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      "It's you." The words slip from my lips in a fragile whisper. I'm caught—ensnared by his piercing gaze. I can hardly believe it: I’m standing face-to-face with Hercules Lord. His eyes, just as intense and magnetic as I remember, still hold their power, their undeniable pull.

      How many years has it been since our last encounter? Seven? Eight? Or somewhere in between? Memories flood my mind, vivid and relentless—a tidal wave of recollections from that night. It was in Boston, at a New Year's Eve party. We crossed paths unexpectedly, only to end up at his place before the clock struck twelve.

      And now, here we are again. Fate, it seems, has decided to weave our stories together once more.

      "PG," Hercules says, each letter rolling off his tongue as though he’s savoring it.

      My face warms, and I manage a soft, hesitant, "Hi." Quickly, I clear my throat, determined to regain my composure before speaking again.

      "What a..." His voice drifts off, the unspoken words lingering in the air like a faint perfume. "Pleasant surprise."

      "So, the two of you know each other?" Lake Clark, my newfound friend, interjects, her curiosity breaking the charged silence. It’s easy to forget that Hercules and I aren’t alone.

      It’s a struggle to tear my gaze away from his face—a masterpiece of rugged handsomeness. The dimple in his chin, the sharp angles of his jawline, and the neatly trimmed, silken stubble all draw me in. But it’s his eyes, captivating as a star-studded sky, that hold me captive.

      From our high school days through college and now, he’s aged like the finest wine, each year only adding to his allure. Hercules Lord is, without a doubt, breathtaking.

      I finally shift my attention to Lake, who looks radiant tonight. Her silky white halter dress drapes elegantly, showcasing smooth shoulders that gleam like fresh cotton under the venue's warm light. Her dark, wavy chin-length hair frames her graceful, swan-like neck.

      I’d only just arrived at Lake and “Kirkie’s” engagement party when I noticed her. She was engrossed in conversation with a man whose imposing figure resembled an ancient marble statue. From afar, I admired his form, waiting for their discussion to end before approaching. Yet, something unexplainable pulled me toward them sooner than I’d planned. That’s when I saw his face.

      A sudden realization hits me, and I clutch my racing heart. "Wait. Is Hercules 'Kirkie'?" I blurt to Lake.

      Hercules furrows his brow in confusion. "What's a 'Kirkie'?"

      He's impossibly handsome, even puzzled.

      "No, no, no," Lake responds, shaking her head with each word. She places her long fingers on Hercules’s toned bicep. "Mason is 'Kirkie'."

      Hercules’s confusion deepens. "Mason is 'Kirkie'?"

      Lake leans closer, whispering like she’s letting me in on a secret. "It’s what I call him when he’s not around."

      "Ah..." Hercules throws his head back in laughter.

      As Lake explains that Hercules is Mason’s—'Kirkie’s'—best man, best friend, and boss, I struggle to focus. Relief washes over me. If Lake had introduced Hercules, the man I’ve harbored a monumental crush on, as her fiancé, I wouldn’t have known how to react—or what to feel. I probably would’ve fainted.

      "So, how exactly do you know each other?" Lake’s curious finger swings between Hercules and me, like a windshield wiper in motion.

      "High school," we answer in unison.

      I smile at him, broad and warm, and he returns the gesture with equal intensity. My cheeks flush, betraying me with their dusty-rose hue. It’s mortifying. I want to seem confident, unaffected, like a grown woman who doesn’t revert to teenage infatuation at the sight of her old flame. After all, I’m nearly thirty—I should be better at this.

      Summoning my most confident smile, I say, "Well, we met in high school, but our last encounter was during my final year of college."

      Hercules flashes a mischievous wink. "Yes. That’s our story."

      Lake’s smile widens, her eyes alight with curiosity, like a scientist studying an intriguing specimen. "So, you have a story?"

      "What?" I stammer, thrown by the suggestion. My mind spins with memories of the past—fragments of what Hercules and I once were.

      "So, you two have a story. Does that mean you were together at some point?" she asks, her tone playful but probing.

      Hercules crosses his muscular arms over his broad chest. "Define 'together'?"

      With a pointed look, Lake retorts, "You know exactly what I mean by 'together,' Hercules. Stop evading."

      Hercules responds with his signature lopsided grin—a look I know all too well. "We’re old friends, Lake."

      Lake turns her expectant gaze to me, seeking confirmation. Words elude me for a moment, but I finally manage, "Yes, we’re old friends," keeping our history as simple as possible.

      Hercules and I share a glance, a knowing smile passing between us like a secret.

      Lake opens her mouth to probe further, but Hercules deftly redirects. "Hold on. Does Mason know you call him 'Kirkie' behind his back?"

      A tall, dark, and undeniably handsome man joins our group, wrapping an arm around Lake’s waist. "Oh no, you didn’t just call me that in public, did you, babe?" he teases.

      Lake giggles, sharing a kiss with her fiancé before asking where he’s been. The two of them are magnetic together, the kind of couple that draws every eye in the room. Lake has always exuded happiness, her perpetual optimism lighting up every space she enters.

      "Your cousin’s a pill," Mason declares, earning a groan of agreement from Lake.

      But I’m already lost again, trapped in Hercules’s gaze, as Lake introduces me to her fiancé. I take a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves, but my chest tightens under Hercules’s presence.

      "Are you the Paisley Grove?" Mason asks, his tone sharp with surprise.

      Before I can respond, my attention shifts to the stunning woman who’s looped her arm through Hercules’s. Her shimmering silver body-con dress hugs her figure, its daring neckline and short hemline leaving little to the imagination.

      Our eyes meet. Hers gleam with mischief, though her expression betrays no emotion. A realization crashes over me, heavy and undeniable: this woman is staking a claim on the man I’ve never truly stopped dreaming of.
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      "Here you are," the statuesque woman purrs, her high-pitched, sultry voice carrying a tone so polished it feels rehearsed.

      I have to admit—she’s a sight to behold. But I’ll also confess that her presence diminishes my own, making me feel as though I’ve shrunk an inch or two. Still, I greet her with a polite smile. In return, she gives me a once-over, assessing me as though I pose no threat to her.

      "So, you’re Paisley Grove, Max Grove’s sister?" Mason asks again, his tone lingering with curiosity.

      I turn toward him, though it feels as if I’m looking through him. Detached. Distant. It’s disconcerting to see Hercules with another woman. Perhaps, deep down, I’d always held onto the foolish hope of a fairytale ending, one where he and I overcame the hostility between our families.

      "Yes, I am," I manage, forcing my lips to form the words.

      Mason shoots a surprised glance at Lake, then at Hercules. Knowing his close friendship with Hercules, he’s likely aware of our families' long-standing rivalry.

      "By the way, Lauren," Lake interjects, tightening her grip on my forearm as though sensing my desire to flee the party. "This is Paisley, my friend." She casts a beseeching glance at Mason, a silent plea for civility. Mason rolls his eyes but gives a reluctant nod of acknowledgment. "And Paisley, meet Lauren," Lake finishes.

      Lauren presses her heavily rouged lips together, clinging to Hercules’s arm as though to stake her claim.

      However, Hercules casually extricates himself from her grasp to fold his arms across his chest. "So, how did you two become friends?" His gaze flickers between Lake and me, curiosity lighting his expression.

      Lake launches into the story, animated and vivid as always. She recounts how we first met—on a particularly grueling day of interviews. I had been searching for an artist to design the signage and branding for Grove Industrial Technologies’ Endow the World with Technology benefit. The morning had been rough, to say the least. My brother, Max—CEO of GIT alongside our Uncle Leo—had been relentless, hounding me about my career choices. Max was convinced I belonged in product development, leveraging my exceptional programming skills instead of heading PR.

      “The left turn you’ve taken down the path of mediocrity, Paisley, needs to end soon,” he’d said, his words cutting deeper than he likely realized.

      I’d barely been holding myself together when Lake, the final interviewee of the day, had risen abruptly, clapping her hands. "You need to get out. Get some fresh air. Am I right?"

      Her boldness had shocked me. Interview protocol had been breached, and my first instinct had been to brush off her suggestion with a polite refusal. But the truth was, I wasn’t fine. The walls of my office had been closing in on me all morning. So, instead, I surprised myself by nodding and muttering, "Yeah. I could use a break."

      "Alright then," she’d said with a playful tilt of her head. "Let’s make a break for it."

      What followed was a day unlike any other. We wandered through boutiques I hadn’t known existed, strolled art galleries where she proudly showcased her work, and talked like old friends. Two of her abstract paintings struck a chord deep within me, and I bought them on the spot—one for my office, one for Max’s. Before we parted, I offered her the job.

      Since that day, Lake and I had become inseparable. Hours spent discussing art, technology, and life had forged a bond I hadn’t realized I was missing.

      "Wouldn’t you agree we’ve become best friends at warp speed?" Lake’s voice pulls me back to the present, her eyes alight with mischief as she gives me a playful nudge.

      "Absolutely," I reply, my smile stretching wide enough to make my cheeks ache.

      Hercules mirrors my expression, his gaze warm and genuine. My face flushes under his attention.

      "I even know her favorite color," Lake teases.

      I chuckle. "And I know yours."

      Together, we say it—her, "Black," and me, "Yellow."

      Hercules’s gaze sweeps down my figure before meeting my eyes again. "I would’ve guessed red," he muses, his voice dropping an octave.

      I glance down at the formfitting red cocktail dress—provocative, borrowed from my cousin Treasure. Should I confess it’s not mine?

      Before Hercules can say more, a commanding voice booms over the loudspeaker, calling for the soon-to-be-married couple.

      "That’s my cousin, Amy," Lake whispers, rolling her eyes. "I was pressured into making her my maid of honor."

      She arches a brow at Mason and guides him toward the microphone stand near the large windows. Applause and cheers follow them as they weave through the crowd.

      With their departure, I suddenly realize I’m alone with Hercules and Lauren. My pulse quickens as I turn to face them, only to see Lauren latch onto his arm again, her expression radiating triumph.

      Despite my best efforts, I can’t summon a smile. “Well… it was nice seeing you again, Hercules.”

      “Same,” he replies, his gorgeous smile unwavering, though it feels like it carries an unspoken weight.

      I drop my gaze, unable to hold his for another moment. “Excuse me," I murmur, my voice barely steady, before retreating as quickly and gracefully as I can.

      I melt into the crowd, the buzz of conversation and laughter surrounding me like a protective shield. All I can think about is putting as much distance as possible between myself and the scene I’ve just fled.
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      Hours later, the celebration is in high gear. Cocktails are being liberally dispensed from the open bar, and amiable chatter fills the room, ricocheting like a lively volleyball game. If one thing's certain, it's that New Yorkers know how to throw a party. After Lake and Mason shared heartwarming speeches, professing their love for each other, the music kicked off. The couple began the dancing, and gradually, more attendees joined them before the magnificent floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Observing people dance against the backdrop of the illuminated city skyline is artistically pleasing. I'm sure Lake orchestrated the scene that way intentionally; it's such a uniquely creative touch.

      I've claimed a seat on a stool at one of the high, circular tables dotted around the venue's edge. I'd prefer to call it a night and head home, but leaving early would incur Lake's wrath. Besides, tonight is about her, not me. I've resolved to maintain my distance from Hercules. I can't stomach even the briefest sighting of him and Lauren together.

      From time to time, a man takes the seat next to me, inviting me to dance, but I decline each offer with polite grace. So far, Hercules and Lauren haven't taken to the dance floor. I can't help but wonder how well Hercules dances. Given the elegant way he moves and carries himself, I wager he'd be an alluring dancer.

      In my mind, I've dissected his body language with Lauren. Whenever she latches onto him, I sense discomfort in his demeanor. However, I can't be entirely sure—after all, he didn't pull away from her. If he had any interest in me, he would've found a way to extract himself from her grip. Maybe his earlier friendliness was just that—a courteous gesture, reminiscent of our high school days.

      "Hey." Suddenly, Lake bounds onto the stool next to me.

      Her arrival startles me—I didn't notice her approach. "Hey."

      Lake drapes an arm around my waist. "Rise and shine, sexy lady in red. It's time to dance." Her voice is playful and her eyes are gleaming with excitement. She's clearly feeling the effects of a few cocktails, judging by her bubbly demeanor.

      "I don't dance," I declare, my voice rising above the energetic tune.

      "Everyone dances, Paisley!"

      After her persistent persuasion, I finally surrender and leave my seat, allowing Lake to usher me to the dance floor. It is her party, after all, and refusing a dance with the bride-to-be would be outright discourteous.

      Once we've found a spot among the gyrating crowd, Lake begins to dance, her arms rolling in the air while her hips sway towards the floor. Her movements are smooth and natural. With a raised eyebrow, she encourages me to follow suit.

      My cheeks burn as I look around nervously. I'm being watched. Most of the observers are men. I can't help but think that it's due to Treasure's bold red dress I'm wearing. I shouldn't have worn it. As per Treasure's usual antics, the dress is drawing all the attention—she relishes in being the center of attention, unlike me. The scrutiny is making me anxious.

      "Come on, Pais! You can do it. Let loose!" Lake urges, her arms circling above her head before she executes a spin.

      I exhale deeply, swaying in place with a hint of reluctance. It's not that I lack the ability to dance—I'm quite capable. In middle school, I had excelled in modern dance as part of my extracurricular activities. But I had given it up during high school when my parents urged me to concentrate on something more applicable to my future—computer programming.

      Drawing upon past memories, I start moving my hips and twirling my arms in time with the beat.

      "That's it!" Lake cheers, clapping enthusiastically.

      Still swaying, I blush and bury my flushed face in the palm of my hand. I can't deny it—dancing feels amazing, liberating even. It's likely why I was so drawn to Lake as a friend. She has a knack for persuading me to do things I would never dare to do by myself. She reminds me of my cousin, Treasure, who has been my best friend ever since she taught me how to drive our parents up the wall with the non-stop rattling of my baby toy.

      "What were you saying?" Lake grasps my hands, and together we twist our hips and dip toward the floor in a corkscrew motion. "You're an excellent dancer!" she hollers.

      "I never claimed I couldn't dance. I said I don't dance," I retort, raising my voice to compete with the booming music.

      She throws her head back in laughter, then leans in close to me and murmurs, "And oh my God, Hercules totally has a thing for you."

      Upon hearing this, I give her a puzzled look. "But he has a girlfriend," I point out, ensuring my voice is loud enough for her to hear over the music but not for others to eavesdrop.

      She makes a face. "Girlfriend?"

      I move closer to ensure she hears me. "Lauren?"

      She returns the gesture, her lips almost brushing my ear. "She's not his girlfriend."

      "Well, she certainly behaves like she is."

      "It's complicated," she finally admits, scrunching up her eyebrows before smoothing them out. It's clear she's not revealing everything. Then she pulls me close again. "Hercules is a total knockout and filthy rich, and I haven't seen him show that level of interest in any woman until you appeared. That includes Lauren. Just look at him over there. He can't tear his gaze away from you."

      I quickly scan the packed room. Hercules is nowhere in sight. "Where exactly?"

      "Right over your right shoulder," Lake instructs.

      I swivel my head around, perhaps a tad too quickly, and within seconds, my probing gaze locks with his.
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      No, Hercules isn't simply observing me, he's intensely ogling. Lauren is right next to him, her lips hovering near his ear, but he seems to be ignoring whatever she's murmuring because his focus is solely on me.

      I yield to the tantalizing trance his piercing gaze ensnares me in, undulating my hips in a seductive rhythm. He nibbles his enticing lower lip, and instinctively, I mirror him.

      I should tear my gaze away from Hercules, but I can't. I should stop gnawing on my lower lip, but I'm unable to. It's an unconscious response when I'm aroused, and his intense scrutiny has certainly stirred that feeling.

      As Lauren gives him a firm tap on the shoulder, it feels as though she's also shaking me from my longing trance. Taking a sharp breath, I tear my gaze from the pair, aching for Lake to spill all the secrets she harbors about Hercules and Lauren. But her uptight cousin Amy—who isn't basking in the merriment like the rest of us—is murmuring something into her ear. With a dismissive roll of her eyes, Lake whirls away from me, trailing Amy off the lively dance floor.

      I decide not to retreat to my seat, as dancing offers a preferable alternative to sitting idly by. Conveniently, a man glides over to dance with me. I shift my feet rhythmically and tilt my head in recognition—he's the same guy who sat beside me at the table when I opted for the wallflower role.

      He leans in, his lips approaching my ear. I lean forward to catch his words.

      "So, you do dance," he says.

      I toss my head back and laugh. I’m tempted to search for Hercules to see how his conversation with Lauren is progressing, but I keep my attention glued to my new dance partner’s face. He’s cute. If Hercules weren’t here, I would be thrilled that this sexy stranger has chosen to pursue me.

      The man leans in once more, his warm, minty breath caressing my face as he says, "I'm Clive."

      I inch closer so he can hear me over the pulsing music. "I'm Paisley." The scent of Clive's breath is intoxicating, as is his overall aroma. His cologne—a blend of citrus, sandalwood, and vanilla—wafts invitingly around us.

      Inclining my ear more toward Clive to hear him better as he tells me how good of a dancer I am, I glimpse Hercules. Arms crossed and stance wide, Hercules glares at us like he hates the world. I quickly look away from him, choosing to do the wise thing by pinning my attention back on Clive, who I suspect is single and a man whose family isn’t feuding with mine.

      Good choice, Paisley.

      He’s a good choice.
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      While we dance, Clive frequently leans in to pepper me with questions, relishing the closeness. Even though I've resolved to put Hercules behind me, I sense his gaze on us. It requires immense willpower not to glance back and confirm my suspicions.

      “What do you do on the weekends?” Clive inquires.

      Drawing nearer to him, I reply, “Mostly work.”

      “That doesn’t sound like much fun.”

      I refrain from mentioning that I could well be the very embodiment of 'no fun.'

      He asks me another question. With each inquiry, he draws closer. I give Clive a more detailed once-over when he momentarily steps back, moving rhythmically from side to side. Clive is the epitome of classical handsomeness. His hair, dark and tousled, reminds me of Hercules's windswept style. His square chin and pronounced dimples, especially when he smiles, bear a resemblance to Hercules too. Yet, Hercules stands a tad taller than Clive.

      If it were merely physical attraction that pulled me towards Hercules, Clive and I could waltz into the horizon together. However, it isn't Hercules's appearance that ensnares me. It's his very essence, everything he radiates. The fact that I encountered him tonight reignites every emotion I've ever felt for him, even more potent than during our senior year in high school. I had hoped these feelings would fade with time, but clearly, that hasn't been the case for me.

      As the song ends, Clive says, “We should go out sometime. I’d like to get to know you better.”

      Still flushed and sweaty from dancing, I use my hand to fan myself. I realize that I'm not ready for a new relationship; the aftershock of seeing Hercules would take a week, maybe two or three, to settle. Placing my hand on Clive’s firm chest and leaning close so my mouth is near his ear, I reply, “Thanks for the dance.”

      He gently grips my elbow, persistent. “How about dinner soon?”

      I muster a polite smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested. Thank you again for the dance.”

      Clive's expression is one of clear disappointment. I sense he's not accustomed to rejection. Part of me wishes I could offer my number just to ease his discomfort, but I really don't want to be pursued by someone I lack interest in. Instead, I give him a gentle smile, lower my gaze, and make my exit.

      My relief is palpable as I approach the elevators. Casting a brief glance over my left shoulder, I'm grateful for the privacy the short hallway provides. As I press the down button, a thought strikes me: perhaps I should have said goodbye to Hercules.

      But then, maybe not.

      Definitely not.

      Lost in thought, I gaze absently at the ascending numbers above the elevator door, memories of the last time I encountered Hercules at a party flooding back. It was New Year’s Eve during my junior year of college. My roommate, Eden, practically had to pull me from our dorm, wrenching me away from the intricate coding project on my computer.

      The party was near Harvard’s campus, and while Eden thrived in the lively atmosphere, I felt out of place. All I could think about was cracking the code to manipulate the intensity of natural light with unparalleled precision. I decided on a quick drink before retreating home via Uber. However, as I stood ordering a Coke at the bar, there, unexpectedly beside me, was Hercules Lord.

      Back then, just like tonight, our gazes held in a moment of mutual recognition. I was awkwardly donned in a black dress borrowed from Eden, its length so risqué that I frequently had to tug at the hem to keep my crotch covered. Feeling out of my comfort zone in the dress changed when I caught Hercules's appreciative double-take.

      Our eyes met, smiles exchanged, and echoing our encounter tonight, he remarked, “PG.”

      Hercules and I have natural chemistry. There’s no denying that. However, there’s also no denying that having a normal boyfriend-girlfriend relationship would be difficult. My family might disown me if we did, and he would probably be disowned by his family as well. Even though the rivalry between the Groves and Lords seems ridiculous, it’s real.

      I stifle a yawn with my hand as the elevator doors glide open. Stepping inside, I instinctively search for the 'L' button, my mind drifting towards the comfort of my bed. The evening has left me both emotionally and physically drained. The unexpected fun I had dancing with Lake and then Clive lingers in my thoughts. Yet tonight, the unexpected run-in with Hercules Lord weighs heavily on my mind. It won't be easy pushing that encounter to the back of my thoughts, especially now that he's so intricately linked to my new circle—being my best friend's fiancé’s best man and close friend. I briefly shut my eyes and shake off the brewing storm of thoughts. Instead, I regret my brisk departure from Clive earlier. As I press the illuminated 'L' button, guilt creeps in. Clive truly was a gentleman. I let out a slow, grounding sigh, leaning against the elevator wall for support.

      Before the doors finish closing, a hand shoots through the slit, and the doors slide open again. Leaning against the steel frame of the elevator, displaying a grin that should be trademarked, Hercules Lord asks, “Leaving early?”
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      "I am," I manage to say.

      "May I join you?" Hercules inquires, lips curling into a playful smirk.

      "Sure," my voice wavers, a pitch higher than usual.

      Hercules steps into the elevator, his commanding presence seemingly filling every inch of it. With a firm press, he selects the 'L' button. Inside, my emotions churn chaotically, but I desperately hope my face reveals none of it. A heavy silence descends. Overwhelmed, I stand perfectly still, my body subtly quivering. It feels surreal, as if this moment isn't part of reality.

      I'm itching to inquire about his connection with Lauren, hoping against hope to rekindle those fantasies of falling for him once more. However, their bond seems evident. Instead, I ask, “Stepping out for some fresh air?” Surely, Hercules Lord wouldn't leave his girlfriend solo at a party for my sake. I never imagined he'd be the sort to do so.

      His already captivating smirk deepens. “Is that what we’re doing?”

      His stunning appearance momentarily stuns me, causing my eyebrows to shoot up. However, I gather myself swiftly. "I'm headed home. But..." Intrigued, I tilt my head, "Are you suggesting you're following me?"

      "Yes, I am," he responds with effortless suavity.

      I recoil slightly, "You're not going to leave your date behind, are you?"

      His eyes dance playfully over my features. "Was that a question?"

      My heart races, thudding in my ears. It's clear he's flirting. Raising an eyebrow, I declare, "That was a statement."

      Hercules slips his hands into the pockets of his impeccably fitting black dress pants. I consciously avert my gaze, especially when he notes, "Lauren will be fine."

      "But she's your date."

      With a nonchalant shrug, he replies, "It's complicated."

      "And what's so complicated about it?"

      Watching the descending floor numbers, Hercules chuckles softly. "Ah, I recall that trait of yours."

      I knit my brows, puzzled. "Recall what?"

      "You're always so forthright, PG. I've admired that. You're clear in your words. But first, I need to coax them out of you."

      I reflect on his insight about me just as the elevator halts and the doors glide open.

      Maintaining his captivating smile, Hercules gracefully extends an arm, nodding towards the lobby. "Ladies first."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the lobby, we stand opposite each other, both seemingly uncertain of the next move.

      With a forward lean and a slight tilt of his head—a move that oozes sexiness—Hercules inquires, "So, where do you live?"

      "Not too far from here," I respond, a tad too swiftly. His proximity sends my senses into overdrive, making it challenging to keep my composure.

      "Really?" He expresses genuine surprise. "Same here."

      "You're in this neighborhood too?"

      Maintaining his flirtatious smirk, he casually slips his hands into his pockets.“Yes, I do. And I’m not surprised. I seem to find you wherever I land. Boston or New York, all roads lead back to you, PG.”

      I instruct myself to breathe, diverting my gaze to the intricate black-and-white medallion-marbled floors we’re standing on. While his flirtation is evident, I question his intentions and freedom.

      "Listen, PG," he begins, drawing me back as he steps closer, nearly erasing the distance between us. "I've wanted to discuss that night in Boston for a while now, and fate has seemingly brought you to me tonight."

      Suppressing the urge to brush off the memory with a cavalier remark, I part my lips. That evening wasn't just a fleeting moment; it meant so much more to me. Addressing it with Hercules might offer the closure I've yearned for.

      "I suppose we should," I murmur, heat creeping up my face. Great, I'm probably blotchy, and he's sure to notice my discomfort.

      His eyes narrow slightly, observing me, making me feel even more exposed. I can't help but be drawn into his aura, even though every instinct warns me to stay alert.

      Leaning closer, his voice low, he suggests, "How about I walk you home?"

      Nervously, I look over my shoulder, our reflections briefly meeting in the mirrored elevator walls. "And Lauren?"

      "She's not my girlfriend, PG. Just relax."

      "But she's your date tonight, right?"

      He hesitates, "Not exactly."

      My eyebrows knit together, my skepticism evident. "Not exactly?"

      Seeming weary of the exchange, he releases a deep sigh. But I stand my ground, arms folded, waiting for clarity about Lauren.

      Finally, he admits, "She's my cousin."

      My head snaps back in surprise. "Oh," I respond, a weight lifting off my chest. Why had he hesitated to share that? Then I think about how she stuck to him as if she were metal and he a magnet. “Kissing cousins?”

      A chuckle escapes Hercules at my pointed jest. He then places a hand on the small of my back, sending a shiver down my spine. “There’s never been kissing or anything sexual between us. Now, are you ready to get some fresh air so we can talk?”
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