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​Chapter 1: A Gilded Evening
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The clock chimed seven as Ellie tied her apron and smoothed the crisp fabric of her uniform. The Riverside Lux Hotel was abuzz with excitement. Tonight’s New Year’s Eve party was an exclusive, invite-only event, and the organisers had spared no expense in transforming the venue into a place of unparalleled decadence. The theme was enigmatic, Revelry Reimagined, but whispers among the staff hinted at something much more provocative. Ellie had dismissed it as idle gossip, until now.

The grand ballroom was a vision of hedonistic luxury. Ivy, roses, and grapevines adorned every surface, intertwined with strands of golden fairy lights. The marble floor gleamed, reflecting the warm, flickering glow of thousands of candles. In the corners of the room, performers dressed in togas lounged on chaise longues, offering guests wine from ornate goblets or playing sultry, hypnotic melodies on flutes. The air smelled faintly of honeyed wine and rich, exotic spices.

The guests arrived in droves, their attire blending classical elegance with bold sensuality. Flowing silks, shimmering jewellery, and artfully bared skin were the order of the evening. Ellie moved through the room, serving champagne and delicate canapés, her sharp eyes taking in the extravagance. It was like stepping into a painting of a Roman feast.

The first few hours passed in a haze of polite conversations and laughter, but Ellie couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different. The guests’ interactions seemed more intimate than usual, hands lingering on shoulders, gazes held a beat too long. A man in a deep emerald tunic grazed his lips over a woman’s wrist as he thanked her for a dance. Nearby, a pair of guests reclined together, their laughter dissolving into soft whispers as their bodies pressed closer. Ellie blushed and turned away, trying to focus on her task.

At one point, she passed a group gathered around a low table covered in fruit and wine. A woman leaned back into a man’s chest, his fingers idly tracing the line of her collarbone as she sipped from her goblet. Their companion, a dark-haired woman in a gold-trimmed gown, plucked a grape from the table and held it to the man’s lips. Ellie’s heart fluttered as she realised he didn’t just take the grape, he captured the woman’s fingers in his mouth, biting softly as she laughed.

The air in the room felt heavy, charged with something Ellie couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t just the sensual interactions; it was the atmosphere itself, thick with possibility and temptation.

Ellie’s suspicions deepened as she overheard snatches of conversation while refilling glasses.

“Do you think the Bacchus Room is open yet?” a striking man in a scarlet sash asked his companion.

“Not yet,” the other replied, his lips curving into a wicked smile. “But I hear it’s even more decadent than last year. Did you see the altar in the courtyard?”

Ellie frowned, her curiosity piqued. She had no idea what the Bacchus Room was, nor why anyone would need an altar at a New Year’s party.

Later, a group near the bar caught her attention.

“This is my third time,” a woman purred, running her finger along the rim of her glass. “Every year, it’s in a different city, but the energy is always the same. It’s like stepping out of time.”

“And the organisers?” her companion asked, his voice low.

“Anonymous,” she said, smirking. “But they know exactly what they’re doing. By midnight, you’ll understand.”

Ellie’s chest tightened with intrigue, and something else. A strange warmth had begun to spread through her, starting low in her belly and working its way up. She felt flushed, her uniform suddenly too confining. She brushed her fingertips against her neck, realising her skin was sensitive to even the lightest touch.

As the evening wore on, the atmosphere grew more uninhibited. Ellie saw a woman feeding figs to a man while his hands slid up her thighs beneath her flowing skirt. Another couple disappeared behind a curtain, only for Ellie to catch a glimpse of the man’s shirt falling to the floor. On the makeshift dance floor, bodies swayed in ways that blurred the line between dancing and foreplay.

The guests weren’t just embracing the Bacchanalian theme, they were becoming it.

Ellie’s pulse quickened as she moved through the room, the sensual energy seeming to seep into her skin. She couldn’t deny it any longer: she was aroused. Her cheeks burned as she caught herself staring at the strong hands of a man pouring wine, wondering how they might feel on her body. A woman in a backless gown smiled at her, the gaze lingering long enough to make Ellie’s breath hitch.

When she stopped to adjust a platter on a table, a pair of hands brushed her hips from behind. She turned quickly, her heart racing, only to find a tall man with a devilish grin.

“Apologies,” he said smoothly, though the way his eyes roamed her face suggested he wasn’t sorry at all. “I just wanted to thank you for taking such good care of us tonight.”

Ellie opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. The heat of his touch lingered, even though he’d already stepped away, leaving her flustered and strangely thrilled.

The warmth in Ellie’s body had become a constant thrum, her senses heightened to every brush of fabric, every flicker of candlelight. Her movements felt slower, more deliberate, as if she, too, was being pulled into the rhythm of the night. When a guest’s hand lingered on hers as they took a glass, she didn’t pull away. When a woman complimented her with a sultry smile, Ellie felt her own lips curving in response.

She found herself lingering in the doorway to the courtyard, where an enormous stone altar draped in silk and flowers stood illuminated by firelight. Guests gathered there in clusters, some laughing and toasting, others locked in quiet, intimate embraces. It was unlike anything Ellie had ever seen, and she couldn’t help but wonder: What would it feel like to step fully into this world, to let herself be consumed by its intoxicating pull?

Ellie’s hands trembled as she gripped her tray, her mind racing. She felt like she was teetering on the edge of something vast and thrilling, unsure whether to resist, or surrender.
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