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				To my girls,

				Be strong. Be brave. Don’t ever give up. Know you are always loved and never alone.

	
Chapter One

				Zoe Oliver stood with her back perfectly straight and her head held high. Half of her hair was combed back into a clip and the rest fell past her shoulders to mid-back in waves like a golden ocean. A slight fringe framed her face giving her that messy-yet-styled look.

				She didn’t need to look in the mirror again to know her makeup was still evenly applied with a base of foundation and pressed powder, followed by a dusting of bronzer, her favorite light jade eye shadow that enhanced her blue eyes, her usual eyeliner and mascara, and a coat of raspberry shimmer lip-gloss. Once she finished with her makeup in the morning, she didn’t dare scratch her nose or rub her eyes until bedtime. Because of that, she rarely had to fix her makeup during the day.

				Looking around, Zoe noticed the appearance of the other contestants. It was hard not to. Apparently they’d all gotten some memo about attire that she’d missed. Each of the five clusters of fellow contestants had four members and all of them were dressed as if they were about to go camping, not staring in a reality TV show.

				People on reality shows usually dress up and look nice while they’re on camera. Even on the last show, Treasure Trekkers, people had their hair done and makeup on and wore cute hiking clothes.

				Zoe smoothed out the non-existent wrinkles in her mid-thigh length pencil skirt and adjusted the hem of her blouse so it sat perfectly at her hips. She might be in the wilderness, but that was no excuse for a poor appearance.

				But this group of misfits must have gone shopping in the sporting goods section.

				That’s not going to help ratings.

				Of course, it was possible their choice of clothing actually made sense, she supposed, given they currently stood at the mouth to a trail leading off into the Montana wilderness. If anything said camping, it was the lush evergreen forest surrounding them and the birds chirping in the branches. If she wasn’t mistaken, she could even hear a babbling stream nearby, just out of view through the trees.

				Zoe frowned. She didn’t like camping. Or the wilderness. Or the outdoors. She liked it even less while standing around with a bunch of people she’d never met before.

				And, taking a second look, why were they all standing in groups of four? She was the only person without an entourage. Huh, weird.

				Was she expected to team up with a bunch of strangers to compete in this show? She didn’t care for the sound of that at all. She didn’t work well with people she knew, so how would she be able to team up with people she’d never met before? With people who dressed like that girl with her brown hair in a tight bun, no makeup, and a pair of the most unflattering cargo pants Zoe had ever laid eyes on. The girl could probably store an entire Macy’s catalogue worth of items in those pockets.

				Surely Chip knew better than to expect her to dress like that too. He absolutely had to know that sticking her with a bunch of strangers had “bad idea” written all over it.

				Chip Cormack, the show’s producer, stood off to the side, talking to one of the production assistants with a seriously heavy looking clipboard. Zoe had met Chip for the first time when she went on a dating reality TV show called The One. That had gone pretty well. Until she made it to the final two and bachelor Brad had chosen Miss Goodie Two Shoes Cassidy instead of her. How that man had made his decision, she’d never understood.

				That wasn’t important anymore. She hadn’t really loved Brad. She’d been caught up in the moment, enjoying the limelight and attention from him. But she hadn’t actually loved him. She just hadn’t wanted to be rejected by him, or anyone else, on national television.

				How could she love someone who spent his days surfing the waves and expecting her to as well? Zoe didn’t swim. Ever. That relationship would have been destined to fail. Not that Brad stayed with Cassidy either, since she’d fallen in love with her cameraman on the show, Evan. Now the two of them were at home, cozy in his little cabin in the woods with their new baby.

				Zoe bit the inside of her lip.

				And then there was Miles and Paige. “Madly in love and ready to take everything to the next level!” they’d told her recently. Probably making babies at that very moment.

				Zoe scowled at the thought of it. She didn’t want that life anyway. Why would she? Not that it was even an option for her anymore. Never really had been an option. Well, not since she was fourteen.

				She bit down on her lip until the familiar coppery taste trickled into her mouth and forced her thoughts away from where they’d suddenly traveled. All that stuff wasn’t important anymore. What was important now was what the heck she was doing here alone when everyone else had come with a group.

				Zoe wandered over to Chip and tapped him on the shoulder, not waiting for him to be done speaking with the PA. “Chip, we need to talk.”

				Chip dismissed the assistant to carry on with her tasks. “Zoe, it’s lovely to see you again.” He smiled one of his famous Chip smiles — the ones that always made her feel a little lightheaded.

				She’d noticed how cute Chip was while filming The One. She thought his dark brown messy, spiked hair, which probably took great time and product application to achieve, looked stylish and put together. His eyes reminded her of chocolate — her one indulgence.

				When she’d filmed Treasure Trekkers last summer and had hurt her ankle, Chip had been at the hospital with her. He’d seemed so sweet and so genuinely concerned for her well being when no one else usually cared. She’d liked his attention. She’d liked him.

				Now, seeing him again, standing with him so close to her, she couldn’t stop her heart from pounding against her ribs. Damn. She needed to get her emotions under control around him if she was going to make it through the whole show without having a coronary.

				“Chip,” she started, “I don’t understand why I’m the only one without a group. It seems like all the others have teams formed already. Is there something you haven’t told me?”

				She knew the answer without asking the question. Where Chip was concerned, there was always a surprise. And not necessarily a good one.

				“So you’ve noticed.”

				“I’d have to be blind not to.”

				Chip put his hand on her lower back, the heat of his palm making her knees suddenly feel like pockets of gelatin rather than joints filled with bones, ligaments, and cartilage. She forced her shoulders back and demanded her knees behave. She wasn’t about to become a pile of gooey hormones over a guy, even if that guy was Chip.

				“Why don’t we join the others and I’ll explain everything?” Chip smiled at her and her anxiety slipped away. Funny how he had a way of doing that to her. That was probably the reason she kept agreeing to be a part of his silly reality shows.

				Well, it was certainly one of the reasons anyway. The money he’d guaranteed her this time didn’t hurt either.

				Together they walked back to the waiting groups, but when Zoe tried to leave Chip’s side to join the contestants, he held her back.

				“What’s going on? I deserve to know,” she said quietly, imploring him with her eyes to let her in on his secret. She hated not being in control of a situation and she most definitely was not in control right now.

				Chip leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Trust me.” His fingers rubbed up and down her arm as he spoke. She suddenly found it hard to concentrate on what he said as everything except the sensation of his fingers on her arm and his breath on her earlobe ceased to exist. “I promised you a payday. Let me make that happen.”

				She nodded when he pulled away from her. Her skin prickled with goose bumps where his hand no longer touched her. Odd. She hadn’t felt this much reaction to Chip on either of the last shows. Although, she’d never been so close to him during those productions either. Maybe Zoe liked more than just his smile.

				Chip turned to the others. “If I can have your attention, please?” he started as the familiar business tone in his voice returned. “I have a couple of details to share with you before we get started with our filming.”

				Everyone focused on Chip.

				“I trust that each of you have now been seen by one of our onset medics, correct? I know you completed some health forms and all of you should have had a full examination by your own doctors. This was just a quick evaluation by our medics as an extra check to make sure you are in top physical form to be able to safely compete in the challenges you’ll face during filming, and also to establish a baseline to judge any future evaluations you may need as the show goes on.”

				The contestants nodded nervously. Zoe hadn’t been told to complete any medical examination before coming on the show and she couldn’t remember having filled out any health forms. Maybe Chip already had those on file for her because of the mountains of paperwork she’d filed for the other shows.

				“Now,” he said, “I’m sure you all recognize the woman standing beside me. In case you haven’t watched any of my other shows — shame on you — this is Zoe Oliver. She was a contestant on both The One and Treasure Trekkers as well as another show on a different network, though we here at Chip Cormack Productions try not to hold that other one against her.” He laughed. The others chuckled. Zoe narrowed her eyes at him.

				What the hell was he up to?

				“You may have also noticed that Zoe is here without a team. That’s because Zoe isn’t here to compete with all of you on the show. Zoe is here as your host.” Chip clapped, the sound loudly echoing around them.

				What did he just say?

				“Chip, I … ” Zoe started, her voice soft with surprise.

				“In a few minutes, we’ll get started with our filming. Zoe will introduce the show and give you details about the rules and how the show is going to work.” Chip carried on as if he hadn’t heard her.

				I will? How? Don’t I need to know those things to talk about them?

				“After that, you will be on camera twenty-four hours a day until filming concludes in one month. Now, please give Zoe and me a few minutes to go over some last minute details and then we’ll get started. If anyone needs to use the indoor facilities, I suggest you make it quick.”

				The contestants scattered off to the restrooms inside the park office but Zoe stood her ground. What had Chip just said? Host?

				She turned. He smiled as if he’d just told her how to stay young and beautiful for eternity. But he hadn’t. She was pretty sure he’d just said she’d be on national television as a host. She wasn’t a host. Hosts were usually charming and charismatic and friendly with everyone. She was none of those things.

				“Care to explain to me what the hell is going on?”

				“I promised you a payday and the only way I can do that is to pay you a salary. Isn’t that what you want?”

				“No. When you guaranteed me a payday I thought you had a way to rig the show so I’d actually win this time and finally redeem myself. I didn’t know you’d brought me on the show to be some lame host.”

				“I can’t rig my shows for the outcome I want. It doesn’t work that way. Hosting is the perfect way for you to redeem yourself and walk away with an easy one hundred grand.”

				Oh. That was money worth considering. That was enough money to pay off not only the bills already piled on her kitchen counter, but also the ones that would come in the mail for the next several months. That was enough money to finally pay off the last of her hospital bills that had been accruing interest since her stepfather had left her mother two years after her accident and had taken his money with him, leaving them broke and in debt.

				“Sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, but I didn’t think you would come if I did. I figured you’d be too nervous to agree to come on camera as the host, but if you do it, I know you’ll be the best host I’ve ever had.” Chip took a step toward her, closing the small distance between them. Since when was Chip so cozy with everyone? He took her hand in his. It felt warm and strong … and comforting, almost as if she could let down her guard with him. Almost.

				“Just go along with the show and being the host. I know it’s not what you expected but I really think by the time filming wraps up, you’ll be happy you were here. This is going to be an amazing experience for all of us.”

				She nodded. It wasn’t like she could leave Chip without a host now. And the money was too good to pass up. She would do it. Be the host of the show. Maybe Chip was right. Maybe America would see her differently after this. It couldn’t hurt to try, could it?

				“Okay,” she said. “What do I have to say? I don’t really know anything about the show so how can I start us off?”

				Chip squeezed her hand. “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me.” He let her hand go and pointed over to another production person who held giant pieces of white poster board. “I’ve made up cue cards so all you have to do is read them. We’ll do it this way for as long as you need to, then when you’re comfortable hosting, you can wing it without the extra help.”

				That didn’t sound so terrible. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about sounding like a moron. She swallowed her nerves while the contestants gathered back in front of her, the person with the cue cards standing right in the middle behind them where the camera couldn’t see.

				“Welcome to Wild Expedition,” she started, her voice a little shakier than she wanted. “A show that will take our contestants out of their comfort zones and into the wild.”

				She paused, her gaze darting to Chip quickly. How wild exactly?

				She cleared her throat and focused on reading the cue cards again. “During the month long expedition, each team of four people will have to complete specific challenges designed to test their teamwork skills, survival skills, problem solving, and personal strengths. This is not an easy game to play, but our five teams are up to the challenge, aren’t you?”

				The contestants let out a loud cheer. A hell of a lot louder than she would have. She probably owed Chip a huge thank you for not having her as a contestant since this wasn’t her kind of thing at all. A whole month of roughing it? No thanks.

				“Along the way, we’ll have to say goodbye to four of our teams so that in the end, only one team remains to win the shared million-dollar prize.”

				Wow. A million dollars split between four was still a ton of money for each person. Maybe she should have negotiated with Chip for more salary since she could have made a lot more money as a contestant. Of course, she could play and walk away empty handed too. Again. At least with the salary she walked away with something for her time and effort.

				“Each team should have a map in their possession.”

				They should?

				“Your first task is to find your site, set up camp with the gear provided, and survive your first night out in the wild. Tonight I’ll check in with each team to see how you’re doing. Teams, it’s time to get wild! The game officially begins now.”

				Zoe watched quietly as the teams scrounged in their bags to find the maps that would lead them to their camps. A wave of relief came over her that this time she didn’t have to worry about strategy or getting along with the other contestants or any of the other things she’d had to worry about on the previous shows. This time, finally, she wouldn’t have to fear water challenges that threatened to remove her makeup in one splash. Sure, she’d always worn waterproof, but there was only so much it could withstand. She might have come across as calm and uncaring at the thought of going out on a canoe to grab a cache with Paige, Miles, and Ben, but on the inside, she’d been a quivering mess. At least this time all she had to do was show up, look pretty, smile, and read a few cue cards. No big deal.

				“Ready to go?” Chip asked, motioning toward the trail all of the teams had now started down.

				“Go where?”

				“To the production camp.”

				Zoe glanced around at the production trailers that looked pretty permanent by the park office. “Are the trailers going to meet us at the camp or are there some already waiting there?”

				Just then a production person handed her a large backpack. The one she’d been told to pack. The one she thought she’d be unpacking soon into a nice chest of drawers in a cozy room somewhere.

				Chip shook his head and looked worried for the first time ever in her memory. “Zoe, your job is to be near the contestants to host the show. The show takes place in the wilderness. The trees are too dense for the trailers and there are no nearby roads. I’m afraid the best you’re going to get for the next few weeks is a porta-potty and a private tent.”

				Fear gripped Zoe. This couldn’t possibly be any worse. No bathroom with running water. No electricity. No cozy bed to curl up in each night.

				“Let me guess,” she said through clenched teeth. It didn’t matter how cute Chip was, he could really be an annoying little shit when he wanted to be. “You’re staying here, right?” No way was Mr. Hot Shot Producer roughing it like she was being forced to.

				“No, myself and a handful of other production people will be staying with you in a production base camp. We have tents and a little kitchen and even a couple of camping showers. Don’t worry, Zoe, you won’t be alone.”

				“Oh, good, so there will be someone to hear me scream when I get eaten by a bear.”

				He laughed.

				She didn’t.

	
Chapter Two

				Chip Cormack laughed at Zoe’s comment. He hadn’t expected anything less from her. A sarcastic sense of humor wasn’t for everyone, and truth be told, he didn’t love hearing it from most people. But coming from Zoe, it always made him laugh. It was her feisty personality and her “take no shit from anyone” attitude that had originally made him want her on his shows.

				Of course, her headshots hadn’t hurt either.

				She was damn hot, even if she had built an indestructible wall around herself. Or at least she thought it was indestructible. He was pretty certain that given enough time and determination, he’d be able to break through.

				It had only been a couple of years since his first introduction to Zoe, but it felt like a million. His feelings for her had been simmering too long already. He was ready to take things further than friendship or being colleagues with her. He just had to find a way for her to see that she had feelings for him too.

				Easier said than done.

				Every time she looked at him, he sensed her interest. When they spoke, the chemistry flowed easily. And when he touched her hands or her back … well, it was as if the entire rest of the world stopped existing outside of the two of them. There was something indescribable between them. Except he knew from his own personal experience with her, and from watching her with everyone else, that she had big walls protecting her from letting anyone get too close. If only her damn walls would give just a little then maybe he could find a way to knock them down all together.

				As it was, she walked beside him now, her head high, her heels even higher. On the last show she’d worn her heels hiking every day until she’d twisted her ankle and had been forced to wear sneakers. And she never failed to show up in full hair and makeup.

				All part of her defense system.

				Well, roughing it in the woods for a month ought to fix that.

				“We’re almost there,” he said. “Just a few minutes longer and we’ll be at the production camp.”

				“And where have all the teams gone? I haven’t seen any of them since a while back when the trail split in three.”

				“They’re all relatively close to our camp but far enough away that we won’t interfere with their survival skills or camp life. And each of the teams is far enough away from each other, or in some cases separated by some natural obstacle, that they can’t interact together very easily. I’m not saying it couldn’t happen if the teams worked for it, but I’ve made it pretty hard for them.”

				“This is a really different show for you,” she said, glancing his way and almost stumbling. He reached out to steady her but she righted herself. “Well, Treasure Trekkers was pretty outdoorsy, but at least it still had indoor accommodations and common areas.”

				“It is different. But I wanted something that would really put people to the test in all kinds of ways. I think this show will do that.”

				“No offense, but won’t it get sort of boring for all the teams to be separate all the time?”

				Just like Zoe to speak her mind. Another thing he liked about her. He was sick of being surrounded by production people who always said what they thought he wanted to hear. Zoe spoke her mind and it was a relief.

				“It might, but I have plans to keep it interesting.”

				“You always do. I glad I’m not on the receiving end of your surprises this time. Well, except for the whole hosting gig. And the camping twist. Thanks for that, by the way.”

				He laughed. “You’re welcome. Now enough about the show. How have things been with you? I haven’t seen you in the tabloids lately.”

				“Thank God for small miracles. I’ve had enough of those trashy magazines tracking my every move. Who would have ever thought they’d care so much about a stupid reality TV show?”

				“Hey now. One of those stupid reality shows is paying you a nice sum to be here.”

				“True. You know I used to read those magazines all the time. Now I can’t stand to see them in the grocery checkout.”

				“They aren’t so terrible. It’s usually good publicity for the shows.”

				“Only because you’re not the one on the cover,” she snapped.

				“You may have a point there. I’ve only graced the inner pages, never the front. I don’t think anyone would like seeing this mug shot on the cover.”

				Her lips curled almost into a smile. “I don’t think most girls would mind too much.”

				“Is that a compliment from Zoe Oliver?” he teased. “You really must be feeling out of your element.”

				They came around a bend in the trail and the pathway suddenly opened into a wider area. Tents of all sizes were set up around the perimeter with three central fire pits surrounded by logs for chairs.

				Zoe stopped and took in the site. He pulled on her arm, tugging her gently to one of the two tents set off to the side a little more than the others. His was the outer most tent while hers was right next door, just as he’d planned. He hadn’t wanted her to feel alone in the woods by making their tents too secluded, but he also didn’t want the entire crew hearing their every move. Strategically placing a film supply tent on the other side of hers meant there would be enough foot traffic to make her comfortable, but also enough privacy that they would have some time alone. Well, if he could finagle a reason to score alone time with her. If not, then at least no one would be around to witness his attempted and failed seduction.

				He walked to her tent and unzipped the door, holding it open to the side so she could slip through with her backpack still on her back. As she passed by, he caught the scent of her flowery perfume.

				Damn he’d missed that smell.

				He’d only had the opportunity to catch a hint of her perfume a couple of times over the course of filming the other shows. But every time he had, the scent made him long to wrap his arms around her and bury his face in her hair. Her scent was delicious, intoxicating … arousing.

				“You get settled and I’ll come back in a bit to show you around the rest of camp.”

				“Okay.” She nodded, looking around as if unsure of what to do next. “You know where to find me.”

				He zipped the door closed again to give her privacy. He knew exactly where he hoped to find her someday soon — in his arms.

				• • •

				Zoe surveyed her room … tent. Hell on earth might be the most accurate description.

				Okay, so maybe hell on earth was exaggerating a bit.

				Her tent was larger than she’d expected. Feared. Whatever.

				She had imagined Chip giving her a tiny popup tent she’d have to crawl into with no room to move around. Thankfully, her tent was not like that at all. It looked to be about a twelve feet by twelve feet, military styled tent. One that could have easily housed a few people instead of just her.

				Along one side of the tent, a cot waited for her with a sleeping bag still rolled up with a few wool blankets folded on top and a pillow. Without even sitting on it, she could guess it wouldn’t be the most comfortable bed she’d ever slept on, but it was better than the ground so she wouldn’t complain. Too loudly.

				Beside the bed was a canvas set of drawers. It wasn’t big, but it would hold a few of her things, like bras, panties, and T-shirts. On top of that sat a large lantern, a flashlight, and a radio with a clock on the front. She unzipped the inside flap just above the drawers to reveal a screen style window facing out to the lush, dense forest. A ray of dampened light fell across the cabinet, hitting what appeared to be solar panels covering the tops of the gadgets. Good thing they’d gotten here early enough for a few hours of sunshine to come in her window so everything would have time to charge before it got dark.

				The last thing in the room was a small cooler. She peeked inside. Instead of finding chilled Perrier and snacks on ice, like she’d hoped, she found a reusable water bottle, a mirror, a bottle of hand sanitizer, some towels, and a few other random things.

				Sighing, she took a deep drink from the water bottle. Barely a trickle came out of the bottle. She unscrewed the lid only to find a filter attached to the inside.

				Definitely no Perrier around here.

				She eyed the cooler. If nothing else, it was another place to put some of her clothes. Although she was going to have to figure out some kind of solution for the things that should be hung, not folded.

				“Knock, knock,” Chip said from outside her door, startling her.

				“Holy crap you scared me,” she said, unzipping the door to let him in.

				“Sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. You’ll get used to listening for sounds outside your tent soon enough. All settled?”

				She looked at her backpack, still full. “I guess.”

				He motioned to the patch of light filtering into the tent from the screened window. “I see you figured out the solar powered gadgets. They need a couple of hours of sun and then they should last you for a few hours of use. If you ever forget to power them during the day, we have extras in an open case beside the supply tent. Those ones will always be fully charged. You can drop your dead one in the case and take a charged one any time you need.”

				“Great. You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?”

				“I tried. I may have forced you into the wilderness, but even I like a few luxuries out here, like light.” He stepped out of the tent. “Come on. I’ll show you around the rest of camp so you know where everything is. I don’t think living out here for a month will be quite as painful as you feared. As you said, I tried to think of everything.”

				“Did you think of indoor plumbing? Air conditioning? Spider control?”

				“Yes, yes, and yes. But keep in mind there’s only so much I can do. We are still outdoors and no amount of preparation is going to cover everything.”

				“Well an easy solution to that would have been to house us indoors, but I’m sure you already know that.”

				“I do.” He pointed to the fire pits in the middle of the open area surrounded by tents. “Over here, we’ll have fires lit each night. Depending on the amount of people who want them, we may light all three or just one.”

				She followed him to the tent next to hers. “In here is the film supply. You shouldn’t need to come in here ever, but there will be crew coming and going as needed throughout the course of the show. I don’t think it will bother you at all though.”

				They wandered deeper into the base camp. “All those other tents are production people’s private quarters.”

				“What about those small tents?” she asked, pointing to a few that were off to the side. They were more secluded than any of the others. Half of them had something that looked like large canvas water balloons above them.

				Chip led them over to the closest of the small tents and unzipped the door. A plastic box and a few rolls of toilet paper propped on a branch sticking up out of the ground sat inside.

				“My indoor plumbing solution,” he said, sounding prouder than he should have in her opinion. Then he opened one of the tents with the canteen looking thingy above it. “And the shower. I would use these sparingly if possible. The bladder only holds so much water even when completely full and although it has a solar heater, it’s not exactly a hot and steamy experience.”

				She peeked over at him and found him looking at her instead of the shower. Maybe it was all that talk about hot, steamy showers, but she suddenly felt hot and steamy herself. Chip’s dark eyes penetrated into hers almost as if he felt the same thing. But he couldn’t. Could he? Surely Chip didn’t think of her in that way. Hell, she didn’t normally think of Chip this way either. Of course, she’d always been attracted to him, and being around him had always made her heart flutter a little, but this reaction was probably caused by the excitement of the day. Her emotions were stressed to the max already and her body was on high alert. That had to be it.

				Zoe took a step back. “Great,” she said, clearing her throat which had gone dry, probably from all the fresh outdoor air. “So I’ll be looking forward to the day I get back to civilization again.”

				Maybe changing the scenery would get the idea of being in a hot shower — with Chip — out of her mind. Picturing Chip naked wouldn’t help her be less attracted to him. “What’s next on the grand tour?”

				“The kitchen and common area.” As he walked a few steps ahead of her, she took a deep breath, feeling as if she hadn’t been able to a moment before. Then she fell into step beside him.

				Inside the kitchen tent there were a few tables with camping chairs set up as well as a kitchen-type cooking area with a couple of butane stove tops and a washing basin.

				I hope they cater.

				Zoe wasn’t the world’s best cook on a regular stove, in a real house with proper utensils and pots. A camping stove was well beyond her skill set. She smacked a mosquito feasting on her arm.

				If the bugs didn’t kill her, starvation just might.

				“And who exactly cooks in here?” Her expression must have shown her concern because Chip chuckled and put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.

				“Not to worry, Zoe. I’ve hired a couple of cooks to help us. You’re always welcome to use the equipment yourself if you want something special. But the cooks already have a schedule of meals prepared for the time we’re out here so there is no need for you to cook your own meals if you don’t want to.”

				Oh thank God.

				“Speaking of food,” Chip said, “the cooks will prepare a hot dinner later. Until then, can I interest you in a soda or a bottle of water and a sandwich? I might be able to cook gourmet meals at home, but out here I’m a little out of my league.”

				Gourmet meals? She’d never imagined Chip to be the kind of guy to cook for himself if it wasn’t on a grill, let alone someone able to make gourmet meals.

				“I’ll take a sandwich and water, thanks.”

				Chip grabbed them sandwiches and they turned to find a seat. A couple of camera guys she recognized from previous shows sat at one table chatting happily amongst themselves.

				“Should we join them?” Chip asked.

				Zoe shook her head. She just wanted to relax and settle in. Putting on her happy face and trying to be entertaining wasn’t at all appealing right now. “I’d rather not. How about the empty table instead.”

				For some reason, she didn’t feel like she had to put on much of an act for Chip. Maybe because he’d seen her through the highs and lows of the other shows, he’d already seen the worst in her.

				Well, maybe not the worst. No one saw that side of her.

				She’d never let that happen.

				“Now that you’re here, do you think you’ll survive for the month? It’s not so bad, right?”

				She shrugged. “It’s not exactly the Ritz, but I think I’ll manage.”

				“You seemed to do just fine hiking, camping, and geocaching on the other shows. I figured you’d be okay with this too, once you saw you wouldn’t be completely roughing it. I did my best to provide some conveniences.”

				“I appreciate the effort, but I still might hate you a little for dragging me out here. Couldn’t our teams have to live in a spa or something instead of the wilderness? Survive the deadly seaweed wrap without fainting from the smell. Or maybe drinking the infamous green smoothie without gagging.”

				They laughed together.

				“I’ll keep that in mind for a future show.” Chip took a bite of his sandwich while looking at her as if he was studying something.

				“What?”

				“I’ve never seen you this relaxed. It’s nice.”

				“It’s easier to relax without a camera following me around twenty-four, seven.”

				Chip seemed to watch her a lot. His eyes were so warm and caring, she couldn’t help but let herself melt into his gaze more. He was so different to her now that she wasn’t a contestant. Was he like this — warm, friendly, caring — to all his staff, or only to her?

				He placed his hand over hers where it rested on the table, squeezing gently. If she thought his eyes were warm, they had nothing on his hands. His touch sent a wave of heat up her arm and through her body, settling low in her belly.

				She could really get used to this new feeling she had around Chip if she wasn’t careful.

				But she had to be careful.

	
Chapter Three

				Chip reveled in the knowledge that he’d possibly just wormed his way into a tiny fissure in the wall … no, fortress, surrounding Zoe. He hadn’t realized it would be as easy as a look, a smile, and a touch. If he’d known, he would have tried long ago.

				Of course, that would have gotten him in trouble before. Producers couldn’t flirt with contestants. But now they were both crew so the rules had changed.

				But his feelings for Zoe hadn’t changed at all.

				He was still as captivated by her as he was the first time he’d laid eyes on her. Still as amused by her as the first time he’d spoken to her. And still as distracted by her as he’d been the first time he’d watched her walk away. Damn, she had a great ass.

				“If this is what you’re like when there’re no cameras around,” he squeezed her hand again and dropped his voice low so only she would hear, “I wonder what you’re like when there aren’t people around either.”

				She pulled her hand out from his as if it were on fire and picked up her sandwich instead. Her shoulders went back, the softness in her features replaced by hard edges and narrowed eyes.

				Wow. He really must have said the wrong thing. Damn it. And right after he felt like he made progress with her. He may have briefly found a tiny crack in her wall, but she’d patched it up with plaster and cement.

				“Sorry, Zoe. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

				“I’m not uncomfortable.” Her voice was confident but he wasn’t an idiot. She was lying through her perfectly white teeth.

				“Excuse me, Mr. Cormack,” said one of the younger production assistants they’d hired from college for the summer. “But I need to put this box of supplies away and no one told me where to put them.”

				He sighed. Why did he have to do all the work around here? Seriously. If he took a sick day, production would come to a screeching halt, which was exactly the reason why he’d never taken one.

				“Well,” he started then paused, trying to come up with the girl’s name. When he couldn’t, he continued. “What kind of supplies are they?”

				She set down the box with a thunk on the table and pulled a couple of handfuls of cords out. Instantly, the cords unraveled and twisted together. The sight of tangled wires and cords annoyed him like nothing else.

				“What are you doing? You’re making a mess,” he snapped, sounding a little meaner than he’d meant to. But really, how hard was it to pick up a mic pack without completely tangling the cord?

				“I … ” She blushed and looked at her feet.

				He clenched and unclenched his jaw a couple of times. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t know what she was doing. She was new. He had to remember that.

				She fumbled with the mic packs, dropping one. As she attempted to catch it before it hit the floor, the others in her hand slipped, tangling even more.

				“Oh for the love of — ” He jumped up and grabbed the things from her hands while she bent to get the mic pack from the floor.

				“This is how you hold mic packs,” he said, wrapping the cord and securing it around the black box. “Not whatever that is you’re doing now.”

				“I’ll fix them all. I promise. Just point me in the direction of where to put them.”

				“We have two supply tents, one for film stuff and one for food stuff. These mic packs and other related film things would go in the — ”

				“The film supply tent?”

				Really? There was still a question in her mind?

				“Yes,” he answered as gently as he could.

				“Okay, thanks. Sorry to bother you.” The girl shoved the rest of the things back into the box, heaved it into her arms, and scurried away.

				Chip gathered his trash from lunch and Zoe’s as well and threw it all in the garbage. When he turned back to the table, Zoe stood, shaking her head at him.
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