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Two chefs walk into a kitchen.

For Cammy Andrews, this is not the beginning of a joke. Confident and more than competent at her job, she becomes a bumbling, fumbling mess whenever Sawyer Pinckney and Jackson Sumter are around. Avoiding them isn’t possible. As the pastry chef at Savory Thymes, she shares a workspace with the two overwhelming, overstimulating men.

Brothers Sawyer and Jackson look as different as salt and pepper, but they want the same thing. Sweet, patient, hardworking Cammy is the icing on their cupcake. Months of watching her lose her composure only make the tempting treat much more inticing. When they catch her red handed with their pilfered black salt, they finally have her right where they want her—between them.

As their plans for sweet seduction take form, Cammy’s complicated history is forced to light. What they discover buried beneath her layers could either tear them apart or make them stronger.
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Chapter One
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Jackson

Today is one of those days when everything seems to be going perfect, and yet, this mysterious, restless something has such a grip on my insides. The only way to escape may be to beat the shit out of someone.

“Jackson, you working tonight, or you just gonna stand around daydreaming?” My brother Sawyer yells loud enough to be heard over the chaos of clanging pans and running water. He swipes the sweat off his forehead with the edge of his apron and flips me the bird. “Service is over. Get your thumb out of your ass so we can clean up and get the fuck outta here. I feel the need, the need to kick your ass.” His eyebrows wiggle up and down, and his body jerks with pent-up energy.

My smart-ass brother is pushing his luck. Kick my ass? That’ll be the day. Guess who’s first on my list to have my fist in his pretty face tonight? Just like the old days.

Five months ago, Analise Cameron reached out to Sawyer and me about helping her run the kitchen in her new restaurant, Savory Thymes. Her reputation as an executive chef is beyond stellar. She’s been spotlighted on various food programs, and her list of top-notch awards is impressive. The opportunity to work with her is like a gift dropped in our laps. The benefits package includes on-site living quarters, full health insurance, and a comfortable wage for a start-up. We would have been foolish to decline.

The only issue? Savory Thymes is located in the small town of Shaw Creek, Wyoming, on the other side of Podunk. Middle of nowhere doesn’t come close to explaining how isolated this place is. How are two guys supposed to make a name for themselves in nouveau cuisine if no one can find us? Fortunately for us, with the spotlight on Analise, Savory Thymes promises to be a grand success.

Don’t get me wrong. Sawyer and I aren’t city folk, by no means. A small island off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina is where we call home. As sons of shrimpers, we’ve spent many a day out on the open waters, trying to eke out a living wage. We’re simple people from a humble background with a family who loves us. From the first moment we’d dreamed of seeing the world, we’ve had our parents’ full support. Even when our training has taken us across the globe. Paris. New York. Florence. San Francisco. Hell, we’ve even pulled time in Dubai as personal chefs for a damn oil sheik. Between his Middle Eastern accent and our thick Gullah brogue, words were useless, but the food was our common language.

Which brings us back to Shaw Creek. No big city or bright lights. No restaurant critics with oversized egos. No roving reporters or TV crews. Just quiet breezes, rolling hills, and majestic mountains beneath a blanket of bright, twinkling stars at night. Sounds boring, right? But the strange thing is, we’ve found the kind of peace we’ve searched for, but never thought we’d have. After years of hustling from location to location, something about this place calls to the weary parts of our souls.

And that something is hiding in the far corner of the kitchen, prepping dough for the various breads she’ll bake tomorrow. Camellia Grace Andrews.

One of the bussers comes to her and says something. Her answering smile lights the darkest area of the room where she prefers to work.

“Take whatever you want, but leave some for the others.” She points a dough-covered finger to the goodies at the end of her workstation.

He wastes no time choosing a late-night snack from the tray she keeps filled for the kitchen staff. As he walks off, he shoves half a huge muffin in his mouth and moans his appreciation. My stomach growls, reminding me I need a quick bite to eat before the barn.

“I’ll take that to mean you like it.” Her laughter is a comforting lullaby. The sound washes over me, relieving some of the weird tension holding me captive this evening.

Watching her work is like listening to Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” Her precise, measured movements lend a calming air to the pandemonium going on around her. Everyone fusses over her because she so damned sweet and pleasant. In a bustling kitchen, her presence is soothing. Always helpful and never short or gruff, she’s somehow managed to win over the grouchy dishwasher. If he weren't pushing fifty, I’d get pissed every time he stops what he’s doing to dote on her.

“Jax, you keep staring at Cammy like that, and you’ll run her off again.” Sawyer smacks me upside the head and jerks out of my reach when I throw a light punch. “Save it for the barn. Get your ass to work so we can get out of here.” He walks into the freezer to take a quick inventory for tomorrow.

It galls me to admit he’s right. Cammy is typically confident and competent. Her ever-present smile warms the heart like the sun warms the body on a hot summer day. Soft spoken, compassionate, and always willing to lend a hand, her value around here has been noticed from the start. People flock to the petite, brown haired beauty.

But any time Sawyer and I show her attention, try to talk to her, or God forbid, brush up against her, the assertive, poised pastry chef becomes a stammering, bumbling mess. Everyday, ordinary things lead to disaster. Wipe flour off her cheek, and she smacks her head on the cabinet. Fingers touch when handing her a bowl, and it ends up halfway across the room. Reach over her to grab something off a shelf, and she all but passes out. Several times, one of us has startled her when her hands are buried in dough. Needless to say, after she’s made the mad dash to her cabin, Sawyer or I have to get a ladder and scrape gunk off the ceiling. Take my advice and don’t let that shit dry, or it’s the dickens to remove.

More than once, she’s ruined whatever she’s working on and has had to start all over again. When she redoes everything is a mystery to me, though, because she has a habit of running off whenever we’re around.

Her reaction to us would be amusing if it weren't so frustrating.

The funny thing is, things weren’t like this in the beginning. A little over four months ago, when Analise brought the new kitchen staff together for the first time, everyone was anxious and eager to learn our roles and make a name for Savory Thymes. Success was our shared goal.

Since that day, Cammy, Sawyer, and I have spent a lot of time in a small kitchen, learning to work together while not getting in each other’s way. Not long after meeting her, things began to change, at least for Sawyer and me. Her quiet strength drew us in. Professional thoughts gave way to personal interest, and one look at Sawyer told me he felt the same. Somehow, over the last several months, the talented pastry chef has slowly wormed her way into our hearts.

Maybe it’s the joy written on her face when she prepares bread for the soup kitchen, or the gentle way her hands bandage a co-worker’s burns. Maybe it’s the tender care she’s shown Analise since the miscarriage. Maybe it’s because she has no idea how beautiful she is. Maybe it’s her love for her work shining in her soulful brown eyes, the same eyes I can’t wait to see focused on Sawyer and me.

I could ‘maybe’ all day, but whatever it is about her, we want it. But first, we have to figure out how to make her more comfortable around us.

A sharp jab to my left kidney has me spinning on my heel, ready to take some dumb fucker to the floor. Harlan, one of the new stable managers, stops my fist right before it plows into his jaw.

“Figured I’d find you here, mooning around like a lost pup.” The sly grin on Harlan’s face has me gritting my teeth. “The way Granger and I see things, you and that goofy brother of yours are taking way too much time pussyfooting around. You’ve had your chance, and I’m thinking you wasted it. So, things around here are changing. Right. About.” His narrowed gaze drifts over my shoulder, and his smile grows so large, I can count his teeth. “Now.”

The skin on the back of my neck prickles, and I take a deep breath before turning around.

“What the fuck is he doing with our ooman?” Sawyer growls through a clenched jaw, startling me. I’m almost envious of the way he silently moves like a ghost, popping up when I least expect him.

Propped against the counter like he’s the lord of the lair, Granger flirts with Cammy as he devours a pastry. Something he says makes her throw her head back and laugh. The look on his face, in his eyes —that moony, adoring, she’s the center of the universe expression— is easily recognized because Sawyer and I wear it often when we’re around her. But what bugs the hell out of me is this. Why the hell isn’t she running from him?

“If he touches our ooman, so help me God, you’re dead.” A thin veil of red slips over my sight.

“What the fuck is an ooman? That shit Swahili for orangutan or something?” Harlan chuckles when Granger scoots closer to Cammy. “Can’t you speak English?”

Did he just call our sweet Cammy an orangutan? My hands fist so tight, my nails dig into my palms. The urge to knock those pearly whites down his throat is so strong my body shudders as I suppress it. Measured breaths take the edge off my anger.

“If that fucker touches our WO-MAN, I will rip his arms off? Understand that?” The longer he smirks, the closer Granger is to death, because I swear I will kill him.

As though she senses she’s the topic of our conversation, her hands stiffen in the doughy mixture, and her shoulders curl in to make her appear smaller. A slight tremble moves up her arms, and her body jerks, sending pastry knives and metal bowls clanging to the floor.

“Stop!” Sawyer rushes over to keep her from tossing the dough, but he’s too late.

As though moving in slow motion, the gooey mess flies from her hands. Every eye in the kitchen follows its movement up toward the ceiling and back down.

Where it plops straight down on top of Granger’s head. The thick, gummy concoction melts over his hair and spreads like octopus’ tentacles down his face and neck.

Laughter rumbles in my chest, but the mortification on Cammy’s red face stops it. Tears gather in her eyes, and one by one slide down her ruddy cheeks. Her breathing is so fast, I worry she’s going to hyperventilate. Three quick steps carry me to her.

“Sweeth’aa’t, calm down before you pass out.” I brush a wisp of hair off her cheek, and she flinches.

“Luv, you okay?” Sawyer touches her shoulder, and she jerks away from us, inching backward toward the back door.

“What is wrong with me?” Her anguished whisper slashes deep in my heart. Her eyes are empty, and she moves like she’s in a sleepwalking trance. “I can’t do anything right.”

A shattered huff is the last thing I hear before she flees the kitchen. Sawyer and I follow her and watch to make sure she gets safely to her cabin. When she slams her front door, Sawyer drops his chin to his chest.

“We gotta do something, Jax. Every time this happens, something inside me dies a little more.”

“I know, Brother. I know.” And I do. I understand exactly how he feels because the same thing happens to me. “Things are gonna change, starting tomorrow. Guess we should thank those assholes for pointing out how we’ve been pussyfooting around.” Anger and frustration carry me back to Granger and Harlan. “You boys need to clean that shit up. We’ll be waiting for you in the barn.”

Kicking someone’s ass is just the therapy I need right now. Throwing punches aren't going to solve our problem with Cammy, but it’ll sure make me feel a lot better tonight.

And tomorrow, well, we’ll just have to wait and see what happens.
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Chapter Two
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Cammy

Today, cupcakes are the object of my sweet fascination.

Okay, if I’m honest, it’s more passion than fascination. My obsession with perfection takes every ounce of my concentration. Sumptuous treats consume most every moment I’m awake. Cakes. Cookies. Eclairs. You name it, I make it. There’s not a problem a little chocolate or flaky pastry can’t cure. And as the pastry chef at Savory Thymes, I get to work with my obsession every day.

As the tray of thirteen cupcakes cool, I whip fresh caramel sauce with a dash of heavy cream and espresso. The rich tawny icing makes me think of Jackson Sumter. Wouldn’t I like to find out if he tastes as sweet?

My mouth waters at the thought of tasting the finished product. After all, providing the chef a sample is the original purpose of the baker’s dozen. In the end, though, I’ll have a small taste, but won’t even consider swallowing.

The plate spins a slow rotation as I pipe the creamy topping in wavy streams upon my latest experiment, Lavender infused butter cake slathered in the caramel espresso frosting. As natural to me as breathing, I can do this with my eyes closed and not make a single error. Thank goodness for repetition, because my thoughts aren’t even close to cupcakes.

Last night’s events play through my mind, over and over again, like an old forty-five skipping on the record player. Poor Granger. If I weren't so embarrassed, I would have laughed at the shocked look on his face, well, before the dough covered it. For the love of God, why do I fall to pieces every time I’m around Sawyer and Jackson? For the last several months, I’ve klutzed around the kitchen anytime they’re here, unable to speak, dropping things, and avoiding getting too close to them. Their eyes follow my every step, but when I get too flustered, I hide inside my little cabin. Regardless of how I feel for them, if I can’t get my act together, I may as well give up.

When I reach for a cupcake only to realize I’ve iced all of them, I glance around the empty kitchen before sticking my hand in my pocket and palming the pièce de résistance.
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