’s not a Christian.” His mouth had made that plain. And his roving hands. “And I really feel God is convicting me about going out with non-Christians.” Just like she’d said to Harrison Woods earlier this year when he’d asked Ainsley why Cassie James didn’t want to go out with him. Ainsley’s best guess had turned out to be right, as Cassie had later explained. And her words returned to her often. It was one thing to go out on a date; it was quite another to be seen with someone whose private life might hold questionable things that could turn around and bite someone down the track. She shivered. Like Baden.

      “So why not find a Christian guy to go out with?” Dad asked.

      “Sure. That’s easy. Do you know how many guys ask me out? None.”

      “Oh, honey, that’s because you’re far too pretty for them.”

      “It’s because they’re scared of me, Mom. I’ve even had one guy tell me so.” After he’d had one too many shots of Jack Daniels, but still, the fact remained. When people were sloshing alcohol on the table, they were often spilling the truth as well. And apparently, the truth was that she intimidated men. That they couldn’t cope with her fame and her pay checks, their insecurities such that they couldn’t deal with being the lesser-known partner in the relationship. That probably explained why they couldn’t stay in a relationship with her, or why guys didn’t ask her out to begin with. Apparently not all men were intimidated, however, like that sleazy dude who had tried to ask her out last night. He’d obviously had a few too many, which was another no, no on her list. Jason had at least proved valuable then.

      “Then why did you go with Jason then?” Her father bit into his blueberry muffin.

      “I told you yesterday, remember? The studio basically made him, and because Rosie said it’d been too long since I was seen out with a man.” And an actress known for appearing as the lead for romantic movies and TV shows needed to “show” she had a personal life that supported that. And because she always did what her TV bosses and Rosie suggested, right down to consulting her agent before she got her hair cut, thus had begun a series of showmances and fake-dates for events. She’d yet to find a trustworthy guy she could consider as a romantic partner. None of the guys she’d ever genuinely dated in the past had truly cared for her, not really. And after Baden, she’d learned to mistrust the motives of men. So as soon as she’d started sensing they weren’t clicking or had ulterior motives she’d got in first and dumped them. She was the face of the romantic drama As The Heart Draws, so she wasn’t about to get her butt handed to her. She’d much prefer to do the butt-serving, thank you.

      But Rosie had said there were now rumors circulating that she had so many dates because she was looking for new material. “It’s not quite tracking at Taylor Swift levels, Ainsley, and it’s not as if you’re writing songs about bad breakups. But there are questions about whether you’re using these guys for acting purposes, like to find the romantic rush or help with channeling the pain of a breakup.”

      “Are you serious?” She would’ve laughed, if she hadn’t wanted to cry. “Didn’t you tell me that you thought I should be going on dates? So you’re saying I can’t win if I’m going on dates and can’t win if I’m not going on any, is that it?”

      “I know. People are dumb—”

      And Ainsley often felt like she was the dumbest of all, allowing herself to be meekly led by others’ suggestions.

      “—but it doesn’t change what they’re saying on the internet. Ainsley, sweetie, you need to find a guy and settle down. Or at least find someone you can date for longer than a week. Three to six months would be good. A year or two would be better.”

      “Are you saying I should date someone simply to stop internet rumors?”

      “No! Of course not. Except dating someone long term would help your career.”

      Which meant it would help her agent’s cut of Ainsley’s career.

      “Look, I can probably find someone who’d be happy to date you for a few months.”

      “Fake-date me, you mean,” Ainsley had clarified.

      “Yes, of course. A business arrangement.”

      Her heart shriveled. How cold and clinical and awful. What was wrong with her that nobody wanted to date her? Why couldn’t she find anyone who truly cared?

      “Ainsley?”

      “Sorry.” Her eyes closed. “I’m just not sure that’s a good idea. I’ve found that most guys don’t share similar values to me.”

      Rosie had given a small sigh of exasperation, just like she had when Ainsley had first tried to share that her “good girl” persona stemmed from her Christian faith and convictions.

      “We can draw up a contract and say this is what they can and can’t do, so it’s clear from the get-go what they can expect.”

      “But who would agree to something like that?”

      “Plenty of men.” Rosie reeled off a list of names. “All of them would kill for the exposure dating the great Ainsley Beckett would bring.”

      Which meant all of them would have dubious motives, which meant they’d likely prove untrustworthy in other ways as well. She’d been stung by guys and their “tell-alls” before. “What’s wrong with me not going out on dates at all?”

      “Oh, Ainsley. You’re such an innocent.”

      She hated when she was patronized like that. Condescension always made her feel like someone had pushed her behind the knee, forcing her to stumble. But still, she had to protest a little longer. “If I pretend-date someone that long then I’ll practically be in my mid-thirties by the time a real guy comes along.”

      “We’re not talking forever, but it does need to be a few months at least. Six would be ideal.”

      Six months spending time with a man who was only into the attention, and not into her? “I don’t feel like I’m comfortable with this. I think I’d prefer to find a guy.” Someone who was a Christian, at least. Surely that had to be a better example to impressionable young girls than the serial dating she’d agreed to in the past. Ugh. She was so weak!

      “Well, I know you Ainsley, so let’s say if you don’t find someone in the next month, I’ll be finding someone for you. Okay?”

      Ugh. “Okay.” She hated herself.

      “So good luck in finding him, and I genuinely hope you do find him soon, and can settle down,” Rosie had said, with enough warmth that Ainsley was inclined to believe her. “Just don’t go having babies too early, know what I mean?”

      Oh, she did. When was the last time anyone had seen a pregnant lead actress on a Hallmark show? And her As The Heart Draws character was supposed to stay single on the show another season or two at least. Not that falling pregnant was possible when she couldn’t even find a potential husband because she couldn’t even get a real date.

      How was she supposed to find a good Christian guy when all the guys she knew were either married or too scared to go out with her or thought she was promiscuous simply because she was an actress? She was trying to commit her love life to God and do things His way, but that was clocking along so slowly she might be eighty before she finally found a man who wanted to settle down with her.

      She’d tried to explain some of this to her mom in the past, but it was messy. Made messier thanks to strained family dynamics due to Mack’s decided lack of interest in women, and her parents’ struggle to come to terms with their son’s lifestyle that was so contrary to what they believed. They loved Mack, and she did too, but they all struggled with the ramifications that were only one reporter away from blowing up big-time. Which was extremely ironic when the man most involved in Mack’s life was the reporter whose job it likely was to report such news.

      “Honey.” Her father put down his mug of coffee—another thing Ainsley never drank—and eyed her seriously. “You know we love you, and you know that we believe God has the right man out there for you. So keep trusting Him.”

      “Sure.” It’d just be nice if He’d hurry up and show her what to do. Finding a fake-date for several months didn’t seem like it. Not that she’d be sharing any of that conversation with her parents.

      Her mother pushed away her plate. Ainsley eyed the remaining blueberry muffin wistfully. But a moment on the lips, forever on the hips, and doubly so for an actress. Which was why her parents would be taking the leftovers away, much to her father’s not-so-private glee. “Now, I’m just going to send that Glam Guru video to Aunty Win. You know she always loves to see you all dressed up.”

      “Okay. Tell her I said hi.” Aunty Win was the reason she and her brother had both gotten into theater, before Mack had discovered his tastes leaned closer to set design and production, among other things. Still, their aunt’s roles in 90s sitcoms meant she understood the industry and was always supportive, and more so as Ainsley had gotten roles in recent years. Aunty Win was always a soft place to land, someone Ainsley could be real with and relate to. The fact she owned a property on Thetis Island where they would soon be filming the Hallmark mystery show was just a bonus.

      As her mom busied herself with technology, asking Ainsley’s father for his glasses to see, then his help in attaching the video to an email, Ainsley flicked back to the video that the Glam Guru had posted on his Instagram of his favorite looks from White Night. She had lines to rehearse later, but right now she wanted to linger a moment longer in the glamor of last night.

      It was gratifying to be included in his top two, even if she’d never score first because of the big names who regularly visited Vancouver, like Blake Lively, Cobie Smulders, and Rachel McAdams. Which actually meant coming in second was pretty good.

      She watched the video again, the way the camera zoomed in as she pivoted, the way her look of intensity softened into her usual smile. That had been fun.

      In the background she could see other celebrities waiting, including—wait, was that the Zac guy? He’d had his arms crossed, watching her, like he was amused by her or something. Which was weird, as he’d virtually run away from her as soon as Jason flung his arm around her all caveman-like. Maybe he’d thought—like half the world apparently did too—that she and Jason were a thing. She sighed. Which was a shame, as he was nice, and truly had been her hero on the evening, saving her from a fate worse than death—a tumble to infamy down the stairs.

      Dad had been stunned when Mom had told him who had saved Ainsley’s dignity. “You mean the Zac Parotti?”

      Ainsley had shrugged. “Look, I didn’t know who he was at the time, but I’ve since had half of Canada tell me he’s apparently some hockey star.”

      Her dad had groaned. “I don’t know what I did wrong with you so that you don’t know much about hockey. You do remember that Vancouver won a few months ago?”

      “Won what?” She’d kept a straight face.

      He looked at her a second then chuckled. “Sometimes I forget just how good an actress you can be.”

      “Like I could forget the way the city partied for days.”

      She’d been in Alberta filming, but the joy had spread to the next province over. People were glad to finally see the Stanley Cup return to a Canadian team.

      She glanced below the video, smiling as she recognized some fan names among the comments. Then bit her lip as the comments about her feathers appeared. Oh well. She’d learned long ago that she wasn’t going to please everyone.

      She shared the video to her Instagram—a girl had to post regularly to keep a high profile, and fans loved this kind of thing—then allowed an hour for comments, before she’d switch them off. That usually allowed time for her top fans to post something nice, before the bots alerted the trolls to post the negative stuff.

      She replied to a few of the comments, then watched the video again, pausing it when she caught a glimpse of Zac in the background.

      Her heart skipped a beat. He’d seemed down to earth, especially with that comment about her shoes. Then later, just sticking out his hand like that was normal to be introduced that way, like he wasn’t impressed by her or tongue-tied or looking at her chest or anything.

      In fact, in that moment when he caught her, he’d been the perfect gentleman, eyes fixed on hers and nothing else. There’d been a feeling of safety in his arms. His muscly arms, she noted, pinching out the screen to zoom in.

      Hmm. With his Tom Cruise looks from his original Top Gun days, the man’s looks were appealing, and his forthright manner was refreshing. If she had to date someone, she could do worse than him. Except…

      Her nose wrinkled. He probably wasn’t a Christian, so that was that. Her dad would’ve said something if he was, and if a season ticket holder didn’t know, then there probably wasn’t anything to know.

      Dad had mentioned a few other Christian hockey players over the years but never mentioned Zac Parotti as one of them. Which made it clear. God was going to have to find a man for her another way.
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      Logan moved close, and Zac swerved out of the way, so Logan thumped the plexiglass instead of him.

      “Dude, what is wrong with you?” Drew called.

      Logan muttered something and skated off, leaving Zac to exchange glances with Drew and the coach.

      “Is there something I need to know about?” Coach asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Logan got a little ticked at Zac last night when he caught Ainsley Beckett.”

      “Caught Ainsley—wait. Are you going out with Ainsley Beckett?”

      “No.”

      “My wife loves that show she’s on. If ever you see her again, let us know, okay?”

      “Sure.” Like that would ever happen.

      Drew grinned as they skated to the opposite end, near where Chris was saving shots. “Can you imagine how crazy that would make Logan if you did go out with her?”

      His lips twitched. “That’d almost be worth it.”

      “Come on. You saw the woman. She would be worth it. She’s hot.”

      “And she has a boyfriend, so no can do. Remember?”

      Drew dropped a word Zac no longer said, even though he wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment. It’d be nice to live in a parallel universe where
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