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​Chapter 1: Invitation to Desire
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The rain had eased by the time Eleanor White stood in front of the mirror, her fingers trembling slightly as they traced the thin straps of her gown. The dress was unlike anything she had ever worn before, simple but elegant, its deep green satin clinging softly to her frame and flaring slightly at the hem. The sweetheart neckline hinted at her collarbones, which she often thought were too pronounced, and emphasised her slender figure. For someone accustomed to baggy jumpers and comfortable jeans, the sight of herself in such attire was jarring.

She adjusted the lace mask she had chosen to match the dress, its intricate patterns framing her hazel eyes. It was delicate, almost fragile-looking, and felt worlds apart from the thick-rimmed glasses she usually wore at the library. Beneath the gown, she had dared to don a matching emerald-green lace set, a small act of rebellion against her nerves. Just in case, she had told herself, though the thought made her blush furiously. It had been years since she’d last been with anyone, and the memory of her ex, Charlie, felt like a faded photograph, familiar but distant.

Margaret had been insistent that she attend.

“You must come, my dear,” the older woman had said one Thursday afternoon as she perused the poetry section. Margaret was a regular at the library, a tall, elegant figure with perfect silver hair swept back into a chignon, always dressed as though she were attending a gala rather than borrowing books. Over time, her warmth and wit had melted through Eleanor’s natural shyness, and a quiet friendship had blossomed between them.

“It will do you good,” Margaret had continued, her eyes twinkling as she slipped a volume of Byron into her bag. “There’s no point hiding yourself away like a hermit. You’re young, intelligent, and quite pretty, you know. And who knows? You might meet someone.”

Eleanor had tried to laugh it off, but Margaret’s determination was impossible to resist. She had even handed her the invitation, embossed in gold leaf, to a masquerade ball she was hosting at her home. “An intimate affair,” Margaret had promised, though Eleanor suspected her idea of ‘intimate’ would still involve champagne towers and chandeliers.

Now, standing alone in her tiny flat, Eleanor doubted her decision. Her palms were damp, her stomach churned, and she questioned why she had agreed to step into a world she didn’t belong to. The last few years had left her isolated, and starting fresh in this quiet town after her breakup had been harder than she admitted. Most of the friends she and Charlie had shared had faded from her life, and with no family nearby, her days revolved around work and evenings spent curled up with a book.

But Margaret’s words echoed in her mind. You might meet someone.

With a deep breath, Eleanor pulled on a woollen wrap, more for comfort than warmth, and stepped into the taxi waiting outside.

The taxi wound its way through the countryside, the landscape slowly giving way to the grandeur of Margaret’s home. When it came into view, Eleanor’s breath caught. The stately home, though modest by aristocratic standards, was an opulent vision of golden stone, its large windows glowing warmly against the dark November night. Eleanor’s heart pounded as the taxi pulled up to the grand entrance, where other guests in glittering gowns and sharp suits were already ascending the steps.

She paid the driver and stepped out, her heels crunching against the gravel driveway. The autumn air was crisp, biting at her bare shoulders, but she barely noticed. She stared up at the house, its grandeur both beautiful and intimidating, and for a moment, she considered turning back.

But then she thought of Margaret, who had been so kind to her, so determined to pull her out of her shell. Gathering every ounce of courage, Eleanor straightened her spine, adjusted her mask, and stepped forward.

The doors opened, revealing a foyer bathed in golden light. The soft hum of music and laughter spilled out, mingling with the scent of fresh flowers and expensive perfume. Eleanor took a deep breath, steeling herself as she handed over her invitation.

Whatever happened tonight, she promised herself, she wouldn’t retreat into the shadows. If Margaret believed this could be the start of something new, perhaps she could believe it too.

And so, with nerves taut and hope flickering faintly in her chest, Eleanor entered the ball.

The great hall of Margaret’s home was alive with the hum of conversation, laughter, and the faint strains of a string quartet playing from a raised balcony. Eleanor’s eyes darted around, taking in the sea of masked faces. Some guests wore simple satin masks tied with ribbons, their elegance understated. Others had embraced extravagance: Venetian masks with gold filigree, elaborate headpieces adorned with feathers, and full-face creations resembling foxes, owls, and other creatures. The whole affair felt like stepping into a surreal dream, one where every figure carried an air of intrigue.

A waiter in a black waistcoat and a plain black mask glided past her with a silver tray. Eleanor hesitated for a moment before taking a flute of champagne. The cool glass steadied her slightly as she moved slowly through the crowded room, trying to make herself invisible while absorbing the grandeur.

The main hall was dazzling. Chandeliers dripping with crystal cast soft golden light across the polished marble floor, and towering champagne towers sparkled as if daring anyone to topple them. Servers moved gracefully between clusters of guests, offering hors d’oeuvres that looked more like works of art than food.

Eleanor drifted toward a set of wide double doors that opened into the next room. This was a ballroom proper, its parquet floor cleared for dancing. A few couples were already twirling in time with the music, their masks lending them an air of anonymity that made the scene feel more like a performance than a party. She lingered briefly before slipping away, continuing her exploration.

Through the labyrinth of rooms, she discovered parlours set up for different purposes. One was arranged as a lounge with deep velvet sofas and low tables scattered with crystal decanters of brandy and whisky. Another was a game room, with a billiards table and a group of laughing men betting over cards. Every space seemed to hum with its own energy, its own stories unfolding in whispered conversations and flirtatious glances.

Finally, she came to a room that made her breath catch: the library.

It was as grand as she had imagined Margaret’s personal collection might be. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined every wall, filled with beautifully bound volumes, their spines gleaming in the soft lamplight. A small fire crackled in the hearth, and a few armchairs were scattered around for those who might want a quieter moment.
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