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Ivy’s back hit the wall, almost knocking the wind out of her. Her pulse pounded as she gawked at the shattered remains of the chandelier. She’d barely had enough time to scream and roll out of the way before impact. Just seconds ago, she was mentally commenting on how ugly the damn thing was; a giant monstrosity comprised of dusty antlers that she was dreading cleaning. 

Ancient lantern oil pooled at her feet and stung her nostrils with its musty scent. She rubbed the back of her neck, hands shaking as a tiny whimper squeaked from her clenched lips. Her couch was reduced to a pile of springs and stuffing.

Dammit, I loved that couch. Fuck the damn couch. That could have been her impaled by antlers. Her throat thickened, palms growing sweaty as thoughts raced at breakneck speed. This was a mistake. This will never work. This is hopeless! You’re going to fade away. You’re going to die and... Oh My Gods, Ivy! Stop!

She imagined a huge stop sign before her. The ruminating slowed. Ivy sucked in the stale air, searching for three sights to ground her; the huge stone fireplace in need of a good clean out, her beloved comfy chair that Auntie Dahlia proclaimed an eyesore, and the wall of boxes containing her spell books.

“I am safe. I am grounded,” she murmured to herself, barely believing the words. 

She counted her breaths, staring at the shattered pile of antlers. Sure, her cottage witchery had been strong before her “incident” but not anymore. Magic no longer surged through her veins. Her stomach twisted. Gods, breathing life back into this cabin would be like a root canal. 

If you could even call it a cabin. 

Mansion in the woods was more like it. 

And it’s your last hope if you want to live past the spring. Why couldn’t she perform her ritual with a tiny bungalow? At least she’d stand a chance of saving herself with a smaller space. A surge of panic bubbled bile up her throat. She gulped it down, reaching into her purse. The reassuring rattle of her pill bottle made her heart slow. Oh yeah, her rescue drug was in order after that shock. Don’t fail me now, Atarax.

Ivy flicked the lid off and popped the little white pill, swallowing it dry. The bitter metallic taste made her eyes water. She stood as still as a statue, concentrating on the cold air flowing in and out of her lungs. After a few minutes, her mind calmed, rationality returning.

This was a fluke, not an omen. It had to be. The most logical explanation for an old chandelier was that the rope holding it up was probably rotted, not that this abandoned cabin in the woods was overrun with demons. She stepped forward, toeing the debris that haloed the couch. Yeah, it was just a fluke. Nothing more than...

Eyes were upon her. 

Ivy spun. Nothing was there. Her skin prickled, growing taut as the invisible stare grew stronger. Closer. Her lizard brain told her to run, to get the hell out, but her stupid feet remained glued to the floor as she called out, “Hello?” 

She winced. This is what dumbasses do in horror films, Ives. And yet she called out again, her voice bouncing off the high ceiling. “Hello? Is someone here?”

A gentle clack-clack-clack whispered through the huge room. The hair on the back of her neck prickled. Movement flickered at the top of the grand staircase, rippling the atmosphere like heat on asphalt. The entity was tall, broad, air wavering around what could be horns. Ivy’s brow creased.

Horns? Ghosts don’t usually have horns.

And this didn’t feel like a spirit. Ivy had encountered enough in her youth to know the cold empty touch of death. No. This was something corporal. Alive. 

And unfortunately, invisible.

Curiosity overtook her fear and she stepped forward. The blur flinched, clacking as it moved back. What the hell, was it wearing tap shoes? 

Ivy wet her lips. “So, hey.” She pointed at the chandelier mess. “Was this...you?” 

A growl bounced off the rafters and the blur flew down the stairs at breakneck speed. Ivy screamed, throwing out her hand to cast a shield on reflex. But no magic came from her fingertips.

“Shit!” 

Ivy ran, the furious clacking gaining on her. The thing grabbed her shoulder, its claws tearing through her sweater. Oh God, it had claws. Razor sharp claws that pricked her flesh with warm tips.

“Shit shit shit!”

She slapped the invisible hand and the thing yelped, sounding more annoyed than hurt. Its hold released. Ivy dove out the front door, dashing down the porch stairs and stumbling to the rocky drive. She slapped her hands on the hood of her SUV as if it were home base, drawing a line in the dirt with her boot. 

“No harm will cross this line! No harm! No harm!” she chanted, bending down to scribble runes beneath her barrier with a finger.

This won’t keep it away, that terrified voice in her head moaned. You have no magic to charge this ward. You think the symbols alone will hold it back? It has claws!

“No fucking harm will cross, dammit!” Ivy whimpered.

The front door slammed. 

Ivy dared a look over her shoulder. The cabin stared back, its wooden façade grayed with age, each board creaking as the biting autumn wind picked up. Its tall windows were boarded, but that didn’t stop the feeling that it was watching her. Or maybe the invisible creature inside studied her. Either way, both were laughing at her; she could feel it. Mocking her. Finding her as pathetic as she felt.

You can’t do this, her doubt whispered. 

Ivy’s hands shook. She wanted to get in her car and drive away, wanted to pretend she didn’t have this idea in the first place. Just quietly die tucked away in her aunts’ little guest house in downtown Big Bear. But she couldn’t. She had to live. For Rowan. For Auntie Rosemary and Auntie Dahlia.

For Aster.

You let your sister down. Maybe this is the fate you deserve.

Tears burned her eyes, fury gathering tight under her ribs. She had to focus. Had to get angry, not scared.

Give up. Walk away. Try dying with dignity like a good little witch. Only fools try to fight the inevitable.

She picked up a rock and threw it at the cabin. Its harmless bounce off the porch wasn’t enough to satisfy her so she threw a second, ricocheting the stone off the front door. She threw another, then another, hitting the porch swing with a loud crack, pinging the railings, and battering the window frames.

“Fuck you!” she screamed. “I’m coming back! Consider this a warning!” 

Her knees went weak as the adrenaline rush faded. She fell back against her SUV, rubbing her spinning head. Her tantrum calmed her somewhat, even if it was embarrassing as hell. Thank the Gods her brother Rowan wasn’t there to see it. 

She glared at the house and whatever was inside it. This wasn’t over. Oh, she was claiming that house. And even an invisible horned monster wasn’t going to stop her.

She had no choice.

​
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Finn watched the female stumble down the porch steps. He grinned, kicking the door shut behind him. “Mission accomplished.” 

The human ran like she was on fire. Not that he was surprised, after all he had just dropped a chandelier on her. Well, beside her. He had no intentions of killing the female, just frightening her. It took timing to make sure she got out of the way, but he’d managed it. 

Finn shook off his dimming spell, his form turning visible from hooves to horns. Now that the nonsense was over with, he could return to his exile in peace. A sharp crack hit the porch. He stiffened, his long ears swiveling back. Another crack, this one against the front door. 

He peeked out through the crooked boards nailed over the front window. The female was pelting rocks, her cheeks puffed and eyes glassy. Finn hissed at her frustrated wails. She should have already disappeared down the road. Dammit, she was proving to have more backbone than he thought. That did not bode well.

“Give up, human. Just go away.” His claws dug into the windowsill, heart pounding as she paced in a little circle, then stared back at the house. 

“Fuck You! I’m coming back! Consider this a warning!” She bellowed.

The female entered her vehicle. The engine roared, wheels crunched over dirt and soon she was gone.

But for how long? He bared his fangs. If she returned, he’d be ready. And next time he wouldn’t be so nice. 

“Finn?”

He turned to find Callum entering with a stormy gaze. His long tail lashing, the clacking of his hooves echoing off the high ceilings as he charged towards him, hand on the dagger sheathed in his belt. 

“Was there a battle?” he asked. “The commotion was loud enough to wake the dead!”

“No battle.” Finn jerked his chin to the wreckage behind him. “Just a chandelier.”

“Dionysus’s balls!” Callum cried. Slowly, he edged his way over, nudging the debris with his hoof. “She’s not under there, is she?” 

“You think I’m daft?” Finn chuckled. “A dead human brings other humans.”

“Humans are crawling all over this place these days, so what difference would it make?” Callum chuffed. “First all those men with their boxes and furniture, now her.”

“And I scared them all away. So, I’ll take your praise startiiiiing...” He cupped a hand around his ear. “Now.”

“These are the female’s belongings, aren’t they?”

“I...assume so?”

Callum’s chest rumbled with a low growl. “Hells, she’ll return from them, mark my words.”

Finn’s ears drooped, a pout puckering his mouth. “Getting acclamation from you is like pulling ticks off a deer.”

“She’ll return for them. Mark my words.”

“And if she does, I scare her away again. Simple!” Finn slung an arm around Callum’s shoulders, giving him a playful punch. “Come now, brother. Let’s hear you sing my accolades. In the key of G please.” Callum still refused to smile. A knot tightened in Finn’s chest, his merriment dropping. “Did you take your potion, today?”

“Of course, I did. I never miss a day. I am fine, Finn. I swear to our God.” Callum pinched the bridge of his nose. “But this sudden influx of humans makes me uneasy.”

He wrung his huge hands, the crease between his thick brows deepening. Finn’s tail flicked the air, his own unease rising. He slapped on a grin, trotting to the stack of boxes by the fireplace. 

“I know what will make you feel better.” He scooped up one of the boxes, plopping it down in Callum’s path. “Who knows what shinies reside in that box? I know how you love your baubles.”

Callum gave him a flat look. “Thieving? At a time like this?"

“At a time like what?” Finn replied. “And it’s not thieving. It’s preemptive salvage.” 

“You are sure she is not a witch?” Callum asked. His wide shoulders curled, turning from fierce warrior to timid mouse. “What if she has dark magic in those boxes?”

Finn cupped Callum’s face, forcing his brother to meet his eyes. “She’s not a witch. If she was, she would have hexed me. Yet here I am, limbs intact and flesh still on my bones.” 

“We lost so much. I lost so much,” He clutched Finn’s arm in a death grip, claws digging in. “I can’t lose you too. Not to another coven... not to the Hunger.”

“The Hunger is destroyed. And the coven is gone.” He took the back of Callum’s neck, tapping their horns together. “And I’m here.”

Finally, Callum’s lips curled, and a chuckle shook his barrel chest. “Lucky me. Trapped with your ugly mug for the rest of my days.”

“Indeed. I wish I were you!” He gestured towards the boxes. “Now let’s collect our bounty.” 

Callum’s tail cracked like a whip. After a beat he smiled, then tore open the box, ransacking it with gusto. 

Finn’s dread unfurled as his big brother hummed brightly, enjoying his hunt. 

He turned for his own treasure trove but met a worn-out chair, its overstuffed cushions covered in faded roses. The faint scent of lavender and sage wafted from the fabric. Such a simple yet seductive scent. He leaned in with a deep inhale, eyes almost rolling back into his skull, then plopped himself down into its overwhelming softness. 

“This chair is mine!” he declared, rubbing his back against it to imprint that beautiful aroma all over his flesh.

“Be my guest. I found her jewelry,” Callum replied, his horns now covered in thin gold chains and sparkling bracelets. He canted his head. “So... this female?”

“What about her?” Finn asked, still burrowing himself into his prize. He scoured his cheek against the armrest. Oh yes, this was nice.

“Was she pleasing to the eye?”

Finn sat up, tossing some of his hair from his eyes. “You think I was looking at such things?”

“I know you little brother. You were definitely looking at such things,” Callum snickered. 

Finn jumped out of the chair, the brush of his tail bristling. “She was pleasing enough.”

More like devastating. He had grown hard with just one look at her. The female was all supple curves from her breasts, to her backside, to her round belly, like the nixies he had laid with once upon a time. Bright copper curls were piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and laugh lines bracketed a full pink mouth. 

But she was not so young that naivete still glowed on her cheeks. There was a twinkle in her blue eyes that spoke of experience. A well led life. He bit back the groan at the remembrance of her bare thigh when her skirt fluttered mid run. If she wasn’t intruding, he’d consider a seduction, not a chase. 

“Pleasing enough?” Callum laughed again. “Then explain why you’re rubbing yourself against her chair like a cat in heat.”

“It’s a comfortable chair!” He marched away from it—and that heavenly smell—keeping his head high. “Do you know how long it has been since I sat in a chair such as that? Ages!”

“Then you won’t mind if I...” 

Callum’s rump hit the cushions and Finn bared his fangs. No. That was his chair. His chair with his favorite scent that his female sat her beautiful, rounded backside in. His!

My female? 

He froze, that dread returning. Callum drummed his claws on the armrest with a smirk. “Were you going to say something, little brother?”

“No.” Finn flicked a hand at him. “Sit there all you like.” Even though its mine! “I don’t give a damn who sits in it.” Mine, dammit! “I couldn’t care less.” Get your filthy ass out of my chair, Callum!

Fine, if Callum was going to commandeer his chair, he was going to hijack his treasures. He stuck his tongue out at his now cackling brother, then tore open a box. Instead of more baubles there was a large book. Its pages were yellowed and worn. Embossed on its supple leather cover was a circle filled with a maze surrounding a single star.

The wheel of Hecate. 

A witch’s symbol. 

Ice filled his veins. He peeled backed the cover with shaking hands and skimmed the handwritten notes.  No, not notes. Spells. You’re touching a witch’s spell book!

Finn recoiled, pulling away as if it would eat him alive. But how could that female be a witch? He had sensed their kind before, felt their power in battle. Nothing of the sort came from her. She was just a harmless little human. She had to be for Callum’s sake. 

For both their sakes.

“What have you got there?” Callum asked.

Finn kicked the box aside. “Just more ordinary human items.” 

Callum arched a brow, lips puckered. “What is vexing you?”

“Nothing!” he replied. “I’m merely starving is all.”

“Again?” Callum laughed. “Always an empty stomach, you.”

“And you should cook my dinner as my reward for scaring off that human.” Witch. You scared off a witch!

“Fine,” Callum said heading back to the kitchen. “We still have some rabbit downstairs. Build a fire and I’ll cook us up a stew.”

As soon as he was gone, Finn retrieved the tome from its box and dashed through the house. Breathlessly, he hurried out the back door and onto the deck. Just below sat a pond, its deep water overgrown with weeds. His hooves crunched over dead pine needles, the rushing sound of blood in his ears as he neared the railing. With a grunt he tossed the book. It gave a messy splash, bobbling before it sunk into the dark. He wiped his brow, giving one last look to the ripples left behind, a lump the size of a mountain resting in his throat. 

“Just a human. Just some silly human,” Finn muttered. 

She was just a silly human. One that was fascinated with magic but had none of her own. Harmless and easy to scare. There was nothing to worry about. And yet that lump of fear remained, that voice still whispering...

Witch.
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She was clad only in sunlight amongst the trees, one hand outstretched, beckoning him. Ribbons of fire lifted off her shoulders as the wind caught her glorious mane. Finn’s heart thundered. He was eager to caress her, feel the heat of her soft skin. Power tingled as they touched, and he shot hard as steel. He laid her down in the grass and untied his loincloth, nestling himself between her thighs.

Her lips were upon his, sweet and hungry. His hips bucked, his arms wrapping around her. She smelled of lavender and sage and he needed that scent on his flesh, wanted that glorious creature surrounding him.

“Ivy,” Finn moaned.

Her name was Ivy. What a suitable name. Just like the lush green vines that ensnared his homelands, she tangled herself around his very soul. Instincts as old as time whispered “Mine” as he thrust into her core, loving how her short nails dug into his back. His name sighed from her swollen lips. He would do anything for this female; catch the moon, conquer the world, give in to her every desire.

“By the Goddess, Ivy.” His voice was tight as he thrust again. 

So hot. So wet. 

So mine.

He bared his fangs, seed rising to the quick. He needed to come inside her, claim her as his own. He’d never be separated from his Ivy. His beautiful, clever...

...Witch.

The air grew cold and stale. Leaves withered from their branches as the sun vanished. A chill ran up his spine as a low guttural growl echoed around them. Something was wrong, so very wrong. Eyes red as blood peered out from the trees. Dark tentacles oozed from the dying trees, slithering across the dirt.

Finn hissed into the darkness, flaring his claws. He shoved Ivy away, shouting “Run!” but his hand passed through her as if she weren’t there at all. A disgusting powdery film coated him up to his elbow. His arm had gone right through her. 

“Finn?” Ivy whimpered.

Her color faded, blue eyes clouding over to a dull, mottled grey. A deafening roar shook the world and her body shattered, ash raining down on him.

The tentacles lashed out with lightning speed, ripping the scream from his throat. Needle like barbs burrowed into flesh and bone, igniting a bonfire of agony. Death. It stole upon him, taking him breath by breath. The forest grew silent, and the Hunger fed on his essence until there was only darkness. 

“Finn!”

Finn’s head whipped against the back of his nest. He swatted at whatever shook him, eyes opening to a kaleidoscope of browns and grays before Callum snapped into focus.

“Finn, wake up!” he cried.

“I’m awake! I’m awake! You’re rattling my skull!” 

He stilled Callum’s arm before his horns flew off his head, a long sigh releasing between his fangs. He was drenched in sweat, and his stomach was brimming with acid, but he was safe. 

Callum released him, sitting back on his haunches. “Usually I let you sleep through your nightmares but this one had you screaming. You kept calling “Ivy, Ivy.” He arched a brow. “What do you need Ivy for?”

Great, he had cried the female’s name in his sleep. Finn ran a hand over his horns. “Let’s hunt some breakfast. I’m famished.”

“No, you’re not. You’re never hungry in the morning. Haven’t been since you were a fawn.” Callum folded his arms across the wide expanse of his chest, his stern glare pinning Finn in place. “You have been vexed for days. What’s wrong?”

Finn snorted. “I am not vexed.”

Callum gestured to the gooseflesh on his arms. “You are full of shit. Out with it, little brother. I’ll eventually figure it out so you might as well talk.”

Finn’s lips parted but his words stalled as Callum went to the rickety shelf beside the stairs. He plucked out a bottle amongst many, uncorking it and draining its contents down his throat. His potion. That was the only thing that kept him from falling into his phantasms of the past. 

Dread coiled in Finn’s belly. Gods and Goddesses if he told his brother that a witch was in their midst, not even that potion would keep him from his frenzies. 

The sound of a door opening came from above, halting their argument. Soft footfalls crossed over them. Callum’s breath grew clipped, and he grabbed Finn’s arm, staring at the ceiling.

“It’s not a poltergeist!” a familiar female’s voice said. There was a pause before she spoke again. “You’re so sure? You’re a bazillion miles away in San Francisco. You can’t feel shit.”

Ivy has returned. No, that wasn’t her name. That name was from a ridiculous dream driven solely by his long-neglected loins. 

Finn held his breath, her conversation barely registering in his twitching ears. Soon her footsteps faded as she crossed into another room and both let out a long sigh.

“It’s that damned human again,” Finn grumbled. 

Witch. She’s a witch.

“A stubborn one,” Callum replied. He puffed up like a bear, marching to the stairs. “Perhaps it’s my turn to handle this.”

Finn grabbed his swishing tail, jerking him to a stop. “No, no! It should be me!” He cleared his throat, hoping to banish his desperation. “I already know her tricks. I’ll shoo her away.”

Callum smirked, thumping his chest. “You just want to see her pretty face again, don’t you? Maybe I wouldn’t mind seeing it as well.”

“Just let me handle this!”

“I have loins too, Finn.”

“Cal!”

Callum yanked his tail free. “Fine, go on then. Gain a memory to touch yourself at night to.”

“Shut up!” He stuck his tongue out at Callum just as he dimmed his form.

“I saw that,” Callum said.

“Good! I wanted you to!”

Finn headed up the stairs, unsheathing his dagger. Witch or not, that female was leaving their territory for good.

***
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HALF OF IVY’S BOXES were opened and rummaged through. The invisible jerk had sticky fingers. She was about to storm through the house, find said jerk, and punch the shit out of them. But the memory of the falling chandelier slowed her rage. Instead of declaring war, she picked up the remains of her life. 

Her jewelry box was empty, her books had been tossed everywhere, and every blanket she had packed had been taken. Pain radiated from her clenched jaw, her temper flaring again. Another glance at the shattered chandelier reminded her to keep her cool. 

“They’re just things. Only things.” She slammed her fist into her thigh. “But they’re my things, dammit!”

Fuck it all, this was too much for her already frazzled nerves. She had to go calm down, just sit in her car, take a few deep breaths, and regroup. 

Ivy shoved the front door open, her hand passing over deep grooves. With a hmm, she pulled her hand away, examining what she had touched. 

Runes. Not just runes, protection wards. They were carved in a swirling line around the door, more lining its frame. 

“What the hell?”

It was like a game of Where’s Waldo, wards popping up everywhere, the rafters, along the windowsills, and across the threshold. Powerful wards long dead after decades of neglect.

“How did I miss this?” she whispered.

Probably because the last time she was here she was too busy running for her life to notice them.

The sharp chime of her cellphone rang from her purse and she yanked it from the inside pocket. Rowan’s name flashed across the screen. Her brother must have felt her distress. 

Ivy hit the answer button, Rowan asking, “Is everything okay?” before she could say hello. 

His bright warm voice lifted her spirits an inch. One look at the broken antlers and it plummeted once again. “I’m in a mood.”

“Yeah, I thought so. Is it the new cabin?”

“New and cabin are two words I wouldn’t use to describe it.”

“That bad, huh?” Rowan clicked his tongue. A sign of his worry.  

“This is what I get for buying the cheapest house I could find sight unseen.”

“Does it have a pulse? Any life at all?”

Ivy pressed a hand to a wall, closing her eyes. No spark vibrated her palm. Every home had a life force that once upon a time she could harness. But this place was only cold wood and silence. 

In a matter of time, you’ll be just like this house. 

“Nope,” she said, hiding the tremble in her voice.

“Well shit,” Rowan sighed. “Are you sure? Maybe you should try again.”

“I may have no powers, but I can still feel a house’s pulse. This thing is dead as a doornail. And there’s something else.” She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Remember those stories when we were kids? About that warlock in the forest who used to summon all sorts of creepy crawlies and spirits?”

“That was just some crappy story to keep kids out of the woods.”

“Well there are wards carved all over this place. Old as hell but strong ones. It was a magical dwelling once. What if this house was his?”

“Warlocks barely exist these days. It must have belonged to a witch or a coven.”

Her teeth sunk deeper into her cheek. “One that maybe...oh, I dunno... summoned something?”

“Okay, now you’re freaking me out. Explain yourself.”

Ivy regaled him with her harrowing tale. After she finished with, “And that’s when it slammed the door on me” There was a rustle, as if Rowan was sitting up ramrod straight.

“Ives, you’re lucky that thing didn’t crush you! Is it a poltergeist?”

Ivy read the runes carved in front of the threshold and frowned. “This place is warded against them.”

“But you said they’re old. A poltergeist must have snuck in. There’s no other logical explanation.” 

“It’s not. It’s...” She shivered. “It’s something stronger.”

Rowan clicked his tongue again. “I think that’s your anxiety talking there.”

“I know my anxiety gets out of hand, but it doesn’t make me delusional, Rowan!” She bit back her venom. “...Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I just...”

Deep cold terror swelled inside her, whispering its honeyed lies. You can’t do it you can’t do it you can’t do it.

“Ives?” Rowan’s voice was a million miles away as she fell into her pit.

“I can’t do this,” she whimpered. 

“Yes, you can,” Rowan soothed. “You are still that badass girl who yelled curse words at the spirits we used to exorcise.”

“That was before my powers were stolen!”

“Your trauma doesn’t define you.”

Ivy leaned her head against the window, staring out at the clouds, wishing she could float away with them. “I’m so damn scared, Ro. I’m scared of the fade. What if I can’t bring this house back?”

“If anyone has a chance against the fade, it’s you.” She could hear his smile. “But remember what I always tell you?”

Ivy sniffled. “I can do hard things.”

“Exactly.”

Her fear melted into embarrassment, churning in her belly like lava. She wiped her eyes. “I should look around. Try and figure out what this thing is.”

“Want me to stay on the line?” Rowan asked.

She wanted to give him a brave no, but in a tiny voice she snivelled, “Yes.”

“Okay then. Let’s go. Got your kit on you?”

She pulled a small wooden box from her purse, lifting its lid. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d touched her exorcist tools but taking it along felt like Rowan was by her side. Salt, sage, some moon water, and candles were all still there. 

“Yeah. I brought it just in case.” 

It was returned to her purse as she continued her exploration, phone pressed to her ear.

Slivers of daylight streaked through the window boards, highlighting the thick dust in the air. More overturned boxes made her blood boil and she clung to her fury. Anger was easier to deal with than fear. 

“So how old is this place?” Rowan asked.

“The realtor said it was built sometime in the early twenties.” Ivy kicked broken antlers from her path, making her way to the kitchen. 

“Is it even wired for electricity?”

“Yeah, thank Brigid. It was apparently fitted a few years ago to try and get it to sell. But nothing is up and running right now.”

“Hmm, old and no electricity. A ripe playground for a poltergeist.”

“It’s not a poltergeist, Rowan. Do you want to annoy me today?”

The kitchen was big enough to host a staff, and at one time it probably had. There were endless cupboards lining the walls, a large woodburning stove, and a place for a refrigerator. A small door was nestled beside the pantry. That must have led to a basement. In no mood to search a dark, dank, spooky room, she turned on her heels heading back to the living room.

“Any sign of the poltergeist?” Rowan asked. 

“It’s not a poltergeist!”

“I can feel it in my bones that it is.”

Ivy smirked. “You’re so sure? You’re a bazillion miles away in San Francisco. You can’t feel shit.”

“Then it’s my instincts talking. Nothing beyond spirits, poltergeists, and an occasional pixie has been seen on that mountain since we were kids. Hell, I can cross the veil and tell it to get lost if you want.”

“You’ll be wasting your time because it’s not-”

The ceiling creaked, almost peeling Ivy out of her skin. She expected that menacing blur on the stairs, but there was nothing. She cursed, about to continue when she spotted a trail cutting through the dust coating the floor.

“Hold on,” she told Rowan.

Ivy knelt, shining the light of her phone screen down upon the prints, heart in her throat. Heavy cloven hoof prints circled her boxes, shaped like a deer but the size of a friggin’ horse. There weren’t four sets of them, only two. Whatever that thing was, it was walking upright.  She pressed her phone back to her ear. 

“Ro, what do you know about demons?”

“Demons?!” Rowan shouted. “What exactly are you looking at?!”

A tell-tale clack-clack-clack whispered in the distance. The hair on the back of her neck rose. 

“Shit!” Ivy hissed. “I’ll call you back.”

“After telling me you might have a demon in the house?! Are you crazy?!”

The clacking moved from the kitchen and through the dining room, growing louder with each passing second. Ivy lowered her voice to a whisper, “I got to go!”

“Ives, Wait! Don’t-”

She hung up, shoving her phone into her back pocket. A flicker of movement passed the doorway to the dining room. She ran towards the wall of boxes, ducking down low, a good place to wait and...

What the hell was she planning to do? Yell at the demon to get out? She bit back her groan. Yes, that was exactly what she was planning.

You are an idiot in a horror movie, Ives! 

The large blur moved into the living room, flickering with vague features; a shoulder here, a leg there, and horns jutting from what was probably its head. Ivy held her breath as it passed her, a swish of movement trailing behind it. Something bristly flicked her cheek, course like horsehair. It had a tail. At least she hoped it was a tail. 

What else could it be? Its hairy dick? Ugh, don’t think that!

She scrubbed her face as the blur headed towards the stairs. A shrill electronic chime screeched from her back pocket. 

Dammit, Rowan! Ivy scrambled for her cell, but boxes rained down upon her in a tidal wave of knick-knacks. She rolled out of the way, and belly crawled to the door, only to run into something solid and unseen. A deep growl rattled in her ears, the blur towering over her, its breath fogging the air. 

Ivy gave a weak giggle. “I warned you I’d be back.”
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It snorted, almost as if laughing. Well that was somewhat encouraging. But when it lurched towards her, Ivy held out a hand for defense. That seemed to stop it.

“Wait, wait, wait! Let’s talk, okay! Like just...talk?”

There was a soft, insistent clicking, as if it were tapping its hoof. Either it wanted to hear her out or it was looking for the softest parts of her body to tear into. 

“Look, I’m still moving in.” She quickly added, “But I’m willing to share the space.”

It laughed for sure this time, a low contemptuous sound that drove deep into her belly. Her fear went forgotten and her anger returned. Yes, anger good. Anger helpful! She shoved herself to her feet. The thing fell silent, its glare unseen but burning.

“I’m not leaving!” Ivy patted her purse. “I have the keys to every door and I’m stubborn as hell! You keep throwing me out and I’ll keep coming back!”

She was swept off her feet by strong arms, hoisted over something solid. She punched her fists against it, screaming, “Put me down asshole!”

A stinging slap hit her backside like a whip. The fucker spanked her! With its tail! 

The thing carried her deeper into the house, further and further away from escape. Its grip was an iron bar around her waist, unbreakable, unrelenting. 

Ivy’s stomach turned to water. It was dragging her into some gore covered kill room so it can slit her throat and drink her blood.

“Don’t kill me!” Ivy screeched. “Please don’t kill me!”

A door blew open with a crash, as if kicked. Light stung her eyes, a wooden deck appearing beneath her. They neared a railing. Her heart stopped. It was going to throw her over into... 

Into what? Sharp rocks? A pit full of snakes? An endless void where its monster pals would feast on her bone marrow? 

It tore her purse from her shoulder. The world spun as she was lifted high and hurled over the railing. Ice cold water swallowed her scream, dragging her down. 

Ivy pumped her arms, propelling herself up, choking and sputtering as she broke the surface. She tossed her hair from her eyes, looking up to the deck to see the blur storm away, her leather bag in its clutches. A thundering door slam announced it had gone back into the house. 

She crawled up the shore, leaving a trail of water on the dirt behind her. A crisp breeze ripped through her wet clothes, chilling her to the bone. She shivered, body freezing but anger burning red hot. 

Anger, gooooood.

Water gushed from her boots as she stomped her way around the house, dirt and leaves collecting on the cuffs of her jeans. She stormed up the porch steps and to the front door. 

Locked.

Ivy banged her fist on the door. “Open up!”

No reply, naturally.

“Give me my purse back you piece of shit! My meds are in there!”

Her chest tightened as soon as the words left her mouth. Her medications,— both her Lexapro and Atarax—ones she needed every day, were being held hostage by an invisible dickbag. Frustrated tears pushed at the back of her eyes. She bit back the emotion with a sharp curse. No rage tears, Ives! Get your meds back!

The piercing shrill chime of her cell phone rang once again. She quickly took it from her pocket, checking it over for damage. Thank the Gods the phone guy talked her into buying that expensive, waterproof case. She hit the answer button, shouting, “The fucker stole my purse!”

Rowan’s tirade ended before it began. “Wait...what?” 

“The poltergeist! Demon! Whatever! It took my purse, tossed me into a pond, and locked me out!” 

“By Hecate, are you okay?!”

“I’m all wet, Rowan! I’m soaked and its cold and that thing has my car keys, my meds, my wallet! Everything!” 

“Okay, okay. Let’s just try and think calmly here.”

“Fuck calm! I’m done being calm! Calm never gets me anywhere!”

“Ivy, look-”

“I have to get back into the house!”

“That thing just threw you out and you want to go back in there?”

“I’m getting my damn purse back.”

Rational thought had left the building. She went to her SUV and yanked out her emergency toolbox. 

“Ivy, think for a second.” Rowan’s calm voice needled her. “You said it might be a demon. What if it is? If you go back in there it will either kill you or take your soul.”

“I’m dying anyways. I got nothing to lose!”

“Do not talk like that!”

“Why not? It’s true!”

“At least call Auntie Rosie and Lia and have them help!”

“They’re only going to try and talk me out of this!” She pressed her head against her SUV. After a long breath, she steadied her voice. “I have to do this, Rowan. It’s my life on the line. My life.”

Rowan fell silent. After a beat, he softly replied, “Just be careful.”

She yanked out her hammer. “I will. I promise.”

Boarded windows lined the house’s first story. With a swift game of eeny-meeny-miney-mo she picked one and pried a board free with the hammer’s claw. Icy water dripped down her back and into the seat of her pants, but she burned. She was going to ride this maddening high, ride it until she dragged that demon/poltergeist thingy out by its invisible ear.

One board fell, then two, exposing a window coated with grime and cobwebs. She jammed the claw under its lip, pressing down on the handle like a lever. 

“Stay angry!” she chanted. “Stay angry, stay angry, stay angry!”

The frame crackled and squealed, the pane jerking up. A puff of stale air hit her in the face. She shoved her shoulder under the window, pushing until she had an opening wide
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