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Chapter One

 


Tragedy Michaels woke. Her seat belt jerked
hard enough to choke her as the car made impact with the water.
She’d been sleeping on her way to the airport. “Carlos?” She
quickly undid the belt. There was no response. Mercifully, the
partition separating her from the driver worked, and she agonized
as it slowly lowered. “Carlos!”

The driver’s compartment was empty. It was
just her, alone, sinking. She knew she had to get out. The back end
of the car, with her in it, was submerging fast. Tragedy tried to
lower the window, but the lock from the front must have been on.
She tried both sides. Nothing. She pounded on the glass. Desperate.
The car sank below the dark, icy river. Water started to find its
way in.

Screaming, Tragedy fell out of bed. She
thrashed for a moment, tangled in her blankets, before she realized
she was safe at home. The recurring dream was of her mother’s
death. But every time she dreamt of her mother’s murder, she
experienced being the one in the car.

The door to her room burst open. It was Eriq
Brock, her father’s bodyguard, armed. He entered the room, checking
for danger. When his gaze settled on her, his posture relaxed and
he lowered his weapon. “Tragedy, are you hurt?”

“Only my pride.” She started to
untangle herself. Eriq all but picked her up off the floor as he
helped her to her feet. He smelled so good. Whatever cologne he
wore was fresh and woodsy. For an older man he was incredibly
handsome. She cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

“Was it the dream again?” His gaze
softened. He still stood close to her.

Her throat tightened. She hated sympathy, so
she looked away. “Yes.”

“Is there anything I can do?” His
voice made her shiver.

Finding courage, she forced herself to look up
into his sad expression and lightly squeezed his massive bicep.
“Sorry. Nothing the strong silent type can do here. I’m too old to
ask you to look for monsters under my bed. It’s close enough to
dawn that I might as well start my day.”

He looked offended. “I’m just outside the door
if you need me.”

Now she was angry. “My father sleeps on the
second floor. I’ve noticed you lurking around a lot lately. What is
going on?”

His scowl would have scared her if she didn’t
remind herself that he was paid to keep her family
alive.

Eriq crossed his arms over his chest. “I am
not lurking. I was doing my job. Your father is not the only member
of this family.”

“Well, it’s just me and him. I
told him and keep telling him I’m not the one who needs the
bodyguard.” Sure, she knew most of her father’s business dealings
were shady. He even had ties to the mob. But Dad’s hyperactive
paranoia was ridiculous. Maybe it was foolish, but she refused to
live in fear. Her mother had been murdered, but she wouldn’t let
that evil act destroy her life or define her. Dad spent most of his
time ignoring her. He’d ignored Mom, too, before she’d
died.

“He said that was what your mother
said, just before she was murdered.”

Tragedy stiffened. “Get out.” She glared at
Eriq. When Mom had died just after Tragedy turned fifteen,
everything had seemed to change. Nothing was ever happy again after
that day. Mom had created the joy. Without Mom there to make
excuses, she’d seen Dad for the jerk he was.

Regret played across Eriq’s features. Maybe he
realized he’d gone too far. She didn’t care. Anger boiled inside
her chest. Her father barely spoke to her. They lived in the same
house, but he refused to look at her. Her mother had been a saint.
She’d been the embodiment of love and kindness. No one would have
ever hurt Mother if her father hadn’t been a criminal. Mom hadn’t
had an enemy in the world. Dad had hired a bunch more security
people after Mom died, but Eriq was the one who always seemed to be
around. She often wondered if the guy ever slept or had a
life.

Tragedy hated the house. She hated the money.
She hated her name because it was too suitable. Being a Michaels
was a tragedy.

Eriq still hadn’t moved. She couldn’t guess
what he was waiting for.

“Please leave,” she said, choked.
He was a beautiful man; too bad he was such a pest.

He nodded. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m going to get into my yoga
clothes and go out to the lawn. I don’t need anyone to guard me for
that.”

Eriq’s expression grew pained, then hardened.
He turned and left.

He was always close by, too close
by.

****

Eriq entered the breakfast room. Thomas
Michaels sat at the table, watching his only child. She had such
quiet elegance as she switched yoga poses. She was quite good after
so many years of devoted practice. Eriq remembered driving her to
her first session as a fifteen-year-old trying to deal with the
loss of her mother.

“She’s up early. Was it the
dream?” Thomas asked.

Eriq stood with his hands behind him. “Yes.”
The sunlight played across Tragedy’s hair. Her natural red
highlights shone bright. He hated when her dark eyes grew stormy
with anger. She resented him for watching over her. But it was his
job and privilege.

“Did you speak with her? How is
she doing?” Thomas cleared his throat. “She’s been e-mailing me
about a college acceptance.”

“She reminded me she doesn’t have
a bodyguard,” Eriq said, turning his attention to his
employer.

Thomas smiled. “You’ve done your job well; six
years and still no idea.”

Eriq nodded. His employer was right. He hadn’t
wanted her to feel smothered. He’d found a balance. “She’s an adult
now. What are you going to do when she leaves? I don’t think she’d
believe I’m just her new neighbor.”

Thomas slammed his fist on the table. His
soft-boiled egg bounced in its cup and all the silver rattled.
“She’s not going anywhere.”

“She’s unhappy.” Eriq risked his
job and possibly his life to speak the truth.

“And now you proceed to tell me
how to raise my daughter? You go too far.”

“I’m just looking out for her and
for you. This tension can’t keep stretching, or something you can’t
fix will break.” Eriq knelt beside Thomas. “She’s a beautiful
woman, not a child. She misses her mother and blames you for the
loss. Talk to her.”

Thomas scowled. “I blame myself too. I cannot
speak to her. She should hate me. I was never a father, not as I
should have been, and now it’s too late.”

“It’s never too late.” Eriq hoped
he could help this man connect with his daughter. Tragedy deserved
a father.

Thomas’s brow rose. “Do you have
children?”

“No. My work, my life, has never
permitted me any such luxury as family.” Eriq had no desire to drag
a woman into his dangerous world.

Thomas sat back in his chair. He was quiet for
a while. “Marry her.”

“What?” Eriq backed away.
“No.”

“I will pay you. Enough that you
will never want for anything.”

“Your daughter is only
twenty-one.” No amount of money in the world would be enough for
Eriq to steal her innocence. “She has a future ahead of her. The
last thing she needs is a thirty-six-year-old scarred veteran by
her side. She needs someone her own age who can show her the world
without jaded eyes.”

“She’ll never make it to see
another birthday without you.” Thomas’s eyes darkened with
pain.

Thomas was right, but Eriq wondered how long
he could keep her safe when her father kept trying to hide the
danger. His employer wanted the girl oblivious but compliant. He
knew her well enough to know that plan was doomed to
fail.

“Why don’t you just tell her the
truth? She’s an adult now. She could handle it.” Eriq prayed his
employer would find sanity.

“And have her hate me more? I just
want to protect her.” Thomas ran his hand through his thinning
hair. “She doesn’t need to know anything about her biological
parents.”

“I joined the army to escape my
father. Sometimes we live to regret our choices.” Eriq
sighed.

 “And
that is exactly what I want to avoid. If I tell her the truth,
she’ll run. If she runs, they’ll find her. How can I admit the lie
after all these years?” Thomas gazed at the lithe woman changing
poses on the lawn. He glanced at Eriq. “Dominic Santiago wants her
dead.”

Eriq grunted, but he too watched Tragedy. He
crossed his arms over his chest.

“Are you thinking about how
headstrong she is?” Thomas asked.

“Can I speak to you—bluntly?” Eriq
wasn’t ready to lay his cards down. He’d bluff.

“Of course. I’ve just offered you
my daughter’s hand. I’m offering you a place in my family. If not
now, when could you be open with me?”

Eriq glanced at him, nodded, and returned his
attention to Tragedy. “I’d be lying if I said your offer wasn’t
tempting. She’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She
also has such passion for others and a kindness that’s earnest, but
I have no desire for a child bride. My taste runs a bit more—” He
paused. “Submissive.”

“I see.” Thomas’s eyes narrowed.
“Sometimes what we think we need and what we actually need are
different.”

Eriq grunted. “And Tragedy? How do you think
she’d feel about this proposition?”

“However she feels, at least
she’ll be alive.” Thomas turned toward Eriq. “I swore to her
mother, the last thing I ever promised, is I would keep her
daughter safe. I will not let that bastard kill the only good thing
I’ve ever done with my life. Raising that child has been a
privilege I do not deserve. Her mother should have been the one.”
Thomas cleared his throat. “You are her best chance. They’ve made
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