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  Chapter one
Crosswood Estate


Tomas Herrington stood on the wide stone veranda of the main house, arms crossed over his broad chest, watching the silver rental car navigate the long drive lined with ancient oaks. The afternoon light filtered through the leaves and danced across the rows of vines that stretched to the horizon like disciplined soldiers. Crosswood Estate was his. Every grape, every barrel, every decision flowed from his will. He had built it from his father’s failing fields into one of the most respected wine operations in the region. Now he needed a new sommelier to elevate the program, someone with fresh vision. The file on Natalie Quinn had been impressive. Her credentials were flawless. But credentials did not prepare him for the woman who stepped out of the car. 
She was slender yet curved in all the places that mattered, auburn hair pinned neatly at the nape of her neck, a few rebellious strands escaping to brush her cheeks. Her green eyes swept over the estate with open appreciation. The tailored black skirt hugged her hips, and the crisp white blouse hinted at full breasts beneath. Professional. Controlled. Tomas felt a low pull in his gut that had nothing to do with wine. He kept his face impassive. Attraction was a distraction he rarely indulged. Control was everything.
Lydia Getsburg appeared at his elbow, silver streaks gleaming in her dark hair. She gave him a knowing look. “She’s here. Try not to scare her off in the first five minutes, Tomas.”
“I don’t scare competent people, Lyd,” he replied, his deep voice carrying a trace of Southern drawl. “Only those who waste my time.”
Natalie approached, pulling a small roller bag behind her. Lydia stepped forward first with her usual efficient grace.
“Miss Quinn, welcome to Crosswood Estate. I’m Lydia Getsburg, estate manager. We’ve been expecting you.”
Natalie offered a firm handshake and a bright smile. “Please, call me Natalie. This place is even more beautiful than the photographs. The elevation on those south-facing slopes must produce incredible fruit.”
Tomas watched the exchange, noting how Natalie’s posture remained confident even as her gaze flicked toward him. He descended the steps, boots thudding softly on stone. At six-three he towered over her, and he made no effort to minimize the effect. Her eyes widened slightly as she took him in, dark wavy hair, trimmed beard, gray eyes that missed nothing. Good. She should know exactly who held the power here.
“Natalie Quinn,” he said, extending his hand. “Tomas Herrington. Owner.”
Her hand slid into his. Soft palm, strong grip. A spark jumped between them, or perhaps he imagined it. Her fingers trembled for the briefest second before she steadied them. He held the contact one heartbeat longer than necessary, watching her pupils dilate.
“Mr. Herrington,” she said, voice crisp but warm. “It’s an honor. Your reputation in the industry is formidable.”
“As is yours,” he replied. “I expect you to live up to it. Lydia, introduce her to the immediate staff before we tour the cellar.”
Lydia nodded and gestured toward the small group waiting near the entrance. Thomas, the head vintner, offered a polite nod. Elena, the hospitality coordinator, smiled brightly. A few groundskeepers hovered at the edge, caps in hand. Natalie shook each hand with genuine interest, asking quick, intelligent questions about harvest schedules and soil composition. Tomas observed it all. She had charm. That would be useful with clients. But he needed to see if she had spine.
Once the introductions concluded, he placed a hand at the small of her back to guide her. The contact was light, professional. Still, he felt the warmth of her body through the thin blouse. “The cellar is this way. You’ll spend most of your time there.”
They walked the gravel path that led to the stone building half-buried into the hillside. The air cooled as they descended the wide steps into the main chamber. Oak barrels lined one wall, releasing their vanilla and spice into the dim, climate-controlled space. Racks upon racks of bottled vintages stretched into shadowed corridors. The scent of earth, fermented grape, and aged wood wrapped around them like a secret.
Natalie turned slowly, taking it in. Her green eyes gleamed with unmistakable pleasure. “This is incredible. The humidity control alone must have cost a fortune. And these barrels. French oak?”
“All of them,” Tomas confirmed, voice echoing softly. He selected a bottle from a nearby rack, a 2016 Cabernet that had won multiple awards. “Our current program focuses on proven varietals. Consistency. Reliability. That’s what built our reputation with distributors.”
She accepted the bottle, examining the label with a critical eye. For a moment she seemed impressed. Then her expression shifted. She replaced the bottle and pulled another, a older vintage from the reserve section. “These are excellent. Technically flawless. But if I’m being honest, Mr. Herrington, your list is stuck in tradition for tradition’s sake. The 2015 Pinot is safe. Comfortable. It doesn’t challenge anyone. To truly revamp the program like you advertised in the job posting, we need to push boundaries. Introduce some skin-contact whites, some experimental blends that speak to this specific terroir. Your customers expect excellence, but they also crave discovery.”
Tomas felt his jaw tighten. The challenge in her tone sent heat racing through his veins. No one spoke to him that way on his own property. Yet the passion in her voice, the way her cheeks flushed as she gestured with the bottle, stirred something darker in him. He stepped closer, using his height to full advantage.
“Safe?” His voice dropped lower, commanding. “Those vintages have placed us on every important list in the country. Critics praise them. Collectors pay thousands for them. You were brought here to elevate what exists, not dismiss it.”
Natalie did not back away. Instead she lifted her chin, meeting his gray eyes directly. The air between them crackled. “I’m not dismissing them. I’m saying they represent yesterday’s Crosswood. If you want tomorrow’s, we innovate. We take risks. Or did you hire me simply to nod and pour your existing stock at tastings?”
Her sharp tongue should have irritated him. Instead it made his blood run hotter. He could imagine that mouth forming other words. Please, Sir. Yes, Sir. The image flashed through his mind unbidden, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders, wrists bound in silk rope while he fed her wine from his own glass. He shoved the thought down, but not before his cock twitched against the confines of his tailored pants.
“You have fire,” he said, the words coming out rougher than intended. “That’s good. Fire forges great wine. But fire without discipline burns the vineyard down. At Crosswood I’m the authority. You will present your ideas respectfully. You won’t challenge me in front of staff or clients. Do you understand?”
Her breathing had quickened. He watched the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the way her fingers tightened on the bottle. A pulse beat visibly at the base of her throat. She was affected. The realization sent a surge of dominant satisfaction through him. This was dangerous territory. He had not sought a submissive in over a year, not since the last one had sold his private practices to a competitor. Yet here was this woman, practically vibrating with the need to be put in her place.
“I understand that creative control was promised in my contract,” she countered, though her voice had softened at the edges. “I won’t be a yes-woman, Mr. Herrington. That’s not why you chose me.”
He stepped even closer. Now only inches separated them. The cellar lights cast shadows across her face, highlighting the curve of her lower lip. “Creative input,” he corrected. “Not control. That distinction matters. Push too hard, too fast, and we’ll have a problem. I don’t tolerate insubordination. From anyone.”
The word hung between them, heavy with unspoken meaning. Her lips parted. For one electric second Tomas allowed himself to imagine grabbing her pinned-up hair, tilting her head back, and tasting the sharp words right off her tongue. He saw the same awareness flicker across her features. Her pupils had blown wide. The scent of her, something warm and faintly floral beneath the wine aromas, filled his lungs.
She looked away first, setting the bottle back in its slot with careful precision. “Message received. I can be respectful while still doing exceptional work. That’s why I’m here.”
Tomas exhaled slowly, regaining his iron control. The tension remained, thick as smoke. “See that you do. Lydia will show you to your cottage. Settle in. Dinner is at seven in the main house if you wish to join us. Tomorrow we begin your real work.”
He turned and strode from the cellar, boots ringing against the stone floor. The afternoon sun felt harsher after the cool dark. His mind churned. Natalie Quinn was more than he had bargained for. That clash had revealed her intelligence and her defiance in equal measure. Both appealed to him on a level he had long denied. He wanted to break that defiance down, carefully, methodically, until she knelt before him begging for the structure only he could provide. The thought sent another pulse of heat through his body.
But trust had to be earned. His last submissive had betrayed him, leaking details of his private dungeon to a rival winery. The scandal had nearly cost him everything. He would not make that mistake again. Still, the way Natalie’s breath had hitched when he spoke of authority lingered in his memory. Perhaps she carried her own hidden needs. The possibility intrigued him more than any vintage ever had.
Lydia met him near the path to the cottages. “She’s unpacking now. You two seemed to have quite the conversation in there. The temperature dropped ten degrees when I walked in.”
“She has opinions,” Tomas said curtly. “Strong ones.”
Lydia’s mouth twitched in dry amusement. “Most people with talent do. Don’t run her off before she has a chance to prove herself. The wine program does need fresh eyes.”
He gave a noncommittal grunt and continued toward the private wing of the main house. From the upper balcony he could just see the guest cottage nestled among the vines. Its stone walls glowed golden in the late light. He pictured Natalie inside, unpinning that auburn hair, perhaps unbuttoning the crisp blouse after a long day of travel and confrontation. The image stirred him again. He turned away, jaw set. Attraction was one thing. Indulgence was another. She would have to prove herself first, both professionally and, if fate allowed, personally.
Inside the cottage, Natalie closed the heavy oak door and leaned back against it, heart still hammering. The space was perfect. Sunlight poured through tall windows overlooking the vineyard. A king-sized bed dominated the bedroom, dressed in crisp white linens that begged to be rumpled. A small kitchenette and living area offered comfort without sacrificing elegance. This was no ordinary employee housing. Tomas Herrington clearly wanted her close. The realization sent an unwelcome flutter through her stomach.
She unpacked methodically, hanging her professional wardrobe in the closet, arranging her reference books on the shelf. Every few minutes her mind drifted back to the cellar. The way Tomas had loomed over her, voice dropping into that commanding register. The stern warning about authority should have angered her. Instead it had triggered something low and warm between her thighs. She pressed her palms to her flushed cheeks.
“Get it together, Natalie,” she muttered. “He’s your boss. A ridiculously attractive, arrogant boss with eyes like storm clouds and a voice that could melt steel. But still your boss.”
She sank onto the edge of the bed, remembering how her body had responded when he stepped close. The sheer presence of the man. Broad shoulders filling out his tailored shirt, the neat beard framing a mouth that looked equally capable of issuing orders or delivering pleasure. She had never reacted to a man so viscerally in her life. The clash over wine philosophy had felt like foreplay, their arguments building a tension that left her aching.
Part of her wanted to prove him wrong about the wine list. The other part, a quieter, secret part she rarely acknowledged, wondered what it would feel like to yield to that commanding presence. To let someone else carry the weight of constant perfectionism for a while. She shook her head sharply. Career first. Creative control over a prestigious program like Crosswood could launch her to the top of her field. She could not afford to complicate that with whatever strange chemistry had sparked between them.
Yet as she unpacked the last of her toiletries in the marble bathroom, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were brighter than usual, cheeks still pink. The memory of his words echoed: I don’t tolerate insubordination. A shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. She wanted to challenge him again just to see that intense gaze fix on her. Dangerous thinking. She closed her eyes and took a slow breath.
“First taste,” she whispered to herself, echoing the chapter title that had popped into her head unbidden. Tomorrow she would present her proposals professionally. She would keep her distance. She would ignore the
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