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CHAPTER 1

MOVE-IN DAY

The smell hit Arjun Malik before anything else.

Not the usual college dorm smell — not stale beer or cheap air freshener or whatever cleaning solution the janitors used between semesters. This was different. Older. Like wet stone and something underneath it, something sweet and rotting, the way a florist's dumpster smells in August.

He stood in the doorway of Room 419, Whitmore Hall, with a duffel bag cutting into his shoulder and a cardboard box balanced against his hip. The overhead light buzzed — not flickered, buzzed — a low, droning frequency that he could feel behind his eyes.

"Home sweet home," he muttered to nobody.

The room was small. Twin bed pushed against the far wall, a wooden desk scarred with old pen marks and the carved initials of students who'd been here before him. A window that looked out onto the rear parking lot of the Eastern Vermont University campus, where the tree line started thick and dark about forty yards past the asphalt.

Arjun dropped the box on the desk. Set the duffel on the bed. The mattress made a sound when the bag landed — not a creak, not a spring noise. More like a slow exhale. Like pressure releasing from something that had been holding its breath.

He stood still for a moment.

Just a mattress.

He wiped his palms on his jeans. They were damp, and he told himself it was the humidity. Late August in Vermont. Everything was damp.

His phone buzzed.

Mom: Did you get there safe? Send photos. Love you beta. Eat something.

He typed back a thumbs-up emoji and dropped the phone on the desk. He didn't take photos. There was nothing to photograph. The room felt like it had been waiting for him, and he didn't know why that specific thought crawled into his head, but it sat there now, heavy and uninvited.

The hallway was long. Too long for a building this size, or at least it felt that way. The fluorescent tubes overhead cast everything in a pale, surgical white that made the green carpet look gray and the beige walls look like dead skin. Arjun walked toward the communal bathroom at the end of the hall. His sneakers made no sound on the carpet. Nothing made any sound.

Fourth floor. He'd requested second. The housing office said second was full. Third was full. Only fourth had openings.

He hadn't asked why.

The bathroom door was propped open with a rubber wedge. Inside: six stalls, four sinks, a long mirror that ran the length of the wall above them. The mirror had a crack in the upper right corner — a spiderweb fracture, old, the edges yellowed with age.

He turned on the faucet. The water came out brown.

Just for a second. Maybe two.

Then clear.

He splashed his face. The water was cold — colder than it should've been. It stung his skin like January runoff, and when he looked up at his reflection, water dripping from his jaw, he noticed something behind him in the mirror.

One of the stall doors was closed.

He turned around.

It was open.

He looked back at the mirror.

Closed.

His throat tightened. His fingers gripped the edge of the porcelain sink, and he could feel his heartbeat in his palms.

He turned around again.

Open. All six stalls. Open. Empty.

"Okay," he whispered. "Okay."

He left the bathroom without drying his face. The water ran cold lines down his neck and under his collar as he walked back to 419, and he did not look back, and he did not run, because running would mean there was something to run from, and there wasn't.

There wasn't.

He unpacked in silence. Clothes in the narrow closet. Laptop on the desk. Three textbooks he hadn't opened yet — Introduction to Computer Science, Calculus I, English Composition. A framed photo of his parents, which he set on the windowsill. His father's face, stern and proud. His mother's, soft and worried. They'd driven him to the airport in Edison, New Jersey, that morning. His mother had cried. His father had shaken his hand and said, "Make us proud, beta."

First generation. Full scholarship. The weight of it sat on his chest like a second ribcage.

He plugged in his phone charger and noticed the outlet nearest to the bed was blackened around the edges. Scorch marks. Old ones, baked into the plastic plate. He plugged into the outlet by the desk instead.

At 11:47 PM, he turned off the light and got into bed.

The mattress settled around him in a way that felt deliberate, like it was adjusting to his shape, learning the geography of his body. The sheets smelled like industrial detergent, harsh and chemical, but underneath that — underneath — there was that smell again. Sweet. Organic. Wrong.

He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling.

The ceiling stared back.

Not literally. He knew that. But the watermark directly above his bed — roughly oval, the color of old tea — looked, in the dark, like it could be a face. Two darker spots where eyes might be. A longer stain where a mouth might stretch.

It's a watermark. Go to sleep.

He closed his eyes.

Somewhere in the building — above him, maybe, or below, it was hard to tell — he heard something.

A knock.

Three times. Slow. Measured.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

Then nothing.

He lay there for forty minutes, breathing through his mouth, his fists balled in the sheets, listening to the silence that came after.


CHAPTER 2

THE ONES WHO LEFT

He met Danny Coker on day two.

Danny was a junior — sandy-haired, rail-thin, with the kind of dark circles under his eyes that suggested either insomnia or a serious commitment to video games. He lived in Room 411, down the hall, and he was the only other person Arjun had seen on the fourth floor.

"Yeah, it's pretty dead up here," Danny said, leaning against the hallway wall with a can of Mountain Dew. "Most people request transfers out by mid-October."

Arjun shifted his backpack strap. "Transfers? Why?"

Danny took a sip. Looked at the carpet. Looked back up.

"Building's old, man. Like, 1920s old. It creaks. The heating system sounds like someone screaming. People get freaked out. Freshmen, mostly." He paused. "No offense."

"None taken." Arjun glanced down the hallway. Doors on both sides, all closed. No signs of life. No music leaking through walls, no laughter, no voices. It was 2:00 in the afternoon on a Tuesday. "How many people are on this floor?"

Danny started counting on his fingers and stopped.

"You. Me. There's a girl in 402 — I think her name's Priya or something — I've seen her once. Maybe twice." He crushed the can. "That might be it."

"Three people on an entire floor?"

"Told you. People transfer."

"Where do they go?"

"Other dorms. Off campus. Some just... don't come back."

Arjun waited for Danny to laugh. To say he was messing with the new kid. Danny didn't laugh. He tossed the crushed can into a recycling bin at the end of the hall — a perfect shot, practiced — and shoved his hands into his hoodie pockets.

"Don't let it get to you," Danny said. "It's just an old building."

He walked back to his room. Closed the door. Arjun heard the lock click from the outside.

Classes started the next day. Arjun walked across campus in the early morning fog — thick, low fog that hugged the ground like something alive — and found his way to the computer science building. The lecture hall was warm and loud and full of people, and for fifty minutes, he forgot about the fourth floor. He forgot about the stall door. He forgot about the knocking.

Then he walked back.

Whitmore Hall stood at the edge of campus, separated from the newer buildings by a stretch of cracked sidewalk and a row of oak trees that had started to turn. The building was three stories of red brick and one story of something else — the fourth floor was an addition, built later, the brickwork a slightly different shade, darker, like it had been constructed from material pulled from a different source.

He'd Googled the building the night before. Found almost nothing. A student newspaper article from 2011 about a proposed renovation that never happened. A Reddit thread from 2016 titled "Anyone else have weird experiences in Whitmore?" with four replies, all deleted.

He'd gone to the Wayback Machine. Found cached versions of two replies before they were scrubbed.

"My roommate woke up with scratches on his back. Three parallel lines. He said he did it in his sleep. We both knew he didn't."

"I heard my name. From inside the wall. I'm not going back to that room."

Arjun had closed the laptop after that.

That night, he sat at his desk and worked on a coding assignment. The overhead light buzzed. His pencil scratched against notebook paper. Outside, wind moved through the trees in long, low waves that sounded like whispered conversation.

At 10:15 PM, his phone lit up.

Unknown Number: you shouldnt be on four

He stared at the message. Read it three times.

His thumbs hovered over the keyboard. He typed: Who is this?

No reply.

He checked the number. A local Vermont area code. 802.

He typed again: Seriously, who is this? Danny?

Nothing.

He set the phone facedown on the desk. His mouth was dry. He got up to get water from the mini-fridge and realized he hadn't plugged the fridge in yet. The bottle inside was warm. He drank it anyway, and the warm water sat in his stomach like something solid.

At 11:30, the knocking started again.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

Same rhythm. Same interval. Coming from the wall behind his bed.

He pressed his ear to the wall. The surface was cold — absurdly cold, like pressing his face against a window in December. His ear ached from the contact.

Then, from the other side of the wall, he heard breathing.

Not mechanical. Not the heating system. Not pipes.

Breathing. Slow. Wet. The kind of breathing that comes from a mouth that's open too wide.

He pulled away from the wall so fast he stumbled backward into the desk, and the chair clattered, and his laptop slid toward the edge, and he caught it — barely — and stood there in the center of the room with the laptop clutched against his chest like a shield.

The breathing stopped.

The room was silent.

He didn't sleep that night. He sat at the desk with every light on, his back to the wall farthest from the bed, and he watched Room 419 until the sun came through the window and turned everything ordinary again.


CHAPTER 3

THE GIRL IN 402

He found her on a Thursday.

Not in her room. In the basement laundry room, which was the last place Arjun wanted to be in Whitmore Hall, but his clothes smelled like the building now — that sweet, copper-tinged staleness — and he couldn't wear it on his skin anymore.

She was sitting on top of a dryer, legs crossed, reading a book with the cover torn off. Small. South Asian, like him. Dark hair pulled back in a messy bun. She looked up when he walked in, and her eyes did something that he recognized immediately.

They checked the space behind him.

"You're the new one," she said. Not a question.

"Arjun. 419."

"Priya. 402." She closed the book. "How long have you been hearing it?"

He stopped. His laundry bag hung from his hand like dead weight. "Hearing what?"

"Don't do that." Her voice was flat. Tired. "Don't pretend. I can see it on you. You've got that look. Same look Danny had his first month. Same look I probably had." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Her hand was shaking. Barely. But he saw it. "The knocking. Right?"

He swallowed.

"Yeah."

"Three knocks. Always three. Always from the wall."

"Yeah."

"What else?"

He told her about the stall door. About the breathing. About the text message. She listened without expression, the way a doctor listens to a list of symptoms they've already diagnosed.

When he finished, she said: "It gets worse."

The dryer behind her buzzed. She didn't flinch, but he did — a full-body jolt, his shoulders coming up, his breath catching. She noticed. She didn't comment on it.

"The building has a history," she said, sliding off the dryer. "Not the kind they put on the campus tour. There was a wing on the fourth floor — east side — that was sealed off in 1987. They bricked up the doorway."

"Sealed off? Why?"

"Officially? Structural damage. Asbestos. Pick your excuse." She started pulling clothes from the dryer. Folding them with mechanical precision, each movement tight and controlled. "Unofficially? A student died there in '86. Robert Haines. Junior. Found in his room by the RA after he hadn't been seen in four days."

"How did he die?"

Priya's hands stopped.

She looked at him.

"The coroner said heart failure. Twenty-year-old kid with no history, no drugs, no pre-existing condition. Heart just stopped." She picked up a shirt. Folded it. "But the RA — the one who found him — she transferred schools three weeks later. Never graduated. I found her on LinkedIn. She works at a vet clinic in Oregon now. I messaged her."

"What did she say?"

"She said his face was wrong."

The word hung in the air between them.

"Wrong how?" Arjun asked.

"She didn't explain. She blocked me after that." Priya stuffed the folded clothes into a bag. "Look, I've been on the fourth floor for a year. I came here on a scholarship — same as you, probably — and I can't afford to live off campus. So I stay. But I'm telling you what I tell everyone."

She walked toward the door. Stopped.

"Don't answer the knocking," she said. "Don't acknowledge it. Don't talk to it. And if you hear your name—"

She looked at the floor.
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