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    You are still here. 
That means you understand that sanctuary is not softness. 
Some doors do not protect you. They change you. 
If you have followed this far, you already know what waits on the other side. 
Enter anyway. 
Evangeline Elkhart
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Chapter 1: Emerald Sanctuary
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Annie Duclair woke to the touch of emerald satin against her bare skin, the sheets twisted around her in silken coils. For a long moment, she couldn’t remember where she was. The ceiling was wrong, too high, ornate plasterwork instead of Linda’s plain white. Panic fluttered in her chest. Had she finally broken completely? Her thumb moved anyway, sliding over the satin, again and again. She couldn’t stop touching it. Even as the panic receded, the fabric anchored her, cool, smooth, unmistakably real, the one thing in the room that made sense.

Then the emerald satin registered against her palm. Real. Textured. Cool. Her fingers pressed harder, testing. The sheets didn’t dissolve. The bed stayed solid beneath her. One hand found the carved bedpost: mahogany, substantial. Saltwind Hall. Seo-ra beside her, breathing. Yesterday happened.

Through the drapes of the master suite, she could see the grandeur of the room she now shared with Seo-ra Choi. Rich mahogany walls. The kind of room that demanded secrets. The scent of salty sea breeze wafted through the slightly open window, carrying the promise of a new day at Saltwind Hall, their new beginning.

Beside her, Seo-ra lay sprawled in a tangle of limbs and dark hair. Her chest gently rose and fell, her full pouty lips slightly parted in peaceful slumber. Annie couldn’t help but trace a finger down Seo-ra’s collarbone, feeling the warmth of her skin and the steady beat of her heart. Even asleep, Seo-ra remained unmistakably herself, the steadiness that had reshaped Annie’s life still there between them.

Annie slipped quietly from the bed, padding barefoot across the Persian rug to the massive windows. Drawing back the heavy curtains, she gasped at the view that greeted her. The Atlantic Ocean stretched endlessly before them, its surface catching the early morning light like scattered diamonds. To the left, she could see the edge of Linda’s cottage near the property gates, smoke already curling from its chimney. To the right, the mansion’s grounds rolled away in gentle slopes toward a copse of bare winter trees. It was breathtaking, wild and elegant all at once.

She retrieved her ivory silk robe from the bedpost, wrapping it around herself and tying the sash. The house was waking up. She could hear small footsteps in the hallway.

A moment later, a small, insistent knock came at the door. “Mommy, are you up?” Amy’s voice called from the other side. Annie glanced back at Seo-ra, still sleeping, and pulled the duvet higher before crossing to the door.

“Come in, sweetie,” Annie called out, keeping her voice calm and cheerful as she opened the door just enough to slip through, closing it quietly behind her.

Amy stood in the hallway, dressed in a flowery nightgown, her blonde hair a mess of unruly curls. Her face lit up at the unfamiliar surroundings. “Jonathan’s still sleeping,” Amy whispered. “Like Aunt Sora.”

Annie smiled, catching the mispronunciation. “She’s just sleeping in, sweetheart,” she said softly, guiding Amy down the hallway with a hand on her shoulder.

“I need to go potty,” Amy said, bouncing from one foot to the other.

Annie nodded, already thinking ahead. “All right,” she said gently. “Let’s see what this place has to offer.”

She threw a quick glance over her shoulder at Seo-ra, who had rolled over and was now watching them, a knowing smile on her face. “We arrived yesterday when it was dark,” Annie added, “so you haven’t had a chance to see everything yet.”

The two of them, a mother and her daughter, embarked hand in hand on a whimsical journey through the sprawling mansion. The marble floors were cold against their bare feet, echoing their giggles and whispers as they tiptoed through the grand halls. The walls, adorned with ancient tapestries, revealed glimpses of the lives that had once danced within their embrace. Amy’s face reflected pure wonder, her curiosity leading them down corridors that even Annie had not yet explored.

Some rooms stood empty, vast caverns of potential, waiting to be filled with the warmth of their lives. Nostalgia tugged at Annie as they passed these spaces, thinking of the countless memories she had shared with Seo-ra in her old apartment. The furniture from that cosy abode now looked like scattered toys in the grandeur of Saltwind Hall. Yet she knew that, with time, the mansion would feel just as intimate and cherished.

Finally, they reached the grand bathroom, an opulent space that could have been plucked straight from the pages of a fairytale. It gleamed with polished chrome and pale marble, with a sunken tub that looked more like a small pool than a simple bath.

Amy’s mouth fell open. “Mommy,” she gasped, “can we take bubble baths here?”

“Oh yes, honey,” Annie said warmly, “we can take as many bubble baths as you want.” She lifted Amy onto the toilet and watched as her daughter’s gaze darted around the room, taking in every detail. “But first, let’s get you all cleaned up.”

As Amy did her business, Annie couldn’t help but reflect on how surreal her life had become. In the span of a few months, she had gone from a cautious, suppressed wife to a free-spirited woman in a thrilling, dominant-submissive relationship. Now, they were living in this magnificent mansion with her children, blending their lives together in a tapestry of love, kink, and secrets. It was a world she had never dared to dream of, and yet here she was, her hand resting on the cool marble counter top, feeling more alive than she had in years.

The sound of footsteps grew closer, and Linda’s cheerful voice echoed down the hallway, snapping Annie out of her thoughts. “Wonderful nature around here, we can explore outside later, Amy,” Linda called out, her breaths still heavy from her morning run. She appeared in the bathroom doorway, her cheeks flushed from the exertion, her athletic body glistening with a fine sheen of sweat. Annie envied Linda’s easy confidence for a moment, but quickly pushed it aside, reminding herself that she had her own unique role in this household.

Linda had surprised everyone when she’d used her divorce settlement to invest in Saltwind Hall alongside Seo-ra. It had all happened behind Annie’s back, a decisive arrangement orchestrated by Seo-ra that still amazed Annie. When Seo-ra had first discovered the estate, she’d immediately called Linda, knowing Annie’s cousin was looking for an escape from the city after her divorce. Within days, Linda had arranged to purchase the old caretaker’s cottage by the gates, transforming it into her own sanctuary while taking on the role of groundskeeper for the vast property. Seo-ra had offered the cottage for free, but Linda’s righteous nature wouldn’t allow it, she insisted on paying a symbolic sum, writing out a cheque that Seo-ra had reluctantly accepted. The arrangement benefited everyone: Linda got the fresh start she needed, the children had their beloved aunt nearby, and Annie and Seo-ra gained both security and privacy.

“We’re just about done here,” Annie responded. She turned on the faucet to wash Amy’s hands, the water splashing against the marble sink. Linda leaned against the doorframe, amusement twinkling in her eyes as she took in the sight of her cousin in the silk robe.

“Alright, I’ll get them some breakfast while you two lovebirds get ready,” Linda said, playful sarcasm threading through her words. “But remember, I expect a full report on the dungeon’s renovation.” She winked at Annie before retreating down the hallway, her laughter trailing behind her.

Annie’s cheeks flushed at the thought of the impending afternoon. Seo-ra had put a lot of effort into their underground playroom, the dungeon that had been customized to their every whim and desire. The basement had been transformed into a sanctuary of pleasure and pain, where they could indulge in their darkest fantasies without fear of discovery.

“Thank you, Linda,” Annie called out after her cousin, the words barely more than a whisper. Gratitude rushed through her for the woman who had become both a confidante and a co-conspirator in her newfound love life. Linda had moved into the cottage to give them space, but she was always there, a silent sentinel who knew about their lifestyle and supported them unconditionally.

After Amy finished washing her hands, Annie led her back to the main living area where she found Jonathan already up, examining the bookshelves intently.

“Mom, these books are ancient,” he observed, running his fingers over a leather-bound volume. “Some look like they’re from the 1800s.”

“This place has a lot of history,” Annie replied, approaching him. “We’re lucky Sora found it for us.”

Jonathan nodded, his expression guarded yet curious. “It’s really big. Do we get to pick our own rooms?”

“You already have one, buddy,” Annie said. “The blue room with the view of the ocean. But if you’d rather have a different one, I’m sure we can arrange that.”

His face brightened slightly. “No, I like that one. I just wondered if we’re staying here... you know, permanently.”

Annie knelt beside him, aware of the uncertainty in his voice. “Yes, we are. This is our home now. Away from all the bad things that happened.” She didn’t need to mention Steven directly; Jonathan understood. “Do you like it here so far?”

Jonathan glanced around, taking in the grandeur of their surroundings. “I guess. It’s just really different.”

“Different can be good,” she assured him, giving his shoulder a gentle squeeze.

The kitchen, when they found it, was a marvel of modern convenience hidden within period styling. Copper pots hung from a wrought-iron rack, granite countertops gleamed, and a massive range that looked like it belonged in a restaurant dominated one wall. But it was the breakfast nook that caught Annie’s attention, a bay window alcove with built-in benches and a view of the back gardens.

Linda was already there, nursing a cup of coffee and reading something on her tablet. She looked up as they entered, her face bright.

“Hey again, explorers! How are you finding your way around this morning?”

“Aunt Linda!” Amy rushed to her, climbing onto the bench beside her. “Did you see the dollhouse in my room? And the rocking horse? And the bookshelf with all the fairy tale books?”

Linda chuckled, wrapping an arm around her niece. “I helped Seo-ra set up some of those surprises. What do you think of your new home?”

“It’s the best house ever,” Amy declared with certainty.

Jonathan, ever more cautious, slid onto the opposite bench. “It’s easy to get lost in here,” he said diplomatically. “Really easy. This place is huge.”

“That’s part of the adventure,” Linda assured him. “Your mom and I used to explore old houses when we were kids, didn’t we, Annie?”

Annie nodded, pouring herself coffee from the pot Linda had prepared. The normalcy of the gesture, sharing morning coffee with her cousin while the children chattered, helped ground her in this new reality. “Though none quite this grand.”

“Where’s Seo-ra?” Linda asked, noting her absence.

“Still sleeping. Yesterday was... a lot for all of us.”

Linda’s knowing look suggested she understood more than the children could. “Well, when she’s ready, tell her the grocery delivery arrived this morning. I had them stock the pantry and refrigerator with basics, plus some special requests for these two.” She ruffled Jonathan’s hair, which only made it stick up more.

“Can we explore the outside today?” Jonathan asked, warming to the possibilities. “I saw what looked like a path down to the water from my window.”

“After breakfast and after you’re both properly dressed for winter weather,” Annie stipulated. “And only with an adult.”

“Speaking of which,” Linda interjected, “I thought I’d take you all on a proper tour of the grounds today. There’s more to see than you might expect, the old greenhouse, the carriage house, even what’s left of a formal garden that must have been spectacular in its day.”

“A carriage house?” Amy’s eyes grew wide. “Like for horses and carriages?”

“Well, it’s more of a garage now, but yes, originally for horses and carriages.”

The sound of footsteps on the marble floors announced Seo-ra’s approach. She appeared in the kitchen doorway, impeccably dressed despite the early hour, her hair sleek and her makeup flawless. Annie wondered if she’d ever seen Seo-ra look anything less than perfect.

“Good morning, everyone,” Seo-ra said warmly, her gaze lingering on Annie in a way that sent warmth spreading through her chest. “I trust everyone slept well?”

“The house makes interesting sounds at night,” Jonathan observed, not accusingly but scientifically. “It’s like it’s breathing.”

Seo-ra nodded seriously, taking his comment respectfully. “Old houses do have their own personalities. This one has been standing since 1871, so it’s had plenty of time to develop character. Perhaps later I can show you some of the architectural features that create those sounds, the way the wood expands and contracts, how the wind moves through the eaves.”

Jonathan brightened at this adult explanation. “That would be cool.”

“And Amy,” Seo-ra continued, turning to the little girl who was watching her, shy but fascinated, “I understand you discovered the dollhouse. What do you think of it?”

“It’s beautiful,” Amy breathed. “But it doesn’t have any dolls in it yet.”

“Well, we’ll have to remedy that, won’t we? Perhaps on our next trip to town, we can find some suitable residents for it.”

Annie watched this exchange, marvelling. Seo-ra, her mistress who could tie her up and have her crawling on all fours at every whim, who could spank her until she begged for mercy, was also being tender and caring with her children. It was yet another facet of this complex woman she was only beginning to understand.

“Linda has kindly offered to show us around the grounds today,” Seo-ra announced. “Though I should warn you—it’s quite extensive. We may need to make it a series of explorations rather than trying to see everything at once.”

“How extensive?” Annie asked, curious about the scope of the property Seo-ra had acquired for them.

“Thirty-two acres,” Seo-ra replied casually, as if such vastness were perfectly normal. “It includes the main house with its built-in garage and workshop, Linda’s cottage, the old carriage house, a greenhouse that needs restoration, formal gardens, woodland, our own stretch of private beach accessible by a path down the cliffs, and an old boathouse by the shore. The boathouse is quite weathered and derelict, but it’s filled with fascinating old marine equipment, fishing nets, buoys, and all sorts of nautical artifacts.”

Jonathan’s jaw dropped. “Thirty-two acres? That’s... that’s more than seventy-five hockey rinks!”

“The stone wall alone is supposedly over 1000 metres,” Seo-ra added, “protecting us from everything from the landside, although it’s in very bad shape in spots I’ve noticed.”

“Big enough for horses?” Amy asked hopefully.

Seo-ra smiled. “Certainly big enough for horses, if that’s something we decide to pursue. Though we’d need to restore the old stables first.”

“There are stables?” Now Jonathan was truly excited.

“Was. They’ll need significant work, but the bones of them are still sound.”

The scope of Seo-ra’s planning amazed Annie. This wasn’t just a house she’d bought, it was an entire world she’d created for them, complete with possibilities Annie had never dared to imagine.

After breakfast, they bundled up for their exploration. The February coastal winter was crisp and biting, the sky a pale grey that promised more snow before evening.

Annie reached for her blue down jacket and couldn’t help herself—she pressed her face into it first, breathing in. The puffy nylon was cool against her cheek. Her hands found the quilted channels, following them down the sleeves before she finally put it on. The familiar weight settled around her, and her fingers immediately went to the cuffs, sliding over the elasticated nylon. Better. Grounded.

Seo-ra watched her for a moment before choosing her black down coat, her hands moving over the lustrous shell in long strokes. She caught Annie’s eye. Smiled. They both understood this particular hunger.

“The wind can be brutal off the water,” Seo-ra observed, adjusting her high collar. “February on the coast is unforgiving, but these will keep us comfortable.”

They set out from the main house, Linda leading the way, already confident from her earlier explorations. The children flanked her, their breath visible in small puffs as they peppered her with questions about everything they saw.

The mansion’s grandeur was mirrored in the harsh beauty of late winter. Bare trees stood like sentinels against the grey sky, their branches creating intricate patterns against the horizon. Snow lay in uneven patches across the landscape, deep drifts where the wind had piled it against stone walls and hedgerows, but only scattered remnants on the southern slopes where the salt air and ocean influence had melted much of it away. Jonathan pointed out rabbit tracks in the pristine snow, his excitement building, while Amy tried to catch snowflakes on her tongue when the wind picked up.

Annie’s hand went to her jacket zipper, sliding it up and down without thinking. The metal teeth made tiny clicking sounds. She caught herself doing it and stopped, glanced at Seo-ra.

Seo-ra’s fingers were still moving over her own coat’s shell, long strokes down the quilted channels. She noticed Annie watching and didn’t stop. Why would she? Out here, there was no one to see their small compulsions.

“Look at the size of this place,” Annie murmured to Seo-ra as they walked along a gravel path that led toward the old greenhouse. “It’s like you bought us our own private kingdom.”

“That was rather the point,” Seo-ra replied, her breath visible in the cold air. “After everything we’ve been through, I wanted somewhere we could truly be free. No neighbours close enough to hear or see, no unexpected visitors, no interference from the outside world unless we choose it.”

They reached the greenhouse first, a Victorian glass structure that had seen better days but still retained hints of its former grandeur. Many panes were cracked or missing, and brown dead weeds had taken over what must once have been tended growing beds.

“This could be spectacular with some restoration,” Linda observed, peering through the dirty glass. “Imagine growing fresh herbs and vegetables year-round, maybe even exotic plants.”

“Can we grow strawberries?” Amy asked, pressing her nose against a cleaner section of glass.

“If we restore it properly, we could grow almost anything,” Seo-ra confirmed. “Though that’s a project for spring and summer.”

They continued on to the carriage house, a substantial stone building with large wooden doors that stood slightly ajar. Inside, it had been converted to a modern garage, but the original structure remained, stone walls, heavy wooden beams, and what looked like old horse stalls along one side.

“This is where the old stables would connect,” Linda explained, pointing to a section of wall that showed signs of former openings. “The whole complex would have housed horses, carriages, tack, and probably living quarters for stable hands.”

Jonathan ran his hands along the stone walls, fascination evident in his face. “People really lived like this? With their own stables and everything?”

“The original owner was quite wealthy,” Seo-ra explained. “Captain Deverell made his fortune in maritime trade. This was his way of creating a self-sufficient estate where his family could live in luxury and comfort.”

As they explored, Annie noticed how naturally Seo-ra had taken on the role of educator, sharing the property’s history with the children in ways that captured their imagination. She spoke of Captain Deverell and his young bride, of the generations who had lived here, of the storms that had battered the coast and the calm mornings when ships could be seen on the horizon.

The formal gardens were their next stop, or what remained of them beneath February’s harsh grip. Overgrown hedges poked through snow drifts, and what must once have been precisely maintained flower beds lay dormant under a blanket of white. Where the snow had blown away or melted, dark earth and the stubble of last year’s growth showed through. A central fountain stood dry and filled with snow and fallen leaves, its carved stone figures of dolphins and mermaids still graceful despite years of neglect and the harsh coastal winter.

“In spring, we could restore this,” Seo-ra mused, following paths that were barely visible under the winter growth. “Plant roses, create herb gardens, maybe add a vegetable patch for the children to tend.”

“I want to plant sunflowers,” Amy declared. “Really tall ones that grow taller than me.”

“And I could build weather monitoring equipment,” Jonathan added, already planning. “Track rainfall and temperature and wind patterns.”

Annie smiled, watching her children claim this place as their own, making plans and dreams as if they’d lived here all their lives. The adaptability of children never ceased to amaze her.

The woodland section of the property was dense with oak, maple, and pine trees, their bare branches creating a stark canopy overhead. Snow clung to the evergreen boughs but had largely melted from the deciduous trees where the salt air reached them. Paths wound through the trees, some clearly maintained and showing dark earth where the snow had been cleared, others barely visible trails that might have been made by deer or previous explorers, now filled with pristine snow.

“This is perfect for fort-building,” Jonathan observed, already eyeing suitable trees.

“And fairy houses,” Amy added, bending to collect interesting stones and twigs.

But it was their final destination that truly took Annie’s breath away. The path to the beach wound down the cliff face in gentle switchbacks, protected by placed railings that looked both rustic and safe. Here, closest to the ocean, the snow had been largely beaten back by salt spray and wind, leaving patches of wet earth and exposed stone. As they descended, the sound of waves grew louder, and the salt scent grew stronger, sharp and clean in the February air.

Annie stopped walking. The Atlantic stretched before them, exactly as it had when she’d first opened the curtains. Still there. Still real.

Her hand found the quilted nylon of her jacket sleeve, thumb working over the channels. Again. Again. She couldn’t stop. The fabric was slippery-cold under her bare fingertips where she’d pushed up her glove, the only thing that felt like it existed.

“Are you alright?” Seo-ra’s hand touched her shoulder.

Annie nodded, but her fingers kept moving on the jacket, counting ridges. “I keep thinking I’ll wake up back in Linda’s guest room,” she admitted quietly. The nylon whispered under her thumb. Real. Textured. Present. “That this was just... something my brain invented before the end.”

Seo-ra moved her hand to Annie’s wrist, stopping the compulsive motion. Grounding her differently.

The beach itself was a crescent of dark sand and smooth stones, mostly clear of snow except for small drifts in the protected areas between the rocky outcroppings. The February ocean was steel grey and restless, waves rolling in forcefully. The children immediately began exploring, collecting shells and smooth stones while staying well back from the water’s edge, their cheeks red from the cold wind.

“Our own private beach,” Annie said wonderingly, standing beside Seo-ra as they watched Amy and Jonathan discover tide pools among the rocks.

“Completely private,” Seo-ra confirmed. “The cliffs on either side make it inaccessible except through our property. In summer, it will be perfect for swimming and beach picnics. In winter, it’s a place for contemplation and storm-watching.”

Annie could picture it, summer afternoons with the children building sandcastles while she and Seo-ra watched from beach chairs, evening walks along the water’s edge after the children were asleep, the freedom to be themselves without fear of prying eyes.

As they made their way back up the cliff path, Linda keeping pace with the children while Annie and Seo-ra followed more slowly, profound gratitude settled over Annie. This wasn’t just a house or even a home, it was a sanctuary, a place where they could build whatever life they chose.

“The children seem happy,” Seo-ra observed as they watched Jonathan explaining something about rock formations to Amy, both of them animated and engaged.

“They’re resilient,” Annie replied. “Much more so than I gave them credit for. As long as they feel loved and secure, they can adapt to almost anything.”

“And you?” Seo-ra asked quietly. “How are you adapting?”

Annie considered the question as they reached the top of the cliff. Yesterday morning, she had woken in Linda’s guest room, broken and desperate, contemplating an ending to her pain. Now she was standing on her own property, their property, watching her children explore a private beach, planning gardens and adventures and a future she’d never dared to imagine.

“I’m still processing it all,” she admitted. “The scale of what you’ve done, what you’ve given us... it’s almost too much to comprehend. But seeing the children like this, seeing the possibilities...” She paused, watching Amy chase a seagull along the cliff’s edge while Jonathan took pictures with an old camera he’d found in the house. “I’m beginning to believe this is real.”

“It’s real,” Seo-ra assured her, taking her hand. “And now we can create whatever life we want.”

As they approached Linda’s cottage near the property gates, Annie marvelled at how quickly her cousin had made it her own. The once-dilapidated caretaker’s house now stood proud with fresh paint and refurbished windows. Smoke curled from the chimney, and flower boxes that would bloom in spring were already in place beneath the windows.

“I never thought I’d end up a groundskeeper,” Linda remarked with a laugh as she invited them inside for hot chocolate to warm up from their expedition. “But after fifteen years in corporate law and that slowly dying marriage, maintaining this place feels like therapy.”

The cottage interior was cosy and welcoming, a perfect contrast to the mansion’s grandeur. Linda had furnished it with comfortable furniture, warm colours, and personal touches that made it feel like a home rather than just accommodation.

“Best investment I ever made,” she added, catching Seo-ra’s eye. “Sometimes you need to tear everything down to build something better.”

As they explored, Annie noticed Linda observing the property keenly, her gaze methodically scanning the treeline as she chatted casually with the children. Her protective instincts were evident even without words, a vigilance that spoke of her commitment to their safety.

“Looks like someone’s ready for an adventure,” Linda called out as she scooped Amy up into her arms. “How about we go to the movies this afternoon, little ones?”

“Yeah, I heard there’s a new superhero flick,” Jonathan said, bouncing on his toes. “It’s supposed to be epic.”

Annie looked to Seo-ra, who gave a subtle nod of approval. “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Annie said. “Thank you for taking them.”

Linda winked at her before turning to the children. “Come on, you two, let’s leave the grown-ups to their own devices.” With a laugh, she swung Amy onto her back, the little girl squealing with delight as she clung to her aunt’s neck. Jonathan, ever the cool older sibling, rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide his grin as he fell into step beside them.

Seo-ra watched them go, studying Linda’s retreating figure. “Alone at last,” she stated. She turned back to Annie, her gaze intense as she stepped closer, the heat of their bodies mingling with the cool sea air.

“Did you notice...” Annie began.

Seo-ra’s gaze followed Linda’s methodical scan of the treeline. “She takes our safety seriously. Especially after everything with Tom and Steven.” She said, the names hanging between them like ghosts from another past.

The unspoken truth lingered between them, the memory of Tom’s bulging eyes as the rope tightened, the weight of his lifeless body as they manoeuvred it onto the tarp, the sound of earth hitting plastic in that rain-soaked forest grave. Annie could still feel the phantom ache in her shoulders from wielding the shovel, still smell the metallic scent of shattered electronics. It was a dark chapter now closed, yet its shadow stretched long across their new beginning. Seo-ra’s words from last night echoed: the investigation was real, Killorn hadn’t given up. But here, behind stone walls and thirty-two acres of privacy, Saint John’s problems felt blessedly distant. 

Taking Annie’s hand decisively, Seo-ra led her back through the mansion, down the grand staircase, and toward the shadowy depths of the basement. Before descending, Annie paused to check the heavy iron door that separated their dungeon from the rest of the house. She tested the lock, satisfied that it was secure and would protect their secret world from prying eyes.

“I made sure it’s equipped with the best security system,” Seo-ra assured her, pride touching her voice. “No one gets in without my explicit permission.”

The dungeon door creaked open, revealing their secret world in darkness. Seo-ra stepped inside first, moving to the wall switch that controlled the wrought-iron chandeliers. As the crimson glass bulbs flickered to life one by one, warm golden light began dancing across walls adorned with deep burgundy velvet and polished chains. The air gradually filled with the rich scent of leather and beeswax.

“Mistress,” Annie breathed, her gaze sweeping across the familiar yet transformed space. The custom-made St. Andrew’s Cross carved from aged ebony dominated one wall, its polished surface gleaming under the crimson chandeliers. The silk-covered alcoves held new treasures, and the lattice of ropes in the mirrored section seemed to beckon with fresh possibilities. “It’s... it’s everything I never dared to dream.”

Seo-ra’s lips curved into a satisfied smile as she surveyed their sanctuary. “We have a lot to explore,” she said, her voice dropping to that velvet tone that always made Annie’s knees weak. She moved to one of the tall lacquered cabinets along the far wall, opening its brass-handled doors to reveal an array of implements, but also something that made Annie’s eyes widen. Silks, satins, and what looked like down-filled accessories arranged like precious artifacts.

“Come,” Seo-ra commanded softly, selecting a crimson corset with intricate black boning. “Let me dress you for our new world.”

The ritual began slowly, ceremonially. Seo-ra’s hands were reverent as she wrapped the corset around Annie’s torso, drawing the laces tight patiently. Each pull of the strings sent Annie deeper into that familiar headspace where only sensation mattered. The pressure around her ribs forced her breathing to slow, to become more deliberate.

“Good girl,” Seo-ra murmured, fastening glossy latex stilettos around Annie’s ankles. “Now, the most important part.”

The ball gag came first, a red rubber sphere that filled Annie’s mouth. As Seo-ra secured it behind her head, familiar surrender washed over Annie. No words now, no ability to negotiate or control. Only acceptance of whatever her mistress desired.

“Breathe through your nose, Ducky,” Seo-ra instructed, though she knew Annie understood. “Let yourself sink.”

The Duckybag appeared, smooth purple satin that whispered against Annie’s cheek like a lover’s caress. As Seo-ra slid it over her head, the world transformed. Sound became muffled, sight vanished entirely, and suddenly every other sense blazed to life. The satin clung to her face with each breath, creating an intimate cocoon that forced her awareness inward.

Now she could only breathe through her nose, each inhalation deliberate and controlled. The scent of leather became spellbinding. Every sound, the whisper of Seo-ra’s clothing, the soft clink of hardware, seemed amplified in the darkness.

Leather cuffs circled her wrists and ankles, their cool embrace both familiar and thrilling. Seo-ra guided her to the cross, positioning her body firmly. As each cuff was attached to its D-ring, spreading her limbs wide, that paradoxical freedom came, the kind that lived in complete helplessness.

In the satin darkness of the hood, Annie’s world contracted to pure sensation. Seo-ra moved around her, and Annie could sense when her mistress drew near by the change in air temperature, the subtle shift in sound.

Then came the first touch, not what she expected. Instead of leather or metal, something impossibly soft brushed against her inner arm. Silk, maybe, or satin, drawn across her skin deliberately. Annie’s instinctive reaction was to test her bonds. Safe. 

“I have so many new toys for us,” Seo-ra’s voice came from somewhere to her left, honey-smooth and full of promise. “Things to tease you with, to make you beg for more.”

The soft fabric, definitely silk, traced up her arm to her shoulder, then disappeared entirely. Annie strained against her bonds, not to escape but seeking more contact. Behind the gag, she whimpered softly.

Something different now, the brush of down feathers, impossibly light, dancing across her collarbone. The sensation was so gentle it was almost torture, raising goosebumps across her skin. Annie’s breathing became more laboured through her nose.

“Do you remember how this feels, my sweet?” Seo-ra whispered close to her ear. “How your body responds when I control every sensation?”

Annie nodded as much as the restraints allowed. How could she forget? But here, in their own space, unlimited time and privacy made every touch feel magnified tenfold.

The down disappeared, leaving her skin tingling and oversensitive. Then came something cool and smooth, satin, drawn across her ribs just beneath her breasts. The contrast between the soft fabric and her heated skin made her arch against the cross.

Seo-ra took her time, mapping Annie’s body with different textures. Silk scarves that whispered across her stomach. Something that felt like cashmere, soft beyond description, that she brushed against the inside of Annie’s thighs. A down-filled mitt that traced patterns on her back.

Each touch was a promise, a tease, building sensation upon sensation until Annie’s entire body hummed. The gag forced her to breathe steadily through her nose, each exhalation a soft whimper of desire.

“I love how you surrender to me,” Seo-ra murmured, the sound seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere in the satin darkness. “How you trust me with your pleasure.”

A coil of rope slipped from Seo-ra’s fingers and brushed against Annie’s knee, startling her into a tiny twitch she couldn’t hide. Seo-ra let out a soft exhale that might have been a laugh. “Sensitive today,” she noticed as she retrieved the rope. “Good.”

The sensory play continued, building layers of sensation that had Annie straining against her bonds not from discomfort but from overwhelming need. Cool silk followed by warm down, rough hemp rope drawn across oversensitive skin, then back to the whisper-soft touch of satin.

In the darkness of the hood, Annie lost herself. There was no thought, no worry about children or responsibilities or the outside world. There was only this, the perfect restriction, the exquisite torture of soft textures against heightened skin, and the absolute trust she placed in her Mistress’s hands.

When release finally came, the intensity surprised them both. Annie’s muffled cries echoed in their private sanctuary as wave after wave of sensation crashed over her.

Afterward, as Seo-ra removed each restraint and finally lifted away the hood, Annie trembled not just from physical release but from the profound sense of homecoming. This space, this dynamic, this woman, this was where she belonged.

“Welcome home, my darling Ducky,” Seo-ra whispered, her aftercare as tender as her teasing had been complete. Her hands were gentle as she massaged feeling back into Annie’s wrists.

“I love you, Mistress,” Annie breathed when the gag was finally removed, wonder filling her words. “This is... we’re really home.”

“And I love you, my sweet Annie,” Seo-ra spoke softly, her fingers playing with a strand of Annie’s hair, checking her wrists and ankles for any signs of bruising or discomfort.

“I feel complete,” Seo-ra continued, pulling a soft blanket around Annie’s shoulders. “And this space will let us discover sides of ourselves we’ve never seen.”

As they ascended the stairs, the cold stone beneath their bare feet offered a bracing counterpoint to the warmth of their recent play. Relief surged through Annie as they approached the door that separated their dark secrets from the rest of the world. She watched as Seo-ra twisted the lock into place, the heavy thud echoing through the hallway.

“The flashbacks are getting less frequent,” Annie said quietly, her hand finding Seo-ra’s in the dim hallway. “For a while I thought...”

“I know,” Seo-ra replied, understanding immediately. “His face doesn’t appear as often now when we’re together.”

Annie nodded, squeezing Seo-ra’s fingers. “Having our own space helps. No ghosts here.”

It was a symbolic act, this locking away of their darker desires, a reminder that outside this room, they were simply Annie and Seo-ra, a couple in love, and slowly healing from what they’d been forced to do.

They had just finished dressing when the sound of the front door opening announced the return of their little expedition. Children’s voices echoed through the marble foyer, animated and excited.

“Mom! Sora! We’re back!” Jonathan called out, his voice carrying the enthusiasm that only a good action movie could inspire.

Annie and Seo-ra made their way downstairs to find the children still buzzing, while Linda helped them out of their winter coats.

“How was the movie?” Annie asked, smoothing down Amy’s windblown hair.

“Awesome!” Jonathan exclaimed, more animated than she’d seen him in weeks. “There was this huge battle scene where—”

“Jonathan nearly jumped out of his seat,” Linda interrupted with a laugh. “And Amy ate her weight in popcorn.”

“Did not!” Amy protested, though her guilty grin and the telltale kernels stuck to her sweater told another story.

“And now someone’s probably ready for some real food,” Linda observed, noting how Amy was already eyeing the kitchen hopefully. “I brought supplies from town this morning, including steaks for the adults and chicken nuggets for someone who shall remain nameless but rhymes with ‘Gramy.’”

“Hey!” Amy protested with a giggle. “I like other food too!”

“Can we have dinner in the big dining room tonight?” Amy asked, bouncing on her toes. “Like in a castle?”

“I think that can be arranged,” Seo-ra replied. “Though someone will need to help me figure out how to use that restaurant-sized stove.”

“I can cook,” Annie offered, then laughed. “Though I’ve never cooked on anything that elaborate.”

“We’ll figure it out together,” Linda said. “Besides, someone needs to supervise these two while they wash the popcorn butter off their hands.”

The kitchen soon filled with the comfortable chaos of meal preparation. Annie chopped vegetables while Seo-ra confidently directed the cooking process, stirring a pot of fragrant sauce with the same assured presence she’d shown in their private moments. The domestic scene differed dramatically from their earlier activities, but Annie loved both aspects of their life together equally.

Jonathan peppered them with questions about the house’s stove while helping set the massive dining room table, and Amy created elaborate stories about the people in the portraits that lined the walls, her movie-fuelled imagination running wild.

“Thank you,” Annie said quietly to Linda as they worked side by side, the statement delivered so matter-of-factly that the children didn’t even notice the deeper meaning, gratitude for the timing, the discretion, the understanding.

“Thank you,” Seo-ra responded simply from across the kitchen, but her eyes conveyed much more as they met Annie’s.

Linda just nodded, understanding the depths of what remained unspoken. Seo-ra turned to Annie while continuing to stir the sauce. “Remember that the new maid arrives tomorrow,” she stated. “I’ve had the west wing prepared for her arrival.”

“The new maid?” Jonathan asked, his interest piqued.

“Yes, her name is Isabel,” Annie explained, setting plates around the dining table. “She’ll be helping keep this big place clean and tidy.”

“Will she live here with us?” Amy wondered, wide-eyed at the thought.

“She’ll have her own quarters in the west wing,” Seo-ra clarified. “She comes highly recommended by the agency, though I haven’t met her personally yet. I’ve arranged everything based on references.”

They ate dinner in the formal dining room, the children’s eyes wide as they sat at the enormous table beneath the crystal chandelier. Jonathan regaled them with detailed descriptions of the movie’s special effects, while Amy demonstrated some of the action scenes with her chicken nuggets, making everyone laugh.

As the meal progressed, Jonathan looked up from his plate, curiosity in his eyes. “Sora, you mentioned Captain Deverell built this place for his bride. What happened after she died? Did he just live here alone?”

Seo-ra nodded, clearly pleased by his interest in the details. “For nearly forty years. The locals say he became obsessed with preserving everything exactly as Lydia had left it, her dresses still hanging in the wardrobes, her books open to the pages she’d been reading. He never remarried, never even entertained guests after the first year of mourning.”

“That’s so sad,” Amy whispered, her chicken nugget forgotten.

“The villagers called him the Ghost Captain,” Seo-ra continued. “They’d see him walking the cliffs at night, always looking out to sea, as if waiting for something that would never come.”

“Is that why the village people looked at us funny when we drove through?” Jonathan asked.

Seo-ra nodded. “The locals call this ‘the house that watches.’ It’s been through several owners over the years. The Deverell family kept it for three generations before it passed to a series of short-term owners, a historian, some artists, a widow. The last owner was an art dealer who started renovations but left suddenly after some personal troubles. It stood empty for three years before I found it.”

“Are there ghosts?” Amy whispered, half-excited, half-fearful.

Linda chuckled. “Only the ghosts of bad decorating choices in the west wing.”

“The west wing had a fire in 1906,” Seo-ra added. “That’s why parts of it needed so much restoration.” She turned to Annie. “Tomorrow we can explore the library books. Some date back to the second owner, Elias Deverell. He was a botanist who added the conservatory, which is now sadly in ruins.”

Annie smiled, appreciating how Seo-ra had researched the property so thoroughly. It was typical of her thoroughness in all things.

After Linda returned to her cottage and the children were tucked into their beds, Amy with her new favourite stuffed animal from the dollhouse, Jonathan with a book about coastal geology he’d found in the library, Annie found herself alone with Seo-ra in the master suite. The emerald satin sheets gleamed in the lamplight, and through the windows, the ocean stretched away into darkness, dotted with the lights of distant ships.

From the window, she could see the Atlantic Ocean stretching to the horizon, vast and powerful. Like their relationship, it contained depths and dangers, but also beauty and possibility. Tomorrow would bring Isabel, a new variable in their balanced equation, another element for Seo-ra to incorporate into the world she was building for them. But tonight, contentment washed over Annie. Saltwind Hall had become a sanctuary where both sides of her life could coexist: the loving mother and the passionate submissive, the responsible caretaker and the woman who found freedom in surrender.

“Thank you,” Annie said simply, the words encompassing everything she couldn’t quite express, the house, the planning, the children’s happiness, the afternoon they’d shared, the life Seo-ra had built for them.

“You don’t need to thank me,” Seo-ra replied, moving to stand behind Annie at the window. “This is as much for me as it is for you. I’ve never had a real home before, never had people who mattered enough to build something permanent with.”

Annie leaned back against Seo-ra’s warmth, watching the moon cast its silver path across the water. The near future would bring new challenges, school enrolment, settling into routines, learning to navigate life in this grand house. But tonight, for the first time in longer than she could remember, Annie was at peace.

They were home.
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Chapter 2: The Maid’s Curiosity
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At precisely 9 AM, the ornate doorbell of Saltwind Hall chimed through the mansion’s cavernous spaces. Outside, Isabel Mendoza stood straight-backed on the stone steps, her jet-black hair pulled into a tight bun, her expression a blend of professionalism and subdued nerves. At twenty-five, no, twenty-six now, as of this morning, she carried herself like the convent had taught her. She hadn’t mentioned the birthday in her correspondence with Ms. Choi. First days weren’t for making things about yourself. She needed to appear composed, dignified, though hints of youthful curiosity occasionally flickered despite her best efforts. 

She wore a simple grey wool coat that billowed in the stinging Atlantic wind, her hands clutching a small suitcase containing her modest belongings. The embroidered emblem “SH” of Saltwind Hall already adorned the white apron of her uniform beneath it, part of the detailed instructions Seo-ra had sent ahead for her first day. 

The morning had begun with Isabel kneeling in prayer in her small rented room in Saint John, seeking guidance for this new chapter of her life. The position at Saltwind Hall represented more than employment; it was an escape from the cramped apartment she shared with three other women, from the constant struggle to make ends meet, from the grinding uncertainty that had plagued her since arriving in Canada two years earlier.

Before she left, her roommates had pressed a single cupcake into her hands, a candle already lit and melting down one side, an awkward, improvised acknowledgement of her birthday that made her smile despite herself.

Her journey to this doorstep had been circuitous and painful. Born in Caracas to devout farmers who sacrificed everything to send their daughter north for education and opportunity, Isabel had arrived in Halifax two years ago under circumstances she preferred not to examine too closely. The person who’d brought her here had vanished, leaving her stranded. She didn’t like thinking about Pedro, about the promises made and broken, about her own poor judgment in trusting him.

The convent sisters who had raised her would have called it God’s will, a test of faith to be endured with grace. But alone in a foreign country, her connections severed and her savings dwindling, Isabel had found faith a cold comfort. She’d taken whatever work she could find, cleaning office buildings at night, serving tables at a diner, sorting mail at the post office during Christmas season. Each job taught her something about survival, about the observation required to navigate different worlds, about the mask of competence she needed to wear regardless of her inner turmoil.

The Atlantic wind tugged at her clothes, carrying the scent of salt and winter, a stark contrast to the warmth that greeted her as the massive oak door swung open. Seo-ra Choi stood in the doorway, impeccably dressed in tailored black slacks and a burgundy silk blouse that rippled in the wind. Her presence was immediately commanding, her gaze appraising as it swept over Isabel.

That assessment felt like a physical touch, Isabel recognized it, the same evaluation she herself had learned to perform. But where Isabel catalogued details for survival, Seo-ra seemed to see deeper, past the modest clothing and nervous posture to something Isabel wasn’t sure she wanted examined too closely.

“Isabel Mendoza,” Seo-ra said, her tone alone making Isabel stand even straighter. “Welcome to Saltwind Hall. You’re precisely on time, I appreciate punctuality.” 

“Thank you for this opportunity, Ms. Choi,” Isabel replied, her slight Spanish accent more pronounced now. The melodic cadence of her voice hinted at her Venezuelan origins, a heritage she carried with pride despite having left her homeland years ago. She had practised this moment in the mirror that morning, rehearsing the proper balance of gratitude and professionalism, but Seo-ra’s presence was more formidable than she had anticipated.

Seo-ra’s lips curved into a subtle smile. “Please, call me Sora.” She stepped aside, gesturing for Isabel to enter. “Come in. The family is eager to meet you.”

Isabel crossed the threshold, immediately enveloped by the mansion’s grandeur. The entrance hall soared two storeys high, dominated by a wrought iron staircase that curved like a black ribbon against cream-coloured walls. Crystal chandeliers cast prismatic light across marble floors so polished Isabel could see her reflection. The opulence was overwhelming, a world away from the austere convent where she’d spent her formative years.

Growing up among the sisters, Isabel had learned that luxury was suspect, a distraction from spiritual purpose. Yet standing in this magnificent space, she found herself drawn to its beauty rather than repelled by its excess. The way light danced through crystal, the perfect curve of the staircase, the rich warmth of polished wood, it all spoke to something in her that had been dormant but never quite silenced.

“This way,” Seo-ra instructed, leading Isabel through corridors hung with oil paintings in gilded frames, past sitting rooms furnished with antiques that whispered of old money and older secrets.

As they walked, Isabel’s trained eye catalogued details that might help her understand this new world. The artwork was museum quality, the Oriental rugs beneath their feet worth more than most people’s cars. Fresh flowers in crystal vases suggested regular service staff beyond herself. Yet there was something lived-in about the grandeur, personal touches that made it feel like a home rather than a showplace.

Before they reached the kitchen, Isabel stopped abruptly, transfixed by the massive painting that dominated the central hall where the grand staircase began its ascent. It depicted wild horses galloping along a stormy beach, their manes flying in the wind as waves crashed dramatically against dark rocks. The lead horse, a magnificent white stallion, his head held high, was illuminated by a single ray of sunlight breaking through turbulent storm clouds. The animals’ power, muscles straining as they charged through the crashing waves, was rendered so skillfully Isabel could almost hear hooves thundering against the wet sand. 

The painting stirred something primal in Isabel, a recognition of freedom and wildness that her controlled life had never allowed her to explore. The stallion’s eyes seemed to look directly at her, challenging and knowing, as if it could see past her modest uniform to some untamed part of her soul.

“Do you like it?” Seo-ra’s voice came from behind her, pride touching her tone.

“It’s magnificent,” Isabel breathed, her eyes still tracing the dramatic lines of the white stallion. “The movement, the light... it feels alive.”

Something softened in Seo-ra’s expression as she regarded the painting appreciatively. “I found it at an art gallery months ago. The moment I saw it, I knew I had to have it—regardless of the price.” A smile played at her lips, as if recalling a private memory. “It’s by a Swedish artist—Zankh’s most famous work, actually. It was shown at a museum in London decades ago. When we purchased Saltwind Hall, we brought it with us. It belongs here.”

Isabel tried not to reveal her lack of knowledge about famous artists, but something in her expression must have betrayed her unfamiliarity. The casual way Seo-ra referenced London museums and Swedish masters spoke of a cultural sophistication Isabel had never encountered, yet she sensed this information had been shared deliberately, perhaps as a way of establishing the gulf between their worlds.

Isabel studied the painting again, noting the delicate balance between chaos and control, power and vulnerability. The wild horses seemed both free and constrained by the storm surrounding them, much like the mansion itself, grand and imposing yet isolated by its clifftop position.

“It suits this house,” Isabel said quietly. “Wild yet... contained. Powerful.”

Seo-ra’s gaze shifted from the painting to Isabel, her eyes keen. “An astute observation,” she murmured. “Perhaps you see more than most, Isabel.”

The moment stretched between them, charged, Isabel couldn’t name it but felt it in the quickening of her pulse. Seo-ra’s attention felt both flattering and dangerous, as if she were being evaluated for something far more complex than her housekeeping abilities.

Then Seo-ra gestured toward a doorway at the end of the hall. “The family is this way.”

They emerged into a bright kitchen where Annie stood by a massive island of white marble, helping two children with breakfast. She looked up, her smile warm and welcoming, though Isabel noticed the slight tension in her shoulders as Seo-ra entered the room. There was something in Annie’s posture, a subtle deference, an awareness of Seo-ra’s presence that went beyond normal courtesy between friends or business partners.

“Isabel, meet Annie Duclair,” Seo-ra said, her hand coming to rest briefly on the small of Annie’s back. “And these are the children, Jonathan and Amy.”

“Hello, Welcome!” Annie said, wiping her hands on a dish towel before extending one to Isabel. Her grip was firm. “We’re so glad you’re here. The house has been... overwhelming since we moved in.”

Isabel studied Annie’s face, noting the true warmth in her blue eyes alongside something else, a vulnerability that seemed at odds with her position as mistress of such a grand house. She appeared to be in her late thirties, attractive in an understated way, with shoulder-length fiery red hair and a complexion that suggested someone more accustomed to outdoor activities than formal entertaining.

Isabel glanced around, wondering where Mr. Duclair might be. Perhaps he was travelling for business? Or was there a divorce? The family dynamic felt incomplete somehow, though she couldn’t quite identify what was missing. She made a mental note to pay attention to any photographs or mentions that might clarify the family situation.

“Hi! I’m Amy!” The little girl, no more than six, bounced forward, her blonde curls bobbing. “Do you know how to make cookies? Mommy burns them!”

“Amy,” Annie admonished gently, but Isabel laughed.

“I do make excellent cookies,” she admitted, kneeling to Amy’s level. “Perhaps we could bake some later today?”

“Yes!” Amy clapped her hands, delight radiating from her small face.

The child’s enthusiasm was infectious, reminding Isabel why she’d always felt more comfortable with children than adults. They asked direct questions, expressed honest emotions, and hadn’t yet learned to hide their true feelings behind social conventions. In Amy’s bright smile, she saw an echo of her own childhood joy before life had taught her to be cautious.

Jonathan, a
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