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Chapter 1: The Mask of Perfection
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Leah had always prided herself on being in control. At thirty-two, she was the CEO of a successful marketing firm, navigating the world of high-powered deals with precision and poise. Her life was organized, compartmentalized, everything in its place. But tonight, at the grand gala hosted by one of the biggest tech companies in the city, something felt different.

The room buzzed with the kind of energy only money and power could bring. Women in glittering gowns glided across the floor, men in perfectly tailored suits shook hands and exchanged sharp smiles. Leah could almost taste the wealth in the air, the faintest hint of something too intoxicating to ignore. She had never been one for the social scene, but tonight, as the guest of honor, she was expected to shine.

And she did. But as her heels clicked across the marble floors, her eyes caught someone she hadn’t anticipated—Damien.

He was standing by the bar, his presence undeniable even in a crowd of the city’s elite. He wasn’t talking to anyone, yet every person around him seemed to avoid his gaze, as if some invisible barrier surrounded him. His dark hair was meticulously styled, and the sharp lines of his jaw emphasized the masculinity of his features. He wore a black suit, tailored to perfection, but it wasn’t just his appearance that caught Leah’s attention. It was the way he seemed to command the space around him, how effortlessly he held the aura of someone who was both untouchable and dangerous.

She should have looked away. She should have walked in the opposite direction, mingled with the others, and focused on the business of the evening. But something about him pulled her in.

Damien’s eyes met hers across the room, and for a split second, time seemed to slow. His gaze was intense, piercing, as though he saw straight through the layers of polished perfection she had so carefully cultivated. It was a look that made Leah feel exposed, vulnerable, yet strangely invigorated. She quickly turned her head, trying to shake the sensation.

She wasn’t here for this. She wasn’t here for men who made her feel like she was unraveling at the seams.

But then, as if the universe had decided to test her resolve, Damien was there. Right beside her, holding a drink, with that same quiet intensity in his eyes.

“Leah,” he said, his voice smooth, with a dark undertone that made her stomach tighten in an unfamiliar way. “You look stunning tonight.”

She could tell he wasn’t just being polite. There was an edge to his compliment, a rawness she didn’t expect from someone who seemed to be as guarded as he was. She offered him a polite smile, pushing down the strange flutter in her chest.

“Thank you,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

He chuckled, the sound low and rich, and for a moment, Leah thought he might laugh at her. But instead, he leaned in slightly, his presence crowding her personal space in a way that felt deliberate. “Maybe,” he murmured, “but you make it look effortless.”

She laughed, though it came out more nervous than anything. There was something about Damien that made her lose her usual composure. “I think you’re being kind.”

“No,” he said softly, his gaze never leaving hers. “I’m being honest.”

There was a long pause between them, the kind of pause that made everything else in the room fade away. She could feel his eyes on her, studying her in a way that felt almost invasive but in a way that made her want to lean into the discomfort. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She didn’t do this. She didn’t let men in. But there was something about him—about Damien—that made her question everything.

She cleared her throat, pushing the unease aside. “So, what brings you here?” She needed to break the tension, to restore the familiar walls she kept up so well.

He didn’t answer right away, as though he were weighing his words carefully. Instead, he took a slow sip from his glass, keeping his eyes on her the entire time. “Business,” he finally said, the word feeling like it held so much more. “And a little pleasure.”

Leah blinked, her heart skipping a beat at his double entendre. She didn’t respond right away, unsure of what to make of the shift in his tone. Was it flirtation? Or was it something darker?

“Of course,” she said, with a light smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Pleasure always makes business a little more... interesting.”

He didn’t smile, but there was something in his expression that made her pulse quicken. A knowing look, as if he saw right through her carefully crafted exterior. Damien didn’t just notice her. He understood her. In a way that unsettled her.

Before she could respond, the conversation shifted, as it inevitably did in a room full of strangers. But even as she spoke to others, Leah could still feel his presence looming in the background, like a shadow that wouldn’t let her go.
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Chapter 2: The Allure of the Forbidden
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The days that followed the gala were a blur of meetings, deals, and the constant hum of a life Leah had long since perfected. But even in the midst of the chaos, Damien lingered at the back of her mind like a shadow, a constant pull she couldn’t seem to shake.

It wasn’t just his appearance—though that was part of it. It was the way he made her feel, as if every moment spent near him was both intoxicating and dangerous. She had told herself it was just a fleeting attraction, something that would pass with time. But every time she closed her eyes, his dark eyes filled her vision, the weight of his gaze making her skin tingle.

Leah tried to push him out of her thoughts, focusing on the work that needed to be done. She couldn’t afford distractions. But when her phone buzzed one afternoon with a message from an unknown number, she couldn’t help the flutter in her stomach.

“Dinner tonight? 7 pm. I’ll pick you up.”

She stared at the message, the words sending a thrill through her. There was no introduction, no name, but she knew instantly who it was. Damien. The simplicity of the message—no explanation, no fluff—was exactly like him: direct, to the point, and leaving no room for hesitation.

For a moment, she hesitated. Leah wasn’t the type to indulge in the unknown. She kept her relationships neat and compartmentalized, always in control. But something about Damien made her feel reckless, as though she were slipping into an abyss she couldn’t escape.

Why not? she thought. It would be just one night, one dinner. She could control it.

With a deep breath, she typed a quick response: “I’ll be ready.”

The restaurant Damien chose was as sleek and sophisticated as his reputation. Situated at the top of a high-rise, the glass walls offered a stunning view of the city lights, casting a soft glow over the tables. The air was thick with luxury, and Leah felt slightly out of place, despite the fact that she spent her days in similar settings. It was something about the way he’d orchestrated this evening—his effortless power, the confidence that seemed to surround him like a cloak—that made her feel both drawn to him and wary.

He was already there when she arrived, seated at a table with a perfect view of the city. He didn’t look up as she approached, but she could feel his awareness of her presence, as if every step she took was measured in the space between them.

“Leah,” he said smoothly, glancing up as she reached the table, his eyes dark and knowing. “You look incredible.”

She hesitated for just a moment before sliding into the chair across from him. His gaze was intense, holding hers with a weight that made her pulse race. There was no small talk, no pleasantries. Just the raw connection
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BENEATH HIS

MASK





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





