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Chapter 1
Winter, 1885


“Make haste, Laura. We must depart,” Linda May Carter shouted as
she tugged her sister’s wrist, forcing her further into the
surrounding woodland. “We must hurry.”

Laura remained silent, standing stiffly with her eyes transfixed
on the manor house. I will never be free of it until I know it
has burned to the ground, Laura thought, gazing into the
lapping flames. Every last bit of it!

The large manor house she had come to occupy had been set ablaze
by Laura’s own hand. It was cursed. It held her captive in its pits
for far too long and she had come to believe it was hell on
earth.

Although she was standing at a distance, Laura could feel the
heat of the inferno upon her skin, causing her to feel warm despite
the coolness of the night. The wind blew sparks into the darkened
sky, lighting its blackness before the particles of debris fizzled
into nothing. Large cracks could be heard just before the roof
caved in. She was filled with satisfaction when she heard a loud
burst within the manor, knowing it was the sound of the walls
collapsing and folding onto themselves.

Dense smoke filled the air around her, but it was the stench of
burning flesh that crept into her nostrils, causing her to be
sick.

Cursed is Annesley. Cursed are those who dwell in this
rotten land.

The fire was burning furiously and Laura knew the house would be
devoured within minutes. The screams of those trapped inside were
like music to her ears and filled her with utter amusement. She had
done it. They didn’t believe she was capable of it, but she proved
them all wrong.

She lost all restraint and giggled with delight.

“Are you mad?” Linda screamed, hand clenched tightly around
Laura’s wrist, dragging her roughly. “Have you lost your mind?”

A small hand tugged at her cape. “Nous devons partir de cet
endroit, Madame,” a small voice cried in French. His words were
ringing in her ears, saying ‘We must leave this place, Madam.’

Marcus. She had forgotten about poor, sweet Marcus. He was only
five years old and frightened of the night.

She was riveted by the flames and could scarcely bring herself
to look away. “Je veux regarder la brûlure de maison,” Laura told
the child. I want to watch the house burn.

A fresh set of tears formed and streamed from Linda’s eyes,
staining her rosy cheeks. “Let us depart from this place, Laura!”
Linda said, seemingly consumed by anxiety. “They might still have
life in them yet!”

The thought was too ludicrous to entertain, but Laura found
herself suddenly filled with doubt. She stared at her sister for
the first time since the blaze had been set. “They’re dead,” Laura
shouted, her voice steeped in hatred. All the amusement Laura had
allowed herself to feel had ceased and was quickly replaced with
bitterness.

Linda was silenced by the sharpness of her sister’s tone and
dropped her wrist coldly.

Laura, ashamed and surprised by her own lack of restraint,
managed to steal a glance at the boy to her side.

Marcus was unkempt. His clothes were ill fitting and askew. His
hair was tousled and his pale cheeks were smudged with ash. He
appeared to be drained of all his liveliness and vitality. But it
was his eyes that caught her attention. His eyes were wide with the
horrors of the night. “Please, Madam,” he begged, his small voice
was rich in fear.

At that moment, Laura knew that she had to get him away at all
cost. He was the important one. The innocent one.

“Don’t worry, Marcus. I will never allow the monsters to harm
you,” she told him, lifting the hood of her cape. “They will have
to kill me before they could ever come near you again.”

She took his hand into hers and they retreated into the
surrounding woods.

 










Chapter 2
Summer, 1884


Laura Anne Carter’s eyes scanned the huge ballroom with utter
delight. I pray my coming out party will be just as
glorious, she thought contentedly. That will be the night
that I will step out of my sister’s shadow and out into society. I
will be noticed by all.

“Father,” Laura said, turning to the older man at her side.
“Isn’t this a wonderful ball?”

Laura’s father, William Michael Carter, was a handsome man and
often caught the attention of a few young widows but never bothered
to remarry after the death of her mother. Laura often told herself
that she too would be as selective as her father. She planned to
save her love for someone who was worthy, because true love might
only strike once in a lifetime like it did for her father.

William was tall, standing at around six feet, and slender. His
hair was brown but beginning to gray. His skin was slightly blushed
by the sun and maintained youthful complexion despite his forty
years. He was known for his warm blue eyes the color of topaz, but
those warm eyes could turn cold without warning. Laura knew that
all too well.

“Yes, splendid indeed,” he replied. “The Waters’ have really
outdone themselves this time.”

“Amelia is a very special girl,” Laura commented, focusing on
the dancing guests as they floated by. “She is truly a
treasure.”

She smiled as she laid eyes on her sister, Linda May, dancing a
fast paced gallop with the very handsome Elias Waters.

Linda seemed so happy. Her gorgeous light blue satin gown flowed
as she danced. Her dark hair was pinned high with tight curls
framing her beautiful face. Linda’s best feature was her startling,
blue eyes. Linda’s eyes, like her father’s, could cast a warm spell
on anyone’s heart. More often than not, her eyes were icy. One
disapproving glance from Linda could chill a person to the bone.
When Linda was happy, she could be kind and considerate. She was an
absolute pleasure to know. However when she was displeased,
everyone within a mile could hear her ranting. Linda usually was
happy. Their father made sure of it. Linda was the apple of his eye
and she knew it.

Looking around, Laura felt aglow with the excitement of the
party. She had been impatiently waiting for this evening all week.
Although she wasn’t formally out into society, the ballroom in
which she stood could be the place where she would meet her
mysterious prince charming.

Laura fixed her bustled skirt behind her. It was the first time
in her life she had actually taken pride in her appearance.
Usually, she felt plain. Every little detail of her appearance had
been thought of and attended to. She wore her blond hair up in a
new style especially for the ball and tried new makeup that she
hoped would bring out the warm glow of her dark blue eyes. She had
helped design her gown so that it matched the creaminess of her
porcelain skin. She made sure her corset fit properly and displayed
her hourglass figure.

Suddenly feeling insecure, she thought about how her complexion
didn’t have the natural glow of her sister’s. People noticed Linda
Carter. Gentlemen knew Laura as the dazzling Linda Carter’s younger
sister and nothing more.

Tonight will be different. I know it will, she thought
with some happiness.

“You should take note of how well your sister dances,” William
Carter said, staring admiringly at Linda on the dance floor. “She
dances like an angel. Doesn’t she?”

“Yes, Father.”

“She looks just like your mother.”

“All I know of my mother is the portrait that hangs over the
fireplace and I cannot judge how true of a likeness it is… Still, I
believe Linda takes after you, Father.”

William sighed. “Eli seems to be taking a liking to her. Maybe,
someday soon we’ll be celebrating engagement news.”

Laura felt a pang of jealousy at even the mention of Linda’s
supposed conquest. She averted her gaze and stared down at the
floor. Resentment swept over her. Why should Linda procure the
most eligible gentleman in town? Why couldn’t I receive as much
praise as Linda? Can I be seen as worthy of gentlemanly
attention?

Laura glanced up at the couple dancing the fast-paced gallop.
She stared at Elias.

Elias Waters was very handsome. He had dark blue eyes that were
almost the color of topaz and glittered like diamonds in the light.
His complexion was healthy with a warm glow. His black hair was
always swept back, away from his chiseled face. He had a smile that
could melt Laura’s heart although it was never directed at her. He
was definitely the most handsome gentleman in town.

Where would I find another catch like Eli? Certainly not in
New Hampshire, she thought, suddenly feeling melancholy. No
gentleman in the area compared to Elias. He was smart and could
definitely entertain someone with conversation. He never exactly
had an in-depth conversation with Laura, but they had grown up
together in the same discriminating society and attended the same
social functions.

Laura had grown quite fond of him over the passed few years, but
she could still sense certain incompatibilities. For instance,
Laura attending such parties as Amelia’s Coming-Out Party was a
duty she had to perform as a friend of the hostess and was mainly
in attendance to keep up appearances. Yet, for men like Elias and
her father, it was for pleasure and to make powerful allies that
could aide them in their own financial endeavors. Elias had a
motive to enjoy such events and her father had designs for his
future, especially where Linda was concerned.

“Chin up, girl,” her father said sternly, bringing Laura rapidly
out of her thoughts.

“Yes, Father,” Laura muttered, unable to hide her feelings of
discontent.

“Laura, your displeasure is evident,” he exclaimed, slightly
irritated. “You really must change your attitude towards your
sister. Is it her fault she was born so beautiful?”

Laura’s heart fell within her chest. It felt as if her ego had
been stomped on several times by her father. “No, Father, but—”

“Is it her fault everybody loves her?”

“No, Father, but your reiteration of it is quite hurtful,” Laura
said sadly, feeling as if their conversation was drawing
unwarranted attention by other guests within earshot. “Am I to
believe that I am not equally as beautiful or deserving of a
gentleman such as Elias?”

William Carter glared at her. “I can’t stand your back talk,” he
said, cutting her off. “If you continue to cause a scene I shall
think twice before allowing you to accompany me to another ball
until you learn to be more ladylike and have thoroughly developed
your skills in conversation.”

“Father, I—” Laura tried to respond, feeling tears well up in
her eyes.

“You leave Elias Waters alone,” he sneered, glaring at her.
“Don’t even think of him.”

“Yes, Father,” Laura said, averting her gaze from her father’s
cold stare.

“You leave men of that stature to your sister,” he said curtly.
“Do you hear me, Laura? Linda is the one presently out in society
and she will be the first to marry. If you dare interfere with my
plans, I will be greatly disappointed and you will leave me with no
choice but to send you away. There are plenty of fine schools with
room and board in England.”

Laura didn’t feel as if she could speak and maintain her
composure. She wanted to cry out at the top of her lungs. Still,
she wasn’t surprised by his treatment. She had hoped she would be
immune to his cruelty, but, even now, it affected her deeply. She
loved her father. She cared about what he thought of her.

“Laura?”

“Yes, Father. I understand.”

Laura was used to him berating her in public. Still, she
couldn’t help but feel emotional. She wished she could feel numb.
At times, she wished she could stand up to him, but he was all she
had and all she ever knew.

Laura forced back the tears that had been welling up in her
eyes. It took all of her energy to compose herself. She had hoped
tonight would be different but it wasn’t. No one would be brazen
enough to ask her to dance. It was considered inappropriate. Her
father was her chaperone and he hadn’t arranged for her to dance
with any of the eligible bachelors. She doubted he would bother to
arrange a coming out party on her sixteenth birthday. He wanted her
to be alone. He wanted her to be unhappy. He lived for it.

She shook her head and pushed away any negative thoughts.
Instead, she scanned the room for the nearest exits. She felt as if
the walls were closing in on her. She wanted to run outside and
never stop, but where would she go?

A chill running through her, Laura turned her gaze away from the
dance floor.  She thought she saw someone out of the corner of
her eye, staring at her. When she turned to look at the figure, it
had vanished.

I know there was someone there. I saw him. I saw him
standing there and now he’s gone, she thought, concerned. She
suddenly felt as if she was going mad, but the feeling of being
watched remained and so did the specter in her peripheral vision.
Closing her eyes tightly, she shook her head, trying to rid herself
of the feeling of being observed. Yet, when she opened her eyes,
the feeling intensified.

Feeling as if the as if the air in the ballroom had gone stale,
she felt some fresh air would do her good. “Father, I will be in
the gardens if you should need me,” she announced, but he barely
noticed. “I won’t be long.”

Laura walked through a pair of French doors and into the garden.
She took in the cool air around her, enjoying the final days of
summer. It was a dark night without a star in the sky. The moon was
full although somewhat blocked by large clouds.

If only he was different. If only he wasn’t so bitter, I
would try to be what he wanted. I would be good, she thought,
wrapping her arms around herself. Why can’t mother be alive?
Why did she have to die without me ever having known her?

Laura’s mother, Louise May, died during childbirth with Laura.
Her father rarely spoke of her so Laura often imagined what her
mother was like in life. The only images she had ever seen of her
were the half dozen portraits that hung all over the Carter home.
One of her earliest childhood memories was of talking to the
portrait that hung over the mantle in her bedroom. Still, even the
very image of her mother was powerful. It evoked strong feelings of
loss that she had managed to suppress.

Laura traced every feature of her mother’s face with her eyes,
taking note of their commonalities. Louise May was every bit as
stunning as Linda. Her complexion was as light as parchment. Her
full lips were as red as blood. Her thin arched eyebrows were soft
against her face. Her eyes were like dark, blue sapphires. In the
portrait, her hair was up in a bun with slight ringlets framing her
face. It was a point of pride for Laura that she shared her
mother’s sapphire eyes and fine, blond hair.

“Enjoying the party?” a masculine voice asked, bringing Laura
out of her thoughts.

“Pardon—” she said, turning to face Eli Waters.

“How are you getting along, Ms. Carter?” he asked with a kind
smile. “Enjoying the party?”

Laura felt as if her voice was stuck in her throat. “Yes,” she
managed to spit out.

“This is my favorite spot as well,” he said, looking around the
garden. “It’s the only place I can be alone.”

His voice sounded like silk and his words were like music to her
ears. Her heart grew warm at the realization of a dream. He was
actually speaking to her.

“It is very nice, Mr. Waters. My gardens aren’t quite so
lovely,” she said, trying to make conversation.

Eli looked at Laura as if taking her in for the first time. “You
seem so… I don’t know how to describe it,” he said, appearing to be
searching for the right words to express his impressions. “I guess
the word I’m looking for is alone. You seem so alone even in the
midst of so many people.”

Laura looked away. If he can see through me so clearly, then
so can everyone else? Do they see how my father treats me? Do they
notice his distain?

“What is the matter? Was my observation disturbing to you,” he
asked, concerned. “What’s bothering you so?”

“It’s nothing,” Laura lied, shaking her head. She hoped he would
believe her, but, at that moment, he didn’t seem to. She knew her
emotions were on display when she felt the need to mask them.

For a long moment, Eli appeared thoughtful as if contemplating
what to say, but, instead, he spit out, “Laura, I know.”

His informality was surprising to Laura. She hadn’t heard him
speak her name since they were children.

“I am quite aware that your father makes you feel inferior to
your sister in both beauty and grace, but I—”

“Elias,” a voice called from the doorway.

Laura turned to see her sister stranding in the doorway.

“Won’t you join me inside?” Linda asked in a whining tone. “The
band is about to play the last song of the evening.”

He glanced back at Linda. “No, I think I’ll stay out here for a
bit longer.”

Linda seemed annoyed at his lack of attention and fixed her gaze
on her sister. “Father has been looking for you everywhere, Laura.
He needs to speak with you.”

“I mustn’t keep my father waiting, Mr. Waters,” Laura said,
excusing herself as she rushed inside.

 










Chapter 3

 


When she saw her father, he was involved in an intense
conversation with a gentleman whose back was turned to her. When
she finally did approach, she realized she had never seen this
young man before.

“You must be Laura,” the stranger said, spinning around to face
her before she officially made her presence known.

He looked no more than twenty years of age. He was tall,
standing slightly taller than six feet. He had strong, broad
shoulders. He wore an elegant, black waist coat and trousers. Under
his jacket he had a crisp tapered shirt and red cravat. He also
wore white gloves.

His dark, blond hair was dead straight and only long enough to
brush against his ears. It was slicked back away from his handsome
face. His complexion was lightly golden as if it had been slightly
kissed by the sun. His brows weren’t too thick and framed his
startling eyes. His eyes sparkled like multifaceted jewels and were
the color of dark emeralds. His lips were full and sensual.

“Yes, I’m Laura Carter,” she said, glancing over at her father
who seemed furious. She was too stunned to worry. She couldn’t
stand to look away from the gentleman’s stare for more than a
second at a time.

Fuming, William Carter tried to step between Laura and the
stranger. “Laura, go—”

The stranger’s attitude seemed playful as he cut her father off
and said, “Your father has told me so much about you. Allow me to
introduce myself… My name is Bryan Stephan Froster.” His eyes
momentarily grew dark as if beginning to reflect some emotion.
“Excuse me, but you look so much like someone I remember.”

Mesmerized by his gaze, she couldn’t look away. She couldn’t
even think. Her mind melted away, leaving her solely aware of the
rapid beating of her heart.

“Laura!” he father screamed. “Haven’t you heard me, girl. Go and
find your sister. We are to depart!”

“So, there are two,” Bryan exclaimed, his eyes never leaving
hers. He flashed a sly smile that both gave Laura a chill and
intrigued her, managing to pull her further into his liquid emerald
eyes.

Still, her father’s words were jumbled in her head. He left her
confused as if he were speaking another language. She couldn’t face
him, because her eyes couldn’t resist Mr. Froster’s.

“It’s the last dance of the evening,” Mr. Froster commented with
a devilish grin.

“Yes, I know,” she replied dreamily, not recognizing the sound
of her own voice.

“Would you do me the honor of a dance?”

William Carter was incensed. “Laura, retrieve your sister and
wait in the carriage.”

She knew something was not right about Mr. Froster. He was quite
forward and she knew it wouldn’t be proper to dance with him when
her father ordered her away, but she couldn’t think at that
moment.

Without waiting for her response, Bryan weaved her hand around
his arm. She allowed him to lead her into the middle of the dance
floor, feeling confused. She was aware of what was happening, but
she had no control over her limbs. He began to spin her in a fast
paced polka.

Mr. Froster was a strong lead and Laura allowed him to guide her
counterclockwise across the dance floor. He glided, confident in
his mastery of each half-step. Laura, however, was unsure of
herself as a dancer and found it hard to truly give him control of
the dance. He spun her in an underarm turn, enforcing his control
as the lead. Laura went along with each turn, feeling powerless
with each forceful cue.

The minute she relinquished control the steps came naturally to
her. She didn’t have to think of what step came after the next. She
pranced around without thought. Not needing to will her limbs to
move, she realized that her body had a mind of its own. She was so
surprised by her dancing abilities she wondered if another force
had control over her.

The longer she danced, she felt as if she was stationary and the
room was whirling around her. She began to laugh like a mad woman
for no apparent reason and Bryan joined her.

His laughter was like music to her ears. It resonated to
something deep within her and she surrendered to it. Her eyes
rolled back. Her arms fell limply at her sides and her feet dangled
above the floor. She was no longer in control of her actions. Her
body was not her own, but Bryan seemed oblivious to it. He
continued to glide her along the dance floor, effortlessly holding
her up.

She fought to regain her composure, but all she could do was
question what was happening. Her body no longer obeyed her. She
commanded her arms to move, but they didn’t respond. Her
consciousness was aware of the world around her but physically her
body was asleep.

“Please, stop—” she spit out, although it was to low for anyone
besides herself to hear.

He grinned and whirled her around the dance floor with ease as
if she weighed nothing.

Her mind was floating as the room was spinning faster and
faster.

“Mr. Froster, we must stop,” she pleaded, but the music rose
over her voice.

They were going so fast that the ballroom and everyone in it was
a blur. As if locked into his gaze, she couldn’t distinctly make
out anyone’s face but Bryan’s. Entranced, she felt as if she were
dancing on air. She wanted to continue to give into the feeling of
pure ecstasy. She wanted to feel free without the constant
constraint of disapproval, but the nagging sensation in the pit of
her stomach wouldn’t allow her to. It wasn’t natural. She had to
regain the control she had relinquished.

“Bryan, stop!” she shouted, but shrill screams rose over her
voice.

Mr. Froster let her go abruptly.

Unprepared to regain control of her body, Laura nearly fell to
the floor. Her arms and legs felt like jelly and she struggled to
stand on her own. Taking a few clumsy steps in the direction where
she left her father, she realized she was drawing attention to
herself. Couples dancing within the vicinity stopped and stared at
her awkwardly.

“Father,” Laura called, the room continuing to spin although she
had stopped dancing.

Suddenly, a piercing scream rose above the music and all dancing
ceased. The music ended and the room fell silent except of a few
gasps.

“Help! He’s dying!” a woman shouted.

“Something’s wrong with his heart!” a man shouted.

Laura fumbled her way through the crowd, unable to catch her
balance. “Father!”

She heard Linda scream shrilly

Another man yelled, “Mr. Waters! Mr. Waters, this man is in need
of a doctor!”

When She realized her father was in trouble, she spun around to
face Bryan. She needed him to help her, but, when she turned, she
realized he was gone.  He disappeared into thin air, leaving
her alone in a state of confusion.

Laura couldn’t hold herself up any longer as she felt her limbs
giving out. Feeling her eyes roll back into her eye sockets, she
collapsed and everything faded to black.
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