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      After building up the guts to submit my romance manuscript to my dream publisher, I just received a rejection email calling the book of my heart unrealistic, unimaginable and unpublishable. Talk about brutal. You’d think I’d be at home right now banging my head against my laptop and screaming, “I don’t get why you hate my novel! Where did I go wrong, world? Where did I go wrong?”

      But, no.

      After receiving the worst news of my life, my best friend thought it would cheer me up to accompany her to a masquerade ball at the Geoffries hotel in downtown Sacramento. Due to the aforementioned trauma, my bumbled brain didn’t have the forethought to decline the invitation. This was why I was currently climbing out of a taxi behind Krista and wishing I were at home in bed with my head under the pillow.

      “Remind me again how being in a crowded ballroom while wearing a black silk dress with a rhinestone crisscross halter is supposed to be helpful when I’m feeling—and likely looking—my worst?” I asked, shutting the cab door.

      “You look fabulous, Michelle,” she said, giving me a sympathetic look. “And, for the umpteenth time, I’m not going to let you stay home and be miserable over this one rejection. Another publisher is going to love your book and buy it, the right publisher.”

      I sighed. “My unrealistic, unimaginable, and unpublishable book?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Just one annoying editor’s worthless opinion.”

      “Prince & Company is well respected,” I reminded her. We were striding down the sidewalk in our heels when all of the sudden a bug or something flew into my eye. Ouch! I blinked rapidly. Hadn’t my day been traumatic enough? Apparently not. Sigh. “Did I mention that Prince & Company was my number one choice for a romance publisher?” I asked.

      “A gazillion times,” Krista said, dabbing gloss on her lips as she glanced at me briefly.

      “Well, it bears repeating,” I said, since she didn’t seem to get what a huge blow this rejection was to my future career. Pain stabbed my cornea and I rubbed my eye trying to get the gnat out of my vision as the editor’s words echoed through my brain again. “Unrealistic, unimaginable, and unpublishable. That was his professional feedback on my novel.”

      “Well, that editor obviously has a miserable life and he wants everyone to be just as miserable, too. I mean, how hard is it to say ‘no thanks’ or ‘not a good fit for me’? Not hard. Now, stop rubbing your eye or you’ll look like a panda,” Krista said, smoothing the front of her long red dress. “We both need this night out and we’re going to enjoy it. You’ll see.”

      I sighed, hoping she was right. I glanced her way through my blurred vision, knowing I needed to push the rejection out of my mind so I didn’t ruin her night.

      “You look like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman,” I said, admiring the red off the shoulder gown that clung to her every curve before falling to the sidewalk in a graceful fishtail. Then I blinked and nudged the corner of my eye with my knuckle. “Fancy is a good look on you. I’m used to seeing you in athletic wear, especially those outfits from the new Fashionably Fit line.”

      “What can I say? I’m versatile. Seriously, though, stop rubbing your eye.”

      I raised a shoulder. “So what if I look like a panda? Pandas are cute, right? With their black and white fuzzy fur, looking all soft and cuddly while they eat bamboo shoots on top of a mountain.”

      “We’re in Sacramento, not China,” Krista pointed out.

      “I really need to lay off the Disney Nature movies,” I said, shaking my head.

      “You definitely needed to get out tonight.”

      “If only I could get this thing off my pupil,” I said, widening my eyes and blinking fast, hoping to dislodge whatever bug had rudely invaded my vision.

      Krista stopped outside the hotel, giving me a concerned look. “You look like you’re chewing a hornet.”

      “Something is in my eye. I can feel it.”

      She leaned close, staring into my eyes. “I don’t see anything . . .”

      “It feels like a gnat or something,” I replied.

      “Could it be a speck of dust on your contacts?”

      “It’s possible . . .” I took a deep breath and a brilliant idea hit me. “Maybe I should run home and get my glasses and then—”

      “No way, not happening. I know you too well, my dear. Getting your glasses is just an excuse for you to go home and stay home. You’re here to get your mind off your woes and have fun, remember?”

      “Vaguely,” I said, figuring it was too late to fake a headache and bolt. I had no choice but to follow her through the gold double doors of the Geoffries hotel.

      “Come on,” Krista said, lacing her arm through mine as we entered the lobby. “You’ll perk up in no time. Trust me.”

      “Crossing my fingers you’re right,” I said.

      My black heels clicked across the marble floor of the lobby as we passed the check-in counter and then the concierge desk. We turned left toward the lounge and I glanced up at a gold-framed advertisement for the “Masquerade Ball” event of the season. Why hadn’t I written my fairy-tale romance about a masquerade ball?

      Perhaps the editor wouldn’t have hated that idea. . .

      Or maybe he was just a miserable person like Krista said. I hoped she was right. Otherwise, I’d spent the last eight months perfecting a book that would never see the light of day.

      “Whether it’s dust or a gnat my contacts are now killing me,” I said, rubbing both of my eyes. “Oh, wait a minute. I think I put my glasses in my evening bag.”

      “I don’t know why you’re not wearing your glasses tonight. They suit you.”

      “Well, I thought it would be hard to wear a mask over them. But at this point I’m desperate.”

      “Look, there’s the ladies’ room. Go take your contacts out and put your glasses on, so everyone in the ballroom doesn’t have to see your guppy face in action.”

      “Thanks. That makes me feel way less self-conscious,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Don’t worry about my fish face, Krista. I’ll find a dark corner and slip my contacts out.”

      The truth was that I did want to find a dark corner, but not to take my contacts out. I’d snuck my laptop into my black tote. I know I needed to sit down and send out new query letters to a second list of publishers I had saved on my laptop. After this painful rejection, I might lose my nerve to try and get my book published if I didn’t send out these new queries right away.

      As an aspiring author, I could only take so many knives thrown at my ego. I mean, it felt like the editor had ripped out my heart and then kicked it for good measure. Not fun, not fun at all.

      I stopped outside the ballroom and took a deep breath.

      “You know what, Michelle?” Krista grinned, running an appraising eye over my silky black dress. “You’re going to have a fabulous night and you’ll be thanking me tomorrow. I mean, you look like Reese Witherspoon at the Golden Globes . . . only taller.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I said, figuring Reese obviously hadn’t let rejection get her down or she wouldn’t be where she is today. I needed to suck it up and keep moving forward. So, I pulled out my elegant-yet-large gold mask with its elaborate rhinestones and feathers, slipped it over my itchy eyes, and then tied the black silk ribbons together behind my head.

      Krista slipped her red, feathered mask over her eyes and turned to me. “How do I look?”

      I gave her a second glance and shook my head. “It’s a good thing I wasn’t meeting you here or I never would’ve recognized you.”

      “Same goes for you. Very elegant and mysterious,” she said, giving my cheek an air kiss.

      Then we nodded at the tuxedoed man, who opened the ballroom door with a flourish. The music, which had sounded muted from outside the ballroom, washed over us as we walked inside. Krista clapped her hands together, her excitement making the corners of my mouth curve upward for the first time today.

      She didn’t normally love the glamour and glitz, but this ball was a fundraiser for Founding Friendships, a homeless outreach organization where she volunteered.

      Krista had come pretty close to living on the streets as a kid. She’d told me stories about growing up in a trailer park in Eureka, California where her mom still lived today. I’d volunteered with her a few different times at Founding Friendships and it really did seem like a worthy organization.

      A woman waved to us from across the room and Krista turned to me.

      “I think that’s Jill Parnell, who runs Founding Friendships. I need to talk to her about a few things. Will you be okay on your own for a little while if I go say hi to her?”

      “Of course. Take your time. Dance a few times and please don’t worry about me,” I said, relieved to have some private time to hide in a dark corner with my laptop. “You’ve done your duty. I’m out of the house. Now go have fun.”

      “Okay, sweetie. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

      “Say hi to Jill for me,” I said, nodding at her as she walked away. Another reason I wanted to find a chair was because my black stilettos were already pinching my feet. I scanned the room for somewhere to sit and spotted a cocktail table with chairs against the far wall, which looked vacant apart from a deserted champagne flute. Jackpot. That table was so mine.

      I hurried around the edge of the dance floor, wincing in pain with each step. It had been a mistake to wear brand new heels, but Krista had taken me shopping at Shapely Shoes earlier (also to cheer me up), and insisted on buying them for me as a thank you for agreeing to be her plus-one tonight after her latest relationship ended abruptly via text messaging. I hadn’t seen them working out anyway, but who was I to judge? I hadn’t had a decent date in over a year.

      Once I reached the table, I set my bag down and looked around the opulent ballroom, taking everything in. The decor was impressive. Round tables circled the dance floor, each one covered in a gold damask tablecloth and set with chairs, their high backs intricately carved. Marble floors stretched across the ballroom from wall to wall and the edge of the wooden dance floor had a beautiful gold fleur-de-lis pattern.

      The dance floor was filled with masked guests letting loose and shaking their hips. I spotted Krista with Jill getting down to the music with a group of masked ladies on the far side of the floor. She caught my eye and I waved to her, gesturing to the table. She nodded and blew me a kiss.

      I sat down gratefully and pulled out my laptop, moving the half-empty—or half-full, I supposed, if one hadn’t had the day I had—vacated champagne flute to the other side of the table. Kicking my heels off under the chair, I sighed with relief and opened my computer.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like wearing high heels. In fact, the pair Krista had bought me were gorgeous. My feet just weren’t used to wearing them since I didn’t have the money to buy elegant heels like this. I spent most of my time in yoga pants, oversized sweaters, and fluffy socks. They hadn’t dubbed people like me starving artists for nothing.

      I typed in my password and as I waited for my emails to load, I looked around me. The mood was upbeat. If I wasn’t so stressed about rebounding from my manuscript rejection, I would likely have been enjoying time on the dance floor with Krista.

      Long, slender icicle-type decorations hung from the ceiling, and I smiled to myself since they reminded me of my favorite childhood book, The Snow Queen. It was also incredible seeing all the beautiful masks, which made these elegant guests unrecognizable. Anonymity was fine by me right now, because it meant I could send out my manuscript in peace. After about ten minutes, I’d already sent out five queries. Yay, me! Take that Prince & Company.

      “Excuse me,” a husky male voice said, interrupting my thoughts and pulling me out of my entranced work haze.

      My eyes locked onto a black tuxedoed arm that reached across the table and retrieved the champagne flute I’d moved.

      “Oh, sorry . . .” My gaze followed the crisp white cuff peeping out below the black sleeve and the smell of designer cologne reached my nose and I breathed in the heady scent. Yum.

      I lifted my eyelashes and my breath caught in my throat as I gazed into the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, which were twinkling behind a black satin mask. The mystery man’s lips were full and the thought of kissing him sprang unwittingly into my mind.

      My cheeks heated. Get a grip, Michelle.

      In a slow and deliberate move, he held out a hand. “Would you care to dance, Cinderella?”

      Me? Dance? Oh, yes. . .

      No, wait. I bit my bottom lip. I didn’t want to dance at all.

      I had a plan . . . a plan to send my manuscript to every last publisher on my list to shed some light on this dark day of rejection. I waited for the words to come from my mouth, politely declining the man’s sweet offer.

      But as I stared into those mesmerizing blue eyes, I found myself smiling for the first time today and saying, “Why, yes, Prince Charming. I’d love to dance.”
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      The mystery man took my hand and the feel of his skin against mine sent tiny tingles skittering up my arm. Whoa. I’d never had that reaction to a man’s touch before. Well, not unless you counted my high school boyfriend who had smashed my heart and dumped me right before graduation (not a pleasant memory).

      I slipped my feet into my heels, which pinched my toes immediately—as if the designer shoes were made of glass just like the real Cinderella’s slippers. Ouch. How had she managed to wear those things all night? Oh, right. She was animated. As a non-animated human, I willed my feet to make it through at least one song with this mystery man.

      He led me past elegantly dressed guests on the dance floor until we found a space of our own. As he turned to face me, the throbbing beat from the DJ’s fast song faded out and the notes of “Beauty and the Beast” started up. Celine Dion started singing the first words and soon Peabo Bryson’s amazing voice belted out, sending chills up my arms. Or maybe the chills were due to this handsome stranger staring down at me with those gorgeous blue eyes behind his black mask.

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “If only you were wearing a yellow ball gown.”
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