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        Thank you for reading!

        This book is dedicated to the readers who completely understand that life can be tricky!
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      Beware Arceneaux. Help A.

      The words, though charred into the floorboards with a scrawl that was unnervingly similar to my dead mother’s handwriting, were clear as day. There was no mistaking what the message said.

      If only that meant the message itself made any sense.

      “Beware Arceneaux?” I whispered aloud, stepping closer to the ghostly message. Neither my sisters nor I had been dabbling in necromancy when the unnaturally white smoke began spilling down the staircase from within our mother’s old study in the attic, yet it was obvious that this was a communication from her spirit.

      At least, it was evident to me. The scent of lavender and eucalyptus hung in the air, overpowering the delicate waft of smoke left behind by the salt circle. It was what our mother’s perfume smelled like.

      Furthermore, any educated witch or warlock knew that any old ghost couldn’t just break through the veil and bother whoever they wanted. In order to leave a physical mark like this behind, the spirit in question would need a deep and meaningful connection to the property and the people inside it. The late Dr. Elena Quinlan was the only dead resident of this home that my sisters and I were connected to.

      Other than our father, of course, but he died almost twenty years ago.

      “Arceneaux?” Alyssa murmured. She hovered behind me, peering at the blackened floorboards like she was afraid they would come to life and bite her. “As in, Arceneaux University?”

      I shrugged. “Why should we beware of a school? It makes no sense, especially if I’m right about who I think left this message…”

      The quiet hiss of a tiny black snake, Alyssa’s familiar whom she named Circe, reached my ears, but the little creature had only appeared from within Alyssa’s sleeve to see what the fuss was about with her own eyes.

      “Who is A?” Alyssa asked. “Or maybe it’s a ‘what’?”

      A could stand for many things, including Alyssa herself, but I wasn’t under the impression that my youngest sister was in need of any help. Sure, she was socially awkward and struggled with her magic, but it wasn’t like it was dire enough to necessitate such a dramatic display of contact from the afterlife.

      “No, that’s not it,” Carissa murmured. It was the first time she’d spoken up since we set foot in the attic, the trio of our timid footsteps creaking up the stairs as we were led to shadowy space that had been left locked up and untouched ever since our mother died.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, furrowing my brow as Carissa crouched down beside the remnants of the large ghost-drawn pentagram.

      “It’s not referring to the university,” she replied quietly. “I don’t think so. I mean, I’m not sure, but—”

      Whatever Carissa was about to say was cut off by the doorbell echoing up the narrow staircase from the front porch.

      “What else?” I snapped loudly, whirling around to glare down the two flights of stairs as if our uninvited guest could see me from outside. “I am so close to putting a no trespassing sign on our door. We’ve had enough unannounced visitors to last a lifetime.”

      “Maybe they’ll go away if they think nobody’s home,” Alyssa suggested quietly.

      “It’s okay,” Carissa grumbled, standing up all of a sudden and hurrying back to the stairs. “I think I know who it is.”

      When we were provided with no further explanation, Alyssa and I had no choice but to follow after Carissa, rushing down the staircase to keep up.

      It had been quite an eventful day. Even though I was normally a calm and patient person, my nerves were frayed after what we’d dealt with so far in one single afternoon. I didn’t know what to expect to see standing on the other side of the front door once Carissa answered it, but I had a feeling that it couldn’t be good.

      Everything comes in threes, our mother used to say. Both good things and bad things.

      What about thoroughly shocking and unexplainable things? Did that count?

      So far, I came home from campus with Alyssa, expecting a normal evening during which Carissa would either avoid us at all costs or not even show up at all, only to be greeted by the sight of our house literally trembling. As I pulled into the driveway, it appeared as though our home was the sole victim of an earthquake that disturbed no other house on the street. Then, the front door was flung open, and Carissa’s friend Bethany came storming out, her limbs robotically moving as if she was possessed.

      Carissa was quick to explain that Bethany was not her friend anymore and that, in fact, the reason she and her boyfriend Nick broke up was that he cheated on her with Bethany. Not only that, but Bethany had apparently broken into our house and was waiting for Carissa in the dark. She attacked our sister, ripped her shirtsleeve, and then walked off immediately as if someone flipped a switch or as if she got what she came for.

      Then, when it was clear from the evidence that Bethany was suffering from the influence of some kind of demon, and I was about to head out and do my good-Samaritan duty of hunting the poor girl down, we got a message from our mother in the afterlife.

      So far, that was two very strange things. If my mother was right, that meant we were probably due for a third one.

      “Damn it,” Carissa muttered when she peered past the curtains that covered the decorative window on our front door. “I forgot about that.”

      “Forgot about what?” I asked, skittering to a stop inches away with Alyssa on my heels.

      Rather than explain herself, Carissa heaved a loud sigh and opened up the door. Whoever was on the other side, she clearly didn’t see them as a threat—but that didn’t make it any less weird.

      “Ronin,” Carissa murmured in greeting to the boy standing on the porch with his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his coat, huddled against the frigid winter wind. “Hey…”

      Ronin Hayworth. I didn’t know him personally, but I knew about him. Everyone did, even workaholic Ph.D. students like me. He came from a large coven in Vermont that used to be decently powerful until about ten years ago when Mason Hayworth, the coven’s patriarch and Ronin’s father, tapped into some sinister magic and went darker than what was considered acceptable by the magical community—way darker. He ended up killing his wife and a few nonmagical humans. Before the nonmagical authorities could lock him away for terrorism in a prison that would definitely not hold him back, the elusive magical forces that loosely governed us grabbed him and threw him into a maximum-security jail designed for criminal witches and warlocks.

      And thus, the Hayworths fell from grace. They didn’t even try to recover. They simply renounced Ronin’s father, paid for the funerals of the fallen innocents, and faded away into obscurity. Nobody thought much about them again until Ronin, Mason’s only son, was accepted into Arceneaux University three years ago, and everyone was reminded of the notorious family legacy.

      That was pretty much all I knew about the kid. He was a junior, the same age as Carissa, and he either studied linguistics or history or something like that. He was also a certified social pariah, which was why it was so bizarre for him to be greeting my sister, Arceneaux University’s golden princess. Carissa was adored by everyone, even the professors, and therefore swam in social circles that were virtually unreachable by someone with Ronin’s scandalous background.

      When Ronin noticed that it wasn’t just Carissa standing in the doorway, his eyes went wide. For some reason, Alyssa let out a muffled giggle. I glanced down at her to find that she had a knowing look in her eyes as if she wasn’t shocked at all by the sight of Ronin Hayworth showing up at our house out of the blue.

      “Oh… hi, Alyssa. Hi, Professor Quinlan,” he muttered.

      Carissa let out another sigh.

      “You can call me Everly,” I assured him. “What brings you—”

      “It’s fine,” Carissa interrupted. “He’s here to see me. Just give us a minute, okay?”

      Carissa stepped out onto the porch without a coat, turning to shoot Alyssa and me a pointed look as she shut the door between us, leaving her outside with Ronin. Weird.

      There were other things to worry about, though, so I temporarily pushed the unexpected visitor from my mind and ushered Alyssa into the kitchen. Seemingly over whatever amusement was caused by Ronin’s arrival, Alyssa let out a frustrated groan and plopped down into one of the chairs at the table.

      “What a day, huh?” I muttered, leaning against the countertop. It wasn’t typical for me to try to crack a joke to diffuse the tension, but I was so baffled by everything that I didn’t quite feel like myself.

      “It’s just ridiculous,” Alyssa muttered. “I mean, isn’t this what I was saying all along? Something isn’t right. Beware Arceneaux. I swear to God, if Carissa tries to act like that was no big deal…”

      Our mother’s death was still fresh in our memories. Barely a few months had passed since the bridge on the north side of town collapsed during a storm while she was driving across it in the middle of the night. She was the only casualty. We never knew why our mother was on the other side of town that night, but my sisters had very different ways of perceiving the situation.

      Carissa was of the opinion that it was nothing more than a tragic accident with no other explanation except that bad things sometimes happen to people who don’t deserve it. On the other hand, Alyssa was fixated on figuring out why our mother was there in the first place, as well as the slim chances of an old bridge collapsing at the exact moment her car happened to be on it, even if there was a massive storm ripping through Deadwater that night. She thought our mother was somehow targeted on purpose, that there was a mysterious explanation that demanded our attention.

      Of course, both of them were annoyed at the other’s position on the matter. Meanwhile, I was somewhere in the middle. I could see things from either perspective, though I leaned more toward Alyssa’s point of view because I had to admit that I had quite a few questions about that tragic night. I wasn’t as willing as Carissa was to simply accept that it was all random and move on.

      As the older sister, I had the unfortunate task of being the diplomat, especially now that our mother was gone. I couldn’t take sides when Carissa and Alyssa argued because they had no other family to turn to for support now. If I abandoned one of them in favor of the other, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

      “I think even Carissa will find it difficult to deny that it was our mother who left that message upstairs.” I sighed, taking the seat across from her at the table. “Nobody else has that kind of connection to the house.”

      “She’s clearly trying to tell us that something is wrong,” Alyssa muttered, glaring down at the gnarled wood tabletop as if barely registering my words. “Mom isn’t at peace because her business isn’t finished here. If Carissa wasn’t so hell-bent on denying that, maybe we would’ve been able to reach out to her before she had to expend a huge reserve of power to break through the veil from the afterlife.”

      “Everyone processes grief differently. She didn’t want to believe that our mother was killed on purpose. Even I have a difficult time considering it as a possibility.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she mumbled.

      “By the way, what is Ronin Hayworth doing here?”

      Alyssa let out a breath of laughter, scooting over to peek out the nearby window that overlooked the far side of the front porch.

      “Didn’t you hear? Ronin and Carissa are study buddies,” Alyssa quipped.

      “Funny joke.”

      “No, I’m dead serious. He’s hung out here a few times. They mostly study in the living room, but I got the feeling there was something else going on.”

      “Something else like what?” I couldn’t believe it. Carissa and Ronin? I knew she was severely shaken by the way things ended with her last relationship, but this was downright shocking.

      “I don’t know. Something about the vibe between them is—oh, my God.”

      Alyssa’s mischievously delighted gasp ended her sentence prematurely, her face practically glued to the window. Eager to see what had caught her attention, I leaned over and peered through the curtains just in time to see Ronin take a step toward Carissa and leave a sweet, chaste kiss on her cheek. We couldn’t see Carissa’s face from our vantage point, but Ronin’s expression told us that the kiss was definitely not unwanted.

      A few moments later, Ronin moved away from Carissa and made his way down the porch steps, waving goodbye as he went. Before either one of them could glance toward the kitchen window and catch us spying, Alyssa and I quickly sat up straight in the chairs and bit our lips to fight back surprised giggles.

      The front door opened and closed. There were a few beats of silence then I heard Carissa’s footsteps approaching the kitchen. I shared a glance with Alyssa, silently urging her to act natural, but the moment that Carissa appeared in the room and saw our faces, I knew our cover had been blown. It was nearly impossible for us to hide things from each other.

      “Seriously?” Carissa grumbled with a deep scowl. “Is nothing sacred anymore? Not even privacy?”

      Alyssa bit her lip and glanced away, lightly chastised by the tone in our sister’s voice. I rolled my eyes. What did Carissa expect? That we wouldn’t have an ounce of curiosity regarding Ronin Hayworth, of all people, arriving on our doorstep? That we’d be able to ignore the fact that he kissed her goodbye—on the cheek, but still—as if it was par for the course? Sure, he was a handsome boy, but he was so vastly different from Carissa’s former boyfriend that I almost felt like she was playing a prank on us.

      “So… how long have you two…?” I asked, propping my chin in my hand and batting my eyelashes at her.

      Carissa pouted, but she didn’t perform her usual stunt of walking away when she was too annoyed to deal with a situation. Instead, she came and sat down at the table with us.

      “Mind your business,” she told me. “Anyway, whatever you may or may not have just witnessed isn’t important right now. We have much more pressing matters to discuss.”
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      “In nonmagical society, the word ‘darkness’ has a simple meaning. Someone who has never known the existence of magic would merely define it as the absence of light,” I lectured, pacing back and forth slowly in front of the one hundred freshmen gathered in the large classroom. “However, in the magical world, the idea of darkness has a more nuanced meaning. What do I mean by that?”

      A petite girl in the front row raised her hand. “In magical society, darkness refers to the potential nature of magic. As in, magic can be either light or dark, which is why we are taught that there is potential for both within each of us.”

      “Good answer, but does that imply light magic is good and dark magic is evil?” I pressed.

      The burly lacrosse player sitting next to her shook his head.

      “No, not really,” he answered. “Necromancy is considered dark magic, but it’s not necessarily intended to be used for evil. Actually, it can be quite useful to know how to communicate effectively with the dead.”

      “Yes, exactly—”

      “But demons are evil beings, and they require dark magic in order to be summoned,” piped up a student from a few rows back. “Like, yeah, maybe you’re not supposed to use dark magic to do evil things, but that doesn’t mean people don’t get pulled in by the so-called lure of darkness and end up evil regardless.”

      “An immoral person could use light magic to do evil things, too,” countered the first girl who spoke up. “For example, you could use elemental magic to set fire to someone’s house. It’s not the magic itself, but the intention behind it.”

      “When’s the last time someone used light magic to curse an entire bloodline?” rebutted the previous student, letting out an incredulous snort of laughter to punctuate his point.

      “Alright, alright.” I sighed, waving my hands to dispel the argument I could already see forming on the girl’s lips as the bulky guy beside her spun around in his seat to glare at their adversary. “This is great input, guys. Thank you. Clearly, the concept of light and dark magic is very complex and perhaps a little vague. In fact, it was only a few centuries ago when magical society didn’t make such a clear distinction between the two. It was more of a metaphor…”

      The rest of the lecture passed by swiftly, even the more argumentative students settling down to scribble notes as I spoke. By the time I left the classroom and was making my way back to my office across campus, I was in a fairly content mood. This semester was the first time I got the chance to teach my own course, not just as someone’s teaching assistant or underpaid homework grader. Of course, it was just an introductory course that most freshmen took merely to satisfy a gen-ed requirement, but it symbolized that I was well and truly one step closer to finishing my Ph.D. and becoming a real professor.

      MYT 101: The Mythology of Magic. That was my course. It was designed to cover very basic information, the kind of stuff that most students came into this extremely competitive university already knowing the gist of, and yet teaching it was one of the most thrilling things I’d ever done. The only downside was that my mother never got to see me reach this milestone.

      Or maybe she did. If her spirit was lingering with enough potency to draw fiery pentagrams and scorch messages into floorboards, maybe she was lurking around to watch over mine and my sisters’ shoulders. It was simultaneously spooky and comforting to think of, but it was also very sad because it meant that Alyssa was right about our mother not finding peace after death.

      When I got back to my office, a glorified closet in the anthropology building, I puttered around for a little while. I had ongoing research waiting for me down in the labs, an unfinished thesis taunting me from my computer, and a stack of quizzes to grade, but I felt too restless to sit down and focus on anything.

      There was a lot on my mind.

      Only two days had passed since the magical white fog led my sisters and me into the attic for the first time since our mother died. Since then, Carissa reported that she hadn’t seen Bethany anywhere. Not on campus, nor anywhere else in Deadwater. Apparently, even her roommates hadn’t heard from her. If she really did have a demon or some other dark being controlling her, it had convinced her to make herself scarce. Even though Bethany Larose wasn’t exactly a good person, not after what she did to her best friend, I could tell that Carissa was concerned. I was also worried, but mostly because there was a chance that other students could also fall victim to whatever dark magic had infected Bethany.

      Then again, it could be nothing. Until we saw her again, we’d decided not to raise the alarm. For all we knew, Bethany could’ve just been having a bad day.

      Beware Arceneaux. It didn’t make sense to me, nor to my other sisters, why our mother would want us to be wary of our school. She was a well-respected professor here and never spoke ill of her career at this institution.

      However, this university wasn’t the only thing that bore the name Arceneaux. The descendants of the school’s original founder, a French immigrant named George Arceneaux, were alive and well today. The role of headmaster had been passed down to the eldest son for the past three generations, though not technically because they earned it. Rather, it was a tradition that no one dared suggest we break.

      Headmaster Arceneaux and his son, Nick Arceneaux, weren’t my favorite people. I didn’t like the headmaster because he had some very twisted ideas about what sorts of things were valuable to teach at this school. In short, he wanted students to not only know how to protect themselves against, for example, cursed objects but also how to place curses on objects in the first place. It was preposterous, exactly the type of dark magic that shouldn’t be encouraged because it was unquestionably immoral. Prior to her death, my mother was up in arms about it, preparing to lead a crusade against the academic changes. I was helping her to the best of my ability, but the movement pretty much died along with her.

      And Nick Arceneaux, what could I say about Nick Arceneaux? He was a senior business management major—he’d pompously chosen to concentrate his studies in one of the few nonmagical majors offered at the university—and the headmaster’s only child. He was also shamelessly egotistic and self-important. You’d think that someone who thought so highly of themselves would deserve such an attitude, but the truth was that, despite having decent grades, Nick was of average intelligence. Not that he needed it. He’d had his prestigious, high-salary career picked out for him since the day he was born. The fact that he didn’t even bother to study magic proved that he cared more about power than intellectual progress.

      There was a small part of me that felt guilty for thinking so harshly of Nick. His mother died when he was just a kid, so maybe a reason why he was so insufferable was that he was missing a crucial source of nurturing. Either way, I found it difficult to give that patient, understanding voice in the back of my mind a true platform.

      Still, even though I didn’t particularly like them, I didn’t see any reason to beware of either the older or younger Arceneaux. They were hardly dangerous. Overconfident, careless, and riding the coattails of their much more esteemed ancestors, sure, but not frightening.

      The other part of my mother’s message wasn’t any less helpful.

      Help A. Communicating from the afterlife was extremely strenuous even for an expert in necromancy, so I didn’t blame my mother for not being able to write out the word—or rather, name—fully. Clearly, she figured we would understand from that single letter alone.

      But the only person of any relevance in our lives whose name began with an A was Alyssa. Maybe Alyssa was in need of some support and assistance a few months ago when she was struggling to control her magic, but she was doing a lot better nowadays. Other than the grief of losing our mother, Alyssa was fine. She had a nice boyfriend who doted on her and who did well in school. Cody was in one of the classes that I was the teaching assistant for last semester; he was respectful, polite, and consistently one of the top scorers on assignments and exams. He was great for Alyssa.

      Plus, Alyssa was also spending less time roaming the Three Sisters. Although I was hesitant to believe that the mountains were actually cursed, they did give off an unnervingly dark aura. Nothing bad had ever happened to Alyssa while hiking before, but she was pretty much the only person who could dwell on those mountains without risking death or disappearance. Or, at least, she was one of the few people who dared to try.

      If there was anyone in our family who needed help, it was Carissa. Not only was her ex-boyfriend the aforementioned conceited Ken-doll Nick Arceneaux, but the reason he was her ex in the first place was that he slept with her best friend Bethany, the same one that Carissa got into a violent altercation with two days ago. Not only that, but she was also apparently romantically involved with the son of a notorious mass murderer. Of course, it was wrong of me to think that Ronin Hayworth was evil merely because of who his father was. However, Carissa’s reputation was precious to her. The fact that he was her new companion of choice told me that something wasn’t right.

      With a quiet groan, I sank down into the creaky old desk chair I plundered from a garage sale to replace the stiff-backed wooden seat the university provided with the tiny office. I was no closer to getting the answers I craved. In fact, the more I thought about everything, the more questions I had. It was an infuriating cycle.

      Hoping for a few moments of distraction from my pessimistic thoughts, I decided to check my email. Maybe there was a student in need who could pull me away from the woes of an unsolved riddle.

      The most recent message in my inbox was from Ada Birch, the building administrator shared between the neighboring anthropology and necromancy departments. I dared to think I’d been randomly awarded an office upgrade, but the second I saw the subject line, I wanted to kick myself for being so foolish.

      In Re: Dr. Quinlan’s Former Office, it read. I clicked on it and felt the familiar flutter of grief wash over me as I absorbed the content of the message.

      
        
        Everly,

        I hope this email finds you and your sisters well. Everyone here on the staff has kept all three of you in our hearts and prayers these past few months.

        I’m afraid I have some bittersweet news. Arceneaux University has finally hired a new necromancy professor, and, given how small the department’s building is, we are pressed for office space. Unfortunately, I will have to politely ask you and your sisters, or someone acting on your behalf, to clear your mother’s belongings from her former office so that we can make room for the new teacher.

        Please let me know if you require any administrative assistance with this task. I am more than happy to do whatever I can
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