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			Okay, so maybe I wasn’t spending my time in the most productive way possible as I sat leaning back in my chair, glancing at the ceiling panel over my desk. I was debating whether the latest water stain looked more like a fat cat or two peanut butter cups fused together when my boss, Michelle, interrupted my thoughts.

			“This just came for you,” she said as she tossed an express envelope on my desk.

			I rocked forward in my chair, picked it up, and noticed there was no return address. “What’s this?” I glanced at Michelle as though she could provide the answer to my lingering question, but she just shrugged.

			“Open it.” She motioned with a nod.

			What a novel idea, I sarcastically thought as I ripped open the package. A black envelope crafted of thick linen paper the size of a greeting card fell onto my desk. My name was written in a metallic gold script font on the front of the envelope, and the same-colored wax stamped with a “D” sealed the flap. “This can’t be.” I glanced up at Michelle, whose shocked expression seemed to mirror what I felt.

			For the past five years, we had heard rumors about an annual women-only sex party called the Decadence Masquerade Ball. It was held at the private estate of Elizabeth Hathaway, one of Las Vegas’s wealthiest and most eccentric locals. According to the grapevine, the party was an invitation-only event, and those lucky enough to be invited were sent a black envelope sealed with a gold wax stamp.

			As one of four reporters for What’s Buzzin’, Las Vegas’s only website that highlighted everything and anything that was happening in Sin City, I had spent the past few months trying to figure out a way to get my hands on an invitation to this year’s ball. But even my most well-connected contacts didn’t have enough pull to score me a ticket, which was weird because they monitored the pulse of this town and collectively knew everyone who’s anyone. If ever I needed to get into any event, party, or club, they were my preverbal ace up a sleeve. For a fee or a favor, they always came through for me. This was the first time none of them could deliver on a request.

			Because of that, I ended up resorting to something that I’ve never done before…I began begging. A simple online search netted two local for-profit corporations where Elizabeth Hathaway held positions on their board of directors. I left several pleading messages letting her know, in so many words, I was seeking an exclusive invitation to interview her at her upcoming event, hoping she would understand the meaning within the message. But four unanswered weeks had gone by, and my hopes for attending this year’s ball had all but faded.

			I broke the wax seal and pulled out the card within. On the same style of black linen paper, written in the same metallic gold script, was a simple message.

			You are cordially invited to attend the sixth annual Decadence Masquerade Ball. Clothing style and choice is up to your discretion, but in true masquerade fashion, masks must be worn the entire time you are in attendance.

			Below that was an address, a QR code, a date and time, and a final notation in small print that stated for the privacy of the guests, phones and cameras were strictly forbidden inside the event.

			Wait…back up.

			I glanced at Michelle and handed her the card. “This is for tonight.” I activated my phone. “In two hours.”

			“Two hours? Have you finished your article?”

			“I was just wrapping it up when you interrupted my creative flow.” Which obviously wasn’t true. I was still about five hundred words shy of finishing a thousand-word story on the opening night party at the newest members-only club, nestled on the top floor of one of the Strip casinos. I was there until three this morning, and because of that, an article that I could normally crank out in about two hours was taking all day to write. Falling asleep, drooling on my keyboard, and staring at a water stain pretty much rounded out the list of things I’d accomplished in the past eight hours. I sighed. Guess the times when I could pull an all-nighter and still work a fully productive day were gone. At thirty-eight, I feared I was becoming a washed-up partygoer, which if true, would definitely put a damper on a job that required covering events at venues known for catering to the party till you drop kind of crowds.

			I should have called in sick and slept the day away, but Michelle insisted we turn in a story the day after the event so we could ride on the coattails of the buzz, hence the name of the website. She always said What’s Buzzin’ was the reader’s ticket into an opening night or exclusive event that they would otherwise never have access to. And because we gave the reader the good, the bad, and the bizarre of everything we covered, within twenty-four hours of the event, our fan base was over a million followers strong and growing.

			“Oh, is that what you were doing?” Michelle snorted.

			“Yes, that’s what I was doing, and don’t be judgy,” I shot back, feeling defensive at her tone. “It just so happens I was looking for inspiration for the closing paragraph when you waltzed in here.” When cornered with the truth of my incompetence, I will admit there are a few times when I default to lying. Not wanting a work-related lecture from my boss was at the top of that list.

			“Okay, send what you have over to Todd, and I’ll have him finish it up for you.” She stabbed a finger at me. “You need to get to that ball.”

			“Todd?” I choked on the name of my nemesis. The just-out-of-college kid who recently wooed one of my contacts into putting his name on the opening night list for the latest Cirque Du Soleil show instead of mine. Then he had the audacity to write an article that was viewed and shared over a thousand times more than any piece I’ve ever written. “Todd,” I repeated with maximum disgust as though his name was laced with poison.

			“Yes, Todd. He’s a fast writer and he can crank it out. I need that article posted by end of day.”

			“But this is my story. I had to pull several strings and promise to take someone who I’m not particularly fond of out to dinner for payback, just to get my name on the opening night guest list.”

			“Well then, I’ll make sure your name’s first in the byline.”

			“You do realize you’re killing me with those words.” I cupped my hands over my heart and bent forward in mock agony.

			Michelle chuckled. “Okay, okay. Let me talk to Todd and I’ll let him know that he won’t be sharing the byline on this one. This’ll come in as a favor.”

			“I refuse to be beholden to that creature,” I scoffed.

			“That creature is what’s going to get you off the hook and out of here so you can attend one of Vegas’s most talked about and secretive parties. You do realize there’s never been an article written or picture posted of that event. Your story alone will put you and this website on the map, and if you can score an exclusive interview with Elizabeth Hathaway tonight, you will probably be invited to every event in this town from here on out. Without ever having to call in another favor.”

			Okay, of all the foreplay words Michelle could have used to get me off, those were the ones. I thought of myself as a damn good reporter and had high hopes of one day graduating from What’s Buzzin’ and writing for a major entertainment conglomerate in Hollywood. “Hmm, since you put it like that, I must say that I am suddenly feeling a fondness toward Todd,” I said and paused for effect. “Okay, deal, I’ll send him over what I have so far, with notes, and he can finish it off.”

			“Good, now get out of here. I want your story on this ball turned in by end of day tomorrow. In fact, sooner than that, if possible. We could increase our readership by twenty percent with a featured article about what goes on at that party. Now go, get outta here while I fill Todd in.” Michelle turned to leave. “And get me that exclusive,” she called over her shoulder as she left.

			I sent Todd my file, and it pained me to type the words Thank you, I owe you one in the email. As soon as I hit send, I picked up the invitation and wondered again who sent it. Whoever it was, I owed them big time. I tossed the card and my laptop in my backpack, shrugged it on my shoulder, and jogged for the elevator. An intern whose name I couldn’t remember called out and wished me a nice evening. And as I returned his sentiment, I inwardly smiled and thought, if you only knew.

			I hit the well-worn button to summon the elevator, and seconds later, I pushed my body into the packed container of people who grumbled a bit as they made their coveted personal space a little smaller to accommodate me and my bulging backpack. I settled into a designated spot, whipped out the phone from my back pocket, and became one of the silent herd as I stared at the device. Three floors later, I had my key fob in hand as I sprinted across the lobby to the parking lot.

			I incessantly pressed the device until the orange lights on my black Jeep blinked twice to let me know it had unlocked the doors and was awaiting my next command. I tossed my backpack on the passenger seat and hit the ignition button. Within minutes, I merged with the rush-hour traffic and headed south on the freeway.

			“Siri, call Severely Sexy Sandy.” I announced the name my best friend had changed in my contacts list one drunken night. “It suits me better, don’t you think?” She had giggled as she handed the phone back to me. “Actually,” I’d told her, “it does.”

			“Hey, girl,” Sandy chirped on the second ring.

			“Hey, Sandy, I have a huge favor to ask,” I said as I slowed to half the maximum allowed speed because rush hour was definitely not rushing.

			“Sure, what’s up?”

			“You’ll never guess what I got today,” I said in a singsong way.

			“A puppy!” I could hear the hopeful happiness oozing from her voice.

			I chuckled. It’s true, I had been doing a lot of whining lately about wanting another dog. It had been almost a year since Henry, my terrier mutt companion of sixteen years, passed away, and Sandy was by my side as I said my final good-bye through buckets of tears. “I wish, but nope. I scored an invitation to the Decadence Masquerade Ball.”

			“Shut. The. Fuck. Up. You did not.”

			“Oh, yeah I did.” I smirked as a car darted into the small void in front of me, cutting me off. I hit my brakes, honked, and in return got flipped off.

			“How’d you pull that one off?” Sandy’s voice softened my momentary irritation and brought my mind back to more pleasant thoughts.

			“Some anonymous kindhearted soul sent me an invitation.”

			“That’s mysteriously exciting.”

			“I know, right? But the deal is…the ball’s tonight.” I glanced at the digital clock on my dash. “In an hour and twenty-three minutes, to be precise, and I’d like to have my ass there when it starts. So, I was wondering if I could swing by and borrow one of your fabulous masks?” Sandy had once worked in the costume department for both Mystere and Jubilee, and she had several outfits from the shows tucked away in her closet. Every year for Halloween we dusted a couple off and hit some of the popular parties on the Strip, looking sexy and fabulous if I do say so myself.

			“Oh, my God, I have the perfect one for you,” she squealed.

			“Great, I’ll be there in about twenty minutes. And thanks, Sandy, I owe you one.”

			“I want lunch at Bernie’s and a full description of everything you see and do tonight. And I mean complete and detailed. No dancing around the juicy stuff.”

			I chuckled. “Well, don’t you have a kinky little voyeur side that I never knew about…and deal.” I had no intention of participating in the sexual side of tonight’s party. I was going as a reporter, on official business, with one goal in mind. Which meant the only way I wanted to score tonight was with an exclusive interview with Elizabeth Hathaway. Without it, the article wouldn’t get the attention I needed to hopefully elevate me to the next level of my career.

			“Okay, see you in twenty,” Sandy said as we signed off.

			I let out a long breath and tilted my head from side to side to release the anxiety. If the traffic continued moving at the current pace, it would make getting to the ball on time a bit tight. After Sandy’s, I still needed to head home, shower, and change. I loosened my grip on the steering wheel, told Siri what music to play, settled deeper into my seat, and hoped the traffic gods would work some of their magic and ease the swelling sea of cars.

			By the time I made it across town to Sandy’s house, my twenty-minute guesstimate had taken closer to forty-five. A few big-ticket events that were slated for this weekend meant the city was busier than usual, so the ebb and flow of traffic was more like a continuous ebb.

			I screeched into Sandy’s driveway, threw the Jeep in park, and bolted out of the vehicle. Her door was unlocked, and she was standing in the middle of her living room, waiting for me with the most spectacular peacock feathered mask I had ever seen dangling from her fingers.

			“Holy shit, Sandy, it’s beautiful,” I said as I shuffled over to her. The iridescent blue and green plumage glistened as she displayed the mask in all its glory.

			“I know. You are totally getting laid with this on tonight.” She handed me the mask. “Try it on. I have another that’s a bit smaller if this one doesn’t fit.”

			I pressed the soft fabric against my face as I pulled the
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