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CHAPTER ONE







THE LINE INSIDE the student housing office was already out the door by 9:04 a.m., and the woman behind the folding table was sweating through her college-issued polo. Her name tag read MARGIE, and her voice had long since given up.

"Yes, yes, I know. You're supposed to be in Cypress Hall. Everyone's supposed to be in Cypress Hall." She flipped a page on the clipboard and waved forward the next student with a limp flick of the wrist. "Guess what? Cypress Hall is underwater. Pipes burst last night. No one's moving in today. You're all being reassigned."

Ava St. James shifted the duffel on her shoulder and raised a skeptical eyebrow. She hadn't slept much the night before, too wired about getting away from home, too many dumb texts from her brothers, and she hadn’t even had coffee yet. Her entire college plan had hinged on quiet, modern dorm life and a door that locked without jiggling.

"So we’re all going to… where?" Ava asked, squinting down at the clipboard.

"Radley Hall," Margie said, as if it were a punishment. “Third floor. You’ll be in a triple.”

"A what?"

Margie didn't look up. "That means three of you. One room. It builds character."

Ava looked at the address again. Radley Hall. She hadn’t seen it on the campus tour. She wasn’t sure it had even been on the map.

Three people down in the same line, Hazel Cho clutched her manila folder of documents so tightly the edges curled under her fingers. She blinked when the woman said Radley Hall, and said thank you without thinking. Then she stepped aside and pulled out her phone, searching for photos of the building. There weren’t any. Just a thumbnail-sized black-and-white picture buried in a historical archive with a caption that read: "Radley Hall, circa 1901. Original east wing torn down after fire damage."

Hazel stared at the image a little too long. Her stomach buzzed, that old, familiar nervousness again. A part of her, the rational part, whispered that it would be fine. But the part that still kept a dream journal muttered: bad sign.

Thirty minutes later, Ivy LaRoche pulled up to campus in a backfiring red pickup that may or may not have been street legal. She climbed out barefoot, half her hair in a braid, the other half in chaos. Her trunk was covered in band stickers and dirt. She stopped for a smoothie, ignored the housing table line entirely, and wandered into the office through the back door like she owned the place.

When Margie told her Radley Hall, Ivy grinned. “That sounds haunted.”

Margie looked up from the clipboard for the first time in twenty minutes. “You’re not wrong.”

Ivy was delighted. Haunted was better than boring.

And so, by early afternoon, three girls with nothing in common were dragging their suitcases and hopes down a cracked sidewalk that sloped toward the east end of campus, where the trees grew thicker and the buildings lost their gloss.

Radley Hall loomed out of the greenery like a relic from a school that didn’t exist anymore. Three stories of soot-colored stone and ivy-choked windows. The front doors hung crooked in their frames, and the bronze plaque on the wall was green with age. There were no students lounging outside. No music playing. Just the wind and the crows and the sound of one girl, Ava, muttering under her breath, “This is bullshit.”

At almost the exact same moment, Hazel thought: I think I’ve seen this building in a dream.

And Ivy, hauling her trunk up the steps behind them both, said aloud: “Home sweet hellmouth.”







AVA SHOVED OPEN the warped front door of Radley Hall and stepped inside. The air smelled like dust and mildew and something faintly floral, like dried roses someone forgot in a closet. The lobby was a mismatched patchwork of eras, tile from the 70s, sconces from the 20s, and a fire extinguisher that looked older than her mother.

The elevator had an OUT OF ORDER sign taped across its rusted grate.

“Of course,” she muttered, pulling her trunk up the stairs one landing at a time. Her room was marked 3E, and every door she passed looked either sealed shut or haunted. Maybe both.

By the time she reached the third floor, her shirt was clinging to her back and her mood had fully curdled. She stood outside the door for a moment, hand on the knob, before pushing it open.

Inside: chaos, dust, and heat.

The room was long and oddly narrow, with a tall arched window at one end that let in yellow-gray light. Three twin beds, rusted metal frames, were arranged unevenly: one near the window, one against the wall, and one directly under a crooked overhead light. Ava dropped her bag on the bed by the window and sighed.

At least the light worked.

She turned a slow circle, taking it in: scuffed floorboards, warped closet doors, radiator hissing faintly in the corner. The walls had once been white, now they were the color of old teeth. And above the closet, there was something etched into the wood. She stepped closer.

“We’ve been waiting for you.”

“What the hell,” she whispered. But before she could examine it further…

The door creaked open behind her.

Hazel stepped into the room like she might be intruding on something. She clutched her backpack with both straps, her long cardigan trailing behind her like a shadow.

“Oh,” she said softly. “You’re here.”

“Unfortunately.” Ava turned. “Guess we’re roommates.”

“I guess so. I’m Hazel.” She offered a small, polite smile.

“Ava.” She gestured vaguely toward the beds. “Pick your prison.”

Hazel smiled tighter and placed her backpack carefully on the bed near the radiator. She pulled a bundle of fairy lights from her tote bag and began unwinding them, fingers trembling slightly.

Ava watched her, eyebrows raised. “You’re decorating already?”

“Helps me settle in.” Hazel looked at the wall above her bed, then the outlet below. “Do you mind if I…?”

“Go for it. Make it cute while it crumbles.”

Hazel didn’t laugh. She just plugged in the lights, and for a moment the soft glow filled the dusty corners. It made the whole room feel a little less like a prison and a little more like… purgatory.

Ten minutes later, the door banged open again.

“I’m not late,” Ivy announced as she strode in, “I’m dramatically timed.”

She wore oversized sunglasses, even though they were indoors. Her shirt was ripped at the collar in a way that looked intentional. She kicked her bag inside and flopped onto the third bed like she’d just claimed a throne.

Hazel straightened. Ava stayed where she was.

“You’re the third?” Ava asked.

“Ivy,” she said, pulling a joint from behind her ear and tucking it into a tin on her nightstand. “This place is incredible. Do you guys smell the ghosts?”

“No,” Ava said. “I smell asbestos.”

“Oh, that too.”

Hazel gave a small laugh before covering it with a cough.

They stood in silence for a beat, the three of them triangulated around the room, Ava by the window, Hazel near the radiator, Ivy sprawled like a starfish on her mattress. Outside, a bird cawed once and went silent.

“I heard this building was condemned,” Ivy said, staring at the ceiling.

“It was,” Hazel said softly. “Sort of. There was a fire. Decades ago.”

“Love that for us,” Ivy said. “Maybe we’ll be famous. The Last Known Residents of Radley Hall.”

“Yeah,” Ava muttered, flopping backward onto her bed. “If the mold doesn’t get us first.”

Ivy sat up, suddenly grinning. “If we die here, will you haunt this place with me?”

“Pass,” Ava said flatly.

Hazel didn’t answer. She was staring at the closet again, at the etching above it, eyes squinting like she was trying to read a memory.

The silence stretched long enough to become something tangible — a fourth presence in the room.

Hazel broke it first.

“I brought snacks,” she said, unzipping a cloth grocery tote. “Granola, dried mango, and um… tea?”

Ava raised an eyebrow from her spot on the bed, arms behind her head. “No coffee?”

Hazel hesitated. “I’m not really supposed to drink caffeine.”

Ivy, now half-unpacked and sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed, let out a low whistle. “Wow. We’ve got a monk.”

Hazel blushed. “It’s just a sensitivity. I get jittery.”

Ivy leaned forward like she was about to confess a sin. “I get jittery without it.”

Ava sat up and opened her own Trunk. Neat rows of worn paperback books were stacked spine-up between her clothes. She pulled out a battered copy of The Haunting of Hill House and placed it carefully on the windowsill.

“Subtle,” Ivy said.

Ava didn’t look up. “If you’re going to live in a horror novel, you may as well read the good ones.”

Ivy snorted and went back to unpacking.

She pulled out a tangled mess of jewelry, a small ceramic bowl shaped like a snake, and most memorably, a taxidermy owl with glassy black eyes and slightly crooked wings.

Ava blinked. Hazel blinked twice.

“Meet Margot,” Ivy said cheerfully, setting the owl on her nightstand. “She guards my soul.”

Ava finally cracked a smile. “You brought a corpse into our dorm room?”

“She’s not a corpse. She’s vintage.”

Hazel, sitting cross-legged on her own bed now, quietly resumed stringing fairy lights along the wall, clothes pinning up a few small Polaroids, some of her parents, a blurry cat, a sunlit field. Ava watched her do it, eyes narrowing slightly.

“You really leaned into the cozy thing, huh.”

Hazel shrugged. “Makes it feel like mine.”

Ivy wandered to the closet and tugged on one of the drawers. It didn’t budge.

“Locked?” Ava asked.

“Doesn’t even wiggle.” Ivy knelt down and tried to force it open with her fingers, then banged the side once with her palm. It let out a soft creak, just once, then nothing.

“I’m just saying,” Ivy said, standing back up, “if this were a horror movie, that would definitely be the drawer with the cursed ring in it.”

Hazel looked toward it uneasily. “Do you think someone left something in there?”

Ava rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Like tetanus.”

“Or a mummified rat,” Ivy offered, grinning.
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