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Hayes Icefall loathed Edinburgh.

He despised the incessant rain and the stinging wind and the tourists who seemed to have tripled since his last, bitter visit.

Mostly he hated the memories.

The cab dropped him off at the George. He had no reservation at the historic hotel. Then again, he didn’t plan to stay. Every square inch of this damn street set his skin crawling.

Stepping into the pelting rain, he glanced across George Street, where the Dome had been fully strung out for Christmas. It was barely mid-November.

The restaurant, its columns wrapped in thick ribbons of glittering lights, its balconies filled with Christmas trees and its windows decked with ribbon-topped wreaths, burned too bright for a random Wednesday.

The energy-guzzling light show boiled his eyeballs in their sockets, but it sliced through the dark, dreary evening and made it hard to look anywhere else.

He’d found the decorations charming once. The Dome had been lit up for the holidays too when he had proposed there all those years ago. Its glimmering ornaments had mocked him after Liselle turned him down.

Yanking the collar of his wool coat higher around his throat, he spun away from the eye-cutting brightness of the restaurant and toward his quarry’s hotel.

The rain and the wind whipped at him as he made his way toward the doorman.

He despised this weather.

It fucking can’t get any colder.

And then it began to hail.

With a curse, he bounced through the door the kilt-wearing doorman had swung open for him.

Marching toward the correct wing, he ignored the concierge and the check-in desk and the staff’s friendly greetings. He knew where he was going. Had no need for pleasantries. Taking the elevator to the seventh floor, he exited into a carpeted corridor. Three doors later, he reached his destination.

Curling his wind-numbed fingers into a fist, he knocked.

The TV inside went silent.

Clearly, the occupant didn’t want visitors.

He knocked again. “Joy. It’s me. Open the damn door.”

The quiet stretched from three slow seconds to four, five...

Keeping his voice low, he continued. “I don’t have all night. I know you’re in there.”

Her footsteps cut through the silence.

The scrape of a chair being dragged from the door made his fists clench. She had barricaded herself inside. He’d been correct. Someone had frightened her, and that someone would pay.

Joy undid the two locks and wedged the door open a mere inch. Her eye—the color of good Scottish whiskey and the only one he could see through the crack—narrowed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Three years later, and she still made his heart thump wildly in his chest. A good reminder to stay the fuck away from her. “Let me in.”

“Not on your life.”

Joy Campbell continued to impress him. Even scared, she stood her ground.

But he didn’t have all night—he had people to see. “I’m not having this conversation out in the hall.”

“I’m not having any conversation with you, period,” she grumbled, but she jerked the door open the rest of the way. “I told you I never wanted to see you again and you thought hunting me down was a good idea?”

Her hair had been tossed up in a messy knot, the dark tendrils falling around her pale face. The oversized, red plaid pajamas she wore hid most of her skin, but exposed enough of her throat for him to detect the bruises.

He reached for her. “He do this to you?”

When her breath caught and she sprang away, he froze. Fuck. He’d scared her. Snagging his hand back, he made himself stand still.

“Why are you here?” she pressed again.

“Your sister called me.”

At the mention of Evie, Joy shook her head. “Don’t two babies under two keep her occupied enough?”

But the explanation worked. With a sigh as deep as Loch Ness, she stepped back and let him inside.

Moving past her, he drew in the subtle scent of her—of sunlight and salt-kissed ocean air. That fragrance had haunted him for months after he’d walked away.

His eyes swept over the room: the unmade king-sized bed, the neatly stacked snacks on the nightstand, an electric kettle and cup of tea on the round table by the window. She’d clearly settled in for the night. “Your friends called her when you didn’t show up at Heathrow.”

Guilt flickered across her pale features. “I wasn’t... ready to return Stateside yet.”

“And disappearing was the way to go?”

“I didn’t disappear.” She shut the door. “I just... left London and didn’t tell anyone.”

He studied her rigid back. Tried not to remember the teasing trail of freckles sprinkled along her spine. He’d kissed those freckles long ago. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

Releasing the handle, she whirled on him. “Well, you don’t know me, do you?”

There, she was wrong. He’d memorized her background when he’d needed access to her connection three years ago—and had kept close tabs on her since.

Ignoring her question, he asked one of his own. “Why Edinburgh?”

“How did you even find me?”

At this rate, they would be interrogating each other all night. He didn’t have the time.

“You weren’t hard to track down.” He took in the shadows beneath her eyes, the worry lines etched deep between her brows. “Figured I’d come see in person what happened.”

The fact that Edinburgh made him physically ill and he’d boarded the first flight anyway, he kept to himself.

She threw her arms out wide. “Well, as you can see, I’m fine. I wasn’t ready to go back yet. Decided to see Scotland.”

The telltale flush stealing up her discolored neck said otherwise. 

“We both know that’s a lie. He left those bruises on you.”

Striding to the teakettle, she topped off the already brimming cup next to it. “Would you believe I fell?”

“No.”

Lifting her cup and saucer, she took a sip of the steaming liquid.

He studied the marks along the delicate span of her throat. “Ryder Lewis did that.”

The porcelain rattled in her hands before she slammed the set down, sloshing hot liquid across the table. “How do you even know his name? You had no right to pry—”

“Your ex shows up in London the day before you run to Scotland? I took a guess.”

Retreating from the mess on the table, she readjusted the collar of her pajama top as though it would help conceal the bruises. “He is taking our breakup hard.”

A sorry understatement. Hayes closed the distance between them in two strides. “He fucking choked you.”

“He grabbed me. I kneed him. He’ll be walking with a limp for weeks.”

“He won’t be walking at all after I find him,” he muttered, lifting her dripping cup of tea and taking a gulp. The hot liquid burned its way to his stomach, but didn’t quell the rage that seized him.

Moving to the bed, she straightened the covers. “He thinks I’m the reason he got fired—that I turned him in. I didn’t even know he was stealing drugs from the hospital. The administrator only told me after he was let go. And yet he blames me. But I handled it.”

“Handled it? You ran to fucking Scotland.”

She raised a brow at his tone before tidying the pillows against the headboard. Her voice, when she responded, was much too amiable. “I like Scotland.”

The exaggeratedly calm pitch made him itch to shake her. He shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets instead. “You never filed for a restraining order.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “He’s going through a lot.”

Hayes hadn’t battled his way through the Windy City to hear her make excuses for her ex. He held her gaze, daring her to disagree. “Drug addicts are unpredictable.”

With one final tug on the edge of the duvet, she stepped back from the bed. “I don’t need a restraining order. We just needed some space.”

Was she delusional or scared? Most likely both. “He found you on your vacation in London.”

Pacing to the window, she drew back the drapery and peered into the darkness beyond. “And now I’m in Edinburgh. He’ll chill out, settle down. It’s fine. I’m fine. One more week off, and I’ll return to my residency.”

The question had to be asked. “He hurt you when you were together?”

Releasing the curtain, she fixed him with clear, somber eyes. “No. I’d never have stayed if he did. Being fired changed him.”

Hayes tempered his voice. “He spooked you.”

“He surprised me.”

He didn’t buy it. But he knew she’d never admit weakness. He hadn’t seen her in three years, but this bruised, bundled creature was a far cry from the Joy he remembered.

That Joy had shimmered with barely contained energy. From the moment they met at their siblings’ wedding, he’d been consumed by the need to draw her close and taste the radiance in her smile. But now, wrapped in thick flannel, her skin pale as ice, she looked terrified. Even if she refused to admit it.

First thing tomorrow, he’d deal with Ryder.

But not tonight.

Tonight, he had a deal to close.

Her phone chirped on the table, and the screen lit up with her sister’s face. He didn’t mind Evie, but why his brother married her the second time around was beyond Hayes. They seemed happy, but how long could that last? He’d never seen Jackson more depressed than he was after their initial breakup. Why would he subject himself to the possibility of a repeat?

Lifting her phone to stop its incessant caterwauling, he extended it to her. “Tell Evie you’re fine.”

Guilt muddied her amber gaze before her eyelashes swept downward. “I should have called her earlier. She sent me a thousand texts.” Careful not to touch him, she snatched her phone from his grip and answered the video call.

When his sister-in-law’s face popped up on the screen and flooded with relief at seeing Joy, he took several steps away and texted the Blairs.

Tonight, their farm would be his.

“Thank God you’re okay,” Evie breathed on the other end of the video call. “What happened? Where’d you go?”

While waiting for the Blairs to respond to his message, he slanted a peek at Joy. Despite the tension knotting her slim frame, she smiled into the screen. The fake cheer on her face didn’t fool him. He doubted it fooled Evie.

“I just needed another week away,” she told her sister, sinking into a chair at the tea-splattered table. “Just me alone. The breakup, the residency, just... everything. I needed a pause. I’m fine. Hayes found me.”

“I owe you big, Hayes,” Evie called out to him.

“No, you don’t.” He didn’t like favors, one way or the other.

Somewhere near Evie, a baby started to cry. He heard his half-brother’s voice assure his wife he’d get him. Poor bastard.

“How are the kids?” asked Joy, changing the subject.

“They want their aunt back, but I get it, you need time away. Just... stay in touch, okay? I had a hundred calls from Mom and Dad when they couldn’t reach you either.”

Joy winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I’ll call them right now.”

Another child began to cry. Jackson and Evie’s eldest, Elodie, all of two.

Evie called out to her daughter that she’d be right there, then redirected her attention back to Joy. “I have to go. I’m glad you’re safe. Call Mom and Dad. And Hayes”—Joy pivoted the phone so that he could see Evie on the screen—“thank you.”

He didn’t do gratitude. “Go. Your kid’s squeals are blowing my eardrums.”

She grinned. “Love you both. See you guys soon.”

Joy ended the call. “I should call my parents.” She turned the phone in her hands. “Thanks for stopping by. I’ll see you in the States.”

Refusing to be dismissed, he sank to the edge of her just-made bed just as the Blairs texted.

Disappointment weighed in his gut as he read their apologetic message. They had to return to the farm tonight, but would swing by the George to see him in the next half hour.

He’d spent days honing his argument against their absurd stipulation for the Highlander Honey Farm’s next owner—an argument he couldn’t deliver over a brief hello down in the lobby.

He rattled off a quick reply and returned his attention to Joy. “Call your parents. Then we’ll go eat downstairs.”

It’s not like he could leave her up here, terrified and alone.

Her stubborn chin lifted. He’d never forgotten the dimple there... had skimmed his lips over the hollow just before the first time he’d kissed her.

“I already ate.”

Forcing the memory aside, he checked his phone again. “I haven’t.”

She planted her hands on her hips, fingers digging into her hip bones in unmistakable frustration. “That’s not my problem.”

“Fine. Sit there while I eat.” He didn’t care what she did, so long as she was within his line of sight while he spoke to the Blairs.

“Go away, Hayes.”

Forcing her to do something was the equivalent of herding an uncooperative clowder of cats. He might have found it amusing at any other time. But not now. Not with the only place that ever felt like home hanging in the balance.

His gaze flicked to his watch. “I don’t have all night.”

He knew he fucked up the moment he said the words. Joy didn’t take to directives.

Marching to the door, she swung it open and waved a dramatic hand toward the corridor. “Well then, don’t let me stop you. You’ve overstayed your welcome anyway.”

He wasn’t about to waste time on an argument. “It’s just dinner, Joy.”

“You think I’d eat with you like nothing ever happened? Are you delusional? Don’t make me call hotel security.”

He knew of one way to get her to leave her room. “Fine. We’ll have the food brought here. Make it a nice and... cozy evening.”

Predictably, the thought repulsed her. She scrunched up her nose. “If you want to wear that food in your lap.”

“I’d like you in my lap.”

Her glare could have refrozen the polar ice caps. “The only thing you like in your lap is your stacks of cash. Goodbye, Hayes.”

He settled more comfortably on the bed. “Come closer and I’ll prove to you otherwise.”

“You’re an asshole.” But she shut the door. “If I go downstairs with you, will you leave me alone afterward?”

With Ryder Lewis prowling after her? Not a chance in hell. “I’d be more amenable to discussing it after dinner.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Fine. But eat fast. We’ll go after I call my parents.”

He kept his face carefully blank. If she detected even a hint of satisfaction there, she would never budge, and the Blairs were already en route.

One chance to convince them to lift their ridiculous mandate, and the farm would be his.
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Even while speaking to her parents on video, even detesting Hayes with every fiber of her being, Joy Campbell couldn’t keep her eyes from straying to him.

Tall, broad shouldered, with a military-straight posture, impossible blue eyes, and closely cropped dark hair, he was every girl’s wet dream.

She’d never admit it, but she’d almost wept with relief at hearing his voice through her hotel door. Had almost leaped into his arms when she saw him. Thankfully she’d remembered in time that he was a selfish liar. The memory of their last time together—the way he’d walked out—still stung.

He was nothing but a pretty predator—best admired from afar.

Why was he in Edinburgh?

How did he find her?

What made Evie call him of all people?

Then again, her sister didn’t know what had happened between them, what he’d done.

And given his connections, if anyone needed finding, Hayes was always everyone’s first call.

She should have anticipated that, but she hadn’t been thinking straight. When Ryder had showed up at her London hotel on her last night there, she freaked. How could she keep her flight back to San Diego? He knew exactly where she lived—had gone there and pumped soap into her goldfish tank after she’d broken it off.

Instead, she went to Scotland—he’d have no way of finding her here. Maybe he’d simmer down by the time her vacation ended.

She should have told Evie. Or her parents.

Then they wouldn’t have sicced Hayes on her.

The bastard. How dare he waltz into her hotel room as though that night never happened? She’d been on her knees with his dick in her mouth and he walked away. Joy didn’t know why she found that the most contemptuous part of what he’d done to her, but she did.

Mentally shaking past embarrassment from her system, she refocused her attention on the video call. After assuring her parents that she was fine and about to have dinner with Hayes, she ended the FaceTime and strode to the closet.

“I’ll be ready in five.” The sooner she got dinner over with, the sooner he’d leave her alone.

He remained seated as she pulled jeans and a lavender sweater off the hangers. Despite the heat blasting inside the hotel room, he had kept his long coat on. Funny, she never thought of him as being easily chilled.

His voice dropped to a velvet invitation. “Come here and I’ll give you a hand.”

The ass! Had he forgotten how he’d played her three years ago? She’d been halfway in love with him when she’d learned the truth. He’d performed the role of boyfriend, but he never wanted her—just access to one of her connections. Once he’d landed that meeting, he moved on.

“You lost your hand privileges a long time ago.”

Not giving him the opportunity to offer a lewd retort, she stomped to the bathroom—and slammed the door shut.

When she reemerged two minutes later, fully dressed, he met her at the threshold. His gaze traveled the length of her. She tried to ignore his perusal, but unbidden heat sparked low in her belly regardless.

“I love speed in a woman.”

Smug son of a bitch.

Striding past him, she pulled on her thigh-high boots. “Is that why you go through your girlfriends so fast?”

His cool smile taunted her. “I’ve yet to find one to hold my interest.”

Declining to continue the conversation, she retrieved her purse from the row of wall hooks and preceded him into the hall.

They rode the elevator in silence.

Stepped into the lobby that way too.

Hayes had always been taciturn. A man comfortable with silence.

She detested it. If silence stretched even for a few seconds, Joy sought to fill it. Their wordless walk to the hotel restaurant had gored her, but she kept her mouth shut. They hadn’t spoken in years, and she wasn’t about to gab now. If Hayes wanted to remain mute, let him. She would too. She hadn’t wanted to join him for dinner anyway.

She’d tried eating at the restaurant earlier that evening, hoping the din of the packed diners would make her feel less scared and alone, but was told they were booked solid until next week.

Yet the maître d’ greeted Hayes by name and showed them to a secluded table in the crowded restaurant, pulling out her chair and helping with her napkin. After Hayes shrugged out of his charcoal coat, the maître d’ took it with him and left them alone at the candlelit table.

Hayes snapped open the leather-bound menu, acting like she wasn’t there.

What delightful company. If anyone looked their way, they’d think she was on the most awkward date ever.

Joy eyed the crowded restaurant. Hayes must have bribed someone to get a table this fast. “How’d you get reservations?”

As he readjusted in his seat, the skin around his eyes tightened with... pain? Discomfort? The rare flash of vulnerability passed quickly. Had she imagined it?

The impervious Hayes slipped back into place. “I don’t need reservations.”

How could she have once found his arrogance charming? He was an asshole. She’d been too blinded by his broad shoulders and six-foot-plus frame to see it before.

“Why are you even in Scotland?”

Disregarding her question, he waved over the waiter and rattled off a meat dish before glancing at her. “You want the cauliflower steak or the salmon?”

Surprised that he remembered she wasn’t much of a meat eater, she pried open her own menu and considered her options. “The cauliflower please,” she told the waiter. “And the mashed potatoes.”

After Hayes added a bottle of red to the order, the waiter poured their water and slid away.

She studied the expensive-looking suit that hugged Hayes’s strong shoulders and the tie that must have cost as much as her monthly salary. “Did your detour here interrupt something?”

“No,” he clipped out, but the rigid set of his jaw said otherwise.

“Then why are you dressed up?”

He surveyed his suit with detachment, as though she was overreacting to his everyday wardrobe. “Had somewhere to be.”

Except she knew him—he opted for comfortable and obscenely expensive casuals. Outside of weddings, she’d only seen him in a suit once—at the gala that had ended them.

“A date?” Ugh, nice going, Joy. Why did you have to ask that? She reached for a glass of water to hide her burning face.

Hayes disregarded her sudden awkwardness. Maybe he didn’t notice. “Business meeting.”

“In Scotland?” She didn’t know why that surprised her. Hayes tended to flit about from place to place.

“Back in the States.”

The States? The suit screamed expensive, but even bespoke tailoring couldn’t survive an international flight without wrinkling. Now that she looked closer, she noticed the creases that spoke to hours of wear.

“You run out of clothes or something? Who flies in a suit?”

He picked up his phone, checking for messages before setting it back down on the pristine white tablecloth. “Didn’t have time to change.”

That made no sense... unless...

“Wait. You went to the airport straight from your meeting? Why?”

His eyes swept across the restaurant before meeting hers. “Jackson and Evie asked me to check up on you. Flights to the UK don’t leave every hour. I was late. My assistant packed for me so I could go to the airport directly.”

“Oh.” That, she hadn’t expected. He’d rushed to Scotland to make sure she was okay. If he hadn’t shattered her heart three years ago, she might have found it sweet.

Hayes shifted in his chair, and there it was again—that flicker of pain. She hadn’t imagined it. What had caused it? Was Mr. Centimillionaire stiff from slumming the long haul in coach? Unlikely. He’d never settle for anything less than a private first-class cabin. No, he’d injured himself... but how and when?

Before she could ask him, the waiter brought their wine and poured a tasting. Hayes indicated that Joy should try it.

“I don’t really know wine that well,” she said with an apologetic smile to the waiter.

Hayes cut in before the waiter could answer. “If you like it, we’ll drink it.”

She liked it. Knowing Hayes, it probably cost more than her rent. The waiter filled their glasses and left the bottle on the table.

Instead of reaching for his glass, he studied her, his mental gears working loud enough for her to almost hear them. She was about to ask him what his problem was, but he spoke first. “You going to hide in your room the entire week?”

Who the hell does he think he is? “I’m not hiding.”

His brow lifted in challenge. “You had barricaded yourself inside with a chair.”

“A precaution. I’m a single girl alone in a very large hotel. Never know if perverts are stalking the hallways.”

Although his phone on the table stayed silent—Hayes didn’t do noise—the screen lit up with an incoming text.

Dragging the device closer, Hayes read the message.

When he lifted his head, his stormy eyes pinned hers. “Stay here. Don’t leave. I’ll be back in five.” Rising, he circled to her side of the table and leaned close enough for her pulse to stutter. “I repeat. Don’t move from this table.”

Without waiting for a response, he slipped out of the restaurant into the adjoining hotel lobby.

He really was odd...

A good quarter hour passed, and he hadn’t returned. Another handful of minutes clattered by.

Joy checked her watch again. Where did he go? Craning her neck, she attempted to see through the exit that connected to the lobby, but the angle made it impossible.

Their dishes arrived—his meat, her cauliflower—and still Hayes hadn’t returned.

The waiter topped off her wine glass, asked about her companion.

“He’ll be back in a few,” she assured him, though her annoyance grew.

First, he drags me out of my hotel room and my cozies, and now he leaves me to dine alone? Where the hell can he be?

Twisting to look for him yet again and still finding no sign of him, she made her decision.

“I’ll be back in two minutes,” she told the hovering waiter. “Watch our table for a minute?”

Taking her purse, she set off to find Hayes.

Who did he think he was? Just because he thought himself king of the world didn’t mean he could treat her like crap. Her time mattered too. She wasn’t about to let him waste it.

He wasn’t hard to spot in the lobby. Not only did he tower over most of the people there, he also filled out his suit sinfully well. Not that it mattered. She wasn’t looking.

Broad shoulders hunched over, he spoke to a shorter man and an even shorter woman around her parents’ age, both in warm coats.

The man was beginning to bald, but a thick white beard framed his ruddy face. He had his arm caped around the petite woman next to him and gazed down at her with unmistakable adoration. His beautiful companion had swept her blonde hair back in a bun. As she spoke, she emphasized her sentences with wide gestures.

Hayes listened, but his usual swagger had fled. Body rigid with unexpected tension, he said something to the couple, but even his lips were drained of color.

Who were these people and how had they managed to shatter his unflappable demeanor? Maybe she could learn a lesson or two.

Disinclined to interrupt despite her curiosity, she turned back for the restaurant.

“There’s Joy.”

The woman’s voice reached her across the lobby. How did she know her name?

The voice grew louder. “Joy, don’t run away! Come say hello. We’ve been hogging Hayes for far too long.”

Joy paused, unsure whether to acknowledge the comment.

“Joy,” Hayes called out before she could deliberate further, a thread of irascibility in his tone. “Come meet my friends.”

Friends? He has friends in Scotland? He has friends anywhere?

Turning, she met Hayes’s eyes that simmered with warning.

Approaching them was the last thing she wanted to do, but dashing away now would be rude, and her parents had raised her with manners. Unclenching her jaw, she made herself cross to Hayes and his companions.

When she reached them, she smiled brightly and extended her hand. But before either one of the pair could shake it, Hayes wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her into his side. She yelped in surprise.

What in the world?

She stopped herself from stomping on his foot and leaping away.

“Joy.” Hayes tightened his grip around her waist in an unmistakable threat. “This is Callan and Maisie Blair. Cal, Maisie, this is Joy. My wife.”
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His what?

Before she could call out Hayes’s lie, Cal grabbed her hand—the one she still held awkwardly extended—and enveloped it in a sandpapery grasp. “Pleased to meet you, Joy. Hayes was just telling us how he’s in town with his new wife—showed off your picture. Shame we missed you both earlier, but we were with our nephew all day and now we’ve got to drive back. Glad we can have a chat.”

What new wife?

Maisie’s rosy cheeks lifted as her smile widened. “It’s brilliant to meet the woman who finally got this one to settle down. And Hayes said you two eloped? How romantic, though I do wish we could have seen our Hayes get married—bet your folks feel the same way.”

The bastard.

He was using her for another one of his schemes...

Did it never stop with him?

Was this why he came to Scotland?

She strained away from him, ready to claw her way out of his hold.

Yet when she glanced into Hayes’s eyes, the rage in her faltered. She’d seen annoyance there before, arrogance, flirtatiousness, but never once this undercurrent of helplessness.

It came and went before she could, now that she’d recognized it, chew on it, but it had been there, and she had noticed.

Unsure of how to proceed, but refusing to allow any part of him to touch any part of her, she stepped away from Hayes. “A pleasure to meet you both. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Our food arrived, so I came to see where Hayes went.”

“You should head back.” Hayes kept his tone casual, as though the Blairs had interrupted an easy dinner and not a battle about to be waged. “I’ll be right there. Cal and Maisie were kind enough to swing by our hotel before their drive back home.”

“We couldn’t miss your husband on our brief trip to Edinburgh,” explained Maisie. “It’s been far too long.”

She had to tell them he was lying—that he wanted something from them—but how? The silent despair she’d seen in Hayes’s gaze had paralyzed her.

Hating herself for playing along even for a moment, Joy plastered on a bright smile she hoped looked authentic and tried to extricate herself from the situation. “I’ll leave you to it, then. Have a nice evening.”

Maybe if she stepped away for a bit, she could untangle her thoughts and find the right words to tell them the truth.

Maisie waved off her goodbye as gently as one would a ladybug. “No, no, stay a minute. We’re almost done. We were just inviting your husband and you to join us on our farm in the Highlands starting Friday. Our nephew, Gene, is in town with his new wife. They’re also keen on the farm. Since it’s Cal’s birthday on Wednesday, we thought why not gather all our favorite folk and celebrate?”

“You can have a look at our operations, meet the other prospective buyers, see what we’ve done with your husband’s barn,” Cal added.

What operations? What buyers? What barn?

Joy waited for Hayes to decline.

“We’d love to join you,” he offered instead.

Like a fool, she waited for the but. It never came.

He isn’t serious.

“It’s settled then.” Maisie beamed. “We’ll see you the day after next. I can’t wait to get to know you better, Joy. Hayes has been like a second son to us, and we already feel like we’ve gained a new daughter-in-law.”

What did Hayes do?

Unsure of what to say, Joy smiled until her jaw hurt.

“Thanks for stopping by.” Hayes heartily embraced Cal and Maisie.

Was she in some sort of nightmare? Maybe she was still asleep in her room, and Hayes and the Blairs were only figments of her imagination? Because the Hayes she knew didn’t willingly hug people.

Reaching for her own wrist, she pinched the skin. Ow. That hurt. Definitely not a bad dream.

“What a coincidence you’ve met Gene’s wife before.” Maisie winked at Hayes. “You’ll have to tell us more about her later.”

“Never thought Gene would go for an older lassie,” Cal said next to her.

Maisie shrugged. “She’s not that much older—she’s thirty-six. Hayes’s age.”

“Gene’s only twenty-five,” her husband pointed out.

As the Blairs left the hotel, Joy offered a weak goodbye and a wave, confusion and disbelief swirling.

Hayes had lied to the people who considered him a son and now was dragging her, his supposed wife, to the Highlands the day after tomorrow?

She wouldn’t get trapped in his manipulations. She’d learned her lesson the last time. Her participation had been inadvertent then. She would be an accomplice now.

No way in hell would she go along with it.

If only she’d told the Blairs the truth right away.

She and Hayes weren’t married.

They could barely stand each other.

Hayes turned for the restaurant. “I’m hungry. My steak’s cold by now.”

Joy had two choices: stand in the lobby and gape, or follow him. With an exasperated rumble, she followed.

***
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Hayes focused on breathing. Four counts in... eight counts out. It didn’t help.

Cal and Maisie’s casual mention of Gene’s bride had blindsided him. For a man who anticipated market shifts three steps ahead, he hadn’t expected this.

That conniving bitch had married the Blairs’ nephew.

Their nephew, who’d never shown interest in the farm before, but now intended to buy it.

Hayes could smell Liselle’s scheming from a mile away. She’d lurked around him like a chronic illness for years. Today, she struck, coming for his sanctuary—and the people he held most dear.

He’d burn the farm to the ground himself before he’d let her have as much as an acre of what the Blairs had built. He’d never let anyone hurt them. Even if it meant lying to protect them.

Reaching their table, he pulled out Joy’s chair with unsteady hands before taking his own across from her.

How quickly the evening had turned.

He should have told Cal and Maisie that the woman who’d married their nephew was the same one who’d left him for dead in Edinburgh. But the words hadn’t come to him in time.

How had she heard about the farm sale anyway? Where the fuck had she dug up Gene?

As soon as the Blairs mentioned her name, his mapped-out argument against the Blairs’ stipulation went out the window.

Instead, somehow, he invented a nonexistent spouse.

He focused his attention on the woman across from him. The woman he’d introduced as his wife, who now vibrated in her chair, arms crossed and teeth bared.

He could make her excuses and go to the farm solo—except he wasn’t about to let her prance around Scotland while her deranged ex hunted for her.

No, she’d go with him. Play the role of good little wife until Highlander Honey belonged to him.

Good thing he knew exactly how to get her to cooperate.
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Chapter 4
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“What the hell was that?” demanded Joy, nearly convulsing with anger. “Why did you tell them we’re married?”

His gaze remained locked on hers, but the seething rage she’d glimpsed just seconds earlier dissipated, replaced by a cool resolve. What was he up to now?

“The Blairs are selling their bee farm, Highlander Honey.” He picked up his steak knife. “They’ll only consider selling to a married couple, one intent on holding on to the farm for several generations.”

Hayes Icefall hadn’t changed.

“So, you lied to them?” The question thundered through the restaurant.

The couple next to them—not even bothering to play it cool—looked at her with rapt curiosity.

Counting out three beats, she waited for them to return to their own conversation and moderated her voice. “You used me to lie to someone again?”

Not a twitch of remorse flashed across his too-handsome face. “If I were single, I’d be out of the running.”

“You are single,” she pointed out, her hands clenching around the edge of the tablecloth-covered table between them.

He slid his knife into the steak, sliced off a thick sliver. “I’ll get married. Eventually. Maybe. Doesn’t matter.” Slipping the chunk into his mouth, he barely chewed before swallowing. “I want their farm.”

“I’m not pretending to be married to you. They seem like a nice couple. I won’t lie to them.”

The tension in his body eased, and he reached for his wine with loose-limbed swagger. “Not a problem. We’ll pack you up, get you on the first flight to Evie and Jackson’s, and I’ll go alone.”

She stabbed into her cauliflower. “I’m not leaving Edinburgh until my vacation is over, and I won’t bring my crazy ex to Evie and Jackson’s. They have two babies—they’ve got enough problems.”

The annoyance radiating from him hit her stronger than the heat from the nearby fireplace. She could almost hear him grit his teeth.

“I’m not leaving you to deal with Ryder alone.” He forked another piece of steak into his mouth.

Her own frustration crested. How dare he dictate to her as though she were a child, unable to make her own decisions?

“Ryder isn’t here,” she pointed out, pleased that her voice remained steady when all she wanted to do was scream at a pitch that would shatter the panes of historic glass around them.

His hand on the steak knife tightened. “You were easy enough to track down.”

“Not everyone has your resources. How do you find out so much so fast?”

His shrug was dismissive. “Pays to know people.”

She leaned across the table to emphasize her point. “Ryder is my problem. Not yours.”

He set down his silverware. “He became my problem when he laid his hands on you. If you don’t want to go to Jackson and Evie’s, you’re coming with me to the Blairs’ farm.”

Even as she sank back against her chair, she held his gaze, willing him to blink first. “No, I’m not.”

Mimicking the angle of her body, he sat back against his chair, too, and considered her across the table. “I’ll pay you.”

“I’m not for sale.”

The asshole looked like he didn’t believe her. He sliced off another thick piece of meat. “Evie paid for your medical school. You feel you owe her. You’ve been taking extra shifts to earn additional money so you can save up, pay her back. I’ll pay her back on your behalf—for six days of your time.”

She should have been offended, but the offer amused her. Hayes really did think he could purchase anyone. “You can’t buy me, Hayes. I’ll pay her back from the money I myself will earn. I don’t need cash from you. And she doesn’t expect it anyways, so it’s not like there’s a deadline.”

The refusal appeared to surprise him. Did not a lot of people turn down his bribes?

She could see him recalculating.

“I donate to a lot of hospitals and medical facilities.” He swirled the red wine in its glass. “When you’re done with your residency next year, I could make introductions to the hospital of your dreams.”

“I’ll get hired at the hospital of my dreams on my own merit, so no, thanks. You’re on your own here. I won’t lie to that nice couple for you.”

Finally, he took a sip of the blood-red liquid. “What about the Delices?”
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Chapter 5
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How does he know about the Delices?

How far did his connections reach?

She’d been moonlighting in the NICU and had gotten to know the Delices well through her shifts. Their baby had been born much too premature, and needed very complicated, very expensive surgeries.

Her heart ached for them. But she hadn’t shared anything about the Delices and their baby with anyone outside of her immediate friends’ group.

With a trembling hand, she took a gulp of her own wine. “What about them?”

Blatant triumph inched up the corner of his mouth. “Their kid has been in the NICU for weeks. They’ve got no insurance. The bills are piling up. Their GoFundMe won’t knock out a fraction of it. I’ll cover the entirety of their hospital bills.”

The bastard had learned her weakness and intended to exploit it.

She set down the wine before he could notice her discomposure. “Just like that?”

His white teeth gleamed. He knew he had her. “If you cooperate. The kid will need at least another heart surgery, and probably more procedures moving forward, more medicine. They are hourly workers—they already took too much time off, and they got two kids at home. Their other bills are snowballing. I’ll cover it all. Whatever they need. A few days of your time, and you’ll change the Delices’ lives.”

Hayes really would be changing their lives...

If she lied to the Blairs and went along with his plan to buy their farm under false pretenses.

It was an impossible choice.

No longer hungry, she pushed away her food. “How do you know so much about my life?”

His shoulders rose and fell in casual disregard. “I make it a point to keep an eye on people.”

“I really, really hate you.”

If feelings could kill, he’d be dropping dead to the ground right now, but not even a muscle twitched in his beautiful face.

Her feelings about him clearly meant squat to him. His only passion in life was raking in more money, more properties, more things.

Hayes had made his gazillion-dollar fortune years ago, when a major Department of Defense contractor acquired his company for something insane, like a hundred million dollars, with the stipulation that he stay on a while. She deduced his covert network of sources came from his time there.

More recently, just before he launched the Auclair-Icefall Hospitality Group with Jackson, he’d sold his startup, Poinsettia, to a digital health company for a chunk of change too.

What would he do with a honey farm, anyway?

He’d never fill the empty abyss inside him, no matter how many properties he acquired. Taking heart in the fact that he’d never be happy, she let the ridiculous idea of accepting his offer take root.

As much as she wanted to rail and insult and storm away, the Delices needed help. Less than a week of her time, and she’d be able to make a transformative difference.

She suspected that Hayes knew she’d never be able to turn down his offer. The bastard all but gloated from across the table.

Why did Evie have to marry his brother? If she hadn’t, then Joy would have never met Hayes and her life would have been much simpler. And yet their paths had become forever intertwined because of their siblings.

They’d done an effective job of avoiding each other at family gatherings so far, but how could she bear to see him at her niece or nephew’s future birthdays and act as though he’d never coerced her into lying? Every time she’d lay eyes on him from now on, she’d always remember that he had used her not once, but twice.

Straightening her back, she lifted her chin for more height. “Only until Wednesday, and that’s it. And then I never want you near me again. Not at any of the holiday gatherings, or the kids’ parties. Nowhere.”

The counteroffer didn’t appear to faze him. He tilted his head in assent. “Pretend to be my wife until Wednesday, and then you’ll never see me again.”

That deal she could take. “All right. But you cover the Delices’ bills upfront.”

Lifting his wine, he studied her over the rim of the glass. “You don’t trust me to keep my word?”

“All you’ve ever done is lie to me.” Appetite gone for good, she stood. “I’ll see you on Friday.”

He rose to his feet. “Like hell. I’m with you until we leave for the farm.”

“I’d rather Ryder find me than be anywhere near you.” Grabbing her purse, she hightailed it out of the restaurant, dodging a slow-moving waiter carrying a trayful of drinks.

To her annoyance, Hayes caught up to her before she reached the lobby. His warm breath washed over the shell of her ear as he leaned close.

“Like it or not, I’m not letting Ryder put his hands on you again.”

She whirled on him, stabbed a finger into his unyielding chest. “What you’re doing is so much worse. You’re making me lie to a couple who doesn’t deserve it.”

Snatching her hand back, she fought not to remember what his pecs had felt like under her fingertips, back when she’d thought he actually liked her.

His brows drew together. “I know the Blairs well. I would never do anything to hurt either one of them. No one will care for their farm better than me. I’d never destroy their legacy, but another buyer might.”

More lies. It never ended with him. “You don’t know anything about apiculture.”

Not even a shadow of concern crossed his features. “How hard could it be?”

It was like arguing with a stubborn five-year-old. “You’ll move to Scotland to become a beekeeper?”

“I’ll keep on their staff. Operations will continue as normal.”

“Why do you want their farm so badly?” she asked, genuinely curious now. It seemed so far-fetched for him.

His mask of impassivity splintered open long enough for her to glimpse the helplessness from earlier in his shadowed eyes. It mixed with another emotion she couldn’t name. Before she could pinpoint the exact sentiment, the walls came back up. He was hiding something—but what?

“I like the honey,” he offered in a tone of practiced indifference.

Shaking her head, she resumed her path out of the restaurant. “I don’t believe you.”

Like a respiratory illness, he followed. “The Blairs and I go way back.”
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