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            ONE

          

          
            A HAPPY ACCIDENT

          

          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      3 Months Later

      Hoboken’s skyscrapers loom over the Hudson River as I hit my stride on the Greenway path this morning. It didn’t take long to focus on my breath and steps, instead of my projects, friends, or Hercules Valentine. I barely think about him anymore. Rumor has it he’s moved on.

      The other day, Lake sent me an article from Top Rag Mag about Hercules’s engagement to Rain Mueller. Of course, the gossip rag didn’t forget to mention that Rain is his fifth cousin—closer in blood relation than his previous fiancée, Contessa V. Briar.

      I read the article so many times, the words are burned into my memory.

      
        
        #canweusevalentinesandratchetinthesamesentence? Our sources say the Valentines are adamant about inbreeding. Perhaps that’s why Achilles and Orion haven’t been snatched up yet. Rumor has it one brother has a taste for ladies of the night, and the other has bedded half of New York City and beyond—allegedly. But Hercules Valentine is the bright, shiny star, the boy wonder keeping them in the money, literally sticking it in and producing heirs—not heiresses. Throw those baby girls out with the bathwater. Like, seriously, what century are we living in?

      

      

      “And believe me, this isn’t a marriage of love,” one source said. “But hey, he’s hot, she’s hot. They’ll at least steam up the sheets together.”

      The article also claimed that marrying a distant cousin fulfills the Valentine trust requirements, which would secure a hefty payout to save their failing company, VTI.

      I’m amazed anyone reads this stuff. Everything’s “alleged” or “perhaps.” And who are these “sources” anyway? I’m shocked they haven’t been sued into oblivion. At least they know better than to mess with Max Grove. One wrong article about my brother, and he’d squash them like bugs.

      I swipe the sweat off my brow, trying to push the article out of my head. It’s making my legs lose steam, so I pump them faster and swing my arms harder. Don’t think about Hercules. But I can’t help wondering if Lake knows more about his engagement than Top Rag Mag does. Mason probably tells her everything, considering he’s best friends with Hercules—my ex-lover and, once, my soul mate. But Lake and I made a pact: no more talking about Hercules or my deception. We’re moving forward.

      So far, I’ve done a great job staying away from him, which is why I rarely run in Central Park anymore. It’s been three months since that fateful night. I’m free now. No job, no more working for Max. I spend most days creating, like I used to do in high school. But today’s Saturday, and I’m supposed to meet Lake at a secret location at noon. She’ll text me the address at eleven.

      “Are we seriously making a game of this?” I asked her, frustrated, because I had planned to do absolutely nothing today but sunbathe and catch up on reading.

      “Yep,” she said, with a bold grin, and told me I’d hear from her later.

      I’ve been wondering what the secrecy’s about. Could it be something to do with Hercules? Three months later, and now he’s engaged? I doubt he’s doing this against his will. He’s never seemed like a pushover. I’ve seen photos of Rain Mueller. He definitely wants her.

      What a prick.

      I scowl at the murky waters of the Hudson, but at least I have a date on Friday night. It’ll be my first time out with someone new since Hercules, and I’m actually a little excited. Ronald Ashton, Greg’s nephew, is a brilliant physicist—a perfect rebound. He’s smart, cute, and successful. Take that, Hercules.

      If Hercules is moving on, why should I stay stuck? Ronald’s a scientist, after all—he’ll know his way around my body with precision, maybe even better than Hercules did.

      But who am I kidding?

      The truth is, I agreed to go on this date for one reason, and it’s not because of Hercules or loneliness.

      Just then, I’m nearly sideswiped by a faster runner, forcing me to refocus on the path ahead. And then⁠—

      My feet stop dead in their tracks. My heart is racing wildly, and dizziness hits me. Maybe I’ve passed out and am dreaming.

      I shake my head and try to look away from the impeccably dressed man standing in front of me, blocking my path.

      One… Two… Three...

      I close my eyes, then open them again, facing forward. Breathless, I whisper, “What are you doing here?”

      Hercules Valentine steps closer, his voice low and steady. “I need you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            LOST IN THE COLD

          

          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      Three Months Ago

      The tears on my face turn to ice as they mingle with the snow pelting my skin. My fingers and toes are numb, and every joint aches. My head pounds with every step as I pass through different neighborhoods. Occasionally, rows of awnings offer brief shelter from the biting cold. The lights and warmth from nearby bars, restaurants, and drugstores beckon me to come in and thaw, but I know staying still will only make the searing pain in my heart worse.

      I can’t shake the scene from my mind.

      “Paisley Grove, stand up and put your hands above your head,” the officer commanded.

      My wide eyes shifted from the barrel of his gun to Hercules’s cold expression. His glare, and the weapon, were aimed directly at me.

      Without denying that I was Paisley Grove, I stood and raised my hands.

      “Hercules, I can explain,” I said, studying his face, afraid I’d never be this close to him again.

      “You’ve had two weeks to explain,” he growled, then turned his back and walked out of the room.

      Two more security guards appeared, and I wasn’t allowed to take anything with me as they escorted me off the premises, discarding me like trash on the sidewalk. Thankfully, no one was around to witness my walk of shame. I had no idea where to go or what to do next. I felt homeless, rootless.

      I’d planned to tell him that night, but I panicked when I saw Eden. I wanted to explain all of this to him before he turned on me, but I lost my nerve.

      Why didn’t I say something while I was still in his home, in his bed? I’m so angry at Max for convincing me to put myself in this position. He’s the reason Hercules will never trust me again.

      But I do love him. Only, I can’t truly love someone while deceiving them at the same time. I feel like a horrible person.

      The snow falls harder, my lips numb like blocks of ice. I’ll die if I don’t get warm soon, but my feet won’t stop moving along the city’s snow-covered sidewalks. I clench my teeth to keep them from chattering, but it doesn’t help. My eyelids are heavy as I try to figure out where I am.

      I spot a set of steps leading to a warehouse-style apartment building with large windows. The light inside most of them is warm and inviting, pressing against the glass. I tilt my head back and glare at the dark, cloudy sky. This isn’t the night for aimlessly wandering the streets. My body is shivering uncontrollably, sending warning after warning—get warm or stop breathing.

      The steps. The building. I know where I am.

      I reach for my phone, but then remember I threw it in a trash bin not long after leaving VTI. That phone belonged to Lark Davenport, and she’s dead as far as I’m concerned.

      I look up at Lake’s window, but it’s dark. She’s either not home or already asleep. My brain tells me to head to the subway, get home, and figure out what to do next once I’m warm and rested. But my feet carry me up the short set of steps, each one sending sharp, burning pain through my soles like a million needles pricking them.

      Standing in front of the glass doors framed in metal, I take shallow breaths, my lungs too frozen to draw in much more. I stare into the empty lobby, praying someone will come out so I can slip inside.

      One, two, three… If I get to ten, I’ll force myself to walk to the subway. Four, five…

      Miraculously, a couple walks down the stairs and into the lobby. I’m too miserable to pretend to use the callbox, but the man kindly holds the door for me.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, catching his sympathetic gaze before I lower my head. I’ve been crying for hours; I must look like a disaster.

      I limp up the stairs, each step sending waves of pain through my legs, but I don’t stop until I’m pressing the doorbell outside Lake’s apartment. My heart is pounding, and now that the air is warmer, I feel like I could collapse and sleep for days. Seconds pass, and I start to think she’s not home. I hadn’t planned to show up unannounced, and I definitely have some nerve after everything that’s happened. I hope Hercules hasn’t called Mason and told him what I did. I want to tell Lake myself. I can’t bear to lose her as a friend, too.

      Instead of ringing the bell again, I weakly pound on the door with my fist.

      I wait, pressing my numb ear against the door. There’s no sound coming from inside. Maybe she’s out with Mason or spending the night at his place. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own mess with Hercules that I haven’t paid attention to how much their relationship has progressed. I’ve been so selfish these past few weeks. Staying at VTI for as long as I did was selfish, and now look where it’s gotten me.

      My mind flashes back to Hercules standing next to the guard, looking at me like I was a ghost. He’s done with me.

      I clutch my chest, the pain too much to bear.

      As I decide to sit and wait until I’m warm enough to drag myself to the subway, I hear the sound of locks turning—one, two, three.

      The door swings open, and Lake gasps, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh my God, Lark, what happened to you?”

      It’s only when she wraps her arm around me that I realize how badly I’m shivering. Her body heat feels like heaven. Each step she helps me take into the apartment is painful, but the warmth enveloping me is pure bliss.

      “Were you mugged?” she asks.

      I try to shake my head but can barely manage it.

      “Then what?”

      “I…” The word falls from my lips, empty.

      I want to explain everything, but fear grips me, knowing that if I tell her the truth, she might kick me back out into the cold.

      She sighs, clearly frustrated by my silence. “Okay, let’s get you warm first.”

      Good idea. I nod.
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      Lake checked my fingers and toes, reassuring me I didn’t have frostbite. Through sporadic bursts of tears, she helped me into her clawfoot tub, running a lukewarm bath. She explained that she’d gradually warm the water as my body adjusted.

      “What is wrong with you, Lark? You need to start talking, because I’m really worried. Do I need to call the police? Should you even be taking a bath right now?”

      Oh… She thinks I might have been assaulted. “No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “The police aren’t necessary.” At least, not for me—they wouldn’t be on my side. I’m the one who committed the crime. Tears blur my vision as I recall the security guards escorting me out of VTI, each step drenched in humiliation.

      Lake’s brow furrows, her lips pulled into a sympathetic frown. “Did Hercules Valentine hurt you?”

      The sound of his name triggers another flood of uncontrollable sobs. I’ve never cried like this before, not even at my grandfather’s funeral. I can’t even focus on one reason for my heartbreak—it’s a mix of everything, especially knowing what’s to come. My relationship with Max can’t continue the way it has.

      “Lake?” I manage, lifting my head.

      She wipes the tears from my face with a washcloth, her eyes full of concern. “You can tell me anything, Lark. Please, say something.”

      Her care for me shines through, making me feel even worse for what I’ve done. I’ll never let Max control me again. I close my eyes, dreading her reaction to the truth. “It’s Paisley.”

      “Paisley?” she repeats, confused.

      I open my eyes to gauge her reaction. “My name,” I confess, my voice shaky. “My name is Paisley Grove.”

      Lake tilts her head, processing this revelation.

      “My brother made me take a job at VTI to…” The look on her face tells me I’ve already lost her.

      Lake stands, her wet nightshirt clinging to her skin. She’s taken such good care of me, and now I’ve hurt her. I muster enough strength to thank her and prepare to leave.

      “You mean, you took a job at VTI under a fake name?” she asks, hands on her hips, shoulders sagging like the weight of the world has just fallen on them.

      I nod, but the gesture feels inadequate, so I force out, “Yes.”

      “Damn, Lark. I mean, Paisley.” She looks away, shaking her head. I know she’s thinking about Mason, how I’ve deceived him too.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, tears rolling down my cheeks again. “I hated doing it.”

      “But you were my friend, and I liked you.”

      “I like you too,” I say, my voice filled with desperation.

      She keeps shaking her head. “I just don’t know what to say.” Her eyes meet mine again. “And you told Hercules?”

      A tidal wave of tears bursts from my eyes. “He found out somehow. I wanted to tell him, but I was too scared. I didn’t want to…”

      Lake wraps her arms around me, and I can’t stop shaking. “I know… You didn’t want to lose him.”

      I nod as I sob even harder. “But I lost him anyway.”

      Lake and I stare at each other in silence, and for the first time, it feels like we’re truly seeing each other. Her expression is hard to read, and the uncertainty gnaws at me. I know I have to say something before she tells me to get dressed and leave her apartment.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice barely a whisper, pleading for her forgiveness. “Please don’t stop being my friend. If you do, then I’ll…” My throat tightens, and I can’t finish the sentence. I don’t want to sound desperate or unstable by admitting that losing her would break me, especially after already losing Hercules. I can’t bear the thought of losing two people I love so deeply.

      My mouth stays open, the words stuck, but the fear in my heart is clear. I don’t know if I can take another heartbreak.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” Mason’s voice comes from the hallway.

      My heart races, and I freeze.

      “He was asleep,” Lake whispers to me, then glances over her shoulder and calls out, “We’re fine.”

      “Who’s ‘we’re’?” Mason replies, his voice groggy with sleep.

      Lake’s eyes widen, panic flashing across her face. She looks at me, her expression begging for a quick solution, as if trying to figure out how to explain my unexpected presence without unraveling everything.

      “I don’t want you to lie to him,” I whisper.

      “Is that Lark?” Mason calls.

      Lake groans. “We’ll talk, honey.”

      I notice how lovingly she calls him “honey.” Their relationship has grown quickly, but it makes sense—they’ve loved each other for a long time. They’ve just moved into a romantic phase now, naturally.

      “Is everything okay?” Mason asks again.

      “It’s nothing life-threatening,” Lake says, glancing back at me.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Lake stands and cracks the door open. “Mason, it’s girl stuff, hon’. We’ll fill you in later.”

      “Is it Herc?” he whispers.

      My head drops, and I stare at the bathwater as Lake responds, “Honey-bun, please give us space. It’s girl stuff. Not girl-girl-guy stuff.”

      He chuckles softly. “Okay, rabbit.”

      Rabbit?

      They kiss gently before she closes the door. I bet her legs feel weak and her head is spinning. I remember that feeling, and the thought makes me cry again.

      “It’s Paisley, right?” Lake whispers, turning back to me.

      I nod.

      “Paisley, you’ve got to pull it together so we can figure this out. It’s really not as bad as you think—not for me, anyway.”

      But I know who it is bad for, and he’s in the other room.

      Lake and I lock eyes, and she offers me a small, sympathetic smile. “Are you feeling better? Warmer?”

      I wiggle my toes and press my fingers together. “Yeah. I am.”

      “Good,” she says, her voice soft. “Then let’s get you dressed. I’ll make us some tea, and then you can tell me everything. Can you do that?”

      I take a deep breath, filling my lungs completely. As I exhale, I nod and whisper, “Yes.”
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            THE AFTERMATH

          

          HERCULES VALENTINE

        

      

    

    
      Standing at the bar, after serving Nero and Eden—Paisley's old college roommate—glasses of my finest rum, I answer a call from Mason.

      The first thing he says is, “Herc, what did you do to Lark?”

      Caught off guard, I pause, trying to figure out how to respond. My gaze shifts around my penthouse. This is my favorite spot—surrounded by dark-red leather, the U-shaped sectional, and the pool outside, glowing with its rotating colors. Beyond it, the city’s skyline rises with skyscrapers that seem to fall short of reaching me. Usually, the view gives me a sense of power and control. Tonight, it doesn’t.

      I turn away from the scene and stare into the mirror on the wall, my reflection full of unanswered questions.

      I caught Paisley in the act. What the hell was she looking for?

      “I’ll talk to you about it in the morning,” I tell Mason, my voice flat.

      I can sense Eden’s gaze burning into the back of my head. Earlier, I’d told them what happened at the pod, and instead of staying for dinner, we came back to my penthouse. Thankfully, we took separate cars. From the start, Eden was adamant that Paisley wouldn’t have deceived me without Max’s influence. Whenever she talks about Max Grove, she always ends with, “He’s such an asshole.”

      Of course, I already knew that. Paisley infiltrated my company under his orders. But if she had told me the truth before I caught her hacking the brain, I would’ve forgiven her. Tonight was supposed to be the night I confronted her. Nero was supposed to bring Eden to the event, and I was going to reveal that I knew who she really was. But I underestimated her reaction. My guess is that when Paisley saw her old friend, she panicked, thinking I’d set her up. Eden suggested the same.

      She even said, “My goodness, that was such a blockhead move for a good-looking, obviously smart guy.”

      It’s been a long time since I’ve been insulted and complimented in the same breath.

      Regardless, Paisley and I weren’t just casually seeing each other. There was depth to our relationship, something that started the moment I first laid eyes on her in high school. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’m falling in love with her.

      “Herc, are you still with me?” Mason asks, snapping me back to the conversation.

      I close my eyes for a moment, trying to alleviate the tension building in my head. “Yeah, I’m with you,” I whisper. “Let’s talk tomorrow morning.”

      “Tomorrow morning? What the hell’s going on, Herc? I thought you were taking Lark to dinner. She’d been walking in the cold at night—she nearly froze to death.”

      “What?” I growl, my grip tightening on the phone.

      “Lake had to warm her up. Did you guys get into a fight?”

      I clench my jaw. “I’ll give you the download in the morning.”

      “‘Download’? It’s never good when you say that. What happened? Is this about work?”

      I rub the bridge of my nose, trying to ease the pressure building behind my eyes. “In the morning, Mason.”

      “This isn’t about… Okay, fine. We’ll talk at the office.”

      Too drained to engage further, I nod, even though he can’t see me. “Listen, I’ve got guests. I have to go.”

      “You’re with another woman?” he asks, clearly fishing for information.

      “I’m with Nero,” I snap. “There’s no one else but P—” Damn it. I almost said her name. “I gotta go.”

      There’s a pause on the other end. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Where do you want to meet?”

      Damn, I forgot it’s the weekend. But we need privacy. “My office. Eight o’clock.”

      “All right, then.”

      I consider asking him to check on Paisley, but I don’t want it to seem like I care. Because I don’t. But I do. She should be ashamed of what she’s done. Forget her.

      “Fine.” My voice is clipped, matching the frustration and anger swirling inside me. I hang up.

      I cling tightly to that burst of anger, letting it fill me as I grip the edge of the white stone bar. I need it to drown out the urge to race over to Lake’s apartment, to find Paisley and bring her back here. She’s the enemy. She betrayed me.

      I release the bar and turn to face Nero and Eden. Eden’s on her feet, eyes locked on me.

      “How’s Pais?” she asks, her voice direct.

      I hold onto the anger, my muscles tense. “I don’t know,” I mutter, refusing to meet her gaze, and down the rest of my gin.

      “I think you do know,” she presses, her tone challenging.

      I’m not in the mood for a back-and-forth. If I engage, she might figure out that I’m more worried than angry.

      I slam the glass onto the bar with a sharp thud. “Good night.” Without another word, I storm out of the room, ignoring the calls from Nero and Eden behind me.
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            THE TRUTH SHALL SET ME FREE

          

          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      Lake’s frown hasn’t budged. I told her everything—from being in the same class as Hercules in high school to making love to him in Boston, all the way to the moment he had me escorted out of the VTI building.

      “Wow,” she finally whispers. “That’s…” She shakes her head, whether in wonder, disbelief, or dismay—I can’t tell.

      I stare down at the cup of echinacea tea she made for me, with lemon and honey. Lake swears it will keep me from getting sick. Despite the weeks of lies, she’s still treating me like she wants to be friends.

      “I know. It’s insane.” I sigh.

      “Well, at least now I understand why you and Hercules have such incredible chemistry. You must’ve really hurt him. He likes you a lot.”

      I drop my head. “I know…”

      “Paisley?” she says softly.

      I look up.

      She straightens in her seat. “I forgive you.”

      “You do?” I ask, hardly daring to believe it.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I know how it feels to make bad choices just to gain the approval of the people you love. The real question is, what are you going to do next?”

      I turn to the window, watching snow and fog mix outside. I was walking in that for hours—I could’ve died. The thought of it makes me realize that I don’t want to die. I want to live, and I want to live for myself.

      Lake is still waiting for my answer.

      “I don’t know,” I admit with a soft shrug. “A big part of me is relieved that you know the truth and… that you still like me.”

      “I do still like you,” she replies without hesitation.

      For the first time since I arrived, I manage a small smile. It’s faint, but it comes from somewhere deep inside—a place of joy I thought I’d lost.

      “But you’re going to have to tell Mason the truth,” she says.

      My eyes widen in dread at the thought of facing him.

      “Tell me the truth?” Mason’s voice comes from behind us. He steps out of the dimly lit hallway, wearing pajama bottoms and a T-shirt.

      I feel crushed by a wave of impending doom as I meet his gaze. His expression is kind and open—he still likes me. But in a few minutes, I know that look will change. He’s going to lose all respect for me.
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      There… I just told Mason everything. He sits on the edge of the sofa, scowling at me, his eyes narrowed to slits.

      "So you're the Paisley Grove?" he asks for the second time.

      I nod, tears welling up as I replay the humiliation of being escorted out of the VTI building like a criminal. "Yes."

      "And that’s why Herc tossed you out in the cold?"

      I bite my lip, my voice barely above a whisper. "Yes."

      “I know this situation isn’t ideal…” Lake starts, trying to ease the tension.

      Mason scoffs. “No kidding.”

      "But, Mason, this is where we are, so we⁠—"

      Mason throws up a hand, cutting her off. "Wait. Were you stealing from us the whole time?"

      I shake my head, my voice firm. "No. Never."

      "Then why the hell did you mislead us? No… you did more than mislead us. What you did was illegal. I could call the cops and have you arrested." He pauses, his face hardening. "Oh, right. Max Grove is your brother. He probably has the cops on his payroll."

      "What?" I snap back. "My brother may be a shrewd businessman, but he’s not a mobster."

      Mason narrows his eyes. "Are you sure about that?"

      I set my jaw, holding my ground. "Yes."

      "Well, I'm not."

      "I don’t care," I lie, knowing full well that I do care.

      “Mason, could you please calm down?” Lake interjects, her voice steady but soft. “Your overreaction isn’t helping.”

      "My overreaction?" he shouts, pointing at me. "She’s been lying to me, to you, to Herc, to everyone, and I’m overreacting?"

      "I know," Lake replies, her voice more forceful now. "But the world isn’t black and white. People make mistakes for complicated reasons. Can't you grasp that, Mason?"

      He presses his fingers against his forehead, massaging his temples. His anger is palpable, and I know that forgiveness—if it ever comes—feels distant.

      "What was the purpose of it all?" he asks
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