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        Don’t mix business with pleasure…especially when it’s all on camera.

        Building a small town from the ground up is hard.

        Doing it on a reality television show only makes it more complicated.

        But that won’t stop my family from trying.

        I’m determined to succeed…and I always maintain control.

        Until my new CFO arrives.

        Smart and sexy, Vanessa Vincent is the complete package.

        And she’s doing something to mine.

        Somewhere between a sexy waterslide ride and adopting a dog, we share a helluva lot more than spreadsheets.

        The only thing riskier than mixing business with pleasure is the threat to our project.

        Someone wants to see us fail.

        With sabotage on the table, it’s more than just the show on the line.

        So are our hearts.
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        CONFESSIONAL 32.5

        Judson, Dean (CEO: Juniper Ridge)

        What? No, of course I’m not fucking camera shy. Jesus, Lauren. I grew up with the damn things shoved in my face just like you. Production value? [unintelligible muttering] Can’t I just run the business side of—yeah, I know. All in this together, blah blah. I still don’t see why I have to sit here like a trained parrot and—[heavy sigh] Fine. But only for the business. It’s not because you’re doing the sad little sister face. Or because I love you.

        Oh, bite me.
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        * * *

      

      I glance at the clock in my office, trying to decide if I have enough time to grab coffee. In my old life, I had an assistant who’d set a hot mug in front of me before I even thought the word coffee.

      But my old life was full of dirty money and blinding lights and the constant stench of desperation, so getting my own coffee is a small price to pay.

      Six minutes. That’s how long I have until the candidate for chief financial officer makes her appearance. How long does it take to make coffee, anyway?

      “Here are the notes for the police officers’ screen tests.” My sister, Mari, strides in with a folder in her hands and a pencil speared through her lopsided bun. “Lauren emailed you the video files. I think the psych eval on⁠—”

      “Doesn’t this seem weird to you?” I fold my hands on my desk as Mari stops moving for once and looks at me. “I mean, we’re hiring professionals based on how well they’ll perform on camera.”

      Mari sighs and whacks the folder down in front of me a lot harder than necessary. “We’re making a reality show, not staffing the Oval Office. And we’re hiring them for specific skills they bring to the community.” She gives me the look over the rim of her glasses. “Are we going to keep having this conversation? Because if we are, I’ll ask Lauren to tape my response and you can hit play by yourself.”

      “That sounds about right.” Our brother, Gabe, ambles through the door grinning. “I only caught the end of that, but if we’re suggesting Dean spends his days in here buffing the banana, we should rethink letting him have the big office.”

      “Get out.” I glance over my brother’s shoulder at the clock. “I’ve got five minutes until my next interview gets here.”

      “She’s already here.” Gabe drops into one of my guest chairs, in no hurry to get gone. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. She’s been out in the waiting room for ten minutes.”

      Punctual. That’s a good sign. I make a mental note as Gabe kicks his legs out and folds his hands behind his head. “She’s actually sort of related.”

      A ripple of unease churns my gut. I’m not a fan of nepotism. I saw way too much of that in Hollywood. “Related to whom?”

      “To us,” he says. “Well, me. My wife.” He draws out the word like a guy who has not yet exhausted the novelty of it. To be fair, it’s been three weeks since the wedding, and also his wife is awesome. “Gretchen’s brother, Jon—his dad has this sister⁠—”

      “Jon’s late father,” Mari puts in, always big on establishing the human connection. “Who is no relation to Gretchen because she and Jon had different fathers.”

      I’m already lost in the branches of my brother’s new family tree. “So, we’re not talking immediate family here?”

      Gabe glares. “Will you let me finish, chief tight-ass?”

      I sigh and wave him on, glancing at the clock again. I suppose I’ll live without the coffee.

      “Anyway, Gretchen’s brother’s father’s sister has these twin daughters, and one of them⁠—”

      “Vanessa Vincent,” I interrupt. I like how the name sounds rolling off my tongue, strong and no-nonsense. “Harvard MBA, two years with PricewaterhouseCoopers, expertise in forensic accounting, compliance, and internal audit management.”

      Gabe blinks. “You know all of this?”

      “I know everything.” Not always, but ever since my personal life took a big nosedive, I’ve made it my business to foresee all possible landmines. Fool me once and all that.

      “Anyway,” my brother continues, “she completed our Community Compatibility Questionnaire.” He pauses here and smiles at Mari. “Nice job on that, by the way.”

      My sister nods. “Glad to know the psych doctorate is useful to you,” she says dryly.

      I give them the universal hurry up hand signal, my duty as the eldest brother. “You were saying?”

      Gabe swings his focus back to me. “Vanessa’s answers in the personal information section were really interesting. Under ‘level of interest in finding a spouse or mate,’ she chose negative three.”

      I frown at Mari. “I thought it was a scale of one to ten?”

      “It was,” she says. “Ms. Vincent somehow found a way to alter the online questionnaire to insert a new answer.”

      Noteworthy. Noteworthy and…interesting.

      “The rest of her responses were the same,” Gabe continues. “Under ‘I see myself getting married in the next five years,’ she went with negative six.”

      Mari clears her throat. “There’s also a write-in answer with that one. It reads, and I quote, ‘roughly the same as the odds I will wake tomorrow with an overwhelming urge to drive a flaming fork through my eyeball.’”

      “I see.” I already liked Ms. Vincent’s resumé, but this is giving me a new dimension.

      A dimension I relate to on a primal level. The CFO will be my closest working colleague at Juniper Ridge. While a part of this social experiment hinges on participants pairing up, the opposite is vital for me.

      “Thank you for the information,” I tell them. “I’ll take it into consideration.”

      Gabe glances at his watch and stands up. “Gotta go. Lauren and I are filming B-roll over in the residences.”

      Mari follows, her bun flopping slightly to one side. “Good luck with the interview,” she tells me. “Call us when you’re done. I want to go over my proposal for the psych profiles of culinary community members.”

      “No crazy chefs,” I tell her. “Or bakers. Or⁠—”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Mari rolls her eyes. “Without your input, I’d definitely put psychotic criminals in charge of our food supply.”

      She’s out the door before I can retort, which is just as well. I didn’t have anything clever to say anyway. I glance at my watch and see there’s no time left for coffee.

      Heaving myself out of my chair, I make my way down the hall and into the lobby. For a former cult compound, this place is pretty nice. Case in point, this lodge with its high ceilings and springy cork floors and enough offices for all six Judson offspring. There’s also an on-site film studio, which I’ll be keeping my distance from as much as possible.

      Trudging into the waiting area, I’m struck by its lone occupant. Dark hair with just enough wave to leave it rippling around her shoulders as she taps away on a laptop. Slender curves, which I absolutely shouldn’t be noticing. I can’t see her eyes until she looks up and hits me square in the chest with the full force of liquid brown irises the color of warm cognac.

      She shuts the laptop and shoves it in her bag on the chair beside her, then stands with a bright smile. “Hello.”

      “Ms. Vincent, I presume?” My voice cracks only a little as I extend a hand and do my best to cover the fact that she’s knocked me off balance. “I’m Dean Judson, CEO. Thank you for waiting. Would you like coffee?”

      “Absolutely.” She shakes my hand with a firm grip. “It’s great to finally meet you. My cousin told me so much about you.”

      “That would be—Jonathan.” I met him when I first came to Oregon to rescue my brother from himself. Since Gabe wound up marrying into Jon’s family, I can’t claim much credit for how great my brother’s doing.

      “I’m glad you brought that up, actually,” I tell Vanessa. “The fact that you’re here—it has nothing to do with any family connection. Your credentials were simply impeccable.”

      “Impeccable, huh?” She grins and slings a gigantic purse over her shoulder in a cross-body style. I keep my eyes locked on her face, unaffected by the sight of the strap pressing a soft path between her breasts.

      “Impeccable,” I repeat. “Former accounting manager for America’s second-largest television network. Treasurer and CFO for a Silicon Valley startup.” I take a step back, intent on keeping a professional distance between us. “In your last role, you raised more than $50 million in venture capital for a company devoted to establishing sustainable farming practices in third-world countries.”

      Vanessa gives a low whistle. “You did your homework. Some of that wasn’t even on my resumé.”

      “I believe in being thorough.” There’s an understatement. “Come on. Coffeemaker’s this way.”

      I lead her into the breakroom, hoping like hell one of my siblings was kind enough to brew some.

      No dice. Lana didn’t even wash her mug that says, “I’m actually not funny. I’m just mean and people think I’m joking.”

      I rinse it and set it in the drying rack before rummaging in the back of a lower cupboard for my favorite mug. I’ve had it twelve years and keep it tucked away so it doesn’t end up lost or broken or nabbed by one of my five siblings. Turning to face the coffeemaker, I assess the task at hand. Christ, this thing has more buttons than my HP 12C Platinum accounting calculator.

      But if I can mastermind a decade of Hollywood’s biggest real estate deals and filmmaker financing, I can make a simple cup of coffee. I punch a few levers and yank at something that spurts a sharp hiss of steam. Finally locating the part that holds coffee grounds, I dump the soggy ones in the trash and hunt for a new filter.

      “Did you have any trouble finding the place?” I ask.

      “Not at all.” Vanessa leans back against the counter to watch me work. “The directions you sent were spot on. This is definitely in the middle of nowhere.”

      “That’s by design, I suppose.”

      “No joke,” she says. “The BONK founders wanted their privacy.”

      One of the few things to admire about the former members of the Benevolent Order of the New Kingdom, the former cult that built this place.

      I stare into the vessel where the coffee grounds go. How much do I put in here? I could check the filter I just tossed, but it seems in poor taste to paw through the trash with a prospective job candidate watching. And she is watching; I can feel her eyes on me.

      “Need help?” she asks cheerfully. “I’ve got some pour-over coffee packs in my purse. Sugar and creamer, too.”

      “Nope, I’ve got it.” Noteworthy about the coffee, though. Well-prepared accountants are a plus.

      Dragging a flowered tin from the back of the cupboard, I pry off the lid. Coffee grounds. I settle for eyeballing it, dumping in a hefty pile into the fresh filter before slamming the trap door shut. Now where does the water go?

      Glancing at Vanessa, I decide to get the interview started. “I assume you’ve been briefed on the concept of Fresh Start at Juniper Ridge.”

      I cross my fingers she hasn’t caught on that I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Not with the coffee, anyway. I’ve got a handle on the rest.

      “Of course,” she says. “Reality television show centered around a thoughtfully planned, self-contained community.” She’s reciting straight from our website, and I admire that. I admire it a lot. “You’re bringing in a diverse group of individuals representing a variety of professions, backgrounds, and lifestyles, and setting the stage for them to create a completely sustainable microcosm of society.”

      “Correct.” Seriously, where does the water go? I yank at a lever and end up unplugging the machine. “It’s part social experiment, part entertainment, part a chance to resurrect a piece of property with some questionable history.”

      “BONK was certainly one of the more—colorful cults.”

      I appreciate that she’s being tactful, but it’s not necessary. “You mean the part where they believed their leader was the progeny of an extraterrestrial prophet and Charlie Sheen, or the part where they touted mass orgies as a means of growing the roster?”

      She laughs. “All of it. I take it you won’t be shying away from that history?”

      “Might as well let viewers learn from others’ missteps so they’re not doomed to repeat them.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see her stiffen. When I look up, she’s dropped her shoulders again. Or maybe I imagined the whole thing.

      Turning back to the coffeemaker, I pry off a piece that turns out to be the water chamber. Now we’re getting somewhere.

      “The BONK founders created one hell of an impressive town, so we’re just giving it new legs.” Belatedly, I realize I’ve just cursed at a job candidate. But if cursing offends her, she’s unlikely to fit the Juniper Ridge family. Maybe it’s a job test.

      Or maybe she’s the one testing me, waiting to see how badly I’ll screw up the coffee thing before I ask for help. I can’t tell from her face if she’s judging. Her expression’s impassive, patient, even serene.

      Damn, she’s beautiful.

      If I weren’t dead inside, I might notice things like that.

      “It’s a clever concept,” Vanessa says, jarring me back to the fact that we’re in job interview mode, even though we haven’t made it to my office. “And financially speaking, there’s high potential for revenue. The files you sent on advertisers who’ve committed—I took the liberty of setting up some spreadsheets, which I’d be happy to show you.”

      “That—that would be great.” I glance at her, braced for the coquettish smile I’ve gotten from dozens of social climbing show biz types. The ‘show me your private office,’ or ‘Let me prove how much I want this job.’

      But Vanessa’s slipping a pair of glasses out of her purse and setting up her laptop on the breakroom table. As the coffee starts to perk, she opens up Excel and dives right into the numbers.

      “In this table here, I’ve factored in the living costs for each member of the cast.” She glances up and lifts a brow. “Are you calling them cast members or residents or what?”

      “Community members.” A little dumbfounded, I drop into the seat beside her. “You already started running numbers?”

      “I emailed the hiring manger to request some data—Marilyn?”

      “Mari.” Who, of course, failed to mention this. “Go on.”

      “Anyway, this takes into account the economic contributions of each community member—for instance, farmers, chefs, grocers—everyone who represents the food supply is shown in this column, while those who contribute to safety—police and fire, for example—are represented here on the grid.”

      I listen to her rattle off numbers, staggered by how much she’s put into this. We had two other candidates make it to this round, and neither took it this far. I listen with rapt attention, impressed she’s thought of aspects of this that my five siblings and I hadn’t considered in months of planning.

      “I’d be happy to email this to you if you’d like a closer look.” She smiles and glances at the coffeemaker. “Smells like that’s ready. Want me to get it?”

      “Definitely not.” I jump up like my chair’s on fire and hurry to grab mugs. “If we were to offer you the CFO position, I’d want to be clear you’re not my assistant. You and I would be partners on the business side of this operation.”

      She nods and tucks a shock of hair behind one ear. “And your siblings—they’re mostly on the production side?” She accepts the mug I hand her, wrapping her fingers around the warm ceramic instead of grabbing the handle. “I find the whole dynamic fascinating.”

      “Yeah, Gabe’s directing, working with our sister, Lauren. She’s the producer.” I blow on my coffee, conscious of an odd sting in my nostrils. “There’s also Mari—Marilyn—she’s a psychologist. The social component was her brainchild.”

      “And Lana.” Vanessa twists the mug in her hands but doesn’t take a sip. “Public relations, right?”

      “Yep, and then Cooper. An actor, though he’ll be taking a different role with this endeavor.”

      I wait for her to ask about Coop. Most people pry for gossip about the Judson family hellraiser, but Vanessa doesn’t go there.

      “You have a lot of talent in one family.” She lifts her mug in a mock toast, then raises it to her lips.

      The instant she sips, her brown eyes bulge. “Holy shit!” She sputters into the mug, spraying coffee as she jumps from her chair. “Did you brew napalm?”

      I take a sip from my own mug and choke. “My God. It’s like battery acid.”

      She’s wiping her tongue with a paper towel, gagging as she does it. “I thought you went heavy on the grounds, but this is like drinking tar.”

      Handing me the roll of paper towels, she bends to rinse her mouth in the sink. Swishing and spitting, she coughs as she edges sideways to make room for me.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, scraping my tongue with my teeth. “It’s—uh—my first time making coffee.”

      “I kinda guessed by watching you,” she says. “But this is beyond awful.”

      I finish gulping water from the tap and stand to face her. Water dribbles down my chin, and this is so far from the interview I imagined that there’s no point in saving it. “You knew I was screwing it up, but you didn’t say so?”

      She folds her arms over her chest and stares me down. “It’s not my style to micromanage. I was giving you the benefit of the doubt that you had a different way of doing things.”

      “And that I wasn’t trying to kill you?” I shake my head, feeling like an asshole. “I really am sorry.”

      “Don’t mention it. What kind of coffee is that, anyway?”

      I open the cupboard and pull out the flowery tin. “Jovan’s Special Blend,” I read off the label.

      “Jovan?” She frowns. “The cult leader? Weren’t they raided like two years ago?”

      I sniff the contents of the canister. “What does tear gas smell like?”

      Vanessa grimaces and dumps the contents of her mug down the sink. “I think I’ll skip the coffee, thanks.”

      “Good thinking.” I start to chuck the whole canister, then stop. “Maybe I should have this tested.”

      She sniffs the contents and shrugs. “It smells like coffee. Really bad, really old coffee, but still coffee.”

      I smell it myself, and she’s right. So maybe it’s a case of user error.

      “Come on.” I put the lid back on and set the canister on the counter. “There’s a coffee shop on the other side of the compound. It’s not fully operational yet, but at least the coffee is drinkable.”

      Vanessa cocks her head. “Does this mean we’re continuing the interview?”

      She’s already hired as far as I’m concerned, but yeah. I should do my due diligence. Failing to do that has burned me before, and no way am I repeating that.

      A chill snakes down my arms, and I wonder if she feels it. The way she’s looking at me is so intense, so intimate, that it stalls the breath in my lungs.

      Vanessa takes a step back. “I should tell you up front that I’m here for a fresh start,” she says. “I’ve had bad luck in the past mixing business and—and—not business, so this role would be purely professional for me.”

      I stare at her as my subconscious jumps up and down yelling.

      You’re hired. You’re so fucking hired.

      But I’ve learned not to listen to that asshole.

      Clearing my throat, I turn toward the door. “Let’s get that coffee.”
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        CONFESSIONAL 46

        Vincent, Vanessa (CFO candidate: Juniper Ridge)

        Like this? I’m not used to all these lights. It’s been a while since—I’m sorry, what was the question? Oh, right. Yes, absolutely it’s a change. A good change, though. I like the idea of starting fresh. Running? I wouldn’t say running, exactly. Not away from something, anyway. More like toward it. Toward something…different.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wrap my hands around a third—and likely ill-advised—cup of coffee and stare straight into Dean Judson’s eyes like I practiced.

      “Absolutely, I’m still interested in the job.” I offer a small but professional smile. “In spite of the fact that you tried to kill me with toxic coffee.”

      An even smaller smile tugs the edges of his mouth, and I resist the urge to wilt with relief. This guy is a tough nut to crack. Over the years, the tabloids have pegged him as sort of a hard-ass.  The big brother of the legendary Judson clan, he’s known for his cool efficiency in business deals and boardrooms.

      But I wasn’t prepared for his eyes. Hazel instead of brown like his brother’s, which I normally wouldn’t notice. But there’s something almost eerie about Dean’s eyes. A greenish silver on the inside, with a faint rim of cinnamon around the edges. I’ve seen them in magazines, but up close they’re quite disarming.

      “…would be working closely with me, but also with the individuals we hire to handle banking and legal issues,” he’s saying, and I order myself to pay attention. “Obviously the level of on-camera time for you would be different from regular community members, but you’d still be participating.”

      “Of course, I already signed the waiver.” I give him my cheeriest smile. “I’m not camera shy, if that’s a concern.”

      He gives me an odd look. “Because of your stint on Baby Spies.”

      Whoa. I mean, it’s no secret my twin sister and I starred in a TV show that lasted a single season when we were six years old, but that was more than two decades ago. It’s sure as hell not on my resumé.

      Surprise must register on my face, because Dean’s expression softens. “I hope you don’t mind, but I believe in being thorough. I needed to know everything I could learn about you.”

      “Of course.” Here’s where I should definitely not admit to internet stalking him. “Is it true you singlehandedly exposed director Dave Wienerman for sexually harassing all those actresses and then fought to upend the Hollywood status quo so it doesn’t happen again?”

      Shit. I didn’t mean to ask that.

      Dean presses his lips together and stares at me. “No.”

      “I see.”

      “Not singlehandedly.”

      Oh.

      He spreads his hands on the table and looks at me. “I see we’ve both done our homework, Ms. Vincent.”

      “Vanessa. Please, call me Vanessa.”

      “Vanessa.” He says my name like he’s tasting it. Like he’s rolling it around on his tongue like a juicy raspberry.

      I uncross my legs and re-cross them, pretty sure I should quit with the coffee. It’s definitely hot in here.

      “Well, Vanessa” he says. “It’s apparent we’ve both done our research. Due diligence is important, so I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      I’m struck suddenly by the urge to know more about him. Some detail that’s not on his IMDb page or in the gossip columns online. Those sites froth with facts about his family’s Hollywood pedigree or his ugly breakup with one of Hollywood’s hottest actresses, but I want more. If we’ll be working as closely as he says, I want to understand what makes Dean Judson tick.

      “Tell me something about yourself.” I grip my mug a little tighter and focus on holding eye contact. “It doesn’t have to be a big secret or anything, but something that’s not on every website.”

      Dean studies me a moment while I try not to look at his hands. They’re splayed on the table like he might take a pen and trace around them, making one of those turkey drawings kids do in kindergarten.

      It would be a huge fucking turkey.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks.

      I drag my eyes off his hands to see him eyeing me with curiosity. He doesn’t look mad, but I force myself to stop smiling. “Nothing. Just thinking of absurd things to share when first meeting someone. Details that give more information than your usual interview questions.”

      Dean quirks an eyebrow. “Such as?”

      His expression tugs my attention to the edge of his left eyebrow, which sports a crescent-shaped scar the size of a nickel. “Your scar.” I point to his forehead unnecessarily. “How did you get it?”

      He hesitates, watching my face like he’s looking for clues that I’m worthy of hearing the story. “Bike accident.”

      Something in his expression tells me there’s more to the story, but I don’t want to push. “Bike accidents can be brutal,” I say. “I had a bad one on a cycling trip through the San Juan Islands.”

      I was riding with an old boyfriend who insisted he knew where we were going and led us down a treacherous gravel-spiked hill. I wound up with sixteen stitches in my left calf and a growing awareness of my unfortunate taste for controlling yet clueless assholes.

      Dean’s eyes sweep mine. “How old were you?”

      “It was right after college, so twenty-two or twenty-three,” I tell him. “How old were you when you had your bike accident?”

      “It wasn’t me in the bike accident.” Again with the hesitation. “My sister, Lana—she’s the baby of the family. Our nanny fell asleep, and we went outside to play.”

      I digest this information, the details he’s shared without meaning to. He was raised with a nanny. He grew up playing with his siblings, even though he’s at least twelve years older than the youngest.

      “Anyway,” he continues, “Lana was always trying to copy everything Lauren did, so when Lauren went off a jump on her bike, Lana tried it on her tricycle.”

      “Ouch.” I don’t know details, but jumping a trike sounds plenty dangerous. “What happened?”

      Dean eases back in his chair a bit, relaxing into the story. “Lana’s lying there screaming and bleeding, while Lauren and Mari try to calm her down.”

      “Were your brothers there?”

      “Yeah.” He smiles a little at that. “Gabe and Coop were standing guard in case our parents came home or the nanny woke up. They had this whole cover story concocted so we wouldn’t get in trouble.”

      He’s given me a snapshot of his whole family in two simple lines, and I’m not sure he realizes it. I’m utterly charmed and irksomely turned on, the latter of which I have no business being in a job interview.

      “Was your sister okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Again, he smiles. “She’s got a head like a battering ram. But then our mom showed up.”

      I’ve read about Shirleen Judson. Not much, just headlines, but enough to get the full picture. Sex siren of ‘70s cinema, she graced the cover of hundreds of fashion magazines and won two Oscars before pausing her acting career to get married and make babies.

      “Was she angry?” I realize I’m on the edge of my seat and scoot back to avoid looking too eager.

      If Dean notices, he says nothing. “Not at us, but she was pissed at the nanny. And she was freaking out about Lana maybe having permanent scars. ‘What if you want to model someday?’ she kept asking. ‘Or star in films?’”

      “Jesus.” And I thought my mom cornered the market on shallowness.

      “She’s not that bad,” Dean says, reading my mind. “Just wanted us to have all the options. Anyway, Lana starts crying harder saying, ‘No scar! No scar!’ even though she’s four and has no idea what a scar is. So I pick up this bottlecap lying on the ground beside her bike. And real quick, I jam it into my forehead. The same spot where Lana had a cut above her eyebrow.”

      “Holy—” I stop myself from saying ‘shit,’ but just barely. “That’s some serious sibling sympathy right there.”

      “I was fifteen,” he says, a little shamefaced. “I didn’t really think it through. But it made Lana stop crying.”

      I don’t even know what to ask. “Does she have the same scar?”

      “Nah, hers wasn’t even that deep,” he says. “Head wounds just bleed a lot. Mine probably would have been fine, too, but it got infected.” He grins and there goes my stomach rolling like a kid doing a somersault down a grassy hill. “Apparently, bottlecaps aren’t hygienic surgical instruments.”

      “You don’t say.” I’m seriously reeling right now with this tidbit from Dean Judson. Maybe he’s told this in magazine interviews, but I don’t think so. For some reason, I’m almost positive this is a story few people know.

      I peer at the scar, seeing it with fresh eyes. “That’s quite the scar. And quite the story.”

      “Thanks.” He picks up his coffee cup and nods at me. “Now you.”

      Damn. I don’t know where to begin. “I can’t compete with that.”

      “It’s not a competition.”

      “Right.” I clear my throat, determined to offer Dean the same sort of insight he just gave me. “I’ve run three ultra-marathons. I’ve climbed Kilimanjaro and K2. I got scuba certified and went cage diving with sharks in Fiji.”

      “So you’re a daredevil.” He looks impressed, though not as much as you might think. “Or an adrenaline junkie.”

      I shake my head, glancing down at my hands. “I’m actually a huge chicken.”

      Just ask my mother. I don’t say that bit out loud, but Dean’s regarding me with intense curiosity.

      “How do you figure you’re a chicken?”

      “I’ve done all that stuff because I’m scared as hell, and I want to prove to myself I can get over it.” Not just prove it to myself, if I’m being honest. “Also, I have severe globophobia.”

      His brow furrows as he puzzles out the word. “Fear of world travel?”

      “Nope.” I bite the edge of my lip. “Fear of balloons.”

      I stare him in the eye, waiting for the laughter that always follows.

      Dean sits silent. “You’re afraid of balloons.”

      “Yep. Terrified. If I walk into a little kid’s birthday party and see them, I have to walk back out or I’ll have a full-on panic attack.”

      “You’re kidding me.” It’s not a question, so he knows I’m not kidding. “Is it a fear of the balloons or the balloons being popped?”

      “Both,” I admit. “I’ve seen several shrinks about it and even got hypnotized once. But nothing seems to cure it.”

      Dean quirks an eyebrow. “Not even wading through a sea of balloons.”

      I suppress a shudder, shaking my head. “Not that I’ve tried that specifically, but no. It’s not like rock climbing or sky diving where doing the thing helps me get past my fear. It’s been the opposite, really.”

      “Huh.” His expression is thoughtful with a touch of confusion.

      It’s possible this was not the best story to share in a job interview. I’m about to explain. To tell him it shouldn’t be an issue as long as he’s not planning some sort of fucked up office party with clowns twisting oblong latex forms into zoo animals.

      But then his face breaks into a smile. Folding his hands together on the table, he gives me a nod. “I’d like to offer you the job.”

      I blink. “Because of, or in spite of my weird phobia?”

      He laughs and leans back in his chair. “Neither. I was planning to do it anyway, but you kinda sealed the deal with that story.”

      I’m honestly not sure what he means, but I don’t ask him to elaborate. I got the job, and that’s what matters. “Is there a contract I can look over or⁠—”

      “Yeah, hang on.” He whips out his phone, and I watch as his thumbs fly over the screen. For a guy with such oversized digits, he sure is dexterous. I’m the world’s clumsiest typist on my phone, but this guy’s fingers move like he’s stroking clitoris-covered piano keys.

      Stop staring at his hands.

      “Done,” he says, putting the phone down. “Mari will be here in a couple minutes with a contract for you to review. You can take your time looking it over, but we’d love to have a response by the end of the week.”

      It’s all I can do not to fall off my chair. “Wow. That was—uh—quick.”

      He shrugs. “When you know, you know.”

      I feel my smile start to falter, though I rally to keep the edges of my lips tipped up. How many times have I been sure—absolutely freakin’ positive—that some guy is THE ONE. The guy I’m meant to spend the rest of my life with?

      Five times?

      Ten?

      I’m ashamed to admit it’s probably more.

      My intuition is busted, at least when it comes to men.

      As Marilyn Judson hustles in with a stack of paperwork, I’m eternally glad that is not the tidbit I chose to share in a job interview. I’m fine with them knowing I’ve sworn off dating. I’d prefer they not know the precise ways I’ve made enough poor choices to give up men altogether.

      “Here we go.” Dean’s sister sits down in the chair beside me and sticks out her hand. “Marilyn Judson. You can call me Mari.”

      “Vanessa,” I say, trying not to stare at the assortment of writing implements sticking out of her floppy bun. Two pens and a pencil by my count.

      But Mari’s a psychologist. A famous one if her “Shrink to the Stars” label is an indication. She misses nothing. “It’s an easy place to store them,” she says, plucking a pen from her hair and handing it to me. “Moving out of Hollywood means we’re no longer required to conform to those standards of style and beauty.”

      “Amen to that.” I take the pen from her before realizing I have no idea what I’m about to sign. I glance down, expecting a contract, but see it’s just a confidentiality form. “I think I already signed one of these.”

      “This one’s different from the preliminary form.” Mari pushes her glasses up her nose. “This form is only for prospective community members who receive offers. We ask that you maintain confidentiality about financial information and details of our compensation package.”

      Dean nods, watching me closely. “We don’t want competing networks knowing too much about what we do.”

      “Ah.” I don’t have many Hollywood connections, but even I’ve heard rumblings that the Voltan Network doesn’t love the surging competition from the Judsons. I skim the form before inking my name at the bottom. “If it’s okay, I’d like a little more time to review the contracts themselves.”

      “Of course.” Mari smiles, revealing an adorable dimple and a hint of freckles on the bridge of her nose. “Have your lawyer look over them if necessary. We want you to feel comfortable about everything that’s in here.”

      Dean’s phone—which is still sitting on the table between us—gives a jarring buzz. He frowns down at the screen, and though I try not to stare, I can’t help noticing the name that pops up.

      Investigator Brixton.

      He hits the button to force it to voicemail, then makes eye contact with his sister. Something passes between them before Mari gives a quick nod.

      Dean clears his throat. “In the interest of full disclosure, there’s something you should know.”

      “Oh?” I try to keep my voice curious instead of fearful. “What’s that?”

      Mari squares her shoulders. “We’re working with authorities to ensure members of the Juniper Ridge community remain safe and protected at all times.”

      I stare at her, absorbing the words. “And is there a reason to think they wouldn’t be?”

      “No.” Dean clears his throat. “Local police are in the loop, and the private investigator we’ve hired is verifying whether the threats are credible. So far, he’s seen no reason to be alarmed.”

      “Threats?” I’m not sure how we got from tricycles and balloons to job offers and menacing figures. “What kind of threats?”

      Again with the exchange of sibling looks, something I can’t quite read. But I have a twin, so I know what it means to communicate without words.

      Dean takes a deep breath. “Someone does not want Fresh Start at Juniper Ridge to happen.”
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        CONFESSIONAL 87

        Judson, Dean (CEO: Juniper Ridge)

        Yeah, I guess I’ve always been a little too direct. That’s one reason I knew I belonged behind the scenes in showbiz instead of in front of the camera. Or behind it. You can’t just blurt shit out when you’re directing some snot-nosed actor who’s convinced his shit doesn’t stink. Huh? Who says I can’t say shit on camera? Twice. Three times.

        Goddammit.
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        * * *

      

      It dawns on me too late that the moment my top candidate for CFO is ready to sign on the dotted line is not the time to mention her safety may be in jeopardy.

      Then again, when is the right time? Before the interview or after she scrawls her signature on this big-ass pile of paperwork?

      Vanessa’s gripping Mari’s favorite myrtlewood pen and looking at me with those big, brown eyes. I owe her an explanation.

      With a sigh, I dive right in. “It started with some threatening emails,” I tell her. “Stupid sh—stuff.”

      “Like what?” She doesn’t sound alarmed, but she’s obviously curious. She sets down the pen and folds her hands on the table.

      “It seemed like your run-of-the-mill hate mail at first.” I stop myself there, conscious of the fact that non-Hollywood types probably don’t get hate mail on a daily basis. “Things like, ‘with a show concept that stupid, I hope you fail before the first episode airs.’ Or there were a few that made reference to our location—something about asshole Californians swooping in and buying up all the land in Oregon.”

      At that, Mari rolls her eyes. “Because an abandoned cult compound is such a hot piece of real estate.”

      “Right.” I clear my throat. “Anyway, we didn’t think much about the emails. But then Lana got this flower delivery.”

      “Lana’s the youngest.” Vanessa’s eyes hold mine, and it’s clear she’s thinking about the story I told. The one about stabbing myself in the forehead to make my baby sister feel better.

      “Yeah. Lana’s in public relations. The kind where it’s her job to make celebrities look less like assholes, so she’s had a lot of admirers.”

      “And the opposite of admirers,” Mari adds, deftly avoiding the word enemies. “So it wasn’t completely out of left field that the flowers turned out to be sunflowers.”

      “Which she’s allergic to,” I add for Vanessa’s benefit. “It’s one of those quirky personal details they mention sometimes in articles, so anyone could have known that.”

      “Or not known it.” Mari rests the tips of her fingers on the table and regards Vanessa with her HR look. “It’s difficult to determine motivation or intent from the card that came with the flowers.”

      Vanessa glances from my sister to me. “What did the card say?”

      I clear my throat again. “‘Get back to LA soon, Love.’”

      “I see.” Vanessa’s wheels are turning as she digests the information. “And was that the end of the threats?”

      I take a deep breath. “We’re not sure.”

      She glances from me to Mari and back again. “What do you mean you’re not sure?”

      My sister is telepathically urging me to play it cool. I can see the frustration in her eyes, in the way she just picked up the pen Vanessa dropped and speared it back through her bun with impressive force. “Last night, there was an attempt to hack the company email.”

      “More than an attempt,” I say as gently as possible. “Someone managed to fire off about a dozen messages that appeared—for all intents and purposes—to come from members of the Juniper Ridge team.”

      Vanessa cocks her head to one side, curiosity piqued again. “Do you know what the messages said?”

      Mari grits her teeth. “One of them originated from my email address and appeared to inform our top candidate for medical director that in order to be considered for the position, he’d need to email me ten photos of his bare feet.”

      “Yikes.” Vanessa cringes, then lifts an eyebrow. “Wait. Did you find out before or after he sent the images?”

      A flush races up my sister’s throat. “Before, fortunately. He replied seeking clarification about whether they needed to be prints or digital images. Thank God I was able to clear it up.”

      “Huh.” Vanessa looks at me. “What else?”

      Naturally, she’s guessed that’s only the beginning. I sigh and wish I hadn’t opened this can of worms. “There’s the one sent from Lauren’s email to a local cable station, offering exclusive footage from her private collection of personal sex videos.”

      “A collection that does not exist,” Mari adds quickly. “Neither does the offer from Cooper to star in a miniseries about competitive mooing.”

      “Competitive mooing?” Vanessa blinks. “That’s a thing?”

      Mari presses her lips together. “Apparently it’s quite popular. They hold an annual Moo-la-Palooza in Wisconsin.”

      Vanessa looks at me. “I guess the guy gets points for creativity.”

      And for knowing way too much about my family, though that’s not a theory I’m ready to share just yet. “Most of the emails were pretty harmless,” I tell her. “But the one from me to our top investor inviting him to a nude tomato fight could have been a disaster if the investor wasn’t a good friend.”

      A friend who knows I can’t stand tomatoes, both eating them or being hit in the junk with one.

      “Well.” Vanessa presses her palms to the table. “That’s—inconvenient.”

      Before I can reply, the café door swings open, and Colleen Carver marches through, a laptop gripped in her hands. Spotting us at our corner table, she moves toward us with a purpose.

      “You guys have to see this.” Setting the computer on the table, she flips it open and glances at Mari. “Sorry, are you in the middle of something?”

      “A job offer.” I nod at Vanessa. “We’ve already brought Ms. Vincent up to speed on the situation.”

      Mari gestures from Colleen to Vanessa, making the introduction I’m too much of a dumbass to remember. “Ms. Vincent is our choice to be the company’s Chief Financial Officer,” she explains.

      “Vanessa, please.” She sticks out her hand and gives Colleen’s a pleasant shake. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Same. I’m Colleen, by the way.”

      “Colleen and her wife, Patti, are wildlife biologists,” Mari explains. “They were stationed here when Gabe and Dean first visited.”

      Colleen laughs, and it’s a warm, booming sound I’ve come to love in the short time I’ve lived here. “We’ve been running the coffee shop, and in my spare time, I play around with computers.”

      “She’s one of the top hackers in the country,” I clarify, seeing no point in beating around the bush. “And we’re very grateful she and Patti agreed to stay on as part of the team.”

      “Very,” Mari agrees.

      In the months we’ve known Colleen and Patti, their homemade muffins and gentle advice have filled a parental need Mari and I have never totally acknowledged. But given our upbringing, it’s not surprising we’d cling to their gentle brand of mothering.

      “Right back atcha.” Colleen boots up her laptop and toggles to something on the screen. “Take a look at this.”

      She angles the computer so we can see the string of gobbledygook numbers and symbols on the screen. It’s all Greek to me.

      Vanessa gives me a questioning look. “I’m sorry, do you want me to go?”

      I shake my head and glance at Mari. “You may as well be part of this. Not like any of us can understand what the hell that is.”

      “Right, well, I actually do.” Vanessa glances at Mari. “Sorry about messing up your online questionnaire.”

      That’s right, she altered the forms. I’m suddenly reminded of her answers to the questions about marriage.

      And as she moves closer to make room for Colleen, I’m reminded of other things. That women smell nice and have hair that tickles pleasantly against the back of my hand. Not that I’m noticing that stuff. Or that her skin is soft where her forearm brushes mine.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs. “Tight squeeze.”

      “No problem.” My voice sounds strained, and Mari gives me a look.

      Meanwhile, Colleen points to her laptop. “You see this string of code right here? Take a closer look at this part.”

      I know I should be looking at the screen, but I catch myself watching Vanessa’s face instead. She slips on her glasses, and the graceful intelligence in her face makes my heart squeeze.

      “Wow,” she says. “Someone went to a lot of trouble to hide his location. Looks like it’s set up to appear as though it’s coming from a web portal in Kansas.”

      “I figure that’s the location of the portal’s data center, but check this out.” Colleen points to another spot. “He slipped up. From what I can tell, this appears to be coming from an IP address right here in Oregon.”

      Vanessa peers closer and nods. “Great catch. And right below that—what’s this about?”

      “I noticed that, too.” Colleen glances at me and gives a quick nod. “Nice eye.”

      The two of them banter some more about encryption and firewalls and a bunch of other stuff I don’t understand. Colleen keeps glancing at me, and I’m starting to suspect she can read my mind. That despite my best intent to keep my thoughts about Vanessa professional, Colleen’s picked up on my attraction to her.

      I clear my throat. “We should probably let you get back on the road.” I touch the contract in front of Vanessa, aware that my hand is inches from her arm. “It’s going to take you a while to get through that.”

      Mari gives me an odd look before turning her attention to Vanessa. “You’re more than welcome to stay in one of the vacant cabins,” she says. “It’s a long drive back to Bend, and spending a night on site would give you a better feel for the place.”

      “Right, yes.” I swallow hard, the thought of Vanessa sleeping close by filling my head with all kinds of thoughts I shouldn’t have. “It might help you to make your decision.”

      “Thanks, but I should get back to Bend.” She grabs the stack of paperwork and stands up, tapping it once on the table. “My cousin’s hosting some fancy dinner at the resort. I promised I’d be there.”

      “Of course.” Relief and disappointment wash through me in equal parts. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      Dumb. What a dumb offer. It’s a job interview, not a date.

      But Vanessa just smiles. “Thanks.” She extends a hand to Colleen first. “Very nice to meet you.”

      Colleen gives her hand a firm shake. “I hope we’ll be seeing a lot more of you.”

      “Same.” Vanessa turns to Mari. “It was a pleasure meeting you as well.”

      “Likewise.” Mari stands and slips a business card out of the pocket on her briefcase. “If you have any questions about the benefits package or the details of the offer, please call me anytime.”

      “I will, thanks.” Vanessa slips the card into her purse and turns to me. “I’m parked out in front of the lodge.”

      “I’m walking back there anyway.” I let her go first, then worry she’ll think I’m checking out her ass. Goddammit, I should have paid more attention in that HR workshop Mari gave.

      But soon we’re walking side by side across the parking lot, the early summer sun bathing us in warm, syrupy light. On the western horizon, the red-gold dirt of the Cascade foothills seems to glow. There’s a grassy field to the west where an irrigation system gives a steady tsk-tsk-tsk, scolding me for thinking impure thoughts about Vanessa.

      “Is all of this part of the Juniper Ridge property?” she asks.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a little over 50,000 acres. Members of BONK planned to expand and eventually build a sports stadium over there by the waterpark.”

      “That’s right, I read about the waterpark.” She grins and flutters the papers of the contract. “Definitely a job perk I’ll take into consideration.”

      “There’s a world-class climbing area just north of here.” I point toward the ridge where the basalt cliffs cling to shreds of late sunlight. “In case that’s a selling point.”

      “Noted,” she says. “I do love rock climbing. And I read somewhere that there’s a lake for paddling?”

      “You haven’t seen it yet?”

      She shakes her head. “I meant to ask for a tour, but we got busy.”

      “Damn, I should have offered you one.” This is why I shouldn’t be in charge of hiring.

      “It’s okay. I really do need to get back, but maybe I could come out again soon for the tour?”

      “We’ll make it happen.” The eagerness in my voice makes me want to hurl tomatoes at my own junk. Luckily, we’ve reached the edge of the parking lot, where an older-looking Lexus SUV sits next to Gabe’s vintage Mustang.

      Vanessa hits the key fob to unlock her car and smiles. “I recognized Gabe’s car, so I figured this was an okay spot to park.”

      “You’ll have your own designated parking spot.” That’s assuming she accepts the job. I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. “One of the perks of an administrative position.”

      Opening the rear door, she sets her bag on the floor of the backseat. “What about lodging? I know the ad said that’s provided, but would I have to sleep with someone else?”

      Her word choice seems to register in her brain at the same time it does mine, and her cheeks flush crimson. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “No, that’s okay. You’d have your own private cabin.”

      “Great. Perfect.” She bites her lip. “This might be an awkward question, but⁠—”

      “It’s okay, I’m used to it.” Fuck, that was dumb. I have no idea what she’s going to ask, but experience tells me it’s something personal like my breakup with Andrea Knight or the Dave Wienerman scandal. “I mean, you can ask anything.”

      She gives me an odd look. “Okay, um—I was wondering about pets.”

      I blink. “Pets?”

      “Dogs, specifically.” Her cheeks flush just a little. “I’ve always wanted one, and this seemed like a good chance to adopt a dog.”

      “Oh. Yes, of course.” I’m such an idiot. “You can definitely have pets in your cabin. As many as you like, dogs or cats or zebras or pterodactyls.”

      She laughs and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Just a dog will do. Thanks.”

      God, she’s beautiful with that color in her cheeks and the sun glinting in her hair.

      Which is why I take a step back. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms.…Vanessa.”

      “Likewise Mr.…Dean.” She smiles and holds out her hand to shake.

      I’ve just started to reach for it when her eyes blaze wide.

      “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!”

      With a shriek, she leaps onto the car’s running board, shoes scrambling for purchase. Her heel slips on the metal edge as her arm tangles in the seatbelt, and she flails back with a blood-curdling scream.

      “Snakesnakesnakesnake!”

      I throw my arms out to catch her without fully registering her words. She lands against my chest with a helluva lot more force than I’m expecting.

      “Ooof.” I reel to the side, fighting to keep us both upright, but she’s struggling and shrieking and still panting “snakesnakesnakesnake!” as I struggle to keep my balance.

      I’m realizing she must have spotted one of our resident diamondback rattlers, which I’m not fond of either. My shaky balance makes the snap decision easier, and I topple us both into the backseat.

      I fall hard on my back, arms wrapped snug around Vanessa. She keeps flailing, but gravity’s no match for her panic. She lands on top of me, collapsing in a sprawl across my chest.

      “Ooof.” I grunt as her full weight hits me, and I slide my hands to her hips to catch some of her weight.

      She blinks down at me, mouth open in a wide O.
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