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Dedication 

This entire series is dedicated to Karen Anne L.

I have not forgotten how kind and gracious you were to me.
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If while reading this book you come across any word, terminology, slang, misrepresentation/misappropriation of culture or religion that makes you feel hurt, uncomfortable, or offended in anyway, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

My aim is to do better, listen, learn, and grow as I go. I'm not perfect and I don't know it all, but I'm willing to adjust, adapt, and make changes where necessary.

One Love. One Blood. One Heart.

____

This book is set in Denver, Colorado, a state of which I am not a resident. To familiarize myself, I have done a lot of research and asked a lot of questions. That said, if despite all my efforts you, being a resident of Denver, Colorado, come across any inaccuracies, I do apologize, especially if it affects your reading experience. Feel free to contact me and I’ll make corrections where necessary. 

Thanks, 

Ann

Theme song for this book:

You Look Nothing Like My Dreams by Front Porch Step  
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“Whoa, whoa, we’re wobbling! What’s that noise?”

I shift a quick glance to Cedric, my best friend and work partner, who’s currently gripping the emergency handle above his head in panic.

Keeping a firm grip on the juddering steering wheel, I calmly steer the Wrangler out of the thickening traffic and over to the side of the road. 

Switch the ignition off.  

“The engine failed,” I say out loud. 

Cedric blows out a breath and lets go of the emergency handle, sweeping his hand down his face as if to erase the little-boy fright from his features. Too late. I’m never going to let him live it down. That’s the way it is between us. 

Cedric Drake is overly intense about everything. He cares about life more than life cares about life, while I’m a shrug-and-go kind of guy. Never one to weep over spilled milk or worry about things I can’t change. 

“Eight more minutes and we’d have been home,” Tiffany, my PA, mumbles from the back seat. “I’ll find out which of the teams are closest, ping them our location.” 

“Nah,” I say. “The traffic’s getting crazier by the minute, it’ll take them forever to get here. We’re better off footing it the rest of the way home.” 

I pull on the lever to open the door and jump out of the Jeep, stretching my arms over my head. I love everything about Denver. Everything except the traffic. 

The traffic here sucks big time. And this is coming from a Californian, born and raised. Sun-bleached hair, tanned skin and all. I have a fascination with Denver, more specifically RiNo. I’ve made several two-night visits during travels. But this time I’m sticking around for a few months.

Denver is the chosen setting for our next open-world game, and we’ve temporarily moved half of our development team here for fieldwork and research. We’ve just wrapped up another day of work and are headed back to offices when the engine decides to fail.

Fingers laced behind my head, I glance around, contemplating the best course of action right now. Call a tow truck or hike back to the offices and deal with it tomorrow? 

I pause when I spot a marquee six blocks down. The Metal House Auto Services. Talk about a lucky coincidence. 

I pop my head inside the Jeep. “There’s an auto shop a few blocks down. It’s too far to make out the number, so I’m gonna walk it. Get some help. Coming?” 

Drake glances in the rearview mirror as if to verify this. “Uh, you can go ahead with Tiffy. I’ll stay here and watch the Jeep.” 

Not that I expected any other response from him. God forbid my sharp, fashionable friend should walk six blocks in the dimming sun and sweat out the armpits of his eight-hundred-dollar shirt. Cedric Drake is confident and flashy and prides himself on his perpetually impeccable appearance. We’re polar opposites in every way possible. Night and day. And still, we work. Been best buds since freshman year. 

Tiffany climbs out of the back and joins me. She might be mousy, taciturn, and bookish, but she’s reliable and, most importantly, always up for an adventure—unlike Cedric.

Shaking her head, she brushes dull-brown bangs from her eyes and looks up at me through her red-rimmed spectacles as she asks, “Did you honestly expect any other answer from him?” 

I laugh and begin the six-block trek. “Nope.” 

We make it to the red-black-and-chrome establishment in under five minutes, pushing the plexiglass double doors open and sounding a chime over our heads. 

A receptionist with long, purplish hair, a septum nose ring, and a pierced lower lip is propped up behind the counter, texting away on her phone. 

Her head pops up when the chime goes off. “Crap, I thought I closed that,” she mutters to no one in particular.  She sets her phone down as we approach the counter. “I’m sorry, but we close at six and it’s six-twenty-eight now.” 

I shrug and press my palms to the counter. “Yeah, well, the sign said ‘Open’ and the door wasn’t locked, so...” 

“Sorry, that was my—” she begins to say, but I don’t care. I need auto service and I’m going to get it. 

“My engine failed. Six blocks up. Do you have a tow-truck service?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“Aw, shit, this thing is friggin’ hawt!” 

All three of us look to the left where another girl emerges from the back with a cup of Ramen in one hand, a fork in the other, and her mouth half-open with strings of curly noodles dangling from her lips. She sucks in the rest of the noodles right before she looks up and sees that she has an audience. 

Sticking the fork in the cup, she sets the soup down behind the counter and gives the purple-haired chick a pointed look. “Thought I told you to lock up.” 

Meanwhile, I'm stuck in place, muted. There is no way this chick is real. It's like she just walked off the page of a comic book.

Absolutely insane.

She's like an anime, an avatar, a game character...

Her style is a cross between emo and Goth. She has the grayest eyes I've ever seen, with flecks of blue. Like old CDs. 

Her shoulder-length hair is as black and shiny as motor oil, with thick bangs over her forehead. Her cat-grey eyes are surrounded by dark eyeliner. Lips painted black. Her skin—pale and milky—is so smooth, flawless, pore-less, that she just doesn’t appear real or natural.

She doesn't look like a person, she looks like...a character.

Around her neck is a black leather choker with a silver bullhead in the middle. Every finger on her left hand is adorned with silver rings ranging from skull-heads to snakes. Her simple sleeveless black top exposes ample cleavage—well endowed. One arm is swathed in artistic ink, while the other has a tribal print from her wrist to mid-forearm. 

From my vantage point, I can’t see her lower half, but I’d bet a million bucks she's wearing leather pants and multi-buckle combat boots.

Hell, why be shy now? Pressing my palms into the countertop, I lean over and peep down behind it. Yep, she's in leather pants and combat boots, except these have chains instead of buckles. 

“Can I help you?” she snaps, arching a censorious brow at my boldness. 

I draw back from the counter with a small smile. “Well, yeah. As I was just telling your colleague here, my engine's failed.”

“Where?” 

“Six blocks up.”

Nodding, she picks up the phone and dials. “Greg, need a tow, six blocks up before you leave...Yeah...Uh, hang on.” She moves the phone from her ear to ask me, “What are we looking for?” 

“A neon green Jeep Wrangler.” 

“Jeep Wrangler, neon green,” she echoes into the phone. “Cool.” 

Hanging up, she turns to her co-worker. “Go check who’s still available in the Service Center and see if they're up for an engine diagnostic. Then you can clock out. I’ll lock up.” 

Purple Hair seems annoyed by the command, but she nods and disappears through a blue door to the left. 

“Thank you,” I say, unable to take my eyes off her. “She acted like I was committing a crime by coming in here.” 

“It’s after work hours,” she says. “All Lisa's thinking right now is TGIF.” She picks up a clipboard with a form on it and slides it across the counter to me with a pen. “Fill that out, please.” 

I pick up the pen but am still unable to drag my gaze from her face. “So, she’s Lisa, and you're...?” 

Her heavily-lined eyes settle on me with intensity, reading me, tracing my features. I feel like I’ve won somehow. I’ve gotten her attention, piqued her interest, and something tells me that doesn’t happen a lot with this girl. 

“Kendra Tisdale. But I prefer Kenny,” she finally replies, her eyes on mine. “I’m the operations manager.” 

Even her name is like a 'character name.' “Nice to meet you, Kendra.” 

“Kenny,” she corrects, then points to the sitting area. “You and your girlfriend can have a seat for now.” She picks up her cup of Ramen. “Haven’t eaten all day. I need to put something in my stomach before I collapse. Hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all,” I reply, backing up from the counter. “After all, you’re helping us after business hours.” 

Once we’re seated, Tiffany leans over to me and whispers, “Oh my God, am I high on caffeine or am I looking at an anime character right now?” 

I chuckle. “Nope. You’re not high.” 

After a long moment, she leans over again, her bespectacled stare on Kendra, who’s nursing the Ramen noodles. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“Yep,” I say as I take out my phone and snap a quick, discreet picture of the girl who’s too unreal to be real. “I most certainly am.” 
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It takes twelve minutes for the tow truck to return with the Jeep, and another fifteen to find out what the issue is. Apparently, a lower radiator hose got blown out and, as a result, I ran out of coolant and had been running the engine red a few hours too long. Guess that explains the overheating and the heater problems. 

“Until we can do a full diagnostic, we don’t know what kind of impact this had on the engine,” Kendra explains. “We can have that done tomorrow, and, provided your engine is still in good condition, we should have you sorted by Monday afternoon. Tuesday morning at the latest.”

The Jeep is on lease for a few months, but they did a full servicing beforehand, so this one is all on me. I got five of these Wranglers for the team and we’ve been driving pretty recklessly in the hilly areas. I can pinpoint a handful of things that might have caused the radiator to blow. 

“Monday-Tuesday is fine,” I tell her, studying her eyes. They’re so gray they make you question if she’s really seeing you—like a blind man’s eyes. “Do you give replacements?” 

“Yeah. But the only replacements we’ve got left are an ’09 Picanto and—hang on.” She looks down and her slim fingers fly across the computer keyboard for a few seconds before she continues, “An ’08 Vitara.”

“We’ll take the Vitara.” 

“Okay. Just gimme a few minutes and I’ll have you sorted.”

As she disappears through the side door, Cedric, who’d been towed here along with the Jeep, turns to me with incredulous widened eyes and a slackened jaw. “Dude, that chick is sick.” 

A massive grin spreads across my face as I say, “Yup.” 

He blinks at my grin, and then his mouth forms into an O. “Ah, I see what you’re thinking: We should use her as inspiration for Syla.” 

Syla is the badass sister of Rhyx, the main character of our last open-world game, Thorned Venture. The game was so successful that we’ve decided to do a sequel starring Rhyx’s long lost foster sister, Syla.

We have a completed character portfolio for Syla. The entire game is already plotted, a setting chosen, and half the team’s out here to scout, research, and familiarize for accuracy and authenticity before coding finally starts. But the one thing we’ve not been able to settle on is Syla’s identity. 

Rhyx was such a unique character that we needed to generate a character on his level or better for Syla. We’ve spent months running through one graphic artist after another, but somehow all it really took was walking into The Metal House to find what we’ve been looking for all along. 

No doubt about it, Kendra Tisdale is Syla. I saw it, Tiffany saw it, and now Cedric sees it. 

“Not just an inspiration,” I tell him. “We need her.” 

“Hmm, I see,” he muses, rubbing his jaw. “Well, leave it to me. Come Monday, I’ll have her on board.” 

It’s true that Cedric and I are partners of Drake & Vaughn Entertainment. But where Cedric cares little about creativity and more about the business side of things, I care less about the business and more about creativity. He’s the frontman, the silver-tongued dealmaker, the negotiator. So usually, I’d step back and allow him to take over from here. But for some inexplicable reason, I don’t want him handling Kendra. This is one “business side” that I am wholly and completely interested in.

I’m...fascinated. 

“Nah.” My tone is deliberately insouciant. “I’ll bring this one in.” 

Cedric is unable to hide his shock as he asks, “You sure?” 

“Yeah, man. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she seems a bit wound up. Like a ticking time-bomb. I’m worried you won’t have the patience if she turns you down.” 

His brows furrow as he darts a glance to the side door then back to me. He’s not convinced.  “Yeah....” He trails off, eyeing me closely. “I’ll go with your judgment on this one.” 

Tiffany coughs from the right of me. Or is that a snort? “I think she’s perfect for Syla, but I also agree with Mr. Vaughn that she seems a little...different. More confident, world-weary, in control. So she might need to be handled a little, um, differently.” 

Cedric shifts a look of skepticism between the both of us, but Kendra returns before he can open his mouth again. 

“Okay, so I brought the Vitara around front.” She throws me the keys and I catch them, eyes lingering on her lips, watching them move. “It’s got half a tank of gas. Bring it back with the same amount, yeah?” 

“Got it.” I raise my gaze from her shapely mouth to her eyes. “You’ll call me, right?” 

She starts to speak, but then her mouth hangs suspended for a fleeting moment as something—I’m not sure what—happens. Breaking eye-contact with me, she lowers her gaze to the counter. “If you mean to update you on your Jeep, then yeah, Lisa'll contact you.” 

I don’t realize I’m staring for longer than is normal until Cedric clears his throat and tells her, “Well, thank you for all your help, Kendra. We look forward to getting an update from you soon.”  

When she looks up this time, it’s directly at Cedric, a plastic smile on her lips. “You’re welcome, Mr. Drake. Now, if you don’t mind,”—she looks pointedly at the door— “I need to close up.” 

“Right,” Cedric replies with his all-American smile. “And we need to get going.” If he could grab me and haul me out of there, he would. But I got the hint. Both of them want me out. 

I understand why Cedric does, but what I don’t understand is why she suddenly does. 
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The loud, persistent hum of a weed-whacker jolts me from my sleep.

Dammit. I forgot Wednesdays are lawn-mowing days. Would’ve made sure to pop in my earplugs last night.

I peek out from under my silky black sheets to check the clock on my nightstand. 7:44 AM. My alarm will go off in sixteen minutes anyway, so might as well get up now.

With an annoyed sigh, I roll out of bed, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my palms. Here we go. Time to live another day all over again.

I trip over the boots sitting at the foot of the bed as I stumble out of the bedroom. ‘Natural’ spills everywhere. Color splashes onto everything. Lots of yellow and sky-blue and lime-green. The complete opposite of me. Not even remotely close to my style. 

But this bright, spacious, one-bedroom pool-house became my home roughly four months ago after I suffered a traumatic burglary experience in my old apartment.

Crime in Aurora has been on the rise over the past couple of years. But I feared nothing. No one. I figured those criminals knew better than to mess with me. 

About a month before the incident, a wave of burglaries had reached my neighborhood. Every other week someone reported being robbed or assaulted after having their homes broken into. 

I kept my head down, paid no attention to it, thinking that would never be me. For one, I slept with a .22 under my pillow—a precious gift from my adopted older brother, Scratch. Let 'em come, I used to think. Let them try me.

Until one night, one unlucky bastard did. 

I’d woken up to a man in my bedroom. Masked and hooded. A brandished knife glistening in the darkness. 

Without a thought, question, or hesitation, I reached for my metal protection and fired a bullet straight into his chest.

What ensued was a series of screams, blood, 911 calls, sirens, blue uniforms, badges, notepads, and endless recounting of what happened. 

The intruder had survived, thankfully, but barely.

I thought I was fine. Thought I was tough enough to handle it. But as the days wore on, the deeper it affected me. I wasn't sleeping, eating, or talking to anyone. I kept having panic attacks and was chewing Xanax like gummy bears.

All of it started to show. People were worried.

The night after the incident, I’d gotten an “OMG, I just saw it on the news!” call from Leyana—not sure how she even got my number. 

Leyana's a chick who used to hook up with my other adopted brother, Grunt. She hangs out at the Den of Heathens Motorcycle Club compound sometimes, the place that practically raised me. 

At the end of her consolation call, she’d casually mentioned that her stepmom had a one-bedroom pool-house that they were willing to rent me dirt cheap. I’d declined at first, because I didn't want to be seen as a coward, running scared after nearly shooting a man to death. One traumatizing experience and suddenly I’m a weakling? Surely, my big, bad biker friends would never look at me the same. 

But after two weeks of being an utter and complete wreck, Grunt urged me to take Leyana up on her offer. Assured me that it didn’t make me weak to want peace of mind. Reminded me that many had also called him weak and “sissy” for leaving the motorcycle club to live a “normal” life, but look how happy he was now. 

So, I did. 

Now, here I am. 

Through the French double-doors and large windows, I can see the glimmering blue pool, the verdant manicured grass, shrubberies and trees, pink blossoms falling, pool-lounge chairs and umbrellas. I wake up every day feeling like I’m on vacation somewhere. Birds singing every goddamn day. Some sort of exotic music spilling from the mansion in the evenings.

Too chirpy. Too nice, for me. But it’s in Cherry Hills Village, where all the “proper” folks live, and it’s gated with security cameras everywhere. 

And I’m sorely underpaying for it all. 

Directly across from the large pool is a mansion of at least six bedrooms. Home to only two people, Leyana and her step-mom. I don’t know much about them because I don’t ask questions, but I think she told me once when I was half-listening that her father had died a few years back and her stepmom's been supporting her since. 

The atmosphere is tranquilizing, and I’ve been much better since I’ve moved here. Sleeping more, less jumpy. And, most of all, I feel safe. 

Stumbling sleepily through the sunlit apartment, stripping my clothes off as I go along, I head straight to the shower, making it cold and brain-jolting. That’s the only way to convince myself that I’m still alive these days, to galvanize myself to live another routine 24 hours all over again.

Half an hour later, I’m showered, dressed and heavily made-up for work. I’m in the living area throwing crap into my backpack when I spot her coming toward the pool-house, balancing a covered dish and a glass of orange juice.

This happens at least three mornings per week. She brings me breakfast even though I’ve told her it’s not necessary. We’re not friends, but I've warmed up to her somewhat since moving in. She’s a little weird and gazy, a loner of sorts. But, for the most part, she’s the most giving and nurturing person I’ve ever met. Of course, she’s also private and secretive, so it’s difficult to tell what her intentions are, what she truly wants from me—because let’s face it, nobody’s this nice. 

A cool breeze hits me as I flip the lock on the French doors, smiling to myself as she approaches. She’s got the sexiest walk. An evenly paced roll-and-sway saunter, almost as
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