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      Welcome back, reader. Passages of Peculiarity II drags you deeper into the shadows where waking terror awaits and nightmares breathe. Inside, you will face murder, revenge, twisted monsters, and unnatural horrors dwelling just beyond reason.

      

      Each story is a step into darkness, a brush with madness, a choice between ruin and revelation. But do not expect redemption, only the chance to confront what you would rather leave buried. Here, you will find no solace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hateful House

          

        

      

    

    
      Today, I was hurriedly contacted to see to the welfare of poor Mrs. Wilkinson. Her servants have gone off to their merriments for the Yuletide, leaving her behind in the silence of that great and draft-ridden house—the house many fear.

      In the end, I was the only one willing to help the old woman until her staff returns. I may even spread cheer by taking along decorations to show both her and the house some love during my visit. Unfortunately, many believe the structure to be evil or hateful. I say, nonsense. What an utterly silly concept. I have no qualms about going there.

      So, while my own children await my return by suppertime, their small faces no doubt pressed to frosted panes in hopeful vigil, I will do what needs done so we may begin their favorite season in earnest.

      Before the clock struck noon, with the chill wind biting at even the tiniest bit of exposed flesh, I retrieved the old iron key hidden beneath the withered flowerpot. With a turn of the lock and a groan of hinges, I gained entry into the silence within. Despite her being a widow of delicate constitution, the old woman keeps this grand house of melancholy solitude in immaculate order.

      I had intended only to remain long enough to prepare a simple supper for my charge and see her safely to bed before taking my leave into the encroaching dusk. After all, my own family was waiting for my return.

      Yet now, as I pass from room to cavernous room within this echoing mansion, a chill of unease stirs in my bosom. Mrs. Wilkinson is nowhere to be found. The hearth lies cold, the upper halls are cloaked in deep shadow. I call her name, gently at first, then with rising urgency. Yet only silence returns. The house yields no sign of her, only the slow creak of floorboards and the whisper of wind through ill-fitted shutters.

      Then it strikes me—subtly at first, like a misstep on an uneven sidewalk—when I cross the threshold of a door on the second floor, I find myself emerging, inexplicably, near the sitting room on the first.

      A mistake, surely. I blame some trick of direction, a lapse of memory or attention. But the pattern continues. Repeatedly, I pass through doors—bedchamber, linen closet, study—and each time, the house defies logic. Rooms lead not to their neighbors or outdoors, but to places I have already been, as though the house itself has folded in upon its own bones.

      No matter the door I choose, I am always returned to where I began—a strange loop of corridors and turning halls, familiar yet subtly wrong. The air grows colder, the walls seem to lean inward, and my confusion is no longer merely frustrating, but creeping and dreadful.

      Growing panic stirs in my bosom, rising like smoke up a chimney. I rush to the nearest window and tear back the heavy, time-stiffened curtains, grasping for any sign of the outside world—of reality.

      Beyond the glass, the fields lie blanketed in snow, glittering faintly beneath a pewter sky. I see families at play, children shrieking with laughter as they tumble from sleds, mothers tossing snowballs, fathers hauling wooden toboggans uphill. The world is alive, innocent and untouched.

      I cry out, pressing my face to the cold pane, my voice loud, pleading.

      “Help! Can you hear me? I am stuck! Help me, please!” I place extra emphasis on the last word, but not a soul turns. No one looks. My voice is swallowed by the thick silence within, as if the house is mocking me. Am I invisible?

      Anger and frustration take me. I seize the window frame, trying to wrench it open, but it remains unmoving, sealed as though by rusted iron and frost. I strike it with my fists, once, twice, thrice—but it will not yield. Only the dull thud of flesh against glass answers me, and the bitter cold seeping through reminds me: I am here. I am alone.

      Thoughts of my children flood my mind again, their little hands reaching for me, laughter at the dinner table, the way the light pools around them near the hearth. Do they wonder where I have gone? Has my husband, steady and practical, begun to question the ticking clock, the lateness of my return? Perhaps even now he searches the lanes, calling my name through the falling snow.

      His image kindles a flicker of hope, small, warm, and stubborn. I cradle it for a moment, daring to believe. But as I turn and step once more through a familiar door, I find myself, again, back in the same corridor, the same faded runner beneath my feet, the same gaslight sconce flickering with its sickly glow.

      My hope withers. The house, this accursed house, will not let me go. I am trapped. Time, that treacherous warden of sense, is but a forsaken relic here, absent in whole and form.

      There is no mortal measure by which I might discern how long I have wandered these accursed passageways. Minutes? Hours? Days? I know not.

      Hunger bites at my innards with cruel insistence and thirst sets fire to my throat. My mind, once sharp, is now shrouded in a permeable haze of terror and unrest. Most harrowing of all are the surreal visions of my slow, agonizing demise. Shall I die here within these oak-paneled halls, I wonder?

      Too, there is a knocking. Incessant. Perverse. Ever it dogs my steps, a specter bound not by flesh but sound. Four raps, deliberate and slow, each one a tolling bell for my sanity. At times, the sound issues from some far-off recess, like a foul memory long buried but never forgotten. Other times, they erupt just behind me, so close I can scarce restrain a scream as my heart nearly arrests in dreadful anticipation of the next.

      No soul ought to bear such torment. Since my arrival, I have known nothing but dread. The lady is nowhere to be found, while doors yield or resist with minds of their own, opening with groans of age and closing without cause. Mocking laughter or desperate echoes of weeping reverberate through the corridors, following, teasing, galling me. The structure itself seems to carry hidden hate.

      Even the walls betray reason as doors routinely shift, hurriedly appearing where none stood mere moments earlier. Often, as quickly as they materialize, they vanish from sight. Try as I might, I cannot reach them in what time I have considering my weakened state. Will one lead outside? I can only hope and dream for such relief.

      As I pass over the solid wooden floors, my heels clacking softly against the polished planks, a door opens wide with a terrible cry of rusted hinges, as though the house itself drew breath to speak or as if anguishing in pain. I rush toward it in blind panic, hoping the threshold will reveal a means of escape from this nightmarish deception. But it was not to be as the thick wood slams shut ere I reach it.

      Tugging and pulling upon the handle avail me naught. Finally, spent in spirit and sore of limb, I abandon the effort. Yet in that very moment, the same door yawns open, revealing naught but a wall of cold, unyielding brick. I stare in disbelief. Another cruel jest from some unseen, spiteful hand.

      Is this perversity to be my tomb? Am I meant to slowly fade from existence, until I am naught but a whisper in the shadows, a mere memory fading from the minds of those who once might have known me?

      No woman, least of all one guilty only of compassion, should suffer so vile a fate. Is this the lofty toll for living in righteousness? I have endeavored to bring forth good unto this forsaken world. I have wrought no harm, betrayed no trust, nor sullied my speech or deeds. Yet, lo! I am assailed by a malice so vile, its nature I can barely grasp.

      My heart sinks lower with each step as my strength wanes more permanently. Heaviness of limb and eyelid slow me in every respect. Thinking has become a chore.

      Slowly, I sink to the floor, my will broken as glass crushed beneath a cruel heel. My thoughts lie scattered, a maze of shadows and ruin of my former happy life. My flesh, long denied the balm of rest and sustenance, can persevere no more.

      Here shall I perish, remaining ever blind of my transgressions, never to know what sin cast me from the light. I depart this world with no taste of joy’s return, no whisper of happiness to bid me farewell. Shall any soul mourn my passing? I cannot know, and the answer shall never grace my ears.

      Leaning against the mocking, cruel door, my head tilts to the side, drawn there by despair and ruin of my will. The knocking sound—constant, dreadful—draws ever nearer with each breath, hammering upon my sanity. And just ere madness may claim me whole, the door I rest upon groans open, inwardly this time like an inexplicable trap one could never possibly foresee.

      I am cast backward, drawn into the bottomless abyss, a void blacker than the grave, vast and insatiable. It devours with neither mercy nor end, a darkness tearing me from the fragile veil of life. Not even my screams dare trespass upon the thick, unholy silence of this accursed descent.

      So, it seems this is death: cold, silent, eternal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Candle in the Crypt

          

        

      

    

    
      Night spilled inky shadows across the crumbling stones of Alderwick Manor. The ancient estate crouched atop the moors like a beast poised to pounce on unsuspecting prey. Its gnarled form blended perfectly with the thick darkness.

      For generations, the manor had stood brooding, its windows blind with dust, its doors sagging under the weight of decay and rust. No living soul had dared to inhabit its rooms, not since the night the Morgan family inexplicably vanished.

      Now, beneath a waning crescent moon offering only slivers of pale light through the trees, a figure pressed through the iron gate. Selene Morgan, the last of her line, had returned. She who bore the Morgan eyes, turning silver in the moonlight and dark as teary sorrow by day.

      Her father’s will, penned in a trembling hand and delivered by a solicitor with a hawk-like face, beady eyes, and a smile as cold as stone, had summoned her home to claim what was rightfully hers.

      As Selene stood unmoving before the main entrance, she felt hesitant, as if crossing that line would awaken something best left undisturbed. The wind stirred the wild hedgerows like a distant lament for the family long buried beneath its soil. Even the air felt forlorn with the scent of damp earth, forgotten sorrow, and secrets etched deep into the manor’s bones.

      She drew her cloak tighter with a shiver, unlocked the door, and stepped inside.

      Was coming here a mistake? What could I possibly hope to gain, besides the manor itself?

      The manor had its own language. Silence. The place spoke to no one except those with the gift—or curse—to hear its voice.

      Every step Selene took on the marble floor echoed like the slow thudding of her heart. Her candlelight flickered across the numerous portraits lining the walls. Fashionably dressed, stern men and women stared down with furtive, painted eyes, as if watching her every move. She hated them all, despised the way their eyes always followed, as though judging her every move.

      Moth-eaten drapes sagged on thick wooden rods, hanging down like mournful funeral shrouds. Shadows pooled in the corners, lean and patient. Rope-like spiderwebs clung to the walls as though waiting to ensnare any soul foolish enough to draw near. Selene passed by without a touch, with little thought to spare due to the strange stipulations in her father’s will.

      It spoke of the crypt beneath the manor—a place she had visited often in her youth—but the insistence on her presence there before she could claim her inheritance seemed more a pointless obstacle than a necessity. After all, what remained here but dirty glass, decay, and the ghosts of old memories?

      She knew the stories, the family legends, the old superstitions, all meant to scare children into obedience. But now, standing here, she realized how naive she had been. Something was wrong, no matter if she could put a name to it or not.

      Checking her watch to see both hands converged on the midnight hour, she recalled it being the hour her family dreaded most. The veil between worlds was thinnest then, and that was when evil was said to stir, at least according to her mother. Yet Selene, wearied by the ghosts of her past and resolute in her resolve, pressed on. She simply wanted to do her duty and leave, never to lay eyes on Alderwick again.

      She located the crypt door by memory, hidden deep in the library where books slumped in their cases like tired old men nursing a hangover. The entrance lay concealed behind a thick tapestry depicting a battle fought long ago. Selene shrank at the sight of it. The grotesque image always unsettled her, even as a child.

      “I never realized how awful this thing is. It’s sickening. Besides, who would paint a picture of people being slaughtered?” She pointed to the image as though giving a lecture. Her voice rose an octave. “They’re being buried alive. How disgusting.” She paused, brow furrowing. “Why would anyone hang this atrocity on the wall?”

      Moving to the hearth, she traced searching fingers along the baroque molding until they found the hidden latch. With a firm push, it clicked open. A chill surged out, like the breath of a beast long confined, exhaled for the first time in eons. Hesitation gripped her. What family secrets could be so terrible they needed buried with the dead?

      The granite staircase was worn smooth. The stone walls were gnawed by time. Smells of rot and dust thickened as she descended. Her candlelight flickered like an irregular heartbeat. The sputtering flame cast monstrous, shifting shapes on the walls. Finally, at the foot of the stairs, Selene stood before a thick wooden door, its weight borne by great iron hinges dark with age. Its surface was etched with tangled glyphs—runes her father once called Morgan Runes. Ancient, binding symbols. Runes meant to keep something in—or something out. She had no idea which.

      With a trembling hand, she slid the iron key, the one given as part of the estate settlement, into the lock. The rusted, ancient mechanism turned with a groan, echoing through the silence like a scream from the past. Selene shuddered as the door creaked open.

      Inside, the crypt was vast, its icy air like breath from the long-dead residents. Coffins lined the walls, each one etched with names eroded by centuries of neglect. Yet her gaze was drawn to the center of the crypt, where a single candle burned atop an intricate marble pedestal, its flame impossibly steady in the stifling air.

      She moved closer, heart pounding with uncertainty and fear. The candle’s wax was black, the flame tinged green—unnatural, casting no shadows. Beneath the pedestal was a plaque: “Here lies the memory of countless sins unspoken.”

      Her father's whispers returned to her, speaking of tales concerning ancestral curses. And as the story went, from the very beginning of the Morgan line, a single flame was to be kept burning within the crypt. It was said that the candle would remain until the bloodline came to an end. Only then would the flame be snuffed out.

      None who had seen it lived to speak of what it illuminated—or what it guarded.

      Despair washed over Selene as she recalled the legend.

      “I am the last,” she whispered, her voice trembling as if speaking the words might shatter her. They did, forcing her to swallow again the bitter note of despair that she could not bear children. She spoke to convince herself more than anything else. “Soon, the flame will gutter, and it shall be over.”

      From the darkness, whispers rose like dead leaves stirred by the wind or the secretive laughter of the long-buried.

      “Morgan,” it breathed. The air grew colder.

      Selene spun, her eyes searching. The chamber was empty, save for the dead. The candle's flame flared, making the shadows twist, stretching toward her as figures slowly took shape, materializing luminous and insubstantial. She was not alone. Their eyes hollow, their mouths moving in silent agony, they beckoned her closer.

      Each step forward proved a struggle. “Why do you linger?” Her voice cracked. “What binds you here? Go rest. Be at peace.”

      The specters drifted closer, their forms blurring. A chorus of voices, layered and mournful, answered.

      “We are bound to the secret. The sin that festers in these stones. Only a Morgan can set us free. You are the one.”

      Selene's hands shook. She remembered her father’s final words: “What’s buried must not remain buried. Set the dead free.” But she had made no sense of his ramblings then. Still, her desire to know the whole truth was a hunger that had gnawed at her for as long as she could remember.

      In that moment, the crypt trembled beneath her, feet as though the walls themselves were alive. She reeled, then lurched to her right. Gripping the candle with one hand as the other clutched frantically at an iron ring set deep into the wall, she found her balance.

      Coffins rattled, and from the stone above, a yawning fissure split wide. The flame flared, casting light upon a hidden alcove beneath the pedestal. There, concealed under the smooth, cold marble and the remnants of a once-glorious tomb, lay a small black box sealed with red wax.

      Selene knelt. Her breath came in fragments as the box called to her. Hands shaking, she broke the seal. Inside, nestled in rotted velvet, lay a bundle of letters, their edges stained by time.

      She opened the topmost envelope, her mind racing with possibilities as she pulled the parchment from its depths. The delicate handwriting belonged to an ancestor. She had seen it before in the Morgan History Book.

      Reading on, her face twisted in horror. The world spun as the words revealed a most egregious crime—an entire village reduced to ash. Survivors buried alive or murdered, their bodies cast into a mass grave beneath Alderwick’s stones.

      From that day, their spirits were bound forever to the Morgan line, a blood price for lands seized by force centuries ago. The candle. The crypt. The curse. Penance for a sin too great to name. Selene felt dizzy with grief.

      So that is why I have always hated that painting. It was real! A daily reminder of the atrocity my family performed. For what? Wealth? Land? Greed?

      Dark feelings hurriedly swallowed the crypt, complete and suffocating. She froze as the voices rose again. Some were sorrowful, others sharp with rage.

      “You see now. You know.”

      More shadows unfurled from the walls, with new ones rising from the floor, coalescing into ghoulish figures. They stood as tattered remnants of lives lost, with painful memories etched on their twisted faces. Some appeared hacked and hewed from sharp weapons. Others looked run through with long pikes or by other horrible means.

      “We begged your elders not to do this thing. They would not listen.”

      One stepped forward—a woman with a torn shawl, clutching something invisible to her chest. A child, perhaps. Her head was flattened on one side as though hit with a tremendous mallet of some type.

      “We were promised protection and payment for our lands, but you brought only death. We were not the enemy.”

      Selene's mouth trembled, unable to form an apology or excuse.

      “Your name,” a man with a missing arm and horribly damaged face hissed, “should be carved into the stones of this very house. Not as saviors, but as butchers. The Morgans slaughtered us to build a home atop our bones.”

      The crypt pulsed with anguish, centuries old and still raw.

      “We remain against our will. Bound by the spilling of our blood, your utmost betrayal. We come not for vengeance but to be remembered.”

      Selene bowed her head, ashamed and shivering. “I didn’t know. I do⁠—”

      “You know now,” said one.

      “The curse upon your family was never meant to punish you, child. It was meant to awaken you. Set things right,” said another. “We cannot move on without you.”

      The candle flared, though no hand had touched it. The ghosts faded, their edges unraveling like smoke, though their presence lingered—no longer just tormentors, but mourners.

      Selene knelt in the stillness, heart heavy with truth. Tears burned as they slid down her cheeks, hot and silent. She leaned forward, touching the flame to the parchment pages. The green fire caught instantly, flaring with a hiss, devouring the confession in a surge of hungry light.

      From the shadows, spirits tore free from the walls, groaning with relief as they escaped their once-eternal prison. Her ancestors followed, drifting about with thin, inhuman cries. Drawn into the blaze, they writhed and twisted as the parchment blackened, then curled into ash.

      When the last ember faded, the crypt fell deathly silent.

      The candle on the pedestal flickered, then slowly died.

      Selene stood alone, her own candle seeming weak and insignificant against the encroaching darkness. Her heavy heart suddenly felt unburdened. Above, the manor groaned a centuries-old final breath. The curse had lifted—gone after ages of deceit, lies, and tortured anguish.

      When dawn broke, Selene stood at the threshold of Alderwick Manor, the weight of generations lifting from her shoulders like mist on a windy day. The moors fell silent, but in the stillness lay a fragile promise that even in places choked with shadow, ruin, and death, light may yet prevail.
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      Amber closed her car door. Thunder drowned out the sound of her boots shuffling over the asphalt road. Glancing up to watch the moon slide behind thick clouds, she cursed. The storm was moving faster than anticipated. She peered east, then west, her gaze covering both the Millwood Bridge and Grimsley Road.

      Both were deserted, save for chirping crickets, croaking toads, and a curious owl hooting from a nearby tree. At this time, she expected nothing less. In fact, she counted on it. How would she explain her situation if spotted? She did not want to consider it. With a quick flick of her wrist, she checked her watch as thunder cracked again. It was closer and louder this time.

      “ Two a.m.,” she grumbled. “I should be sleeping.”

      She opened the rear passenger door. Reaching inside, she grabbed the bottom edge of the plastic tarp. With a firm tug, the cylindrical object tumbled out, landing on the pavement with a sickening thud. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she checked the ropes and weights again. As before, they were tight and secure. Satisfied, she dragged the load toward the edge.

      The tarp crinkled and crackled as it twisted in her grip. She grimaced. No matter how many times she did this, she could never get used to that sharp, grating sound. It scraped at her nerves, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine.

      To her benefit, Amber was built for this sort of task. She was a fit, thirty-year-old workout fanatic who ate gluten-free food, hated the idea of consuming dead animals, and was a devout vegan. Her firm physique was a source of pride. After all, she had to stay in shape, since disposing of dead bodies took tremendous effort.

      Lilith, her partner of sorts, chimed in her ears. Get rid of this loser before you’re spotted.

      Amber dropped the body to clamp both hands over her ears and wait for her unseen accomplice to stop talking. Despite being together since birth, the woman’s voice still grated on her nerves even after all these years.

      “One would think I would get used to your incessant harping by now! It’s been three decades!” She huffed. “I’m doing the best I can. If you’re in a such a hurry, you do it.”

      Very funny. Just get it done, you silly woman. You know I can’t help! Should I pull your strings a bit harder, puppet? Part of Lilith’s shrill laugh was drowned out by another thunderclap. Drizzle began to fall.

      Amber heard enough. Grabbing the tarp and heaving the body upright, she propped it against the railing, hoisted it upward, then flipped its end over to watch the corpse fall the sixty feet. The tightly wrapped body slapped the surface with a loud splash before vanishing into the black depths beneath the swiftly moving water. Another thunder boom rolled overhead as the rain increased.

      “Done!” Amber caught her breath, then straightened her clothing. She shivered from the wetness.

      See, that wasn’t so hard. Now, go find another one.

      “The only thing I’m finding is my warm bed before I catch pneumonia,” Amber replied, settling into the driver’s seat. “Leave me alone for tonight.”

      Leave me alone. Leave me alone. Lilith mocked in childlike fashion. I will never leave you alone, we’re a great team.

      Amber didn’t reply. She sat rigid, thoughts souring as always after a disposal. Lilith’s control was unshakable. Wishing her dead was possible but a waste of time. There was no choice other than to endure the woman’s torment. They were twins after all, connected in an odd sort of way, and despite it all, Amber carried an unspoken sorrow for her sister.

      Frustrated and wet, Amber gripped the steering wheel tighter as memories flooded her mind.

      She had always been different from other kids. Thankfully, as she grew up, she had Lilith. The duo grew even closer once Amber could walk and talk. Lilith was always there to soothe her when times were tough or when her twin sister needed a friend. She had been a comforting presence over the years, even more so after Amber realized others did not have her special gift.

      Though, she no longer considered her abilities a gift. It became more of a curse than not. But in years past, in a child’s mind, her situation was normal, though she often wondered why her playmates did not have their own invisible friends to chat with. If they did, they were afraid to admit it. She felt sorry for the ones who had no one to confide in or tell secrets to.

      During her formative years, her parents ignored her having conversations when no one else was present. They merely said she had a vivid imagination. But serious troubles started in kindergarten. Hateful kids did nothing but ridicule, joke, bully, and perform other childish behaviors on the sad little girl. Her plight ramped up within days. Hurtful names became her everyday label: crazy, nuts, insane, stupid, cracked, and more. The one she hated most was freak. At the time, Lilith assured her she was no such thing, but that never fully took away the sting.

      Once the school began to raise concerns that the little girl was confused, intellectually challenged, or housed several mental abnormalities, a slew of counselors and psychiatrists became her routine. Many said Amber would outgrow the fantasy of an invisible friend. Some wanted to place her on a plethora of medications or sedate her entirely. Others wished to experiment on her to explore the inner workings of her unique mind, as they called it. And they would have had she not quickly learned to keep her mouth shut about Lilith, especially the part about the two of them having long conversations—like best friends are supposed to do. She also learned that, as is the way with most humans, anything or anyone different is shunned and hated. She proved no different.

      Even now, decades later, the cruelties of childhood still haunted her. Amber never could recall how or why Lilith entered her head. She just knew they had always been linked by some supernatural bond, one Lilith took full advantage of at times, and grew more so with each passing year alongside her hard and hateful demeanor.

      Snapping back to the present, with a turn of the key, she let the engine roar to life. “I’m just special. Not a freak,” Amber announced with an edgy voice as she flicked on her high beams and pressed the gas pedal.

      Some long minutes later, she turned left into the Lierzton Village subdivision, took another quick left onto Sawgrass Drive, then headed for Stratford Place, three blocks away. Her home lay nestled in a quiet cul-de-sac and served her well. It was perfect, isolated within an upscale neighborhood, but not entirely closed off from humanity.

      Inside, she broke open a cardboard box, slit the plastic wrap, then jammed her frozen meal into the microwave. She poured herself a tall glass of ice water, then waited for the beep. Meanwhile, her cat, Gracie, leapt onto the table to rub her forehead and nose against Amber’s cheek, purring all the while.

      “I missed you, too,” cooed Amber, stroking the kitty’s back and tail softly.

      After having a meal, taking a hot shower, and feeding Gracie, Amber headed for bed. Giving a glance over her shoulder, she pursed her lips, then pushed her tongue against her teeth to make a clicking sound.

      “Come on, Miss Cutie.” The cat leapt down gracefully and followed, her soft paws tapping a rhythmic sound. Soon, the pair snuggled into bed and fell fast asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Why are you still in bed? Get up. We have work to do.

      “Shut up, will you! It’s Saturday and I want to sleep in.” Amber stretched and rubbed the sleep from her eyes, then glanced at the clock. Nine a.m. “Later than I normally sleep in,” she noted with a frown.

      Let’s go shopping. There are always people around. We will find another⁠—

      “I hate shopping,” Amber retorted while petting Gracie, who remained fast asleep by her side. “Too many damned people. And I did what you asked last night so leave me alone.”

      Come on! You’re getting boring in your old age.

      “Excellent! Finally!” Amber shouted, sitting bolt upright to throw her arms in the air. Gracie yawned and looked bothered. “Then why don’t you disappear forever, and I can be as freakin’ boring as I want. How nice would that be! Just me, my cat, and my books.” She pointed to the door. “You . . . gone!”

      The shrill, cackling laughter retuned. Funny little girl, we are together forever. You will never be rid of me. I’m your sister and best friend. Hell, I am your only friend.

      That bit struck a chord in Amber’s heart. Her pride was stinging over the truth. “How can I have any friends when you make me act crazy when I’m with them? Shit, I haven’t been laid in six months. And you made me kill him!”

      No matter. He was a married man cheating on his wife. He deserved to die. You did it yourself. I had nothing to do with it. There was a silent pause as if that news needed to sink in. Besides, he wasn’t right for you. He had a tiny little⁠—

      “Stop! I will not discuss this.” Amber eased out of bed, slid into her spandex running outfit, placed her new runners on, and headed for the door. Stuffing AirPods in her ears, she snatched up her phone, found the Pandora app, then turned on the Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons violin concertos. She loved classical music. It relaxed her and drowned Lilith out.

      After feeding Gracie again, she gave her cat a kiss between the ears. Amber closed the door and took to the street.

      As the pavement passed under her feet in steady fashion, she came across a little girl sitting on the curb crying. No more than six or seven, her legs were drawn up close, her chin rested on both knees, and her small arms encircled them to hold her steady. Her back heaved up and down with each sob.

      Amber lowered next to the child. Taking her phone out, she paused the music. “My name is Amber. What’s the matter, hun?”

      The little girl sucked in short breaths and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “Mom and Dad are fighting. They always do. Dad hit Mom again this morning. I hate him and want him to disappear.”

      I like this kid! She has the right idea. Go kill the pig. It’s what we do.

      Amber mentally pushed Lilith away, but it was a struggle. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      More sniffing and short, gasping breaths. “Luna.”

      “My, that’s a beautiful name.” Amber rubbed her back gently, then went on. “Luna, do you have a friend’s house you can go to?”

      Luna nodded and pointed to a solid brick house four doors away. “Jamie lives there. It’s where I always go when things get bad.”

      Amber helped the girl stand, then pointed across the street. “Why don’t you head over there and someone will come get you later? I’ll watch to make sure you get there. Everything will be fine. I’ll see to it.”

      Finally! Kill him now! Cut off both his miserable hands as penalty for hitting his wife. Leave out the cops and handle it yourself.

      Amber gritted her teeth in response. She desperately wanted to scream at Lilith. Instead, she patted Luna’s back. “Go on. I will handle this. Mom and Dad will never fight again.”

      Luna frowned and kicked a rock. “That’s impossible. But thank you anyway.”

      “Go on, now. Everything will be fine.” Amber shooed her away, waving as the little girl looked over her shoulder while ambling down the street. When she disappeared into her friend’s home, Amber let her arm drop.

      “Maybe you’re right this time, Lilith. I can’t stand by while this clown smacks his wife around.”

      Egged on by her sister’s victorious cry, Amber stormed down the sidewalk toward the house. But before she could step foot on the lawn, the front door swung open. A tirade of shouting flowed out like a wave of hateful energy spilling into the tranquil morning, rising from the throat of a rather handsome, muscular man. Stomping outside, he slammed the door, then walked toward the community park.

      “Going to cool off, I bet.” Amber formulated a quick plan. Jogging past, she caught the man’s eye and winked, then waved. He took the hint, waved back, then picked up his pace, half walking, half jogging. But he was no match for Amber’s stride. Within seconds, she left him far behind.

      In the park, she awaited his arrival, hoping he would be stupid enough to show himself. He definitely seemed the arrogant kind who believed he was a gift to women. Clearly, he would fool around on his wife . . . especially after a fight.

      Minutes passed before he appeared. But as he looked around, searching with a foul eagerness, second thoughts began to fill Amber’s head. What was she doing? She couldn’t⁠—

      You know what to do. This weak-minded moron deserves to die for what he has done.

      “Agreed,” Amber replied, surprising herself with the ease of which she just condemned another man to death. “But I wish it wasn’t so soon. We just finished one last night. I can’t keep this up forever. I’ll be caught if I do.”

      Wicked is wicked, honey. There is no end to the hate and anger in the world. Vermin like this must be dealt with. Even Luna said this happened a lot. Her sister’s voice faded for several long moments. Do you want the poor girl to watch her mommy get beat again? Maybe someday the pig will turn his anger on the little girl. Is that what you want?

      “Oh, that was a low blow,” Amber muttered. She considered the words, then gave a slow nod as a long sigh escaped from her lips. “You’re right. Something needs to be done.”

      Lilith’s voice sounded excited. And you are just the woman to do it. Look, here comes the idiot now.

      Luna’s father had spotted her. His gait quickened, heading straight for the bench Amber patiently waited on. He stopped before her as if posing for a magazine cover. Meeting her eyes, he flashed a toothy grin while casually reaching to scratch his crotch, so her eyes were drawn there from reflex. He seemed to get a thrill from her unintentional glance. Lowering onto the wooden bench, he introduced himself as Ryan and began to talk.

      Amber did not care what he called himself. She only felt her disdain at being near a wife beater. His mere appearance and behavior disgusted her. To hurry things along, she slid close to place her warm hand on his inner thigh. Tracing small, teasing circles, she easily wrangled him into a date, one he eagerly accepted.

      “Ten o’clock tonight. Meet me by Lincoln’s statue in Wilson’s Park. The gates close before that, but if you jump the fence down by Porter Street, we can be alone.” She winked and edged her hand up closer to his manhood, making him squirm with feverish anticipation.

      That’s my girl! So proud of you. Soon, he won’t be hitting anyone else.

      To seal the deal, Amber leaned in to brush her full lips against his cheek while whispering suggestively in his ear. Not waiting for what would surely be a gross, enthusiastic response, she sprang up and jogged on. Running harder, she fumed at her repulsive behavior, unable to shake the man’s leering behavior from her mind. It clung to her, wriggling like a foreign entity under her skin.

      The moment she arrived home, she showered to rid herself of his vile feeling. Afterward, she prepared her murder kit. Rope, gloves, shovel, zip ties, flashlight, and other items she was unsure if she would need or not. Better too much than too little, she thought to Lilith’s appreciative chuckle. She changed into old clothing from a secondhand store, placed her gear in the back of her Subaru, then went inside to read.

      Time passed excruciatingly slowly. Yet, all the same, it finally arrived. Before departing, she spent several minutes petting Gracie. “The kitty door is open if you want to go play. Stay behind the fence and do not invite strange animals in the house. Oh, I will be home late.” She scratched the cat’s chin, gave her a hug, then kissed her head before placing her on the floor. Convinced the fluffy gray cat understood her every word, she added, “Don’t wait up.” Gracie rubbed against her leg and meowed.
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