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  Chapter 1


Bea would be pissed if she knew I was writing this. 
I wouldn’t even mind because that would mean she was here. But I’ll probably never see her again—no one will—and that’s not fair. She doesn’t deserve what happened. People should know all the good things she’s done, so I’m writing this, and I hope someday she reads it and threatens to set my house plants on fire unless I delete it.
I guess I should introduce myself. My name is Maggie Greenfield. This is about Bea, so I’m not that important, but you’ll need to know a little about me, right? I’m twenty-eight years old and a freelance web designer. My three favorite things are cats, the smell of old books, and anything hazelnut flavored. I’ve got dirty blond hair that’s so curly I have to keep it short or it gets completely unmanageable, and I’m about five foot six, bony, and freckled. I’m also a witch.
If that last part bothers you, maybe stop reading now, okay? There’s only more supernatural stuff coming.
I met Bea in July three years ago. My friend Silvia had passed away two days earlier, and I was on my way to her house with a casserole for her family. Don’t ask me why a casserole. I had to do something, and I remembered that’s what everyone had done when my nana had died. Grandma Gail and I had needed to rearrange all the dishes in the fridge five times before they’d fit.
I parked in their driveway and got out. The house was one-story and tan, built maybe twenty years earlier. Half the houses in the neighborhood were the same style, but it stood out because of the yard, which would put a botanical garden to shame. Red hibiscus bloomed in bushes near the windows, and shrubs of Mexican heather lined the walkway to the front door. Crape myrtle and magnolia trees provided shade near a butterfly garden of starflower and other pink blossoms, and a hanging basket of lantana dangled beside the entryway. Silvia had spent so much time and care on the yard. I felt an ache at the thought of it getting overgrown with her gone.
I rang the doorbell and only had to wait about thirty seconds before Silvia’s son opened the door. 
Reader, I’m going to call him Joel, which you should know isn’t his real name, but I’m using pseudonyms for Silvia and her family to protect their privacy. He’s in his late thirties, too old for me—or at least that’s what I tell myself. With short brown hair and a wide, usually smiling face, he looks like the lead on a made-for-TV rom-com. 
But on that day three years ago, his face was haggard, with patchy stubble covering his cheeks and chin. 
“Oh,” he said. “Maggie.”
“Hi.” I stood there in silence for several long seconds, feeling even more awkward than usual. Then I thrust out the dish. “I brought a casserole.”
His face softened as he took it, and he attempted a smile. “Thanks. You want to come in?”
I stepped inside and jerked to a halt. 
Brimstone. 
The scent wasn’t overwhelming, just a faint hint in the air that made me scrunch up my nose. I wasn’t a particularly skilled or knowledgeable witch, but I knew brimstone meant demons.
“Sorry. It stinks in here, right?” Joel caught my expression. “I can’t figure out where it’s coming from. I’m hoping Avery dropped some food in the couch cushions and it’s not a squirrel that crawled into the attic and died.”
I smiled and nodded. That made sense. A nice, normal explanation. I shouldn’t immediately jump to “demons” as a conclusion, but since my mind had gone there… Well, the house didn’t feel right. I shivered and glanced over my shoulder, sensing something watching me. The hallway looked perfectly normal, bright and homey with family photos on the walls, but seeing the closed door made me feel trapped. My instincts yelled at me to get out and drive away. I pushed down on the feeling, telling myself I was being silly. It was probably just a rotten egg in the back of their fridge or something.
I know, reader, I know. I should have listened to my instincts. I’ve learned better since then, I swear.
I followed Joel into the kitchen, where he started playing Tetris with the contents of the refrigerator to make room for the casserole dish. Vases of flowers covered the table and had overflowed onto the countertop, artful arrangements wrapped in ribbons and paired with sympathy cards. But they were already dying. The colorful petals had browned and shriveled, their sweet scent turned cloying and rotten, mixing with the brimstone smell in a foul concoction. 
It made no sense. Silvia had only passed away two days ago. The flowers shouldn’t wilt that fast.
“Um,” I said. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
Like exorcise your house, I wanted to add, but I kept my mouth shut. Like most people in the world, Joel didn’t believe in the supernatural. Silvia had complained about his skepticism often enough. She had moved in with him five years earlier, supposedly so he could care for her in her old age. But I thought he got more out of the arrangement than she did. As a single dad who worked odd hours as an EMT, he would’ve had to pay a small fortune in childcare without her to watch his daughter.
What would he do now that Silva was gone?
“I’ll let you know if I think of anything.” Joel closed the refrigerator door, shoulders slumping. “Everything’s… pretty hectic right now.”
“I can babysit Avery if you need time to take care of things,” I offered. 
I already watched her about once a month when Silvia needed a break, and I suddenly worried if I’d get to see her anymore. Silvia had taken me under her wing after Nana had died, but Joel and I had never been close. He probably thought I was a weird new-age hippie. (Which… to be fair, wasn’t wrong.)
“I’ll let you know,” Joel said again. “About the funeral, too. I’m still working out the details.”
“Okay.”
We stood in silence for a while. Small talk was hard enough without a recent tragedy.
“Can you smoke cleanse the house?”
I jumped, not having heard Avery come into the kitchen. She hovered in the doorway, fiddling nervously with the edge of her Batman T-shirt. Eleven years old, she was short, chubby, and baby-faced. Her strawberry blond hair had gotten even messier than usual, and I didn’t like the dark circles under her eyes.
“Avery,” Joel said firmly.
“I can talk about that stuff in front of Maggie.” Avery turned her gaze from me to her dad. “She won’t think I’m crazy. Please. Something bad’s inside, and we need to get it out.”
Avery had noticed it, too? Did she recognize the meaning of the brimstone smell, or had something else happened? I glanced over my shoulder again, unable to pinpoint why the kitchen felt so sinister. It was all white cabinets and marble countertops, the fridge covered in souvenir magnets from different cities. The smell must have been getting to me. It made the air feel oppressive. 
Joel’s jaw tightened, like he had to bite down on his first response. When he spoke, his voice was measured. “Avery, nobody’s in here but us. There are no ghosts. Your grandma’s gone—”
“It’s not Grandma!” Avery shouted. “I said something bad. Duh. Aren’t you listening?” She waved her arms wildly. “It’s a poltergeist or a demon or a shadow person or—”
“Avery.” Joel pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes and obviously trying not to snap.
“I don’t mind,” I said quickly. “I’m sure Silvia has— I mean, I’m sure there are herbs in the back that I can burn.”
Joel opened his eyes, but the tightness didn’t leave his features. I didn’t want to know what he thought of me right then, but it made me squirm. Was he going to yell and kick me out of the house? I didn’t mean to make things harder for him, but I couldn’t leave a malevolent presence there.
“We have to go to the funeral home in twenty minutes,” he said.
“I can be done by then,” I promised.
He gazed at me for a moment longer and then glanced at Avery, who gave him the adorable pleading expression that only children and puppies could pull off.
Joel sighed. “Fine. Just keep it quick.”
Avery let out a small “yessss” and dashed back toward the sunroom. I gave Joel one more awkward smile and followed.
The sunroom had been Silvia’s workspace. She took clients there, using herbs and rituals for magical healing. Joel apparently hadn’t been a big fan of the idea, but Silvia had put her foot down. 
Potted plants made it feel almost like a greenhouse, and the walls held display shelves of crystals, candles, and framed pressings of dried herbs and flowers. A small altar stood by one of the windows, and cabinets held home-grown herbs and other tools. If anywhere in the house should have felt safe, then that sunny room was it. But the smell of brimstone seemed stronger there, and everything felt ever so slightly wrong, like someone had moved all the furniture two inches to the left.
Trying to ignore the goosebumps rising on my arms, I turned to Avery. “You find the bowl, and I’ll get the herbs?” 
She nodded eagerly, and I searched the room. Was this where Silvia had died? I didn’t know the details, only that it had happened at home and they suspected an aneurysm. Joel had been the one to find her, thank goodness—not that I wished that on Joel, but better him than Avery.
I found a few different herbs already bundled into wands, and after a moment of consideration, I selected rosemary. But when I pulled the wand out of the drawer, I knocked a small planner off the top of the cabinet. It hit the floor with a flutter of paper, and I reached down to pick it up. Silvia’s elegant cursive handwriting filled the pages, marking appointments with clients and noting their ailments.
Avery was digging through the drawers, and Joel hadn’t followed us. I heard him moving around in the kitchen. Quickly, I flipped the pages to July, feeling like a shameful snoop. But two days earlier, on the day Silvia had died, there was a note. 
Francine Davis (Not real name?) 4:00 PM
A phone number was jotted beneath it, presumably Francine’s (or whatever her name was). And on top of the page, held in place by a paperclip, was a business card.
[image: ]
An exorcist? Had Silvia felt an evil presence in the house before she’d died? It couldn’t have anything to do with her death… No, of course not. Silvia was an experienced, powerful witch. She would have exorcised whatever it was herself. She wouldn’t need to call someone.
“Found it!” Avery lifted a small stone bowl triumphantly.
“Thanks.” 
I put the planner back on the cabinet and took the bowl, wondering if I should ask Avery about the evil presence. Could Joel still hear us? He had refused to let Silvia teach Avery any witchcraft. Would he want me talking to his daughter about the supernatural? I dithered so long that the smile fell from Avery’s face.
Oh, what the heck. 
“What makes you think there’s something bad in the house?” I asked.
“I saw it—sort of.” She looked around warily and lowered her voice. “I woke up, and something dark was standing over my bed. It smashed the amulets Grandma made me. Dad thinks I did it, but it wasn’t me—I swear. I hid under the blankets—not because I was scared or anything. I just… I thought it was a dream. When I peeked back out, it was gone.” She glanced down for a second, hair falling forward to hide her face. “You believe me, don’t you?”
“Of course I do.”
She perked right back up. “What do you think it is? A ghost? The Boogeyman? Do you think it’s a zombie? I bet the bad smell is coming from a zombie. Have you ever—”
“Whoa.” I held up my hands in a stopping gesture. “I don’t know what it is. I…” I certainly wouldn’t tell an eleven-year-old that I thought a demon was stalking her. “I think there’s just a lot of negative energy in the house right now.”
“Oh.” Her expression crumpled, and I knew I’d said the wrong thing. A zombie or a ghost was an exciting adventure, one that would have distracted her from Silvia’s death. I should have let her cling to that.
“Open the windows for me while I light this thing?” I asked.
“Okay.”
She scampered off, and I tried to center myself before lighting the rosemary. I almost wished I hadn’t asked her about the details. Picturing a shadowy entity looming over Avery’s bed made my skin crawl, and I needed strength and calmness to cleanse the house. The cold lump of fear in my stomach wouldn’t make the spell any more effective.
But knowing what I was dealing with would help me better prepare myself. This was a lot more serious than the usual bad vibes I banished when I smoke cleansed my own home. I’d never dealt with an actual entity before, and I desperately wished I could ask Silvia for advice.
She would know what to do, wouldn’t she? Or had the entity been stronger than her, and that’s why she’d had the business card for a professional exorcist in her planner?
I felt sick to my stomach. If Silvia couldn’t banish it, then what hope did I have?
Joel’s voice from the living room jerked me out of my worrying.
“Avery, what—? Don’t open the windows. It’s ninety degrees outside.”
“But Daaaad, they need to be open. Or else how’s the evil spirit supposed to leave the house?”
“It’s a spirit. Can’t it go through walls?”
Avery scoffed. “That’s not how it works.”
“Well, tell it our power bill is high enough without running the air-conditioner into the ground.”
He didn’t stop her though. I heard the rattle of more windows opening as Joel muttered that at least it might help with the smell. I breathed in the brimstone-tainted air and gathered my nerve. I had to do this. Avery was depending on me—Joel, too, though he didn’t know it. With Silvia gone, I was the only one who could protect them.
Avery dashed back into the room. “All ready!”
Joel followed at a more sedate pace, stopping in the doorway and crossing his arms as if waiting for a show to start—which was great, really. Just great. It’s not like I wasn’t nervous enough.
I sat in front of the altar and held the rosemary wand over the stone bowl so it would catch the ashes once it lit. Silvia had kept a cheap plastic candle lighter, and I squeezed the trigger with my left hand. With a click, a small orange flame leaped from the end of the barrel. I moved the flame to the tip of the rosemary wand.
Ideally, you let the rosemary burn for about thirty seconds and then blow out the flame. The wand’s tip should form orange embers that make a nice amount of smoke to spread around the house.
But that’s not what happened. No, as soon as the wand caught fire, I felt a chill, and the flame died.
Avery let out a soft gasp, but fear kept me from making a sound. 
What was that?
Twenty seconds passed with me frozen before Joel asked, “You okay there?” 
“Fine,” I squeaked. It was probably nothing. The lighter was cheap and old, and I was nervous. I squeezed the trigger to try again. It clicked, but nothing happened. I tried again. And again.
Click, click, click went the lighter. But no flame.
“Let me see.” Joel came forward and took the lighter. He fiddled with it for a minute and then shook his head. “It’s busted.”
“Do you have a spare?” I asked, trying to keep the panic from my voice. “Or some matches?”
“Please, Dad?” Avery’s chin quivered, her small body tense.
“Let me see,” Joel said, his voice almost a groan.
He trudged down the hallway, and I rocked back and forth nervously. I needed a flame. I needed to smoke cleanse the house right away, or something terrible was going to happen.
Avery twisted the edge of her shirt, and neither of us spoke as we waited. Thank goodness the afternoon sun made the room bright. I’d be out of my mind with fear in the dark. But would daylight protect us? It hadn’t stopped the whatever-it-was from snuffing out the flame.
You don’t know that’s what happened, I told myself. It could just be a bad lighter. Don’t jump to conclusions.
Joel came back holding a small box of matches. “Two left,” he told me, tossing it into my hand.
My eyes squeezed shut. I really didn’t need more pressure. I opened the box, fished out the first match, and froze.
Okay. You can do this, Maggie. It’s just a match. You’re a grown woman, and you can light a match.
I stared at the striker on the edge of the box. Hand trembling, I swiped the match across it.
It lit.
I almost dropped it in surprise, not having expected it to work the first time. I set down the match box and snatched the rosemary wand, moving it to the match head as fast as I could.
As soon as the flame touched the rosemary, another chill washed over me, and the fire died.
A small cry escaped my mouth. I’d definitely felt something, and it hadn’t been my imagination. A shudder went through my body, my insides cold. This couldn’t be happening. I’d never heard of an entity that actively prevented a smoke cleanse. What the heck was I dealing with? 
I fumbled for the second match, my hands shaking so much that I couldn’t get it out of the box. I blinked away tears.
Reader, I can practically feel you heckling me. It just blew out a candle, Maggie. Sheesh. Why are you crying like a baby? Well, if you’ve never had an encounter with the supernatural, then you don’t get to judge, okay?
Joel took pity on me. “You want me to light it for you?”
Sniffing, I held out the box. “Please.”
He pulled out the last match and flicked it effortlessly against the striker. It didn’t light, and the air in my lungs stopped moving. What if it didn’t work? This was our last chance. What would we do? 
Joel’s face scrunched up in annoyance, and he struck it again.
It lit.
I jumped up, thrusting the rosemary toward the flame.
The air blurred between us, and for a split second, I heard something like a cross between a car engine and a growl. Then my forearm erupted in stinging pain. 
Joel’s hand jerked like something had smacked it, and he dropped the match with a curse that he probably shouldn’t have said in front of his eleven-year-old daughter. The match fell to the carpet, its flame extinguished. 
I gaped at it, feet rooted to the spot like a tree. My arm burned, two thin red cuts slashing across my inner forearm. 
“What…?”
I’d been in haunted buildings before—it was hard not to, living in St. Augustine, Florida. The last one was an old house whose owner claimed a spirit was causing trouble. I had gone there to put it to rest, and the scariest thing that had happened was some creaking noises. Well, the second scariest thing. The first was the homemade cake the owner had offered as refreshments, gooey slices with rock-hard raisins and a smell like sour milk.
This… This was beyond me. I didn’t know how to handle it, and to be honest, I was pretty proud of myself for not curling into a ball on the floor and weeping.
Avery moaned and pressed her back against the wall. “Did you see that?”
“See what?” Joel huffed and bent down to pick up the match.
“It knocked the match out of your hand,” she almost shrieked.
“Avery, honey.” He checked that the match had been extinguished. “I dropped it. It was static shock.”
“Then who blew it out when Maggie was lighting it?” she demanded.
Joel ran a hand over his face. “The wind. All the windows are open.”
Avery looked at me for support, her eyes widening as blood welled up from the cuts on my arm. “Oh no! It got you!”
Joel followed her gaze. “Jeez, are you okay?”
He took my arm, turning it over to inspect the cuts. His grip was both firm and gentle at once. “They’re pretty shallow. Did one of your bracelets catch you?”
My bracelets? I wore several of them, most made of round crystal beads and a few with silver charms. None of them were sharp, and they were several inches away from the cuts.
Avery shook her head so hard that she probably made herself dizzy. “No. We made it angry. This is bad.”
“It’s okay.” I found my voice, though it was shaky. “It’s okay. I’ll get another lighter—I’ll light the rosemary outside and bring it in if I have to. Or I can use crystals—”
“Maggie.” Joel held up his hand, silencing me. “That’s enough. We need to get ready to head out.”
“But…” I felt a knot form in my throat. “Um, okay. I can come back later after I get some supplies? Maybe after din—”
“We’re busy,” he said. “Come on. I’ll walk you out.”
I stared at him, and he gazed firmly back. The message was clear: don’t make me kick you out of the house in front of my daughter.
“Okay,” I said again, more softly.
Joel held out his arm toward the hallway, and I gave Avery one last glance.
“See you later,” she murmured, hanging her head.
I let Joel lead me to the front door, passing through the house in a daze. The open windows had defused the brimstone smell a bit, but it would come back as soon as they closed them. The entity causing it hadn’t gone anywhere.
“I’ll text you the date and time of the funeral when it’s decided,” Joel said, his voice gentle like he was talking to a child who’d had a meltdown. “Wash those cuts with soap and water when you get home, okay?” 
I opened my mouth to insist that he let me back inside. Avery was in danger, and if Silvia were alive, she would know we needed to do something. But I couldn’t get the words out. Joel said goodbye and closed the door.
I stood there on the front step and wondered how on earth I could keep the two of them alive.






  
  Chapter 2


Back at home and away from the brimstone scent and sinister presence, I could almost convince myself that I’d imagined the whole thing. Of course there’s not a demon in Silvia’s house, said a voice in the back of my head. Her death put you in a dark mood, and your imagination did the rest.
You’re in denial, I replied.
I rattled aimlessly around my house for a bit, unable to focus on anything. Eventually, I settled in my office and did some work on a client’s website, but the coding took me twice as long as usual. I burnt dinner because I was distracted and ended up making a sandwich instead, and I watched two episodes of The Great British Bake Off without absorbing a single thing that happened.
How could I get back inside Silvia’s house to banish the entity? I doubted Joel would ever invite me over to babysit after that debacle, but he would probably hold a reception there after the funeral. Unless someone else hosted it or he rented a venue. And what would I do if I did get back inside? A smoke cleansing obviously wasn’t going to cut it.
I grabbed all the grimoires off my bookshelves and poured through them, searching for ideas. Two hours later, I had a headache and a couple of options, but none that I felt confident about. The entity had snuffed out the flame. It had knocked the match from Joel’s hands and physically cut me. It had probably killed Silvia. I didn’t think these wimpy little spells would faze it. 
I wondered if anyone from the coven would know what to do—but no. They were useless phonies, and I’d go crawling back to them only as a last resort. What I needed was an expert, someone who had dealt with this kind of thing before. But who?
The exorcist. Darn it, I should have taken her card from Silvia’s planner. But I remembered her name: Beatriz Romo Reyes. That was something.
I googled her, and after adding the word “paranormal” to the search, I found a poorly designed website with her contact info. I plugged her number into my phone but then hesitated, my thumb hovering over the call button. It was after nine. Most businesses wouldn’t pick up. I hit the button anyway, figuring I would leave a message and try again tomorrow morning if she didn’t call back.
“Bea Romo Reyes,” said a bored-sounding voice after the second ring.
“Oh. Um. Hi.”
I sat frozen in my chair like I was trying to hide from a T-Rex. I hadn’t expected to reach an actual human being. I wasn’t ready. What should I say?
“Hi,” she replied, packing a lot of dryness into that single syllable.
Great. I hadn’t been on the phone for ten seconds, and I already sounded like a complete doofus.
“Um, my name is Maggie Greenfield.” I swallowed. “I found your business card in Silvia Callaghan’s planner. Do you know her?”
“Silvia? Sixty-something white woman, long gray hair, looks like a helpless little granny but can drink a two-hundred-pound biker under the table?”
“Uh, I’m not sure about that last part…”
“Trust me,” she said. “You bring her out to a bar and order shots, and you’ll see.”
“I...” I panicked for a second and then blurted out, “She’s dead.”
There was a three-second pause.
“Fuck.”
Reader, I should apologize for all the swearing that’s going to happen from this point on. Bea has a way with words, and it’s the same way a teenage hooligan uses a baseball bat.
“How?” she asked. 
“They’re saying natural causes. A brain aneurysm, I think. But I went to her house this afternoon, and…” I told her everything, from the faint scent of brimstone to the failed smoke cleansing. After agonizing over the problem for the past several hours, it felt great to get it off my chest.
“Hm,” was all she said when I finished.
“Silvia had your card. Did she talk to you about the entity?”
“No.”
I waited for more information, but she didn’t offer any.
“But you knew her, right?” I asked.
“Sure. I’ve worked with her a few times. When one of her clients gets possessed by something she can’t exorcise, she’ll call me—or she used to, anyway.”
I jumped up from the chair. “So can you get rid of whatever’s in her house?”
“Probably. No promises until I go there myself and take stock, but I’m good with demons.”
“Okay.” I started pacing around the living room. “Okay, good. How soon can you be here? Um, I mean, you can come, right?”
“I can come. But I’m in Michigan now, so the drive will take about a day and a half.”
Did Avery and Joel have that long? It was only a matter of time before the entity harmed them.
“You can’t fly down?” I asked.
“No.”
I didn’t know how to respond to such a short, blunt answer. Luckily, she didn’t give me a chance to.
“So we need to talk about payment. I assume you’re the one footing the bill and not her bricks-for-brains son?”
“I… I guess so, yeah.” 
I hadn’t thought she would charge, which was silly, because this was obviously her job. My stomach twinged with nerves at the unexpected expense, but whatever I had to pay, it would be worth it to protect Avery. I just hoped I didn’t end up bankrupt by the time it was over.
“Silvia’s a friend, so I won’t charge my full rates, but you’ll have to reimburse me for gas money, and…”
She broke it down for me and got my email address to send an invoice and instructions for the down payment. I felt overwhelmed by the time she finished and seriously hoped it wasn’t a scam. Did I have any proof that she was really Silvia’s friend? Silvia had kept her card, but maybe that was because she’d been planning to stop the fraudulent exorcist who’d been preying on her clients.
But what other options did I have? I couldn’t take on the entity by myself.
“I’ll text you when I’m about an hour out of St. Augustine,” Bea said. “You let me know if anything else happens with the demon.”
“Okay,” I said. “And, um, thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she replied and hung up.
The next day passed slowly. I tried to focus on work but kept worrying about Avery. That afternoon, Joel texted me the details of the funeral. It was good news for two reasons. One: he wouldn’t be texting if the entity had attacked them. And two: the funeral was the following afternoon, with a reception at their house after, so getting Bea inside would be easy.
The news didn’t calm my upset stomach. I spent thirty minutes on a piece of work that should have taken ten before finally caving and calling Grandma Gail.
“I think there’s a demon in Silvia’s house, but I’m afraid I’m imagining it, and I paid over a thousand dollars for an exorcist!” I blurted out as soon as she picked up the phone.
“Hello to you, too,” she replied in a calm voice. “Why do you think there’s a demon?”
I summarized everything again. Telling Bea had felt therapeutic, but going through it a second time just made me more agitated. I should be doing something, not sitting around like a useless lump. 
“How’s your arm?” she asked when I finished.
“Okay.” I glanced down at it. The thin cuts hadn’t healed yet, but they’d faded from the bright angry red they’d been yesterday. I was glad I’d disinfected them. Demon claws probably had funky bacteria on them. 
“So you’ve got a brimstone stink, cuts on your arm, gusts of wind stopping your smoke cleansing, and Avery saying she saw a dark figure,” Grandma Gail summarized. “That’s suspicious as hell, dear. Why do you think you’re imagining things?”
Grandma Gail didn’t practice witchcraft, but she and Nana had been a couple for almost fifty years, telling people they were roommates before gay marriage was legal. You don’t live with a witch for that long without picking up a few things about the craft.
“Because, well…” I realized I was pulling at my hair and stopped myself. “Because that’s how these things turn out, right? Somebody thinks there’s a ghost or demon in their house, but it ends up being an old water pipe groaning or something. Your mind plays tricks on you.”
“Your mind, maybe,” she said. “Mine’s as sharp as a stiletto heel.”
“Grandma.”
She laughed, but the sound soon turned to a hacking cough.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Fine,” she croaked. “Or as fine as usual. I don’t know if I’ll make it to the funeral, though. You’ll give Silvia’s family my best if I have another bad day?”
“Of course,” I said, feeling more worries squirm around in my stomach.
“Good. Now, back to whether there’s really a demon. What would Iris say if she were here?”
Iris was my nana’s name. I could almost hear her voice in my head.
“She’d say that society excels at making women second guess themselves, and I should trust my instincts.”
“And you should,” Grandma Gail concluded.
We chatted for another ten minutes about non-paranormal things, and when I put down the phone, a familiar loneliness settled over me. I missed living with Grandma Gail. Her moving to the nursing home had been necessary—and her own idea—but the house I’d grown up in felt empty without her around. 
Somehow, I finished all the work I needed to that day. I slept terribly, and Grandma Gail didn’t feel well enough to attend the funeral the next day. I was a mess of nerves by the time Bea texted.
I’m an hour away. Where do you want to meet?
I typed the first three digits of my address before coming to my senses. Yeah, give a stranger you found on the internet your home address. Brilliant idea. Figuring that even if she turned out to be an axe murderer, she probably wouldn’t chop me up in public, I gave her the location of a local coffee shop. It was far enough from the city center that we should be able to find parking. Getting to any of the cafes downtown would be a hassle, as summer in St. Augustine meant streets packed with tourists despite the ridiculously hot weather. 
When I walked in the door, I was welcomed by cool air, the smell of roasted coffee beans, and light music. I scanned the other customers: a family of tourists, two teenagers taking selfies, and a man typing away at a laptop. It looked like I’d beaten Bea there. I ordered an iced tea at the counter and sat down, my foot tapping against the table leg as I watched the front door. Two minutes later, Bea arrived.
I felt instantly intimidated because she looked so darn cool. She was tall—five foot ten, five eleven maybe, with broad shoulders and a sturdy frame. She wore torn denim shorts and a sleeveless shirt that showed off sleeve tattoos on her muscular arms. Her black cowboy boots had been put through their paces, the leather faded and scuffed. Her thick dark hair reached a little past her shoulders, and she had warm brown skin and deep brown eyes. She spotted me and strode over.
“Maggie?” she asked.
“Yeah. Hi.”
She threw herself into the chair across from me as casually as if it were her own couch. “Bea. Nice to officially meet you.”
I shook her hand. A metal band about the width of a quarter encircled her right wrist. She wore an identical one on her left wrist, and they both matched a choker around her neck.
“How’d you know it was me?” I asked.
“You’re the only one in here dressed like a witch.”
I flushed. I usually wore long, flowing skirts, floral prints, and earthy colors. The black dress I’d put on for the funeral was one of the most normal, uncharacteristic outfits I owned. Granted, I had on three different necklaces with crystals and moon pendants, a ring on each finger, and three charm bracelets, so…
“Do you want some coffee or something?” I asked.
“Nah, I got some at a gas station on the way. Let’s go over the game plan.”
“Oh.” I sat up a little straighter, clutching the cold plastic cup of tea. “Okay.”
She leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. “On a scale of one to ten, how much of a stubborn ass do you think Silvia’s son is gonna be about this whole thing?”
I thought about it for a moment and winced. “Probably an eight.”
“Great.” She huffed. “Okay. We’ll stay behind once the reception’s over and talk to him then. If we can’t convince him to take his daughter and
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