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POV: Kelly Knight

The explosion tears through the underground parking garage like the world's ending, and for a split second, I think maybe it is. Metal screams against concrete as my BMW flips end over end, glass showering down like deadly confetti. My ears are ringing so loud I can't hear my own scream.

"Kelly! Get down!" Tom's voice cuts through the chaos, but it sounds like he's shouting from underwater.

I hit the concrete hard, my knees scraping against the rough surface. The taste of copper fills my mouth—blood from where I bit my tongue. Smoke burns my lungs with every breath. Through the haze, I spot my bodyguard Tom sprawled motionless against a concrete pillar, blood pooling beneath his head. The bastard saved my life by shoving me behind that support beam. Too bad it cost him his own.

"Tom!" I crawl toward him, my hands shaking as I reach for his neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing. His eyes stare at nothing, and that stupid smile he always wore is gone forever. "No, no, no. Come on, you asshole. Wake up."

My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. The screen is cracked, but it still works. Unknown number.

"Hello?" My voice cracks.

"Did you enjoy the fireworks, Ms. Knight?" The voice is smooth, cultured. Male. He sounds pleased with himself.

"Who is this?" I press my back against the concrete pillar, trying to stay low.

"Someone who's been watching you for a very long time. Your father thought he could hide you forever, but we found you anyway."

"My father's been dead for five years, you sick freak."

"Oh, Kelly. Sweet, naive Kelly. Your father kept so many secrets from you. Did he ever tell you why Knight Industries is so successful? Why your government contracts always go through without a hitch?"

I can hear sirens in the distance now. Getting closer. "You're insane."

"Am I? Tell me, have you been having strange dreams lately? Dreams about running through forests on four legs? Dreams about hunting under the full moon?"

My blood goes cold. The dreams. How does he know about the dreams?

"I can smell your fear through the phone," he continues, and there's something in his voice that makes my skin crawl. "It's delicious. But don't worry, my dear. This is just the beginning. You can't hide from what you are forever."

"What I am? What the hell are you talking about?"

"You'll find out soon enough. Oh, and Kelly? Next time, I won't miss."

The line goes dead.

"Miss Knight! Miss Knight, are you hurt?" A firefighter in full gear appears through the smoke, his face covered by a breathing mask.

"I'm okay," I lie, clutching the phone. "But Tom... my bodyguard..."

"We've got him. Paramedics are on the way." The firefighter helps me to my feet. "Can you walk?"

My legs feel like jelly, but I nod. As he leads me toward the exit, I look back at what's left of my car. The BMW is a twisted pile of metal and glass. The license plate hangs by a thread: KNGHT1. How original.

"Any idea what caused this?" I ask.

The firefighter exchanges a look with his partner. "Bomb squad's on the way. But between you and me? This wasn't an accident."

No shit, Sherlock.

Outside, the parking garage looks like a war zone. Emergency vehicles line the street, their red and blue lights painting everything in carnival colors. News vans are already setting up. By tonight, my attempted murder will be the lead story on every channel in Chicago.

"Kelly!" My assistant Melissa pushes through the crowd of paramedics, her normally perfect hair a mess. "Oh my God, when I heard the explosion—"

"I'm fine." I wave off the paramedic trying to wrap a blanket around my shoulders. "Where's security?"

"On the way. The police want to talk to you."

"Of course they do." I look around at the chaos. "And the board?"

"Already calling for an emergency meeting. Marcus Blackwood's been on the phone for twenty minutes, asking about company continuity protocols."

I laugh, but there's no humor in it. "Continuity protocols. Right. God forbid the stock price takes a hit because someone tried to blow me up."

"Kelly—"

"No, it's fine. Marcus has been waiting for an excuse to push me out since Dad died. This just gave him the perfect opening."

Detective Sarah Chen approaches, notepad in hand. I know her from previous security briefings. She's good at her job, which means she's going to ask questions I don't want to answer.

"Ms. Knight. I'm sorry about your bodyguard."

"Tom was a good man." I swallow hard. "He didn't deserve this."

"Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt you? Any recent threats?"

I almost tell her about the phone call. Almost. But something stops me. The voice on the phone knew things he shouldn't know. About my dreams. About my father. About things I don't even understand myself.

"The usual suspects," I say instead. "Competitors. Disgruntled employees. We deal with sensitive government contracts. There's always someone who doesn't like what we do."

"Any specifics?"

"I'll have my people send you a list."

Chen nods and makes a note. "We'll need you to come in tomorrow for a full statement."

"Of course."

"And Ms. Knight? I'd recommend upgrading your security. This was professional work. Whoever did this knew your routines, your routes. They'll try again."

As if I needed her to tell me that.

Later, sitting in the back of a police cruiser because my car is evidence now, I stare at my reflection in the window. There's a cut on my forehead, and my silk blouse is torn. I look like hell. But I'm alive.

The driver glances at me in the rearview mirror. "Where to, Ms. Knight?"

"The office." Where else would I go? Knight Industries is all I have left. The company my father built from nothing. The company that Marcus Blackwood wants to steal from me.

"You sure? Maybe you should go home, get some rest."

"The office," I repeat.

During the drive, I think about the voice on the phone. About his questions. About dreams I've been having for months—dreams of running through dark forests, of hunting under starlight, of being something other than human.

Dreams that feel more real than my actual life.

My phone rings again. Different number this time.

"Kelly? Thank God you're all right." Marcus Blackwood's voice is smooth, concerned. Fake. "I came as soon as I heard."

"How thoughtful."

"The board is worried about your safety. We think it might be best if you took some time off. Let the police handle this while you recover."

"I'm not recovering, Marcus. I'm working."

"Kelly, be reasonable. Someone just tried to kill you. You're in shock. You're not thinking clearly."

"My thinking is fine. See you at the office."

I hang up before he can respond.

The police cruiser pulls up to the Knight Industries building. Forty stories of glass and steel reaching toward the Chicago sky. My father's monument. My inheritance. My responsibility.

"Thanks for the ride," I tell the driver.

"You sure you don't want us to stick around? Just in case?"

"I'm sure."

I'm not sure of anything anymore. But I'll be damned if I'm going to hide.

The lobby is nearly empty except for security guards who nod respectfully as I pass. My heels click on the marble floor, echoing in the vast space. The elevator ride to the fortieth floor feels like it takes forever.

My corner office overlooks the city. From here, Chicago looks peaceful. Ordered. Like explosions and murder attempts are things that happen to other people.

I pour myself three fingers of whiskey from the bottle I keep in my desk drawer. The burn feels good going down. Real.

My hands are still shaking.

"Pull yourself together, Kelly," I say to my reflection in the darkened window. "You're a Knight. Knights don't break."

But as I sit there in my destroyed clothes, drinking whiskey and waiting for the other shoe to drop, I can't shake the feeling that everything I thought I knew about my life is about to change.

The dreams are getting stronger. More vivid. More real.

And somewhere out there, someone knows exactly what they mean.
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POV: Kelly Knight

"The insurance company is sending over a new security team this morning," my assistant Melissa says, not looking up from her tablet as she rattles off my schedule. I'm back in my corner office three weeks after someone tried to turn me into street pizza, and everyone's pretending everything's normal.

It's not. The nightmares won't stop, my hands shake when I think no one's looking, and every shadow in the parking garage makes me want to puke. Oh, and Marcus Blackwood is circling like a vulture, pushing for an emergency board meeting to question my "fitness to lead" after the attack.

"What kind of security team?" I ask, downing my third espresso of the morning.

"Military contractors," she says. "Elite level."

Great. More stone-faced assholes in cheap suits who'll follow me around looking bored until the next psycho takes a shot at me.

"Elite how?" I set down my cup harder than necessary. Coffee sloshes onto the quarterly reports spread across my desk.

Melissa finally looks up from her tablet. Her usually perfect makeup can't hide the worry lines around her eyes. She's been walking on eggshells around me since the explosion. Everyone has.

"I don't know the details. The insurance company just said they're the best money can buy." She pauses. "Kelly, maybe you should consider working from home for a while. Until things settle down."

"Things are settled." I grab a tissue and start blotting coffee off the papers. "I'm not hiding in my penthouse because some lunatic has a problem with me."

"Someone tried to blow you up."

"And they failed. Tom's replacement will make sure it doesn't happen again."

Melissa winces at the mention of Tom. We all do. The funeral was last week. Closed casket. His wife couldn't even look at me during the service.

"About that," she says carefully. "The board wants to discuss your security arrangements at today's meeting."

My hand stops moving. "What board meeting?"

"The emergency session Marcus called. Ten o'clock." She's looking at her tablet again, avoiding my eyes. "He sent the notice out this morning."

I feel my face get hot. "He called a board meeting without consulting me?"

"Kelly—"

"I'm the CEO. I call board meetings. Not Marcus."

"He cited company safety protocols. Since you were... incapacitated... he had the authority to—"

"Incapacitated?" My voice gets loud enough that I see heads turn in the outer office. "I was in the hospital for six hours. Six fucking hours."

"Language," Melissa says automatically, then catches herself. "Sorry. I know you're upset."

I stand up and walk to the window. Chicago spreads out below me, all glass and steel and traffic. Somewhere down there, the person who killed Tom is walking around free. Probably planning their next move.

"What's on the agenda?" I ask without turning around.

"Security review. Budget allocation for protective services. Leadership stability assessment."

Leadership stability assessment. That's Marcus speak for "Kelly's lost her mind and needs to be removed."

"Bastard's moving fast," I mutter.

"He's worried about you. We all are."

I turn around. Melissa's looking at me with that expression everyone's been wearing lately. Like I'm made of glass and might shatter if they breathe wrong.

"I'm fine."

"You jumped when the coffee machine started this morning."

"It's loud."

"You haven't slept in three weeks."

"I sleep."

"Kelly." Her voice goes soft. "When's the last time you went home? Really went home, not just to shower and change clothes?"

I don't answer because we both know it's been since the explosion. My penthouse feels too quiet, too exposed. At least here, there are people around. Security cameras. Multiple exits.

"The new team will be here at nine," Melissa says. "You should meet them before the board meeting."

"Right. The elite military contractors." I sit back down and try to focus on the reports. The numbers blur together. "What's their company called?"

"I don't think they're a company exactly. More like... independent specialists."

That gets my attention. "Independent how?"

"The insurance representative was vague. Said they don't advertise, don't have a website. Work exclusively through referrals."

"Sounds sketchy."

"Or exclusive. The kind of people who protect heads of state and movie stars."

"And business executives with targets on their backs."

My desk phone rings. The caller ID shows Marcus Blackwood's extension.

"Speak of the devil," I say, but I don't pick up. Let him leave a message.

It rings again. Then again.

"You should answer it," Melissa says.

"I should do a lot of things. Like fire his ass for calling unauthorized board meetings."

"Kelly—"

The phone stops ringing. My cell phone starts immediately.

"Persistent," I say, and finally answer. "What do you want, Marcus?"

"Kelly, darling. How are you feeling this morning?"

His voice makes my skin crawl. It always has, even before he started making moves to push me out.

"I'm fine. And don't call me darling."

"I wanted to discuss this morning's meeting. Perhaps we could grab coffee beforehand, go over the agenda together?"

"I've seen the agenda. Leadership stability assessment? Really?"

"The board has concerns—"

"The board has concerns because you planted them."

"That's not fair. Everyone's worried about your wellbeing after what happened."

"My wellbeing is fine. My company is fine. And if you ever call another board meeting without consulting me again, I'll have you removed."

"Kelly, you're not thinking clearly. The stress, the trauma—"

"The only stress in my life right now is you."

I hang up before he can respond.

Melissa is watching me with wide eyes. "That was harsh."

"He deserves worse."

"He's trying to help."

"He's trying to steal my company." I lean back in my chair. "Marcus has been waiting for an excuse to make his move since Dad died. The explosion just gave him the perfect opening."

"You really think he'd use something like that?"

"I think Marcus would use his own mother's funeral if it got him what he wanted."

The intercom buzzes. "Ms. Knight?" The voice belongs to David, our head of building security. "Your new protection team is here."

I check the clock. Eight forty-five. Early. That's either a good sign or they're eager to get this over with.

"Send them up."

"Actually, they're requesting to meet in the lobby. Security sweep of the building first."

I raise an eyebrow. "They want to sweep the building?"

"Yes, ma'am. Said it's standard protocol."

"Fine. Tell them I'll be down in ten minutes."

"They said they'd prefer you stay put until they clear the floors."

"They said what?"

Melissa looks nervous. "Kelly, maybe you should listen to them. They're the professionals."

"I don't take orders from people I haven't even met yet."

The intercom buzzes again. "Ms. Knight? They're insisting."

"Let me talk to them."

"Hold on."

There's a pause, then a new voice comes through the speaker. Deep, authoritative, with just a hint of gravel.

"Ms. Knight, this is Commander Morrison. We need to secure the building before you move. Standard operating procedure."

Something about his voice makes my stomach flip. It's not fear exactly. Something else.

"How long?" I ask.

"Twenty minutes. Maybe less."

"Fine. But make it fast. I have a meeting at ten."

"Copy that."

The line goes dead.

Melissa is staring at me. "You're blushing."

"I'm not blushing."

"Your face is red."

"It's warm in here." I turn back to the window. "Who did you say recommended these guys?"

"The insurance company didn't say. Just that they came highly recommended."

Twenty minutes feels like an hour. I try to work, but my mind keeps wandering to the voice on the intercom. Commander Morrison. Military title. Probably some grizzled ex-special forces type with a crew cut and attitude problem.

At nine-fifteen, the intercom buzzes again.

"Building's secure, Ms. Knight. We're coming up."

"Copy that," I say, then immediately feel stupid for using military jargon.

I check my reflection in the dark computer screen. Hair's a mess. I run my fingers through it, trying to look professional. Not that it matters. These guys are hired muscle, nothing more.

"You're primping," Melissa observes.

"I'm not primping."

"You just put on lipstick."

"I always wear lipstick."

"Not that shade."

Before I can respond, there's a knock on my office door. Three sharp raps, perfectly spaced.

"Come in," I call.

The door opens, and my world shifts sideways.

Three men walk into my office, and not one of them looks like the rent-a-cops I was expecting. They move like predators—silent, alert, dangerous. The leader has silver eyes that seem to see right through me, shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of the world, and a way of looking at me like I'm the most important thing in the room.

"Ms. Knight," his voice is the same gravel I heard through the intercom, but in person it does things to my insides that are completely inappropriate. "Commander Jake Morrison. These are my men, Sergeant Rodriguez and Lieutenant Chen."

He gestures to a dark-haired man with intense eyes who looks like he could disappear into shadows, and a younger Asian guy whose protective energy is so strong I can practically feel it radiating off him.

"We're here to keep you breathing," Morrison says.

I try to speak, but my mouth has gone completely dry. What the hell is wrong with me?

"I... thank you," I finally manage. "I appreciate you coming on short notice."

"Part of the job." His eyes haven't left mine. "We need to discuss security protocols. Establish safe routes, communication procedures, threat assessment."

"Of course." I gesture to the seating area near the window. "Please, sit."

As they move across my office, I notice they don't just walk—they flow. Like water. Like they're connected to each other in ways I don't understand.

Rodriguez takes a position where he can see both the door and the windows. Chen checks the locks, tests the bulletproof glass. Morrison sits across from me, close enough that I can smell his cologne. Something woodsy and masculine that makes me want to lean closer.

"Before we begin," Morrison says, "I need to ask about the previous attempt on your life. Any theories on who might be behind it?"

"The police are investigating."

"I'm not asking about the police investigation. I'm asking what you think."

His intensity is unsettling. Like he's looking for something specific.

"I have enemies. Competitors. It could be anyone."

"Anyone with access to military-grade explosives?"

That stops me cold. "Military-grade?"

"The bomb was professionally constructed. Shaped charges, remote detonation, designed for maximum damage in a confined space." He leans forward. "Whoever did this has serious training."

"The police didn't mention that."

"The police don't always share everything with civilians."

The way he says "civilians" makes me think he's definitely not one.

My phone buzzes with a text from Marcus: "Running late for the meeting. Start without me."

"Problem?" Morrison asks.

"Board meeting in fifteen minutes. I should probably—"

"Cancel it."

I blink. "Excuse me?"

"You're a target. Large gatherings of people create security vulnerabilities. Cancel the meeting."

"I can't cancel a board meeting. I'm the CEO."

"You're also someone people are trying to kill."

The casual way he says it makes my heart skip. Like murder attempts are just another item on his daily to-do list.

"This is important."

"So is staying alive."

We stare at each other for a long moment. There's something in his eyes, something that makes me want to trust him completely. Which is insane. I've known him for five minutes.

"The meeting stays," I say finally. "But you're welcome to attend. Make sure no one tries to poison my coffee."

Rodriguez makes a sound that might be a laugh. Chen is still by the window, but I can see him watching us in the reflection.

"Your call," Morrison says. "But if we're doing this, we do it my way. No arguments, no negotiations. When I tell you to move, you move. When I tell you to get down, you hit the floor. Understood?"

"I don't take orders—"

"You do now."

The authority in his voice makes something deep in my chest respond in ways I don't understand. Ways I definitely shouldn't be feeling about my employee.

"Fine," I say. "But I'm still going to that meeting."

Morrison nods to his men. They move toward the door like a unit.

"Where are you going?" I ask.

"To make sure your boardroom isn't going to become your tomb."

As they file out, I catch Morrison's scent again. Woodsy, masculine, and something else. Something wild.

Something that makes every instinct I have stand up and pay attention.

Melissa appears in the doorway after they leave.

"Well," she says. "That was intense."

"They seem... professional."

"Professional? Kelly, that man looked at you like he wanted to eat you alive."

"Don't be ridiculous."

"I'm just saying, if that's what elite security looks like, maybe getting blown up wasn't entirely terrible."

I throw a pen at her, but I'm smiling for the first time in three weeks.

Maybe this won't be so bad after all.
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CHAPTER TWO
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POV: Kelly Knight

The elevator doors slide open and I know immediately these aren't your average rent-a-cops. Three men step out moving like they own the world, and something deep in my chest responds to them in a way that makes no damn sense.

The leader's got silver eyes that seem to strip away every defense I've spent years building, shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of the world, and a way of looking at me like I'm the most important thing in the room.

"Ms. Knight," his voice is pure gravel and authority. "Commander Jake Morrison. These are my men, Sergeant Rodriguez and Lieutenant Chen."

He gestures to a dark-haired man with intense eyes who looks like he could disappear into shadows, and a younger Asian guy whose protective energy is so strong I can practically feel it radiating off him.

"We're here to keep you breathing."

I try to find my voice, but all I can do is stare. Morrison's wearing a black tactical shirt that shows off arms built for destruction. Rodriguez moves to check the windows without being asked, fluid as smoke. And Chen positions himself by the door like he's guarding a fortress.

"Cat got your tongue?" Morrison asks, and there's the hint of a smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

"I was expecting... different," I manage to say.

"Different how?"

"Older. Less..." I wave my hand vaguely in their direction.

"Less what?"

"Intimidating."

Rodriguez snorts from where he's testing the bulletproof glass. "Boss, I think she means we're pretty."

"Shut it, Ghost," Morrison says, but his eyes stay on me. "We don't do pretty. We do effective."

Ghost. That fits the dark-haired one perfectly. He seems like he could vanish into thin air if he wanted to.

"What do we call you?" I ask Chen, who's been silent since they walked in.

"Storm," he says simply. His voice is younger than the others, but there's steel underneath. "Lieutenant Kai Chen, but Storm works."

"And you're Jake?" I ask Morrison.

"Commander Morrison. Or Steel, if you prefer callsigns."

Steel. Like his eyes. Like the way he carries himself.

"So we have Steel, Ghost, and Storm." I lean back in my chair, trying to project confidence I don't feel. "Sounds like a boy band."

"The kind that kills people," Ghost says dryly.

That shuts me up fast.

Steel moves closer to my desk, and I catch his scent. Something woodsy and wild that makes my head spin. "We need to talk security. Your current setup is garbage."

"Excuse me?"

"No perimeter alarms, predictable routines, single exit strategy." He counts off on his fingers. "Whoever tried to kill you had weeks to study your patterns."

"I have building security—"

"Building security couldn't stop a determined Girl Scout." Storm speaks up from the door. "Your bodyguard died because he was the only thing standing between you and a bomb."

The mention of Tom makes my chest tight. "He was a good man."

"He was undertrained and underequipped," Steel says bluntly. "We won't make the same mistakes."

"What makes you so special?"

The three of them exchange a look. There's something in it, some kind of communication I don't understand.

"We're very good at what we do," Steel says finally.

"Which is?"

"Keeping people alive."
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