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Content Warning

	 

	The characters in Charm endured traumatic childhoods that impact their adult lives, including child abuse and domestic abuse. I treated these moments with care but did not shy away from them because real life doesn’t. 

	The Bonus Content delves deeper into those traumas to fully reveal what happened to Letty and Thane leading up to and just after the Prologue. Originally, the Bonus Content was at the beginning of the story, but I didn’t want that heavier, darker content to put a shadow over or delay the love story to come. I decided to move the chapters from Letty’s and Thane’s childhoods to the back of the book. However, there are still flashbacks and mentions of what happened throughout the story, so please take care, dear reader. 
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	Prologue

	 

	23 Years Ago

	 

	 

	 

	 

	C


	harm woke to the sound of glass shattering. Heart racing, she gathered her blanket to her chest.

	Voices shouted.

	Shivering, she crept out of bed and inched toward her bedroom door. She strained to make out what was being said.

	“I don’t want any money,” her mom yelled.

	Charm frowned. Money? Constantine was upset about money? Didn’t he have mountains of riches? She used to picture him hoarding gold and diamonds and rubies in a secret cave like a dragon. Perhaps that was why he sounded so brutish at night in her mom’s bedroom; he sprouted scales and a tail and wings.

	“Don’t. Please, don’t!”

	Charm paused behind the door.

	“Stop.”

	Bang. 

	Charm jolted. At seven years old, she knew all about guns.

	“Please!”

	Bang.

	Her mom wasn’t shouting anymore.

	“Mom!” Charm reached for the doorhandle, but a booming voice halted her.

	“You better run, Charm! I’m’ll kill you!”

	That threat had Charm locking her door. She propped her desk chair under the handle as she’d seen people do on TV. Then she ran to her bedroom window, unlatched the top, and pushed up the pane.

	Banging sounded on the other side of the door, rattling it. The chair’s legs slid, and it fell with a snap against the floor; she hadn’t done it right. 

	Shaking, she shoved at the screen blocking her escape. She pushed and pushed until the metal frame around the screen bent and she was able to yank it out.

	A gunshot sounded. 

	Charm lifted her body through the opening and hopped onto the dirt. In the next breath, she bolted.

	The screen door hit the porch and clattered against the doorframe.

	Constantine shouted her name.

	Charm’s feet carried her though the woods. Sticks stabbed her heels and pinecones pricked her toes. She threw her body into palm bushes. Their teeth ripped at her arms and legs as she followed a skinny path covered with pine needles. 

	Constantine’s shouts and curses followed her deeper and deeper.

	She came out of the woods into the clearing for the Anderson home, but no cars were parked on the gravel driveway. She hit the door with her fists. “Help me! Please!”

	But no one opened the door.

	Constantine’s shouts drew closer.

	She flipped the welcome mat, recalling the Anderson children doing the same, and snatched up the rusted key. She had to try a few times to get the key in, all the while afraid Constantine would grab her, until the key finally slid into the lock. She opened the door and locked herself inside. Panting, eyes blurring with unshed tears, she ran into the kitchen and tugged open a kitchen drawer.

	Cockroaches scattered.

	She grabbed the biggest knife and hurried into the bedroom at the end of the hall, where she slid under the bed to join a horde of dust bunnies. Hitchhikers clung to her nightgown and poked her thighs.

	“Charm!”

	Footsteps pounded up the front steps to the Anderson home.

	A moment later, a great force plowed into the door.

	The sound of splintering wood echoed throughout the house.

	“Charm!”

	Chills tangled with Charm’s spine. Clutching the knife to her chest, she listened as Constantine moved through the house to her hiding place. 

	“Charm. Where are you?” He was in the room.

	She held her breath.

	His footsteps thumped back to the door.

	Her body fell lax, and she released a soft breath. He’s leaving.

	Suddenly, large hands shackled her ankles, and she let out a scream.

	He yanked her out from under the bed and tugged her between his legs.

	Terrified, she reached up and plunged the knife into his chest.

	The blade sliced right through.

	She let go of it, unbelieving that she’d done that. Oh no! Oh no! What did I do?

	Constantine stilled. He peered at the knife sticking out of his chest. Bright red blood spread across his white, button-up shirt. His blond hair had fallen into his eyes. He stared and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out, only a trail of blood. Then he fell to the floor with a thud. 

	Charm lay cemented to the spot, panting for breath that fear kept stealing from her lungs. When he didn’t move, she pushed away and rose to her feet. A pool of blood spread out from under him. She nudged him with her foot. “C-Con?”

	He didn’t budge. His chest wasn’t rising and falling.

	Oh no. Oh no. She ran into the kitchen and reached for the cordless phone on the counter. Huddling in the corner between the oven and a cabinet, she pushed the three buttons she was taught to use in school.

	“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

	Hearing that calm voice had Charm sobbing. “I-I-I d-didn’t m-mean to.”

	“What didn’t you mean to do, sweetie?”

	“I k-killed him.”

	“Who?”

	“My step-father.”

	Sometime later, a knock sounded on the Anderson’s front door.

	“Covington Police Department. We’re coming in.” A police officer stepped inside with a gun pointed at the floor.

	Charm hugged her legs tighter and pressed her back into the cabinet.

	The officer angled toward her and froze. The hand holding the gun lifted.

	Charm squeezed her eyelids shut.

	“Sweetie, my name is Officer Lydia Remis.”

	Charm opened her eyes.

	The gun was out of sight.

	“I am going to come into the kitchen with you and keep you company. This is my partner, Officer Holland. He’s going to check out the rest of the house. Is that okay?”

	Charm nodded.

	The officer approached Charm and squatted beside her. “Are you hurt?”

	Charm shook her head.

	From the door, a second officer entered. He headed down the hall with his gun raised. His shoes made soft noises on the floor. Charm listened and knew when he reached the bedroom, because those shoes halted. After a moment, he returned, and the officer hovering beside Charm joined him. As they talked, they kept glancing at her. 

	She ducked her head.

	“Sweetie.” The kind officer was back.

	Charm lifted her gaze for the first time and noted dark hair slicked into a pony tail.

	“How old are you?”

	“S-seven.”

	The officer’s mouth parted. “Seven?” She cleared her throat. “Can you tell me what happened?”

	Charm told her everything. By the end of it, she was sobbing. “I didn’t mean to kill him. I swear I didn’t.” The officer drew her into a hug, but all Charm could do was cry. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to.”

	An ambulance came.

	Paramedics cleaned up the cuts on her arms and legs from her frantic trek through the woods. They layered several bandages on her legs and gave her a bottle of water that she sipped with shaky breaths.

	Cops and people in funny-looking suits walked in and out of the Anderson home and ventured into the woods, heading in the direction of her home. Thinking about her home, about her mom, brought fresh tears.

	My mom is dead.

	She wanted to see her mom. Hug her. She wanted her mom to tell her it would be okay, but nothing was okay.

	“Sweetie, we’re going to take you to the station now.”

	And now they were going to arrest her. That was what happened if you killed someone. She peered at her hands, imagining cuffs on them. That was how she realized her charm bracelet was gone.

	“My bracelet.”

	“What was that?” The officer leaned closer.

	“My charm bracelet. It’s gone.” Her lips quivered. “I want my bracelet.” She didn’t have her mom anymore, but she wanted the charm bracelet her mom had given her with the butterfly and flower charms.

	“We’ll look for it.”

	They scanned the Anderson home, the woods, and her bedroom, but they didn’t turn up her bracelet anywhere. The kind officer assured her that if they found it, they’d give it back to her, but Charm had to leave with them. Right now.

	Whimpering, Charm climbed into the backseat of the cop car. She blinked in surprise when the kind officer sat in the back, too.

	She looped an arm around Charm and said, “It’s okay.” They were the exact words Charm had desperately wanted to hear her mom say. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”
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	Letty

	 

	 

	 

	 

	L


	etty bolted upright. 

	Once again, she was that little girl…the little girl she’d fought to lay to rest when she’d changed her name…the little girl who, no matter what she did, would live inside her, homesick for her mom and longing for the bracelet that would give her a piece of her mom back. Except, that bracelet was as gone as her mom was.

	Every time she thought that night was behind her, it returned with a vengeance and left her shaken. Even after twenty-three years Constantine wouldn’t leave her alone. With a groan, she checked the time to discover she’d slept through her alarm.

	Frantic, she snatched the dress off the first hanger in her closet, rushed through her morning routine, and left without even grabbing something to eat. She rode in a taxi from West Village where she lived and hopped out near Lincoln Square when they hit traffic, because of course there’d be more cars than usual when she was running late.

	Her phone rang while her heels pounded pavement. She plunged her hand into her purse and dug out her cell phone. It was Lydia, her adoptive mom and the police officer who had been a light in the darkness of a horrid night. Tugging the straps of her purse back on her shoulder, she jabbed the answer icon. “Hello?”

	“Hey, sweetie.”

	Letty hustled across the street on her way to 106 W. 69th with a group of pedestrians. “Hey, Mom.”

	“I thought I’d catch you at the shop before opening, but it sounds like you’re on the street.”

	“I am on the street. I woke up late.” She debated whether or not to add this part, but her mom would probably guess it anyway. “Night terrors.”

	Lydia sighed. “Have you stopped taking the sleeping pills your doctor prescribed?”

	“I didn’t like taking them.” She slipped around a slow-moving couple. “They gave me daytime drowsiness that made it difficult to work. My doctor gave me a different prescription, but that one gave me night hallucinations, which is the exact opposite of what I wanted them to do.”

	“I understand. I just wish I could help.”

	“You’ve done enough, Mom.”

	After years in foster care, Lydia had rescued her for a second time when she adopted Letty and gave her a safe home that didn’t give her scars—both those psychical and emotional.

	“Did something trigger the terrors? You didn’t go up town and see Canmore Tech, did you? I told you to avoid that area at all costs.”

	“No, and it’s called All Heart Tech now.”

	Lydia scoffed. “As if anyone in that family has any heart.”

	The Canmore family. Letty only knew of the late Constantine Canmore, the reason for her nightmares. She didn’t know those he left behind—his ex-wife, daughter, or son. Protecting herself had meant a complete media blackout when it came to the Canmore family. She didn’t know their names or what they looked like. All she knew 

	was that his children now owned the multi-billion tech company.

	“I don’t want to talk about them.” She needed to get her mind off that family so she wouldn’t have another bad night.

	“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

	“That’s okay. You’re protective. You lived through the terrors with me.” She couldn’t blame her mom for loathing anything having to do with the Canmores. If she were as strong as her mom, she’d be the same way, but for her health, she couldn’t spend time stewing in hatred. 

	“I wish you didn’t have them, but I wouldn’t give those nights comforting you for anything.”

	Letty smiled. “Same here.” She glanced up to see the intersection for Broadway and 69th coming up. “Mom, I have to go. I’ll call you after work.”

	“Okay. Have a good day. I love you.”

	“I love you, too. Bye.” A glance at her phone told her she was fifteen minutes late already. She paused to send off a quick text to apologize to Yawanda, her assistant manager, and tell her she was almost there.

	Yawanda replied back right away.

	 

	—No prob.—

	 

	Grateful for Yawanda, Letty dropped her phone into her purse. She dashed ahead, rushed around the corner onto 69th, and smacked right into a solid body. Her breath fled from her lungs. After a second, she realized she was tipping forward. A cry escaped her lips. Then arms locked around her waist, and she blindly grasped a pair of shoulders as the two of them fell. She lost her breath again when their bodies hit the ground and her knees struck pavement.

	The bone-jarring impact had a groan rumbling in her throat. She lay there a moment, stunned, with her cheek resting against a solid chest. That knowledge forced her eyelids wide. A man’s chest? Worse than that, their legs were entangled, and their bodies were pressed in a way that was far too intimate.

	People continued to walk past them on the sidewalk, not bothering to offer assistance. “Get a room,” someone snickered. 

	“Oh my gosh,” Letty said and struggled to get up. 

	“I’m sorry.” The stranger removed their arms. “It was instinct.”

	“No, it’s okay. It was my fault. I ran around the corner.” She climbed to her feet and quickly righted her skirt. Where the hell were her shoes?

	“I was texting. I’m sorry. I should’ve been paying attention.” The stranger picked up their cell phone while she collected a lipstick tube and tiny bottle of hand sanitizer that had rolled out of her purse. “Here.”

	Letty peered up at a man wearing a dark gray suit with a matching tie over a black shirt, but it was the man in the suit who had her mouth going dry. He had a lean, athletic body that he could not hide under his expensive threads. Rather, the lines accentuated his muscles and highlighted his height. His amber eyes met hers, and he held out a golden-brown hand. Her shoes dangled from his fingers.

	“Thank you.” She stepped to the side and flattened a hand on the building to slip her left foot into her heel. Then she leaned her shoulder to the building and kicked back her right leg to try to get on her other shoe. She teetered, and he laid a hand on her arm to steady her. Her eyes widened at the contact. His touch was soft, supportive, warm.

	He snatched his hand back. “I’m sorry.”

	“No, it’s okay.”

	“Damn, that was some collision.” A second man approached them. He wore a black and white suit reminiscent of Will Smith in Men in Black. Except, Will had never been so buff. “Are the two of you alright?”

	Geez, did the whole city see them run into each other? Burning with embarrassment, Letty managed to get on her other shoe. “Yes, fine, thank you.”

	The gorgeous man clapped a hand on MIB’s shoulder. “We’re good, Abbot.”

	Letty cocked her head to the side. They know each other?

	“You can go on ahead.”

	“But—”

	The gorgeous man gave Abbot a look that silenced him.

	Abbot peered up and down the sidewalk before agreeing. “I’ll see you at work.” He gave Letty a nod before leaving.

	Letty watched him go. “Co-worker?”

	“Of sorts, but also my best friend.”

	“Well, you didn’t have to send him away.” She settled her purse on her shoulder. “I think I’m all situated now.” Except, her hands were shaking. Why were they shaking so much? Her gaze met his. Oh, right. That’s why. Eyes that oozed sex. She hoped he wouldn’t notice how she trembled.

	“Are you sure? You’re shaking.”

	Damn it.

	“Just adrenaline from rushing and…colliding.” She brushed her hands over her skirt to disguise their tremors. When she did, though, his gaze shifted to her legs.

	His brows lowered. “Are you bleeding?”

	She looked, too. Blood streaked down her right leg toward her ankle. She lifted the hem of her skirt to just above her knee, which was scraped and caked with grit. 

	“Crap. Yeah.”

	“We need to take care of that.” He pointed across the street. “There’s a pharmacy there and an outdoor café next to it. I’ll help you to a chair and see if I can find first aid supplies.”

	“No, really, you don’t have to.” She staunched the bleeding with her skirt and winced. “You were on your way to work. You’ll be late.”

	“It’s fine. I can be late.”

	“Oh. Okay.”

	“You can take my arm if you want.” He held out his arm to her as if they’d be walking into a ballroom for a lavish event.

	Hunched over, with her right hand over her knee, she accepted his arm. He stepped up to the sidewalk, checked both ways, and then escorted her across as she limped. Now that she knew her knee was banged up, it hurt like hell.

	At the outdoor café, he pulled out a white metal bistro chair with a flower design on it and held her arm until she lowered onto the seat.

	A waitress came over right away. “Is there anything I can get you?”

	Letty shook her head, but the man said, “Yes, a glass of water. Room temperature, please.”

	“Right away.” The waitress hurried inside.

	Letty lifted a brow. A man in a suit can certainly have his way.

	“Please, use this.” He held out the silk pocket square from his jacket. 

	“Oh, no, that looks expensive. I’ll use napkins.” She checked the table. Except, there were no napkins anywhere.

	“It’s okay. It’s black, and I have more. I insist.”

	“Well, okay...” She took it reluctantly but caught the smile that lifted his lips. 

	Wow. He has sexy lips. Her cheeks burned, and she bent her neck to hide her face.

	“I’ll be right back.”

	She watched him stride to the pharmacy next door. When he disappeared from sight, she peeled her skirt from the bloody scrape. Hating that she’d ruin such a soft piece of silk, she pressed it to her knee.

	“Here’s your water.” The waitress set a tall glass on the white bistro table.

	“Thank you. Could I also get a bunch of napkins?”

	“Of course.”

	The waitress returned a moment later with a four-inch stack of napkins. 

	Letty blinked. “That should do it. Thanks.”

	“Anything you need.”

	Curious, Letty watched her leave. Was the waitress naturally intimidated by a man in an expensive suit? Or was it the man in question?

	While she waited for the stranger to return, she texted Yawanda. 

	 

	—I had an accident of sorts. I’m okay. Just delayed. I’ll tell you all about it once I get to the shop.—

	 

	—I’m intrigued.—

	 

	Smirking at Yawanda’s reply, Letty set aside her phone. A dark movement in the corner of her eye had her turning back to see him approaching. She swallowed. Damn, he looked good. It should be a sin to look that good in a suit, but she doubted it ended there. Jeans and a T-shirt would be devastating on him. And that was the thing—his long legs and torso, his body carved with defined muscles and plains, his sculpted jawline and cheekbones exuded raw power and sex. More dangerous were the touches that contrasted with those potent features, like his slightly pink, shapely lips. She tore her gaze off him as heat bloomed in places she thought had gone numb.

	He stopped at the table. “I have reinforcements.” 

	She tipped her head back to stare up at him. In his hands he held a bottle of peroxide and a box of large flexible fabric bandages. “Thanks. That’s really kind of you.”

	“The least I could do.”

	What he did next sent shock rippling through her; he knelt at her feet. Her lungs constricted when she held her breath.

	He unscrewed the cap to the bottle of peroxide and picked up a handful of napkins. “May I?”

	She’d been wrong. His lips weren’t his most dangerous feature. His eyes. Her heart skipped a beat. His eyes were lethal. Such an inviting and comforting amber. Beautiful, curled lashes only made them more alluring. Women often said lush lashes were wasted on men, but they’d clearly never gazed into this man’s eyes and had him look back. Seconds crawled by before she realized he wanted to assist with cleaning her knee. She jerked back to reality. “Oh, sure.” She removed the silk square.

	He arranged the napkins below her knee and positioned the bottle of peroxide over the scrape. “This is going to hurt.”

	She smiled. “I’m acquainted with peroxide.”

	And yet, he still hesitated.

	Her gaze shifted to his hand around the bottle. His fingers were long. Another twinge of lust made her clench her thighs.

	The bottle tipped. A stream of peroxide descended. The second it touched her ravaged skin, it exploded into bubbles that hissed. The sting and burn came immediately. She gripped the edges of the chair. “Son of a—” She bit her lip and squeezed her eyelids together.

	After a while the sting lessened, and she pried open her eyelids.

	The man watched her. “I have to do it again.”

	She nodded, and he poured more peroxide onto the fading bubbles. When those dissolved, he patted her knee with dry napkins.

	“There’s still some sand in it.” He picked up a fresh napkin. “I’ll try to be gentle.”

	Her leg twitched when he brushed a corner of the rough napkin over her exposed, tender flesh. With tentative strokes, he worked grains of sand out of her scrape.

	“I think I’ve got them all.” He held up the peroxide again. “One more time.”

	She gave him a thumbs-up.

	Smiling, he let another thin stream of peroxide loose. 

	Bubbles formed as the solution killed more bacteria.

	“That should do it.”

	Then he leaned forward, puckered his lips, and blew on the scrape.

	Oh, dear lord. She closed her eyes. Not only was it sweet, but he couldn’t know how his breath slithered beneath the hem of her skirt and cooled the inside of her warm thighs. The sound of a box opening prompted her to look at him again. 

	He removed a bandage and tore off the paper casing. With gentle fingers he smoothed the bandage over her knee. His gaze lowered. “You still have dry blood on your leg.” He dipped a napkin into the glass of water. “May I?”

	She didn’t know if her voice would work or not, so she just nodded. How many men said “May I” before doing something? And this man had asked that twice. How many men were this considerate? She’d never met one until this man kneeling in front of her, cleaning away dried blood on her skin with delicate swoops.

	He finished his task, and she realized not once had his hands or fingers touched her leg during the entire process of tending to her wound. Not even a graze. He’d done that deliberately, and it stole her breath. He sat in the chair across from her and gathered the soiled napkins into a brown paper bag.

	“Thank you,” she said, thinking of so much more than him treating her injury.

	His amber eyes met hers. “You’re welcome.” He bunched up the paper bag and set it aside. “Would you like coffee?”

	Part of her wanted to escape his magnetic pull, but the other part of her wanted to stay and let it suck her in. The latter won. “You just dealt with a lot of my blood, so drinking coffee would be the next logical thing to do.”

	He chuckled and lifted his hand.

	The waitress appeared instantly, as if waiting for his cue.

	“One black coffee and—” He looked to Letty.

	“Black coffee with sugar, please.”

	The waitress excused herself.

	Letty pressed her hands together. “After everything you just did for me, I don’t even know your name.”

	Golden flexes in his eyes sparkled. “And I don’t know yours.”

	She smiled. “Letty.”

	“Thane.”

	Of course, he has to have a sexy name. Why couldn’t he have a stupid name like… 

	She studied him but couldn’t come up with a name that’d diminish his allure. Her gaze dropped to the table and to his phone. The screen was a spiderweb of cracks. “I broke your phone. I’m so sorry!”

	“You didn’t do a thing. Texting while walking is clearly dangerous.” He glanced at her bandaged knee. “For others. I might’ve scarred your knee.”

	She shrugged. “It’ll go well with all my other scars.”

	Thane’s brows lowered a fraction, and he tilted his head.

	Why the hell did I say that? She could only blame the tormenting dream that still lingered in the corners of her mind. That and his amber eyes had the power to get her to reveal anything about herself.

	Luckily, the waitress came back with their coffees, giving Letty a distraction. She tore open a packet of sugar and stirred it into the steaming brew. Her first sip made her taste buds bloom. “Wow. They make excellent coffee here.”

	“They do. This is my favorite place to buy coffee.”

	Ah, so that’s how the waitress knows him.

	They sipped their drinks quietly. 

	After a moment, she set her cup down. “What is it that you do?”

	He moved his hand in a small flicking motion as if what he did didn’t matter. “I fiddle with computer hardware and design apps. What about you?”

	“That’s neat. I own a small antique gift shop close by.”

	The corners of his lips lifted. “That sounds nice.”

	“It is. I love it.”

	“I can see that. Your face lights up when you talk about it.”

	Blushing, Letty peered at her coffee. Yes, her shop was her one source of pride and could always get her smiling, but no one had ever pointed it out before.

	They made idle chit-chat until their cups were empty. Regretting having to leave, Letty picked up her purse. “Thank you for the coffee, but I should get going.”

	Thane rose to his feet. “Do you need help?”

	“No, thanks. I got it.” She rose. The raw skin on her knee protested the movement, though. “I’m really sorry about your phone.”

	“Not as sorry as I am about your knee.”

	She held out her hand. “It was nice to meet you, Thane.”

	His hand swallowed hers. “You, too, Letty. I hope to see you again.”

	Her heart raced. “Just as long as we don’t physically run into each other.”

	He chuckled. “Yeah, let’s try to avoid that.”

	Smiling, she said, “Bye, Thane.”

	“Bye, Letty.”

	Tingling all over, she left the café. She tried not to limp, but she couldn’t help it. 

	Even so, the smile didn’t leave her face.

	 


 

	 

	 

	2

	 

	Thane

	 

	 

	 

	 

	T


	hane watched Letty go. The breeze fluffed up her dark, short, curly locks and made her skirt dance around her ivory legs. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and now she was walking away.

	The waitress returned. “Would you like your check?”

	“Please. And can I have a small bag, too?”

	“No problem.”

	He paid for their coffees and slipped the soiled silk pocket square into a paper bag with the bottle of peroxide and box of bandages. Then he walked across the street to the spot where they’d collided. Droplets of blood gleamed on the concrete in the sunlight. He frowned; she’d bled a lot. He hadn’t seen that much blood gush from a knee since he was a kid and scraped himself up trying to ride his bike without hands. 

	His gaze landed on a business card, and he bent down to pick it up. The thick cardstock was eggshell white with a Victorian-styled border of pink and red roses. Elegant blue cursive letters spelled out Letty Remis. His gut twisted while he studied her name. He flipped the card over, fashioned like a calling card, and found the information for her antique gift shop—Let It Charm You. The address, telephone number, email, and website for the store were listed beneath the shop’s name.

	Thane stared off in the direction Letty had gone, although he couldn’t see her anymore. Fingers aching with the need to touch her; heart racing, telling him to run after her, he slipped the card into his pocket and left to go to work.

	He arrived at All Heart Tech fifteen minutes later and rode the elevator up to the top floor. When he stepped off, Rebekah beamed.

	Rebekah had been his father’s assistant when Thane was a boy. Back then, she’d been a motherly figure for him when his own mother was in rehab for drug and alcohol use. Rebekah was the only one who’d looked after him and hadn’t pretended that she couldn’t see his father’s abuse. In many ways, Rebekah had been his savior. 

	“Good morning, Thane, I pushed the board meeting to after lunch.”

	“Thank you, Rebekah. Sorry I didn’t call. I busted my phone.” He removed his cell phone from his inside coat pocket and set it on her desk. “Can you have someone run out to get me a replacement?”

	She eyed the shattered screen and pursed her lips. Hairline wrinkles formed around her mouth. “Yes, I can.”

	“And can you have this dry cleaned?” He removed the peroxide and bandages from the paper bag and showed her the silk pocket square. “There’s…um…blood on it.”

	She blinked at it through her thick lenses. “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah. It’s not my blood.”

	Her gaze flicked to him and then back to the paper bag with the silk pocket square in it. “Are you sure everything is okay?”

	“Positive. It’s not like that. I…” His voice trailed off. Although he knew Rebekah wasn’t hinting at where his mind went to, he couldn’t stop his deceased father’s reputation from sneaking up to shame him. He set the bag next to his phone. “Never mind,” he muttered and headed into his office.

	He shut the door at his back and leaned against it a moment. Would his father’s crimes ever leave him alone? Rebekah would never accuse him of being like his father, but what about everyone else? Were they waiting for the time when he’d crack and become just like him? 

	Thane’s hands shook with nerves, and he gripped them. That wouldn’t happen. He wasn’t anything like his father. Constantine Canmore had been a wifebeater and a child abuser, and he had died a murderer. Thane didn’t want anything to do with the monster or with the monster’s memory, but he was Constantine’s only son, and he now ran the company his father had built.

	To everyone’s surprise, especially Constantine’s best friend and CEO at the time, Alec Danes, his father had left the company and most of his wealth to Thane. He had only been twelve, so Alec kept the company going until Thane turned eighteen. Alec was his mentor, but Thane had made decisions Alec didn’t agree with, like taking the company as far from Constantine’s toxic memory as possible. That was how Canmore Tech became All Heart Tech, with a focus on helping others. He succeeded with the company, but he wondered if he’d ever fully succeed with himself. He didn’t want his father’s shadow to follow him the rest of his life, but how could he escape it when he bore the name Canmore?

	At his desk, he removed Letty’s business card from his pocket. Staring at her name, he wondered what she’d think when she found out he was the devil’s son.

	He set the business card aside and powered on his computer. Throughout the rest of the morning, he thought about Letty while he made his runs to the innovation labs where prototypes were created and ideas fleshed out. Those labs and the people who worked there were the hub of his company. Everything relied on them to think outside-the-box and usher the future to the present. He loved to spend time with the techs and to pitch in, just like when he was a kid. He often removed his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and picked up a screwdriver or wrench to help tinker on new tech that had a few kinks. It cleared his mind and was the one place he felt free of his father’s impending cloud. Today, though, Letty was on the fore of his mind, even as he fixed a computer bug.

	During lunch, he ate at his desk with Letty’s business card in front of him. Too long he’d denied himself relationships with women because they either wanted him purely for sex—or sex and money—or were intrigued by the man spawned by a murderer, which usually involved the first two things as well. Others eyed him out of suspicion and fear. They edged around him, trying not to get too close.

	Letty was the first person who’d met him and didn’t seem to know who he was or his story. She hadn’t even reacted to his first name, which was a rarity.

	He set aside his lunch and typed in the website for Let It Charm You. The webpage matched her business card. He scanned the pages, checking out the photos of the display cases. The antiques were tasteful. She had a good eye.

	On the About page, he stared at a headshot of Letty. Her short curly hair, her dimples framing red lips, her cheeks flushed with happiness, and her green eyes sparkling with the camera’s flash—everything about her captivated him. He wanted to caress her delicate jaw, kiss each of her dimples, and dive his hands into her hair. 

	Closing his eyes, he rubbed his palms over his face. 

	His intercom beeped.

	“Mr. Canmore, the board members are in the conference room.”

	He pushed a button on his console. “Thanks, Rebekah.”

	For two hours they discussed the next steps for buying A Dawn of Technology. The whole time, he held Letty’s business card in his hand. 

	[image: Image]

	The last one to leave, as usual, Thane closed up his office and sent a text to Abbot, his best friend turned bodyguard. He rode the elevator to the garage where Abbot waited. No matter how early or how late, Abbot always presented himself the same way in a sleek black and white suit, with a large platinum watch on his brown wrist. His shaved hair always had the sharpest edges, and his brown eyes were always clear, as if he didn’t get tired. Unlike Thane.

	“You look like you have something on your mind,” Abbot said. “But this time, it doesn’t look like work. It’s that woman you ran into this morning, isn’t it?”

	Thane leaned against the door of his black sports car. Although he liked to walk to work most mornings if he could, he always kept a car in the garage to travel home quickly after a long day.

	“I can’t stop thinking about her,” he admitted and stared off into space. “She’s gorgeous. She didn’t treat me like a billionaire celebrity. I felt human. I’ve never felt that with another woman. I want to know her.”

	“Do you know her name?”

	“I do. I actually have her business card. She’d dropped it.”

	Abbot tilted his head. “Then get to know her, man. Don’t let Cinderella get away. That business card is your glass slipper.”

	Thane laughed. “Alright, Fairy Godfather, I’ll see you in a bit.” He unlocked his car door and climbed into the driver’s seat. Zoned out from the mundaneness of routine, he drove to his penthouse. The entire way, Abbot followed. They parked side by side and stepped into the elevator together. A moment later, they gave each other a parting fist bump when the elevator stopped one floor below Thane’s. Abbot got off, and Thane finished the ride to the top floor. 

	His penthouse felt empty, even with the electronics, paintings, and furniture. He stood in the entry way for several minutes, just staring. Why did he feel as though Letty belonged in his life? He’d been content with his life up until the moment his arms instinctively came around her, shielding her. 

	Sighing, he dragged his feet to his bedroom. He stripped out of his clothes, scrubbed down in a steaming shower, and then crashed on his bed.

	The next morning, he dressed in a navy-blue suit, white shirt, and blue-gray tie. Where he’d run into Letty, he paused. More than anything he wanted to see her again. Glancing up and down the sidewalk and around the building, he searched for her flouncing curls.

	Abbot caught up. “Hoping she’d still be here? A day later?”

	“Mind your own business.”

	“As your bodyguard, you are my business.”

	Thane glared.

	“I’ll wait up ahead for you.”

	Thane stayed there a full five minutes before admitting defeat and continuing to work. When he exited the elevator, Rebekah covered the microphone to her headset and told him, “Your pocket square came back from the cleaners. I set it on your desk.”

	“Thank you.”

	He made a beeline straight to his desk and clutched the silk in his hand. It wouldn’t have the smell of her perfume on it, but she’d used it. Feeling like a sentimental fool, he slipped the square into his pocket and removed her business card. He didn’t know why he’d slipped it back into his pocket that morning. Why hadn’t he just added it to the pile of cards in his kitchen junk drawer? All he could come up with was that he wanted it close. He placed it back on top of his desk where he glimpsed it throughout the morning during two back-to-back meetings. By lunch, he’d signed all the papers and made the appropriate transaction to acquire A Dawn of Technology.

	Rebekah stepped into his office carrying a container. “Your lunch.”

	“Thank you.” He accepted it and lowered it to the desk, but Letty’s business card caught his eye once more. “Actually, can you put this back in the fridge? I’m going out.”

	He snatched up the card and his new cell phone. After texting Abbot his plan to drive one of his cars from the garage to go somewhere alone, he was off driving downtown. He parked his car a few storefronts down from Let It Charm You. His hands were sweating when he twisted the golden knob and stepped inside.

	“Just one moment!” came a voice from the backroom.

	He glanced around the space. Antique furniture positioned around the room held a wide variety of merchandise. On bookcases, Victorian plates, vases, and tea cups mingled with crystal vases holding real red and pink roses. A vanity held perfume bottles with elegant atomizers and vintage picture frames. Atop an oak wash stand he found a display of vintage jewelry.

	The sound of heels on hardwood drew his attention to the door of the backroom. 

	Letty stepped out and froze when she saw him. Her jaw dropped.

	Although he hadn’t been moving, he became rooted to the spot, too. Seeing her again sent a rush of excitement through his body.

	She wore a long-sleeved black shirt and a white skirt with black roses on it that covered her knees. “I—” She closed her mouth and then tried again. “How’d you find my shop?”

	“You said it was close by.” He dug her business card out of his pocket. “You also dropped this. I found it after you left.”

	Her cheeks brightened to match the shade of red on her lips. “Oh, well, welcome to Let It Charm You. Did you come here to check on my knee or are you interested in buying something?”

	“Honestly, I wanted to see you again.” She blinked, and he hoped he wasn’t making a huge mistake. “I’d really like to get to know you more.”

	She continued to stare.

	Shit. I’ve completely freaked her out. Who just went to someone’s place of work after running into them on the sidewalk and expressed their desire to see them again?

	He did.

	“I’m sorry. I wanted to be honest with you.”

	She nodded. “I appreciate that…your honesty.”

	Thane exhaled. At least she wasn’t running. That was a good sign. He’d take it, although he yearned for more. His gaze roamed around the shop, hoping to extend this moment longer. “Your shop is amazing.”

	“Thank you. Would you like a tour complete with antique nerd facts?”

	He wanted to spend as much time with her as he could manage, and a tour while listening to her talk sounded perfect. “I’d like that.”

	She led him from display to display, telling him about the pieces she prized the most. After working their way through half the shop, they came to the counter and a cluster of vintage jewelry boxes that were opened to showcase specific pieces. A gold locket caught his attention. He picked it up to look at it closer. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Letty’s shoulders lift and then instantly fall. She shifted away.

	“Is this locket special?”

	She rotated back. “It is. Well, it is to me. This is a simple, round, ten karat yellow-gold locket with an engraved star in its center, which is set with a single diamond. It reminds me of the North star. And on the back—” Her fingers brushed his when she took the locket and flipped it over. “On the back are the initials CMS. I saw it online and bought it right away because it’s…”

	“Charming,” he finished.

	She beamed. “Exactly. I don’t know who CMS is, but I can’t help but feel whoever engraved it loved them with all their heart.”

	Thane met her gaze then, and they stayed like that for several seconds, staring at each other. His chest constricted. He yearned to touch her, but it was too soon.

	A throat cleared, and Letty jolted.

	Thane rotated to see a tall Black woman in the doorway to the backroom. She was leaning her shoulder against the doorjamb and apparently enjoying what she’d been spying on if her grin was anything to go by. “Do you need my help out here?”

	“Nope. We’re good,” Letty said.

	But the woman didn’t retreat.

	Letty released a sigh. “This is Yawanda, my amazing assistant manager who I don’t know what I’d do without. Yawanda, this is Thane, our customer.” How she said the final word had Thane turning back.

	I want to be so much more than a customer, Letty.

	But she didn’t look at him. Her gaze was trained on Yawanda. Her eyes widened.

	He twisted back around.

	Yawanda was biting her bottom lip and wagging her eyebrows up and down. Caught, she froze. Then she gave him a wide, toothy smile. She lifted her hand to her face and ran a finger above her right eyebrow. “I suffer from sporadic eye twitches.”

	Unable to resist, Thane said, “That’s unfortunate.”

	“It is. People always get the wrong idea.”

	“I bet.”

	The shop’s phone shrilled.

	“Yawanda, could you get that please?”

	“Damn it,” Yawanda mumbled and disappeared into the backroom.

	The ringing stopped.

	“I’m so sorry about that,” Letty said.

	“Don’t worry about it.” He set the locket back in the jewelry box and faced the rest of the shop to examine each display from there. Every piece she’d told him about, she’d spoken about them as if they were her own personal tressures, and yet, these were items she was willing to sell, so he wondered…

	“If you could own anything in this shop, what would it be?”

	“That’s easy.” At a dark oak china cabinet, she twisted a gold key already in its lock and opened the glass door. From the middle shelf, she removed a small box. “This is a 144-Note Reuge Music Box. It plays ‘Canon in D,’ composed by Johann Pachelbel. Myrtle burl and rosewood with brass hardware. The exterior is natural light wood with lacquer trim.” The tip of her finger curved around the dark edges. “On the lid is a delicately painted floral arrangement and two butterflies.” She lifted the lid. “The inside is painted with black lacquer, and a glass panel protects the instrument. There’s even an on and off switch.” She flicked the switch, letting “Canon in D” play for a moment. “It’s twelve thousand.”

	He lifted his brows.

	Letty laughed as she switched off the music. “I know. Steep for a music box, but I’d never had a Reuge Music Box before, and music boxes are a big hit with my customers. It’s also one of my favorite songs. Kinda sappy considering it’s the most popular wedding song in existence.” She shrugged and reached up to set it back on the shelf.

	“I’ll take it.”

	“Really?”

	“You sold me.”

	Behind the counter, Letty placed the music box gingerly in a cardboard box and taped it up. Watching her prepare his purchase, her words came back to him, like a punch to the gut. Customer. He stared at the box as he spoke. “What I said before is true. I want to get to know you, Letty.”

	She stilled.

	That reaction wasn’t exactly what he’d been hoping for, but he plowed on because he had to know if this was one sided. “I want you to be more than a stranger I met on the sidewalk. More than an acquaintance. More than a friend. And I definitely want to be more than a customer to you.” He inhaled. “You have me at a disadvantage, Letty. You know what I want, but I don’t know what you want.” And he desperately needed to know.

	When she spoke, her voice was soft. “How you took care of my knee yesterday…you were attentive and polite. I want to date a man who can be that attentive and polite to a woman he doesn’t know.”

	Thane braced his hands on the counter. He bent his neck while saying a quick, silent prayer of thanks.

	“Especially one who can look that relieved after hearing me say that.”

	He gazed at her. “Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow?”

	She blinked. “Tomorrow?”

	“It’s Friday, a good day for a dinner date. I know it’s fast, but I really don’t want to wait. It’s up to you, though. We can wait. We can take all the time you need. We can get more coffee. I love coffee.”

	The smile she gave him warmed him inside and out. “Tomorrow.” Her cheeks were the prettiest shade of pink when she checked the register and told him the total.

	He passed her his credit card.

	“For large credit card purchases, I always require an ID.”

	“Right, of course.” He extracted his driver’s license.

	She examined them. Her body stiffened, and her lips trembled apart. 

	Thane’s eyelids lowered. And the Canmore name strikes again. He opened his eyes and hated seeing the horror stamped across her face. “Is something wrong?” he dared to ask.

	“No.” Despite her answer, her hand shook when she returned his ID. She swiped his credit card and slid it back to him over the countertop. 

	He signed the receipt.

	“Um.” She scratched her forehead. “Is this a gift or a personal purchase? I offer free gift wrapping.”

	“A gift.”

	“I have an assortment of paper you can choose from.”

	“I’m more of a gift bag and tissue paper kind of guy. Why don’t you choose?”

	“Sure.” She wrung her hands while checking out the rolls. After a moment, she selected a dusty rose paper that matched one of the flowers on the lid. Her hands still trembled as she made neat creases in the paper, although she attempted to hide it. “All done.” She placed the wrapped box before him. “I hope the receiver likes their gift.”

	“I think they will.” He settled a hand on the box, and his gaze caught sight of a gold-framed, black and white portrait hanging on the wall behind the counter. “Who is that?”

	While her back was to him, he slid the wrapped box toward her. 

	“That’s my mom. It was taken a couple of years before I was born.”

	“She’s beautiful. You look like her.”

	“Thanks. I…lost her when I was a child.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	She faced him but avoided his eye. “Me, too.”

	An alert on his phone reminded him that he had a meeting in thirty minutes. He peered at Letty with regret. He didn’t want to leave, but she was obviously uncomfortable, and he didn’t have the courage to ask her if their date tomorrow was still on the agenda. He didn’t even have it in him to ask for her number. She’d been willing to go out before she’d read his full name on his credit card, but once people knew who he was, everything always changed. He’d been regretting that with Letty, hoping things would be different this time. Seeing it happening now…with her…all but gutted him. “The next time I need a gift for someone special, I know where to come.”

	She gave him a small smile. “I appreciate that.”

	He wanted to say that he hoped to see her again, but that look in her eye stopped him. Just like that, it was over. “Take care of yourself, Letty.”

	“You, too, Thane.”

	Wishing he wasn’t his father’s son, he left the shop.
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	etty gaped after Thane. The man she’d run into and couldn’t stop thinking about, the man who’d prompted stirrings in her that she’d never felt before, the man oozing sensuality but didn’t abuse that, the man she’d just admitted to that she wanted to date someone just like, the man she’d agreed to have dinner with tomorrow, how could he be the son of the man she’d killed?

	How could this have happened?!

	She peered at the countertop and gasped. He’d left the gift-wrapped box. Instead of it being on his side of the counter, it sat inches from her hands. She grabbed it and ran onto the sidewalk, but Thane was gone. 

	Back in her shop, she stared at the box. Her heart pounded. He’d asked her what she wanted to own in her shop, and then he’d bought it. When he did, a part of her heart had broken. He’d said the music box was a gift, hinted that it was for someone special, and then he’d left it at her fingertips. She set the box down and covered her mouth. Twelve thousand dollars. Twelve thousand dollars!

	“He can’t do this.”

	She wouldn’t let him.

	Sinking onto the stool behind the counter, she canceled the transaction immediately. Once that was done, she hurried into the backroom.

	Yawanda glanced up from the computer.

	“Can you watch the shop for me? I have…I have something…” She held up the gift-wrapped box. Her hands shook.

	Yawanda sprang to her feet. “Is it a bomb?”

	“No. I have to…I have to go.”

	“No. You need to have a seat and tell me what’s going on.” She guided Letty to the chair behind the desk and handed her a bottle of water. “Drink. You look as though you’re about to collapse.”

	Letty gulped down water.

	“Now tell me what’s up.”

	“You remember the man I ran into yesterday?”

	“You mean the man who aroused you without so much as touching you? Hell yeah.”

	“That was him.”

	“Well, that explains the heat the two of you were emitting like ultra violet rays, but that doesn’t explain why you look so freaked out right now.”

	Letty peered at Yawanda and grimaced. “Do you remember Constantine Canmore?”

	Yawanda’s shoulders jerked back. “No.”

	“His son.”

	Yawanda’s face became slack. “Oh my God. I thought his name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t figure out where I’d heard it.” She caught the edge of the desk. “Now I think I’m going to faint. How could this happen?”

	“I don’t know. Whenever I heard the Canmore name I looked away. I didn’t want to see any of them. I didn’t even know any of their first names. Only Constantine’s. I don’t even know his ex-wife’s name. And Thane didn’t seem to recognize me, either. How could he? I was only seven when it happened, we’d never met, and I’d changed my name.”

	A silence descended over them, and then Yawanda laid a hand on Letty’s shoulder. “You have to be careful. I’ve heard stories about people going after their loved one’s murderers by faking accidental meetings, pretending to fall in love with them, and then attempting to kill them. Or stalking them in order to run them over with a car. Or—”

	“Stop. I get the picture.” Letty rubbed her arms as goosebumps developed. “But I have to return the Reuge music box. I have to.”

	“Wait. Hold up. He bought the Reuge?” Yawanda pointed at the gift-wrapped box. “Is that it?”

	Letty nodded.

	“Then why do you have it?”

	“He…he left it for me.”

	Yawanda gasped. “Stop. Shut up. He didn’t.”

	“He did.”

	“Holy shit.”

	They fell quiet again, staring off into space, thinking.

	After a moment, Yawanda tapped her metallic purple nails on the countertop. “How exactly did he come to purchase the Reuge? The most expensive item in the shop?”

	“Um…well, he asked me what I’d want if I could own anything in the shop, so I showed him the music box.”

	Yawanda pressed a hand to her chest. “Let me get this straight. He cleans up your blood and patches up your knee in the most careful way possible, and the next day he wants to see you again so badly that
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