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			For Jared, the bestest best friend of all the best friends in the history of friendships and, more importantly, the love of my life. Thank you for being with me every step of the way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Today was my sister’s birthday, and I was praying that this year, by some miracle, my mother would forget. She hadn’t said anything this morning when I was pouring my cereal—no mention of watching Rose’s favorite movies or going to Vine & Dine for dinner like she usually insisted—and I took that as a sign my prayers had been answered.

			They hadn’t.

			Instead, when I got home from volunteering, there was a red velvet cupcake sitting on the table alongside a card Rose would never read. I’m not a religious person, so it made sense that my request to whoever was up above had gone unanswered, but I still grumbled to myself as I dumped my bag on the nearest chair.

			I took a deep breath. “MOM!”

			It was quiet for a moment, but then I heard a drawer slam in her small bedroom off the kitchen. Two seconds later, the door swung open.

			“Hi, honey!” Mom had a towel wrapped around her blond hair, and she was wearing a facial mask and the bathrobe I got her for Christmas two years ago. She hobbled into the room, and that’s when I spotted the foam toe separators. My eyebrows went up. Mom only painted her nails for date nights with her boyfriend, Dave.

			Okay, maybe this birthday situation isn’t as bad as I originally thought.

			“How was the diner? Make lots of tips?”

			“Mom, I gave up my shift this weekend. I told you that yesterday.” Saturdays and Sundays were my best tip days, so she must have been thinking a lot about Rose if she’d tuned out our conversation. Or she was excited for wherever Dave was taking her. Hopefully the latter. “The Children’s Cancer Alliance has a huge charity event tonight, remember? I helped with the setup this morning.”

			“I don’t understand why you’re wasting time working for free,” she said. “You need cash, not good karma.” Her bottom lip caught between her teeth in a way that said I was making a monumental mistake. She was always concerned when it came to money. An unknown relative could will her a massive fortune, she could win the freaking lottery, and she would still be counting pennies. Of course, after Dad left her with nothing, I couldn’t blame her.

			“If I want to earn a scholarship, then I need volunteer hours on my college application,” I said, my voice tight. There was a rigid feeling in my jaw, and I made a conscious effort to unclench it and not snap at her. We’d gone over this a thousand times before, but she had yet to see how sacrificing a few hours at the diner now would benefit me down the road.

			For the past four years, my heart had been set on attending Stanford. But Mom could hardly keep up with the bills at home, so I knew I’d have to scrape together the money for college on my own. That meant I needed scholarships—lots of them. What better way to beef up my applications than by volunteering for a charity? Mom thought I could pay for my schooling by working at the diner, but no number of shifts would cover the hefty forty-five grand per year that I’d owe, not including housing.

			Whenever we argued about tuition costs, Mom would bring up the educational trust funds she and my dad had set up for us before the split. One for Rose, and one for me. She acted like mine would solve all my problems, but there was only enough money to get through a single semester of school, not the eight it would take to graduate. It wasn’t that I was ungrateful, but if I was responsible for financing my education, I had to look at the bigger picture. Because I definitely didn’t want to spend the rest of my life buried in student debt.

			You didn’t call her out here to fight about money, I reminded myself. School—more specifically how I was going to pay for it—was a frequent argument between us, so it was no surprise that I’d been easily sidetracked.

			“But I still think—”

			“What’s with the cupcake?” I asked, changing the subject.

			“Felicity, not this again.” Mom crossed her arms and looked at me with narrowed eyes. The green face mask made her attempt at Stern Mom amusing. She’d never been good at disciplining Rose and me growing up, not that I needed a firm hand. I was what she called the perfect kid, all smiles and obedience. Rose was the opposite, a rebellious wild child who could tear through a room like Taz from Looney Tunes, leaving behind a wake of toys and juice stains.

			When we got older, things didn’t change. I followed the house rules, while Teenage Rose would steamroll Mom with one sassy comeback, then sneak out of the house to hook up in the backseat of her boyfriend-of-the-moment’s car—on a weeknight, no less.

			“Just because you refuse to celebrate doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t,” she said.

			“Someone has to be present to celebrate their birthday.” This particular conversation always had a way of exhausting me, as if each word zapped away my energy. For a moment, I allowed myself to remember the last time I was actually excited for July 23. How the night before I’d painstakingly wrapped Rose’s gift—a scrapbook of us I’d spent months making—and placed it alongside my mom’s present on the kitchen table, chest swelling with pride. Then there was the cold, nauseous feeling of finding her bed empty the next morning. “Rose is gone, Mom. It’s been four years.”

			My mom’s face dropped.

			She looked so heartbroken that I felt like a mother who needed to console her hurting child, as if the roles between us were reversed. But then I glanced at the cupcake again. It was one of those expensive-looking ones—complete with a mound of swirled frosting and red sprinkles—that could only be ordered at the fancy upscale bakery across the street from where Mom worked. The stupid thing probably cost her more than five dollars, and tomorrow, when nobody had eaten it, the cupcake would be tossed in the trash.

			“Felicity,” she started, blinking her eyes to blot out oncoming tears.

			“Please don’t,” I said, holding up a hand. I should have known mentioning the damn cupcake was a bad idea. Mom liked to mourn Rose as if she’d died, but I wouldn’t grieve for someone who’d abandoned me. “Forget I brought it up, okay?”

			The look on Mom’s face changed. She stared at me as if I had betrayed our family. But I wasn’t the one who’d decided she didn’t need us anymore. I wasn’t the one who ran away and disappeared forever.

			“Asha is picking me up at four,” I finally said, breaking our stiff silence. “I have to get ready.”

			I could feel my mom’s gaze as I retreated, so I threw my shoulders back and pretended everything was fine. In reality, my eyelids were hot and my chest was heavy, but I waited until my door was closed before collapsing on my bed and allowing myself to cry.

			• • •

			Later that evening, after I covered my blotchiness and puffy eyes with a layer of foundation, there was no trace of my breakdown. Getting out of the house helped too. There was something colorful and lively about West Hollywood that helped me forget how much I hated my sister’s birthday or, as I referred to it, Desertion Day.

			“This is beyond pointless,” Asha said. She was leaning against the coat check counter, chin propped in her hand. When she let out a disgruntled sigh, her bangs puffed up like a feather caught in an updraft. “We’re wasting our time.”

			By this point in our friendship, I’d learned to ignore my best friend’s constant grumbling. Complaining was something of a hobby for Asha, a way to pass time when she was bored. Still, I cocked my head in question.

			How could she not be excited?

			Even after the fight I had with Mom earlier, I was buzzing with anticipation. Tonight was the biggest fund-raiser of the season—the Children’s Cancer Alliance masquerade ball. The most affluent of California would be in attendance, from CEOs to Hollywood stars. There was even a rumor that Beyoncé would be making an appearance, and while I doubted anyone as A-list as she would show up, there would still be a few celebrities in attendance.

			For the past month, Asha and I had been working as interns at the CCA. Most of our time was spent calling donors, writing newsletters, and running errands, but today we were in charge of manning the coat check. Our shift was ending soon, and after so many hours spent preparing for this event, I was dying to put on a mask and join the party.

			“Nobody is wearing a jacket,” Asha continued. “It’s disgusting outside.”

			She had me there. Los Angeles was in the midst of a heat wave, and this morning while I was scarfing down a bowl of Wheaties, the Channel 7 weatherman had reported that the city was experiencing some of the highest recorded temperatures since the nineties. As a result, coat check duty was, as Asha had said, pointless. Not that I minded. The coatroom adjoined the lobby, so if I leaned far enough to the left and craned my neck, I could watch guests arrive off the red carpet. I’d planned to use the downtime to study, but my ACT prep book lay forgotten on the counter in front of me.

			“Lighten up, will you?” I said. “This is supposed to be fun.”

			“Fun?” Asha gestured to the empty room around us. “You have a pretty screwed-up concept of the word.”

			Before I could respond, there was a flutter of movement on the edge of my vision—another guest! I reeled around fast enough to put a kink in my neck, but I only managed to see a flash of tuxedo and blond hair. Judging by the growing commotion, whoever had arrived was important, but there were too many people blocking my line of sight to see who. Just as I was about to turn back to Asha, a tall woman with a pixie cut stepped out from the crowd and made her way in our direction. Even with her mask on, I immediately recognized her as Sandra Hogan, our boss.

			“Look,” I said, nodding toward her. “Maybe Sandra is cutting us loose early. We could catch the tail end of cocktail hour!” A half grin spread on my lips, but I contained the smile before my excitement grew out of control. There was no guarantee that Sandra would let us attend the ball after our shift.

			Using a single finger, Asha twirled her phone in circles on the countertop. “You say that like you plan on staying.”

			My head jerked up. “Don’t you?”

			“Definitely not,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “As soon as we’re done, I’m heading home.”

			“Aw, come on,” I complained, my gaze still focused on our boss. Sandra paused in the lobby to talk to one of the guests, and my shoulders slumped. Maybe we weren’t being let off early after all. Still, I said, “You can’t leave early. You’re my ride.”

			“Sorry, Felicity.” Asha shrugged halfheartedly. “I have a date with my computer. We’re going to spend a long, romantic evening on Tumblr.”

			That was no surprise. Asha had been obsessed with Tumblr ever since her fandom blog about Immortal Nights, the hit TV show, went viral. Nowadays, she spent more of her free time creating memes and reblogging GIFs of the actors than interacting with actual people. In fact, that was why she was volunteering for the CCA. Asha’s mom had gotten so fed up with her daughter’s antisocial behavior that she made her get a summer job. Not wanting to work the local Dairy Dream drive-through or sort shoes at the bowling alley, Asha opted to volunteer with me. And as long as it got her out of the house, Mrs. Van de Berg didn’t care what Asha did.

			“Seriously?” I asked. “Don’t you want to see how the party turns out?”

			Asha scoffed. “I have no intention of spending my night with a bunch of stuffy socialites.”

			“But it’s a masquerade ball.” Beautiful people, gorgeous dresses, music, and dancing—what wasn’t to love?

			“And?” Asha said, snatching her phone. She pressed a few buttons and set it back down. Three seconds later, a soft melody started playing. The music wasn’t loud—we’d get in trouble if we disturbed the cocktail reception—but there was just enough volume for me to recognize the opening lyrics of “Astrophil,” the latest hit from the world-famous boy band the Heartbreakers. If there was one thing that Asha was more obsessed with than Immortal Nights or Tumblr, it was them.

			After listening to the first few verses, I sighed and answered her question. “And the event’s going to be glamorous, obviously.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Yes, and I’m the epitome of glamour.”

			Okay, maybe my best friend wasn’t known for being fashionable. Her normal school attire consisted of yoga pants and T-shirts. And since all the CCA volunteers were required to meet the black-tie dress code, she’d spent three days panicking about what to wear. In the end, she decided on her mother’s traditional silk sari, which looked a whole lot better than the getup I’d thrown together.

			While I loved wearing dresses, my closet was filled with floral-patterned cotton ensembles that I bought at thrift shops, not ball gowns. I didn’t own any formal wear, not even a prom dress. Last semester when I went to the dance, I borrowed my next-door neighbor’s in order to save money.

			So yesterday morning when I still didn’t have an outfit for the fund-raiser, I took the bus to the mall and tore through the sales rack at Macy’s. I managed to find a pink, floor-length A-line that didn’t clash with my red hair and only had a few ruffles. The price was under a hundred bucks, but I had to dip into the money I’d been saving for college to purchase it. And that meant passing on a new pair of heels and cramming my feet into the pumps I wore for eighth-grade graduation.

			“We’re already dressed up,” I said. “Besides, aren’t you the least bit curious to see if anyone exciting comes? What if Gabe Grant shows up?”

			That got Asha’s attention.

			“He won’t show,” she said, but from the look in her eyes, I knew she was second-guessing her decision to leave. Gabe Grant, Asha’s biggest celebrity crush, played the sexy werewolf warrior Luca on Immortal Nights. She only had about fifty shirtless posters of him taped to her bedroom walls.

			“You never know,” I singsonged, wiggling my eyebrows suggestively. “How upset would you be if you went home and he ended up coming?” Asha pursed her lips in consideration, so I ambushed her with my best pout. “Please?”

			“Okay, okay. You win,” she said. “But we’re only staying for a little bit. Long enough to survey the ballroom and see who’s here. Then we’re gone.” She turned away. And her avoiding eye contact was the only hint I needed to figure out she wasn’t staying because of Gabe.

			Asha knew that today was Desertion Day and, more importantly, how much I hated it. That she would stay to keep my mind off Rose made me want to cry, but in a good way, because let’s face it: the chance of Gabe Grant coming to the ball was nonexistent. This was something she was doing solely for me. More girls seriously needed BFFs of Asha’s standards.

			“Yes!” I kissed her on the cheek. “Have I mentioned lately that you’re the bestest best friend of all the best friends in the history of friendships?”

			“Keep laying it on. You owe me.”

			“How’s it going back here, ladies?” Sandra asked, and I jumped at the sound of her voice. Somehow, in the midst of our conversation, she’d made her way over without me noticing.

			“Fabulous.” Asha’s voice was drenched in sarcasm. “We’ve checked a grand total of zero coats, but we did point a few people in the direction of the bathroom.”

			Sandra laughed, pulling up her mask so we could see her properly. “Well, since most of our guests have arrived and nothing has been checked, you’re both free to go home.”

			“Miss Hogan?” I said, and Sandra turned her intimidating gaze on me. “I was wondering if… I mean, you mentioned that we might be allowed to stay?”

			“I’m glad you’re so eager to help out, Felicity,” she said, “but there isn’t anything else for you to do.”

			My smile faltered. “Actually, I meant to stay and enjoy the ball.”

			Pretty please, I silently begged.

			Sandra gave me a hard look as she considered my words. “Yes, I suppose,” she finally said, “but you’re required to wear a mask, and I can’t give away any of CCA’s for free. You’ll have to purchase one.”

			“Don’t worry. I have that covered.” I grabbed my canvas messenger bag from underneath the counter. “I made these last night,” I said, pulling out two handmade masks for her to examine. “You know, in case you decided to let us stay.”

			After the mall yesterday, I’d gone to Craft Corner. By using coupons and shopping out of the bargain bins at the back of the store, I was able to get all the supplies I needed at a relatively low cost. The masks the CCA had ordered for the ball were all different animals—from peacocks and swans to tigers and lions—so I made sure the ones I constructed were as well. For Asha, I’d created a blue jay with an array of white and cobalt feathers that I knew would match her eyes perfectly. My own was a butterfly, made with a dusting of pink glitter and fake jewels.

			“I should say no since everyone else is wearing our masks,” Sandra said, picking up one of my designs. “But these are simply stunning.”

			I beamed. “So we can wear them?”

			She nodded slowly. “Yes, I suppose so.”

			“Heck yeah,” I said, not believing my luck. “Thank you so much, Miss Hogan. This means the world to me.”

			Sandra was already walking back toward the lobby, waving a hand over her head without looking back. “Have fun, ladies.”

			I had every intention to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The ballroom was glittering. Five massive crystal chandeliers lit the space, their warm glow reflecting in the arched floor-to-ceiling mirrors that ran the length of the room. Music swept down from the mezzanine where an orchestra was playing, and the melody carried beautiful couples across the dance floor.

			The amount of wealth packed into the room was staggering. When I first arrived, I saw a woman wearing a necklace that was set with an emerald the size of my fist. No joke. I felt out of place in my department store dress and fake jewels.

			“Where the hell are you, Asha?” I muttered to myself as I glanced down at my wrist. But my watch wasn’t there. I’d taken it off before the ball, replacing my favorite accessory with a sparkling pink bracelet I’d made to match my mask. Yesterday, I was proud of the jewelry I designed for tonight, but after seeing some of the pieces the guests were wearing, the faux crystals around my wrist didn’t seem so special anymore.

			Sighing, I turned back to the crowd. Asha had disappeared what felt like ages ago. She’d gone to order sodas from the bar since we couldn’t have any of the champagne being passed around by the waitstaff, and I was starting to feel awkward standing by myself. Besides her, I didn’t know anyone here except for the CCA staff members, but they were all too busy entertaining important guests to keep me company.

			In Asha’s absence, I’d claimed a deserted high-top cocktail table that was set beneath the balcony. My spot was out of the way, perfect for people watching. A sweet-looking elderly couple at the edge of the dance floor were moving slowly to their own tempo, and I easily spotted Ronald Gibbins, the CCA’s executive director, who was wearing a ridiculous top hat. I continued to scan the crowd, hoping to catch sight of a celebrity, but it was hard to recognize anyone with all the masks.

			That’s when I noticed him.

			Unlike most of the colorful and ornately designed masks guests had donned at the beginning of the night, he’d chosen a simple but sleek black wolf that made his gray eyes pop. Even though he was standing a few yards away, I could see their startling shade as he stared at me without reservation.

			He looked younger than most of the attendees. Maybe he was the son of a successful businessman or movie director? It was difficult to gauge how old he was with the upper half of his face covered. Eighteen or nineteen, if I had to guess. Possibly early twenties.

			The only thing I knew for sure was that he was beautiful. Not hot like Eddie Marks, the captain of the soccer team who I’d had a crush on since middle school. Eddie knew how all the girls looked at him and used it to his advantage. This boy, whoever he was, didn’t do that. I don’t know how I knew this—maybe it was the way he held himself, tall but not cocky, or the look in his eyes, lonely yet hopeful—but I could tell he wasn’t like the Eddies of the world.

			We’d never met before, and yet…there was something about him I couldn’t put my finger on. Just holding his gaze made me feel like all my insides had been sucked out, and after two more seconds of direct eye contact, I focused my attention on the floor.

			Wanting to look busy, I pulled out my phone to see if Asha had texted me. Maybe Gabe Grant was here, and she was off flirting in some dark corner of the room with him. But when I checked, there were no new texts from anyone. I clicked on Asha’s name and sent a quick message.

			Felicity: You kidnapped or something?

			I tucked my phone away and glanced up, hoping to see her heading toward me with two sodas in hand and a grin on her face. She wasn’t, so I risked peeking at the guy with the piercing eyes. He’d turned back to the people standing around him: a tall man with a streak of silver in his dark hair, but the same gray eyes as the boy; a woman in a green, skintight dress that reminded me of alligator skin; and Judy Perkins, a CCA board member. Wolf Boy was listening to the conversation politely, but never once opened his mouth to comment while I was watching.

			After a few more minutes of drumming my fingers on the cocktail table, there was still no sign of Asha. Even the boy, who I’d taken to glancing at occasionally, had vanished, swallowed by the ebb and flow of the crowd. If I didn’t go look for Asha now, I would spend the rest of my night standing alone and looking foolish, so I snatched my clutch from the table and stepped out of the shadows.

			A massive bar had been assembled on the opposite side of the room—which I knew because I’d helped set it up—and I made my way in its general direction, weaving in and out of clusters of people. I picked up snippets of conversations and laughter as I passed, and submerging myself in the party helped to ease my discomfort.

			It took me a couple of minutes to cross the expansive ballroom, and as I caught sight of the glossy wooden counter of the bar, I thought I heard a familiar voice calling my name. Standing on my tiptoes, I scanned the room, hoping to spot the bright blue of Asha’s sari. When I didn’t, I pursed my lips and spun back around. At that exact moment, someone slammed into my side. I wobbled on my heels, and the half second before I lost my balance seemed to stretch endlessly as my chest fluttered in panic. But before I could tumble over, a strong hand steadied me.

			“Thank you—” I started, but then I looked up at my rescuer and froze. Standing before me was the guy in the wolf mask. He was even more gorgeous up close. He said something to me, but I was too stunned to process what.

			When I didn’t answer, he tilted his head. “Miss?”

			I blinked. “Huh?”

			“Should I ask the waitstaff for a rag and club soda?” He spoke in a quiet tone, like he didn’t want anyone to hear him, but his voice was deep. A smooth, sexy deep.

			“Why?”

			He pointed to my dress. A brown liquid had spilled down the front, staining the pink fabric, and that was when I noticed the empty glass in his free hand.

			“Shit!” I exclaimed, brushing away a few melting chunks of ice. The brown stain remained. “Shit, shit, shit!”

			“I can pay for the dry cleaning if you—”

			“No,” I snapped, pulling my arm away from him.

			I spun around and dove back into the crowd. The closest bathroom was under the mezzanine, and I rushed across the ballroom in half the time it took me before, not caring whether I bumped into people in my mad rush. Barreling into the ladies’ room as fast as my heels allowed, I beelined for the sink. After cranking on the faucet, I ripped paper towels from the nearby dispenser.

			“Please come out, please come out,” I chanted desperately as I dabbed the stain. Some of the dark splotch lifted, but the fabric remained discolored. “Dammit!”

			I chucked the useless wet paper in the trash and leaned against the sink, sucking in deep breaths to calm myself. Never in my life had I been so upset about something as silly as a ruined outfit. I wasn’t a materialistic person. I couldn’t afford to be. My family had never been filthy rich, but as a partner at a law firm, my dad made enough money for us to live comfortably. Not that I remembered that. Dad deserted us before I started first grade.

			Mom maintained her lifestyle as an Orange County housewife for as long as possible, but the prenup she signed didn’t leave her with much. By the time I was nine, all the money was gone, and she began selling off our things—the speedboat Dad left behind, some of her more expensive jewelry, the foosball table and flat screen from the basement—in order to keep the more important status symbols, like the house and her BMW. But eventually, those things went too.

			It was my first year of middle school when my mom finally accepted that our lives had to change. She, Rose, and I were watching Legally Blonde (my all-time favorite movie) late one night. Just when Elle was about to get her courtroom victory, the power went out. But it wasn’t because of a storm. The electric company had pulled the plug since Mom wasn’t paying the bills. I had to give her credit; she put on a brave face. After the shock of the sudden darkness wore off, she dug out enough candles from the garage to light the living room.

			For me, the night was a fun adventure. I got to camp out on the floor in a sleeping bag with my family. I didn’t realize how bad the situation was until I woke to my mom crying. They were silent sobs, but I could still hear her hitched breathing and occasional hiccup. When I softly called her name and asked what was wrong, she pretended to be asleep. The next day she put the house on the market and started looking for a job.

			With a sigh, I returned my attention to the dress. To say I had buyer’s remorse was an understatement. I couldn’t stop thinking about how much I’d blown on a piece of clothing I’d wear once, especially since I needed every penny for school…so I’d done something kind of awful. When I got dressed for the ball, I’d left on the price tag.

			But now I’d never be able to return it. There was a huge wet patch down my torso, and trying to blot out the soda only made a bigger mess. I felt my eyes start to water.

			Are you seriously going to cry over a dress? I scolded myself. Get your shit together, Felicity!

			I yanked up my mask and swatted away the tears in my eyes. I knew saving for college would be difficult. And if I was being honest with myself, the stain was probably for the best. I’d tried to convince myself that returning the dress wouldn’t hurt anyone, but I could feel the price tag hanging between my shoulder blades, a constant reminder of my dishonesty.

			Shaking out my hair, I squared my shoulders. I was desperate for some fresh air, so I pulled my mask back in place, left the bathroom, and headed toward the set of double doors at the back of the ballroom. One was propped open, and light poured out onto a terrace like a pool of golden water. As soon as I stepped outside, I sucked in a lungful of hot air. Between when I arrived at work and now, the sun had set, but the scorching heat of the day still clung to the night with perseverance.

			Taking another deep breath, I walked over to the stone railing, and as I did, the commotion and music of the ball faded into a soft buzz behind me. The terrace overlooked an expansive garden. The only way to describe it was magical, like out of a fairy tale, and I imagined pixies sparkling against the dark backdrop of the night.

			Two sweeping staircases led down to a huge circular fountain, and the cobblestone pathway surrounding it disappeared into a maze of tall greenery. Rows of rosebushes were adorned with white lights, and lanterns in soft pastels hung from every nearby tree branch. While I took in the beautiful scene, it occurred to me how much time and effort the decor must have taken, and what a shame it was that I was the only person outside to appreciate it. The CCA had planned for the party to overflow onto the terrace, but with the weather, no one seemed willing to leave the air-conditioning.

			I sat on the top step of the closest staircase, propped my chin in my hands, and heaved a long sigh. This was so not how I thought my night would go. Did I expect to be swept off my feet like Cinderella? No, but damn, that girl had everything: a beautiful gown free of charge, an evening of laughter and dancing, and a handsome prince to save her from reality. Was it too much to ask for one of those things? One stress-free night when I could enjoy myself? When I didn’t have to worry about money or work or my future? After the soda-spilling-on-my-dress-and-me-flipping-out incident, stress-free was not the best description of my masquerade experience.

			I wove my hands in my hair. It had taken more than an hour to straighten every strand, and after being outside for less than five minutes, I could already feel the waves of my curls taking form. But now, I was beyond caring. The only thing that would make up for my terrible luck was if Asha was having a good time, hopefully with Gabe Grant.

			The thought made me smile.

			• • •

			I don’t know how long I was outside, but at some point I wandered down to the fountain. It was even more beautiful upon inspection. The bottom was tiled with colorful glass, giving it the appearance of a waterlogged kaleidoscope. I stepped up onto the smooth concrete base. As I walked the circle, I hummed the Heartbreakers’ song Asha had gotten stuck in my head.

			“Miss?”

			The sound of his voice startled me, and I had to flap my arms to keep from tumbling headfirst into the water. I regained my balance, but my heart was thumping. I pressed a hand to my chest and took a seat before I actually fell in.

			I knew it was that boy again without having to look. When I turned to him, I had to crane my neck to see his masked face. Holy mother, he was tall! Not like my friend Boomer, but still… I hadn’t realized this when we crashed into each other on the dance floor. I’d been too distracted by my soaked dress to make a height comparison. As if sensing this, he took a few steps back so he was no longer looming over me.

			“Were you trying to sneak up on me?” I asked, my pulse still thundering in my ears. “Because mission accomplished.”

			“Sorry,” he said, his face neutral. “I wanted to see if you were all right.”

			“Yeah, I’m fine.”

			Okay, I wasn’t fine. Not bad necessarily, but after my unexpected surge of emotions, I felt disheveled, burned out. Like a battery that had been completely sucked of its juice. My excitement for the ball had already faded, but I wasn’t ready to leave yet. Not when I’d be going home to a dark house. There was no way I’d admit this to a total stranger though, even if he was hot in a mysterious way.

			He must have known I wasn’t being completely sincere, because when I glanced back up, he was studying my face, eyes narrowed in concentration. It felt like an hour passed before he finally spoke.

			“Is your dress okay?”

			My face got hot. “It’ll be fine. Nothing a trip to the dry cleaner can’t fix.”

			“I’m sorry for spilling on you,” he said for the second time. “I got that club soda and rag if you need them.” He held out the two items as a peace offering.

			“You didn’t need to do that,” I said, barely able to meet his gaze. My face was burning, and I prayed that the lack of light would hide the color of my cheeks. Unlike Mom and Rose, who always had golden California tans, I inherited my grandmother’s Irish genes. Not only could my pale, pasty skin sunburn on a cloudy day, but when I was embarrassed, I turned as red as a stop sign.

			The boy was still holding out the bottle and cloth, but I was too nervous to reach out and take them. Three long seconds passed. Finally, he strode forward and set them down beside me. Then he stood there, hands stuffed in his pockets, and I couldn’t tell if he wanted me to invite him to sit down or give him an excuse to leave. I was too distracted to do either. My thoughts kept returning to the moment of the spill, and with each detailed replay inside my head, my stomach tightened. I had been a total spaz. A bitch even.

			“I feel like such an idiot,” I confessed, hiding my face in my hands. “I’m sorry for freaking out on you like that. You must think I’m some high-maintenance Barbie.”

			The boy took my apology as a sign to join me. He sat and pulled something from his pocket: a phone and earbuds. “Your hair isn’t blond,” he responded. I stared at him, confused by the sudden and strange change of topic, so he clarified: “Like Barbie’s.”

			Oh. He was making a joke. Sheesh, it was impossible to tell with that serious tone and straight-faced demeanor of his. “Right,” I said. “Not like yours.”

			He was towheaded, a blond so light it resembled sunlight reflecting off a fresh bed of snow. And it was styled perfectly, bangs swept up out of his eyes. I almost laughed. He was the Ken to my Barbie. Instead of replying, he reached up and self-consciously touched his hair, checking to make sure every slicked-back strand was in place. When he finished, he fixed his eyes on me again. I waited for him to say something, anything, but he seemed content with the silence.

			I, however, was not.

			“I’m Felicity Lyon, by the way.” Lee-OWN, like the French city.

			I had hoped to keep the conversation going, but for some odd reason, he flinched and looked away. 

			Okay, weird. Was he too shy to talk to me, or did he not want to tell me his name?

			“Never mind,” I said. “Pretend I never said anything.”

			After a few more moments, he draped his headphones around his neck and said, “I’m Aaron.” He didn’t give a last name, but I could work with that.

			“So Aaron,” I said and tried not to wrinkle my nose. Calling him Aaron felt wrong somehow, but maybe that was because I babysat a little boy named Aaron who enjoyed wearing his Halloween costume year-round and popping out of closets to scare people. “What are you doing here?” As soon as I said this, I realized it sounded like I was asking why he was sitting with me, and I quickly added, “At the ball, I mean.”

			“My dad was invited,” he said without giving a more detailed explanation. I was pretty sure he was frowning, though it was hard to tell because of his mask. I wanted to reach over and pull it off so I could see his face, but I folded my hands neatly in my lap.

			God, Felicity. Can you be anymore awkward?

			Apparently I could.

			“Is that the man with the dark hair you were talking to earlier?” I was trying to get him talking, and Aaron, who seemed to be the silent type, wasn’t much help. His lips twitched, and for a split second, I saw what I thought was a flicker of emotion on his face.

			“So you did see me.”

			Oh. My freaking. God.

			Embarrassment slammed into my chest like a well-aimed roundhouse kick. I resisted the urge to run back to the girls’ bathroom and hide. My question sounded completely stalkerish and creepy, but then it occurred to me that with his response, Aaron had admitted to noticing me too.

			“Well, yeah,” I confessed. I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. “It was kind of hard not to with the way you were staring.”

			My answer made him look away, like he felt shy about the situation too. As he did, he touched his headphones as if he was making sure they were still there. “When I first saw you standing there,” he said, “I thought you were someone else.”

			Of course, I thought. Here we go again. I knew what his answer would be, but I asked, “Really, who?”

			“Don’t laugh, but I thought you were Violet James. She’s the actress in—”

			He’d asked me not to, but I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I know who she is.”

			Violet James, a.k.a. vampire princess Lilliana LaCroix from Immortal Nights. The show was her first starring role, and ever since it aired, people insisted we could be twins. I didn’t see it. Violet had pale hair and light-brown, almost golden eyes, which was a stark contrast to my red mane and green ones. Yet, whenever I ventured into the touristy areas of LA, people would stop me on the street to ask for an autograph.

			It wasn’t that I hated being compared to Violet. After all, she was beyond gorgeous, but it always came up when I met someone new. It didn’t matter who the person was. I could be meeting the president of the United States or the Little Mermaid, and sooner or later they would point out the resemblance. In fact, I’d heard it so many times that I knew exactly how the conversation would go. Normally I was asked personal questions about Violet (as if looking like someone gave you the power to read their mind), when the next season would start (suddenly I had insider information?), and if I could do that Lilliana quote that everybody seemed to love. (No, I’m not quoting a sex scene!)

			But tonight something entirely different happened. Aaron went off script.

			“As soon as you glanced my way, I knew you weren’t her.” He said this like it was amusing.

			“Really? How’s that?”

			“When Violet looks at you, she has a way of making you feel minuscule even if you’re six feet tall.” Aaron spoke about Violet as if they knew each other, but he was quick to change the subject. “So you never said. What are you doing here tonight?”

			“Oh, I volunteer for the CCA.”

			For the first time since I met him, Aaron smiled. It was one of those slow half grins, and my lips tugged up in response. “Normally my dad has to drag me to these social events, but I have a friend who”—he hesitated, his smile disappearing—“has a close connection to the cause.”

			…meaning his friend has cancer. Or has a family member with cancer. Either way, it was terrible. My first thought was to offer some type of condolence, but I didn’t know anything about his friend’s situation, and Aaron clearly wasn’t willing to get into the details. The best thing I could do was be friendly and maybe try to wrangle another smile out of him.

			“Well, you’ll be happy to hear that my particular job is integral to the cause,” I said, splaying a hand against my chest. “I spent the earlier part of my evening working coat check.”

			This made him laugh. It wasn’t loud or long, but there was enough of a chuckle to make my heart flutter.

			“In this heat?” And as if to make a point, he unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket and tugged it off. After folding it neatly and setting it down between us, he reached for his bow tie. “Do you mind if I…?”

			“Nope.” I grinned and kicked off my heels. “Oh, thank God. These evil things remind me why I’m not fond of formal wear.” As fun as it was to get dressed up in a ball gown, the pain in my feet was far from glamorous.

			“Aside from your dress,” he said, and I couldn’t tell if he was teasing me or asking a question.

			Dammit, we’re back to this topic again?

			“I honestly don’t care about the stain.” I glanced down at the brown spot. Now that it was dry, it was much less noticeable. “It’s just…” I didn’t know how to explain my plan to return the dress without sounding horrible. Aaron didn’t prompt me further. He sat there, staring at me until I figured out what to say. “Okay, I’ll tell you why I flipped, but if I do, you’re going to think less of me.”

			Aaron looked me directly in the eye. “I highly doubt that.”

			“Wanna bet?” I asked, but I didn’t wait to hear his answer. “I left the price tag on.”

			He was quiet for a moment as he considered my words. “That makes you a bad person?”

			“Yeah, because I was going to wear it and return it. Look, I’ve never done something like that before, but all the volunteers had to dress up for the ball and I don’t own any formal dresses, and this was the least expensive one I could find, but tuition at Stanford is going to be ridiculous and—”

			Before I could finish, he held up a hand to cut off my rambling. “No. I don’t think you would have done that.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I’m an excellent judge of character,” he said, like it was a fact and not his own opinion.

			“How does that work? Wait, don’t tell me… Intuition? Spidey senses?”

			Aaron shook his head.

			“Then what?” I demanded. I needed to know how he understood something about me before I did, especially considering we’d just met. Because as soon as Aaron announced that I wouldn’t return the dress, I knew he was right. I didn’t have the guts to follow through.

			“Because,” he said matter-of-factly. “I’ve never seen anyone look as guilty as you do over something they haven’t actually done.”

			He stood and brushed off his pants, and I was positive he was ditching me—which, I realized, is probably a good thing, because our entire encounter thus far had been mortifying. But then he did something I didn’t expect. He sucked in a quick breath and held out his hand.

			“Would you like to go for a walk?” he asked, gesturing at the gardens.

			He seemed eager and cautious in the same instant, and it put every humiliating second from tonight out of my head. I glanced down at his outstretched fingers, and a slow smile worked its way onto my lips.

			Okay, cute guy. Why not?

			I put my hand in his and let him lead the way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The gardens were huge, much larger than I’d originally thought, and it would have been easy to get lost along the mazelike pathways. We wandered beyond the decorative lights and lanterns surrounding the fountain, but the glow of the ballroom perched on the hill behind us helped me keep my bearings.

			Aaron hadn’t said anything since his invitation. I spent the beginning of our walk trying to come up with conversation starters, but he was moving forward with a purpose, like he was deep in concentration, so I kept my lips pressed together. And the deeper we pushed into the greenery, the less I minded our lack of talk.

			At first, his hush made me feel like I had to say something, but the longer we walked, the more I noticed how confident Aaron was in his own silence. It occurred to me that he didn’t expect me to say anything, and the steel between my shoulders finally dissolved. Only then was I able to notice the more subtle things going on around me, like the way Aaron and I were walking close enough that our elbows occasionally bumped or how every few seconds he’d cast a sideways glance in my direction.

			Before long, the walkway opened up, and Aaron came to a stop where the rosebushes ended. We were standing at the edge of a small square, and in its center was a koi pond. Lily pads dotted the surface of the water, and a tiny moon bridge connected to the path on the other side.

			“It’s pretty,” I said, breaking the quiet between us. There was enough moonlight for me to see flashes of white and orange moving beneath the dark water.

			Aaron nodded. “I came here a long time ago with my mother. We fed the fish Doritos.”

			My eyes widened. “You gave chips to the fish?”

			“They’ll eat almost anything,” he said, shrugging.

			“No, I mean why would you willingly throw away something as delicious as a Dorito? Were they Cool Ranch? If they were, I don’t know if we can be friends.” Chips, whether tortilla or potato, were my all-time favorite snack food. Cool Ranch Doritos were my personal crack. I could devour an entire family-size bag in one sitting. But as long as they had that satisfying crunch, I’d eat any kind.

			“They were Sweet Chili,” he assured me.

			“I suppose that’s okay,” I told him. “But you have to swear to never again waste a chip.”

			“Cross my heart,” he promised.

			We fell quiet again. Deciding to take a page from Aaron’s book, I took a seat on the stone bench near the water’s edge. Aaron followed suit. Again, he was careful not to sit too close. For the next few minutes, we stared out across the water, enjoying the placidity of nighttime in the garden. Eventually, I turned to face him. He was still clutching his phone, and I watched as he turned it over in his hands.

			“Got anything good to listen to?” I asked, gesturing down at it.

			Our eyes met again, and Aaron offered me a dazzling smile. I didn’t know what kind of reaction I was expecting from him, but that flash of white wasn’t it. For the second time, I was momentarily blown away by how beautiful he was, and even though it felt weird to describe a guy that way, beautiful was the most accurate word that came to mind.

			Aaron didn’t notice the effect his smile had on me, because he was already busy scrolling through his music. After a few moments of searching, he found the song he was looking for and shoved one of the buds into his ear. He handed me the other, but we were sitting too far apart, so when I tried to put mine in, I accidentally yanked his out.

			“Sorry,” I mumbled. For reasons I couldn’t explain, sharing headphones and listening to Aaron’s music felt intimate.

			“Don’t worry about it.” He fished around for the dangling bud, and once he caught it, he glanced down at the space between us. After a moment of consideration, he scooted toward me and slipped the earpiece back in, and we both focused on the music.

			The song was slow—soft in some places and loud in others. It reminded me of a combination of These Beautiful Lies and Sunday’s Calling, my two all-time favorite bands. Aaron let me listen to the whole song before pressing Pause.

			“Do you like it?” he asked. His lips were slightly parted, and he held his breath as he waited for my answer.

			“It was beautiful.” There was so much more I wanted to say, like how it was one of those songs that made my heart fly. I didn’t know the lyrics or melody, but some part of me welcomed the unfamiliar music like an old friend, as if the artist had used my soul as inspiration when writing it. “What’s it called?”

			“‘Flying Free’ by the Silver Souls,” he responded, not taking his eyes off mine.

			“Never heard of them.” But the first thing I was going to do when I got home was download the song.

			“They haven’t released any music yet.”

			I paused. If the Silver Souls don’t have an album out, how in the world does he have access to their music?

			“Oh?” I prompted, wanting him to explain, but my curiosity only made Aaron clamp his mouth shut. From the way his shoulders stiffened, I knew my question had made him uncomfortable.

			Again, weird.

			I tugged on a strand of my hair and tried to patch up the situation. “So,” I said hesitantly. “Mind if we listen to some more?”

			He exhaled through his nose and nodded. “Here.” He handed me his phone. “You pick.”

			I took it from him carefully and cradled it in my palm. A few seconds passed as I thought about how unexpected tonight was turning out to be.

			Aaron cleared his throat. “Um, Felicity?”

			“Yeah?”

			He pointed down at the phone. “You have to hit Play for it to work.”

			“Right.” I fumbled with the device for a moment, and then the screen lit up. I quickly jabbed the play button. Another song by the Silver Souls started playing, and Aaron closed his eyes and settled into the bench. I took a second to watch him listen to the music. He was drumming his fingers against his legs, silently mouthing the words. He looked so content I had a hard time tearing my gaze away from him, but I didn’t want to be caught staring. Smiling to myself, I copied him and let my eyes flutter shut.

			This was by far the best part of my evening, so it was no surprise it didn’t last long. We’d only made it through three more songs before I felt something vibrating inside my clutch. When I pulled out my phone, Asha’s name flashed on the screen. I yanked out the earbud and answered.

			“Hey, girl. What’s up?”

			“Felicity,” she said in an I-mean-business tone. “Where the hell are you?”

			“I’m sorry, Asha. I didn’t mean to ditch you, but I spilled soda on my dress and then I—”

			She cut me off before I could explain. “Never mind that. I have to leave, like now.”

			I glanced at Aaron before moving out of earshot. “Can’t we stay a little bit longer?” I whisper-asked. “I met this guy. His name is—”

			“No can do,” she interrupted again. “Riya called. She finished her shift at the grocery store, but her car won’t start. I have to go pick her up.”

			I groaned. Asha’s older sister had a rust bucket of a car. It was a banged-up Ford Festiva their dad drove around in the eighties and smoked lots of pot in. Riya was gifted Michael James—as Asha and I had christened him, since he was clearly a guy and not a Mary Jane—when she turned sixteen.

			Because I lived close by, Riya offered to give me rides to school. At the time, I’d been ecstatic. Mom worked in the mornings, so I had to face the social embarrassment of taking the bus. My excitement lasted exactly one day before I reverted back to public transportation, a decision I made for my own safety. When Riya arrived to pick me up, I had to climb through the window into the backseat because the rear doors were bungee-cabled shut.

			After that, the only time I rode in her car was when she lent it to Asha. Then I got to sit shotgun where there was a working seat belt. On the few occasions when Riya lent her car to us, Asha and I planned day trips together, like an afternoon at the beach or an outing to Runyon Canyon where we would hike our favorite three-mile trail. Sometimes we only had the car for an hour, so we’d cruise the neighborhood and stop at the Gas Exchange for snacks: Cool Ranch Doritos for me, slushy and Pop Rocks for Asha.

			Four years later, it was a feat the car had lasted so long.

			“Oh no!” I said with a laugh. “Not the Festiva! We’ll have to hold a candlelight vigil to pay our respects.”

			Asha snorted. “We can thank the Lord for Michael James’s passing later. Riya has already called me three times, and I’m running low on minutes for the month.”

			I sighed and yanked a hand through my hair. “Just go without me. I’ll catch the bus.”

			“You sure? It’s getting late.”

			I was way sure. Although I didn’t want to deal with the multiple transfers I’d have to make, I was less inclined to spend the rest of my night listening to Riya moan about her damn car. Complaining ran in the family, and she was more seasoned in the art than Asha.

			“Definitely,” I told her. “Say one last good-bye to Michael James for me. He’s been a semi-faithful companion these past few years.”

			“Text me when you make it home,” Asha said in response. “I want to hear about this guy.”

			I bit back a smile. So she had heard me mention Aaron. “Sure thing. Talk at you later.”

			“Peace, Fel.” And with a click, she was gone.

			I returned to the bench and scooped up my clutch. I had roughly fifteen minutes to find my way back to the ballroom, grab my bag from coat check, and reach the nearest bus stop. If I didn’t, I’d have to wait another hour before the next bus came through.

			“Is everything okay?” Aaron asked.

			“My ride had to leave,” I explained. I didn’t want to say good-bye like this, but like Cinderella, I had to catch my coach home before it was too late. “If I don’t go now, I’m going to miss the bus. I’m super sorry. It was nice meeting you, Aaron.”

			His face hid it well, but I caught a flash of disappointment in his eyes. “Wait,” he said, standing quickly. “I was planning on leaving early anyway. How about I give you a lift?” I blinked, and he must have realized how forward his offer sounded because he added, “Only if you want one, of course.”

			I should have said no. Aaron was a stranger, and for all I knew, he was some dangerous gang leader or mass murderer. But at the same time, I wasn’t ready to let go of tonight. Sure, there was the whole soda-on-my-dress incident, but besides that, my time at the ball actually did turn out like I wanted. Better even.

			I opened and closed my mouth a few times, trying to decide what to say. Aaron was holding his breath, and when a couple of seconds passed without me giving an answer, he deflated. His gaze cut away from mine, and he shoved his hands in his pockets. All it took was seeing that look on his face, and I made up mind.

			“All right,” I said. “But just to warn you, it’s almost a forty-minute drive to my house.”

			Aaron’s smile was filled with relief. “That’s okay. I have plenty of music for us to listen to.”

			• • •

			Five minutes later, after taking a wrong turn by the gazebo and losing our way, we emerged from the garden. I immediately came to a halt. Not far from where I’d left my shoes, there was a couple sitting on the edge of the fountain. They were wrapped in each other’s arms and much too busy making out to notice us. Aaron followed my gaze, and we exchanged grins before tiptoeing around them, grabbing our things, and scurrying up the stone steps.

			“Good thing we got out of there when we did,” I said, slipping into my heels again. As much as I wanted to cross the ballroom barefoot, shoes dangling from my fingertips, I knew Sandra would be mad if she caught me disregarding the dress code. “Any later, and we would’ve caught them in significantly less clothing.”

			This made Aaron chuckle as he pulled his tuxedo jacket back on, and after adjusting the sleeves, he gestured toward the door that was still cracked to the festivities inside. We fell in step beside each other as we crossed the terrace, and when we reached the back entrance, Aaron moved aside like a gentleman and let me go first.

			As I reentered the ballroom, the sudden temperature difference was shocking—from dry and scorching to cool and crisp.
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