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“Well, the old witch is finally dead.” My brother, Eric, let out a heavy sigh, suggesting he didn’t mean for the comment to come across like it did. 

I put my hand on his upper arm, not knowing what to say. I knew how he felt. Aunt Beatrice had been a beast of a woman while she was alive. Everything that came out of her mouth had been sharp and demanding. I let out a chuckle as the memory flooded back to me. “Remember that summer she made us read Franz Bardon and do the experiments in the text?”

He snorted. “I still have nightmares about fluid condensers.”

I laughed. 

We’d spent entire summers with my aunt while my parents flitted off on some grand vacation because they couldn’t be bothered to travel with two young children. My aunt didn’t mind. Though she didn’t hide how she hated that our parents seemed more interested in jet-setting instead of raising their own kids. That’s how it often was with the affluent. But as my aunt always pointed out, only by the grace of Gamigin was our father able to make his fortune. 

“Any magician who is not well-off is no magician at all,” he used to say.

To which Aunt Beatrice always replied, “Creature comforts are one thing, dear brother. Excess is just greedy.”

He would never reply to that. Instead, he’d just shake his head. Then, when Aunt Beatrice was out of earshot, “Silly woman could have servants and travel the world. Instead, she chooses to live on this meager estate.”

His use of meager was laughable. Aunt Beatrice had done rather well for herself. Sure, her house wasn’t nearly as grand or as modern as our parents’, but it was still classified as a Victorian era mansion, on a one hundred fifty-acre estate, replete with stables and riding school.

Aunt Beatrice always told us, “If you do right by the Daemons, they’ll do right by you. They protect and watch after their own.” 

Witchcraft, ceremonial magick, and Daemons were things our parents never discussed with us. That was Aunt Beatrice’s job, and she had taken the job quite seriously, forcing my brother and me into three or more hours of esoteric studies every day. Aunt Beatrice tried to make it fun despite the long hours spent toiling over dry reading like Agrippa and the old grimoires. Was it any wonder that the first chance we had, my brother and I fled Smithstown, Massachusetts? Him to New York City, and me to Los Angeles.

My brother, Eric, gave me a weak smile. “Well, Gina, here we are.”

He was the only one who called me Gina. Nowadays, everyone called me Sam, which I preferred. My full name is Samigina Eleanor Montgomery. Samigina for the more feminine aspect of the Daemon Gamigin, as my father was grateful to the Daemon for all he’d done for him. 

I wasn’t so sure what my brother meant by here we are exactly, so I returned a weak smile. “Are mom and dad coming?”

He shook his brown head of receding hair. “No. They’re in Spain and couldn’t be bothered.”

I rolled my eyes and looked at him in disbelief. “Was that really the excuse they gave?”  

“Not exactly. Something about a business meeting that couldn’t be put off. But Dad assured me they’d be back soon to settle the details of the estate, and that he was comforted by the fact that he’d talked to Aunt Beatrice the night before she died.” Eric didn’t sound convinced.

“And what did Aunt Beatrice say to him?” I furrowed my brow and looked him square in the eye. My father was seventy-years-old. It was unlikely he had a lot of business deals going on these days. He was, for the most part, retired. Aunt Beatrice had only been four years older than him, and I at forty-five, and my brother at forty-seven, both knew my father well enough to know when he was lying.

Eric shrugged. “Dunno. I didn’t ask.”

I bit my lower lip. “Are we just going to dance around this?”

“You know as well as I do that it’s bullshit, Gina. He just doesn’t want to have to inconvenience his vacation. Besides, it’s not like he and Beatrice ever saw eye-to-eye on anything anyway.” Eric’s eyes searched the growing sea of strangers filing into the funeral home chapel. He appeared to be looking for someone. For whom I don’t know. Neither of us had lived here in twenty years, more in Eric’s case. 

“But it was his sister,” I protested.

“Yeah, well...” Those two words hung in the air between us.

Eric’s wife of five years, a blond and busty thirty-something named Penelope, sidled up to us, placing a protective hand on my brother’s shoulder. “Eric, did you remember to bring your eulogy notes?”

“Yes,” he said, his voice tinged with slight annoyance. He patted the breast of his suit jacket as if feeling to see if his notes were still there in the inside pocket. I’d never hated Penelope, but she wasn’t particularly friendly, and I still hadn’t decided if she’d just married my brother for his stock portfolio or eventual inheritance, or if she truly loved him. 

She regarded me with cool detachment. “Samigina.”

“Penelope,” I returned. “Are you guys staying at The Inn?”

Both nodded. 

“You?” Eric asked.

“I’m staying at Aunt Beatrice’s,” I said, noticing how Eric stiffened and shuddered when I said it. Truth be told, I wasn’t looking forward to it either, but someone had to manage the house and stables until the reading of the will. “Are you staying until they read the will?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I don’t see the point. It’s not like Aunt Beatrice and I were particularly close. Not like you and she were. If she leaves me anything, you can call me and I’ll deal with it when I have time,” he said with a dismissive shrug. That was Eric’s way of coping. 

“Not a problem.” I wasn’t going to argue with my brother. I knew how he felt about this town and knew he’d be leaving immediately the next morning.  

An old woman in her mid-seventies approached us, a kind smile on her face. I didn’t even recognize her as Aunt Beatrice’s best friend, Sarah, until she was right on top of me. “Samigina and Eric. I haven’t seen you two in at least...” She paused. “Well, Samigina in five years at least, and Eric, twenty-five? I know your aunt would have liked to have seen you both before...”

A pang of guilt ran through my stomach. I’d been meaning to take time off to come visit for a couple of years now, but being an event coordinator for several Hollywood studios kept me rather busy, and my last four vacations had been eaten up by last-minute events. I should have come to visit Aunt Beatrice - could have, as there were competent people who worked below me. But I was too busy chasing my career. Never mind the fact that coming back here wasn’t my favorite thing. Much like my brother, I dreaded it every time. Not because I didn’t love my aunt. In a lot of ways, she’d been more of a mother to us than our own mother. Instead, it was the people and the memories of a childhood lost. Very few people in Smithstown knew about the Montgomery traditions of Goetic witchcraft, but some suspected, and my aunt had been the topic of rumors and speculation for as long as I could remember. During our childhood, Eric and I were teased mercilessly whenever we ran across groups of local children.

“Run! Witch Babies!” they’d shout when they saw us. Witch babies, devil lovers, and those creepy kids who live in the haunted mansion were among some of the more palatable names we were called. As we got older, the taunts became far ruder. Let’s just say I’ve been called Satan’s slut, and devil worshipping whore more times than I can count. Eric, the devil’s bastard spawn, and The Antichrist. Not surprising in such a religious place as Smithstown. Even the local priest scowled at us on the rare occasion we’d run into him during my aunt’s errand outings.

Sarah knew the whole truth, and being a self-described Wiccan, even though that was miles off from a Goetic Witch, she’d always been Aunt Beatrice’s closest confidant. Sarah pulled me into a side hug. “Now don’t you worry about a thing. I’ve followed Beatrice’s wishes to the letter.” Then she looked at me. “Would you like to speak after Eric?”

I shook my head. What would I say? That I both loved my aunt, but she annoyed me to no end? And that I hated this stupid town? Nope. Just like Aunt Beatrice had preached all those years ago, if you have nothing nice to say, it’s best to just shut your mouth. I fully intended to keep my mouth shut.

Eric gave me a hopeful look. “Are you sure?”

“No. You’re the more eloquent speaker.” I took Sarah’s hand and squeezed it gently. “How are you doing?” If anyone was completely shattered by Aunt Beatrice’s death, it was Sarah.

She gave me a sad smile. “I’ll miss her, of course. But her health wasn’t good. She wouldn’t give up the coffee or the cigarettes, so it was only a matter of time before she had a heart attack. She and I joked about that a million times. Besides, dear. You know as well as I do that the dead never leave us. They just ascend from their physical body. I still talk to her, of course.”

Eric lifted a wary eyebrow. “Does she talk back?”

Sarah’s smile grew wider. “She lets me know she’s still around. Little things.”

To this statement, Penelope withdrew a little, her eyes wide. I was pretty sure Eric had yet to clue his wife in on the fact that we were generational witches.

A pipe organ began to play a funeral dirge from somewhere in the mortuary chapel and Sarah clapped her thin hands together. “Let’s take our seats.”

The chapel was small and unassuming, but also light and comfortable. Pews lined both sides of a walkway leading up to the front of the room, on which the urn that held the ashes of Aunt Beatrice stood on a pedestal just to the left of a lectern. Next to the urn, on an easel, was a photograph of my aunt with one of her horses. She certainly loved her horses. I smiled.

Taking my place in the front pew, with Eric and Penelope on my right, and Sarah on my left, I looked around and saw how plain the room was. I imagined they held non-denominational and non-religious funerals here, so it had to be plain. Religious people didn’t have funerals in mortuary chapels. They held them in grand churches with steeples and altars, and priests. I closed my eyes.

Sarah touched my arm ever so gently before going up to the lectern to welcome everyone, talk about my aunt, and introduce the first speaker, a man I didn’t know. He talked about how my aunt had done great things for the historical society and the local food bank. Finally, my brother went up and gave a eulogy with all the expected platitudes, and when he was done, Sarah went back up to the lectern and encouraged everyone to visit the event center next door.

By the time the chapel had cleared out, it was only Sarah, my aunt’s ashes, and me left in the room. I’d gone numb and into myself, remembering all the fun times my brother and I’d had at Aunt Beatrice’s farm. I’d even had riding lessons every summer.

“Samigina?” Sarah said ever so softly. She lifted the urn. “Would you grab the photo, please?”

I shook myself from the fond memories. “Oh, of course. Are we taking these next-door?”

“I thought maybe we’d leave them in the trunk of the car,” she said.

I laughed, immediately bringing my hand to my lips to stop myself. “We can’t leave Aunt Beatrice in the trunk!” 

Sarah laughed. “She’s not in here. Just what’s left of her physical body. If I know Beatrice, she’s up at the house, probably waiting for you.”

A cold chill slid up my arms. “Yeah.” That was all I could say. I mean, what do you say to a comment like that? I forced a smile. “You’re right. I just hope no one—”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “In this town, it doesn’t matter, dear. You know that as well as I do. They’ll gossip no matter what we do. Been that way since before you and I were born. It will be that way long after we’re all dead.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I followed her out to Sarah’s car, and we stuck Aunt Beatrice’s photograph, and the urn with her ashes in it, into the trunk before walking half a block to the event center. If memory served, the event center was also the senior center during the week, and a tearoom on Sundays.

My eyes searched the diminished crowd of people until I found Eric and Penelope accepting people’s condolences. As per social etiquette, I joined him, listening to people tell us how they knew my aunt and offering condolences. The wake didn’t last long. People milled about long enough to eat finger sandwiches and cakes from a buffet, and then they began to leave.

“Well, I guess this is it, sis,” Eric said from beside me.

“You’re leaving?” I shouldn’t have been surprised.

He nodded. “We have a flight tomorrow at seven in the morning.”

“I see.”

“Look. I’m sorry. It’s this town. These people. But, come up to New York in a few months. We’ll get some theater tickets, catch up...” He gave me a hopeful smile.

I forced a smile. “All right. It’s a plan.”

He gave me a tight hug and then stepped aside so Penelope could give me a half-hearted one. Then they left and it was me and Sarah, and a few ladies from the women’s auxiliary left in that big, cold room.

I turned to Sarah. “Should we help clean up?”

“Oh, no dear. These ladies will handle it. Let me drive you to the house.” Sarah took me by the arm and led me away from the buffet. 

“Thank you,” I called back to the women tidying away the leftover food. 

“Where are your bags?” Sarah asked as we got into her car. 

“I took a private car from the airport directly here and paid the driver extra to deliver the bags to the house. Hopefully they’re on the front porch,” I said, not having given my bags much thought.

“And how did you expect to get to the house afterward?”

I shrugged. “I thought I’d walk. It’s only a mile or so, and I wore practical walking shoes,” I said, pointing down to my black flats. 

“Ah. Well, let’s hope those bags are there when we arrive,” she said, a hint of disapproval in her voice. She unlocked the car and we both got in.

I laughed. My guess was Sarah had never used a private car service. But as quickly as Sarah’s naiveté had amused me, my mirth vanished, and I was left feeling guilty for not giving Aunt Beatrice a more formal send off. It’s not like Eric and I couldn’t have afforded it. We both had done very well for ourselves.

“What’s wrong, dear?”

I put on my seatbelt as Sarah pulled from the curb with a slam on the brakes before pulling into the street, making me wonder if she should have been driving at her age. “Do you want me to drive?”

“I’m perfectly fine, thank you. Now, what’s the matter?” She gave me the side-eye.

Letting out a heavy sigh, I did not take my eyes off the road. “I should have arranged a nicer, more formal funeral.”

“Oh poppycock.” She shook her head, that disapproving look still in her eyes. “Beatrice would have hated the fuss. Besides, the only affluent guests were you and your brother.”

“Yeah, and now the whole town is probably talking about how cheap her funeral was.” I frowned.

Sarah snorted. “Let them say what they will. You and I know the truth. Your aunt may have had money, but she never threw it in anyone’s faces. The way she saw it, she was just like any of them. She was a good woman. An honest woman.”

I nodded. Sarah had a point. Even though my aunt was spiky at the best of times, she was honest and everything she did had the best intentions behind it. I forced a smile. “You’re right.”

We pulled onto the main street leading out of town and ten minutes later, turned onto the long winding road that led to the house. It rose before us, a majestic, massive piece of Victorian history. If anything, I’d always loved how imposing the house looked as one came up on it. It did look haunted, though. My smile turned a bit lopsided. There, right on the porch in front of the door, my bags.

Sarah must have noticed, too. “Thank goodness,” she mumbled, then got out of the car. After retrieving the urn and the photo from the trunk, we made our way up the stairs and I waited while she rummaged through her purse for the house keys. She handed them to me. “Here you are.”

With those keys, a feeling of dread washed over me, and I glanced at the urn the Sarah held in her left hand. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be left alone in the house. “Would you like to come in for some tea?” 

She paused, but then nodded. “Of course, dear. Now, I forgot to check the refrigerator for milk. Or to clean the refrigerator out for that matter. Then again, Jim may have done it.” Sarah cringed. “Let’s take a look and if you need anything, I can certainly run down to the shop for you.”

“Oh, I can go,” I protested.

Sarah shook her head. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “I have the car, Samigina.”

“Well, I’m sure I could drive Aunt Beatrice’s car.”

“Yes. About that. It’s still in the garage. It’s ready to go, but you’ll have to take him a check or credit card to get it.” Sarah gave me an expectant look, prompting me to stick the key in the lock and open the door. 

I just stood there, looking into the foyer at the coat rack, bench, and table. For some reason, my legs didn’t want to move. The house still gave me the willies. Which is why when I visited, I stayed on the living room sofa even though there were six perfectly good guest bedrooms upstairs. My refusal to go upstairs had driven Aunt Beatrice mad, but she’d accepted it.

Sarah pushed past me, running her aging hand over the wall to the left to flick on the light, which brightened the foyer nicely. “Sorry I didn’t open the drapes. I should have. Dark as a cave in here with all the drapes closed.”

I turned and grabbed my cases and Aunt Beatrice’s portrait and carried them inside, leaving the whole lot propped against the wall near the staircase. I inhaled. It smelled clean and polished, as though Aunt Beatrice were still there. I heard Sarah pulling the drapes open and, just like that, the house was much brighter and the heavy feeling subsided.

“Now, I left food out for the cat, but I haven’t seen him,” Sarah said from the living room. Or what Aunt Beatrice called the sitting room.

“I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” I said. My aunt had always had cats for as long as I could remember. She even had a cat door installed so she wouldn’t have to let her furry buddies out at night. Last time I was here, her companion had been an orange tabby she called Oliver. “Oliver, is it?”

Sarah came out of the living room into the foyer and gave me a blank look. “What?”

“The cat. Oliver?”

She shook her head and motioned me to follow her. We moved through the formal dining room without opening the drapes in there, and into the kitchen, which was bright, spacious, and painted yellow. “No, Oliver, poor thing, kidneys. Passed away about a year ago. But sure enough, a kitten showed up through the cat door one morning and never left. His name is Sebastian. Solid black. Golden eyes. Quite the handsome familiar.”

I forced a smile as it suddenly dawning on me that my aunt, and Sarah, were both spinsters who’d turned into cat-ladies. I’d been denying for years that it was my fate to follow in their footsteps. I took the kettle from the counter and filled it, then put it on the stove and turned on the burner.

Meanwhile, Sarah leaned into the refrigerator, pulled out the milk and made a tsk-tsk sound. “It appears Jim has been in here to clear out everything that may have gone bad. There’s not much left to feed yourself with.”

I went to the tea cupboard and took out an unopened box of tea bags. “It’s okay. I’m not hungry anyway.” 

“I’ll run to the store and grab you some staples. More milk, bread, some vegetables and perhaps some cheese and lunch meat.” She opened the freezer. “Oh, plenty of frozen meat in here and you can head out to the chicken coop for eggs in the morning.”

She closed the freezer, then went to the table and sat down heavily, heaving her handbag onto the table while I took out two blue mugs and added tea bags.

“I suppose you’ll have to settle a few things in California before you can move in, and while you’re away, Jim and I will watch after the place,” Sarah said.

I didn’t have the heart to tell her I hadn’t planned to stick around. The kettle began whistling. “Will you be coming with me to the lawyers?” Undoubtedly, Aunt Beatrice had left something for Sarah in the will, and I didn’t want to be the only person who showed up since my brother was skipping town first thing in the morning. I poured hot water over the tea bags, then took the cups, cream, and sugar to the table, taking the spot across from Sarah. 

“Oh, Mr. Chalmers will be coming here. Tomorrow at three in the afternoon.” She picked up her cup and sipped the tea without removing the tea bag.

Realizing I’d forgotten to provide a saucer, I jumped up and went to the cupboard to pull one out and set it on the table between us. “That’s convenient.”

“Will your parents be here by then?” Sarah lifted an eyebrow.

“No. Probably not.” My mouth twisted. “Actually, they’ve probably already called their lawyer, unless Chalmers is their lawyer, too.” It suddenly dawned on me how little I knew about my own family.

“Ah.” While I didn’t pretend to know Sarah very well, I did know that ah was what Sarah said when she was silently judging a situation or person. It was a trait Aunt Beatrice had mentioned once or twice over the years, probably because she had found it annoying.

We drank our tea, Sarah pointing out chores I’d have to do, or chores that Jim did. Jim, like Sarah, was another person I’d known much of my life, but who I didn’t know well enough to say I knew them.  

Finally, Sarah glanced at the clock. “I should go run and get that stuff for you. You won’t have money to get the car until the estate checking account gets passed to you.”

“I have my own money,” I said, my tone defensive. I reached into my purse and pulled out two twenties, handing it to her. The last thing I needed was charity.

“Of course,” Sarah said, taking the money and forcing a smile. “Off to the store then.”

“I appreciate it,” I said, seeing her to the door.

“I’ll be back in about twenty minutes,” she said, and then she was in her car driving away and I was standing just inside the screen door in a daze. Behind me, the old house seemed to let out a heavy exhale and from upstairs I heard, clear as day, a woman’s voice: “Samigina.”

My hair stood on end and gooseflesh prickled my entire body. I turned toward the voice and looked up the stairs, half expecting Aunt Beatrice to be standing there.

2

“This is ridiculous. It was my imagination,” I scolded myself. Drawing in a deep breath, I closed my eyes. When I opened them, I started up the stairs. All the upstairs drapes were still closed, so I turned on the lights in every room as I passed. There were a total of eight rooms on this floor, and above that, an attic room that we had never been allowed in as children. Probably because it housed a hatch to the roof, and undoubtedly Aunt Beatrice was worried that Eric would have gotten onto the roof and fallen off. Which sounded like something my brother would have done back then. He had been a handful. 

“Wise woman,” I said under my breath as I entered the final room and flicked on the light. The rooms upstairs were quite lovely. Nice enough for a bed and breakfast, an idea I’d suggested to Aunt Beatrice several times, but that she’d shot down. I went into the second bedroom and closed the door behind me. This room had once been mine, but my memories of it were vague and caused me anxiety. Though I couldn’t recall why. I stood there, trying to remember.

I finally gave up, letting out another held breath and remembering how Aunt Beatrice had told me, “I like living in this house without the living. Just me, my familiar, and the spirits.”

With a head shake, I smiled and ran my hand over my old desk. Not a speck of dust. Then, there was a knock on the bedroom door, and I jumped, my heart thudding in my chest. My blood ran cold. As far as I knew, I was the only one in the house. Sarah had only left a few minutes ago. 

That’s when the door opened, and Aunt Beatrice walked in. 

Well, she didn’t walk exactly. Floated was more like it. I felt my knees go weak and I put a hand on the dresser to steady myself, but even still, my jaw dropped.

“Close your mouth, girl. Sitting there slack-jawed. You act like you’ve never seen a spirit before. Now, let’s go over my what I want you to do,” she said. Her lips didn’t move, even though I had clearly heard her voice.

Aunt Beatrice started down the hall, disappearing through the door that led into her study. I hadn’t gone in there yet. I forced myself to follow. When I reached the door, I looked down at the old brass handle. The door opened on its own and I found myself face to face with the ghost of my dead aunt. “It ain’t gonna bite ya. I always worried that bad experience you had with Bune when you were
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