
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Her Haunted Heart

Haunting Passions Series

Book Two

By M.L. Bullock

Text copyright © 2022 Monica L. Bullock

All Rights Reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Lenore

AH, broken is the golden bowl!

The spirit flown forever!

Let the bell toll!—A saintly soul

Glides down the Stygian river!

And let the burial rite be read —

The funeral song be sung —

A dirge for the most lovely dead

That ever died so young!

And, Guy De Vere,

Hast thou no tear?

Weep now or nevermore!

See, on yon drear

And rigid bier,

Low lies thy love, Lenore!

Edgar Allan Poe, 1843

Dedication

I dedicate this book to everyone who dreams of loves past. Never forget them.
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Chapter One—Electa
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Virginia, 1866

A slender branch slapped my cheek as I made my way forward. My hand flew to my cheek as I moaned in pain. When I withdrew my fingers, I saw bright red blood. Another reason to turn back. But where should I go? 

I could not recall my destination, for I had forgotten the way—forgotten my purpose. Was I dead? A mere ghost floating through the unseen world, alone and abandoned? No, that could not be right. Ghosts do not bleed. 

Or do they?

I had been wandering these woods for hours, which should not be. I made circles, lost my way, and at times did not recognize my surroundings. The outdoors had been home to me. Even though I had not traveled very far before or after my marriage, I knew the terrain here. 

I knew every tree, every hill and even the cave. I knew where the small waterfall and pool were, and I knew about the ancient cemetery. The one no one else knew about. 

I forgot about those special places for a while, but the memory of them came back to me in a dream. I forgot many things recently. Even my name for a brief time. 

But then the ghost came back, her inhumanly drawn face taunting me, threatening to do harm. It was Geneva that reminded me who I was, and I knew she never wanted me to forget. Because she was not through with me yet.

Why? Oh, the agony of forgetting. I should know it all! I should recall every moment of my life, for it was my own, but it was an exercise in heartbreaking futility. There were clouds in my brain, a sticky fog that made the simplest recollection impossible. I spent much of my day sitting, focusing all my mental faculties on the task of remembering, but I was no closer now than when I began. 

It was as if my attempts to recall the smallest details of my love for Mayson, my occasionally happy childhood and the birth of my son pushed me further away from those moments. I could hear Matthias crying and calling my name. 

“Mommy! Mommy! Where are you?” 

And then I would see him. My sweet-faced boy, so much like his father. My son begged me to pick him up and hold him, but when I reached for him, he was gone again. His sweet young voice faded in and out of my hearing, drowned out by my heartbreaking musings.

I’m sorry, Matthias. Oh, yes! Now I remembered! Matthias was lost in the woods, and I had to find him. The witch had my son! My only son. 

What would Mayson say when he discovered I had not cared for Matthias properly? He would be disappointed in me, to say the least—but then again, I was always a disappointment to my husband.

Even in death. No, not dead. He’s not dead! I have seen him many times—he comes to me still.

Why did you curse me, Electa?

“No!” I shouted into the forest around me. His voice came from everywhere at once, from all around me. It echoed in my mind too. “I only wanted you to love me, Mayson! That is all I wanted! Please!”

In my moment of clarity, I sobbed as I stumbled forward. Why had I come here? 

Matthias was not here with me—I heard only the mocking voice of Mayson. I wept as I trekked forward, still unsure of my path and my ultimate destination. I heard the fabric of my dress tear as I caught the hem on a knotty stump. Where were my shoes? How was it that I rambled through the forest in my bare feet? My long hair hung around my face in wet, sweaty tendrils. When had I last had a bath? Or worn my hair in a proper bun? Or changed my dress? I could not recall those details at all. 

Onward I went, weeping, hoping. My tears yielded me nothing except a runny nose and wet, salty tears that mingled with blood. Where had the blood come from? My nose was bleeding! I rubbed it on the sleeve of my dirty dress.

My hand weakly clamped onto the narrow branch beside me as I attempted to steady myself. Calm yourself, Electa. You will only do harm if you continue to run like this. Why are you running? Who are you fleeing from? 

Remember! Remember who you are!

I am Electa Cabot. I am not dead but alive. I am not dead but alive. Mayson, where are you?

After a few moments of rest, I hurried into the clearing before me. 

A pool of sunlight fell before me, inviting my soul to find comfort in the warmth. 

Oh, I was so cold. Always so cold. 

The rim of the clearing was lined with moss, and the springy grass felt soft under foot. How long had I traveled in these dark woods? Hours, yes, hours, perhaps longer. Days? This was the first hint of sunshine I had seen in so long. Leaving the dark woods behind, I stepped into a bright circle of sunlight and allowed the sun to permeate every inch of my exposed skin. I bit my lip as I yelped. 

To my surprise, the touch of the sun’s rays caused me pain. As if I had spent all day in the garden without my hat and had come to spend another. I burned all over, but I was not ready to return to the woods again. I moaned at the discomfort. How long would I be able to linger here in the light? This terrible stinging would not allow me to remain.

But Mayson would be found in the brightness of the day! When he was alive, he spent most of his waking moments in the sunshine hunting or riding over his father’s land. Mayson had been made of joy and light, love and sweetness. How I longed for him! I would never find him in the shadows, only in the daylight, and now my own body turned against me. It would not allow me to enjoy the radiance and search for him in earnest.

Mayson! Come to me! Hurry! Before I burn to cinders!

To add to my discomfort, a strange sensation crept up my back. I knew this feeling...an awareness of being watched, measured and surveyed for a deadly intention. A very deadly intention indeed. Instinctively, I squatted down as if lowering to the ground would hide me, but there would be no hiding from this focused hatred. My skin continued to burn. It burned like fire ants gnashed at my skin. I whimpered, but terror prevented me from fleeing back into the darkness of the woods around me.

Something treacherous waited for me to run into the blackness. Run into the shadows, it whispered. Run so I can chase you...

Yes, run, Electa!

Oh, yes. I was being hunted—pursued in the evilest of manners. The spider was chasing me as if I were a tasty fly. No, not a spider but something much more sinister. A hungry cat pursued me, and I was most assuredly a frightened mouse whose flesh burned painfully. I smothered my bare skin with my hands, but that hurt too.

I had not experienced such fear outside of Fayette Castle. The thick forest between Cabot Hill and Fayette Castle had been my haven long before Mayson’s death. It had been a safe place for me when I sought to escape my family, especially Geneva and her reaching mother.

I had never been afraid of wild places. Not like the women in fairy stories—things always turned out badly for them, but nothing bad had ever happened to me. I found inviting bowers of green and brown, befriended curious animals, and fed the birds. 

Once upon a time, I loved traveling the worn paths on moonlit nights when all of Cabot Hill slept.

Many cares and worries had stolen that joy from me. The witch—Marigold, she called herself—had long evacuated her tiny shack; no one lived there now. Marigold had vanished after working her evil magic on Mayson and me. 

Could this be her dogging my footsteps? Or perhaps the other thing, the specter that wore my late husband’s face? It pursued me even in my dreams, but I could not believe that it was Mayson. Even though I had done the unthinkable, he would have never treated me so wretchedly. Never.

Yes, there was a specter in the castle, a caped, shadowy figure. Sometimes it wore Mayson’s face, and other times, it had no face at all. That’s it! It must have seen me flee and chased after me in the woods. What should I do now? Run? But where? Which way?

I could hear stomping in the leaves, not a deer or a squirrel. A man’s footsteps, or maybe a woman’s. They moved at a quick pace and then stopped, only to manifest on the opposite side of the circle. How was that possible? Did it travel in the trees? Ah, my skin burned! I could not stay here! I would have to run, but the idea of doing so worried me. When had I last eaten a morsel beyond a few pieces of bread? My body trembled with fear and hunger, a deadly combination.

Turning carefully, I studied the circular tree line around me. There were only a few natural clearings in this part of the woods, only a few. If I could race to the next, I might be safe. The sunshine may burn, but it appeared to keep the shadows at bay. Stepping into the sunshine reminded me that I was alive and not dead, for it certainly burned deeply now. 

Awake, not asleep. My name is Electa Cabot, and I am alive! 

If I were dead, would I crave the sunshine? Would I feel the heat? But I could not remain here. The sun sapped the energy from my bones.

Another strange rustling—not footsteps but rustling. It came from behind me. It drew my attention back to more ominous thoughts. The forest was in such a state, a tangle of trees and climbing vines and thorny bushes, that it was difficult to discern anything except foliage and even more blackness. 

I raised a hand to block the sunshine from my eyes. The light blurred my vision, and I wanted more than anything to make eye contact with the entity that followed me. It could not be Mayson. It would be horrible to think that his ghost would chase me so fervently. I had tried to make peace with him before, to explain my heart and situation to him, but it availed me nothing. On nights when the moon was dark and there were no stars to be seen, he would come to me.

His cold hands all over my body...

I shivered at the memory.

For a long time after his death, I searched for Marigold, but to no avail. And I could not present myself to Mrs. Cabot. She hated me with all her being and blamed me for her daughter’s untimely demise. 

Mrs. Cabot should look to her own self for the true blame. It was Geneva’s fear that drove her daughter to die. Fear of childbirth. Fear of giving Mayson a son or a daughter, but I had done that. Not Geneva. I had given Mayson a son to carry on the Fayette name, but in the end, it had not mattered. All my work, the evil I committed, none of it had mattered in the slightest.

Why did you curse me, Geneva?

“Mayson?”

It wasn’t his voice that I heard now; it was someone else’s. I had no doubt that my Mayson haunted me, but this was not him. This was far worse than that. No, this was not my Mayson. Whatever followed me only pretended to be Mayson. Yes, that’s right. Pretended.

“Who’s there?” I called to the patch of blackened woods behind me. “Who is it? Come out where I can see you! Mr. Fayette? You have no right to follow me!” My breathing escalated, and my body shook. It practically vibrated with fear.

I am too out in the open—too vulnerable. It can see me, but I cannot see it. This is exactly what it wants, to make me run!

Laughter. I heard laughter, as if she knew my thoughts and enjoyed hearing my fear. 

Marigold! 

With a sudden burst of fear-fueled energy, I launched myself back toward the woods. Onward I went...deeper...into the darkest part of the forest.

There was nothing to do but run.
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Chapter Two—Monica
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“Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay? I could use your help with the party.” I was literally scratching my head at my Aunt Mira’s decision. She’d only been at Fayette Castle for a few days and was already talking about leaving. Why did she dislike this place so much? She had never been comfortable at Max’s ancestral home. And it was unlike her not to want to talk about it. Usually, we talked about everything. 

I assumed that Mira—being the spiritual person that she was—would fall in love with the castle, just as I had. I assumed that she would want to explore every nook and cranny. I knew for a fact that she loved Will, my late husband. When Will was alive, he and Mira were always into mischief, planning wild vacations or hiking the trails around my aunt’s home. 

We both missed Will terribly, but she and Max had also gotten along great. Or so I thought. Mira never expressed any misgivings about him to me. Maybe that’s what this was all about? Was it Max? I didn’t have the nerve to ask her. If she didn’t like Max, I didn’t want to know. I liked him, and that was all that mattered, right?

“Mira? Why are you behaving so mysteriously? If there’s something amiss, tell me about it. You know you can talk to me.” 

And unlike her normal self, Mira didn’t want to talk about her misgivings. She changed the subject and mentioned she had an appointment that she’d forgotten about. What kind? She wouldn’t tell me. Why all the secrecy? 

She repeated a familiar phrase to me, “You love shadows too much. It’s time for a fresh start, Monica. Maybe for both of us. I’ve been in a rut for so long, and I feel somewhat responsible for leading you in this direction. We should have moved away when you wanted to. I hold myself to blame. I feel as if I’m the one that...”

Her strange confession startled me. “To blame for what? You didn’t cause Will’s death, Mira. And for the record, I’m not in a rut; I’m doing great. I can’t understand why you can’t see that. What’s wrong with you?” I was getting annoyed with her attitude toward my new home, and that was not typical of me. Usually, Mira and I accepted one another for who we were. We accepted that she was a little quirky and I was a little more prosaic. But today our personalities were clashing, and it hurt. Both of us. 

Mira’s sigh sounded far too tired, but her emotions did not mirror my own. I did not hear frustration or annoyance in her tone. Just concern and love.

“You follow your path, Monica. You follow it and just know that I’m here whenever you need me, but I can’t stay at Fayette Castle. There are too many ghosts, memories that want me to notice them. Spirits that want to speak to me, and I can’t help them. Neither can you. There are too many things you don’t know and, quite frankly, I don’t want to know. This is haunted ground, and somehow, I believe it knows you.”

Now I was curious. At least she was talking a little about how she felt and what she was experiencing. “Tell me what you mean. Please, I want to know. How does it know me?”

Her raspy voice dropped to a whisper. “My spirit guides are urging me to leave, and they say you should come with me. Even Will...”

Instinctively, I raised a hand against her obvious choice of topic. “No. Don’t do that. Don’t invoke Will’s memory like that. He’s not a ghost, Mira. He’s at rest, and he’s happy that I am here. If you must go, I understand, but don’t do that.”

I crossed my arms and leaned against the kitchen cabinet behind me. Why was I so infuriated with my aunt? I couldn’t say, but this was not to be tolerated. The very idea that my late husband disapproved of my being here—that was too much. 

Admitting something like that was possible would also mean that he knew about my feelings for Max. I didn’t want him to know about that. To my surprise, my aunt hugged me softly. I immediately melted in her arms, the anger vanished, and I hugged her back. No further words were spoken on the topic at hand, but all had been forgiven between us. No doubt we would talk more about this later, but now was not the time.

She rubbed my hair and pressed her forehead against mine softly. “I love you, Monica.”

“I love you too.”

We held hands for a moment until she broke the peaceful silence between us. 

“Well, I’m all packed. Help me carry my bags down? I’d like to get on the road early. It’s a long drive.” She smiled, and it reminded me of our fond memories on our porch together. Mira’s smile always settled things for me. It had been the one sure thing in my life, at least before I met Will. And when he was gone, she was there again, her comforting smile leading me along life’s lonely path. 

Had I ever had a better friend? And now I wanted to ignore her advice.

A shiver raced over my arms, and I rubbed them briefly as I followed her up the stairs to help her collect her things. I would be sad to see her leave, but I respected her decision. I would not fight with her about it. I loved Mira too much to fall out over her decision to go home.

But this was my home now. And I never wanted to leave it. I would never give up Fayette Castle!

Strange, the ferocity of that thought. It took me aback, but I maintained my composure as we went back down the stairs and to her car. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay to say goodbye to Max? He had to run by the store, but he is on his way.”

“These old bones aren’t what they used to be. I can feel a storm moving in, and I’d like to get home and get off the road before it arrives. Give Max my love, and promise me that you two will come see me soon.” Her smile, which normally comforted me, appeared empty, kind of hopeless. She was deeply disappointed that I was not leaving the castle with her, but she loved me and would respect my decision even if she didn’t agree with it.

“Call me when you get there. Better yet, call me when you stop for lunch. I’d like to know you are safe.” I smiled back as I closed the door. Mira started her car and waved at me politely. I observed the tension in her face; her eyes went from me to the castle, but I pretended that I didn’t notice her apprehension. I guess if I were more insistent, I would have drilled her on what it was she’d seen exactly or what she was so afraid of.

After all that Max and I had been through here already, I guess some part of me didn’t want to know. 

I wanted to believe that my Will was at rest and that Electa Cabot’s power had been broken when we unearthed the amulet. Yes, I completely believed that the curse had been broken for Will and Max. But there was something else. And this “something else” had to do with me. I wasn’t cursed, not at all. Couldn’t be that. 

I sighed as I watched her drive away, chalking it all up to Mira’s weirdness. It hurt that she wasn’t going to be here for the party, even though she’d promised to stick around. She was even supposed to help with the renovations in the Great Room, but I understood her reticence. 
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