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        Praise for Jennifer Dawson

        USA TODAY calls Crave and Taken a must-read romance

      

      

      “Crave gets the balance between lust filled scenes and a meaningful plot just right. Neither takes from the other and together they just add up to a very satisfying and emotional read.” —Between My Lines

      
        
        “If you love Foster, Kaye and Dawson’s Something New series you’ll love Crave and the Undone series.” —Caffeinated Book Reviewer.

      

      

      
        
        “Every character in this book (Sinful) is amazingly written. ” —Bookish Bevil

      

      

      
        
        “You know why I love this author? She takes something absolutely mundane like a “Best Friend’s Sister” romance and turns it into a masterpiece.” —For the Love of Fictional Worlds

      

      

      
        
        “Crave by Jennifer Dawson is a darkly erotic and deeply moving romance.”-—Romance Novel News

      

      

      
        
        “Jennifer Dawson’s Sinful has amazing scenes that get my heart beating and calls for a cold shower, but the love story that is evolving between Leo and Jillian is amazing.”—Courting Fiction
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      I’m Cat McKay, and I’m in desperate need of a man.

      
        
        My farm manager deserted me six weeks before our grand opening that will help put my family’s business on the map. Now I need to find a replacement because I’m not about to be the reason we fail. Unfortunately, Caden Landry— whose arrogance, evasions, and good looks rub me the wrong way—is my only option on a list of zero candidates.

      

      

      
        
        So, as much as it pains me to admit it, I need him to step in and save the day.  Yeah, I hate it too.

      

      

      
        
        I’m Caden Landry, and I have a self-destructive streak a mile wide.

      

      

      
        
        One thing is clear I need to stay the hell away from my new boss, Cat McKay. Not an easy task, considering she’s the kind of woman I find irresistible. But I’m tired of running, tired of living paycheck to paycheck with nothing but a flatbed to my name.  I’m determined this time I’m going to get my life together.

      

      

      
        
        So, I’m not about to screw a golden opportunity because I can’t keep my hands off the woman in charge. This time, self-preservation will prevail.
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            Cat

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at Caden Landry, my eyes narrowed, trying to figure out if I hate him. Based on the twenty minutes I’ve spent interviewing him, I’m going with yes. Yes, I do.

      The term interview is generous, considering our stilted conversation and his general evasion of all my questions. I should kick him out, but I don’t have that luxury at the moment. I sigh.

      When fellow local farmer and good friend, Gabriel Levorn, recommended the man, I thought my panicked prayers had been answered. But this guy is not what I envisioned. I pictured him older and world-weary, with sad, tired eyes—like my last farm manager.

      That’s not what I got.

      Caden Landry is all tall and broad, with lean hips and long legs. And while he does wear world-weariness like a cloak, the man across from me has a hard face, cold, dark blue eyes, and a chiseled jaw. He’s handsome in a remote, do-not-fuck-with-me type of way.

      Everything about his stance and attitude screams keep away, and since the moment he filled up my small office in my family’s distillery, I’ve wanted him gone.

      Except I’m desperate, and he’s my only option.

      My middle brother and future sister-in-law’s farm-to-table restaurant—named after our small, central Louisiana town, Toulon—is opening in six weeks, and my last farm manager up and quit three weeks ago with no notice, taking off to parts unknown.

      This is no ordinary restaurant. My brother Jackson and his fiancée, Gwen, are world-renowned chefs, both beautiful and talented. When they bought the vacant lot next to our land, I thought they were crazy, but the restaurant was booked solid within an hour of going live online. A select group of chefs are coming to a private event the night before the opening from all over the world. This restaurant is one of the biggest things that’s ever happened to our town. There are crops to harvest, a menu to build, and not enough hours in the day.

      On top of that, my oldest brother, Wyatt, and I grow cane to make rum for our specialty distillery. We’ve been growing at a steady clip, increasing our market slowly over time, but considering Jackson and Gwen are featuring McKay’s Rum in their restaurant, we’re as invested in their success as they are.

      That’s why I need someone special—a farmer who not only understands the cane fields used to make our local, independent rum, but also the challenges of growing organic, non-GMO heirloom vegetables and herbs.

      Not exactly a skill set that grows on trees.

      As operations manager, hiring is my job, and so far I’ve received exactly zero applicants, let alone someone that might meet my brother’s ridiculously high standards. When Gabe called me about Caden Landry, he swore he had the magic touch and I wouldn’t be sorry. I couldn’t believe my good luck. I had started to panic.

      Considering the glowing endorsement from a man I trust, I should be elated, and I am…except this guy rubs me the wrong way. Suspicion is like a knot in my gut. If he’s so good, why is he unemployed?

      A niche, specialty market produces niche, specialty experts that are in high demand, snatched up by the big outfits the second they hint at discontent. But this man—who’s far too handsome for comfort, if you ask me—is available to start tomorrow. Why?

      Gabe knows how important this is, and he always has my best interests at heart. He’d never steer me wrong. But I have a bad feeling.

      Unfortunately, I have no other options, so unless Caden somehow lets it slip that he’s a serial killer, I’m going to give him the job.

      Not that I’m letting him in on that fact just yet.

      He doesn’t seem like the type of man you give the upper hand.

      Across from me, one of his dark brows arches. “Are you just going to sit there all day thinking? ’Cause I’ve got things I can do.”

      His voice is a slow, Louisiana drawl, like smoke and honey. It slides down my spine, straightening me in my chair.

      I snap back to attention and clear my throat. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

      “Clearly.” His tone is wry. “Now, about the job.”

      Okay, I need to pretend this guy isn’t my only option, if I want to establish the upper hand. I pick up my pen and click it, as though I’m preparing to write something important. “Do you have any management experience?”

      He nods and kicks out his long legs like he owns the place. “I do.”

      He doesn’t elaborate, and the silence stretches between us.

      I fold my hands on top of my desk. “Care to expound on that?”

      He shrugs one broad shoulder, and his muscles flex under the cotton of his gray T-shirt. “I was a farm manager at a large outfit over in California for the last couple of years. I managed the crew, fields, crops—you name it, I’ve done it.”

      Yet he’s willing to work for us? We’re a growing farm that’s attracted some local attention, but we’re hardly in the big league. And we’re not traditional farmers; we make products and food with what we produce, rather than exporting it, which isn’t exactly the same thing.

      I figure it’s my duty to get some answers and at least ensure he’s not a murderer or didn’t get fired for theft. “Why did you leave there?”

      “Time to move on.”

      I look at him. His eyes meet mine, hard and steady. Unreadable.

      I swallow. “Do you have references I can check?”

      His chin juts out, defiant. “Gabe vouched for me. That should be good enough for you.”

      He irritates me, acting like he’s annoyed that I’m questioning him. I lean back in my leather desk chair. “Gabe’s not making the hiring decisions here. I am.”

      His full lips lift in a smirk. “Am I waking up at four thirty tomorrow or not?”

      “I don’t think I like your attitude.”

      He laces his fingers across his stomach. “I don’t think you’re in a position to be choosy.”

      “And why do you think that?”

      Another shrug. “I pay attention. Gabe told me your last manager quit without notice.”

      “And how exactly do you know Gabe?”

      Gabe and I have been friends since we were three, and Caden Landry is not a name I’ve ever heard.

      He tilts his head. “We worked together in another life.”

      Obviously I will need to get more information on that front from Gabe.

      “Not much of a talker, are you?” My words drip with sarcasm.

      “Since he recommended me, I assume he already gave you the details, so I don’t see the point in reiterating information you already know.”

      Only I hadn’t asked Gabe for details, though under normal circumstances I would have. When he called, I’d been juggling about twenty things at once and had grabbed the life preserver without question. I’d assumed Caden Landry would be as likable and agreeable as Gabe. I was wrong on that part.

      I’ll be asking Gabe the things I should have as soon as possible, but that doesn’t help me in the present.

      Since I’m not about to admit I did zero research prior to this interview, I try again to establish some sort of authority. “Just because Gabe spoke well of you doesn’t mean the job is automatically yours.”

      He smirks. “Look, I can use Google. I know how important the restaurant opening is. I also know McKay’s Rum has been making strides over the last couple of years. A successful opening with rave reviews from chefs all over the world will really put you on the map, now won’t it?”

      My jaw sets. I stupidly hadn’t anticipated him knowing our current situation. I’m horrible at this job. It’s no wonder he’s so arrogant. I shift in my office chair. “That’s true, but that doesn’t mean I’m desperate.”

      He moves to stand. “All right then. You have yourself a good day, Ms. McKay.”

      Surprise flashes hot across my skin. This is not a man to be underestimated. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      I glare at him, ignoring the panic beating against my ribs. “You know interviewing is a standard business practice.”

      He folds his arms over his chest and stares down at me, his gaze intent.

      My stomach dips, and I repress a shiver of unease. He’s imposing—intimidating even. I’m small, only five-two to be exact, and sitting down, he looms over me.

      “You’re not asking the right questions.”

      I’m fully aware that he’s driving and dominating this entire process, but I’m off balance now and don’t know how to get things back under control. My fingers tighten on the pen I’m still holding, and I already have a death grip on it.

      I force myself to relax. “And what do you believe I should be asking?”

      His head tilts. “How about anything to do with my ability to grow things and run a crew? What is my method of germination? Fertilization? Linage? Grow cycle? Management style? Those are good starts. I don’t have a lot of patience for non-essential information. Truth is you’re not gonna find anyone else with even half the knowledge I have. If you hire me, you’ll get crops you didn’t dream possible.”

      He’s throwing a lot of confidence in my direction. “You think you’re that good?”

      “I know I’m that good.”

      Coming from him, the words don’t even sound boastful. He says them as fact, like I should be as certain of him as I am that the sky is blue.

      “So why can’t I check your references?”

      He puts his palms flat on my desk. “Because you already have the best reference possible, Gabe. It’s none of your business why I left, because it has nothing to do with my ability to harvest your fields. So what’s it going to be? You in, or you out?”

      The silence hangs thick between us. It’s ninety and humid today, and despite the air conditioning blasting through the vents, a bead of sweat trickles down my spine.

      Our eyes lock, the air so tense you could cut it.

      This is without a doubt the worst interview I’ve ever conducted in my life.

      Everything about this interaction screams that while I might be the boss, he’s got the upper hand and doesn’t respect my authority. If I hire him, he’ll challenge me every step of the way. As sure as I’m sitting here, if he works for me, we will do battle.

      Obviously, this is a bad match for someone I need to work with closely.

      More than anything, I want to send him on his way so I never have to lay eyes on him again. Except once again, I’m desperate, and Gabe trusts him. And my instincts also tell me he’s not bullshitting, that he’ll deliver what he’s promised.

      I have a lot of faults, but my instincts aren’t one of them.

      So even though it kills me and gives him far too much power, I’m going to put my family, and our business, ahead of my dislike. With as much grace and dignity as I can muster, I take a fresh piece of paper and write down my offer before folding it and handing it to him. “That includes room and board. You can move your stuff in tonight and start first thing tomorrow.”

      He flips open the folded note, reads it, and nods. “Why don’t you show me where to put my stuff.”

      Only time will tell if this is the best or worst decision I’ve ever made.

      I stand and hold out my hand. “Welcome aboard.”

      His big palm slides into mine, and an electric shock races along my skin. “You won’t be sorry.”

      When our hands part, his rough, calloused fingers scrape across my palm and my skin heats. I narrow my eyes and say in a hard voice, “We’ll see about that.”
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        Caden

      

      

      

      I follow Cat McKay out of her office and down a narrow corridor that leads outside. Maybe my tactics are unorthodox, but they got the job done.

      As she walks in front of me, my gaze slides over her golden brown hair, which is pulled off her neck in a messy ponytail, along the line of her neck, down the curve of her back and dip of her waist in a white tank top, to her perfect ass in tight, faded jeans.

      She’s tiny. Tiny enough to put in all sorts of interesting positions. And her body is fan-fucking-tastic. But that’s not my worry. Good bodies are a dime a dozen.

      It’s her face that’s the real trouble.

      Unusual steely gray eyes, high cheekbones, and a lush mouth set off perfectly by her peaches-and-cream skin. Individually, taken apart piece by piece, Cat McKay should be wholesome and pure looking, but put together, well, that’s a different story.

      She’s not exactly sexy. She’s more… I don’t know the word. But it’s something.

      She has a vulnerability about her that makes me want to violate her.

      Not that I will, because I’ve made the mistake of mixing business and pleasure a few times before, and I’ve finally learned the lesson.

      But if I’d met her in a bar, I’d have taken her home and done filthy things to her.

      That skin is just made to be flushed.

      I’m going to have to ignore that.

      I’m thirty-six, with a healthy self-destructive streak that’s forced me to start over one too many times, and I’m tired of it. I’ve been living on the road for the past six months, driving from place to place, crashing on couches, running.

      I’m done. It’s time to get my shit together.

      I played a good game because I knew all Cat McKay’s cards before I even walked in the room. But despite what I said, how I acted, I need her as much as she needs me.

      I miss the feel of digging my hands into dirt.

      That fine sheen of dust, grit, and sweat over my body at the end of a long day.

      The ache of well-used muscles.

      And the heavy pull of boneless exhaustion behind my eyes.

      I need to get back to work, and this place feels like somewhere I can plant some roots. That is, if I don’t fuck it up per usual.

      Cat’s shoulder blades flex under the cotton of her tank.

      Just my unfortunate luck that we spark.

      It’s nothing I can’t ignore, but I’d prefer it wasn’t there.

      I might have won my first battle with the woman who’s now my boss, but I hold no illusions I’ll win them all. I threw her off balance, had her at a distinct disadvantage, but once she regains her footing, she’ll be a force to be reckoned with.

      It’s best to stay on guard, and that starts with keeping my dick in my pants and my mind off what Cat’s lips might look like wrapped around it.

      We walk out into the bright, beating sun. The humidity hits me like a wet blanket, and it smells like home.

      After all these years, I’m back in central Louisiana. I didn’t grow up in Toulon like most people around here, but I wasn’t far away. Not sure how I feel about coming full circle, but it’s where the path led me, and here I am.

      We walk down a dirt road, and a hand on the edge of the cane fields waves to her.

      She waves back.

      My eyes narrow on the green of the leaf—not quite as bright as it should be. I don’t need to touch it to know it’s not supple the way it’s supposed to be, and that underneath the surface there’s a brittleness I won’t like feeling there.

      To Cat’s back I say, “Your irrigation system is off.”

      She stops on a dime and pivots. “What do you mean?”

      I gesture toward the crop. “Your hydration schedule is wrong.”

      “I beg to differ.” She puts her hands on full hips. “I set it myself.”

      I shrug my shoulder. “You set it wrong.”

      Her brow furrows, and she glances back at the fields. “There’s not one thing wrong with the crops.”

      I look out at the vast expanse of land that’s only going to get bigger as the McKay’s establish their place in the world. If I play my cards right, I can find a place here. All I need to do is lay low, do my job, and not cause any waves.

      That’s not my nature. I’ve always been a hell raiser, and it’s landed me in nothing but trouble time and again. I’m determined this time will be different.

      I glance down at the woman. At six-three, I tower over her. I could pick her up and take her against a wall without even breaking a sweat.

      I never fucking learn, do I?

      I shake off the mental image. It’s habit is all.

      With enough time and pussy at the local bar, I’ll get used to being around her.

      I get back to the subject at hand. “You’re right. There’s nothing wrong with the crops.”

      A smug righteousness flashes across her features.

      “But they’re not as good as they could be.” Her face falls, and I experience a surge of sympathy, but not enough to stop. She’s paying me for a job, and I’m going to do it. She’ll have to get over her ego. “If you want award winners, these aren’t going to cut it.”

      She huffs. “Well, I think you’re wrong.”

      I want to argue with her, but choose not to. One, because heated arguments will only ratchet up the lurking sexual tension between us, and two, because it will infuriate her.

      “Time will tell who’s right,” I drawl.

      Her white teeth sink into flesh, and I ignore the surge of lust I feel. I can’t quite tell yet if she’s aware of the chemistry or if she’s too distracted by her dislike of me.

      I flash a smile and lean in. “I expect a ‘You were right, Caden’ when I prove you wrong.”

      Her shoulders snap back. “Like that’s ever going to happen.”

      “Like I said, time will tell.”

      “Exactly.” She leans forward and taps the tip of one blunt nail to her mouth. “Regardless, I can promise those words will never cross my lips.”

      Before I can respond, a male voice says, “What’s going on here?”

      I glance up and see a guy that bears enough similarity to Cat—despite the difference in stature—that he has to be one of the McKay brothers standing across from us, a stunning, flame-haired redhead at his side.

      Everything about the woman is mischievous, from her twinkling, electric blue eyes to her long hair that spells trouble.

      She gives me a wide, slow, brilliant smile. “What do we have here?”

      Cat shakes her head up at the clear blue sky before blowing out a breath. She gestures toward the couple. “Caden Landry, this is my brother Jackson and his fiancée, Gwen Johnson.” She flips a hand back in my direction. “This is our new farm manager.”

      Jackson’s face clears, and he sticks out a hand. “Nice to meet you, man.”

      “You too.” We shake, grips firm and strong.

      Gwen smiles at me in greeting. “Thank God. I was giving myself one more day before I allowed panic to set in.”

      I chuckle. “Well, rest easy. I’m here to save the day.”

      Cat mutters something that sounds an awful lot like, “Oh sweet Jesus.”

      I glance down at her. “You say something, boss?”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head, eyes glittering with not-so-repressed agitation.

      Jackson rubs a hand over his jaw. “You know about the restaurant opening?”

      “I do.”

      “When are you starting? We need to review the crops as soon as possible.” Jackson’s tone carries the cadence of someone expecting to be obeyed, and I can respect that.

      Gwen rolls her eyes. “At least give him a chance to get settled in.”

      I’m eager to get started and get away from Cat so I say, “Not necessary. How about right now?”

      Jackson’s expression flashes with surprise. “You sure?”

      “I’ve got nothing else to do. Quicker we get on it, the better off we’ll be.”

      Jackson flashes a smile at his sister. “I like him already.”

      “Great.” A muscle in her jaw jumps, as I’m pretty sure she’s gritting her teeth.

      I repress a smile.

      She glares at me. “I was about to show you to the cabin.”

      “I’ll come find you later.”

      “Fine.”

      Jackson looks down at his fiancée. “You coming, darlin’?”

      Gwen glances around at the three of us before shaking her head. “I’ll catch up. I want to check on Natalie and talk to Cat first.”

      He snakes an arm around her waist and pulls her close, kissing her firmly on the mouth before releasing her. He turns to me. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” I shift my attention to Cat. “Later, boss.”

      She smiles, but her eyes are giving me a big ol’ fuck you.

      Well, I can’t win them all.

      And with her, that’s probably not a bad thing.
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      Yes, I definitely hate him.

      I glare at Caden’s departing form as he struts off with my brother. He left before I could argue with him about the irrigation schedule. His implication that it’s wrong scratches at me, like a mosquito bite.

      He can’t tell anything from a distance. Right?

      “Well, well, well, this is interesting.”

      I jerk my attention away from the man in question at the sound of Gwen’s voice.

      She’s beaming at me, all bright eyed and curious.

      I love my future sister-in-law. She’s the ray of sunshine we all needed. Not only has she brought Jackson kicking and screaming into having the life he deserves, she is completely devoted to my six-year-old niece, Natalie, who has cerebral palsy and needs full-time care.

      I couldn’t ask for a better momma for the little girl who’s the center of all our lives, and I’m grateful every day for the joy Gwen’s brought to both Jackson and Natalie, but right now I do not like the way she’s looking at me.

      I’m going to ignore her comment, because I’m 100-percent sure I don’t want to know what she means.

      “Jackson likes him,” I say.

      She glances back at the two men disappearing around the bend. “Doesn’t surprise me one bit. They’re cut from the same cloth.”

      “Both arrogant dickheads, huh?” The words are out before I can stop them.

      Gwen laughs. “Yeah, something like that.”

      I’m grinding my teeth, and I make a concerted effort to relax my jaw. “Gabe recommended him, and he knows how important this is to us.”

      “I’ve got a good feeling about him,” Gwen says.

      Everyone seems to have taken to Caden Landry but me. I brush off my irritation and focus on the win. I did my job and made two of the three bosses happy. If Wyatt’s on board, it’ll be a trifecta. My gaze darts back to the cane fields, and I squint against the sun to study the plants. They look perfectly healthy to me.

      I return my attention to Gwen. “You just met him, but I’m glad you like him.”

      She grins at me. “After years of hiring people, you get a sixth sense about these things.”

      She’s from Chicago and still has a famous restaurant there, which has some of the best food I’ve ever had in my life. Considering my brother is a culinary genius, that’s saying something. At one point Jackson was considered one of the top ten chefs in the entire world, until he left it all behind to take care of his sick baby. He was holed up, working in our uncle Beau’s bar when Gwen came looking for him.

      Things didn’t work out quite the way either of them anticipated, but they couldn’t be happier. Together, Jackson and Gwen will create an empire, but for now their focus is on Toulon. But it’s a matter of time. That’s the kind of people they are. They have big dreams and the personalities to execute them.

      My own lack of dreams flitters like a pesky fly in my ears, but I don’t want to think about that right now. I’ve got too much to do making others’ goals a reality to worry about my own.

      I’m also ready to move on from the subject of Caden Landry, so I wave a hand in the air. “I suspect he’ll get the job done. Anyway, how’s Nat doing?”

      “Smooth.” Gwen laughs, pushing her hair off her cheek. “Nat’s hanging in there. Mrs. Potts said therapy was hard today, but she is one determined girl, and every day gets a little easier.”

      Natalie had surgery on both her legs a few months ago and needs to build up her strength before the next round. The hope is she’ll be able to walk within a year—with crutches, of course—but right now she’s still wheelchair bound.

      I nod toward the big farmhouse where we all currently reside. “I’ve got one thing to take care of, and then I’ll go visit her.”

      “She does love her Aunt Cat.” Gwen’s expression turns sly. “So, you’ve got some chemistry with our new manager, huh?”

      I snap back. “The hell I do.”

      How dare she mention it? I’ve ignored it, thank you very much. Of course I felt my body’s visceral reaction to the man—I’m not a complete idiot—but my plan is never to admit that to anyone. Ever.

      “Uh-huh, sure you don’t.” Her tone is light and teasing.

      Obviously she’s having fun at my expense, but it troubles me that she picked up on it so quickly. The best thing I can do here is deny and brush it off. “Please. I don’t even like him, let alone lust after him.”

      Gwen flips her long hair over her shoulder. “Like and lust don’t always go hand in hand.”

      “Well, they do for me.”

      I mean, I think they do. It’s hard to remember the last time I had a date, let alone sex. If only I was the type of woman who could ride a man just for the pleasure of it, but casual has never worked for me. I’m unfortunately one of those annoying women that has to have some kind of emotional connection in order to sleep with a man, and I’ve got far too much on my plate to deal with that nonsense.

      One day I’ll get around to it, but I’ve got things to do. I can’t afford to be distracted. This family business we’ve got going here might not be my dream, but it’s the only thing keeping us from the poor house. The strain of poverty still weighs heavy on my shoulders, and I’m sure as hell never going back. I’ve got to keep moving, do my part, and prove my worth. Men will have to wait.

      “You keep telling yourself that, sister.” Gwen laughs and points to the house. “I’m going to check on Nat and get back to it.”

      “Me too.” I turn and start back toward my office.

      “Oh, and Cat?” Gwen says from behind me.

      I keep walking, calling over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “When that man has you flat on your back, remember I told you so.”

      A jarring image of me lying on my desk, Caden Landry between my legs, our bodies pressed together, flashes through my mind. I shut it down before it can gain momentum.

      I swing around, walking backward and flipping Gwen off. “Why do I like you again?”

      She grins. “Because I’m delightful.”

      I turn back, ignore her, and keep on going.

      Her laughter floats on the air before disappearing into the wind, but that stupid image of Caden and me remains.
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      I glance at the clock hanging on the wall opposite my desk.

      It’s five fifty. Time to wrap it up so I’m not late for dinner.

      We eat at six sharp, and if we’re not at the table, Mrs. Potts, our housekeeper and Natalie’s caregiver, will give us hell. We might pay her, but she rules the roost with an iron fist and never lets us forget it.

      I quickly review the things I haven’t checked off my list yet. I’ve got a couple hours left before I can call it a day, but that’s to be expected. Family businesses aren’t nine-to-five jobs. I put things in order quickly so I can hit the ground running after dinner. Then I glance back at the clock.

      Shit. It’s five fifty-eight. I’ll have to run to make it.

      Two minutes later, I’m slightly breathless as I swing through the door that leads into our large, farmhouse kitchen.

      Mrs. Potts tugs at her apron in a huff. “You’re late, missy.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not. I’m right on time.”

      I slide into my chair as my watch hits six, grab my napkin, and look up.

      Right into Caden Landry’s amused blue eyes.

      I’m so surprised by his presence that I forget to guard myself and blurt, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The corners of his mouth tug.

      “I was invited.” His voice is a long, slow drawl, dripping like thick honey over my skin.

      Everyone at the table—except for Natalie who’s preoccupied with something on Gwen’s phone—is watching me with avid curiosity.

      I straighten my shoulders. “Oh. That’s nice.”

      He chuckles.

      I clear my throat. “Are you settled in?”

      He shrugs. “Never got to the cabin, but I’m sure I’ll find my way there eventually.”

      Gwen perks up, reaching for the iced tea pitcher in front of her. “I’m sure Cat can walk you there after dinner.”

      I grit my teeth and force my expression to remain impassive. I smile politely at the nightmare across from me. “Of course.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll find my way.”

      Good. The less time I spend with him the better. “Great. I’ll give you the keys.” I pick up a fork. “You’ll need to stop by the office tomorrow to fill out paperwork so I can put you on the payroll.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Why do I feel like every time he speaks, he’s mocking me? Maybe it’s because I’m hyperaware of him. I remind myself this too shall pass. In a week, his presence will be no big deal, and this on-edge, prickly feeling will go away.

      I’ll treat him no different than I treated Burt, our last farm manager.

      Mrs. Potts puts down a bowl of steaming mashed potatoes before plucking the cell out of Natalie’s hand. “No phones at the table.”

      My niece opens her mouth to object, but when she sees Mrs. Potts’ face, she closes it.

      Mrs. Potts huffs and removes her apron from her ample frame before addressing Natalie. “I don’t want any sass from you when it’s time for bed, young lady.”

      Nat beams from her wheelchair and puts her hand dramatically on her chest. “Me? Never.”

      I laugh, my heart swelling with love for my niece. She’s fun, dramatic, and a total con artist.

      She’s perfect.

      “Yes, you,” Mrs. Potts says, wagging a finger. “Now be a good girl and eat your vegetables. I’ll see you after dinner.”

      Nat wrinkles her nose and pushes at her broccoli. “Oh, all right.”

      Jackson points his knife in Caden’s direction. “Cat, now this was a smart hire. He knows his shit.”

      “Daddy!” Natalie gives him a disapproving look. “No swearing during dinner.”

      Jackson rolls his eyes at her. “You just shush it. She’s gone.”

      Everyone looks around, and Mrs. Potts has indeed left the kitchen I designed when we finally had the money to renovate it.

      The air relaxes a bit.

      Gwen shrugs. “It still doesn’t hurt to watch your language in front of the minor.”

      “Anyway.” Jackson’s eyes narrow on his future wife before turning back to me. “We need more like him.”

      The words make me bristle. Jackson doesn’t mean to knock my hiring practices. It’s just his nature. He’s demanding, exacting, and has high standards. It’s part of his creative genius.

      To cover my irritation, I offer Caden a sardonic smile. “You have a fanboy. How cute.”

      Caden’s gaze slides to mine and locks in place. His eyes are such a strange color—not light and electric like Gwen’s, but dark and mysterious, a shade or two lighter than navy. I’ve never seen anything like them. I ignore the way my stomach dips.

      Caden picks up a fork. “The man appreciates quality when he sees it.”

      I have an odd, irrational urge to stick my tongue out at him.

      My oldest brother, Wyatt, speaks for the first time, and I realize I hadn’t even acknowledged he was here. “Tomorrow we can go out into the cane fields.”

      Caden forks a piece of barbequed chicken breast. “Sounds good. I’ve got some thoughts.”

      Wyatt’s handsome face is alight with interest. “I’m anxious to hear them.”

      “Let’s head out at first light,” Caden says.

      Jackson juts a fork in his direction. “He taught me a few things, and that’s saying something.”

      “Jackson thinks he knows everything, so that is definitely saying something.” Wyatt nods at Caden, his expression satisfied. “Looking forward to it.”

      “I aim to please,” Caden says.

      I roll my eyes so hard I might pull a muscle.

      Caden shifts his focus to me. “I’ll need to get set up in an office tomorrow so I can review all the schedules.”

      “Your office is right next to mine.”

      That was an excellent idea when Burt was manager, but now it seems ill conceived. Not anything I can do about it, though, so I’m the consummate professional. “Stop by when you’re done with Wyatt, and I’ll walk you through our systems.”

      A sharp nod. “Anything you can give me to go over tonight would help me get a jump on the morning.”

      My chin tilts. “I’m heading back after dinner. I’ll pull some stuff together. Also, if you get the paperwork done tonight, I’ll make sure you’re set up in our systems first thing.”

      “Good.” His tone makes it sound like he’s the one in charge.

      I choose not to comment.

      Wyatt grins at me. “I like this guy.”

      Caden chuckles. “Just doing the job you’re paying me for.”

      Oh great, now they all love him. And why wouldn’t they? He’s obviously competent, and also saving the day. He’s been here for less than five hours, and he’s a goddamn hero.

      My teeth clench, and I remind myself I should be thrilled. This is a win for me—a mark in my favor that proves I’m not just in this job because I’m the sister of the bosses.

      But everything about Caden, and the way my family has taken to him, still rubs me the wrong way.

      His eyes meet mine. “I’ll walk over with you after dinner and grab the keys too.”

      Give him the paperwork and the keys, and then I’ll be done with him for at least the rest of the day. Tomorrow, I’ll feel better about the whole ordeal.

      I give him a brilliant smile. “It’s settled then.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      His voice slides over my skin, and I shiver involuntarily.

      I just need to get through the next couple of days. The faster he’s up to speed, the less contact I’ll have with him. Sure, I’ll work closely with him, but he’ll be busy most of the time with the crops and the hands. And I can start turning my attention to the parts of my job I’ve been ignoring.

      We won’t spend that much time together.

      The trick is to pretend he has no effect on me. I can do that. I’m good at pretending.

      I pick up my glass of sweet tea. “Welcome aboard.”

      Caden’s eyes narrow, like he’s suspicious of me.

      I keep my expression impassive.

      Just get through the week and everything will settle down. Once I get to know him, his commanding presence will wear off. I’m sure of it.

      One week, and he’ll be just another guy.
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      I’m not sure what it is about Cat McKay, but something makes me want to break her. I can’t explain it, but it’s like she’s hiding behind a persona that doesn’t quite fit her. I want to prod her until I see the real woman beneath.

      I have no idea why I think this, but it settled in my gut as I watched her during dinner and won’t let go. It’s something about the way she flashes bright before covering it up with civility. There’s a wildness about her that lurks just under the surface.

      Although maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part—hard to tell.

      I walk next to her down the dirt lane from the big farmhouse to the distillery where the offices are. There’s nothing but silence, as thick as the hot, humid air.

      I won over the McKay brothers easily enough, but I can tell there will be no easy winning with Cat. I can’t even blame her. It’s clear the sparking is something neither of us wants.

      But again, it’s nothing I can’t handle.

      I’ve decided to ignore her prickliness, adopt a kill-her-with-kindness kinda deal. Kindness isn’t in my nature, especially with a woman like Cat, but it will keep me from engaging in the worst of my self-destructive instincts.

      I will not stoke the fire. She’s a mystery that will need to go unsolved.

      I glance down at her in the pink and golden blaze of the setting sun and think of the most mundane subject possible. “You run a good operation here.”

      She shoots me a side-eyed glare. “One you think you’ll make better.”

      The words have bite to them.

      I stop, forcing her to stop too, and she turns to look at me, crossing her arms over her chest. “Yes?”

      I set her on edge with our interview earlier today, and if I want to quell some of this heat between us, I need to rectify that.

      I tilt my head. “We got off on the wrong foot. I might have been a bit abrasive earlier.”

      One brow shoots up, and she huffs. “A bit?”

      “All right, maybe a lot.” I toss her a smile meant to disarm her. “Get your concerns out on the table, and we can deal with them.”

      “Fine.” Her chin lifts. “I don’t think you’re going to respect my authority.”

      She’s probably right, but it’s not because she’s a woman. It’s because she wears her authority like a chip on her shoulder. I’m guessing, since the inner workings of her mind aren’t my business, that it wouldn’t be smart to bring that up, so I nod, all agreeable like. “You’re the boss. I’m your employee. It won’t be a problem, except if I think it’ll hurt the crops.”

      She frowns a little, like she’s not sure she likes my answer. “You think you know better than me.”

      “Well, that’s because I do.”

      She plants her hands on her hips. “And how do you know that? You don’t know the first thing about me.”

      I shrug. “I don’t need to know about you. I looked at the crops and can do better.”

      There’s that flash again, for just a second before she covers it up with a hard clench of her jaw. “I’ve been doing this a long time.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You won’t even say how many years of experience you have.” She waves a hand over me. “Do you even have a college degree?”

      I smirk. “Yeah, I do.”

      Surprise lights her face. “You do?”

      “I do, in agriculture.”

      “From where?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters if you’re lying about it.”

      I laugh. “Is it really that hard to believe?”

      She glares at me. “Stop trying to win me over.”

      I lean down. “Now why wouldn’t I want my boss to like me?”

      “Jackson and Wyatt like you. They’re the ones that matter.”

      An interesting statement. It rings with truth, and her displeasure at it. That chip’s becoming a bit clearer, but it’s not my place or my problem to uncover the source of it.

      I get the conversation back on track. “It’s not a slight. It’s a fact.” Her brows slam together, but before she can get herself too worked up, I say, “I should be better than you. That’s what you’re paying me for—to be an expert—and that’s what I’m going to be.”

      She opens her mouth to speak, but I cut her off.

      “You’re not just running a farm; you’re running a distillery too. Your focus is pulled in a lot of different directions, and you can’t do it all yourself. There’s no shame in hiring someone better than you to take some of that load off.”

      As soon as the words leave my lips, I know they were the wrong thing to say.

      She puffs out her chest, which unfortunately calls my attention to her breasts. “Isn’t it a bit presumptuous to claim your superiority when you’ve been here... What?” She raises her wrist and glances at her watch. “Six hours?”

      It’s not. I’ve already created a long list of things that need to be tweaked and changed to increase production and quality. And that’s just on Jackson’s side of the business. But, since I’m not a complete idiot, I nod instead. “Give me a month, and you’ll see the difference. If I’m wrong, I’ll be the first one to step up and admit it.”

      “Fine.”

      Ah, the woman’s fine is a dangerous thing.

      Her silver eyes narrow. “And stop calling me boss. The name’s Cat. Use it.”

      “Done.”

      She frowns, like she was expecting a fight. “Good.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I want to review and approve any changes before they are implemented.”

      “Are you going to fight me over them?”

      “I will if they’re stupid.”

      “They won’t be.”

      She smirks. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      I stare down at her, studying her intently. I can see her stubbornness; her heels are literally digging into the dirt under her feet. I don’t trust her to put the good of the operation over her desire to assert her authority over me.

      “I’ll make you a deal. I will review everything with you, thoroughly explain my decisions and rationale. And in exchange, you let me do what I need to do without question before the opening.”

      “So, what you’re saying is you want me to let you do whatever you want, even if I don’t agree? And what exactly is in it for me?”

      “You don’t like me, right?”

      Well, she actually likes me probably a little too much, and in all the wrong ways.

      She shrugs. “Not particularly.”

      I nod. “Give me six weeks, and if I don’t deliver on my promises, I’ll help you find a replacement and walk away. You’ll never have to see me again.”

      She laughs, a hard little exasperated sound. “You do understand I could fire you whenever I want, don’t you?”

      “Not without jeopardizing your brother’s opening, and I don’t think you’ll do that.” I lean in a little closer, close enough to smell what’s left of her perfume—something light and clean, not floral at all. If fresh-cut grass were a woman, it’d smell a lot like Cat. “There’s no one else. I know that. You’re stuck with me. Let me do my job, and I promise you won’t be sorry.”

      She blinks. “I’ll give you the crops, but I retain personnel decisions.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” I stick out my hand.

      Her palm slides into mine, and when we touch, there’s the pulse of electricity again.

      I meet her eyes. “Deal?”

      She tugs her hand from mine. “Deal.”

      Then she spins on her heel and takes off down the path, leaving me to catch up.

      Well, this should be interesting.
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      “Oh. My. God. Who is that?” Haley LeBlanc asks, her pretty brown eyes practically bugging out of her head at the sight of Caden Landry. Haley is a twenty-one-year-old college student majoring in business and marketing. She’s worked for us part-time as a sales associate for the last two years.

      Caden’s talking to Wyatt, who’s gesturing at the rows of barrels that make up the backdrop of the distillery. He’s been busy with my brothers all morning, but it appears my time is about up. Now that Wyatt’s on the last leg of the tour, Caden will want to go over our computer systems, which means I’ll be trapped in his small office with him.

      Nothing I can’t handle. And in light of my long-term plan to avoid him, this is for the greater good.

      I wrinkle my nose. “That is our new farm manager.”

      “No way.” Haley bounces on the balls of her feet like she’s getting ready to tackle him.

      “Way.” I need to play it cool. Thankfully there aren’t that many women who work for us, so I’ll only have to watch a handful of females swooning before they grow accustomed to his presence.

      She fans her face with her hand. “He’s soooo hot.”

      Despite our ten-year age gap, Haley and I are close, and I think of her like the little sister I never had. When I look at her, I see the woman I might have been, if life hadn’t gotten in the way.

      She’s vivacious, outgoing, and never met a challenge she didn’t like. She’s also wild and bold, filled with a kind of entitled determination some people are lucky to possess.

      I love her, admire her, and envy her carefree ability to go after whatever dream comes her way. She’s also a welcome respite from the sea of testosterone that is my life—although she’s not working in my favor at the moment.

      I don’t like the direction of my thoughts—that little twinge of worry about how Caden will respond when Haley hits him with all her sexy, flirty charm. About how she’s young, beautiful, and doesn’t have a shy bone in her body.

      If I don’t steer her in the right direction, who will? It’s my job as her surrogate big sister.

      I shake my head. “He’s too old for you.”

      Caden and Wyatt disappear down an aisle, and Haley peers around the corner to see if she can still catch a glimpse of him.

      “How old is he?” she asks.

      I snuck a peek at his birthday on his paperwork when I entered him into the system, and he’s thirty-six.

      Five years older than me and a million years older than Haley.

      In my best adult voice I say, “Too old.”

      “Who cares? He’s smoking.” Haley’s expression is cunning, and I can practically see
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