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Chapter One

 


The Californian sunshine toasted Ria’s skin
as she step-hopped across the backlot to Trailer Two. Stupid
fancy shoes. It’d been a mighty long walk to where this pair of
contestants were sequestered. So long, her coffee left a cold and
bitter taste in her mouth—about as unpleasant as the task before
her. She’d become a doctor to save lives, not scorch dreams.
Hopefully, easing the burn to this couple of wannabe TV stars would
be worth the legwork.

Resting her cup-holding hand against the hot
metal of the trailer, she ran a finger around the inside of her
star-spangled stilettos. Short notice had foiled her plan to
wear-in her new shoes, her first splurge since Eric—

A metallic clang sounded a second before a
Viking barged his way out of the trailer beside her. Leaping over
the steps, he turned and shouted “I’ll wait out here then” to
someone still inside. Then he slammed into her. The lid on her cup
popped off. Her ass hit dirt. Air whooshed from her lungs. Sharp
stones pressed into her right palm where she’d slapped it into the
ground. A growing damp spot spread down her chest through her white
linen shirt. Ah, crap! Her coffee.

When scowling at his camo pant-clad knees
brought no satisfaction, she looked up. And up some more, past
narrow hips to a buff and broad chest coated in a cream-colored
tee. And up again. Backlit against the blue sky, his profile was as
intimidating as his physique: a high brow, a nose proud as a
longship, and a resolute chin to match. He looked as if he could
hoist her over his shoulder to carry her off and run for, like,
twelve miles before he tired.

Nope, the description in her contestants
folder didn’t do Griffin Stromberg justice. According to her vital
statistics, his six-foot-two height granted him seven inches to
spare over the top of her stiletto-enhanced height. He’d look
straight over the top of her—no doubt why his two-hundred-twenty
pounds had crashed into her.

Ria’s stomach, catching up with the rest of
her body, dropped as he knelt before her. Up close, the most
adorable cleft rescued his strong chin from austere. Above a mouth
tight with concern, denim-blue eyes fringed with dark lashes raked
her from head to toe.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No, I’m wet.” Her cheeks warmed. That
sounded bad. “You knocked my coffee.”

His gaze dipped to where the damp material
clung tight enough to show the lace on her bra before flicking back
to her face, his concern dialed up to ten. “Did you get
scalded?”

She shook her head. “It’d gone cold.”

Her attempt to scramble to her feet failed
thanks to her prim knee-length skirt. Her face burned when he
offered a helping hand. A huge, strong yet gentle hand, which held
her own like she was precious. Or fragile.

Ria pulled free of his grasp to pluck at her
blouse, her shoulders tight. “My ego is what’s smarting.”

“Sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“Yeah, I should be taller.” I should be
taller? A Bachelor of Science and a Medical Degree and this is your
level of comeback? Hastily, she sought for something halfway
intelligent to tack on that didn’t sound bitter at being too
insignificant to be noticed by a man who looked like a Norse god.
“Unfortunately, my brother stole my share of the height in our
family, making me living proof not everything’s bigger in
Texas.”

“Sure takes sibling rivalry to a whole new
level. You still hold a beef against him?”

“Like only a rancher’s granddaughter
can.”

Griff laughed and his obvious appreciation
of her humor sent a rush of warmth into her blood. Her shoulders
dropped as her tension drained—and coffee trickled down her
cleavage. Her mouth twisted. Sweet Lord, what was with her? She
wasn’t here to flirt. She was here because his partner was
pregnant. He could not be more taken.

He frowned about the same time she realized
she had the rest of the day left to walk around with a
gigantic brown I’m-a-klutz stamped across her boobs.

“You’re not dressed as crew, and those shoes
tell me you’re not a contestant.” His frown deepened as she winced.
“You’re from Bex’s personal staff, aren’t you?”

“Not exactly. Well, sort of. I’m new. I
started this week. Yesterday, actually.” God, she sounded like an
intern instead of a qualified medical doctor.

He shook his head. “You can’t head into the
studio with your shirt like that. Bex will eat you alive.”

His arms went behind his head, elbows high,
to give a sharp back-of-the-collar tug to his tee. As his shirt
came off, the faint scent of old books and hot metal washed over
her, drying her mouth and making her dizzy. The cotton was warm
from his body heat as he pushed his shirt into her unresponsive
fingers with a smile dazzling enough to make her blink.

Someone get me a defibrillator. Stat.

“Th-th-thanks.”

Her heart went haywire, stuttering more than
her mouth. It made no sense. Thor was not her type. As her
photobombs of Loki-lookalikes testified, she was into wounded souls
with cunning minds. As for him being half-naked. Big deal. She saw
bare chests daily. Admittedly, with more holes or hair. Never had
she seen one so sculpted, so golden, so smooth.

So not for me.

If plastering on her professional face was
difficult, calling herself by her professional name was
impossible.

“Since you’ve given me the shirt off your
back, we should be on a first-name basis.” She tucked his shirt
under her arm to hold out her right hand. “I’m Ria.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Ria.” He said her
name with slow deliberation, as if each syllable deserved
caressing. “I’m Griffin, but call me Griff.”

His grasp lingered as if she needed
steadying. Maybe she did.

She cleared her throat. “Like the
legend.”

He released her hand, his expression
suddenly wary.

“You know, the magical beast from
mythology?” she babbled. “Half-eagle, half-lion.”

“That’s me, all right.” His tone was bone
dry. “A creature of fantasy.”

She bit her lip, pretty sure he was mocking
himself. His vital statistics were unbelievable given his
medical history. That reminded her… “Nice as it is to meet you and
all, I’m here on business. I need to talk to your girlfriend.”

“My girl—?” For a second he looked blank.
“Oh, you mean Heather. Look, I don’t expect Bex will accept stage
fright holding up the show, but if we could reschedule our segment
and give my partner a little more time, it’d really help.” He
dragged a hand through his hair. “She isn’t feeling her best.”

A strident retch sounded from inside the
trailer, right on cue.

Griff took a half-step toward the open door,
then stopped and grimaced. “She doesn’t want me around while she’s
vomiting.”

“How long has she been sick?”

“Since we got here. She called it a stomach
bug, but if it was contagious, I’d have it by now.” His tone was
light, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Any idea what it might be?”

“I’m positive it’s nerves. Heather gets
anxious over her appearance. Always has.” His worried smile turned
rueful. “I’ve never seen her without full makeup, and we’ve known
each other since high school.”

A cold hand clamped around Ria’s heart. What
if Heather didn’t know her condition? The bloodwork showed the
pregnancy was well established, but that didn’t mean a darn thing.
Plenty of women skipped periods or had irregular cycles. Yes,
indeed, she’d made the right call. Even if it meant she’d broken a
few rules by going directly to the source.

“You don’t think it could be anything else?”
she probed one last time. “Something she’s had for a while,
maybe?”

“I thought maybe food poisoning at first,
but we’ve been eating the same food for days.” He spread his hands.
“Has to be stage fright.”

Damn, damn, damn.

He really had no clue. Unsurprising, given
this couple shouldn’t be expecting. Ever. Nor could she touch on
the difficult subject of paternity since medical ethics demanded
she gain his partner’s permission to tell him the blood test
results.

“I’d like to see her,” she said.

“Not right now.” He shifted enough to signal
he’d block her path if he had to. “She doesn’t want anyone in
there. Not me. Not even a doctor.” The last sounded faintly
irritated.

Ria’s hand rose to her collarbone, only, no
stethoscope. A reminder that, technically, these weren’t her
patients because she wasn’t their doctor. As a consultant, she was
responsible for their health, but frontline responsibilities
belonged to the paramedics.

Her brother had made it clear her
responsibilities lay with her boss and his biggest client, Bex
Jameson—nicknamed the Queen of Mean by the tabloid press.
Technically, Ria should pass on any of her concerns to the
production manager and make the problem his, er, baby.

Bex loved a scandal, and the blood test
results were long in. Given how the contestants had also signed
away their rights to medical privacy, it seemed likely the
producer/host planned on capturing the couple’s raw reaction to the
news on film. To use for publicity, given her penchant for
shock.

But Ria doubted her boss had factored in
Griff’s likely sensitivity to the revelation. Or the possibility it
could be an honest-to-God miracle.

I have to fix this.

She couldn’t bear to have this couple’s
potential ruin weighing on her conscience. Already overloaded, it
would crack. She’d taken this contract to escape this kind of
pressure.

“I’ll talk to Bex,” Ria said. “I can’t
guarantee she’ll listen, but I’ll do my best for y’all.” Her boss
might be the Queen of Mean, but she’d go easy on the messenger.
Wouldn’t she?

 



Chapter Two

 


Picture’s up,” someone, possibly the
assistant director, called. “Roll sound.”

While the crew prepped, Griff scanned the
shadows flanking the couches and table that made up the interview
set, seeking the friendly aide who’d given him and Heather a second
chance to make a good first impression. No sign. Pity. Ria must’ve
pushed out their interview time. If he didn’t thank her today,
likely he wouldn’t see her until after the shoot wrapped.

Doubtless for the best. Buying her a fresh
coffee could lead to more banter. Bad enough he’d slipped up
earlier and forgotten Heather was here as his girlfriend.

“And five … four…” The crew member cued them
in.

Griff snapped his attention to his host.

“Griffin, Heather, such a pleasure to
welcome you both to my new show, Breakout.” Bex’s flat
Australian vowels might sound warm, but everything else—from the
lime-green dress under a studded leather jacket to the spider
tattoo on her ankle—hinted at a certain toxicity.

Bex Jameson was a predator who preyed on
human frailties, then fed the carcasses to the masses. In her
world, he and Heather were fair game.

Fortunately, a few hours, lunch, and a
makeover session had settled his partner’s stomach. Once more, she
seemed in the pink of health: her baby-blue eyes clear, her
firetruck-red hair thick and glossy, and her porcelain skin glowing
under the studio lights.

The tight belt of tension around his ribs
eased a few notches. Definitely nerves. No wonder, given how
desperate Heather was to become a reality TV star.

“Breakout isn’t about survival or
popularity or talent. There are no tribes, judges, or voting.
Individual endeavor is not rewarded. To win you must be the first
of four couples to escape my futuristic prison.” Bex’s gaze fixed
on him, the weakest link. “How are you feeling about the
challenge?”

“Psyched. It’ll be intense, but we’re ready
for anything you can throw at us. Aren’t we, Heather?”

“We sure are. Months combining Griff’s
training and my strict Paleo diet mean we’re at peak fitness.”
Heather put her hand on his leg, somehow forgetting her
date-jockeying and last-minute cancellations these past couple
months. “We’re the perfect team.”

“Are you indeed?” Bex noted with an odd
dryness. “Griffin, you’re renowned for breaking rules and
leveraging the results.” She leaned forward to speak to him as if
this was a confidential conversation and not an interview. “How do
you respond to claims you cheat your way to the top?”

He met her unblinking eyes with a hard stare
of his own rather than address the camera looming in his face.
“After cheating death, I don’t cheat at life. I learn the rules.
Then I use them to win. Afterward, I share the secrets to my
success by promoting the loopholes I exploited or the shortcuts I
took.” He pushed his shoulders down, forcing himself to relax. Each
of his controversial achievements had made him a fortune, but fame
had become a hamster wheel and he’d grown weary of the constant
need for spin. “My effort and enthusiasm are always real.”

Heather’s nails dug into his thigh, a
reminder he was not in this alone. “And I couldn’t ask for a more
willing partner than this lady to prove that’s true,
twenty-four-seven.”

“I was an instant yes when he asked me to
join him,” Heather said with a breathless, girlish giggle. “I’ve
been Team Griff ever since high school when he got so sick.”

“I hadn’t realized you’ve been
together so long.” Bex almost seemed … annoyed.

“He had the cutest crush on me.” Heather
gave him a coy sideways glance as she side-stepped the question.
“Our first date, he begged me to kiss him.”

Griff’s heart shrank four sizes in a single
beat. The damn thing probably developed a case of acne to match its
return to its teenage state. He’d asked her on his sixteenth
birthday.

And you refused because you thought I might
be contagious.

“To be fair,” he tacked the corners of his
mouth up into a smile to make this a joke, “I thought I was
dying.”

“I understand you came close.” Bex cocked
her head. “Can you talk about it?”

“Sure. It’s no secret.” He crossed his leg,
a motion that slid Heather’s hand off his thigh. Keeping his tone
casual, he rolled out his usual soundbite. “Late in my high school
sophomore year, I was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, a cancer
of the blood. I was lucky to have it caught real early, but it took
a lot of chemo and radiation therapy to kill.”

“Must have been awful,” said Bex with
sympathy he might have fallen for had she dropped the subject.
“How’d you get through such a tough ordeal?”

The sweat on his forehead he could put down
to the heat from the lights, the dampness to his palms not so much.
No point talking about his treatment or the complications after or
the fear that never left. People only wanted to hear how he’d
pulled off the ultimate life-hack and beaten cancer. He wished he
knew. The best response he could give came from the bald, weak
sixteen-year-old still inside him.

“When you stare death in the face, you
figure out fast what keeps you living. My family was my reason.
They stuck by my side and their love kept me strong.” He didn’t add
how he’d disappointed them since. “Still, the fight cost me. I lost
over forty pounds, and I was so sick I couldn’t lift my head off
the pillow. Once I was on the road to recovery, putting on muscle
became my number one priority. Heather here,” he nodded at her,
“gave me the incentive to hit the gym hard.”

The sting of her rejection had prodded him
to become fitter, stronger, bigger. To become a guy that pretty
girls wanted to kiss. He almost flexed the bicep she’d once labeled
canned spaghetti, but making his sleeves rip had long grown old.
More than a decade since his before/after pictures went viral, his
social media feed remained full of filtered and photoshopped
pouts.

Nothing like a pair of lush and inviting
lips, counterpointed by a little mole to the northwest, speaking in
a soft Texan drawl…

He muted the memory of Ria’s mouth and
switched to a safer mental visual. How she’d stared at him like he
was a walking, talking billboard. Exactly why he needed this show.
He’d evolved, but his fanbase still expected the usual macho
schtick. Ten years on, he was so damn tired of the increasingly
toxic bro culture that underpinned his livelihood.

He squeezed Heather’s bony knee. “I couldn’t
ask for a better partner.”

Unfortunately, true. The time
required for the shoot, the round-the-clock scrutiny, and the
likely notoriety had ruled out most everyone except his sister’s
best friend.

His host nodded as if listening, but she
seemed unfocused—her attention on the shadows behind the cameras. A
crew member wearing a headset signaled two thumbs up. Bex
straightened, her expression turning stern. “How nice. Alas, I’m
afraid competing is no longer possible. Our medical consultant has
noted a discrepancy with your blood test results. Please come over,
Dr. DeLorenzo, and share your findings.”

Blood drained from Griff’s brain so fast,
the set spun. Blood test results? Frowning at his knees to recover
his equilibrium, he saw the pair of patriotic shoes first. Such
recognizable footwear … carried by a determined-if-limping stride.
His heart lurched and competed with his lunch to climb up his
throat. He tossed his head up and, sure enough, Ria stood near Bex,
but just out of frame. The wheel and dance of the cameras lining up
to zoom in on his reaction did nothing to aid his nausea.

Not a PA. A doctor, complete with a
stethoscope around her throat. And his spontaneous atonement for
spilling her coffee stretched around more curves than a Coke
bottle. He clamped his molars tight to keep his insides from
getting out. Shit. She must’ve come by the trailer to clue them
in—and he’d knocked her off her feet and ruined her shirt.

“This most likely will come as a shock to
y’all.” Ria’s gaze fixed on him, and she paused as if reluctant to
say more. “But Miss Harrington is expecting a baby.”

He shook his head to clear his ears.
Heather? A baby? How the hell had that happened?

“I’m only a little pregnant,” Heather
protested. “I’m not even showing.”

Utter silence reigned across the studio at
this pronouncement. Griff tried to form words and couldn’t. Even
Bex was speechless.

“I’m afraid we can’t put you and your baby
at risk,” Ria told her gently but firmly.

Griff dragged his gaze from her soft
maple-brown eyes to Heather as his mouth reconnected to his brain.
“You knew it wasn’t the food?”

“The food here is so not helping—way
overprocessed—but I’m entering my second trimester, so the sickness
should pass, and I’ll soon have loads of energy.”

“We were training for weeks. You could’ve
been hurt. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She shrugged. “Announcing a baby makes for
great TV.”

“Hello!” Bex snapped her fingers at them.
“You’re here because I decide what makes great TV, and a
pregnant woman getting injured is not my preferred kind of
drama.”

“I want to stay.” Heather latched onto his
arm. “You promised me I’d be famous, Griffy.”

He blew out a sigh, wishing he didn’t keep
his promises. “Can’t you hire a stunt double, Bex?”

Bex raised a brow so high it should require
scaffolding. “This is a reality show, not a Hollywood blockbuster.
If it isn’t you, it isn’t filmed. I’m sorry, Griffin, but you both
have something more important than winning to focus on.”

Griff couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t think. White noise roared in his ears as the world
narrowed to the pincer grip where Heather still clutched him.
You both. Bex thought this baby was his; she probably
considered this another of his publicity stunts.

Dear God, the joke was on him with a
punchline that kicked him in the balls. Not only had he never slept
with Heather, he’d never be a baby daddy.

It’s not mine. It can’t be.

He should say why.

His hands fisted. No. He’d keep his mouth
closed. This was on record. Bex would air this interview to explain
their absence. The fanboys who followed his every flex were loyal,
but not too bright. Many would confuse infertility with impotence.
His reputation, built on his physique, would be ruined beyond
repair. Thanks to one damn interview, everything he’d gone through
as a teen would be resurrected. Everything he’d made of himself
would be undone. Everyone would know he was damaged goods.

Breathing hard, he cast about for an
alternative solution and the shine of the stethoscope bell caught
his eye.

Ria was a doctor. During the shoot, she was
his doctor. He could confide in her, give her the details of
the fertility clinic if she needed written confirmation. Then
she could convince Bex to cull this interview from the
show.

“I need to speak with Ria off-camera,” he
said to Bex. “About something personal.”

“Ria? Who’s Ria?” Bex looked around,
mystified.

“That would be me.” A dusky rose spread
across Ria’s face. “Ria is, ah, short for Maria. It’s my name
outside of work. Usually.” She reached for the stethoscope around
her neck, gripping it like a lifeline.

Bex tilted her head. “Am I to understand you
and Dr. DeLorenzo have already met?” She made an understatement
sound like an indictment.

“By accident—” started Griff.

“I spilled my coffee,” Ria said at the same
time.

“It was my fault. I ruined her shirt,” he
said.

“So he gave me his tee,” she finished.

“Oh, that’s so much more believable than you
two playing doctor and patient.” Heather looked to the camera and
rolled her eyes before turning on Griff. “I cannot believe
you were hitting on her while I was suffering.”

Ria’s face went so red her ears turned pink,
the flush of color traveling down her throat to disappear into the
V-neck of his tee. It looked perfectly respectable on her. No hint
of cleavage. The thin cotton neither too loose nor too tight, it
sat just right. And, crap. With three elder sisters, he knew
better than to stare at a woman’s bust. A big mistake. Huge. Yet
well-proportioned and definitely natural.

And still looking, because eye-level.

With his collar growing hot, Griff rubbed
the back of his neck and turned his head away from temptation to
look square into Bex’s sharp-eyed scrutiny. The heat in his neck
rose up his throat and kept rising. The thick studio makeup might
conceal his own flush, but he couldn’t hide how he’d looked too
low, too long.

Bex sat back with a heavy sigh. “Fascinating
and yet this resolves nothing. Heather, I cannot risk you having a
miscarriage on my show. Griffin, I’m sure you’ll spin your
impending fatherhood into a YouTube series. Together, no doubt,
you’ll make wonderful parents.”

“Eww, Griffy’s not the father!” Heather
flicked the notion away with both hands. “My ex told me it was him
or this show, so the last thing I was going to do was tell him I
was pregnant.”

Instead of relief, Griff’s guts knotted in a
weird kind of envy. He’d bet hard cash Heather’s ex wouldn’t see
himself as a lucky SOB, especially if he found out on national
television.

“You have to tell him,” he said.

“I’m not sure he’d believe—” She squeezed
her eyes shut.

“It’s his?” Griff finished for her. “You
know DNA will prove that.”

“Duh,” she huffed. “I meant he won’t believe
we didn’t sleep together.”

“It’s been strictly business from the
get-go.”

“I know. You know. Derek doesn’t.” She
snuffled into Griff’s shoulder, her long red tresses pouring down
his body like blood. She truly seemed upset. Jerkily as a
marionette, he put an arm around her.

Both Bex’s brows rose as she turned to Ria.
“It appears you were correct in your assessment. My apologies for
not believing this situation was more complicated than it appeared.
Unfortunately, I can’t have couples breaking up before the show
begins. I don’t get the ratings unless it happens during the show
when they want to split and can’t.”

Her brows dipped into a frown as she locked
her forefingers together like a gun and tapped her chin. “Griffin
Stromberg has a powerful story of perseverance and triumph over
adversity viewers will get behind, not to mention a cohort of
followers in a demographic my shows lack. I want him on this show.
For that, he needs a new girlfriend. You’re available, Dr.
DeLorenzo.”

“I am? But I’m crew, not cast.” Ria’s
astonishment would have been comical if Griff hadn’t already
guessed what was coming. She was innocent. Hell, he was innocent.
His fists clenched.

“Nothing happened between us,” he gritted
between his teeth, then added in a threatening growl, “Don’t do
this, Bex.”

His host’s eyes lit, as if relishing his
reaction. “Actors are cast. Contestants are talent. Contractors may
become permanent crew if they do their jobs. Your job, Dr.
DeLorenzo, was to provide on set medical support, not to
meet privately with the talent and exchange items of
clothing. I cannot afford to lose Griffin Stromberg this late.
I can afford to lose my medical consultant.” Bex pointed her
finger-gun at Ria. “You’re fired.”

“I have to speak with my lawyer.” Ria spun
on her stiletto to leave.

“Be sure to pass on my regards to your
brother,” Bex tossed after her.

Ria stopped dead. Clearly trying—and
failing—to hide her distress. Was Ria’s lawyer also her brother?
And if so, how did Bex know him? Whatever the relationship, Ria was
in this bind because she’d tried to be discreet and Griff’s own
good deed had backfired.

“Give her a second chance,” he insisted,
fighting the instinct to go comfort the true victim.

“I am.” Bex smiled like a crocodile. “You
can have that private word with her now, Griffin, to use your
considerable charm to convince Ria she has a career in
television. This show is about the chemistry between a couple as
much as the competition. May I suggest you play patient while the
doctor examines how well you fit her needs.”


Chapter Three

 


The diary room was next to the studio. Ria
followed Griff in a daze.

Fired? On her second day? She should call
Dan, but she couldn’t admit to failing. Not without becoming a
failure to the rest of their family. If she went to the ranch to
recover, Dad would demand to know why she wasn’t clocking up extra
clinical experience. She’d have to tell him she’d burned out. Mom
would call her chicken for turning down an opportunity to be on
camera. Dan would be in the manure, too, because he’d pitched this
job to their parents as her doing him the favor. Once
again, she’d be the DeLorenzo who disappointed.

Not saying a word, Griff opened the door for
her and ushered her in. Numbly, she stood by the door, holding each
end of the stethoscope cord tight as she watched him go to the far
end of the room, where a single red armchair was placed. Only then
did he face her.

“Heather and I did our diary pieces in here.
There’s a camera behind this glass panel. We had to sit on this
chair to be in frame.” Effortlessly, he picked it up and turned it
to face the middle of the room, then removed the mike from his
shirt and the transponder from the waistband of his chinos. After
taking out the battery, he set the pieces on the floor like they
were a peace offering. “You miked?”

His question had subtext. Did she want to
pretend this was private? Or have something recorded in her defense
later. “I’ll keep it on, thanks.”

“Sure. I understand.” He nodded before
taking the sole seat, easing back into the chair and splaying his
long legs forward. “That’s why I’m staying right here, Ria. I mean,
Dr. DeLorenzo.”

He ruffled the gold of his hair awry. “I’m
sorry you lost your job because of me.”

With him sitting, they were almost the same
height. If anything, she was a head taller. This was hardly a charm
offensive. Her death grip on the stethoscope eased. “I lost my job
because I followed my instincts, not protocol.”

“You wanted to confirm your suspicions
before going to Bex?”

“Exactly. I wanted to speak to Heather
first, because she’s the one pregnant and I assumed she didn’t
know. Once I’d talked to her, the plan was to talk to you. Your
treatment notes were in your med. file, and when I saw the type and
extent of chemo and radiotherapy—”

With a grimace, he held up a palm below the
height of the armrest and out of view from the camera. Of course.
Thanks to her mike, this was not a private conversation. If he
wanted his situation public, he would have explained why he
couldn’t be the father. She took some consolation in correctly
assuming the sensitivity of the topic, though fat lot of good
that’d done her job.

“A good plan—if I hadn’t plowed into
you.”

“Not your bad,” she admitted. “I should’ve
introduced myself properly.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Good question. One she had many answers for.
Because despite her credentials, she’d lost confidence in her
abilities. Because using her title would have made her visit
official and unsanctioned. Because being yet another doctor
delivering bad news seemed poor thanks for his thoughtfulness over
the shirt.

Partial truths when the real reason was her
brain had stopped working when he’d taken off his tee. Not
something to admit with electronic eavesdroppers listening in.

But she had to say something to ease the
tension radiating from him. “I was distracted.”

“Distracted or nervous?”

“Distracted then, nervous now.”

Griff shifted to prop his dimpled chin on
his fist. “Then why stay? You’re not talent. You aren’t contracted
to follow Bex’s direction. You don’t need to do this. If your
brother is a lawyer, why not ask him to sue for wrongful
termination?”

Ria sighed and reached around her waistband
to unclip the transponder. She turned it off and fisted her hand
around her mike. This couldn’t go beyond these four walls.

“My brother is a lawyer, but I landed this
job through him. Bex is his client. His biggest, most famous
client. His firm wrote the talent and agency support contracts. My
screw-up isn’t his problem. And I shouldn’t be your cross to bear.
This job was supposed to pay me to kill time, not careers.”

Griff’s eyes narrowed. “This situation is
not your fault. You are not to blame for Heather being pregnant or
Bex being a bitch. If you choose to stay, it would be my
privilege to have you as my partner. I would do everything
in my power to make the experience worth your while.”

His spin to their situation left Ria
unbalanced. His concern was for her?

“Griff, I’m built for buoyancy and stamina,
not speed or strength. You’ll never win with me as your
partner.”

“Without you, I can’t play—let alone win.”
He spread his hands. “Look, my needs shouldn’t factor in your
decision. Think of yourself. If you sign on as talent, those
contracts are watertight. If you stay, you can’t opt out. You’ll
hand Bex your soul.”

“Most likely Bex will kick us both off for
lacking on-screen chemistry.”

“Not a problem. Once you decide to
play.”

Okay, the man had confidence in his
abilities. No wonder. Despite lounging like a lord of doom, he
looked like a god. His tousled hair had flopped over his forehead,
adding a boyish sweetness to his chiseled bone structure. Smile
lines saved his mouth from being too stern, just as his chin
rescued his nose. Not flawless. Not photoshopped. Nevertheless, an
impossibly appealing face attached to that epic body.

Ria defaulted to sarcasm, the last resort of
a coward. “Me? You’re the one in the chair.”

“But you’re the one in the hot seat.” His
eyes bored into hers. “Tell me why you’re considering this.”

In reply, she took a step closer and risked
a blatant assessment from the ground up. His chinos hugged his
thighs tight enough to split the seams. His shirt was dangerously
taut around his biceps, the buttons ready to pop. The top one,
already undone, revealed a patch of honeyed skin. It would be
salty, that patch. Not sweet.

Her mouth dried and she swallowed hard.
“That’s a dumb question, don’t you think?”

“You got a better one?”

“Why do you care? About me, I mean. You did
the fake girlfriend thing already. What’s your hang-up?”

“Since we could be together for up to three
months, I’m going to be completely upfront. Heather and I had a
strictly business relationship. I can’t offer you the same
deal.”

“Why not?”

He gave her the same slow toe-to-head
assessment she’d given him, his gaze climbing, inch by inch, from
her starry shoes to his soft cotton tee to finish on her mouth.
“Because I’m attracted to you.”

She licked her lips—from nerves, not desire.
Obviously. “You’re just saying that for the camera.”

“I’m saying it to you.” His fingers curled
and he leaned forward. “You think I pulled my shirt off rather than
fetch a fresh one because I’m a gentleman?”

Well, yes. Although, with his trailer there,
he could’ve gone and gotten a new one…

She chewed the inside of her cheek.

A big man, but not a brute. When he’d taken
her hand, he’d been so careful of his strength. More tellingly,
despite being shocked at Heather’s news, he hadn’t defended himself
at her expense or become aggressive. And now he was doing his
darnedest to make Ria think, not react. That took a kind of
chivalry.

The same chivalry behind putting her in
charge here.

She didn’t deserve his trust. That’s why she
was here, not in a hospital. Ever since losing Eric, she doubted
her own judgment and, worse, questioned her vocation.

She took another step closer to Griff. He
found her attractive. He’d promised to make this worth her while.
She could use this opportunity to test him on both counts.

“I’m on something of a … hiatus. I start a
fellowship in three months. This job was to fill that time. I need
to fill that time.”

I need time out. I need to decompress.

Once, her stress relief had come from
cosplay. Thanks to her ability to swing a lasso and rock a corset,
she’d planned on playing Wonder Woman this year at Comic-Con. Sure,
pulling off the height required a funhouse mirror, but she’d had
the sass and the strut. Until Eric.

Now, her only hope of clocking out of
reality was to check in
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