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IN ONE FAMILY, GENERATION after generation relied on the magic of one Norse ring to lead them to their destined match. For those who heed its advice, only joy and health follow. But the ring has also been known to foreshadow impending doom. Ignore its truth at your peril.... 
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FOR FORMER BOXING CONTENDER, Q’orian “Storm” Jones, running a gym might not have been his first choice, but with a partial vision loss, his career options are limited. His new goal is to train professional boxers and get kids off the streets. Bonus: focusing long hours training clients in his men-only gym means that any chance of getting involved with another back-stabber like his conniving ex-girlfriend are nil.

Until the day Celeste Warner walks into his gym. She claims she needs his help. But he doesn’t turn her away because she’s a dark-haired version of the woman he once loved. No. He turns her away because she’s a woman. 

A white woman messed up his past; he certainly wasn’t going to let another one ruin his future.

Growing up with the story of a magic ring, Celeste rebuffs the signs when her late mother’s ring appears before her. She doesn’t want a mate; she’s known nothing but pain from her last boyfriend. But that stupid ring leads her to Storm’s Corner, a gym where Celeste decides that maybe learning how to punch certain ex-boyfriends might be beneficial. But the self-righteous owner, Storm, wants nothing to do with her.

When Celeste’s ex gets released from prison, she knows she must follow the ring back to Storm’s Corner and plead her case. But the bruise on her arm is all the proof Storm needs to realize he must help Celeste, regardless of his mixed emotions.

His bottom line is failing, even though he’s succeeding in getting kids off the streets. And with a felon breaking Celeste’s restraining order, Storm doesn’t know if she will even survive until her court date. 

Storm knows he can’t let anything happen to Celeste. 

But protecting someone who feels no self-worth is probably the hardest battle he’s ever fought. 
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YOU 

BEGIN:

Have you read 

Cloudy Skies: The Prequel?

It’s free!

Click here to download.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 1
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TO ANYONE ELSE, THE slip of paper resting on her driver’s seat, obviously delivered through her vented car window, looked innocent, flirtatious even. 

To Celeste, the lopsided heart with the angular R as a signature beneath was a warning.

Razor was out of prison, and he’d already found her car. 

The mall parking lot was dark, her shift ending way past closing time due to a computer glitch when trying to batch-out for the night. At ten-forty, hers was one of the few cars out here. Her coworker, Desiree, was already pulling out of her spot, too far away to flag down. Panicked, Celeste stabbed her key in her silver Civic’s lock and yanked open the door. She then checked the back seat and floor before launching into her car and sealing herself inside. 

She’d known he was getting out; it’d been all over social media. But nothing about his friends’ excitement transferred to Celeste. If she’d wanted to see him, she would have suffered the indignity of being strip-searched to visit him during the last four years of his well-deserved incarceration.

If she had really wanted to see him, she wouldn’t have testified against him in the first place. 

She turned over her engine, half expecting the car to flub from being violated, or maybe even explode. Would Razor have learned how to make bombs from normal household items while in prison? She couldn’t swear to it one way or another. 

Good ol’ Sally rumbled to life and purred away, a stout heart buried under no less than seventeen bumper stickers masking four square feet of a rusted trunk. Celeste pulled out, vigilant as never before, and hopped onto the highway for home, scanning for cars following her. As always, Celeste knew she’d have to take care of this by herself. She’d deal with him like she dealt with everything else: headfirst and alone. But damn, today she’d really enjoy some help. She passed a few exits, then decided she really wanted to call her roommate. She pulled into a brightly-lit, all-night gas station and backed into a spot at the front door, hiding Sally’s telltale rear bumper with the mismatched black trunk hood from passersby. She plucked her cell out of her purse and called Sharra. 

Barely one ring later, her friend answered. “What’s up?”

But then that stubborn old habit reared its ugly head, and Celeste found she dared not even rely on her best friend. Better dead than crushed again by someone she trusted. Her voice dropped with her resignation. “Hey. You home?”

Obviously Sharra suspected something, because she asked, “Yeah, why?”

Relief lowered her shoulders two inches, and then she pinched the bridge of her nose. Still, she found that she couldn’t articulate her fears, even to the person who knew her best. “Can you please turn on all the lights for me? I’ll be home in seven minutes.”

“Really? You suddenly afraid of the dark?”

“No. Please. Promise me.”

“Okay, okay. I’m turning on every goddamned light in the apartment. You better tell me what’s going on.”

Part of her wanted to share her burden, but the survivor in her held fast. “I don’t know. Something on the radio. Just want to make sure I get inside okay.”

“What, like some convict on the loose or something?”

Bam, Sharra nailed it on the head, but even with the obvious opening, Celeste found her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth. “Something like that.” She put her car in gear. “Look, don’t worry about it. I’ll be there in seven.”

“Okay, bye.”

She dropped her cell in her purse without replying and pulled back onto the highway for home, her thoughts as dark as the night around her. Never once in the last four years had Celeste entertained the thought that Razor would have any interest in finding her now. Hell, he’d barely noticed her when they’d been dating. And the second he’d gotten hauled off in his orange jumpsuit, Celeste had updated all her social media pages to claim she’d moved from Syracuse to Walla Walla, Washington, and then promptly stopped posting anything on them. She’d already stopped hanging out with any of their mutual “friends.” Shortly thereafter, she and Sharra had moved into their own place, neighborhoods away, yet still in Syracuse, still barely an hour from her Fayetteville childhood home. 

Apparently, she hadn’t moved far enough away. Someone from her past must have seen her in the mall food court. No one she’d recognized had ever set foot in her store. 

Exactly seven minutes later, Celeste pulled into her apartment complex. She hated parking in the darkest corner of the lot, but it was the only spot she could find. Sensing herself alone and unwatched, she got out and slipped up the back steps and managed the locked rear door to their apartment building without incident. She secured it behind her and headed upstairs. Cautious, she checked their door first. No signs of forced entry, but that didn’t mean Razor hadn’t picked the lock. She squared her shoulders and twisted the key in the knob and slipped in, then locked the door behind her. Once in, she tumbled all the locks and chain into place. 

That was when Sharra’s interrogation began. “What’s wrong with you? What is it?”

If Razor was out of prison and already sending her threats, Celeste would have to get a restraining order. And if she had a restraining order, she would be safer not starting the art classes she’d been saving for all year. And if she couldn’t do that, she felt like she had no real reason to leave the house. 

Damn him. Just like Razor to muck up everything he touched. “Told you. Just got a little spooked leaving work in the dark.” She forced herself to smile at Sharra. “I’m okay.”

“Really? ‘Cuz you ain’t acting okay.” One of those looks of disbelief scanned Celeste from roof to root before Sharra added, “The girl I know don’t spook.”

Yeah, Sharra could always see through her, no matter how much Celeste tried to keep herself blocked off and unreadable. She held Sharra’s eyes. “Seriously. I’m okay. I’m going to bed. Wait. Why are you still dressed?”

“Oh. Yeah. Barney just asked if I can work tonight. Someone left work sick.”

Squashing down the panic took a half-second. She even managed to modulate her voice. “Now? It’s almost eleven.”

“It’s just until two.” 

No way Razor knew where she lived. No one had followed her home. She sounded completely normal when she added, “Only waitresses and bartenders work your crazy hours.” Celeste paused. “And ‘hos.”

“Don’t you be mocking ‘hos. They get to sleep in.” A giant yawn followed this statement.

“You bartending tonight, or tables?”

“Bar. But Barney is closing. I should be home by two-thirty, but you’re on your own next week.” The look she sent her was filled with significance.

Celeste held her friend’s eyes. Her heart raced with the realization she’d be totally alone, which made her angry that she reacted with fear. “I would never ask you to give up your trip.”

“Well, it’s Noah’s graduation first, then our trip. I’m hoping he’ll propose in Times Square.” That weird look came over Sharra’s face again, the one that made her lips do this loopy grin and her eyes cloud over. She claimed that was her happy face.

Celeste thought it looked more like someone got slapped with an idiot stick. Why the hell would people fall in love when it made them look and act like asses? She’d never experienced it, and based on the evidence presented, had no intention of doing so. She kept people at bay for a reason. But just because Celeste didn’t believe in love didn’t mean she couldn’t support her delusional friend, so she said, “I’ve heard Central Park is romantic.” 

Both of Sharra’s hands flew over her mouth with her excitement. “Maybe someone will take our photo!” Her hands fluttered and then dropped, and she looked around like she was there, in New York City, on the pathway through the Park. “Maybe swans will be in the lake behind us. Wouldn’t that be perfect?”

The grin felt really forced. “Maybe.” She thought of that lopsided heart crumbled in her pocket. Even when Razor had claimed he loved her, she never felt anything back. Too many years being raised by a bigamist taught her that people couldn’t be trusted. Love was a weakness, an illness. There had even been times when Celeste wondered if her mom had known about Dad’s other family, and if that realization had killed her. Literally killed her. 

It couldn’t have been a coincidence that Mom’s heart was the first thing to go. Idly, Celeste wondered if hers would shrivel away like that green Christmas character’s did. 

“Anyway,” Sharra’s tone brought them back to the present, “I better get going. You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah.” But now she worried about Sharra. “I’ll make sure you get into your car okay.” 

“Oh. Thanks. Wait. What is it making you so crazy?”

Since Celeste really didn’t want to mention Razor, she chose another option, a cautionary tale her mom had told her years ago and one Sharra couldn’t confirm by checking the local news. “Someone called the DJ with a story about her near miss with a murderer. A woman found her car with a flat tire. Some guy offered to change it for her while she stayed locked inside it. She tried sliding some money through the window to pay him, but the guy insisted she inspect his work instead of taking the cash, like, belligerently. She realized something was wrong and took off with her trunk still open, straight to the nearest police station. When she got there, the cops found a loaded pistol, plastic tarp, and a shovel in her trunk.”

“Holy shit.”

“Yeah.” 

“No wonder you freaked.”

“Yeah.” Now Celeste eyed the keys still in her hand. “Look, I don’t want to keep you longer than I have.” She nodded towards the door. “I know Barney’s expecting you.”

She glanced at her cell. “Oh. Yeah. Lock up behind me.”

“I will.”

As Sharra tucked out the door, Celeste locked all but the chain. She turned off the lights and watched as Sharra folded into her car before heading into her bedroom. Inside her terrarium, five little tree frogs chirped away, the sound soothing her like it always did. She turned off their fluorescent light, plunging the room into darkness, fearing that Razor’s note was only the first of his many attempts at revenge. 

––––––––
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AFTER SURVIVING THE night, Celeste researched online about filing a restraining order. With Sharra’s closed door telling her that her friend still slept, Celeste headed out to the town court. She filled out the required forms and provided the clerk with the incriminating evidence that she had found on her car seat, then paid the stupid filing fee that Razor, by rights, should have to pay. She was told to keep a copy of the protection order on her person at all times and to report each and every time Razor made contact, no matter how insignificant. Then she was given a court date two weeks out and practically flushed out the door.

By the time she got back, Sharra was up and showered. “Hey, where were you?”

She looked up. “Had to get gas.” 

“Oh. You okay?”

“Yup.”

“You working tonight?”

“Yeah. Four to close.” Again. Some part of her dreaded the thought of parking in what would become a vast, empty space after closing time. 

“Okay. Well, wish me luck.” Sharra held out her left hand and wiggled her fingers. “I’m hoping I come back with some bling.”

“Good luck. Noah’s a great guy.”

“Don’t I know it.” She extended the handle on her rolling suitcase and headed for the door. “You sure you’ll be alright?”

“Aren’t I always?”

Instead of answering, Sharra’s lips twisted. Then she darted close and pulled Celeste into a one-armed hug. “See you next week.”

Instead of hugging her back, Celeste forced a laugh and rolled her shoulders. “Stop. Your happiness is oozing all over me.”

Sharra released her with a scoff. “Be-otch.”

“Alright, already. Go. Have fun. Come back married or whatever.”

The comment earned her an eye roll. “Someday, girl, you’re gonna fall. Hard. When that day comes, you ain’t never gonna hear the end of it from me. Ever.”

“Whatever. Go. Bye.” She practically shoved her roommate out the door and locked it behind her. She spent the rest of the afternoon looking at art pieces online and watching videos of how to draw until she had to leave for work.

The mall loomed a few minutes ahead, where she parked at the south entrance instead of the west one, backing into a spot directly under a lamp so she could peel out if needed.

She blew out her lips at that crazy thought. Seriously? When was the last time Sally peeled anywhere? 

Celeste had never made it a point of being hyper-vigilant regarding her surroundings, mostly because she figured no one cared if she lived or died, but now, the realization that Razor could be lurking nearby marched an army of shivers up her spine and back down again. Brisk walking propelled her down the corridor of stores, where she turned right at the first intersection. Blaring rock music and flashing lights made Frank’s Pranks the standout in the mall, where rock ‘n roll t-shirts, gag gifts, and sex toys were the hallmark of their store. 

Not to mention the colorful weirdos like her behind the counter. 

Luckily, Desiree was scheduled to work with her. But damn, she’d need to tell her boss, Lou, to watch out in case Razor showed up. Then an attack of nerves hit her; what if Razor snitched to her boss that she’d been in juvenile detention with him? Would she lose her job from a stupid shoplifting incident from ten years ago? She clocked in and joined her friend behind the counter. 

“Guess what? Suit Dude’s here.”

Celeste groaned and ducked under the counter, feeling her day circling the proverbial drain. “Has he seen me yet?”

“Yup, ‘cuz he’s heading this way, looking right where you’re hiding.”

“Shit.” She took her sweet time while she was down there, pulling out the trash can and sweeping every bit of scrap paper and dust from behind the bin. 

“Hey, there.”

Courtesy forced her to look up. “Hi.”

The man barely glanced at Des as he spilled his items on the counter. “Hoped I’d see you today.”

Great. “Same shift, different day.”

“Good to know.”

She forced herself not to roll her eyes. The sooner she dealt with him, the better. She rang up the fuzzy handcuffs, edible underwear and sexual card game and stuffed them into a bag. When he didn’t relinquish the credit card in his hand, Celeste looked up. 

“What are you doing tomorrow night?”

Yanking the card out of his hand felt good, and Celeste was sure the twisting of her lips would in no way be misconstrued as a smile as she told him, “Thanks for asking, again, but the answer is still, I’m busy.” She slashed the card through the reader and punched in his total. He signed on the screen, and Celeste ripped off his receipt and shoved it in his bag. “Have a nice day.” Stiff-armed, she held out his bag to him, holding his eyes, refusing to back down. 

The man curled his lips at her anyway, gave her an assessing perusal that had Celeste jutting her chin at him, then he gathered his purchase and left the store. 

Feeling the venom gather deep inside, Celeste whirled on her coworker. “I swear, if he asks me out one more time, I’m going to deck him.” A shiver of revulsion worked from her cheeks to her elbows, making everything twitch. Two asshats in twenty-four hours. Two!

Desiree angled out into the mall, seeking Suit Dude as she tucked her pink bobbed hair behind one multi-pierced ear. She unzipped the front of her leather shirt a bit and leaned back on her elbows against the counter, the motion thrusting her breasts out. “Hell, if you don’t want him, I’ll take him for a ride.”

The statement made Celeste curl her nose. “He’s got ‘creeper’ written all over him.” 

“No, he’s just persistent. Thinks you’re playing with him.”

“I’m not playing with him. The dude is twice my age.” Doused in the same brand of cologne her father used to wear brought the horrifying similarities into stark relief. The very thought of dating a man anything remotely like her father made her stomach contents seep up the back of her throat.

The thought of Razor wandering back into her life replaced the nausea with dread.

“So? That just means he’s got more experience.” An assessing gaze came Celeste’s way. “I thought you were just playing hard to get with him. I like hard.” She waggled her brows and grinned.

“Gross. Have at him.” She shivered again, choked down the bile. Wisps of that ridiculously-expensive cologne lingered, unsettling Celeste more than she thought possible. She flapped her hand, hoping to make it dissipate.

“I thought you needed money.”

The subject change made her frown. “I do need money. I begged Lou to ask Corp if I can go to fulltime.”

A scoff and hand wave answered that option. “Forget working for it. Bang the guy already. The dude is rich, I’m telling you. Why punch a time clock when you can screw your way to luxury?” Now her hand fanned over her throat as Desiree looked into the mall corridor, watching. 

Even Celeste, who enjoyed pushing people away, felt repelled by Desiree’s credo. “I can live on PB and J.” 

“That’s not living.”

“It’s surviving, and that’s fine by me.” Especially in light of Razor’s return. Survival was first and foremost in her mind. 

Her comment prompted Desiree to turn to her. “You seriously don’t want that guy? Did you even see his suit? And I saw him leave once. He drives a Porsche. I’d bang him in a heartbeat.”

“No one’s stopping you.”

“He wants you, though.” Desiree rolled along the counter to face her, smashing her bulbous breasts along the glass and practically popping out of her shirt, making Celeste even more aware of the fact she could barely fill out a bra. “Bang him once and let me know if he’s worth chasing.”

“Ugh.” Celeste rolled her eyes, needing to get away from Suit Dude and Desiree’s never-ending insistence that Celeste get laid. “Cover the register. I’m going to stock.”

But Celeste’s comment teased a speculative smile across Desiree’s face. “Chasing him out the back door, huh? If you run, you can catch him.”

The suggestive tone stopped Celeste in her tracks. “Shut up, Des. Both of you can go screw.”

Eyes crinkling in mirth, Desiree replied, “Well, that’s kind of my hope.”

Another eye roll. “That’s not what I wanted to say, and certainly not what I meant, but I can’t say the F word when there are minors in the store.”

“But you want to. Say it and do it. Look out, world, Celeste Warner is finally on the prowl.” She stuck her finger in her mouth and sucked it, holding Celeste’s eyes.

Now Celeste looked around, and seeing no one was within view, she flicked off Des with both middle fingers, making her coworker simply smile. God, how she hated the suggestive talk!

As Celeste slammed open the heavy metal door to the back room, she felt her temperature rise. She kicked the door behind her, hastening its slow journey back to fully closed. The alternative rock music dulled immediately when the door finally sealed shut, granting her a moment’s reprieve. Three times this month that guy had asked her out, each time while purchasing sex toys. Not that Celeste was judging him—hell, she worked at Frank’s Pranks because she shunned convention—but who were those items for if he was single and prowling? Did he pick up a new chick each week? Tie them up and decorate them with edible paint? How many girls were seriously into bondage and stripper games? And if that’s what Suit Dude liked, why didn’t he keep the one he seduced last week instead of hitting on her every freaking Friday night?

Unless he murdered them, one by one....

No wonder he needed a steady supply.

Smirking at her morbid thoughts, Celeste plunged her hand into one of the t-shirt boxes and pulled out the popular sizes she usually had to restock. The funny sayings on them were what first drove her into this store, and her forthright attitude, weird clothes, and, well, Gothic looks, landed her the job with barely an interview. 

As she folded concert t-shirts with band logos, she tried to forget about Desiree’s taunts. Sex was the last thing on Celeste’s mind, and not only because it wasn’t that enjoyable. She simply had no interest in a sexual relationship of any kind, and certainly not with a dude who acted as arrogantly as her father had. 

Right now, she kind of assumed all men were assholes. Most people, too, if she were honest with herself.

Her boss, Lou, pushed open the door and nodded when he saw her. “Hey.”

“Hi.” She balanced the stack of shirts on her forearm like a pizza box. “How was your date?

He beamed. “Oh, Bruce is the smartest man I’ve ever met. I swear he’s turning me into a different person.”

He smiled when he said it, but Celeste had lived with a controlling father long enough to hear the silent alarm bells in that statement. “Oh? In what way?”

Lou’s eyes lit up. “He is so worldly and cultured. He took me to that restaurant—you know, the one with the month-long waiting list?”

Celeste’s eyes bulged. “Winsors? You kidding me?”

“Four forks. Four! And three glasses. And, count ‘em, five courses. I felt like that girl in Pretty Woman.”

Well, that was definitely not what Celeste had envisioned, so she relaxed her guard a bit. “What’s next?”

“He wants me to come with him when he test-drives a Superbird next week. It’s a classic car; only about five hundred still in existence. We’re going on a road trip to Boston to see it.” He fanned his face. “I can’t believe it.”

“Nervous?”

“Yeah. We’ve only been dating for seven months. It seems like I’ve known him my whole life. I can’t believe I’m so lucky.” Then his face looked like it got slapped by an idiot stick. 

Was everyone around her coming down with this unfortunate disease? She looked at the armful of t-shirts she held. “That’s, um, great. What’s he do that makes him so rich?”

“Oh, he’s a curator for a museum. Didn’t I mention that? He wants me help him brainstorm ideas for another exhibit while we travel; you know, something to bring in fresh blood.” He gave a little shiver of excitement. “Imagine that! Me, helping a curator!”

The whole conversation snared Celeste’s attention. “That’s amazing. Bruce and my mom would have gotten along great.”

“She was into the museum scene?”

“Yeah.” Celeste found her hand touching her left shoulder, her only tangible memento of her mom inked in place. “She was a great artist, and could spot a fake like that.” She snapped. “But she only ever wanted to draw, no matter how much my dad wanted her to curate.”

“Well, I’ll definitely have to introduce you. Maybe you two will have something in common. After all, I’ve seen you bring your sketch pads to work.” He raised a brow.

The inquiry made Celeste shrug. “I’d like to learn, but I’m not talented like Mom was.”

“Still.” He turned to his desk, but then stopped and smiled back at her. “Just remember, I saw him first.” He winked.

“Not interested in dating, Lou.” She rolled her eyes. “Besides, I don’t think I’m his type.”

“Right answer. You deserve a raise.”

“How about full time, and we’ll call it even?”

A cloud crossed his face. “Budget restrictions. They won’t let me, Celeste. Trust me, I’ve tried. You’re one of my best employees. The staff loves you.”

Really? That was news to her.

“Oh, don’t act so shocked. You always cover any shift—”

Because she was desperate for money.

“—you never ask for time off—”

Because she had no life.

“—and you never have any drama with your coworkers.”

Because she always kept to herself. 

“So, I don’t know why that comes as such a shock to you. You’re perfect.”

She wished Corporate would see it that way.

The spiral notebook on Lou’s desk had current entries it in. Lou liked to kick-it old school, as he called it, with all communications being written out between him and his staff. He dropped his plastic lunch container on his desk and faced her. “Speaking of... want more hours?”

She hadn’t read the book yet today. The offer stopped Celeste as she reached for the door. “Really? Yes. When?”

He glanced between the notebook and the posted schedule on the wall, his fingers marking the spots. “For the next three days, noon to close. You’d be working most of the shift alone, though, if you’re okay with that. Apparently, K called out sick, for three days.” The notebook dropped hard to his desk.

K, formerly known as Kelvin, was Lou’s twenty-something nephew and completely unreliable. “Um, yeah. That would be great.” She must have shown a surprise hint of unease at the offer despite the opportunity for more cash, because Lou cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Something wrong?”

She filled her lungs and held Lou’s eyes, then released her breath. “No. Well, yeah. I’ll work the shifts. Gladly. I just need you to know that if some dude comes looking for me, to tell him I’m not here.”

“Oh? Another suitor?”

“Hell, no.” She dropped her eyes and stepped back. “Sorry, didn’t mean to swear.” A look into Lou’s eyes convinced her she should just spill it. All air gusted out of her, and she laid the t-shirts on a nearby box. Scrolling through her phone for the news brought up Razor’s mug shot. Enlarging it, she turned the phone to show him. 

His eyes flicked from the photo to hers and back down to her cell. “Who is he?”

“Lance Laberch. Goes by Razor. I testified against him.” 

“You did? Like, in court?”

No point revealing they had history. Lots of history. One sharp nod was her answer. “Now he’s out.” 

She pocketed her cell, trying unsuccessfully not to envision the fourteen-year-old boy who’d been orphaned because of her involvement with Razor. “I’ll just have Security hang outside the store if I’m alone.” No point mentioning the note, either. The less people knew about her life, the better. 

Her comment made Lou shuffle and grip the hair at the base of his neck. “I’ll kill the kid for calling out sick. And he’s my nephew, so I can threaten him all I want. Seriously, though. I can’t have you working alone if you got that—” he gave a pointed look where she tucked her cell— “to deal with.”

“It’s what Security’s for. I’ll be fine.” She’d treat Razor no differently than her dad. She’d look him in the eye and tell him exactly what she thought of him, come hell or high water.  

Frustration emanated from Lou, but Celeste elected to wait him out. She’d deal. She’d been through worse things than working a shift solo. Hell, her life had been solo.

“That’s it. I’m buying us a snack.” He popped open his wallet and shoved a twenty at her. “Whatever you and Des want. Just pick me up my usual pretzel on the way back.”

Although she couldn’t score the forty hours she wanted, Lou was good to them in other ways. She grinned and tucked the money in her pocket as she headed into the mall corridor. A Snickers bar would be Des’ snack of choice, and Celeste could really go for some Twizzlers. She ran into the drug store for those, then followed her nose to Mr. Twister’s store front and was happy to see no line. As she stepped up to the counter, a hand tapped her shoulder. 

“My treat?”

She turned, expecting a simple case of mistaken identity.

Nope. It was Suit Dude, freshly doused in his personal fog of cologne. 

Ice crept into her tone. “No, thank you.” She turned back to the teen at the counter, sliding the exact total to him. “I’d like one giant pretzel, no salt, please.” 

“Sure.” He dropped the change in the drawer and moved to bag her purchase.

The man beside her touched her elbow, and the contact of his fingers on her flesh made the fine hairs at the back of her neck stand on end. She yanked her arm away from his touch, but he only smiled. “Dinner. On me. Tomorrow night.”

“Sorry. I’m busy.” She collected the salt-less item and turned to head back to her store, where she could hide in the back room until she died of mortification.

One stride had him barring her path. His voice was low when he said, “You can’t keep running from me. This. Us.”

Heat flooded her face and chest, and everything around her vanished as she narrowed her gaze on him. “Leave me alone. I’m not interested.”

His eyes darted to his crotch, and she could see the rising evidence of her effect on him. A dark smile crossed his face when he met her eyes. “Maybe not yet, but I am.”

“Go away!” She dodged around him and sprinted through the mall, skirting around couples and squeezing through giggling groups until the sound of her store’s screaming guitars lulled her. She pressed her way through shoppers and darted into the back room, leaning against the heavy metal door.

Lou looked up at her and his eyes widened considerably at what must have been her fearful/murderous expression, and her words simply tumbled out of her mouth. “Can I just say how much I hate guys right now? Present company excluded.”

Blood drained from Lou’s face. “He’s here? That Razor guy?”

“No. Suit Dude. The creepy one who keeps asking me out. He touched my arm and I thought I was going to puke.” Revulsion made her shove the pretzel at Lou, then she tossed the candy on his desk. So much for a happy snack. Eating it right now would simply make her hurl. Before she forgot, she jabbed her hand into her pocket and handed him the wad of receipts and change. “Yours.”

“Thanks.” He picked up the company phone and dialed. “Security? This is Lou at Frank’s Pranks. One of my staff was just harassed in the food court. I need someone to stand outside the store while she’s on shift tonight. Five minutes? Perfect. Thanks.” 

Embarrassment heated her face as she mumbled thanks to Lou for taking the next step. She hated the situation she was forced into, but didn’t know how else to proceed. “Let me guess: I need to file a restraining order?”

His eyebrow arched. “Against which one?”

“Both,” she promptly answered, then thought of her upcoming court date. “What would a judge say to that? All Suit Dude did was ask me out to dinner. Well, and make a disgusting sexual comment.”

His eyes narrowed. “Razor contact you?”

As Celeste held his gaze, she vacillated on how much to tell him. Since it happened at work, she felt she had better divulge. “Yes.”

“How?”

She looked away. Curled her toes in her sneakers. “If you didn’t know any better, you’d think it was a love note in my car.”

“A love note? From a guy you testified against?”

Her eyes slid to his. No point answering the obvious.

“Then it’s harassment. From both of them. You need to contact the cops and report them.” 

“But filing two reports might focus too much attention on me and not the men bothering me, don’t you think?” Dammit. She didn’t want to look like a psycho magnet.

A considerate look washed over him. “That doesn’t matter. No one is going to blame the victim here, got it? You’re being harassed, and it’s up to them to stop it. No excuses, no judging.” He glanced at his cell and huffed out a breath. “Damn it. I’ve got to go. I’m coaching tonight, and Little League starts at six.”

Lou knew all about being unfairly judged. Hell, he’d left his wife and young children for another man three years ago—one he’d since dumped—but Celeste knew he still battled that decision every day, especially now that his ex-wife started dating again, and that man’s kids teased Lou’s for their father’s choices. “Yeah, no. Go spend time with your kids.”

But he remained in place, holding her eyes. “Keep your cell on you. Dial 911 if you need to. I’ll deal with any backlash.”

For one who scoffed men in general, Celeste was coming to realize Lou was turning out to be a really good ally. “Only if I have to.” 

“Even if you’re not sure.” He opened the door. “Hey, it’s getting busy out here.”

The crowds were coming out for the evening, and three groups milled around the aisles. With no choice but to cover the floor, Celeste tossed back her shoulders, stuck her chin high, and braved the rest of her shift.
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AT LEAST SHE ESCAPED another encounter with Suit Dude over the weekend, because after dealing with the throngs of kids out of school and messing up the shelves, Celeste didn’t think she would even have had the energy to flick the guy off. As a second bonus, Razor hadn’t made any more overt gestures. Of course, the roll of silver duct tape she plastered across her black trunk and over all her sassy bumper stickers to hide Sally’s trademarks may have confused her stalker. Same with the new license plates that she hated buying but were cheaper than a new car. Ditto on the zebra seat covers and six bright, plastic, dollar-store necklaces dangling from her rearview mirror that also lent a hand in the deception. One hundred-fifty bucks of art school money, totally wasted. 

Now, alone and enjoying a day off, she left her apartment and headed to the local grocery store, wearing a hoodie to ward off the unseasonable chill. Two blocks down, though, sewer workers cordoned off the sidewalk, routing pedestrians one block over. This block had fewer stores and more people gathering in groups on their front lawns. She ignored the handshakes that concealed the drugs and money being exchanged. She ignored the cat calls and the guys openly sexing her up. She even ignored the guy faking a heavy Jamaican accent as he joined her in stride for twenty feet, professing his undying love for her. At least none of them were harassing her about Razor, so she hoped none of them knew him.

What she didn’t ignore, though, was the giant building at the next intersection. Two large men poured out of the door labeled Storm’s Corner, the place the locals called the gym. She knew the owner had been some sort of famous boxer based on circulating stories and found her feet pausing in consideration. 

The men, both large and bulky, nodded respectfully to her as they passed.

They didn’t harass the little white girl for checking out their gym; a good sign.

While she stood there and considered the advantages of knowing how to punch two certain dudes in the face, a glint on the steps caught her eyes. When she glanced down, she saw a giant silver ring, and as she stared at the runic letters surrounded by a Nordic dragon, she realized exactly what she was staring at:

Her mother’s ring! 

Her heartbeat tripled at the sight of it; the last time she’d seen it had been a week after she had run away from home. She’d fallen asleep with it on like usual, yet when she awoke the next morning, it was gone. She had locked herself in her room, and her window had been closed. No one could have taken it, and it was nowhere to be found.

She’d reminded herself that her mom said it was magical, and held out hope that one day it would return to her. 

Today, apparently, was that day. Tears burned the backs of her eyes at the thought of holding the treasured bit of jewelry that her mom had adored, and she found her breath coming in harsh pants as a wave of emotion overtook her. For so many years, she’d quashed her feelings of loss, balled them up and buried them deep, but one look at that clunky ring undid her. She took one determined step toward that familiar silver Midgard serpent and watched it vanish before her eyes. 

Gone. Just like before.

For a trio of seconds, she experienced her mother’s death all over again. The weakness. The gray skin. The sheer helplessness knowing that no medicine would ever work, and the only chance to save her meant that a heart donor with an AB negative blood type would die soon. 

Disheartened over the disappearing ring, but acknowledging a divine sign when she saw one, Celeste’s eyes drifted skyward. Was her mom guiding her towards her future? Was she trying to tell her that whatever hid behind those doors was her destiny? A heavy breath puffed out of her as Celeste tugged open the heavy metal door, expecting her mother’s influence on the ring to have guided Celeste to a beautiful place with bright lights and shiny equipment and tanned, blond hunks glistening under artificial light.

She stopped short at the smell of male sweat intermingled with punches and grunts, a dense pocket of blatant testosterone swirling inside a gray concrete cave. 

Not a woman to be seen in the place. 

She sensed a man reaching towards her the second before she snapped around to face him, but he was only grabbing the door above her head to hold it open. A hint of his aftershave drifted to her, along with a touch of his personal scent. Light. Clean. Subtle. His eyes glittered with humor as he balanced a tray of four coffees in his other hand. “Ladies first.”

He was tall and heavily muscled, with milk-chocolate skin, a perfectly-shaved head and flat goatee. Kind brown eyes under thick black brows contrasted against his hard, looming bulk. His biceps flexed as he held the door, and she’d never seen such thick arms before. Or chest. The man was literally massive next to her. 

He didn’t smile, but his expression softened as she hesitated about entering. “Come on, you’re letting all the stench out by blocking the door.”

Not only did he call her a lady, but his first words brimmed with humor, something seriously lacking in her life. She deflected her smile and stepped inside, hugging the wall as the man moved ahead of her with purpose. On his shoulder, peeking out from his shirt, the outlines of what looked like a floral tattoo could be seen. 

A bouquet. Similar to the one on her own shoulder.

The man disappeared into the groups of men sparring, jabbing, punching both hanging bags and handheld pads while others jumped rope, dispensing his beverages as he went. Two men in the elevated center boxing ring wore heavy facial gear and probably mouth braces, based on how they moved their jaws. One nodded thanks at the giant man as he placed the last coffee on a bench.

She watched him move about with confidence and grace and felt a blend of envy and admiration for his level of self-comfort. This was a man who genuinely liked himself, his life, even his coffee. A man who found contentment in everyday life.

The fact she recognized and acknowledged this within seconds hinted at how desperately she lacked this in her own existence. Every day for her was a struggle—with money, with family, with who she was and how to discover this about herself. 

This man had it down.

Maybe it was something he learned while boxing? Seeking answers, Celeste scanned the floor, wondering where such treasures as security and self-esteem might be found.

Although Celeste had been in a few gyms in her life—years ago, and mostly at Sharra’s guy-scoping behest—this place was different. The men here were controlled, disciplined. A guy she recognized from the Fourth Street gang moved out of the way of a man doing sit ups and accidentally interrupted a guy from the Bridge Street gang who had started jumping jacks. 

They stopped. Faced each other. 

Celeste braced for the upcoming brawl. 

No harsh words passed between them. No thrown punches.

Just a hands-up-in-peace and a nod and they went on their separate ways. 

She found herself releasing a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. She stood there, watching each person for a few seconds, seeing six or seven neighborhoods all represented here, working out peacefully, or, at least, respectfully. Some part of her wondered why Sharra had never checked out this place, especially since it was so close to their apartment, and even more so after Sharra had expressed interest in kick-boxing barely a year ago. 

Although this place seemed to be devoted exclusively to regular boxing, in the far corner she saw signs for both male and female locker rooms and showers. The more she looked around, the more she liked this place, despite the dreary walls and substandard lighting. Too bad it didn’t have a pool, though. Anyplace with a pool was worthwhile, according to her dad.

And then she got angry even wasting a thought on him.  

Female instinct warned her she should move away from so much concentrated testosterone—or maybe thinking about her father did it—but as she watched, she realized this was exactly what she needed. Maybe by learning how to defend herself, people would show her more respect. She needed to be here. She needed to learn how to punch, to advance, to be aggressive and bold so men would keep their grabby paws off her, and with a court date only two weeks away, there was a good chance she’d see Razor there. She needed to get back in touch with the angry teenager inside her, the girl who had no fear, no qualms about facing adversity. After all, if the Fourth and Bridge Street gangs could teach each other to back off, a good right hook could probably work the same magic on the assholes in her life.

Only problem was, she had only saved up a small amount of money, just enough to get into art school. She didn’t think she could handle college—either mentally or financially—but her mom had been so talented with pencils and oils that Celeste prayed that skillset lived in her blood somewhere. Perhaps, with the right instruction, Celeste could channel that same energy, create works of art that would make people take notice, like her mom’s had. 

She didn’t know if she could afford both. Not on her meager hours. 

But, maybe learning to box would give her the confidence to face down Razor again. Hell, him, or any man. And if she could do that, she wouldn’t have any issues dealing with any of the assholes in her life. So, maybe she needed this step before she could focus on art.

Not ideal, but when had anything in her life ever been? 

A young man seated on a nearby bench wrapped long white bandages around his knuckles in preparation for donning his boxing gloves. She stepped near and cleared her throat. “Hey. Who do I talk to about joining?”

He indicated a glass door about halfway down the wall at his back. “Storm’s office is there.”

Ah, the Storm of Storm’s Corner. “Thanks.” She wiped her hands on her shorts and after a long second of self-negotiation, stepped up to the open door and looked in. The sign on his window said Please Come In. She drummed on the frame with two knuckles.

The bald, massive, burly, coffee-bearing dude who had held the door for her looked up. His expression was open, honest, even kind, alleviating most of her anxiety. His smile gentled his eyes even further. “Looking for someone?”

“Yeah. You.”

“Come in.”

She drew in a breath and stepped one foot inside the office. “I want to join.”

The change was palpable. He scanned her from head to foot before holding her eyes again. “What’s a skinny piece of spaghetti like you think to accomplish in the ring?”

“Ring? No.” She stepped both feet into his doorway and faced him. “I need to learn how to punch. To hit. Hard.”

“Need to?”

She crossed her arms. Nodded. “Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

The man leaned back in his chair. “Actually, to me, it does.”

“Fine. I need to learn how to punch guys so they’ll back off.”

Now he leaned forward on his desk, his dark eyes cold and assessing. “Someone hit you? Is that why you need to punch someone? So you can hit him back?”

“No.” Celeste angled onto one hip. “No. I just need to be able to punch him. Well, them. Once ought to do it, if I can hit hard enough. That’s how you got the gangs here to back off each other, right? They know the other one can fight back, so they don’t start shit, right? That’s what I need. Where do I sign up? Who can teach me? How much are lessons, anyway?”

He only stared at her, his eyes frigid.

Sensing she needed another tactic, Celeste added, “What? That’s how boxing works, right? People know how strong you are, so they don’t start shit?”

Nothing. He didn’t even blink.

Last ditch effort. “You want my money or not?”

He leaned back again, the squeak of his chair the only noise in the room. “No. I don’t.”

Surprised, she blinked as she studied him. She must have heard him wrong. “What?”

“You heard me. I don’t want your money, and I don’t want your patronage.” His head flicked to his left. “You know the way out.”

“What? You kidding me?”

“No. I’m not. Please go.”

Jaw hanging open, Celeste could only stare at him. Feeling she had nothing to lose, she attacked. “Why not? My money’s not good enough for you?” 

“I’m sure your money spends the same as anyone else’s.”

“Well, what then? Because I’m a girl?”

He flinched; she was sure of it. “No, it’s not that.”

“Then what’s your problem?” 

He stood, looking seventeen feet tall in his tiny office. His eyes darkened even more, turning to ominous black spots rimmed with angry red. “I don’t like your attitude, and I certainly don’t appreciate your sass. I’m a professional boxer, training future professionals. I don’t want or need your kind here. Now get out before I call the cops.”

A gasp had her snapping upright. She already had a record from shoplifting, so the last thing she needed was another arrest. But this, this was unfair! She’d come here intending to spend hard-earned money to learn a new skill, and the neckless muscle-head was kicking her out! She shook her head and muttered, “I don’t believe this.” Then she lifted her chin in defiance and threw a verbal punch. “What the fuck is the matter with you men? When I came in, I was under the impression the people here were respectful. Guess I was wrong.” She spun out the door.

“Whoa, wait.” He skirted his desk and ran out of his office after her, almost grabbing her arm but at the last second deciding to simply block her path. “You’re right; that was out of line, but so was your mouth.”

She conceded that point. “You’re right; it was.” But she deliberately didn’t apologize.

“You’re just skinny, girl. I never had anyone as skinny as you train here. You think you’re up for it?”

She stuck her jaw out at those words, knowing she had little choice in the matter. “Yeah. I do.”

He stroked his chin with one hand and crossed his barrel chest with the other, assessing her. He came to a conclusion a second later. “You don’t got what it takes. A: you’re small. B: you’re so scared you didn’t even step into my office. I got mice bigger than you snitching my protein bars. And C: one little comment from me, you’re running for the door. Why should I take you on when you don’t got what it takes?”

“Got what it takes?” she echoed, the incredulity coloring her tone. “I got asshole men harassing me every time I turn around. Apparently, I got too much of what it takes.”

“Maybe that’s part of your problem.”

“Men? Yes. Yes, they are.” 

One sharp head shake. “Not men. Maybe you’re on the wrong path.”

She barked out a noise of disbelief and headed for the door again, but he ran once more around her, blocking her path. He swept another assessing look over her. “Maybe it’s not so much men in general but your attitude.”

“Maybe my attitude would be fine if men hadn’t fucked up my life.”

Eyes all around her settled on them, making her nape tingle in awareness that she was causing a scene, and someone behind her piped up, “You gonna let her talk smack like that, Storm?”

His eyes never left hers, but he replied, “She ain’t no member, BB, so I can’t fine her. But no worries; our guest was just leaving.”

“Fine me?”

He nodded once and addressed the room again. “This little piece of spaghetti ought to have her mouth boiled clean.”

Laughter arose at his comment, making Celeste’s face burn. She balled her fist, wanting to hit him in the jaw, which only made him scoff. “Oh, you got fire, girl, I give you that. But this?” He waved his hand over his empire. “This is hot water. And you know what happens to spaghetti in hot water? It turns limp.”

Blinding hot rage filled her at his condescension, the blatant disregard for her situation, her stress, not to mention the chutzpah it took for her to walk in here knowing she probably couldn’t afford any of it anyway. “I’ll give you limp.” She hauled off to kick him where it counted, but his hand lashed out and caught her foot, holding her hostage and teetering on one leg. 

He tugged, and she hopped one step closer, her arms flung out for balance as she glared at him to let go. He twisted her foot, but she anticipated and counterbalanced. He pushed and she hopped back. She was his hostage, but she didn’t fall. 

And he didn’t let go.

The chatter and motion all around them stopped, and Celeste sensed every last pair of eyes locked on her. Them. 

Now her captor’s gaze narrowed. “Nobody lifts a finger to Storm in Storm’s Corner. Ain’t that right, boys?”

A murmur of consent carried from his trainees. 

He dropped her leg, and Celeste knew she’d made a terrible mistake by coming here. “All you men suck,” she muttered as she angled past him. Needing one final barb, she shot out, “No wonder no women come here.”

“I don’t want women here.”

She slammed open the main door and stalked back down the sidewalk, blowing the last bit of her grocery money on ice cream and chips instead of actual food. She crossed the street on her return trip, avoiding the gym altogether, although she couldn’t get Storm’s words out of her head. Did she really have an attitude? Or was it caution? What about the cologne-ridden bastard who wouldn’t leave her alone? Did he have an attitude? Did Razor? Or would Storm just consider them victims and not the assholes they really were? She yanked open her bag of nacho chips and shoveled out a handful, crunching with her mouth open simply to offend anyone within range. 

She shot a death glare back the way she came. She didn’t need him or that stupid gym; she didn’t need anyone. Ever. She’d figure this out on her own, like always. 

The rest of the world could go screw. 
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Chapter 3
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IT WASN’T EVERY DAY that Storm felt his past visited him, but seeing that little piece of sweet-cream flesh in his office brought back a ring full of painful memories. What made it even worse was when his lifelong friend and business partner, Trayvon, joined him at his side, also watching the door where she left.

“What did Brandi want? I thought you dumped her years ago.”
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