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Chapter One


Kenzie

The last thing I wanted to do was work. My head hammered to the same beat as the flashing lights of the ambulance and patrol car. Too much tequila last night. I’d barely survived the day. Eye drops to clear my red eyes and a vat of coffee got me through. Well, that and the fact that my partner in crime suffered worse.  
The accident wasn’t major. Thank God. I hated towing the crunched-up cars that had no chance at restoration. I slammed an energy drink. One day, I’d learn. Today was not that day. Nor would tomorrow be. A small smile lifted my cheek. At least I’d won the bet.
I drove the flatbed past the single car, assessing quickly. A ‘97 Audi A4 in canary yellow had hit a telephone pole. The front end had kissed the thick wood, and the driver’s door hung open. I stopped and backed the flatbed onto the gravel shoulder at an angle to hitch the tow cable under the front. 
“Hey, Kenzie.” Officer John Addison strolled up with his ticket book open in one hand and his pen poised to write with the other. “Where’s your dad?”
I rolled my eyes, not bothering to hide it. Fucking pig. Not because of the uniform, but because he was a sexist asshole. Always had been. “Why?”
“Seemed like a job for him, is all.” He stared at me while I got the rig set up.  “How you going to get it off the pole?”
I stopped and glared at him. John and I’d gone to high school together, and he was fresh out of the academy. Like two months fresh. I’d gone to his party, and yeah, I’d slept with him. Regrets spring more eternal than hope. He definitely was a regret. “Watch.”
The car had hit the pole so hard it had bounced back enough to get the cable under it. Shame too. The V6 engines in Audis purred like kittens if taken care of. I got under the car, hooking the winch to the bumper on the side. Then I slipped into the interior, nice cream seats with black accents. Opened airbags. Blood splattered across the white nylon. Driver probably had a broken nose. That was actually a good sign for me. He took care of the inside. Maybe he took care of the engine too. I shifted into neutral with a quick flick and yanked the wheel to the right. 
Just as I climbed out, a man said, “Oh, thank God. You’re here.”
I turned toward the voice, wondering who it belonged to since it didn’t sound familiar. Then again, my brain was still ping-ponging against my skull. Before I could get a clear picture of him, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into a tight embrace.
“Please don’t be offended. The EMTs want me to go to the hospital,” he whispered in my ear. His hot breath stirred something inside. “I told them you’re my girlfriend. Please, I am begging you—”
I hugged him back, then pulled away to place my palm against his cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even recognize your car. Are you okay?”
He nodded, and gratitude shone in his green eyes. 
“Oh, I call bullshit,” Addison said, pushing a hand between us. “There isn’t a car this side of the Atlantic you don’t recognize.” 
He was right, but that only made me more determined to prove him wrong. 
“And you’ve made it clear you don’t date, Kenzie.” He pointed his pencil at me. 
I slapped it away and grabbed the stranger’s shirt, pulling him down to me. Our mouths collided, and I kissed him like a pornstar on set. He kissed me back, and my toes curled in my steel-toed boots. My body melted against his. 
“Oh, get a room already,” Addison yelped.
I ignored him and winked at the damned good kisser as I broke the kiss and stared into those moss green eyes.  The smell of gas, oil, and antifreeze filled the air, mixing with the mint of his fresh breath and musk of his cologne. 
Nice as that was, I had work to do.
Shaking off the hangover-curing adrenaline rush that kiss gave me, I focused on the car. He’d punctured his radiator. The gas was probably just from revving the engine. I’d figure it out after peaking under the hood. Later. First, I needed to get it away from the pole.
“Kenzie, you ain’t gonna get it out like that,” Addison snapped. I glared at him, and sure enough, he still had that damn ticket book in his hand, flipping it open and closed. It was like he expected me to fuck it up and wanted nothing more than to write me up. The EMTs pulled the kissing champ back over to the ambulance. He looked as flustered as I felt.
I strolled to the front of the car. The damage wasn’t pretty. Metal twisted on metal, forcibly split apart. He hadn’t been speeding, though. The limit on this stretch of road was fifty-five, and most people went eighty. He wasn’t going much faster than the limit, if not right at it. It was too dark to see any skid marks to determine it anyway. That wasn’t my area of expertise. Just my curiosity. I positioned myself on the right front bumper, or what was left of it. Putting my steel-toed boot against the pole and my hands on the car, I took three deep breaths and pushed. The Audi moved away a few inches, and I repeated the process three times with a chorus of ‘oh-shits’ from the men hovering nearby. 
It’s all about angles. It’s all about weight and counterweight. Nothing too complicated. Yeah, my shoulders ached from the effort, but the job was done.
After it was free, I moved the wench under the front bumper and turned the steering wheel to adjust the tires. 
On my way back to the truck, I cleared the path of any rocks that might get in the way. The two cops, two EMTs, and the driver just stared at me all the while. Good thing this damsel wasn’t in distress. I shook my head, pressing the big red button to retract the cable and drag the car along with it. 
“Hey,” the sexy kisser said as I watched the slow-moving car get closer to my flatbed. Addison laughed somewhere nearby, but I was fairly certain he wasn’t listening.
“Yeah?” I didn’t look at him. If I took my eyes off the car, something would go wrong. That was the way shit like that always happened. It didn’t matter that my heart sped up as I thought of those lips moving to form words. Take your eyes off the prize, and that’s when life hits you over the head like a toddler sticking his hand in the cookie jar. “What?”
“Where are you taking her?” A sniffle followed the question, and damn it, I almost looked.
“Wherever you want, but I’d like to take her back to my place. Between me and my dad, we can get her up and running faster than a dealership.” I kept my voice low like he did. The front tires hit the edge of the bed, and I lifted the lever to increase the power for the uphill pull. “They’ll just send it off for the collision damage. We can do it all in one place.” I glanced at him. Damn me. His eyes flared a brighter green even in the darkness. I pulled my gaze away and focused on slowing the car’s progression. “But if you want it to go to a dealership and take a month or longer, that’s where I’ll take it.”
“How long will it be if it goes to your garage?” 
I stopped the cable. The Audi was secure. Then I flipped the switch to lift the bed. “Depends on the damage. Without popping the hood, I can tell you the radiator’s got a hole in it. There’s a leak somewhere, probably the oil. The smell of gas isn’t as strong here, so I’m guessing you revved the engine after you hit or at least tried to. Getting the parts will take longer than fixing the car.” The bed settled with the car on it. I pulled a Holladay’s Garage card from the pocket in my coveralls and turned toward him. Double damn me. Addison stared at us, so I reached out and touched his hand, slipping the card into his palm. “Am I taking it?”
His green eyes flicked down, staring at where our hands touched. It gave me a moment to appreciate the sharp curve of his chin, the angle of his cheekbones, the slope of his nose, and the evening stubble marking his smooth olive skin. His only signs of injury were a large cut over his left eye and a smaller one over his nose. His clear gaze returned to mine. “Yeah, but...” He ran his free hand through his hair, and I squeezed his fingers before letting go. “This is so... Can I come with you? To the garage? I hate hospitals. They already think we know each other.”
That was true. It wasn’t smart. I didn’t know anything about him except that he drove a sweet car, but I could take this guy if he was a creep. Based on his polo shirt and smooth khakis, he wasn’t a serial killer. Then again, most people didn’t think Ted Bundy was either. Look where that got them. Besides, I kept a Glock G42 tucked into a pocket in the driver’s seat of the truck. The door concealed it, but it was within easy reach when behind the wheel, and it slipped easily into my pocket if I wasn’t in a safe area. Dad’s pistol was larger, but the Glock fit my hand perfectly. Better safe than stupid.
“Why do you hate hospitals?”
He grunted. “Too many germs. Too quick to diagnose. Too quick to overprescribe medicines to cover everything up. They’re great in an emergency, don’t get me wrong, but I know myself better than they do. I’ll be fine with some ibuprofen.”
“Yeah, whatever.” I nodded toward the three men by the ambulance. “Sure you’re okay?”
He nodded and winced. “Just bumps and bruises. Maybe a mild concussion.” He glanced up at his car. A wave of sadness covered his features. “Stupid deer.”
“You hit a deer?” There was no blood on the hood or windshield.
Bright pink flushed his cheeks as he pressed his lips together. “I missed them. Three ran across the road. One was a fawn. It stopped and froze in my headlights. I couldn’t... I swerved hard and...” He lifted his hand toward the Audi.
I waited for more, but he didn’t add anything else to it. After a moment of silence, I pointed toward Addison. “Go make sure he’s got everything he needs, and we can go. You got a ride after you make sure my garage is on the up and up?”
“I’m sure your garage is excellent, and I’ll call my neighbor.” The man smiled, and triple damn me, he could be a model for perfect teeth.  Driving him to the garage wasn’t a good idea. But who the fuck cared about good ideas?




Chapter Two


Austin

I finished with the cop, getting a ticket for reckless driving. Never in my life have I gotten a ticket. Six years of a spotless record, poof, because I wasn’t about to hit a fawn. The deer’s life was more important than my driving record, though. At least until some hunter decided to kill it. Sometimes it felt pointless.                                                               
Maybe that was the head injury talking. 
I wasn’t normally so morose. And I wasn’t normally so anal. There wasn’t any reason to see the garage other than I wanted to get away from the EMTs and the cop. They had been making fun of me. Oh, they were professional enough not to say it to my face, but I have excellent hearing. They whispered about the stupidity of not hitting a deer. They whispered that I would’ve swerved to avoid a cat. And I would’ve. It wasn’t untrue. I valued all life, not just humans. In the world of science, that was as much an anomaly as Neurofibromatosis, a rare disorder that causes tumors to grow everywhere. My little brother went misdiagnosed for years until Mom found the right specialist. Probably one of the reasons, I don’t trust the medical field a hundred percent. Then again, my parents are both law enforcement, so they raised me to question everything. 
Then there was the tow driver with lips softer than cotton candy. The gorgeous brunette waited for me by the cab. I’d been surprised when she pulled up, and I’d been very impressed when she applied simplistic math to free my Audi from the pole. Then that kiss. It meant nothing, of course. How could it mean anything at all? We didn’t know each other, yet she kissed me to prove the opposite to the cop.
Her hair was tucked under a trucker’s hat with the words Holladay’s Garage in a standard cursive script, but I could see wisps of wavy chestnut falling around her face. Wide brown eyes that held more defiance than innocence stared back at me. A small scar ran along her chin, the only mark on her otherwise perfect features.
So, yeah, I was captivated. 
Maybe that was the concussion talking. 
“Thanks,” I said when I climbed into the passenger seat. The door slammed, and I winced as it echoed in my head. I’d had a concussion once before, which was one too many. During my sophomore year in high school, I’d snuck into the chem lab during lunch and mixed too much peroxide and sodium. The explosion wasn’t too loud, but it had been loud enough. The real problem was hitting my head on the wall behind me. My suspension lasted the same amount of time as my symptoms. This wasn’t as bad, but it wasn’t good either.
“Yeah, whatever.” She started the truck. The vibrations of the diesel engine ricocheted through my head, and I tried my best to hide my discomfort. “You should’ve gone to the hospital.”
“No thanks. There are more germs in a hospital.” I pressed my palm against my temple. “It’s minor. I’ll be fine in a day or two, but I was talking about how you covered for me back there. The EMTs were determined to put me in their bus. I feel bad, though. I shouldn’t have asked you to do that.”
“Happen before? The concussion, I mean?” She waited until the cops passed her before pulling out onto the blacktop and completely ignored my confession.
“Once.” I glanced at her. Okay, this was stupid. I normally didn’t take rides from strange women, not even gorgeous ones who had my car. Not even beautiful women who’d kissed me and decided to pretend it didn’t happen. “Why’d you agree to take me to the garage with you?”
She snorted, and somehow it sounded almost sexy. “Addison’s a dick. I heard him not-so-subtly insulting you. It was either you ride with me, or you ride in the back of his car to the station or in the ambulance to the hospital.” Her brown eyes flashed toward me for a beat before returning to the road. “You weren’t going to the hospital, even if you need to. Addison would make your life hell. That left me.” She shrugged. “Besides, you asked.”
Logic. I liked it. A car sped toward us. Its brights penetrated the windshield and my skull. 
“Idiots,” the woman said as she flashed her lights at them. The car dimmed them fast.
An awkward silence filled the cab, and I couldn’t stand it. Another sign of the head injury, I guessed. Normally, I preferred silence. It helped me think, but my thoughts were scattered like particles. I blew out a chuckle as I imagined my brain hitting a single atom and scattering across the universe, never to be reassembled. 
“What?” the woman asked, a deep curiosity in her voice. 
I laughed, and it hurt, but I couldn’t help it. “I just proved collision theory.” When she didn’t respond right away, I kept talking. “You know? When two particles hit each other and cause a reaction?” I wasn’t explaining it well, but it was still hysterical. “I’m one particle. The pole was another.”
She shook her head as she turned left onto a gravel road. “You’re more than one particle, and so is the pole, but I get what you’re trying to say.” She glanced at me again. “It’s just not funny.”
“Oh,” I said between another burst of childish giggles. “Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought.”
She didn’t say anything to that. 
“What’s your name?” I sobered up a little, the child in me calming under a jolt of pain. “If you don’t mind me asking, that is. I’m just tired of referring to you as the gorgeous woman beside me.” Oh shit. Did I say that out loud?
“Gorgeous woman, huh?” She shook her head, her lips pressed in a thin line. Those lips were very rekissable. Wait, was that even a word? It was now.
“Sorry,” I mumbled. Then I thought better of it. I stared at her profile. “I take that apology back. I’m not sorry. I’m sincere. You’re gorgeous, even if you have a smudge of dirt on your right cheek. It’s actually kind of sexy.” I stared at the window as a large garage came into view. “And I shouldn’t have to apologize for thinking you’re beautiful. Maybe saying it out loud and sounding like a creeper, but not because it’s a fact. I like facts. I’m Austin, by the way. Austin Hinds.”
She parked the tow in front of the garage. “Kenzie.” She shifted in her seat and faced me. “Austin Hinds, I’m not offended that you called me that. Just surprised. So I don’t accept your unnecessary apology.” She pointed toward the front door. “There’s a coffee machine in the office. Get it brewing, don’t lay down, and stay awake. I’ll be in after I unload your car.” She lifted a key fob and pressed the button. “Door’s unlocked.”
I stared at her for a beat, then realized she was waiting on me to get out of her cab. “That’s it? You’re going
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