









LIE IN THE DARK








He’s the rule-follower. She’s the chaos he can’t resist.





Natalie Nygaard-Brown is allergic to sitting still, but with a bullet wound in her chest and a target on her back, she has no choice. Retreating to a remote cottage in France feels like a prison sentence—especially when her keeper is Ford Beaumont, the sexy, by-the-book bodyguard she’s never forgotten. She’s desperate to hunt down the enemy threatening her team and rejoin her life, but the more she fights for her freedom, the more she’s drawn to the man who sees the fire between them as an unwelcome distraction.





Four years ago, Ford let Natalie’s wild spirit distract him from his assignment, a failure his scars won’t let him forget. This time, his focus is absolute: keep her safe, keep her hidden, and keep his hands to himself. But as their close proximity ignites old sparks, Ford realizes the hardest part of this mission isn't staying alive—it's resisting the magnetic woman who has always tested his control.
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CHAPTER ONE










TAKING A BULLET to the chest hadn’t been on Natalie Nygaard-Brown’s bingo card for the day. 


Sadly, it wasn’t even the first thing about her team’s op in Lucerne that had gone horribly wrong. An informant had been murdered right in front of her teammate, Emma. A man with dubious motives had ended up with the memory card she sought, forcing her and Natalie to use underhanded means to retrieve it. And Emma had just fled with the very man they’d duped, leaving her alone with a dead body.


On the plus side, the Swiss police were due any minute. Hopefully with paramedics in tow, because Nat might just bleed out on the cold tile if they didn’t hurry, and she’d rather live, thank you very much. She shuddered, an oppressive fatigue lashing her limbs to the floor. A bodyguard had saved her from a killer four years ago, but maybe he’d only delayed the inevitable. Maybe fate had her marked for a young, ugly death.


She would’ve laughed at her maudlin thoughts if her chest didn’t hurt so fucking much. “Get a grip. You signed on for this.” She’d knowingly put herself at risk by joining the Night Herons. Fate or not, she’d made that choice, fully aware of the potential for danger.


Flicking a glance at the feet of the gunman lying motionless on the other side of the kitchen counter, she forced herself to exhale slowly and trained her gaze on the plaster swirls on the ceiling. She weakly reapplied pressure to the bandage on her chest, and hissed air through her teeth at the bolt of pain triggered by the move. Perspiration trickled down the side of her face despite the chugging of the condo’s wall-unit air conditioning and the ice seeping into her veins. Biting down hard on her lip, she closed her eyes and took shallow breaths until the need to hurl subsided.


Hang in there.


Emma and Jason had wanted to stay with her, but Natalie had convinced them to run. If they were caught, the men they were after would not only win this round, but they’d also keep hurting people, and continue using their power and influence to escape the repercussions. The Night Herons’ efforts, their informant’s death, and Nat’s injuries would be in vain.


She’d do everything in her limited power to keep that from happening.


The Beretta Emma had left behind settled into Nat’s free hand, a cool, solid anchor. Something to focus on while she waited for the police and paramedics, their shrill sirens reverberating off the tightly packed buildings of the Altstadt—Lucerne’s old town.


With luck, the imminent arrival of the first responders would scare away anyone else who wanted her dead, but even if she made it to the hospital alive, she’d be a sitting duck there. Surely, her boss would send someone to protect her, but without knowing how the gunman had found this condo, was it safe to contact Gretchen?


The last thing Natalie wanted was to lead their enemies to the rest of the Night Herons. If someone had figured out what she and Emma were doing, getting in touch with anyone on her team could put them at risk.


She could only think of one other option.


Well, fuck.


Dialing from memory, she continued taking slow breaths and hunting for patterns in the ceiling’s plaster as the line rang.


“Ford Beaumont,” a deep, clipped voice said in her ear, achingly familiar.


Relief flooded through her. Four years ago, he’d made her memorize his number in case anything went wrong.


Unfortunately, today—as back then—things had gone very, very wrong.
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The first person Natalie saw when she woke later in a private hospital room was the last man she’d ever expected to see again.


He stood in a shadowy corner, eyes fixed on the door, but she’d recognize the sharp angles and planes of his handsome face anywhere, despite the thick stubble that darkened his jaw. She could’ve majored in the study of that face.


Until he’d nearly died four years ago, protecting her.


Nat’s throat tightened, but she rasped out his name. “Ford?”


His head whipped toward her, lips twisted into a scowl. “You’re awake,” his deep voice rumbled as he stepped into the wan light coming from above her bed, dark brows drawn, pale blue eyes full of concern. “Are you in pain?”


Maybe? Her chest hurt, but was that from being shot, or from her pounding heart? “Why are you here?” she whispered, her mouth dry as dust. Yes, she’d called him, but she’d expected him to send someone else. Anyone else.


As she attempted to sit up, pain tore through her shoulder, making her hot and dizzy and nauseated.


“Whoa, there.” He moved to the side of the bed and fiddled with something over her shoulder. “You’ve been shot, Natalie. Do you remember?” he asked, stepping fully into her field of vision again, little parentheses on either side of his mouth.


While still in the recovery room, her thoughts had been a scrambled mess of memories of the gunman pushing his way into Natalie and Emma’s condo, the shock of being shot, and former underwear model Jason Chin tending to her wound. Or had she hallucinated that part?


Jason was nothing more than a gorgeous fantasy she’d pinned to her ceiling as a teenager, but Ford Beaumont was a real man. One she’d foolishly pinned her hopes on as a young adult. If he wasn’t actually here now, helping her drink water through a straw as her eyelids grew heavy and the pain faded into the cottony background of her mind, then she didn’t want to wake up from this dream.


The next few hours passed in a haze of pain, nausea, gut-clenching nightmares, and perky medical staff who urged her take deep breaths, checked her IV, and inspected her dressing. And Ford—always Ford—at her side, raising or lowering her bed, helping her drink water, and piling on more blankets when she got cold.


“What are you doing here?” she managed to ask at a point of moderate lucidity.


“You called me, remember?” He ran a hand through his thick hair, enticingly disheveled, his stubble a little longer than last time, his gaze troubled. “Someone tried to kill you, Natalie. I’m here to make sure they don’t get another chance.”


Her chest warmed, but as she was pulled into the fuzzy whirlpool of sleep yet again, she reminded herself that his words meant nothing. All the care and attention she’d once hoped were a sign of deeper sentiment had simply been him doing his job.


Finally, at some point, she woke feeling different, stronger, her mind mostly clear, concern for Emma foremost in her mind. She turned her head to ask Ford if he knew anything about her teammate’s status, but he was gone.


Had she imagined him?


She studied the room more carefully. Unlike last time she’d awoken, the window shade now stood open to reveal a sycamore tree just outside, its broad five-fingered leaves filtering the morning light. Inside, pale gray paint coated the walls, and a blue armchair had been wedged into a corner.


Nice enough, but— How long had she been here? Were her parents on their way?


She scanned the walls but didn’t see a clock. Only a small dry-erase board with everything written in German.


Pulling back the sheets with her good hand, she located a call button and pressed it. Another controller let her raise the head of the bed, and she gasped at the hot poker that shot through her right shoulder with the change of position. Sweat prickled across her forehead, and she focused on taking slow, careful breaths.


A loud click drew her attention to the door, as a short, curvy Black woman in scrubs entered the room.


Had the door been locked?


“Ach, Frau Braun,” the woman said with a bright smile, pleasantly butchering Nat’s last name. Continuing in heavily accented English, she said, “You are awake. Good. How do you feel?”


“Like I’ve been shot.”


The woman chuckled, the skin around her eyes crinkling. “I am Doctor Amadi. You are doing very well.” She explained that Nat had undergone surgery to remove the bullet that had cracked her collarbone, and she now had stitches both internally and externally. The latter would need to be removed in a week or two, and she wouldn’t be able to lift anything heavier than a book for about six weeks. The anesthesia had mostly worn off, but would likely bring lingering fatigue, especially combined with pain meds and the trauma she’d been through. “I expect to discharge you at some time tomorrow.” The doctor made a little tsk sound. “You were very lucky. The damage could have been much worse.”


Nat didn’t want to think about it. “How long have I been here?”


The doctor glanced at the clock on the wall. “Nearly twelve hours.”


She could feel her eyes widen. That was all? It felt like days already. “Do you know where my phone is? I need to call my family.”


The doctor frowned. “You will have to ask Herr Beaumont.”


She blinked. “He’s really here?” Her heart drummed painfully in her chest.


“Yes, ma’am. I believe he will return soon.” The doctor clucked sympathetically. “He will be upset that he was gone when you awoke.” Dr. Amadi gave her a quick examination, made some notes in her chart, and turned for the door.


A rustling noise drew Nat’s attention to Ford, who had appeared in the doorway holding a paper cup, dark smudges under his eyes, jaw dark with stubble. “Hey.”


If she’d been standing, her knees might’ve buckled. “Hi,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper.


The doctor smiled and started toward the door.


“I’ll be right back.” Ford followed the woman out of the room.


Nat could only stare at the door. Ford. Ford Beaumont. Here.


Her stomach did a little flip when he returned a few minutes later, letting the wide door fall shut behind him. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up,” he said, running a hand through his dark hair. “Dr. Amadi said everything looks good. How are you feeling?”


How could he talk to her like everything was normal? Like they hadn’t gone four years without a word? She opened her mouth, but hesitated, not sure where to start. 


“You probably have some questions.” He hovered at the foot of the bed, wearing an untucked charcoal polo and blue jeans that did nothing to hide his lean, muscular body. Just one of many things about him that had fascinated her four years ago.


“Why are you here?”


“I told you earlier, but maybe you don’t re—”


“I remember,” she said. “But why are you here?”


He nodded, his jaw muscle tightening. “I was the only one close enough on such short notice.”


“Oh.” Of course. Her cheeks turned hot. “Well, I’m sorry then. I’m sure you were hoping to never see me again.”


He shook his head, an exasperated gesture that she used to go out of her way to elicit. “I could say the same.”


Whatever. “Do you know if my parents are on their way?”


“Uh, no. They’re not.” A grimace twisted his handsome face. “Not anymore.”


Her face scrunched in confusion. Not anymore? “Why the hell not?”


Ford studied her grimly and rubbed his jaw with obvious discomfort. “Because they believe you’re dead.”










CHAPTER TWO










FORD TOOK A sip of the lukewarm coffee that tasted like scorched metal and managed not to make a face. Natalie stared at him for several seconds, her pretty blue eyes wide with disbelief and betrayal.


“What do you mean they think I’m dead?” She looked so small and vulnerable in the oversized hospital bed, her voice a bewildered rasp.


He ran his knuckles across his chin, delaying the inevitable. “When I arrived and it became clear just how motivated those men were to find you, I made a tough decision in order to protect you—”


“What men?”


Shit. He was getting ahead of himself. “I don’t know exactly. Two white guys who sounded like they were speaking Russian. A redhead with a bandage on his hand, and one with dark hair. They were trying to get information about you, and they weren’t being very subtle about it.”


Her mouth formed an O as her gaze trailed to the floor. “The redhead could be the guy Jason fought in the elevator.”


Ford had no idea who Jason was—or why he wasn’t here with her—but that could wait. “Maybe. Either way, they knew you were still alive, and I had to assume they wanted to finish the job. So, I had you declared dead, and they seemed to buy it. They left soon after.” They had, in fact, followed Ford to his car as he played the grieving fiancé and tailed him to a hotel.


Natalie’s lips parted as if to speak, but she just stared at the wall. Not quite the chatterbox he remembered. Then again, she was coming out of anesthesia.


When he’d entered her room—a feat made possible by the whole fiancé ruse—her skin had looked almost gray as she lay engulfed in white bedding, flanked by a lazily beeping heart rate monitor and an IV pole. It had felt wrong for her to be so still and silent, so unlike the woman who was always laughing, teasing him, trying to crack his guard, break his focus. Unfortunately, the one time she’d succeeded, it had nearly gotten them both killed.


Guilt lanced his chest. Protecting Natalie had been his job then, and he’d come far too close to failing. Now someone had attacked her again, and he would do whatever it took to ensure her safety. Even fake her death, dammit.


She finally met his gaze. “The only way you could think of to protect me was to make the world think I’m dead? Even my parents?” The pure anguish in her voice lodged in his ribs like a dart.


But there was no point second-guessing himself. He’d made his choice, and now they both had to deal with it. “Under better circumstances, I might have handled things differently. But I don’t have an entire team at my disposal, and I don’t know the full nature of the threat. I also wasn’t sure if the police were there to question you or arrest you.”


Her frown deepened at his mention of the cops, and she rubbed her forehead. “And Gretchen agreed?”


Gretchen Hawthorne? The older woman who’d referred Natalie’s father to Beaumont & Associates four years ago was exceedingly protective of her little flock, but he didn’t understand why he would need her approval. “She doesn’t know either.”


Natalie blanched. “So, no one else knows?”


He inhaled deeply, filling his nostrils with the scents of ammonia and bleach. “Just the person who made it happen, and the few medical staff who signed off.”


“You didn’t arrange it yourself?” she asked, probably rightfully concerned about the number of people who knew her secret. Each one they added to the scheme made it more likely to unravel.


“Unfortunately, I don’t have the contacts for that—especially in Lucerne—but I know someone who does, and she made it happen fast.” Lehmann was a shady but invaluable woman to know. Luckily, she’d been willing to take on Natalie’s case at the last minute. For a hefty fee, of course.


“And you trust all of these people not to give me away,” she said.


The knot in his chest tightened. “Not forever, but we paid them well and told them you were on the run from a dangerous mob.” Which appeared to be true. “The bullet wound went a long way toward selling that story. It just needs to work until we remove the threat.” Or until they got her into hiding.


She yawned and blinked a few times, the fresh dose of pain meds Dr. Amadi had administered probably kicking in. “Do you know if my friend Emma is safe? She and Jason escaped right before the police arrived.”


Ford couldn’t hide his shock. “They left you alone with a gunshot wound?” His hands curled into fists and the room was suddenly stuffy. So far, the police didn’t realize anyone else had been at the scene besides Natalie and the dead guy. Something they’d need to discuss eventually.


“I made them leave,” she said about her so-called friends. “They’d already been key witnesses to a fatal shooting at the Dying Lion monument.” Her voice lowered along with her gaze. “Our informant was murdered.” She toyed with the corner of the tape holding down her IV tube. “If they were found at another crime scene, the police would’ve been suspicious, and we have no idea of the enemy’s reach. What if he has local cops in his pocket?”


What the hell had she gotten into? Ford’s head whirled, and it wasn’t because of the obscenely late hour, or the fact that he’d spent most of the evening playing a distraught fiancé.


Before she’d been declared dead, her father had been more than willing to tell the hospital staff that Ford was now her betrothed. That relationship gave him access to watch over her, but he knew nothing of why she’d been targeted. Mr. Nygaard-Brown could only tell Ford that Natalie worked as an investigative journalist and had gone to Europe for a story.


Her question about Gretchen, though, had him wondering if there was more to it.


Five years ago, Gretchen and her wife Laura had led the charge to take down Remy Blaze and his revenge porn site after a fan had become obsessed with, and eventually killed, their oldest daughter, Parker. Natalie was part of a group of victims Gretchen had gathered to support each other, and to help build a case against Blaze.


Along the way, Natalie had caught the interest of a stalker from the pictures her ex had posted on Blaze’s site. That’s when Ford’s team had been hired to protect her.


Blaze had eventually gone to jail after paying hefty reparations to many of the victims, and Ford had mostly stopped working in the field after recovering from his injuries, eventually moving to Geneva to run the European arm of his family’s security business. He hadn’t heard from Gretchen or Natalie again until the phone call six hours earlier.


“Who exactly is the enemy?” he asked. “And why are they after you?”
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Natalie stared at a slightly fuzzy Ford, her eyelids growing heavier by the minute. Because of him, everyone she loved and cared about thought she was dead right now, and she knew she was mad about it, but her body had started floating and she couldn’t seem to hold a thought.


Had she told him too much?


“What have you gotten into, Natalie?” he prompted, those pale blue eyes scanning her face with concern. He’d shown more emotion tonight than in the entire three months he’d been her bodyguard.


And Lord knew she’d tried to crack that stoic facade a hundred times. Anything to escape the reality of having a stalker and the limits to her freedom that her dad had pushed on her, even if out of love.


Stewing in negative emotions was wholeheartedly not her thing. So she’d focused her attention on Ford, studying every nuance of expression and twitch of his lips until she’d become addicted to the idea of finally scaling his mile-high walls, doing everything she could to get a reaction out of him. Anger, laughter, even a simple shake of his head would suffice. And then, one day it had worked. She’d been fucking jubilant until her stalker Tim Marinelli took advantage of the distraction.


If Ford hadn’t shielded her, she’d probably have died. Instead, he’d taken a knife to the back.


Her stomach clenched. For a moment, she’d been able to forget that she almost got him killed. “You must hate me,” she said, hardly able to open her mouth enough to get the words out.


He stilled and frowned at her. “Why would I hate you?”


It was her turn to frown. Why wouldn’t he? “My fault you…got hurt.” Her tongue felt heavy.


A little line formed next to his brow and he shook his head. “Nothing about that situation was your fault. I’m the one who let down my guard. That asshole is the one who attacked.” He ran a hand along the dark stubble on his jaw. “If I hate anyone, it’s myself. Your safety was my one job, and I almost failed.”


Her jaw slackened. Twenty-six-year-old Ford would have never talked to her like this. He’d barely paid attention to her at all except as it pertained to keeping her safe from the predator who’d seen her half-naked photos on a revenge porn site and developed an unhealthy obsession.


Tim had started with social media DMs and text messages that she blocked, and escalated to showing up at her work with flowers and a stack of photos he’d taken without her knowledge. After she got a restraining order, she could never prove it, but he broke into her apartment and rearranged her things, reset her thermostat, turned off her fridge. And then the threats had started.


Back then, Gretchen Hawthorne and her wife Laura hadn’t yet formed the Night Herons or The Parker Foundation. Theirs was simply a group of LA-based victims of Remy Blaze’s awful website, who came together to support each other through the feelings of violation and grief that no one else could fully understand. Led by Gretchen, they had eventually helped the FBI take down Blaze, and they’d pooled some of the money they’d received in damages to create both a foundation—named after Gretchen and Laura’s late daughter—to help women in need, and a secret team to take down men who abused their power.


But she couldn’t explain all of that to Ford even if she had the capacity right now. He knew about Blaze’s website and Nat’s stalker, but not the Night Herons. All of that was “need to know” only. And even now, he didn’t need to know. Her situation was the same, either way. If Gretchen had wanted to share the truth with him, she would have.


Natalie intended to feed him her cover story and tell him what she knew about who’d tried to kill her—very little—but the next time she opened her eyes, bright sunlight streamed through the window and Ford was gone again. God, she had to pee. She pressed her call button, eliciting a visit from a nurse within minutes. He helped her walk to the bathroom, opened the food containers on the breakfast tray next to her bed, and changed her dressing.


Tired, but no longer sleepy, Natalie adjusted her bed to sit higher and looked around. Where the hell was her cell phone? Then again, who could she call? Everyone believed she’d died last night.


Her throat closed up. For all intents and purposes, she was dead. Gone. No longer in her friends’ and family’s lives. Presumably, they were mourning her right now, rearranging their lives to deal with the heartache and the paperwork. For no good reason. She was perfectly fine.


Okay, not fine exactly, but alive.


They were going to hate her when she just popped up one day like, “Psych! Sorry to put you through that but my safety mattered more than your feelings.” Goddamn Ford for putting her in this situation. Could he really not have thought of a single other alternative to killing her off?


The negativity burrowed into her chest like a termite chewing through pine, and—hell no. She recoiled from the dark spiral of emotion. Glancing around she snatched up the TV remote and started flipping channels until she landed on reruns of Big Bang Theory dubbed in German, and watched Sheldon and Leonard bicker while she mowed through the bland hospital food. Anything to get her mind off the clusterfuck that was her life—her death? Ugh, whatever—right now.


By midday, she’d binged too much television, learned the names of all the nurses, used the bathroom twice, doodled on a small notepad someone gave her, given her body a cursory wipedown at the sink, and gotten help putting her tangle of curls into a low ponytail—something she couldn’t do one-handed, which was going to be fucking annoying for the next month or two.


Finally, around one, Ford strode in wearing a baseball cap and square-framed glasses. It was a light disguise that would work from a distance but not register as too odd up close. He set a cloth tote bag on the chair and hooked the glasses on the placket of his polo. “How are you feeling?”


“Bored.”


The corner of his mouth twitched, and her new goal was to trigger one of his rare full smiles. Except look where that had gotten them last time. 


“Where’d you go?” she asked, trying not to pout. He was now her only connection the outside world, and he’d left her on her own for hours. Honestly, given their history, he should know better. She and boredom were mortal enemies.


“You’re supposed to be discharged this afternoon. I had a lot to set up before that happens.” He pointed to the bag. “Also, I got you some clothes and toiletries. I had to guess at sizes, so I got a couple options.”


“Thanks.” She combed her fingers through the ends of her ponytail. “Are the glasses real?”


His thick brows rose. “Yes. The prescription’s for distance, but it’s not too strong. I mostly use them for driving.”


“They look good,” she said. “Kind of give you that hot professor look.”


Pink washed his cheeks and he shook his head while briefly closing his eyes.


Score one for Nat. Any reaction was better than nothing.


“Back to that, are we?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest in a way that emphasized his sculpted biceps.


She shrugged with her good shoulder. “What else is there to do? I’m already tired of watching reruns. And I’m stuck in this box of blandness until I get my energy back.”


“The most important thing is that you’re safe here.”


And there it was. The one thing he cared about above all. “Safe is boring.”


“And God forbid you’re bored for more than one minute,” he said, his voice edging into irritation.


Yes, exactly. Boredom meant time to think. Time to think meant facing the hot mess her life had become. It gave an opening to the dark, scary shit that was always tapping at the glass of her carefully constructed mental shields. A busy mind provided a necessary diversion. 


As ill advised as it might be, poking the bear named Ford was the easiest path to distraction right now. “Life’s too short to be serious all the time. I thought you might have lightened up a little by now.”


“Oh, really?” His jaw clenched. “Because last time I did that I got knifed in the back.”


Fuck. The old guilt, the fear, hit her like a bucket of tar, hot and dark and oozing. Why did she always take it one step too far? “Ford, I’m—”


He cut her off with, “I thought you might have grown up a little by now. You may not care about your own safety, but what about the people around you? Forget me, but Dr. Amadi, the nurses, their lives are at risk because they’re helping you right now.”


His argument hit home, but how dare he accuse her of not caring about others? Her last three years had been dedicated to helping and protecting those who didn’t have the resources to do it for themselves. She took down assholes like Warner Renfro—the man she and Emma were currently investigating—so the world would be a safer place for everyone. She’d taken on the risks of being a Night Heron willingly, and in one stroke he’d thrown it all away. Her freedom, her job, her life.


“I appreciate that, but I didn’t ask for your help, or theirs,” she said, knowing she sounded like a petulant teen, but panicking as the bleak reality of her current existence threatened to overwhelm. Her complete and utter reliance on Ford and the medical staff, the total lack of ability to dictate what came next… She might as well be tied to a chair. It was almost more than she could bear.


People—especially men—had been trying to restrain her in various ways her entire life. Thinking about it made her want to punch something. “You had no right to put me in this position.”


“You called me.”


Despite the breach in his impassive facade, Ford’s look of disbelief gave her no satisfaction.


The small, rational part of her brain that hadn’t short-circuited understood why her reaction made no sense to him. Still, the need to throw herself at the bars of her metaphorical cage was primal. She could no more stop raging against the injustice than she could stop her heart from beating.


He made a frustrated noise and pulled a stack of magazines from his bag. “Here.” He dropped them onto the rolling table at her side. “They’re all in German, but it’s the best I could do on short notice. Hopefully, they’re enough to keep you entertained until you’re discharged.” Then he turned and walked out the door.










CHAPTER THREE










IT WAS CLOSING in on two p.m. when Ford finally had Natalie settled into the back of a rented Peugeot hatchback where the seatbelt wouldn’t cut across her injured shoulder, and she’d have the option to lie down. One of the nurses had helped her change into a long, green sundress and don a faded blue Yankees ball cap with the iconic “NY” logo that was so popular in France—maybe everywhere?—right now. 


Women didn’t wear hats as much as men, but he wanted to obscure her face from cameras, and it wasn’t odd enough to attract attention.


The car and the clothes were calculated to help them blend in. Before they even left Lucerne, though, Ford executed a convoluted series of turns meant to detect a tail. Finding none, he pointed the compact car toward the French border. Luckily, since Switzerland was part of the Schengen Area, they shouldn’t have to worry about border crossings and passports.


As they cruised along the shimmering lake, she asked, “Where are we going?”


“France.” He scanned the roadway and his mirrors in a constant rotation. “There’s a doctor there who owes me a favor. He’s already in hiding, so it’ll be safe as long as no one follows us.”


“What if I don’t want to go to France?”


He knew enough about her to know that declaring she had no choice would only make her dig in harder. “Then we won’t go.” It would’ve been even smarter to offer the trip as an option rather than declaring it unilaterally, but he was tired. He’d hardly slept in thirty-six hours. Besides, she did have other choices, they just weren’t good ones. Gripping the steering wheel for patience, he asked, “Do you have another idea?”


She was quiet for a moment, looking out the window. “I’d like to let my family and friends know I’m alive, stay somewhere safe until I can fly, and then go home.”


Arguing for her own safety wouldn’t be enough, so Ford asked, “If you tell your family the truth before the people chasing you are caught, do you think they’d be in any kind of danger?”


She met his gaze, frowning. “You’re thinking these guys might threaten my family to find out where I am.”


“Possibly.” He wasn’t trying to manipulate her. It was a legitimate concern. “It would help if I knew who we’re dealing with.”


“Emma and I are investigating Renfro Warner and Byron Chin of Blue Bear. It’s a VC firm, but according to several sources, Renfro’s trafficking underage girls for his parties, and has a history of threatening the adult women he has affairs with to keep them from exposing his infidelities. I’m pretty sure he murdered at least one of them to keep her quiet.” The anger in her voice grew steadily as she talked.


The one thing they had in common was their desire to protect others. Nat went about it very differently, though. “So you think Warner may have tried to kill you and Emma yesterday?” The urge to strangle the man turned Ford’s knuckles white on the wheel.


Natalie nodded. “I don’t know who else it could be. Especially since someone also killed the informant we were meeting just hours earlier.”


Jesus. His regret over having her declared dead was dwindling rapidly. “How’d they know where to find you?”


She sighed. “No idea. That’s what’s bugging me.”


“So,” he said, “someone wants you and Emma dead. They failed to kill either one of you, and at least two men came to the hospital last night to finish the job.” He stretched his fingers and took a slowly blew out a breath.


“Yes.” She stared at her lap, jaw tight. “I get it. If I reveal that I’m alive, I put a target on my family’s back.”


“And yours.”


“Oh, that old thing?” She scoffed, pointing over her shoulder. “That’s been there for years.”


He shook his head. Her ability to make light of the danger—especially when directed at her—had always amazed and infuriated him in equal measure. “Here.” He handed her a burner phone. His personal cell was currently turned off to prevent tracking. “Why don’t you look for any news on your friend, and the men you’re investigating? When we get to Geneva, if you still don’t want to go to France, we’ll come up with another plan.”


She nodded, giving him a small smile. After searching for information on her friends for half an hour and finding nothing, her eyes refused to stay open. Despite the heat outside, she fell asleep nestled against a stack of pillows beneath a thick blanket.


Pulling into a gas station near the Geneva airport a few hours later, Ford stood next to the pump as he filled the car’s tank and looked through the back window at the woman who’d upended his world. Natalie Nygaard-fucking-Brown. Four years ago, he’d nearly died after her stalker attacked. It had taken months to recover from his wounds, and almost a year before he was fit to fight again. She’d sent him one get-well card and he’d never heard from her again.


Until last night.


As much as part of him had wanted to turn down her plea for help, he couldn’t. Would never be able to say no.


He forced his fingers to loosen their grip on the nozzle.


Apparently, even moving to Geneva to run Beaumont & Associates’ European office hadn’t been far enough to escape her orbit. Of course, he’d forwarded his old US number to his Swiss mobile phone, making her call possible. He hadn’t done it explicitly for her, but the result was the same. And, thank God he had. She might frustrate the hell out of him, but she needed his help.


Ford rarely worked in the field anymore, and ideally, he would’ve assigned someone else to this job, but right now his entire European team was working a business conference full of high-profile C-suite members in Germany. Too far to swap assignments with him on such short notice. If part of him was relieved about that, he’d never admit it. As it was, he’d been almost three hours away by car, and that was after he moved his dog to his landlord’s house and packed a bag.


The drive to Lucerne from his home in Geneva had been excruciatingly slow, despite his unusually leaden foot, hastened only by the calls he’d made from the road.


“You’re in the car?” his assistant Sabine had asked, incredulous.


As a rule, he ignored phone calls while driving. Distractions caused accidents. “I didn’t have a choice,” he’d said, a sense of urgency thrumming under his skin. “It’s already taking me too long to get there as it is. She’s an easy target at the hospital, especially once she gets out of recovery.”


Sabine had tracked down Natalie’s father, who’d happily agreed to tell the hospital staff Ford was her fiancé so he could act as the family’s rep until they arrived. Mr. Nygaard-Brown had also retained Beaumont & Associates to provide her protection again until the danger had passed.


Ford was pretty sure her dad would not be happy with how Ford had gone about it, but it was too late to second guess himself. At least two men had been scouring the hospital, questioning the staff, offering bribes for information on her whereabouts. If he hadn’t taken immediate action, Natalie would probably be dead. Instead, she only looked like death on a stick.


Now, he opened the back door on the driver’s side and studied her as she awoke, gaunt and extra pale, her lips dry. She bore an ugly bruise on the right side of her chest where the bullet had somehow missed anything vital as it tore through flesh and muscle. She was damned lucky she hadn’t lost too much blood before the paramedics arrived.


His gut hardened just thinking about it. Her surgery had gone well, but a complete recovery was weeks—maybe months—away. She was going to need acute care and monitoring for the next few days, and eventually probably physical therapy to regain full use of her right arm and shoulder.


“Do you need a bathroom break?”


After a quick glance around, she nodded and unlatched her seat belt.


He gently positioned the black shawl over her shoulders to hide her bandages, and helped her exit the car. Ten minutes later, they were back at the Peugeot with crappy snacks, water, a flip-top lip balm that she could apply one-handed, and a large coffee for him.


He helped her into the seat behind his and got her buckled in. “So, have you made a decision?”


Her gaze searched his face, but she didn’t answer right away.


Finally, she sighed. “I’ll go with you.”


Ford tried not to let his relief show, but he could feel some of the tension in his shoulders and jaw release. “Okay, good.” He closed her door and slid behind the wheel. In the mirror, he found her looking uncharacteristically anxious, her lower lip between her teeth, brow furrowed. She’d always projected strength and confidence. Seeing her like this triggered a renewed surge of protectiveness. “I know it sucks, but I think this is the right choice for now. Hopefully, it’ll just be for a few days.” During which he’d be doing everything in his power to find the fuckers who wanted her dead.


“If anyone can stop Renfro, it’s Emma. I just wish I could help somehow.”


“You staying safe and hidden is helping.”


“Maybe.” She set her jaw and returned to staring out the window.


Eventually, she fell asleep again, and he maneuvered the car in silence down the A7 toward Marseille, paralleling the Rhône through the valley at the base of the Alps. The sky was clear and blue over l’autoroute du Soleil, the Motorway of the Sun, as the road’s namesake bore down on them.


Summer traffic was predictably thick, winding past low hills and farmland, plots divided by tall trees and dotted with pale cows. If she didn’t need sleep so badly, he’d wake her to point out the view.


They made another quick pit stop at a gas station outside of Montélimar and began the final hours of the drive. His anxiety bloomed as the sun slowly sank toward the horizon, gilding the heat-parched landscape. While Natalie dozed again, he took extra time to ensure no one had picked up their scent, exiting and entering the highway and occasionally going in circles, before heading to the farmhouse where he’d stashed Henri just weeks earlier.


To alert the man of his visit, he’d sent flowers to a woman in Marseille who would then use a burner phone to leave a voicemail on a line that Henri was supposed to check every night. The type of flowers determined whether she’d tell him her aunt was visiting—expect a visit—or that she had a book recommendation for him—get out of the house and go to the agreed-upon backup location.


Henri left a voicemail on the same line to check in. If he missed a night, the woman would send lilies to Ford’s office, alerting him to a problem. 


Of course, even if the older man got Ford’s message now, he wouldn’t be expecting him to arrive with a companion. Especially not a patient recovering from a gunshot wound. Ford wasn’t eagerly awaiting that conversation, but he had few viable options at this point. It was precisely because of Henri that Ford had been under constant surveillance for nearly a month. Whether from the police, or the criminal enterprise that wanted Henri dead, or both, remained unclear.


Either way, he had risked all their lives to bring Natalie here, but it was the only way he could think of to keep her safe. The gruff old doctor would not be happy to see them, but Henri owed him, and tonight Ford intended to collect.



[image: ]


Natalie woke the next morning to the rumble of a car engine and the crunch of tires on gravel. Her mouth tasted like death and her eyelids were made of concrete, shut tightly against a bright light. She tried to lift a hand to rub her face and gasped as pain dug its talons into her upper chest and shoulder.


Her eyes popped open as she released a slow, shuddering breath. Someone had propped her in a semi-upright position in a plush double bed, her right arm in a sling, fixed to her torso with Velcro straps. She wasn’t tied up in any way, but even as her mind grew more alert and the ache in her shoulder intensified, fatigue lashed her body to the mattress.


Overhead, dark wooden beams crossed the ceiling of a spacious room painted soft white, with matching floor tiles, and a pale stone fireplace. To her left, sunlight poured in through ivory sheers. Clearly not a hospital, though someone had a hard-on for white.


The doctor’s farmhouse.


It all came back to her then. With her good hand, she lifted the covers and confirmed that beneath the snowy comforter and faintly striped sheets, she still wore a green sleeveless dress that revealed a bandage over her right collarbone. So, getting shot hadn’t been a bad dream. Nor the long, sleepy ride in the back seat of Ford’s car.


A closed wooden door stood at one end of the room and curtain-flanked windows at the other. Was Ford on the other side of that door? A vague memory flickered in her mind of him carrying her through the dark, gravel crunching under his feet, and then deep voices in a foreign language as she tried and failed to escape the realm of sleep.


Nerves dancing, she called out, “Hello?” The word came out like sandpaper on wood. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “Hello?”


A clink of metal on china and the scrape of a chair came from somewhere in the house, followed by heavy footsteps. The door opened with a low creak. A tall white man with graying hair combed back from his broad forehead clomped in. He wore a short-sleeved button-down and jeans that were far too crisp to pass for casual.


She used her free hand to tug the covers up to her neck. “Who are you?”


He scowled down at her, his blue eyes wary. “Henri,” he replied, pronouncing it something like “on-ree,” then proceeded to rattle off a bunch of words in another language—French, probably—that went right over her head.


“I’m sorry. I don’t understand.” Anxiety coiled around her spine. “Where’s Ford?”


“Ach, Ford.” Henri shook his head, his frown deepening. “Il est parti.” He waved toward the window, in the direction where she’d heard the car engine moments earlier.


Had Ford actually left her here, alone with a total stranger? She’d known they were coming to a doctor’s hideout. She hadn’t known Ford planned to bail at first light. Something icky slithered around her insides, and she struggled to breathe. “He left?” Could Henri hear the panic in her voice?


Until she was in better shape, she was completely at this man’s mercy. Vulnerable. Did Ford still hate her so much that he couldn’t even wait around to explain what was going on? Was leaving her with this unhappy Frenchman—or whatever—some kind of revenge? 


Her throat cinched tight. Ford might not like her, but four years ago he’d been as by-the-book as they came and a protector to his core. She couldn’t imagine him as vengeful. Then again, she knew as well as anyone that bad experiences changed people.
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