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1
The Invitation


The invitation arrived in a thick, white envelope with my name written in swirly gold calligraphy on the front. 
Naturally, I assumed it was for a wedding. Or a really upscale baby shower. I couldn’t think of who I knew who might be getting married or having a baby, but the reasonable little voice in the back of my mind suggested that maybe there was some distant cousin I’d forgotten about, or perhaps a friend from my childhood who’d fallen in love with a mega-rich tech tycoon and decided to invite everyone she’d ever known to their elaborate nuptials in Hawaii.
I mean, it was possible.
The envelope was sealed with a glob of blood red wax, and while something had definitely been stamped into the wax at some point, the invitation’s perilous journey through the mail system had left the symbol completely unidentifiable, with only a few ridges to suggest what it had once been.
Either way, it was by far the fanciest thing I’d ever received in the mail, so I took my time prying it open, taking care not to rip the envelope. I’d always been pretty steady-handed, thanks to my job decorating cupcakes at a little tea shop downtown, so though it took some patience, I was able to lift the flap without causing any damage.
And it was absolutely worth the trouble.
The invitation inside was just as beautiful as I’d hoped, crafted from thick, textured paper with gold leaf trim around the edges. There was a strange little sigil at the top—like three interlocking triangles with a rose at the center—and I briefly wondered if that had been the symbol pressed into the wax seal on the envelope. 
And then the words beneath caught my eye, dancing across the page in the same swirling metallic script I’d seen on the envelope:

To the esteemed Ms. Marigold Pearl Parsons
You are Cordially Invited to a Private Masquerade
At Eight o’clock in the Evening on May 11th
At the Crestwood Estate.
Black Tie and Mask Required.

A strange little shiver moved down my spine, like my intuition was telling me this moment was important, but I was more confused than anything else. A private masquerade? That sounded like an odd theme for a wedding or a baby shower, but given that there was no mention of either brides or babies on the invitation, it looked like my initial assumption was wrong and the event was no more than it claimed to be.
But who throws a black tie masquerade ‘just because’ in this day and age? And why had the host gone through the trouble of sending out such an expensive invitation without bothering to put their name anywhere? There wasn’t even a return address on the envelope.
My gaze flicked down to the location once more: the Crestwood Estate.
Honestly, that was the most intriguing part of all of this. The Crestwood Estate was notorious in my little city. In part because it was wild and mysterious and located on the cliff overlooking the dangerous waters of Graykeep Bay, but mainly because it was the home of the equally wild and mysterious Crestwood brothers. 
I had absolutely no connection to the Crestwood brothers. For one thing, they were billionaires, and I, well, most definitely was not. I worked as the baker/whatever-else-was-needed at the tea shop, could barely afford the rent on my mediocre apartment, and spent most of my nights on the couch watching murder documentaries, scrolling through a dating app, or updating one of the three fanfiction stories I’d been writing since my freshman year of college.
I shouldn’t have even been on the Crestwood brothers’ radar.
As far as I knew, the Crestwoods never interacted with us “normal” folks. Mostly Alastor, Octavian, and George Crestwood stayed locked away at their estate—at least when they weren’t flying to New York or Paris or Monaco or wherever it was that rich people went to do their rich-people things—and despite the fact that they lived only a few miles away from me, they remained a mystery.
But even though I didn’t know much about them—no one did, really, except for the fact that they were very rich and very secretive—I knew that this was weird. If my name hadn’t been printed, quite clearly and beautifully, on both the envelope and the invitation itself—with my middle name, no less, which I never ever used on anything—I would have been absolutely convinced there’d been a mistake.
But my name was there. Someone had definitely invited me, and I had no idea what that meant. My life didn’t normally lend itself to adventures like this.
I grabbed my laptop and pulled up the most recent chat window.

GoldieGirl19: You guys are never going to guess what just happened.

Within seconds, my friends responded.

the_mEsmerizer: you finally got laid? 
47Blob: nah, I bet she just bought another one of those little cactus plants she loves so much.

I rolled my eyes, even though neither of them could see me. Esmer (the_mEsmerizer), Isaac (47Blob), and I had the sort of friendship where we expressed affection through teasing, but deep down, I knew that neither of them judged me for being a twenty-three-year-old who wrote fanfic, hadn’t been on a date in over a year, and yes, had a bordering-on-unhealthy obsession with succulents.

GoldieGirl19: Not even close. I got invited to a masquerade at the Crestwood Estate.

I considered Esmer and Isaac my best friends, even though I’d never met either of them in person. We’d met on a fanfiction site five years before and had bonded over each other’s stories, and with time our conversations about grammar and plot twists had developed into conversations of a much more personal nature. Even before I’d known their real first names, I’d told Esmer and Isaac things I’d never mentioned to anyone in my real life, things that felt strange to say out loud.

GoldieGirl19: I’ve told you guys about the Crestwoods right?
47Blob: those weird guys who live in that mansion on the cliff?
GoldieGirl19: they’re not weird. they’re billionaires.
GoldieGirl19: okay, they’re probably weird.
GoldieGirl19: but in that rich, mysterious way
47Blob: so why did they invite YOU to this masquerade thing?
GoldieGirl19: no idea
47Blob: so don’t go.
47Blob:  they’re probably murderers or something
GoldieGirl19: what?!
GoldieGirl19: what makes you assume that???
47Blob: they’re secretive and reclusive
47Blob: and let’s be real, billionaires get away with murder all the time.
GoldieGirl19: still, the chances of that seem slim.
GoldieGirl19: I feel like if they just wanted to murder me they wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of throwing a masquerade
47Blob: maybe it’s one of those weird rich people parties where they invite a bunch of poor people and then hunt them for sport
GoldieGirl19: pretty sure that’s not actually a thing.
47Blob: it could be.

I should have expected that response from Isaac—he had a bad habit of wandering down strange internet rabbit holes and latching onto weirdo conspiracy theories. What surprised me more than anything was the fact that Esmer hadn’t offered her opinion on the matter.

GoldieGirl19: Esmer? what about you?
GoldieGirl19: do you think I should go?

It was a few seconds before she responded.

the_mEsmerizer: of COURSE you should go
the_mEsmerizer: and then you should seduce one of them and get him to take you down to his sex dungeon
the_mEsmerizer: let him do a bunch of kinky shit to you
the_mEsmerizer: and then take full advantage of the perks of being a billionaire’s lover

I laughed at the idea, even as my cheeks grew hot. I’d definitely read my fair share of raunchy fanfiction—and even tried writing a little—but I didn’t have the confidence or experience to pull off something like that.

GoldieGirl19: I can try, but my seduction skills are a little rusty
GoldieGirl19: and I don’t know anything about kinky sex
the_mEsmerizer: he’d teach you. obviously.
the_mEsmerizer: in the meantime go read the episode I just posted.
the_mEsmerizer: that’ll teach you a thing or two
47Blob: if you insist on going, don’t go alone
GoldieGirl19: are you offering to fly across the country to come with me?
GoldieGirl19: I don’t even know if I’m allowed a plus-one
GoldieGirl19: there’s no info about how to RSVP on the invite
GoldieGirl19: it’s weird, honestly. they have my full name on here and everything.
GoldieGirl19: no idea how they got my address
47Blob: the rich have access to all sorts of secret databases
47Blob: seriously Goldie, I don’t like this
the_mEsmerizer: don’t be so paranoid.
the_mEsmerizer: let the girl live a little
the_mEsmerizer: we’re talking about someone who doesn’t even have the balls to swipe right on her dating apps
GoldieGirl19: HEY NOW
GoldieGirl19: I’m right here
GoldieGirl19: …and I HAVE swiped right. there just aren’t a lot of options here
the_mEsmerizer: except the billionaires
the_mEsmerizer: one more reason why you should go
GoldieGirl19: maybe…
47Blob: please don’tget murdered.
the_mEsmerizer: stop being so dramatic. She’s not going to get murdered.
47Blob: I just think it’s dumb to accept mysterious invitations from rich guys who shouldn’t know you exist
the_mEsmerizer: so you’re calling Goldie dumb now?

As they dissolved into a silly argument about whether or not I was more likely to get chopped up into a million pieces or end up a willing visitor to a sex dungeon, I sat back on the couch and reached for the invitation once more. The moment my fingers touched the thick, creamy paper, I again felt that strange little shiver run down my back, like raindrops dancing up and down my spine. As I drew it closer, the gold leaf shimmered, glittering like fairylight.
I rose and went over to the window, propping the invitation carefully behind the row of little potted succulents sitting on the sill. It was so beautiful, it deserved to be displayed. 
My friends’ words hung in my mind—both Isaac’s paranoid fears and Esmer’s insinuation that I led a very cautious, uneventful life. Maybe she was right—maybe I did need to live a little. I wasn’t looking for a romp in a sex dungeon, but I had to admit that I wouldn’t say no to a little extra spice in my life. And this sounded more fun than finally agreeing to meet some douchey guy from a dating app.
What was the worst that could happen? Aside from being murdered, obviously.
Of course, that means finding something to wear. I didn’t exactly keep a closet full of masquerade attire. I owned exactly one thing that might be considered appropriate—a long, silvery dress that I’d bought for an event my freshman year of college and had proceeded to use for every formal occasion since. It could work, but it was only half of the equation. I still needed a mask.
A knock sounded at my apartment door, startling me out of my thoughts.
Weird. I wasn’t expecting anyone, but sometimes deliveries showed up fairly late in the day. I didn’t remember ordering anything, but that wasn’t unusual—I had a bad habit of online shopping late at night and then completely forgetting about my purchases until they showed up at my door days later.
Sure enough, I found a package waiting on my doorstep.
Let’s see what terrible purchase I made this time. I carried the box over to the kitchen table and proceeded to tear it open.
Inside, in a pool of blood-red silk, I found a business card. There were no words on the card, just a symbol—three interlocking triangles with a rose at the center. Just like on the invitation. My heart jumped up into my throat as my fingers tugged at the silk, pulling the top layer aside.
Beneath, shining up at me, was a mask.
It was so beautiful I’m pretty sure I gasped out loud. Gold and silver beads glittered across curves of delicate metallic lace, like gems caught in a spider’s web. On the outer edges, just beyond the eyes, the lace had been built up in layers to suggest dew-kissed roses, and each had a tiny silver bell at its center that tinkled as I gently lifted the mask from the bed of blood-red silk.
Someone really wanted me to attend this masquerade. The question was, who?
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Enter the Masquerade


“I can’t believe you’re going.” Isaac’s voice rose from the voice chat app. My cell phone was currently sitting on the front passenger seat of my car, right next to my pair of silver stiletto heels. 
“Oh my god.” I could practically hear Esmer roll her eyes as she responded. “Stop with the conspiracy theories. Goldie’s going to be fine. No one’s going to murder her tonight.”
“And it would really help if you would stop mentioning ‘murder’ for the time being,” I added, my bare foot pressing down on the pedal as I rounded a curve in the road. “It’s kind of a mood killer.”
“You’re the one who’s obsessed with all those serial killer documentaries,” Isaac pointed out.
“That doesn’t mean I want to meet one in real life,” I countered. “Or imagine myself getting chopped up into little pieces for sport by some sick billionaire.”
I didn’t have to see Isaac’s face to know he was unhappy that I was going through with this. There I was, literally on my way to the Crestwood Estate, and he was still trying to talk me out of it. Maybe it was because he was the guy in the group, but he seemed to see it as his job to protect me and Esmer.
“There’s practically nothing about these guys online,” he said. “Do you know how weird that is these days? They must have a whole team scrubbing the internet on their behalf. I can find a few mentions of donations they’ve made and stuff like that, but nothing personal. Not even a satellite picture of their house.”
“Maybe they just like their privacy,” I said.
“Or maybe they’re pulling some Count of Monte Cristo shit,” he replied. “No one really knows who they are or where they’ve come from. But they’re rich, so people let them get away with stuff.”
“Mm, yeah,” Esmer offered. “They’ve got that rich dick energy.”
I laughed as Isaac groaned.
“You’ll keep your phone on you all night, right?” he asked me. Despite his fear-mongering, there was something calming and stable about Isaac’s voice, and I’d always sort of pictured him as a larger guy, the kind who had a warm face and gave great hugs. I’d never actually seen him—the three of us had decided long ago to keep photos and video calls out of the equation—but I felt like I knew him, better than just about anyone. And I appreciated his concern.
“Obviously,” I assured him. “I’m not an idiot.”
“And she can take care of herself,” Esmer added. Her voice was earthy, but with an edge that left you with no doubt she was a badass. “If anyone tries anything, Goldie, just stab him in the neck with your stiletto.”
“I’ll do what I can,” I promised. “And remember, I’ve got that mini pepper spray in my purse.” Not that I thought I’d actually need to use it. I was nervous, sure, but not because of all this talk about murder and stabbing. It had been a long time since I’d been to a party, let alone one where I didn’t know a single soul. Even though I wouldn’t have called myself shy—I had no problem interacting with customers at the tea shop, and I’d even been described as “chatty” on more than one occasion—I was still human, and this situation was weird enough to warrant more than a few jitters.
Honestly, there was a good chance I’d spend the better part of the evening hanging out by the buffet table—assuming fancy masquerade parties had buffet tables, of course.
“I hope you packed a few condoms, too,” Esmer said.
“What? No.” I laughed to cover up my embarrassment.
“You never know…” Though I couldn’t see her, I imagined she was waggling her eyebrows suggestively. “Better safe than sorry. You never know what could happen.”
There was a part of me—a very secret part of me—that could almost imagine it… Locking eyes with a handsome stranger across the room, sharing a dance, sneaking away to a dark corner to share an intimate moment.
It was exactly the sort of thing I wrote about in my Thrones and Kings fanfic. But even though I spent a good chunk of my life engaged in my stories, I still knew the difference between fact and fiction.  
Sighing, I steered my car around another curve in the road. The Crestwood Estate was about ten minutes outside town, at the end of a winding road bordered by nothing but trees for the last couple of miles. I’d never been all the way out here before, but at least it was impossible to get lost, even if the towering pines and hemlocks made the route feel somewhat ominous. Between the looming trees and the dusty purple dusk, it felt like I was driving through some sort of dark, enchanted forest, and I half expected an ogre or dragon to charge out of the misty gloom in front of my car.
And then I rounded another turn and the trees fell away, opening up the view before me and giving me my first good look at the Crestwoods’ home.
My mouth dropped open.
The house—mansion, more accurately—was huge and modern, with multiple tiers and flat roofs and huge windows on all sides. It almost looked like something out of a sci-fi movie, all shiny silver walls and angles where you didn’t expect them. It was built right atop the cliff overlooking Graykeep Bay, jutting precariously out over the dark water below. Graykeep Bay was notoriously dangerous—between the jagged cliffs and rough currents, it had claimed more than a few lives—but apparently the Crestwood brothers didn’t mind living in a house that looked like it was one strong wind away from a watery grave.
I could see why. Tonight, with the silvery moonlight glinting off the waves below, it was otherworldly beautiful.
“Earth to Goldie.” Esmer’s voice drew me back to the present. “You still alive, or was Isaac right for once?”
“I’m alive,” I replied, tearing my eyes away from the house and directing them back at the road. “You guys, this place is insane.”
“You’re there?” Esmer sounded almost giddy.
“Yeah.” The next turn in the road brought me to the front gate, a modern, metal thing currently sitting wide open. “Pulling up right now.”
After all the twists and turns of the road leading up here, the driveway felt rigidly straight, but it offered a stunning view of the house, as well as the large stone sculpture sitting out front—three triangles with a rose at the center. The rose must have been suspended somehow, because despite looking insanely heavy, it swayed slightly in the wind coming off the bay.
There were a handful of cars already sitting in front of the house, being tended to by a small army of valets in red jackets. I pulled up to the end of the line. Most of the cars in front of me were high-end luxury vehicles—I even spotted a limousine—and the people climbing out of them were all wearing elaborate ball gowns and tuxedos. My stomach twisted. I couldn’t be the only normal person in attendance, right?
“Well?” Esmer demanded from my phone. “Don’t leave us hanging! What does it look like?”
I reached for my heels on the passenger seat. “This place is huge. And it looks like a futuristic museum.”
“Really?” Esmer sounded surprised. “I was kinda hoping for some sort of creepy, castle-looking thing.”
“Me too,” I admitted, slipping into my shoes. Now that I was here and I’d seen the other guests, the nerves in my stomach had exploded, and my fingers shook as I pulled the final strap around my heel. “I feel a little underdressed compared to these people.”
“There’s still time to go back,” Isaac said.
He’s right. It would have been easy to run, to turn my car around and speed right back down through the creepy trees and back to the safety of my cozy little apartment. 
“She’s not going back,” Esmer said. “Stop projecting your fears onto Goldie. She can hold her own.”
Esmer’s vote of confidence was exactly the kick in the pants I needed. I reached up, my fingers brushing against the delicate edge of my mask to make sure it was still in place. It had taken some care to get it on just right, where it sat flush against my skin and didn’t shift every time I moved my face.
In that moment, I was grateful this was a masquerade. A mask didn’t offer the same amount of anonymity as say, the internet, but it would make it a little easier to stand next to these people in my silver gown from the mall.
Besides, this mask made me feel mysterious, and even a little beautiful. 
On an average day, I wouldn’t have called myself striking, or even especially interesting. I was average height, average weight, and my hair had been a middle shade of brown for as long as I could remember. I had a dusting of freckles across my nose and cheeks, but not enough for most people to consider me freckled. And my eyes were an unidentifiable shade of hazel, shifting from not-quite-brown to not-quite-gray to not-quite-green from day to day.
The most interesting thing about my looks was a three-inch long scar on my left temple that I’d gotten when running through the woods as a child—I’d long thought it made me look kickass—but even that had faded a little bit every year as I’d gotten older. 
With this gorgeous mask on, though, I looked different. Intriguing, even. Certainly the mask did most of the work, but I was almost convinced that the rest of me looked better, too. Behind the delicate metallic material, my not-quite-gray eyes looked more silver, and against the shimmery gold ribbon that tied the mask to my head, my mousy brown hair had somehow gained more dimension. You could even see my freckles through the holes in the lace, like brown stars against my pale skin.
And that shivery feeling I felt whenever I touched the invitation seemed to extend to the mask as well. Even though I’d been wearing the mask for the better part of an hour, whispery little tingles danced across my cheeks and brow, fluttering across my scalp and down over my chin and throat. It was strange, and almost pleasurable, and I chalked it up to pre-party jitters.
One of those red-jacketed valets appeared just outside my window. “Your keys, miss?”
“I gotta go, you guys,” I told my friends, reaching over and grabbing my phone. “We’ll talk later.”
“Call us if you need any help,” Isaac said just before I hung up. I wasn’t sure what he intended to do, considering he lived on the other side of the country, but I appreciated it just the same.
Cramming my phone into my little purse, I climbed awkwardly out of the car and passed my keys to the valet. There was no turning back now. I was here. And someone had clearly wanted me here, or they wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of tracking down all my information and sending me this beautiful mask.
Just enjoy yourself, I thought as I climbed the front steps. Hang out by the buffet table, chat up some of these rich weirdos, and collect some juicy details to share with Isaac and Esmer later. That’s all you have to do. And if you meet anyone interesting…just take it one step at a time. When I put it that way to myself, this evening sounded much more manageable.
At the top of the steps, I was greeted by a man in a burgundy velvet jacket and a simple black mask that covered his face from nose to brow. Worried that I needed to prove I belonged here, I pulled my invitation out of my purse and showed it to him.
He glanced at it, and then his eyes snapped back up to my face. They lingered on me for a touch too long—as if he knew I didn’t really belong here—before he turned and gestured toward a woman I hadn’t noticed standing just behind him. She was wearing a burgundy velvet dress and another one of those unadorned black masks, and she apparently didn’t need more than a single flick of his wrist to know what he wanted. She darted off, and then the man looked back at me and, without even a word, indicated that I should enter the party.
I guess that means I’m in.
Relief flooded through me as I stepped past him. There was a little part of me that had been convinced until this very moment that I’d be turned away at the door, but despite my fears—and the doorman’s suspicions, it seemed—that invitation wasn’t a mistake.
There was no turning back now.
And so, with nothing left to stop me, I shoved any lingering trepidation down deep, where it was easier to ignore, and I stepped into the unknown.
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A Dance with a Stranger


If I’d thought the Crestwoods’ home looked like a museum from the outside, the interior did little to change my mind. The house was airy and open—giving a whole new meaning to “open concept“—and the high-ceilinged foyer gave way quickly to an enormous, expansive room that appeared to take up most of the ground floor. 
The room was at least two stories tall, and two and a half walls were covered in floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bay below. The other walls were stark white and covered with paintings from a variety of eras and art movements. Three massive chandeliers—as modern as the exterior of the house, all angles and metal—hung suspended over the guests below.
The party itself was all romantic opulence. The room was a sea of ball gowns and bedazzled masks, colorful tuxes and elaborate hats. Everywhere I looked I saw lace and pearls and feathers and ribbons, like a fete from Versailles had been transported through time and space.
A small string ensemble was set up in front of one of the huge windows, and couples swirled around in front of them, dancing to a strange waltz. Other guests sampled delicacies from the lavish buffet set up along the opposite side of the room, or they mingled in small groups, crystal goblets in hand, chatting and laughing together. 
Everyone looked like they knew what to do here. Like they belonged at this odd, enchanting party.
A woman in a burgundy dress with another one of those plain black masks stepped in front of me, a tray of crystal goblets balanced on one hand.
“Would you like a drink?” she said, her voice like a song.
“Yes, please.” I passed my purse into my other hand and took one of the goblets. The liquid inside appeared faintly gold and fizzy, like dark champagne.
“Would you like me to take your bag, miss?” the woman asked.
“Oh, no. I’ll hold onto it. Thank you.” It was probably silly to insist on carrying my purse around all night, but I’d promised Isaac I’d keep my phone—and the pepper spray—within reach. And frankly, I preferred to have it close in the unlikely circumstance that Isaac’s theories turned out to hold any water. Thankfully, the delicate, chain-like strap on my bag was long enough to slip over my head and wear across my body, so at least it would be mostly out of my way. 
I wonder if they make ball gowns with pockets, I mused as I skirted the edge of the room toward the buffet table, planning to start there while I got my bearings. Or would that be too convenient?
I paused to let a flock of women in jewel-toned gowns flitter past, trailing ribbons and lace. A couple of them had feathered fans that they batted in front of their faces as if protecting whispered secrets from those around them.
“Welcome to Crestwood House.”
The deep voice came from just behind me, and I jumped, nearly spilling my drink before even getting a taste. When I spun around, I found a man dressed in a deep blue suit with elaborate gold embroidery along the hems. A pair of azure-blue eyes stared down at me from behind a detailed golden mask in the shape of a lion’s face.
“Thank you,” I said, suddenly feeling like I should curtsy or something. Instead, I hid my awkwardness by finally taking a sip of my drink. It was clearly alcoholic, but like nothing I’d ever tasted before—mildly sweet and floral, with a hint of cinnamon at the end. I’ll need to be careful with this. Already my head was light and buzzing with that relentless shivery feeling, and finding myself facing this tall, striking man wasn’t helping matters.
“Are you enjoying the party so far?” he asked, his voice like the rumble of a river tumbling down a mountainside. He was so tall, and so broad—but in a way that made it obvious that most of the bulk beneath his fine suit was solid muscle.
“I am,” I answered. “I mean, I just got here, so I can’t fully judge the experience yet, but everything between the front door and this side of the room has been great. And if that buffet tastes even half as good as it smells, that’ll bump everything up a few more points.”  I was starting to ramble, the way I did whenever I found myself talking to a man who was way too attractive for me. I could only see this guy’s eyes and his lips behind his elaborate mask, but that was enough to give me a picture and get me all weird and fluttery. I was as bad as the characters in my fanfic.
The stranger, on the other hand, clearly wasn’t suffering from the same affliction. He projected an easy confidence as he extended his hand to me.
“May I have this dance?”
Just like my fantasy. I had no idea how to waltz, but I refused to be the sort of girl who came to a party like this and refused to enjoy herself. I wanted to have a few stories to tell Esmer and Isaac when this night was over.
So despite the fact that I knew I was likely to embarrass myself, I reached out, accepting the stranger’s hand.
His fingers closed around mine. He was wearing black gloves—embroidered with gold thread, just like his suit—but I could feel the warmth of his hand through the thin fabric as he guided me down toward the end of the room where people were dancing. His grip was just firm enough to make my heart beat faster against my ribs, and I tipped my head back and drank the remaining contents of my goblet as we walked, hoping the alcohol would release the last of my inhibitions and grant me a helping of uncharacteristic grace. The floral sweetness filled my head, mingling with the shivery-ness that still rippled across my skin, making me feel like I was on the edges of a dream.
A burgundy-wrapped member of the staff appeared beside me, taking the empty goblet out of my hand the moment the last drop had disappeared. She slipped it out of my grip without even causing me to miss a step.
When we reached the dance floor, the man stepped around to face me, then placed his other hand on my side. I prayed he couldn’t feel the quiver that ran through me as his fingers curled around my waist.
“I’ve never done this before,” I confessed as he guided me forward. “I don’t really know what I’m doing.”
“Everyone knows how to dance,” he replied, his rumble warm and intimate. “But if you miss a step, it will be my pleasure to guide you.”
The way his deep voice curled so charmingly around the words guide you sent another delicious tremor through me, and I found myself leaning into his arms, falling into the rhythm of the music as he began to twirl me around.
This is why Esmer keeps telling me to get laid, I thought as I let him pull me into a turn. I was so starved for sexual contact that I was falling to bits at the first touch from a man. That constant shivery feeling and the very strong drink probably weren’t helping, nor was the confidence that came along with being masked and anonymous—and I was beginning to see how it all might easily turn to recklessness. But for the moment, at least, I saw nothing wrong with indulging myself a little.
To my pleasant surprise, I wasn’t a total klutz on the dance floor. I’d never been especially graceful, but in this stranger’s arms, it felt like I was floating on a summer breeze, flitting from cloud to cloud, spinning in midair.
I risked a glance up to see if he was suitably impressed with my dancing, and I found his blue eyes shining down on me, dazzling and sharp. Immediately, the fluttering in my stomach intensified.
“So…” I said, attempting to ground myself against the shivery-ness that had spread all the way down my body. “Do you come here often?” I winced as soon as the cliché left my lips. “To these parties, I mean. This obviously isn’t the first one. Or maybe it is, and I just missed the memo about ball gowns.” He didn’t respond, so naturally I babbled on. “I mean, it just feels like everyone else here knew what to expect and what to wear. And I didn’t. This is my first time being invited to something like this, in case that isn’t obvious. But I get the impression that this isn’t your first time.” My eyes moved over the elaborate embroidery on his suit and back up to his detailed mask. He was so much taller than me that I had to crane my neck to do it.
He spun me past the windows, and the movement drew me closer to him, right up against the hard, muscled planes of his body, from his broad chest all the way down.
“No, this isn’t my first time,” he said. It was hard to read the expression in his eyes—was that amusement, or condescension, or something else?
“That explains why you’re so appropriately dressed,” I commented, admiring the way the cut of his jacket emphasized the breadth of his muscled shoulders. “I don’t know many men who could pull off a velvet suit, but it suits you.”
“Does it?” This time there was definitely amusement in his deep voice.
I realized with a start that I was coming on to the guy, and I silently chastised myself for letting that drink go to my head.
“I didn’t mean… What I meant to say was that I admire your commitment to the theme. Most guys my age wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that. Most of them are more interested in smoking weed and playing video games than dressing up for a masquerade ball.” I didn’t really hear the words until they were already out of my mouth, and then I found myself internally cringing once more. “Not that I have anything against video games. Or weed. And I didn’t mean to suggest that you should be embarrassed to wear that suit…I mean, I think I’ve made it pretty clear that you look really good and…” I let the words trail off, since that seemed like a better idea than continuing to dig myself into a hole.
To my shock, he didn’t appear to be the least bit offended by my ramblings. In fact, I could swear he pulled me closer, his grip tightening on my waist. I was pressed so snugly against him by that point that I was sure he could feel my heart careening against my breastbone.
But he didn’t say anything, which was both a relief and incredibly aggravating.
What would Esmer do? I wondered. Obviously I’d never seen Esmer pick up a guy, but I knew from her stories that she didn’t have any trouble doing so. She was one of those rare nerds who also excelled in the social arena, and that made her a goddess in my eyes.
Esmer would probably tell me to let the guy lead the conversation, I told myself. But what if the guy showed no interest in talking?
Instead, the stranger seemed content to simply dance, holding me much closer than was necessary—not that I was complaining. I could feel him studying me as we twirled, and my skin went hot from my forehead all the way down my neck. The hand he’d placed on my waist crept over to my lower back, his fingers leaving trails of heat through the fabric of gloves and gown.
I risked a glance up. I’d braced myself for the intensity I found burning in his eyes, but there was also something else there, something wholly unexpected—something almost bleak. As if there were a gnawing sort of emptiness hiding behind the intoxicating charm at the surface.
There was a sharp pang of compassion in my stomach, followed swiftly by curiosity. What could give a man eyes like that? 
That recklessness I’d been so worried about was bubbling up, responding to the depths in the man’s eyes and the increased intimacy of his touch. The hand I had placed on his shoulder began to drift slowly toward his neck. I’d just noticed the thick, sandy-colored hair peeking out from behind his mask, just brushing against the top of his embroidered collar, and I wondered if it was as soft as it looked.
“I don’t even know your name,” I said, forgetting that I was trying to keep my mouth shut.
“That’s the point, isn’t it?” he said, dipping his head closer so that I was the only one who could hear his rumble. His lips curled up in a delicious grin. “That’s why we’re all wearing these masks.”
He was right, of course. This wouldn’t have been nearly as exciting without the anonymity. Still, I longed for a peek at the face behind that lion.
Before I could press the issue, though, the waltz descended into its final strains. To my disappointment, the stranger slowed us as well, apparently deciding that one dance was enough. The room seemed suddenly cool when we were no longer pressed against each other, and a part of me felt like we were still spinning round and round—like the way you can still feel the waves hours after you’ve been in the ocean.
“Thank you for the dance,” he said, taking my hand and bringing it to his lips. He touched his mouth to the back of my fingers, sending a fresh quiver up my arm.
“Thank you as well.” Again I fought the awkward urge to curtsy. I started to step away, but he still held my hand in his, his grip tightening in a refusal to release me.
There was a flash of something in his eyes—desperation, I thought—but it was gone before I could be sure.
“Will you share a drink with me?” he asked.
I hesitated, Isaac’s paranoid warnings suddenly leaping into my head, but those brief glimpses of strangeness in this stranger’s eyes were not enough to overcome the heat I felt at his touch, or the recklessness I’d already decided to indulge. Besides, what harm could there be in sharing a drink with a man in a room full of people?
“Of course,” I told him. “If you don’t mind listening to more of my rambling.”
That earned me a half-smile from him, and he squeezed my fingers where he still held them.
“I don’t mind rambling,” he said. “It’s your silence that I fear.”
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4
Her First Taste


It’s your silence that I fear.  Those words sent a chill through me that was entirely different from the tremor I felt at his touch, or even the strange shivery-ness caused by the mask. No, this was cold and edged in apprehension.
But if the stranger currently felt any of the fear he’d mentioned, he didn’t show it. His smiled as he turned me and led me back across the room, and even that bleakness I’d seen in his eyes had disappeared, leaving only warmth and charm.
He guided us to an empty spot along the far wall, stopping beneath a pastoral painting of a shepherd protecting his flock from a wolf.
Instantly, a member of the burgundy-clad waitstaff was beside us, a tray of those crystal goblets in hand. I gladly accepted one, as did the man.
The drink was just as crisp and heavenly the second time, the floral sweetness lingering on my tongue even after I swallowed.
“Whatever this is, it’s damn good,” I said. “And definitely dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
“Because it’s so delicious,” I explained. “And clearly very alcoholic. That makes it very easy to accidentally get drunk.” And Isaac would kill me if I let myself get wasted at this party.
“Ah.” The man looked down at his goblet, swirling the liquid inside. For the first time, I noticed that his drink was faintly pink, not gold like mine. “I believe many people here would consider that an asset of the drink, not a flaw.”
I glanced around, unsurprised to see many of the guests happily drinking away. 
“I understand that an event like this might be overwhelming,” he went on, his voice rolling like the waves against the cliff below. “But this night is an invitation to indulge our senses—an opportunity to truly see and feel and taste. A chance to remind ourselves of life’s little pleasures.”
“That’s a lovely way to see it.” And perhaps a risky one, for a girl on her own and out of her depth. “I’ll give you this—whatever’s in this glass is definitely pleasurable.”
“It’s called Nectar,” he replied, then lifted his glass, letting the clear pink liquid catch the light. “This one is Ruby Nectar.”
“Ruby Nectar.” I repeated the name as if the words themselves had flavor.
“Would you like to taste it?”
“Yes,” I confessed.
He took another sip, and then I expected him to pass the goblet to me—or maybe wave down a member of the staff to get me one of my own—but instead, he leaned toward me.
He’s going to kiss me.
My heart leaped into my throat. I wasn‘t usually the sort of girl who kissed strangers, but then again, I wasn’t usually the sort of girl who went to masquerade balls in billionaires’ mansions and danced with men in velvet suits.
Besides, what harm is a kiss?
He didn’t do it, though. He leaned down until he was only a couple of inches away, his mouth just shy of mine, and then he stopped. 
He’s making me do it. He was forcing me to make the final decision, to consciously choose to leap into the realm of pleasure.
I hesitated for the space of a breath. Maybe two. And then, without letting myself think, I stood up on my toes and pressed my lips against his.
Pleasure bloomed through me, spreading from the place where our mouths touched and all the way down to my toes.
His lips were so warm, and somehow hard and soft at the same time, and they tasted sweet and floral and also a little tart, like a strawberry plucked a morning too soon. That shivery-ness was there, too, intensifying as the kiss deepened, as if to tell me that this kiss—like the invitation and the mask and the party as a whole—was significant in some way I had yet to understand.
And I wanted more. I ached to slide my arms around his neck and press my body up against his, slipping my tongue between his lips to see if he tasted just as good on the inside. But some of my inhibitions were still in place, and I had just enough self-control left to override the more reckless urges of my body.
I pulled back, hoping the mask hid most of the flush on my cheeks. I buried my face in my goblet, taking a long swig of my drink while I recovered.
When I looked up again, he was watching me with open amusement.
“Did you enjoy your taste, then?” he asked.
“It was…delicious,” I managed to choke out. “The Ruby Nectar, I mean. Maybe I’ll get a glass of my own.”
He chuckled, and the sound was just as deep and rumbling as his voice. He lifted his hand toward me, opening his lips as if to say something, but then abruptly he froze, and his head snapped up as if he’d heard something over the music and revelry around us. He twisted, looking over his shoulder.
I leaned to the side and peered around his large frame, trying to figure out what had captured his attention so suddenly. But while there was a lot going on behind him—the room was full and the guests were lively—I saw nothing especially unusual or startling.
“I’m afraid I must leave you,” he said, turning back to me. His eyes were unreadable, but his mouth curled into another smile as he reached toward me again. His gloved fingers brushed against my cheek just below where the mask ended, and his thumb swept gently across my lips. “But this won’t be the last time we see each other tonight, Ms. Parsons.”
He didn’t wait for a reply. He turned and stepped into the crowd before I’d even finished processing the heat of his touch against my skin. 
I leaned back against the wall, breathless. I wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened, but my heart was galloping in my chest, threatening to run away.
Looks like I’ll have a good story for Esmer and Isaac, I thought, my gaze scanning the crowd for the retreating back of the lion-masked stranger. He was tall and distinctive enough that I thought I’d be able to find him, but he’d somehow disappeared in the chaos of the party.
My half-full goblet was still in my hand, and I took another swig as I reached down and unclasped my purse with my free hand, grasping for my phone. I was eager to message my friends and get their perspective on this situation.
“Well, that was interesting,” trilled a voice on my left.
I lowered my goblet and looked over to see a woman in a crimson ball gown and a white-and-crimson mask sweeping nearer, a glass of Ruby Nectar in one hand and a scarlet feathered fan in the other.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said to me.
I frowned. “Like what?” Maybe she could explain what was going on here, as my encounter with the lion-masked stranger had left me with nearly as many questions as it did answers.
The woman stepped closer, leaning in for privacy. From this distance, I could see that her golden hair was studded with rubies.
“Usually the Crestwoods don't make an appearance until much later in the night,” she said. 
Something fluttered in my stomach, and though I was starting to understand where she was going with this, I wanted to be sure. “What do you mean?”
She gave a tinkling laugh and batted at my arm with her feathered fan. “Don’t you know who you were just kissing?”
I shook my head, the twisting in my stomach intensifying as my cheeks went hot.
“No,” I confessed. “He wouldn’t tell me his name. He said that was the point of all this.” I gestured at my mask. I didn’t mention that even without the masks, I wouldn’t have recognized a soul in this room.
The woman gave another laugh. “That was Octavian Crestwood, my dear.”
Even though I’d guessed she was leading this way, my body went cold with shock, then hot again. “He never said… He should have told me.” Or I should have guessed. Not just because of his confidence or his charm—both of which I imagined young billionaires had in spades—but because of how much he seemed to belong here, at this strangest of parties, with his embroidered suit and his enthusiasm for mystery and pleasure. Even this woman in her elaborate gown looked like she was simply playing dress-up.
“Octavian always wears a lion mask,” the woman told me. “George always wears a wolf. And Alastor wears a dragon.” Her large gray eyes blinked at me from behind her mask. “Don’t you know this already? I thought everyone knew this.”
“This is my first time here,” I admitted, then drained the rest of my goblet. I kissed Octavian-freaking-Crestwood.
“Hm.” The woman looked me up and down, taking in my simple silver evening dress. “I can see that.” She had the sort of no-nonsense bearing that made me suspect that when she wasn’t attending masquerades, she dominated a boardroom somewhere.
Why the hell would one of the Crestwood brothers have gone out of his way to dance with me? And kiss me? I wasn’t delusional—half the women in this room were prettier than me, and I couldn’t believe I’d roped him in with my wit, considering how I’d babbled on about suits and weed and video games.
“Who are you, anyway?” the woman asked, curiosity burning in her big eyes.
“Marigold Parsons,” I answered automatically. “I don’t know why I was invited here. I’ve never met any of the Crestwoods—before tonight, I mean. But I’m not sure I belong here, with…” I swept my arm to indicate the people around us in their elaborate dresses and tuxes. 
“Well, obviously Octavian wants you here.” The woman fluttered her fan again. “The question is, why?”
I had no freaking idea, and that was exactly the problem.
“There must be something special about you,” the woman went on, looking me up and down again as if she didn’t quite believe it. “What is it you do, exactly? You’re not related to the Trevor Parsons who owns ZanderTek Industries, are you? I wasn’t aware Trevor had any female relatives.”
I wasn’t sure I liked being an object of speculation, and it was clear this woman didn’t have any more answers for me.
“If you’ll excuse me,” I told her, “I think I’m going to go check out the buffet.” And find a private place to contact Isaac and Esmer. Esmer especially was going to freak out when she found out I’d kissed Octavian Crestwood—and then she’d probably give me a bunch of tips on how to take things to the next level. But it was Isaac’s perspective I was interested in at the moment. I wasn’t the least bit concerned that Octavian was some sort of murderer, but something here still didn’t quite add up.
The crimson-gowned woman protested as I backed away, but at least she didn’t try to follow me. I moved along the edge of the room, looking for a quiet alcove or little nook where I could pull out my phone and gather my thoughts. Surely there had to be a bathroom somewhere, too. I wasn’t picky.
It wasn’t long before I stumbled across an angular recess in the wall where an ancient-looking urn was on display. There was just enough room for me to slip beside it, offering me a little privacy.
I set my empty goblet on the pedestal beside the urn and reached into my purse, fumbling around for my cell. My fingers brushed against the little canister of pepper spray and the thin billfold that held my ID and credit card, but not my phone.
What the… I lifted up my purse, fishing around inside it, but there was nowhere for my phone to be hiding. It was simply…gone.
Someone had taken my phone.
Don’t panic, I told myself, even as I could feel the panic rising up my throat in a lump. Maybe the phone had simply fallen out of my bag. Maybe if I retraced my steps, I’d find it lying on the floor somewhere, hopefully out of the way of any fancy heeled shoes.
I snapped my purse shut and practically leaped from the alcove—
And slammed right into the warm, hard chest of someone I hadn’t even noticed.
A pair of strong arms came up around me, steadying me before I could topple over. I found myself braced against an athletic chest—not nearly as broad as Octavian’s, but still obviously muscled—and my hands were pressed into a velvet suit of deep forest green.
“Did you lose something?”
I tilted my head back, and my heart leaped. I was looking up into a pair of eyes just a shade lighter than the suit, shining from behind a silver mask made to look like a wolf’s head.
George Crestwood.
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A Dangerous Bargain


While I was trying to recover from the shock of running into my second Crestwood brother of the night, he continued to stare down at me expectantly, and I suddenly remembered he’d asked me a question. 
“Yes, I—” I began, then cut myself off. There was still a chance I’d just dropped my phone somewhere, but if that wasn’t the case, then there’d only been two people who’d been close enough to me tonight to steal my phone out of my bag—the woman in the crimson gown, and George’s own brother Octavian.
What if that was why Octavian kissed me? I wondered, my face going all hot again. What if he was just trying to distract me while he took my cell?
Of course, the burning question was still why? Until I knew that, I wasn’t going to make any accusations to George.
“I was just thinking it was time for another drink,” I said cheerfully. “And maybe a visit to the buffet table.”
I extricated myself from his arms, and though he didn’t attempt to hold me, he continued to block my way.
“You were dancing with my brother.” His voice was smooth and rich as honey—but with a dangerous edge to it.
“He asked me to dance,” I pointed out. “I just agreed. And I didn’t even know who he was at the time. He refused to tell me his name, and I didn’t know about the masks.” I found myself looking more closely at George’s now, taking in the sharp, silver teeth along the wolf jaw. While Octavian’s mask had been regal and proud, George’s suggested something wild and unpredictable.
His eyes did, too, as did the twisted, mischievous smile on his lips. As with Octavian, it was obvious he was attractive beneath the mask, but I saw none of his brother’s warm charm. Instead, there was a wickedness to George, and I suspected that even without the mask he would have looked positively wolfish. I got the distinct impression that I would be devoured if I wasn’t careful.
“If I’ve offended you in some way, it wasn’t intentional,” I told him. “I didn’t come here to lay claim to your brother or anything.” Despite Esmer’s best efforts. “I don’t even know why you guys invited me in the first place. No one’s bothered to explain that to me yet.”
That mischievous gleam in his eye intensified, and his smile went a little crooked. He looked like he was on the edge of madness—but at the same time, like a stealthy, deadly predator in absolute control of himself and the situation around him.
“Would you have preferred we didn’t invite you at all?” he asked.
“I never said that,” I answered automatically. “I just think it’s rude to insult one of your guests when all I did was answer an invitation and agree to dance with someone who asked me.” I crossed my arms. “If you didn’t want me here, then you should have left me off the guest list.”
“Who said they didn’t want you here?” That twisted smile became a hint more devilish.
“I…” It was obvious that George was playing with me, and I suspected I wasn’t clever enough to hold my ground, let alone outwit him. “What kind of name is George, anyway?”
That question seemed to startle him, the wicked amusement in his face disappearing behind a frown.
“What’s wrong with my name?” he demanded.
“It just seems so…” My mind scrambled for the right word and couldn’t find it, so I tried again. “Your brothers are named Alastor and Octavian. Those are such unusual, regal names. George just sounds a little out of place next to them.”
“A number of kings have been named George,” he countered, sounding legitimately offended. “It’s plenty regal. And I’d hardly call it out of place in this world.”
“I don’t mean the whole world,” I said, wondering why he’d even assume that. “I mean in your family. And…well, just look at you. You don’t look like a George. You look like a…” I stared up into his silver mask with its sharp wolf-teeth, and then at the intense, wicked eyes behind it. “I don’t know what you look like. But the name George isn’t nearly dangerous enough.”
A little of that devilish humor was back in his face, and he took a step closer. “Are you calling me dangerous?”
Once again, my tongue had run away with me, and I quickly shook my head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Then how did you mean it?” Another step closer, and now he was as close as he’d been when I’d run into him and was pressed against his chest. There was only an inch of space between us, and he was near enough that when I looked up into his eyes I could see a dark ring around the outer edge of his forest green irises. It was suddenly very hard to breathe.
“I just meant that the name doesn’t suit you. That’s all.” My voice sounded slightly strained. “But I don’t even know you. We’ve just met. Maybe once I get to know you a little better I’ll change my mind. I didn’t mean to insult you or anything.” Something tugged at the back of my mind—a reminder that my phone was missing, and that it was really important I find it again—but I was distracted by the man looming over me.
The corner of George’s mouth twitched, like he was fighting the urge to smile. For a long moment, he didn’t respond, just continued staring down at me with an amused, hungry look that made me feel like a rabbit cornered by an actual wolf.
And then, suddenly, he said, “You’re right, of course.”
“I’m right?” In my surprise I forgot to be wary. “About what, exactly?”
He leaned closer, dropping his voice. He wasn’t nearly as tall as Octavian, but he still had to stoop to put his lips at my ear. “George isn’t my real name.”
I wasn’t prepared for that revelation, and my head jerked up, knocking into his. Once again, his arms came up to catch me, and his hands gripped me just below the shoulders. This time, though, I didn’t immediately pull away. That shivery-ness had returned, emanating from the place where his hands wrapped around my skin. Unlike his brother, he wasn’t wearing gloves.
“Then what is your name?” I asked. I’d only just met this man, and I didn’t know a thing about him other than the fact that he was insanely rich and quite different from his brother, but my curiosity was like a living thing, starving for more information about this place and these people.
He didn’t fight his smile this time, and he dipped his head closer again so that no one would overhear us. His voice, still smooth and thick as molasses, danced across my ear.
“What will you give me if I tell you?”
I went very still. In that moment, it was impossible not to think about the fairy stories I’d read as a child, where some foolish mortal had entered into a bargain with one of the fae. Sometimes they got what they wanted, but it always came at a heavy price.
But those stories weren’t real, I reminded myself. Magic doesn’t exist. And George—or whatever his real name is—isn’t a fairy or a sprite or whatever. He’s just an eccentric rich guy who’s teasing me. He obviously got a very different sort of pleasure out of these parties than his brother Octavian. The question was, did I play along or not?
“I’m afraid I don’t have anything you would want,” I said finally.
“I’m not picky,” he replied. “In fact, I’d share my true name in exchange for a secret.”
“A secret,” I repeated, both confused and intrigued.
“Why not?” He was still so close that his breath stirred my hair. “One secret for another. I consider that a fair trade, don’t you?”
“I…guess it is.” But I still wasn’t sure what I had to offer him. “I don’t have any big, juicy secrets, though. At least not the kind that would interest you.” One of the side effects of living a relatively sheltered, uneventful life was that you didn’t have much to hide. And I rarely lied about anything because I had nothing to lie about.
“Everyone has secrets, butterfly,” he countered. “And sometimes the small ones are much more delectable than the big ones.” He pulled back just enough to look down into my face. “Some secrets we choose to keep, but others just happen. You wake up one morning and realize there’s something about you that you’ve never told a soul, not because you intended to keep it hidden but simply because it didn’t seem to matter…until the day it suddenly does. Those sorts of secrets can sneak up on you.”
My cheeks got very warm all at once, and he must have been waiting and watching for such a reaction because his crooked smile widened.
“That,” he said. “Whatever it is that just crossed your mind, that’s the secret I want.”
“I don’t want to know your name that badly,” I blurted.
His eyes glinted. “That must be a very good secret you’re hiding, then.”
In spite of my best efforts, my cheeks were still getting hotter and hotter with every passing second. “Maybe I just don’t want to play this game.”
“Oh, I doubt that. I can see it in your eyes.” That forest green gaze bored into me. “You’re more than just curious. There’s a hunger in you, a yearning you don’t quite understand about me, and my brothers, and why you’re here.”
“Maybe because no one is telling me anything.” If there was ever a moment to roll my eyes, that would have been it, but I resisted the urge.
“No, I think it goes beyond that.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “I can always tell. Some people are only concerned with the surface level of things. But others…they’re drawn in by the complexities of life, by the secrets that run beneath, by the underbelly where the truth—sometimes beautiful and sometimes terrible—waits to be discovered. Those are the only people who truly live, don’t you think? The ones in search of that deeper, twisted truth.”
I wanted to deny it, if for no other reason that I didn’t want him to think that he’d analyzed me accurately in a matter of moments, but I had to admit that I was drawn in by his words, that this idea of uncovering the beautiful, terrible truths of life had its strange appeal. I’d come here to discover the truth, hadn’t I? I’d ignored Isaac’s warnings and even the fears that held me back in my normal life because I’d been handed a mystery too intriguing to resist, and even though I recognized there were risks, something kept drawing me deeper.
“Let’s say I am one of those people,” I said finally. “That doesn’t mean I like to be manipulated with these sorts of games.”
“There’s no manipulation at all. You are free to walk away if you wish. I only ask you give me something in exchange for sharing my true name with you. Would you consider such a bargain unjust?”
“No,” I was forced to admit.
“And do you not wish to know my name?” He must have been able to read the indecision in my eyes, because he leaned closer again and murmured, “Only five other people in this world know what I’m truly called.”
This time it was my turn to study him, to see if I could detect any sort of deception in his eyes. “How do I know you aren’t lying?”
“The same way I know if you are. Your body always knows, even when your head wants you to believe otherwise.”
I’d never thought of it that way, but that explanation felt true, and I realized with a start that that was the only confirmation I needed.
“All right,” I said. “I agree to your bargain.” I wasn’t happy with the idea of spilling any secrets to this man, but I wasn’t hiding anything truly appalling. My secret was embarrassing to me, and not something I preferred to have spread around, but given the fact that I’d probably never see this man again, I was willing to take a chance.
Yes, it turned out I was every bit as curious and hungry as he’d claimed. 
“You first, butterfly,” he said. 
I knew this was coming, but it still took a moment to pull myself together. My cheeks were still blazing hot, and I knew I was probably the color of a tomato, but I hoped my mask hid the worst of it.
Here goes nothing.
“I…” I swallowed than started again, blurting it all out at once. “I’m twenty-three and I’ve never had sex.”
I didn’t look at him. But I was suddenly aware that he was still holding me by the arms, and the air around us now felt thick and warm.
And, no surprise, I couldn’t bear the silence.
“It wasn’t on purpose,” I said. “But it wasn’t really an accident either, you know? I’m not planning to wait until I’m married or anything, but I was hoping to at least wait until I found someone special, and I guess that just never really happened.” Not even Isaac and Esmer knew. Even though I knew they wouldn’t judge me, I was afraid that confessing it to them like it was some sort of big thing would only make it feel like one, and this current situation had definitely confirmed that fear. “It wasn’t supposed to be a big thing. It’ll happen when it happens, I know. But now I’m old enough that I feel like any guy I meet is going to wonder what’s wrong with me, or think it’s weird, or…” I let that thought trail off.
“Some men may find it appealing.”
The hunger in his voice was undeniable. I didn’t think my face could get any hotter—frankly, I was surprised my head hadn’t exploded, considering how much flushing I’d done
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