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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for being a reader! Full Force is a book combines two things I love in life: Romance Novels and Professional Wrestling. I know…what a combination right? But if you are a fan of both like I am, you’ll see that it does indeed work and my love for professional wrestling shines through.

      Full Force is the first book of a trilogy, a series I’m calling the Brawlers Gym series. That explanation is in this first book and the gym will carry throughout the series.

      Disclaimer/Trigger Warning: Full Force includes a character who is a survivor of sexual assault and learning to trust again. There are also passages of the following: bullying, body image issues, language, stalking and mild violent scenes. If any of these might be upsetting to you, dear reader, feel free to pass on purchasing this book.

      For more information about me and future books, including the Brawler Gym series, feel free to look me up on my various social media or on my website: www.tabithagibson.com

      You can find all the books I write under other pen names and different genres by going to my link tree at www.linktree.com/gibsonbooks

      

      Thanks!

      Tabitha Gibson

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to fans of wrestling who just happen to enjoy a little romance as well. I’m with you! I hope you enjoy this book and the series!

      

      
        
        Thank You

      

      

      

      To my family, friends and readers, I thank you for taking a chance on my work. I hope the time you take to immerse yourself in a book makes you smile…especially if it’s mine.
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      “You made it just in time, Ms. Raine. We have one car left and it’s all yours.”

      Terra Raine tugged off her coat, giving the clerk at the rent-a-car desk a smile that went unseen. He was busy trying to multitask printing out paperwork for her to sign and answering an endlessly ringing phone.

      Folding her coat, she set it aside with a sigh. She already missed the warmth of the coast and the soothing sounds of the ocean. She could clearly see in her mind the last sunrise with her friend, Lauren, before packing then heading off to the airport. She had to get back home. Back to work. Back to real life. Ringing phones were a reminder that not everything could be blue water, golden sands and pink seashells.

      Again, the phone rang and again, he had to tell the person at the other end that they did not have any cars to rent for three days unless someone returned one. With many apologies, he suggested another location much farther away or another company all together before finally hanging up.

      He sighed as it rang again. “I’ll just let that go to the answering service.”

      “Busy week?”

      “Oh yes, Ma’am,” he chuckled. “We have four big events in town this week. I think half the world is coming to them.”

      “I’d forgotten all those events were this week,” she said and pulled out her iPhone to multitask as well. Pulling up the app for a local grocery store, she started adding things to her list that she would need to get her through the week. She wanted to be able to do nothing but write all week long and crush the deadline that was looming with her editor.

      “Every hotel is booked and every vehicle within a hundred miles, is rented. The mayor is beside himself with glee and worry,” the clerk said, then banged on the printer. It had stopped halfway through and began to beep.

      “Why worry?”

      “Not enough police to maintain law and order if needed. Personally, I think he’s bent out of shape that there aren’t enough meter cops to write tickets when a meter expires,” he grunted and turned to the back office. “Would one of you whiz kids come out here and fix this contraption? I think it hates me.”

      Terra felt her pulse beat faster when two twenty-something young men came out to see what the problem was. I’m okay. I’m okay. She unconsciously gripped her phone a little tighter.

      The elder clerk went back to answering the phone, dashing hopes of people wanting to rent a car in the process. The two tech clerks took the time to check the cables of the computer then the printer before shrugging and shut down both. She sighed inwardly. Powering down is the agony of defeat.

      “Sorry, Ma’am,” one of the clerks said looking up at her. “We have to reboot the printer and computer. It will be a few more…minutes.”

      His voice trailed off with a gasp. Then, the elbowing began. They elbowed each other back and forth then whispered something that struck her as odd.

      “Maverick. Dude, it’s Maverick.”

      Maverick? What were they talking about? She searched her mind until she came up with the face of her adult crush, a professional wrestler called, Maverick, whose real name was Colton Reece.

      Crush. She scoffed inwardly, not knowing how else to describe how she melted when she saw him on television or in a magazine. He was so beautiful. Long dark hair laid against his well-muscled shoulders. A broad chest led down to sculpted abs, all nicely tanned and oozed sex appeal. Then there were those mesmerizing, golden brown eyes.

      But he was a celebrity. There was no way that Colton “Maverick” Reece was in her local rent-a-car store.

      “Great! You’re still open.”

      No. Way.

      His voice washed over her like a slow, warm breath while her heart skipped a beat. With difficulty, she suppressed a shiver. Sneaking a peek, she saw it was indeed the one and only, ‘Maverick’ Colton Reece.

      This was surreal. The best-looking man in the entire world, in her very humble opinion, was standing just two feet away. She felt warm all over. Yep, she was blushing. Terra casually ran her fingers through her hair, praying she didn’t have bed head from the flight and hoped the light make-up she had on wasn’t smudged.

      “I’m running so late. Missed my flight and it was a struggle to get a single seat to fly in here until just now.”

      “Maverick!” They gave each other a high-five before pulling out their phones and asked for selfies.

      She’d always passed on going to meet and greet with wrestlers, specifically him. She didn’t want to seem like one of those crazy fans that swooned when he smiled up at them handing back an autographed photo or giggle like a schoolgirl. Or, like a schoolboy, she mused, glancing at the two clerks who were chatting excitedly with Colton. They appear to have forgotten that she was standing right there as well.

      Terra tapped her phone to close the grocery app and pulled up the internet, searching for the web site of Celestial Wrestling Federation. Finding it, she had to smile at the web-boast.

      The Brightest Stars! The Highest Flyers!

      CWF opened about fifteen years ago and built up a nice fan base in the last ten years.  The banner proudly stated the obvious with a picture of their biggest and brightest star, Maverick.

      As she scrolled through to see why Colton was in town, she was surprised to see they were having one of their major wrestling events of the year, STARSTRUCK, right in her own back yard. So, this was one of those four events that were taking up every rental car and hotel within a hundred miles of the city. How did she not know this?

      Well, you’ve been a little preoccupied, she thought and with a deep breath, continued to scroll. They had several events going on this week with their regular television show, charity visits at a local hospital and two schools as well as a groundbreaking for a children’s park. She knew about that park, having donated to it, but didn’t realize that CFW was involved. She really needed to pay better attention to what was going on in the world around her.

      Tapping another link on their web page, she found the bio page for Maverick and clicked. The close-up picture showed his beautiful face. Nice smile, perfect teeth and lips that well, kissing them was definitely on her bucket list. The small gold hoop in his left ear glinted in the light. A full body shot of him showed him posing with his hands up in the air in his wrestling tights. He was the epitome of sex appeal. Still, she was drawn to his eyes. After a long moment, she shook her head to clear her muddled brain.

      Colton chatted with them as they pulled out paper from the copy machine for autographs, chuckling at them jockeying for the best position to get a selfie. He was so incredibly patient with them, well, really all his fans. She was not surprised having read so many posts on social media about his kindness. Colton smiled, posing with the star struck young men, but she could tell that he was ready to finish up and get his car.

      “Guys? What are you doing?”

      The elder clerk who had started the process for her came out of the office and chided the younger clerks who were still high fiving each other before going back behind the counter to look at the computer.

      “Oh, sorry Ma’am. It’s running through an update. Shouldn’t be much longer.”

      The elder clerk frowned at both of the young men before turning to her and apologizing.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “Please go ahead with your next customer.” Terra motioned to Colton and made the mistake of looking up. Looking right into his eyes.

      Theory now confirmed.

      Eyes of a hypnotist.

      Body of a Greek God.

      Check and check.

      “How can I help you, sir?”

      “I have a reservation under Reece,” he said, turning to the clerk and spelled it out for him.

      It always interested her where the wrestlers came from, their background and families. Everyone had a place where it started for them. Including her.

      Terra remembered her own start in the writing business. It took her a long time to write a book then even longer to become published. Being a writer was not for the faint of heart. It was long hours of research before writing then editing before rewrites of pages and pages of work. From there, it was pins and needles to see if there was an agent willing to pitch the book or an editor willing to offer a contract. Even after publishing her first book, there was no guarantee that a second book was automatically accepted.

      She had started writing in her mid-teens. At first, it was fantasy work: Meeting her favorite musicians, getting saved by the villain and falling in love. From there, it was strictly romance before she turned her attention to writing for children. Writing middle grade and young adult had not been easy, but with a lot of creativity and even more patience, she had finally found success.

      A lot of success.

      Her mind turned to mush trying to consider all that went into everything else like tee shirts, toys and games, but that was the worry of her agent and her tax accountant.

      “What do you mean you don’t have a car for me?”

      Colton’s voice brought her back to the present. That didn’t sound good. Then she remembered the clerk saying she had gotten the last car. Oh no. Did she take his?

      “Sir, I apologize, but you are six hours late with no call. The window is four hours then we release the reservation and car,” the clerk said apologetically.

      “My company made these reservations three months ago. We have an account with your company.”

      Terra shifted uncomfortably and looked at her phone again, closing the app for CWF. She brought up the grocery store app again and continued to add things to her shopping list.

      “I understand, sir, but it’s an automatic thing with this —” the clerk motioned to the computer, “—contraption.”

      On cue, the computer beeped and started printing the form it had started several minutes ago.

      “Damn it,” the clerk said then looked at Terra and apologized. “It started printing again, but from the beginning instead of where it stopped. It will be a few more minutes for this to finish then I’ll print it again and hopefully you’ll be good to go.”

      Terra nodded and looked back to her phone, willing herself to not look at Colton. She could feel his aggravation and felt terrible for him. Giving in, she let her gaze drift up.

      “What about another company? Certainly you all share customers or help each other out to earn favors with each other?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Your event this week is at the same time as three other big events,” he looked to the two younger clerks, waving his hand in the air for help. “What are they?”

      “Gymnastics, cheerleading and a gaming convention,” one of them said.

      “The biggest gaming convention in the world,” said the other. “They really messed up when they scheduled all four this week.”

      “Obviously,” Colton muttered under his breath and sighed.

      “You’ll be lucky if you didn’t lose your hotel room too,” the first one added to be helpful. The elder clerk motioned for them to return to the office and started typing on a different computer.

      “I’m sorry, sir. Nothing available for,” he said and banged on the keyboard. “Three days.”

      “Three days? What am I supposed to do?”

      “We can take you to your hotel. No problem. I got my pickup right outside.”

      “I have charity events and other business appointments I need to attend. If there are no rental cars, I can’t imagine getting a cab or Uber is going to be any easier.”

      The clerk gave him a sad smile, a small nod and looked back at the computer as the printer whirred into its third page.

      Take a chance.

      Terra pushed the words to one side, but to no avail. She could hear her long-time friend’s voice from earlier today, loud and clear, telling her that she was a strong woman and to stop letting the past dictate her future.

      
        
        “I’m not ready to date,” Terra murmured and stared out at the ocean.

        “No one said you had to get into a serious relationship with the first man you meet,” Lauren said and sipped a fruity drink. Setting it aside, she pulled down her sunglasses to wiggle her eyebrows at Terra. “But there’s nothing wrong with a night of hot sex.”

        “Lauren!”

        Lauren laughed. “Sweetheart, it’s been two years. Not everyone is like…”

        “Don’t say his name.”

        “I won’t. But remember what you said a year ago? That he would not take one more thing away from you? Well, your calendar is clear. It just needs an entry or two with a man’s name, a time and the name of an expensive restaurant.”

        Terra sighed. She knew that Lauren was right, but the thought of being alone with a man made her heart race and not with excitement. More like, panic and dread.

        “How about this,” she continued. “Make a date for coffee at Starbucks. Easy. Simple. Very public.”

        “I don’t drink coffee.”

        “They serve tea and overpriced water too. The point is, there’s something there for you to drink or eat and have a date at,” she said.

        “I don’t know,” Terra said. Her hands began to tremble.

        “It’s just coffee… or tea. Baby steps,” Lauren said and, setting her drink down, covered Terra’s shaking hands. “Take a chance.”

      

      

      “You can have my car.”

      Wait. What the hell had she just said?
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        * * *

      

      Colton “Maverick” Reece didn’t think this day could get any worse, but arriving at the rental car place in Columbus, Ohio proved him wrong. Great, just great.

      His day started out with no electricity due to some drunk asshole hitting a utility pole; which lead to traffic lights being out so rush hour was worse than normal; which lead to him being late to the airport and missing his flight; which lead to having to change airlines; which led to him having to change planes because there was no direct flight; which lead to being hours late and landing at the farthest gate from the rental car front door and after waiting what felt like forever to get his luggage, here he was.

      And there was no car for three days.

      Absolute worst day of the year.

      No, that had been when his doctor told him he needed to either slow down abusing his body or quit all together. That had been the worst day of the year…Hell of his whole adult life.

      Colton had wanted nothing more since he hit his teenage years than become a professional wrestler. He worked his ass off for years to build up his strength and endurance, learn the business and spent several years training with legends in the business. They saw how dedicated and talented he was and made sure he got his big break. Colton, in turn, did not let them down.

      His career had taken off and he never looked back at what he might have been: a doctor, a lawyer, a baseball player. That just wasn’t what he wanted. Once he saw those wrestlers on television flying around the ring, jumping from the ropes onto each other, flips and dives that looked so cool, he’d been hooked.

      Unfortunately for him, he’d been so naïve to think he didn’t need training. One time, he separated his shoulder trying one of the moves from his nightstand onto his bed. He’d missed and landed badly on the floor. With training and guidance, Colton became one of the best in the indie business.

      He gave back, too, by working with the up and comers in the business like he had been. He also had dreams of one day opening his own training school.

      It seemed that it might happen sooner rather than later and that didn’t sit well with him. Yes, he had enjoyed a good dozen years on his way to the top of the business, spending the past five years as one of the very best. He wasn’t ready to just throw in the proverbial towel. Not yet. This was his current dream, and he meant to keep living it as long as he possibly could.

      For now, he really needed a break from the current hell that was the car rental agency.

      And then, it came in the form of five words from the woman standing next to him.

      “You can have my car.”

      Surely his hearing was playing tricks on him. Did she just offer up her own car? What was she thinking?

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m here to rent a car. In fact,” she pointed out the window at a nice, mid-size SUV being driven up and parked near the door. “There it is now.”

      Colton looked to where she was pointing and sighed at the glorious sight. Who knew he’d be so happy to see a rental car? But that was hers. He couldn’t take her car.

      “That’s really nice of you, but I can’t take your car. I assume you need it or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “To be honest, it’s just a ride home and probably going to sit in my garage for the week. It’s only if I need to go out to the store or something like that.”

      Colton really wanted to say yes, hesitating because he was brought up a ladies-first kind of guy. Taking her car and leaving her without one just didn’t feel right.

      “I don’t mind. Really. No car, more focus on what I need to get done this week.” She smiled and Colton felt something strange tug at his stomach.

      “Are you sure?” He wondered if he sounded as desperate as he felt to have something go his way.

      “I’m very sure. My work doesn’t require a vehicle. Yours does. And I’m going to feel bad if you can’t make charity events while a perfectly good vehicle is sitting in a garage.”

      “Thank you,” he said and let out a deep breath then smiled back at her. To his confusion, her eyes widened before she ducked her head to dig in her purse. Finding what she needed, she looked at the clerk.

      “Can you shift this car into Mr. Reece’s name?”

      Colton was a little startled that she rattled his name off so fast, but he had given it when the clerk asked just a few minutes ago. While she was talking to the clerk, he studied her profile and found that she was quite pretty. Shoulder length dark hair, pink cheeks and full lips. Looking down, he could see she wasn’t his usual type with some of her body hidden by a warm looking coat, but what he could see he liked. She was fuller figured but curved very nicely. He shifted his gaze back to her lips and wondered how soft they would feel under his lips. Shaking his head, he chastised himself. It had been too long since he had been with a woman.

      Having spent years dating women that were a certain body type, he found that he never seemed to be satisfied, and the relationships never lasted. Models flocked to him by the dozens, but they never really held his interest. He had dated several of the female wrestlers that he worked with but found that old adage was true: Dating a coworker was a bad idea. More than likely the relationship will turn sour. They had loved the idea of being the arm candy of “Maverick” instead of loving the idea of being with the man behind the moniker.

      Surprisingly, he’d given marriage a shot. His last girlfriend, a fellow wrestler named Angela Rogers, had said yes right away. They were hot together, but it didn’t last long and had ended badly. Working together was even worse. She still laid claim to him even though they were separated. He was still waiting for her to sign the paperwork to make the divorce final.

      His heart and his bank account had taken a beating, so he had sworn off dating co-workers ever again. The women that wrestled in the CWF were beautiful and talented, but he’d learned that lesson and learned it the hard way. Hell, he hadn’t dated anyone for the past six months. He felt it every night he went to bed alone.

      So maybe the real lesson learned was that he should change his thoughts on what was his type of woman? He looked at his savior once again and felt a stirring. Maybe.

      “Okay, let’s just keep the car in my name and add him as a person able to drive the rental along with me.”

      Wait, what?

      “What’s going on?” Colton shook his thoughts of bodies, hers specifically, as it kept creeping into his mind and focused on what was being said.

      “It turns out that if they release the car from my name, it goes back into the system and will get assigned by the next person waiting for a car. Since you were so late and removed from rental system, it would not go to you. So, I’ll have you added on to my rental to be able to drive the vehicle, I’ll pay the bill, sign the paperwork and you can go.”

      She was so matter of fact it made him shake his head.

      “No.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “For one,” he said and pulled out his wallet. “If I’m the only one driving the car, I should pay for it. Two, I can’t leave you stranded here waiting for a cab or Uber while I drive off into the sunset.”

      “We can take her home,” said one of the two clerks who had barraged him earlier for selfies and autographs.

      Colton looked at her to say something, surprised to see the color leave her face while her hands shook.

      “I can get a cab,” she said, her voice a whisper before she cleared her throat. “No problem.”

      What the hell was that all about? She took several deep breaths and, a moment later, the color returned. She started digging into her purse again and pulled out her wallet.

      Colton slapped his credit card down on the counter first, but the elder clerk shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but the car is in her name and has to be paid for by her.”

      Colton frowned and tugging his card back, stuffed it into one of the slots of the wallet and looked for cash instead. He found a twenty, two tens and three one-dollar bills and cursed. “I’ll have to find an ATM.”

      Terra slid her card to the elder clerk and shook her head at him. “How about you donate the cost of the car rental to a charity instead? Any charity will be fine. I know you do a lot of work with kids in hospitals so that will be fine with me.”

      “How…?” He asked, his words starting to mimic his thoughts, but she simply shrugged.

      “I’m a fan.”
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      Well, that really threw him for a loop. It also strangely pleased him. She was a wrestling fan. Maybe even a fan of his. But she hadn’t acted as the two younger clerks had, asking for autographs and selfies or screamed when she saw him like a lot of women did. She did appear to blush a few times, but that was kind of cool. Pink cheeks looked nice on her.

      “Okay, are you sure you want to do this?” The elder clerk was looking more at her than him. Colton couldn’t blame him. He could be some crazy person, steal the car then she would be out thousands of dollars, or worse, some psycho rapist. The thought of any man hurting a woman to get off on their own sexual needs left a foul taste in his mouth. He would never do that and wanted to declare that passionately, but it appeared that the clerk working on finalizing the paperwork was the only one there that didn’t know who he was, so it was kind of a moot point.

      Behind him he could see the other two younger clerks peeking out from the office and grinning at him then ducking back. He chuckled to himself then shook his head. Some days he met some truly strange fans, but he appreciated them.

      Colton looked back at the woman again. And some days, he met some of the kindest fans. He recalled getting gifts from fans over the years, amazed at the lengths they would go to make him happy when it was his job to make them happy.

      His personal favorite had been a pencil drawing of him holding up the CWF belt that a fan had given him at a signing event. Colton had it framed and hanging in his office at home. To thank the fan, he made sure it was featured in a magazine article and even gave him a shout out at one of their weekly televised events. A few weeks later, there was a tweet from the artist, a wrestling fan, thanking him for that.

      This woman, however, was going above and beyond being kind. This woman was saving his butt, and he didn’t even know her name. What an ass he was!

      “He needs your license.”

      “What?” Colton shook his head for the second time that his thoughts being consumed by this woman and tried to focus. “Oh, right.” He dug his license out of his wallet and handed it to the clerk then turned to her.

      “I’m so sorry. I should have introduced myself. Colton Reece.” He stuck out his hand to her and watched as she debated three full seconds before putting hers in his. Her hand trembled a little, but she still gave him a smile.

      “I know who you are. I’m...” She hesitated. “A fan,” she finished. “Terra Raine.”

      Colton felt his heart skip a beat.

      “So, are you a fan specifically of wrestling, or me?” Wow, did he sound like he was full of himself or what? But he really wanted to know.

      Her cheeks began to turn pink again as she politely pulled her hand back. “Both.”

      “Here we are,” the elder clerk said and called out to the two tech clerks. “You and you,” he said, pointing at them before ordering. “Make sure this prints properly with no more problems. These folks have been here long enough.”

      Making sure there was enough paper in the printer, they checked and rechecked that it was online properly before hitting print. The older clerk turned to look at Terra Raine.

      “And can I call a cab for you, Miss Raine?”

      “No. I’ll take her home.”
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        * * *

      

      Terra thought her knees might give away and she would fall flat on her face. Colton Reece just said that he would drive her home. Did life get any better than this? More importantly, would she throw up now or later at the butterflies that were swarming in her stomach?

      “Young fella, with the exception of these two tech chuckleheads, I don’t know you. You aren’t from here and it don’t feel right that you take this lady home.”

      Chivalry was alive and well, and, running the rental car shop at John Glenn International. She didn’t know whether to appreciate his fatherly instincts or shush him up five ways from Sunday. Her brain was cheering on the elder clerk. Better safe than sorry. He is a stranger. You should not be getting into a car and driving off with a stranger.

      But he wasn’t really a complete stranger. Terra had followed Colton’s career for years so unless there was a total psychopath lurking behind that beautiful face and gorgeous body, she was certain that a simple ride home would be okay.

      Then for a moment, that night two years ago crept into her mind and her hands began to tremble again. Maybe the clerk was right. She didn’t really know him. Just what she saw on television and read in the magazines and online. All those stories showed him as a stand-up guy. Maybe he was.

      Maybe he wasn’t.

      Take a chance.

      “I’ll be fine. Thank you,” she heard herself say to the clerk and feeling brave, reached out and gave his hand a squeeze.

      To her surprise, Colton spoke up too.

      “I’m sorry. I suppose it was presumptuous of me to just assume that it was okay to drive you home.”

      Terra felt her heartbeat faster. Miss out on an extra hour with him? No way. She squashed down the fear that was trying to control her once again, worse, confuse her. I won’t let him take one more thing away from me. Especially not this. She cleared her throat and looked at Colton.

      “Listen, we all know who you are,” she said and bypassing the elder clerk, motioned to the two tech clerks. They gave a shrug and nodded.

      “So, if you run off with the car, we will all know who has stolen it. Right?” Terra looked back at the tech clerks who once again, agreed with her.

      “And, if I end up on the news for some nefarious reason,” she began, but the elder clerk cut her off.

      “That’s not funny,” he huffed.

      “And not going to happen,” Colton said, and locked eyes with the elder clerk who grunted, then pulled the paperwork out of the printer.

      “The point is, we all know who you are and who to look for if something bad happens,” Terra said and hoped she didn’t sound desperate.

      “If you’re sure,” Colton said, shifting his gaze to hers.

      Oh, good lord, those eyes. She cleared her throat and nodded. “I’m sure.”

      Colton returned her nod. They both signed the rental contract, retrieved their licenses and was ready to go.

      Terra, who’d lifted her coat to put on, was startled to find him very close to her.

      “Allow me,” he said and taking her coat, held it open for her to slip on. When his fingers brushed the inside of her wrist, she caught her breath. Struggling to not look crazier than she felt, she zipped up her coat.

      “Thanks.” Gallantly, he offered to carry her bag to the car, giving her time to turn back to speak to the elder clerk.

      “Thank you,” Terra whispered and picking up her purse, followed Colton out to the vehicle.

      “How about I drive, since I know where I’m going,” she suggested. “Oh, I need one quick stop at the grocery store near my home. The order has already been placed and should only take a few extra minutes for them to load them in the trunk,” Terra said and opened the back door for him to put their luggage in.

      “How can I say no?” Colton said and smiled at her.

      Cue heart and body melt.

      He opened the driver’s door for her and made sure she was in, coat and all. When he was buckled in too, they headed out of the airport area and hit the freeway.

      “I really appreciate this, Terra.”

      She warmed at the sound of his voice saying her name. “It’s not a problem.”

      They rode in silence for a few minutes.

      “You know, we could share the car,” he began, but she stopped him. As nice as it would be to see more of him this week, she really did plan to just stay at home and write.

      “I appreciate that, but with this stop to get groceries, I really will be fine at home with no car. And if I need something, I can just call the Gatekeeper,” she said with a slight shrug.

      “Gatekeeper?”

      Terra laughed, then apologized. “I’m sorry. It’s a nickname I’ve given my cousin, Marina. She kind of took over my day-to-day things a few years ago and nearly everything goes through her for me. Bills, house schedules, my calendar for my books.”

      “Your books?”

      Terra flushed. He didn’t know who she was. That was refreshing and embarrassing at the same time. Should she expect that everyone knew who she was? A lot of times when she ventured out, there were a couple of people that knew her name or at least, her pen name, Terra Grant and asked for autographs. That was always a thrill, or at least it had been. The past few years, not so much.

      She was glad that none of the clerks had recognized her though. She was ready to go home, have a nice cup of tea and lounge in her pajamas.

      “I’m a writer,” she said simply.

      “Oh? Anything I might have read?”

      That was one thing Terra was unsure of about him. She knew his hometown and the basics about his life, but nothing overly personal and that was how it should be. Celebrities were entitled to their privacy. But now that he asked, she was really curious about what he liked to read.

      “I don’t know. Do you read romance?” When she glanced at him, she saw his eyes were wide. “I mainly write children’s books,” she said with a chuckle, letting him off the uncomfortable hook.

      “Oh,” he replied with a long breath. “That’s cool. I’d like to read something of yours sometime.”

      Terra felt herself blushing once again and nodded. “Okay, here we go,” she said and pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store. Finding the spaces for pick up, she let the engine idle and glanced out of the window. She felt him staring at her and took a deep breath.

      “So,” they both said, and then both chuckled.

      “You first, please,” he said.

      “I was just going to say, maybe you should call the hotel and make sure your reservation is still good.”

      Terra watched his smile fade, and he nodded. “I almost forgot about that. Thanks for the suggestion,” he said and pulled out his phone then motioned to her window.

      She turned and gasped at the man standing right next to her. She felt her hands start to shake. Taking a deep breath, she rolled down her window. “Order for Raine.”

      The man gave a nod and rushed off to find her order.

      “Are you okay?”

      Terra took another deep breath. “I’m…he…just startled me.”

      Colton reached out and grasped her hand for a moment.

      Terra’s hand still shook, but she returned his squeeze and motioned to his phone. “Any news?”

      “Waiting on hold,” he began then started talking to someone. He gave his name and a moment later, his head dropped. “You can’t be serious. You released my room reservation?”

      Terra’s heart broke for him. Here, in the dim of the parking lights, she could see the frustration in his body language, the tone of his voice and the tight grip of his hand on his phone.

      Terra reached out to Colton, squeezing his hand this time, liking he returned it as she had a few minutes before. So, for the second time today, she was the one to touch a man in comfort. It was a big step for her. Lauren would be proud.

      While he continued his conversation over the phone with the hotel employee, she looked out to see the clerk returning, pushing a shopping cart. She hit the trunk release and grabbed her purse. She felt a lot more confident than she had that morning as she stepped out to greet the clerk. She also wanted to give Colton some privacy.

      “Thank you, Ma’am,” he said as she lifted the lid. He loaded the groceries in and chatted about how busy they had been throughout the day. Once he was finished, she dipped into her wallet and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill.

      “I need a favor from you,” she said and handed him the money.

      “Of course,” he said, his eyes brightening at the large bill.

      Terra told him what she needed, and he raced back into the store, coming out a few minutes later to put a last bag in the trunk. She motioned for him to keep the change and closed the trunk. Taking a deep breath, she climbed back into the car.

      Colton was off the phone, pinching the bridge of his nose with his eyes closed.

      “Is everything okay?” She knew by the look of him, it wasn’t.

      “I thought when the rental car issue worked out, that I was good to go, but apparently this town is not late comers friendly.”

      Terra pulled out on the street and headed for home. In a few minutes, she would be pulling into the driveway, and he would be pulling out of it and, out of her life. But, where would he go?

      “On the bright side, I have a car I can sleep in,” he said with half a laugh.

      Take a chance.

      “No.”

      “No?” Colton turned to look at her in confusion.

      “No way am I letting you sleep in a car. You can spend the night with me.”

      What the hell had she just said? Again?
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