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          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Hercules Valentine,

        

        All roads lead back to you.

        

        Forever Yours,

        Paisley Grove

      

      

      Palo Alto, CA - Present Day

      “Remember what they took from us, Paisley,” my brother Max’s voice echoes in my head.

      "Hello? Are you still there?" Lake Clark's voice breaks through, the woman who has just confirmed I’ve been hired at Valentine Technical Innovations, better known as VTI.

      I stare blankly at the thick green hedges outside the window, fighting the urge to hang up and deactivate this fake phone number. But I can't. Duty calls. Swallowing my emotions, I force a smile and try to sound warmer than I feel. "Yes, I'm here."

      "Fantastic. As I mentioned, we're thrilled to offer you the role of principal software developer. Mason Harper, our head of software development, is really looking forward to having you on board. Would starting next Monday work for you? I know it’s short notice, but we're eager to fill the position as soon as possible."

      The weight of the moment presses against my temples, the tension building as I resist the path I'm about to take. I don't want to betray someone I still care about deeply. Max shouldn’t want to double-cross him either, not after everything Hercules Valentine did for me all those years ago.

      “I can't start on Monday," I say, forcing myself to stick to the plan. After all, I am a Grove through and through. "I’ll need two weeks." Those fourteen days are critical; a test must be run before I begin.

      I sense the hesitation in Lake’s pause, a trace of disappointment lingering in the air. Part of me hopes she’ll resist, that she’ll refuse and give me a reason to bow out. Without those two weeks, the run-through can't happen, and I could thank her politely before forcing Max to find another way to get what we need from the Valentines.

      "Alright, two weeks it is," she replies, far too enthusiastically. "We can make that work."

      Her cheerful response feels like a stone sinking in my stomach. Poor Lake. She must really be a good person. Too bad she just let the fox into the henhouse.
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            ONE

          

          
            THE BOY CALLED HERCULES

          

          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      "Before we close this chapter of your high school journey, let's give a heartfelt round of applause to Paisley Grove. Paisley has earned a full scholarship to the prestigious Albrecht Institute of Technology," Mrs. Fontaine, my sixth-period economics teacher, announces proudly.

      Her applause is overly enthusiastic, almost exaggerated. I focus on my doodles, wishing they could expand and swallow me whole. After an awkward pause, a half-hearted round of clapping spreads through the room. I don't blame them. They’re not my friends, and they don’t see me as one of them. That’s why this final year of high school—what should’ve been a time for lasting memories—has been anything but easy.

      At the start of the year, I was the new girl at Dorset Meacham Academy, an elite private school nestled in Manhattan's Upper East Side. The sudden death of my beloved grandfather, the esteemed Charles Gregory Grove, had shattered our family. With his passing, my father, Xander Clyde Grove, inherited the weighty mantle of chairman and CEO of Grove Investment Bank. The result? A whirlwind move from our peaceful lake house in Agoura Hills, California, to the chaotic pulse of the city. Honestly, I hate it here.

      Relocating has been challenging, mainly due to parting with friends I'd known since elementary school. I’m shy and nerdy, which makes forming bonds like those I had in California daunting. I can’t say I’ve made any new friends. I think it’s because of the constant presence of my towering and hulking bodyguards—Jim, Dennis, and Mike. If I were one of my classmates, I’d be intimidated by them too.

      But right now, as I try to shrug off the obligatory applause of my peers, there's a wholly different reason for the prickling sensation at the nape of my neck and the surreal feeling that my head's detaching from my body. All these sensations can be attributed to one person: Hercules Valentine, the most stunning and enigmatic boy I've ever met.

      I wonder if he’s watching me too, maybe even applauding. But I don’t dare look his way. Catching a glimpse of him would only make me more nervous. Every morning, I wake up with my heart in my throat, knowing I’ll steal at least one glance at him during the school day. It’s ridiculous, I know—a silly schoolgirl crush. But every time I cross paths with Hercules and my heart races, I remind myself of one unshakable truth: the Groves, my family, and the Valentines, his family, are sworn enemies.

      "Paisley, please stand," Mrs. Fontaine says, wiggling her fingers toward the ceiling.

      Her request sends a jolt through me, like a sudden electric shock. My mind races with uncertainty. Does my skirt look unflattering? Earlier, I had a wardrobe mishap with a button, but thankfully my shirt hides it.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Hercules’s hands—either tapping rhythmically on his desk or sketching. He’s known to doodle from time to time.

      Before I even realize it, I’m on my feet.

      "The National Tech Excellence scholarship isn’t just prestigious," Mrs. Fontaine announces proudly, "it’s a testament to merit and hard work. You don’t simply receive it—you earn it."

      Unable to resist any longer, I turn—and my breath catches in my throat as I meet Hercules's intense gaze. He doesn’t look away, and I can’t seem to either, even as Mrs. Fontaine continues praising my victory at the national CodeOrama competition and announcing how the school plans to implement my software, Curricula Crown, next year. It’s only when the bell rings that his attention finally shifts, allowing his eyes to release me at last.

      "Alright, alright," Mrs. Fontaine says, her tone showing she knows she’s lost everyone’s attention. It’s the last class of the day—and the school year—so there’s no pulling them back into her monologue about my accomplishments.

      Students bustle around me, joyfully packing up, but I sink back into my seat, drained by the intensity of that silent exchange with Hercules.

      Suddenly, a familiar hand taps lightly on the corner of my desk. I glance up, and my eyes land on Hercules’ striking face.

      "Congratulations on AIT," he says, flashing a smile that feels so genuine that despite our family’s intense disdain for each other, he and I are natural allies.

      For a moment, I just watch him. He’s standing still, waiting for me to respond, but my tongue feels tied. There’s so much I want to say, so many questions I want to ask just to keep him there a little longer.

      Speak up, Paisley! I summon the intent to thank him, but before I can get the words out, he’s already turning away. A wave of embarrassment floods me. Why couldn’t I just say something?

      Before I can let my newfound resolve push me to follow after him, Mrs. Fontaine calls me to the front of the room.

      My gaze flickers anxiously between Mrs. Fontaine and the exit. The distant sounds of hoots and hollers from the hallway tug at me like magnets, pulling me toward the hope that I’ll reach my locker before Hercules empties his, before he slips out of my life until tomorrow’s graduation. With our families attending tomorrow, there won’t be a chance for a real conversation. It’s now or never.

      Too bad I’m not the type to defy authority. So, I follow Mrs. Fontaine’s request and step toward the front of the classroom, even as my heart tugs me in the opposite direction.
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      "As I mentioned," Mrs. Fontaine continues, as I try to keep my impatience in check, "it’s been a delight getting to know you. The faculty is thrilled that we’ve finally won a CodeOrama. Your software is such a robust search engine that the entire school district wants to adopt it." She smiles at me expectantly, waiting for a reaction, like she expects me to jump up and down with excitement.

      But I already know all of this. My parents have already given me the pats on the back and the recognition I deserve. What she doesn’t know is that Curricula Crown wasn’t my original entry. My first project was called Killer Firewall, but I pulled it after showing it to my mom during one of the rare afternoons we were both home at the same time.

      I walked her through the process, explaining how my software aggressively defends against security breaches or potential viruses, whether known or undiscovered. In the event of a hacking attempt, the intruder's entire hard drive would be wiped. If malware was introduced, it would backfire, targeting the attacker’s own system. My software even had the capability to deploy a worm into the intruder's operating system, gathering critical data for a breach report. The inspiration had come from the massive cyberattack on GIT last Christmas Day.

      I remember how she stared at the screen, dazed at first, then her eyebrows furrowed thoughtfully. “Did you make this all on your own?” she asked.

      Feeling defensive, I replied, "Of course I did."

      Mom raised her hands in a calming gesture. "I just wanted to confirm the software is entirely yours before we take it and run with it."

      "Take it and run with it?" I asked, my heart pounding in my chest.

      She smiled—the one she flashes when she’s sealed a critical deal or solved a tricky problem. "You’ve always wanted to develop software for GIT, and there’s no saying no to this."

      GIT—Grove Industrial Tech—is the premier tech giant, the company my family owns.

      So GIT launched Killer Firewall, and within 48 hours, I developed Curricula Crown for the competition, never believing I’d actually win. It’s a cutting-edge search engine tailored for educators. With just a few clicks, it compiles data on any academic subject and generates a comprehensive lesson plan. Every teacher at my school now relies on it, and like Killer Firewall, it’s also licensed through GIT.

      That achievement was key to securing the most coveted scholarship in the tech world. Each teacher at Dorset Meacham Academy vouched for me, praising how Curricula Crown transformed their classrooms. Combined with my passion for tech, it’s solidified my reputation as a 'super nerd.' Probably another reason why someone like Hercules Valentine and I might always remain in separate worlds.

      And with that realization, the wind suddenly leaves my sails. The boldness I felt to strike up a conversation with Hercules evaporates. What’s the point? He’s not the kind of person who would laugh in my face—that’s one of the many things I love about him. He’s kind to everyone, no matter where they stand in the social hierarchy. But he’d probably just patronize me with a polite “Gotta go, but have a nice life, Paisley,” and that would be the end of it. The end of my crush on Hercules Valentine—the boy I’m supposed to hate, but secretly love.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Finally, Mrs. Fontaine wishes me well, and I return the sentiment. Free at last, I hurry down the hallway, dodging open lockers and stepping on papers that were tossed in celebration, now scattered across the glossy floor. It’s quieter than it was just minutes ago. I’m certain Hercules has already left—he’s never one to hang around after the final bell.

      In New York City, students don’t linger after school. In the city that never sleeps, the excitement always seems to be waiting just beyond the school gates.

      As I suspected, Hercules is nowhere to be seen, but my pace slows when I spot Greenly Hyde, unmistakable in her tight-fitting blouse and too-short uniform skirt. Unfortunately, her locker is uncomfortably close to mine. She isn’t alone; her perpetually moody friend, Donovan Milner, stands beside her, his usual frown deepening as she talks. Encountering this duo is the last thing I want on my final day of high school.

      I do my best to ignore them as I reach my locker, focusing intently on the lock. Their eyes are on me—I can feel it. Part of me wants to walk away, grab my things later, before tomorrow’s graduation. But a Grove never backs down from an uncomfortable situation. Besides, there’s barely anything left inside—just a pamphlet with graduation instructions and a few textbooks from my advanced statistics and linguistics classes. It’s best to empty my locker now and be done with it.

      "Smart girl," Greenly comments as I pack my books into my backpack.

      I glance back, unsure if she’s actually speaking to me. Our past interactions have been limited to the occasional "excuse me" or an impatient sigh when she felt I was in her way. But now, she’s looking at me with a hint of amusement, her eyes seeming to really see me for the first time. Unsure how to respond, I stay silent.

      "I’ve never shared a class with you. Guess I’m not in the genius league like you," she adds with a chuckle that sounds suspiciously like a taunt.

      I keep my expression neutral and take a moment to study Greenly. Her name probably comes from those striking turquoise eyes. With her perfectly styled red lips and polished appearance, she’s the type of girl I’d imagine someone like Hercules being drawn to. In fact, there were rumors that they once dated—but apparently, he ended it.

      "Right," I reply, somewhat distracted as I picture Greenly and Hercules together.

      “What are you doing tonight, Paisley?” Donovan asks, his face as emotionless as ever. I swear the guy has no joy in him at all.

      I hesitate, momentarily flashing through my usual routine—afternoon butter cookies followed by hours of coding. “I’m not sure. Why?” I ask, a bit defensively. Even though I’m an outsider and most people keep their distance, I’m not anyone’s target for bullying.

      “There’s a graduation party tonight. You should come since you’re graduating too,” Donovan says, his expression as flat as always.

      Greenly chimes in with a smirk, “But leave your bodyguards at home.”

      I follow their eyes and spot Mike, the most intimidating of my bodyguards, stationed at the end of the hallway. He’s standing there casually, not seeming to pay attention, but I know better—he’s always watching.

      “Check the graduation announcements board for the party details. I’m sure you can find it since you’re a computer guru and all,” Donovan remarks, his voice laced with mockery. Though, maybe that’s just how he always sounds.

      “And I heard Hercules will be there. That should excite you,” Greenly adds, her red lips curling into a sly smirk.

      I tense, caught off guard. “Why would you say that?” I ask, trying to understand why she’s bringing up Hercules.

      Donovan lets out an unnerving snicker, sounding eerily like a cackling hyena. “You’re always staring at him. It’s obvious you like him.”

      Their eyes are both fixed on me, watching, gauging my reaction. I don’t like this—being cornered like prey.

      Finally, Greenly laughs softly. “Just come, Paisley. Gosh. You won’t regret it,” she says before linking arms with Donovan, the two of them walking off as if they’ve just pulled off some planned maneuver.

      I watch them until they nearly disappear down the hallway, their smugness still hanging in the air.

      “You should go,” says a voice I’d recognize in a lineup of a million others.

      I whip around to see Hercules, just as he slams his locker shut. “Greenly’s right. I’ll be there,” he says, winking before strolling off.

      What a physique—tall, confident, and flawless. But had he heard everything? About how I supposedly stare at him, how I must like him? Did Greenly and Donovan know he was standing behind me the entire time?

      He’s not out of sight yet. My lips twitch, searching for the courage to say something—anything. It’s now or never.

      “Hercules?” His name slips out before I’ve figured out what to say next. Time slows as he turns to face me, and I force a smile, hoping it hides my nervousness. “Um, thank you.”

      “For what?” His lips curl into a teasing smirk—thankfully, not a scowl.

      I awkwardly gesture over my shoulder, in the wrong direction. “Back in the classroom. When you said ‘congratulations.’ I appreciate it.”

      He nods slowly, as if processing my words. Gosh, I wish I knew what he’s thinking.

      “You’re welcome,” he finally says, flashing a smile that completely knocks the breath out of me.

      “Thank you?” I blurt out, instantly kicking myself for sounding like an airhead. I’ve never wanted to appear more perfect in someone else’s eyes than I do right now.

      With effortless confidence, he asks, “See you tonight?”

      I nod, even though I’m completely uncertain. I’m not supposed to go anywhere without my bodyguards, especially to a party. I’d have to defy my parents to be there.

      “Good,” Hercules replies, and to my surprise, he looks genuinely pleased with my answer.

      “Yeah,” I mumble, even as my brain starts arguing against my heart.

      He gives a final nod and walks away, leaving me staring at the empty space he’s left behind. So this is what it feels like to inch closer to Hercules Valentine.

      My parents would be furious if they knew my heart was racing at the thought of seeing Hercules at a party. Anything could happen—anything. But Max… Max would be livid. He’d accuse me of betraying Grandfather’s legacy. And I’d never do that—never. So… I’m staying home.

      I inhale deeply through my nose, forcing the thought to settle as I slowly release the trapped air. One more time, I tell myself: I’m staying home.
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          PAISLEY GROVE

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been staring at the senior class message board for what feels like hours. My room is dark, and the glow from my six sixty-inch monitors casts light across my face. I’ve read the party address over and over again—it’s burned into my brain by now. My nerves are shot. Ever since the ride home, I’ve been debating whether I should really stay in tonight.

      It’s seven o’clock. My mom is wrapping up a corporate cybersecurity talk in Toronto, and my dad, who would normally be home by now, called earlier to ask if I wanted to join them for dinner.

      “No,” I blurted out before I even realized I was saying it.

      There was a pause on the other end. I’m sure my dad expected me to say yes. Usually, I would’ve jumped at the chance. I love spending time with my parents—they’re always a good time.

      “That’s right—you graduate tomorrow,” he said, as if he’d just figured out why I wouldn’t jump at the chance to have dinner with them. “We’ll be back in time for you to rest up if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I faked a yawn. “Nah, I’m just going to stay in tonight. I’m tired.” But I wasn’t tired—I was wired, bouncing off the walls.

      “You know, your brilliant brain can take a break every now and then,” he teased.

      I cringed, knowing what I was about to say. “I’m not working tonight. Just resting.” It was a lie.

      “Are you not feeling well, sweetheart? I can have Dr. Hammerstone stop by for a quick checkup.”

      I closed my eyes and massaged my temple. “I’m not sick, Dad. I just had a long day, and with graduation tomorrow, I want to be well-rested. I’m sitting on the stage. It’s nerve-racking.” That part was true—I’m co-valedictorian.

      “That’s thoughtful, honey. Very mature of you,” my dad said, finally relenting.

      Tears welled up in the back of my eyes. I hated lying to him. Part of me wanted so badly to say, “You know what, Dad? I’ll fly to Toronto and have dinner with you and Mom. It’ll be fun.” But I couldn’t. I wanted to see Hercules. I want to see him now.

      I’m too out of sorts to remember exactly how the call ended. After lying, all I wanted was to hang up and follow through with my plan.

      The first step is getting out undetected. I program a tranquil thirty-second loop into the security camera that monitors the east wing exit. It’s a subtle loop that will start at ten o’clock and record the same shot until one o’clock in the morning, which means I need to be back home before the clock strikes one.

      Now, it’s time to get dressed.
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      I try on a little black dress first, twisting this way and that in front of the floor mirror framed in glossy, ornate wood that used to belong to my grandmother. The two rolls on either side of my back make me quickly take it off. Next, I slip into a red silk kimono-style dress. I study myself wrapped in the shiny fabric, and before I know it, I’m laughing. I look like a shiny red tomato. Definitely a no.

      I tug the dress off, narrowly avoiding ripping it, and take a long, hard look at myself in the mirror. At my last checkup, I found out I’d gained twenty-three pounds, which puts me at thirty-nine pounds overweight now. I bet Greenly doesn’t stare into the mirror and see all the flaws I do. She’s thin, almost waif-like, and I’m sure guys like Hercules prefer that type. Her face is perfectly symmetrical, the kind of beauty you see in cosmetic ads.

      Whenever boys pass her, the bold ones flirt, and the shy ones blush. And me? I’m just... bloated, I guess. My thighs are easily three times bigger than Greenly’s—or my mom’s. I’m prone to acne breakouts whenever I’m stressed, and let’s be real, I have a gut. Treasure insists I don’t, but I’m staring at it right now, and yeah, it’s a gut.

      When it comes to genetics, I should easily outshine Greenly. Sometimes I wonder how I could possibly be Heartly Rose’s daughter. With her long legs and unmatched beauty, my mom paid for her first two years at MIT by working as a world-renowned supermodel. It took less than a year for her to become the “it” girl that every major fashion house wanted on their runway. Even thirty years later, the Heartly Rose of yesteryear can still grace the covers of top beauty magazines. That’s because my mom is just as brainy as I am.

      While juggling university and modeling, my mom used her coding hobby to create an app to help balance work and academics. Out of the mind of a supermodel came M.O.DEL. After developing the app, she pitched her software to designers and fashion editors, showing them how much time and money they could save—and how reliable their favorite models could be—when hiring through the M.O.DEL directory. It wasn’t artificial intelligence; it was the actual model. Designers simply uploaded a clear picture of the front and back of their designs, added their patterns, and the software executed a complex code. Soon, a virtual model appeared, wearing their designs, posing and walking in her distinct, trademarked style, selling their creations with perfection.

      Mom was just twenty when my grandfather, a venture capitalist with an eye for innovative tech, heard about her app. She brokered a deal with him, and they signed a contract. The story—often retold by my parents and Uncle Leo at dinner parties—goes that Grandfather was so impressed by the brilliant and beautiful Heartly Rose that he arranged a celebration dinner at his estate in Norfolk County. What my mom didn’t know was that it was a setup. And it worked. Both my dad and Uncle Leo were there, vying for her heart.

      My mom admits she chose my dad at first sight, even though he made the least effort. He says he didn’t need to try hard because he knew she was his from their first hello and handshake.

      “I felt our chemistry shoot up my arm and into my heart,” my dad always says.

      Blushing, my mom replies, “So did I.”

      Five years later, they were married. Max was born two years after that. Then, eight years later, when my mom was thirty-five and my dad was thirty-nine, they had me.

      One look at Max, and it’s clear that while he favors our father, he also inherited the best of Heartly’s features. He’s tall, graceful, and carries himself with confident ease. But the girl staring back at me in the mirror? I inherited more of my mother’s brains than her brawn.

      After trying on six more outfits, I finally settle on a pair of black skinny jeans that make me look ten pounds lighter and a white off-the-shoulder blouse. I dash to the bathroom, swipe on a light layer of red lipstick, and fluff my thick locks—definitely one of the features I inherited from Heartly. Running out of time, I slip into a pair of ankle boots and throw on a black moto jacket. I tuck my keys, ID, the one credit card my parents let me keep, and a hundred dollars in emergency cash into the breast pocket of my jacket. I keep my cellphone in hand.

      Ready to get the show on the road, I walk briskly toward the east wing and slip out into the chilly night undetected. Truth be told, none of the guards would ever suspect I’d flout the rules and sneak out of the house like this. But here I am, head down, skulking past the private English garden and down our alley until I reach the gate. Using an app on my phone, I unlock the gate, and as I step onto the grimy sidewalk, I know the hardest part is over. Soon, I’ll be face to face with Hercules Valentine.
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      The party isn’t far from where I live, and the short distance doesn’t give me much time to change my mind. It feels exhilarating to be outside, walking alone under the cover of night. I haven’t been able to do this since my cousin Treasure’s fake kidnapping. Yes, my cousin staged a kidnapping just to be with a boy she wasn’t supposed to see—a boy who, coincidentally, is also a Valentine. But here’s the clincher: I’m the one paying the price for her lies, not her. She doesn’t have bodyguards, and her parents—my uncle and aunt—never punished her.

      I love Treasure like a sister, but every time I think of the stress she caused in my life, it makes me angry. And tonight is not the night to be fantasizing about scratching Treasure’s eyes out. Instead, I focus on the pungent odor of stale trash stacked along the sidewalk, mixed with subway smoke, fried food, coffee shops, rat urine, and other delightful New York aromas. I’m surprised it doesn’t make me want to puke anymore. Maybe I’m finally becoming a New Yorker.

      I make it to Fifth Avenue, and that’s when I start recognizing faces. We’re all heading in the same direction—the party at Darby Harborne’s trilevel penthouse. Word is, there’ll be no adult supervision, but attendees are expected to stay on the upper floor and rooftop. The more people I see, the more nervous I become.

      Feeling like a fish out of water, I follow the crowd of students and take my place at the back of a long line. Two burly security guards stand by glass doors next to an elegant, empty lobby lit by crystal-encrusted chandeliers. We’re not going through the main lobby, though; we’re being herded into a private hallway. This whole scene is not what I had in mind.

      First of all, I seem to be the only person who showed up alone—no friends
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