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CHAPTER ONE
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Damien

I park the car in a parking lot in front of the Museum of Arts. Fortunately, there are already cars on either side of mine. That helps me. I prefer not to run into anyone. The museum is the largest one in the city. I let go of the steering wheel and shut the engine. 

I’m here. 

I can't believe it!

I had chosen to park in a discreet parking slot away from the lights, crowds and glamour of the masquerade ball, which was an annual event that had been started by a group of the conglomerate’s Vice-Presidents. When they had originally pitched the idea to Dean, Grayson and me a few years ago, I had been unconvinced. However, Dean had been the first to agree to it. I’ll be the first to admit I had been shocked at the speed at which Dean had supported the initiative. Maybe the man had seen something about the event that I hadn’t noticed. In the end it didn’t matter because all three of us gave the green light for the initiative. Once the Vice-Presidents had left us, Dean had indicated it was a way to bring people across the different companies they managed together in a non-threatening manner. I had to hand it to Dean. The man was born to run so many companies. 

Unlike me. 

I’m a bit too fixed in my ways. Part of it had to do with my upbringing. My parents were freaks in following the proper way of doing things. And it has probably molded me in good and bad ways. I inherited all my wealth from my parents and then joined forces with Dean and Grayson to buy companies and form a large conglomerate. Which brings me back to tonight. I smooth my dark hair, as my eyes scan the men and women walking up the wide steps into the museum atrium, where the masquerade ball is happening. Every one of them is wearing a mask. 

One of the rules. 

I like that rule.

The mystery of being unknown is the lure of such an annual event. No one wants to know who they are mingling with. It lets everyone have a fun evening. After the first year, it had grown in popularity. I personally knew my PA, Julia, looked forward to it every year. The whole of last week Julia couldn’t stop babbling about it with her colleagues. Which also brings me back to why I’m seated in my car in a slowly filling car park. 

Friday’s nights are predictable. 

For me.

Spend some time in the gym, get my personal chef, Gary, to whip some dinner and catch up on my reading.

Sounds so boring. 

That’s why I’m here.

I had told Gary to take the night off, which had surprised my personal chef, but he had obeyed. My gaze falls to the mask on the driver’s seat. My fingers graze the feathers on one end of the mask. There was a whole other story behind it. The drama of buying it discreetly without alerting anyone had been intense. No time to ponder on it now. 

I gently collect the mask from the passenger side seat. It’s the perfect one for my face because it covers every part of it, without revealing anything. No one would be able to recognize me. Not a chance. To ensure that, I wore a reasonably nice tuxedo. 

Not too expensive. 

Again, I don’t want to attract attention. Everyone including Dean and Grayson and his PA knows of my hatred of tuxedos. I like suits and nothing else.

Is that another boring trait?

I don’t know. 

I have an entire collection of suits that I wear day in and day out. Rarely would people in the company see me in anything else. Making tonight’s tuxedo the perfect companion for the masquerade ball. I chuckle to myself. I’m doing the literal equivalent of jumping off a cliff into the raging waters below. 

And I love it. 

I feel free.

Time to step out of my comfort zone. I’m never known to do impulsive things. Tonight, that’s about to change in a big way. Ever since Dean began his secret tour of working undercover, I’ve been itching to do something. Not at the level of what Dean had done. Something smaller but impactful. Tonight’s masquerade ball is it. The timing of it was perfect. My pulse spikes at the very thought of what I’m about to do. If my parents were in the back seat, they would frown upon it. But they aren’t here.

I know people do crazy things for love. Like Dean did when he found his forever woman. Tonight isn’t about love. It’s about me letting go. 

Nothing wrong, right?

Why can’t I be someone else for a few hours? The thought tickles my heart. I feel a rush flooding my mind and heart. It’s time. I place the mask over my face, adjust it and ensure it’s tight. I take a deep breath and step out of my car and shut the door. 

Here goes nothing.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Tessa

I’m walking towards the wide steps leading up to the Museum of Arts. This is my third time at the annual event. My phone vibrates. It’s my twelve-year-old daughter, Mila. My heart pounds as I stop and pick up the call, mindful not to drop my mask. “Mila, what’s wrong?”

“Chill mom.”

I frown. “Why are you calling me? Is something wrong with Samantha?”

“Samantha’s making me dinner. We’re good. I just wanted to call and let you know to have fun.”

“Oh.”

My temporary helper, Samantha, has been a life saver. I typically get her to keep an eye on Mila whenever I’m away at events or on working trips. 

“Mom, use this opportunity.”

“For what?”

“To find a guy.”

I roll my eyes. Ever since Mila turned ten, she’s been harping on me finding a man. It wasn’t like I had told her I needed a man. Being one of the younger Vice-Presidents at the company keeps me busy and affords me no time for a relationship. Besides, I do have my daughter to take care of. Being a single mom and rising through the ranks has already been an achievement. I never thought I’d be where I am today at the age of thirty-three. I also want my daughter to have an incredible time growing up. Despite her father abandoning us when she was born. Mila deserves it.

“Sorry, I meant to find a man,” Mila corrects with a laugh. 

“I know what you meant.”

“That’s good. My favorite podcast is coming up. Must go now!”

“Um ...”

“It’s kid friendly, mom!”

With that Mila ends the call. I shake my head in dismay. My daughter is too direct with people. I don’t know where she got that from. It isn’t from me for sure. I remind myself to have another talk with Mila. I put my phone back in my clutch. Looking back at the museum entrance, I pick up my pace. I don’t want to be late.  

I was part of the original group of VPs that presented this initiative to the big bosses. In those days, I wasn’t sure we would be shot down within the first minute of our presentation. But nothing of the sort had happened. Instead, we got the necessary support. 

Surprise surprise. 

Maybe our big boss billionaires aren’t as uptight as we all think they are. That’s all I can say. After the first year of the masquerade ball, I chose to step back from the committee in charge of hosting the event. And I was glad because the annual event has grown in leaps and bounds. Nothing short of impressive. I also needed to spend more time with my daughter. Running a big event such as this ball is a huge undertaking. As I reach the first step, a man, wearing a mask, gestures to me. “This way please and watch your step.”

“Thank you.”

The beauty of this masquerade ball is that no one knows who anyone is. Except of course for the committee, who wear special pins that only they know of. The indiscreet pins help the hosting committee manage the event without revealing their identities to the guests. I slowly begin to climb the steps, grabbing my green gown and placing my high heels carefully one foot in front of another. I’m no stranger to high heels. My mom was quick to train me in them at an early age. My mom knew I was going to do great things, and she was right. Graduating in the top ten percent of high school, I got a scholarship for college and never looked back. Until I hooked up with the wrong man. That was my only mistake in my second year of college. But I’ve no regrets. Because of Mila. She is so precious to me. She’s the best thing that has happened to me because she always keeps me grounded on what’s most important in life. As I climb the steps I steal a sideways glance at a man in tuxedo with an intriguing man-wolf mask. 

Hmmm.

Not bad. 

Something about him looks familiar but I can’t place my finger on it. I forget about the man as I reach the top of the wide steps, and two men usher me into the atrium. Stepping inside, the atmosphere takes my breath away. 
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


Damien

I’m inside the atrium. It was nerve-wracking walking up the steps of the museum. Every few steps I thought someone would recognize me and call me out. To my relief, it didn’t happen. Now that I’m inside the atrium, I touch my collar. I don’t feel at peace. How can I? During the first year of this event, I recall asking Dean and Grayson whether they were going to attend it. Both were fast to say they weren’t. I understood their rationale. None of us are really the type of individuals who mingle with our employees. It’s not that we don’t want to. I mean Dean is very proactive in engaging with the employees. But that’s always in a work environment. 

Not this. 

I get it.

We’re billionaires. We don’t have the luxury of just walking about and talking to our employees. The billionaire tagline follows us everywhere we go. We can’t get rid of it. It’s like a stamp engraved onto our foreheads. I don’t like it. I never have. Sigh. I know I get to do a lot of good with the money. But that still doesn’t make up for all the compromises we’re forced to make. With Dean and Grayson now married, neither will ever come for this event. So, I’m on my own. I’m happy for them. They’ve found their forever women. With the new baby, Dean also has his hands full. I chuckle at the thought of Dean changing diapers. 

“Excuse me,” a voice softly says. 

I turn my face only to be confronted by a blonde woman in a long blue dress. Her mask is simple but elegant. Although I can’t see her expression, I estimate her to be one of the younger employees. 

“Hi,” I say. 

“That’s quite a mask you’re wearing,” the woman admires. 

I touch my mask. “Thank you.”

“You look like this is your first time here,” the woman continues. 

“Do I?”

The woman nods. I struggle to control my emotions. I need to blend in and not stand out. Standing out would attract unwanted attention, which is the last thing I need. 

“Oh, I wasn’t well last year and had to cancel coming for the ball.”

“I see,” the woman nods, as if it’s the most common-sense response. 

“Well, I hope you do enjoy yourself this year.”

With that, the woman walks slowly away to the next man a few steps away from me. I thought this would be easy, but it isn’t. Talking to strangers without divulging your identity makes it that much harder to connect with anyone. But I’m not here to connect with anyone. I’m just here to get out of my Friday routine. A waiter comes to me, and I pick up a glass of champagne and start to walk around the large atrium. Every part of it has been decorated and the atmosphere, I must say, is electric. By now the number of people inside has grown into the hundreds. The sea of masks just adds to the mystery. Then, a man steps up to the mike on the stage. “Ladies and Gentlemen, let the night begin.”

A round of applause fills the atrium. I can even hear people shouting out and hooting. I smile. The live band on the stage begins to play. And slowly but surely people start pairing up and hit the dance floor. I’m always surprised how easy it is for people to pick a stranger at random and dance with them. It looks like the most natural thing ever. But then again, isn’t that the point of this masquerade ball? Everyone is on equal footing. For all anyone knows, they could be dancing with their boss. That would be awkward if the truth was revealed. My eyes scan the crowd. The dance floor is half full. I’m not here to dance. Just being here is already a big leap forward for billionaire-kind. A waiter approaches me with some snacks. I pick a few and gobble them down. I can’t believe how hungry I am. Maybe the mental stress of coming to this ball had taken its toll. If Dean ever found out I had come for this event, he would probably encourage me. Not flip out. That isn’t Dean’s style. Afterall, the man made it a practice of hiding his identity working in different industries for a while. If Dean can pull that off, this is nothing. A soft voice pulls me back to reality. “Hi. Would you like to dance?”

A woman in a green gown is staring at me. Her mask isn’t the usual kind. In fact, it’s as intriguing as the one I’m wearing tonight. “I like your she-wolf mask.”

Prior to leaving my apartment, I had gotten a simple piece to stick along my throat. It effectively changes my voice. That was the last bit I needed to ensure complete privacy. 

“Yours is nice too.”

I give a single nod. 

“So, are you ready to hit the dance floor?”

I hesitate. “Um ...”

“It’s only a dance,” the woman says gently.

I don’t know what it is, but I finish sipping my champagne and take the woman by the arm and head to the dance floor.

This is so unlike me.

Team crazy scored a point.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Tessa

I’m dancing with a stranger on the dance floor. Chalk it up to me losing all my inhibitions. Was it the two glasses of champagne? Hope not. I’ve had more than two glasses before and never done something like this. I don’t know where I mustered the courage for it. But the moment I spotted the man with the intriguing mask, I had made a beeline to me, cutting away all the other handsome men along the way. The man had initially hesitated at my proposal for a dance. But in the end, he gave in. And here I am back on the dance floor. My eyes lock in on the man. His mask is luring me in. I can’t explain it. 

Then the unthinkable happens. 

It’s a slow song. 

I expect the man to bow away graciously and lead me off the dance floor. But he doesn’t. Instead, the man leans in. “Shall we continue?”

My breathing is ragged as I nod, and the man gently takes my hands and we begin a slow dance like the many other masked couples around us. 

Tessa, what’s come over you?

If Mila was here, she would be proud of me. I don’t recall ever dancing with a stranger at last year’s ball. Something is different this evening. I can feel it in my bones. It must be something to do with the man-wolf mask. 

The music continues around us, making the dance feel intimate and timeless. Does the man sense it? I can’t tell. I can feel the warmth of his hands holding mine. The smooth fabric of his tuxedo beckons me closer, but I dare not. I need to keep reminding myself that I’m dancing with a stranger. The rest of the dance floor fades into a blur of swirling figures. He leads me with a quiet confidence that is enchanting. Neither of us speaks. And there is no need to as our bodies communicate in perfect harmony to the music. I’ve never danced with a man like this. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve danced in the arms of boys and men growing up. 

Nothing like this. 

The rhythm of the music is inviting us to savor every second. I’m doing it. I drink in the moment of being so close to this man, letting time become suspended. Behind his mask I can barely make out his eyes. They are soft and stare deep into my soul. I feel so vulnerable and safe. His eyes invite me to trust me. And for the first time in my life, I trust this stranger. The final note of the song fills the air, and I reluctantly stop dancing and give in to the hums of laughter around us. The man gestures to me and leads me off the dance floor. I imagine people staring at us, but no one really is. The man stops as a waiter and looks at me. “Shall we have a drink?”

I nod, as the man swoops a glass off the tray and passes it to me. His actions are so effortless that they mesmerize my heart. The waiter leaves us alone near a window overlooking the side of the museum. I can see the city lights in the distance. 

“Thank you for the dance,” I say. 

“I felt it too.”

“You were a pro on the dance floor.”

“This was my first dance in years.”

I control my emotions, forcing a smile. It seems absurd to be standing mask to mask but these are the rules of the ball. Even then the mystery of it all ... it’s intoxicating. I try to see whether I can recall who this mysterious voice belongs to, but I fail. It then dawns on me that I’m trying to do a Herculean task. I can’t fathom knowing every employee in the multiple companies and departments represented here. 

“I find that hard to believe,” I smirk. 

“Really?”

I give a nod with a smile. 

“Let’s have a toast,” the man proposes. 

Again, his voice doesn’t spark any connections in my memories.

“To what?” I ask. 

“To the mystery.”

I agree. “To the unknown.”

The man lifts his champagne glass, and I lift mine, followed by the clicking of our glasses. I then take a sip.

“Tell me, what’s been the best part of tonight so far?” the man asks. 

The confidence lining his words makes my heart thump out of my chest. This man knows what he wants. I can sense it. 

“The dance. It was amazing.”

The man nods. “I’ve never danced like that before with anyone.”

My heart soars. He feels like I do. What’s going on here?

I tilt my head slightly, studying him. “I share your sentiments. It was effortless.”

“I’m glad you felt it too. This is my first time coming for this annual event.”

Oh. The first clue is out. It’s the man’s first time coming to the masquerade ball. Could he be a new hire? Possible. My mind is beginning to go into overdrive. 

The man continues. “I think it was fate that we met and danced tonight.”

His eyes glimmer with mystery. I’m half tempted to pull off his mask right now. But I can’t. The rules of the ball prevent that. I was one of those who had made the original rules. I can’t go against them.

Not now. 

No matter how much I want to.

I take a chance. “Do you want to tell me who you are?”

The man smiles. “I like the mystery of it all. Don’t you?”

I smile. To my chagrin, the man finishes his champagne and checks his watch. “I’m sorry but I do need to tend to something. It’s been an honor dancing and meeting you.”

I offer a clumsy teenage girl smile. I can’t believe how I’m acting in front of this mysterious and handsome man. The man then does something with his hands that seems familiar. The man excuses himself and leaves me. I turn to see him disappear into the crowd of people. A sense of emptiness fills my heart. The dance was the most memorable thing that has happened to me in years. Over the course of my life, I can’t point to one memorable event with a guy. Even Mila’s father was never like this man. 

I snap my fingers. 

I think I know who the man is. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Damien

I’m seated back in my car. I stare at the rearview mirror. No one is around. My heart had been racing as I had exited the atrium, walked down the steps, nodded at the man at the bottom and made my way to my car. I place my hand on my heart. I take a few deep breaths to calm myself down. I still don’t know what came over me to continue dancing with that woman. And not only that but continue talking to her. I’ve never been so bold in my life. I pull my mask off and place it on the driver’s seat. I then take off the patch on my throat. It peels off and I rub my throat gently. I take another deep breath. 

“I’m back,” I mutter to myself. 

Better not to stay in the car park any longer. The chance of being recognized always persists. I start the engine, reverse out of the parking slot and drive out. I steal one last sideways glance at the lights around the museum entrance before turning away. As the lights of the museum fade in my rearview mirror, the muscles on my back relax. A little while later, I’m back in my penthouse apartment. I enjoy city living. Although my parents gave me a home outside of the city, I can’t stay away from the city sounds and sights. Of course, my parents preferred that I use the home
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