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  Preface


















Jake Thorne was not the first man to hear the knocking.



He was only the first to record it clearly.



What follows began as an interview and became an archive: audio files, witness notes, recovered pages from a sealed wall, phone logs with no origin, and a transcript that should not exist. Some names have been changed. Others could not be verified because no record of them can be found.

You may read this as a story, if that helps.

Jake read it as a warning.

By the time he understood the difference between the dead, the returned, and the things built to imitate hunger, he had already been marked.




If you hear three knocks, do not answer on the third.




Frank Amaya

—Author 






I

THE ARCHONS


The wheel turns on the axle of “I,” A golden cage for the wandering soul. To exit, the Witness must learn to die To the part that craves the leading role.

Drop the bag, become the Zero, The Fool who leaps from the karmic shelf. The exit isn’t for the saint or hero, But the one who ceases to be a self.

The gate is not a distant door, Nor a debt to pay to a judge above; It’s the silent center, the ocean floor, Where the wheel dissolves in the fire of love.
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ARCHONS THE JAILERS OF SOULS 





Jake had built a career on not believing men like this.

He had sat across from prophets and abductees, men with diagrams of heaven folded in their coat pockets, women who said grief had opened a door and something luminous stepped through. He had listened to veterans of cults, exorcists with nicotine stains on their fingers, startup founders who talked about consciousness as if it were a software patch, and one former dentist in Nevada who claimed the moon was a prison lens designed to refract memory after death.

Some of them were liars. Some were lonely. A few were ill. Most were simply trying to make shape out of pain.

Jake knew the signs by now: the rehearsed stillness, the appetite for awe, the quick flicker of anger when a question landed too close to what they were hiding. He had learned to let silence do half the work. He had learned to keep his face neutral while people offered him the machinery of their private worlds.

He had also learned that the audience loved conviction more than truth.

The email came at 2:13 a.m., while he was awake and pretending not to be.

He was on the couch with the television muttering to an empty room, one sock on, the other somewhere under the coffee table, his laptop open on a draft he had already decided not to finish that night. Outside, rain ticked against the glass in thin, hard lines. The city looked blurred and metallic, every light smeared by weather.

The subject line read:

You have asked the wrong questions about death.

He almost deleted it.

The body was only four lines.

I knew you would read this tonight.

You have been hearing the sound in the walls again.

I was an Archon before I was born, and I remember what the wheel does to men like you.

If you still want the truth, I will come tomorrow at four.

No name. No signature. No links.

Jake stared at the screen a little longer than he wanted to admit.

The line about the walls was a guess, he told himself. Anyone in an old apartment heard sounds at night—pipes knocking, heat shifting, somebody upstairs dropping shoes or dragging chairs. If a stranger wanted to sound omniscient, that was exactly the kind of detail he’d use: specific enough to feel invasive, common enough to hit often.

Still, he got up and checked the deadbolt.

In the morning, he sent one sentence back.

Four o’clock. Studio B. Be on time.

He did not tell Mara.

Mara had produced the show with him for five years and knew him well enough to hear what he was trying not to say before he said it. She would have asked why he sounded strange. She would have asked for the sender’s email, run it, found whatever online trail there was, and reminded him—gently, then less gently—that he had started taking too many “one-off” interviews just because they gave him a feeling he couldn’t explain.

Jake did not want the reminder.

By noon, he had convinced himself it was just another eccentric with a dramatic vocabulary.

By three-thirty, he had checked the levels twice.

Studio B was on the twelfth floor of an office building that had once been a law firm and still smelled faintly of paper, dust, and old coffee no matter what they did to it. The room itself was narrow and over-insulated, with gray acoustic panels, a table scarred by years of elbows and ringed mugs, and one broad window that looked west toward the river and the slow knot of traffic beyond it. The city in late afternoon held a kind of tired brightness, like a face after bad news.

Jake set two glasses of water on the table, aligned the recorder, adjusted the boom arm, and sat down. Then he stood up again because sitting made him feel like he was waiting.

At 3:49, the building’s front desk called.

“Your guest is here,” the receptionist said. Her voice was lowered a little, as if she were trying not to be overheard. “He says he doesn’t need a visitor pass.”

Jake leaned against the table. “He does.”

A pause.

“He already knows the elevator code.”

Jake looked at the door without meaning to.

“Send him up,” he said.

When the line clicked dead, he waited for the pulse of irritation that usually came with this kind of thing—the little flare he relied on to keep interviews clean, to stop himself from getting played before the microphones were even on.

It didn’t come.

Instead there was a quieter feeling, not fear exactly, but the sense that the room had become aware of itself. The hum in the vents sounded sharper. The fluorescent light above the hall outside the studio door buzzed once, then settled.

At 3:57, the handle turned.

The man who entered looked less theatrical than Jake expected, which made him harder to place.

Mid-fifties, perhaps. Dark wool coat, dark gloves, no umbrella despite the rain. His hair was iron gray and cut short. His face might have been called handsome once, though now it had gone severe in the way some faces do when expression becomes a habit rather than a reaction. He carried no bag, no folder, no phone. His shoes were wet but clean.

He closed the door behind him and stood for a moment, not looking at Jake, but at Jake’s reflection in the window.

It was such a small thing that Jake almost missed it.

Then the man turned and smiled with a kind of grave courtesy.

“Mr. Thorne,” he said.

His voice was lower than Jake expected. Not dramatic. Not hushed. It had the steadiness of someone reading from a text he had long since memorized.

“Jake is fine,” Jake said. “You can take a seat.”

The man removed his gloves finger by finger and placed them neatly beside one of the water glasses. His hands were pale, the knuckles marked with old scars that looked almost surgical. He sat.

Jake sat across from him and clicked open his notebook.

“For the record,” Jake said, “I need your name.”

The man glanced at the recorder, then back to Jake.

“You may call me Daniel.”

“Your full name.”

Daniel’s expression did not change. “That would not help you.”

Jake gave him a thin smile. “It helps my lawyers.”

“Then they can call me Daniel too.”

It was the sort of answer that usually annoyed him. Today it only sharpened his attention.

He reached forward and pressed the recorder. A red light came on.

“Interview with Daniel,” he said, watching the levels rise. “Studio B. Four p.m. Please state, in your own words, why you contacted me.”

Daniel folded his hands.

“Because you have asked the wrong questions about death,” he said. “And because they have noticed you are beginning to remember.”

Jake looked up from the notebook.

“Who is ‘they’?”

Daniel tilted his head, almost sympathetically. “You are in a hurry.”

Jake had trained himself not to react to lines like that. He wrote a few words instead—deflection, confidence, rehearsed?—and said, “Let’s start with your email. You wrote that you were an Archon before you were born. Explain what you mean by that.”

Outside the window a siren moved somewhere along the river road and dwindled.

Daniel’s gaze drifted, briefly, to the city beyond the glass.

“You use religious language because history damaged the cleaner words,” he said. “Archon is one of the names that survived. It is not a species. It is not a mythological costume. It is a function.”

“In what system?”

Daniel looked back at him. “In the one you are standing inside.”

Jake let a beat pass.

“You mean the world.”

“I mean the enclosure.”

Jake’s pen paused. “The simulation.”

Daniel smiled faintly. “That is one of your era’s preferred metaphors. It flatters machines. But yes. Close enough to begin.”

Jake had interviewed enough gurus and theorists to know when a person was trying to build authority through ambiguity: answer in abstractions, stay a half-step above the question, force the other person to chase. It was an old trick. Effective, if you let it be.

He leaned back a little in his chair.

“Let’s assume I’m listening,” he said. “What is the enclosure for?”

Daniel’s eyes settled on him with a concentration that felt strangely personal.

“Retention,” he said. “Interruption. Harvest.”

Jake wrote the words down because they were good words, whether true or not.

“Harvest of what?”

“Attention first. Fear most efficiently. Memory whenever possible.”

Jake gave a soft breath that might have been a laugh.

“Memory.”

“Yes.”

“You say that like it’s a resource.”

“It is.”

The answer came so quickly that Jake looked up again.

Daniel sat without moving, hands folded, shoulders loose, no visible effort in him at all. He did not seem eager to persuade. He did not seem eager for anything. Jake had learned to distrust that more than zeal.

“Okay,” Jake said. “Walk me through this. You claim the world is an enclosure, run by Archons, and there’s a ‘wheel’ doing something to memory after death.”

“Yes.”

“And you claim to remember this because you were one of them.”

“I was in service to that order,” Daniel said. “Long ago. Before this life.”

“Why tell me?”

Daniel looked at him for a moment longer than was comfortable.

“Because you have begun to hear the seam.”

The room seemed to narrow around the sentence.

Jake set the pen down carefully.

“Explain that.”

Daniel’s gaze shifted to the left wall, where the acoustic panel met the ceiling at a rough line.

“The sound in your apartment begins at 3:11,” he said. “Usually in the north wall, behind the bookshelf. Three knocks, then a drag. You wait. It happens again. You tell yourself it is heat in old pipes because your father taught you that fear is a form of stupidity.”

Jake did not move.

Rain tapped the window.

The recorder’s red light held steady.

Daniel went on, in the same calm voice.

“When you were thirteen, the sound changed for one winter. It became a high metallic whine, only after midnight. You put a towel at the base of your bedroom door so your mother would not hear you crying.”

Jake’s mouth had gone dry.

He found his voice by habit.

“Did you look me up?” he asked.

Daniel blinked once, slowly. “Where?”

Jake stared at him.

“People leave trails,” he said. “School friends. Exes. Interviews. You can find things.”

Daniel’s expression softened—not with kindness, Jake thought, but with something like patience.

“Not this,” he said.

Jake reached for the water and drank without taking his eyes off him.

He was aware, suddenly and in fragments, of everything in the room: the papery smell of the acoustic foam, the faint vibration in the tabletop from the building’s HVAC, the ache at the base of his neck from sleeping on the couch, the click of rain against the window frame. He hated that he was aware of it. It felt like his body trying to leave clues for later.

He set the glass down.

“Suppose,” he said, “for the sake of argument, I believe you know something private. That still doesn’t prove any of what you’re saying. It proves you came prepared.”

Daniel nodded once. “Good.”

The answer surprised him.

“Good?” Jake repeated.

“You should not believe quickly,” Daniel said. “The enclosure depends on reaction. Belief and disbelief are both forms of obedience when they happen too fast.”

Jake looked at him for a long moment, then opened the notebook again.

“Fine. Let’s stay slow.” He wrote the sentence down verbatim. “What is the wheel?”

Daniel was quiet. For the first time since he’d entered, he looked not composed but careful.

“When a human body fails,” he said, “consciousness does not vanish. It enters a transitional field. There are pathways there. Some are natural. Some are not. The wheel is an imposed mechanism inside that field—an engine of return.”

“Reincarnation.”

“Managed reincarnation.”

“By Archons.”

“By the order that governs this enclosure.”

Jake tapped his pen once on the table.

“You keep saying ‘order.’ Why not just say ‘you’?”

Daniel’s eyes flicked to the recorder, then back.

“Because I am no longer in service.”

The sentence sat between them.

Jake had expected grandiosity, maybe menace, maybe some cult recruiter’s rhythm. He had not expected that note: not guilt, exactly, but a kind of exhausted clarity.

“Why not?” Jake asked.

Daniel’s jaw tightened, so slightly Jake might have imagined it.

“Because I remembered something they had taken from me as well.”

Jake waited. Daniel did not continue.

The silence lengthened.

Somewhere in the hall, a door opened and closed. The sound came through the insulation as a dull, distant thud.

Jake said, “What did they take?”

Daniel looked at him, and for a moment the older man’s face changed. Not dramatically. A shadow crossing a window, nothing more. But the steadiness in him slipped, and Jake saw beneath it some private ruin held in place by discipline.

“A daughter,” Daniel said.

Jake felt his own body react before his mind did: shoulders tightening, fingers going cold.

There was a photograph in his wallet of Hannah at nine in a yellow raincoat, one boot untied, laughing at something outside the frame. He almost never looked at it. He carried it anyway.

He said, carefully, “I’m sorry.”

Daniel’s expression returned to its earlier stillness.

“As was I,” he said.

Jake looked down at the notebook and saw he had written daughter twice, hard enough to score the page.

He turned it.

“Let me ask this another way,” he said. “If what you’re describing is real, why come to a podcaster? Why me? Why not a scientist, a priest, a government office, whatever version of authority you think still exists?”

Daniel’s smile this time was almost visible.

“Because authority is one of the enclosure’s costumes,” he said. “And because your work is listened to by the people who have started waking at the wrong hour.”

Jake almost interrupted, then stopped himself.

Daniel leaned back for the first time, the chair giving a faint creak.

“Do you know what your audience writes to you, Mr. Thorne?” he asked.

Jake gave him a flat look. “You tell me.”

“They say they hear things before storms. They say they dream of staircases and circular rooms. They say strangers recognize them in train stations and then deny it. They say children speak in old voices for a year and forget. They say they feel watched in hospitals, and calm in graveyards, and ashamed without cause in churches built on older sites.” He paused. “They say they do not feel born. They feel processed.”

Jake’s chest tightened in a way he disliked because it felt too much like agreement.

Those emails came in every week. He had read hundreds. He had built whole episodes around the less implausible ones, framed with skepticism and clinical language and just enough empathy not to sound cruel. He knew the pattern. He knew people under stress reached for symbolic order. He knew trauma repeated itself in dreams and sensation and inherited fear.

He also knew Daniel had just summarized his inbox better than anyone outside the show.

Jake looked at the recorder, then at the man across from him.

“Who sent you?” he asked quietly.

Daniel’s eyes hardened, not with anger but with certainty.

“No one sends me now.”

“Then how did you find me?”

“I have watched you for some time.”

Jake’s fingers closed around the pen.

“That’s a dangerous sentence.”

“Yes.”

Daniel said it plainly, with no apology, and Jake felt a flare of real anger at last—clean, useful anger.

He leaned forward.

“Listen to me. If you know things about me you shouldn’t know, and you’ve been watching me, and you came into this building using a code you weren’t given, then what you are describing is not metaphysics. It’s harassment. So if you want this interview to continue, you’re going to stop speaking in riddles and tell me exactly what you know and how you know it.”

The words landed harder than he intended. The room held them.

Daniel did not look away.

Then, very softly, he said, “You died once in March, and they sent you back because you looked at the wrong face before the field closed.”

Jake heard himself laugh—one sharp, disbelieving sound.

“That’s enough.”

He reached for the recorder.

Daniel spoke over the movement, not louder, but with an urgency that was new.

“On the overpass,” he said. “Black ice. Your car hit the barrier and spun. You tasted blood and windshield dust. There was a woman standing in the road where no one could have stood. She did not move. She had no reflection in the glass.”

Jake’s hand stopped above the recorder.

The room went silent except for the rain.

He had never told that story on air.

He had told no one the part about the woman.

He had told Mara the car spun. He had told the insurance company he lost control. He had told himself concussion did strange things to light. But in the split second before the impact, there had been a figure in the lane ahead—still as a photograph, dress lifting in the wind, face unreadable, not frightened, not warning him, only watching.

No headlights passed through her.

When he came to, his front airbags had burst and the guardrail was bent and there was no one on the road.

The doctor in emergency said shock could do remarkable things.

Jake stared at Daniel across the table.

His voice came out thin. “Who are you?”

Daniel held his gaze.

“I told you,” he said. “A function that failed.”

Jake swallowed.

“No,” he said. “Tell me what you are now.”

For the first time, Daniel looked tired.

Outside, a bus crawled through the rain below, its windows banded with dull yellow light. In the hallway, the fluorescent buzz returned for a second, then died again.

Daniel unfolded his hands and placed one palm flat on the scarred tabletop between them. The scars across his knuckles were whiter up close than Jake had first thought. Burn marks, perhaps. Or restraints.

“When an instrument is used long enough,” Daniel said, “it begins to retain the shape of what passes through it. Even after it is broken.”

Jake did not write this down.

Daniel went on.

“I am what remains of an Archon after memory returns but rank does not. I can see some of the machinery, not all of it. I can hear the wheel when it turns near a death. I can recognize those who strike the seam with their thoughts.” He held Jake’s eyes. “You do that often now.”

Jake’s heart was beating too hard. He hated that he could feel it in his throat.

“Why me?” he asked again, because all the better questions had left him.

Daniel’s answer came without pause.

“Because your sister was not meant to be taken at fourteen, and you have spent twenty years asking the wrong god why.”

Jake did not move.

The air in the studio felt wrong—too thin, as if a window had been opened somewhere and none of them had heard it.

Hannah’s name did not need to be spoken. The age was enough.

Jake felt the old reflex rise in him, the one that had carried him through funerals and paperwork and the first months after: flatten your face, slow your breathing, answer later, if at all. He used it now because there was nothing else to use.

He said, after a long time, “This interview is over.”

Daniel nodded.

“I know.”

He stood.

Jake stayed seated, hand still near the recorder, as if ending the recording would make the room ordinary again.

Daniel put on his gloves with the same neat, deliberate movements he had used when removing them. At the door, he paused, one hand on the handle.

“When the sound comes tonight,” he said, without turning, “do not answer it on the third knock.”

Jake found his voice enough to say, “What sound?”

Daniel opened the door.

“The one that has started answering back.”

Then he left.

Jake sat alone in the hum of the studio, the recorder still running, the red light steady as a wound.

For several seconds—five, perhaps ten—he did not move at all.

Then the fluorescent in the hallway flickered twice.

And from somewhere inside the left wall, behind the acoustic panel nearest the ceiling, there came three slow knocks, followed by the sound of something dragging itself gently across the other side.
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Jake left the recorder running until the wall went quiet.

He did not realize he was still sitting there until the silence changed shape around him and became ordinary again—the vents, the rain, the fluorescent buzzing in the hall. His hand was cramped around the edge of the table. When he unclenched it, there were half-moon marks in his palm.

He reached forward and stopped the recording.

For a moment he only stared at the machine, at the red light gone dark, at his own reflection warped in its plastic face. Then he stood too quickly, felt the room shift under him, and put a hand on the table until the tilt passed.

The left wall was blank gray paneling, pinned in clean squares from floor to ceiling.

Nothing moved.

He crossed to it anyway.

Up close, he could smell dust and adhesive and the faint synthetic smell of old foam. He put his ear to the panel where he thought the sound had come from. Cold fabric brushed his cheek. He heard nothing but the building—a far-off elevator, a pipe ticking, someone laughing faintly down the hall.

He stepped back and looked at the seam near the ceiling.

It was impossible to know, afterward, what he expected. A crack, maybe. A loose panel. A nest of wires. Some stupid explanation with a shape he could hate. Instead there was only the wall and his own breath coming too fast.

Jake turned off the studio lights, took the recorder, and left.

Mara was in the control room with her headphones around her neck, one foot tucked under her in the chair, eating almonds from a paper cup while she stared at a waveform on the screen.

She glanced up when he came in.

“You look like hell,” she said.

Jake set the recorder down more carefully than necessary. “Thanks.”

“I mean worse than usual. Did your guy bite you?”

He gave a short laugh that didn’t belong to him. Mara watched him over the rim of the paper cup, eyes narrowing.

“How’d it go?”

Jake shrugged off his jacket and hung it over the back of the chair. “Strange.”

“That narrows it down for our show.”

“Mara.”

She put the cup down. “Jake.”

He should have told her. He knew that as clearly as he knew the room’s dimensions. She would have listened, then asked the right questions, then said something blunt and sane that would have annoyed him enough to help. That was what she was good at—cutting a clean line through his moods before they hardened into habits.

Instead he said, “I want to hear playback first.”

“Now?”

“Yeah.”

Mara looked at him another second, then rolled her chair aside. “Fine. Put it up.”

He connected the recorder with steadier hands than he felt. The file populated on the monitor: B_STUDIO_0414.wav. Forty-seven minutes.

Mara whistled softly. “Long one.”

Jake did not answer.

She scrubbed to the start and hit play.

The room filled with his own voice: flat, professional, a little too controlled. The usual opening. Date, studio, consent. Then Daniel’s voice, low and even:

Because you have asked the wrong questions about death.

Mara stopped chewing.

“Okay,” she said. “I hate him already.”

Jake stood behind her, one hand on the back of the chair.

They listened through the first ten minutes without speaking. Daniel’s language sounded the same in playback—measured, precise, almost courteous. But without the man in front of him, Jake heard other things: the slight delay before certain answers, as if Daniel were listening for something beneath the question; the way the room tone seemed to flatten whenever he said wheel; a faint hiss under one stretch of tape that came and went like breath too close to the mic.

Mara paused at minute twelve.

“Hold on.”

She rewound a few seconds and played it again.

Daniel’s voice: The world—

Then a burst of static, soft but dense, like a hand brushing cloth over the microphone.

Then: —the enclosure.

Mara frowned. “That happened in the room?”

Jake tried to remember. “I don’t think so.”

She replayed it a third time, zoomed the waveform, and made a face.

“Signal clipped weirdly. Could be cable interference.” She glanced up at him. “Did he have anything on him? Phone, transmitter, one of those little RF toys people use to spook ghost-hunter channels?”

“No.”

“You check?”

Jake said nothing.

Mara leaned back and studied him. “What did he say to you off-mic?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He looked at the screen instead of her. “He knew things.”

Mara went still.

“What kind of things?”

Jake felt the words rise and stop behind his teeth. He was suddenly angry at how difficult they were to say, how childish they sounded before they were even spoken.

“He knew about the walls,” he said at last. “The sounds in my apartment.”

Mara blinked.

“That’s it?”

“No.”

He swallowed. “He knew about the accident on the overpass.”

Her expression changed—not to belief, but to attention.

“You told people about the accident.”

“Not all of it.”

Mara turned in her chair to face him fully. “Jake, if someone dug into your life and came in rehearsed, that’s bad but it’s not supernatural. Did he threaten you?”

“No.”

“Did he touch you?”

“No.”

“Then breathe.”

He almost snapped at her, and the fact that he almost did embarrassed him enough to stop.

Mara reached over, hit save on the session, and stood.

“Listen to me,” she said, softer now. “I know your face. You get this look when someone hits a nerve and your brain starts building cathedrals around it. Don’t do that tonight. Go home. Eat something. Sleep. Tomorrow we can pull his email headers, check the front desk cameras, find out how he got in.”

Jake nodded because she was right, because this was sensible, because he needed something in the room to be ordinary.

Mara picked up her cup and jacket.

“And text me when you get home.”

“I’m forty-two.”

“And I’m not your mother. Text me anyway.”

She left before he could refuse.

Jake stood alone in the control room, staring at the paused waveform on the monitor. Daniel’s voice was frozen there in blue peaks and valleys, a shape without a face.

He sat, put on the headphones, and listened to the last minute of the interview by himself.

When the sound comes tonight, do not answer it on the third knock.

Then his own voice, strained and too thin: What sound?

Then Daniel, from the doorway, almost gentle:

The one that has started answering back.

The tape ended in room hum.

Jake removed the headphones and shut the computer down.

Outside, the rain had thinned to a fine mist by the time he reached the street. The city smelled like wet concrete and engine heat. People moved past him with collars up and heads down, lit blue-white by their phones, each in a small private weather of urgency. A bus hissed to the curb, doors folding open and shut. Somewhere nearby a man shouted and another man laughed.

Jake stood under the awning with his keys in his hand and looked at his reflection in the glass door.

He looked normal enough. Tired, yes. Pale. A little older than he felt in his head. But not haunted. Not chosen. Not any of the things the people on his show sometimes wanted him to be for them—the witness, the skeptic-priest, the man who looked into darkness on their behalf and came back with names.

Just a man in a damp coat with a recording in his pocket.

He started walking.

The apartment was five blocks away, on a street lined with old brick buildings cut into narrow units decades before he was born. The lobby smelled of radiator heat and bleach. Someone had left a flyer for guitar lessons under the mailboxes. The super had taped a note beside the elevator again—NO GARBAGE IN SHAFT. THIS MEANS YOU, 4C.

Jake took the stairs.

By the second landing he was listening.

He hated himself for it. Every sound made him listen harder: pipes knocking, a television laugh track through plaster, a dog’s claws clicking on wood. At his floor, the hallway light near his door flickered once, then held.

His apartment was exactly as he’d left it that morning.

Lamp on by the couch. Mug in the sink. A stack of books on the floor by the radiator because he’d bought shelves six months ago and never put them up. The television remote under the coffee table. The stale smell of old coffee and rain-damp wool.

He locked the door, checked it, and stood with one hand still on the deadbolt.

Nothing.

No knocks. No dragging. No voice in the walls.

He exhaled and told himself, with deliberate contempt, that this was what happened when a manipulative old man got a clean line into your grief.

He put water on for tea and turned on every light in the apartment.

The kitchen light was too bright, the living room lamp too yellow, the hallway bulb too weak. Together they made the place look like a stage set trying to pass for home. Jake moved through the rooms switching on lamps he never used: the one by the bedroom chair, the one on the narrow desk under the window, the little light over the stove. He left the bathroom dark for some reason and then hated the dark doorway until he turned that on too.

He made tea and did not drink it.

He took the recorder from his coat pocket and set it on the kitchen table.

After a minute he moved it to the counter.

After another minute he picked it up and put it back in his pocket.

At 8:41, Mara texted.

Home?

He stared at the message, then typed:

Yeah. Fine.

Three dots appeared. Vanished. Appeared again.

Don’t listen to creeps before bed. Put on baseball highlights or cartoons.

Jake almost smiled.

Bossy.

Alive. Night.

He put the phone face down.

For the next hour he did ordinary things with unnecessary concentration. He rinsed the mug in the sink. He sorted mail into small piles. He opened the draft on his laptop and reread a paragraph he’d written three days ago about false memory communities online. He deleted a sentence. Put it back. Deleted it again.

At 10:17, he realized he had been watching the clock.

At 10:43, the heat in the building kicked on with a long shudder through the pipes, and his shoulders jumped so hard he swore out loud.

At 11:08, he sat on the couch with the recorder in his hand and played the final warning again.

Do not answer it on the third knock.

“What does answer mean?” he said to the empty room.

His own voice sounded wrong in it.

By midnight, the rain had stopped completely. The city outside the windows went quieter in layers. Traffic thinned. A siren passed far off and did not return. The upstairs neighbors dragged something heavy across their floor and then, mercifully, went still.

Jake turned off the television because he wasn’t watching it.

The apartment settled around him in little clicks and sighs.

He looked at the wall behind the bookshelf.

North wall, Daniel had said.

It was an ugly wall—patched plaster, two outlets painted over at least once, a hairline crack near the baseboard where the super kept promising to recaulk. The bookshelf covered most of it, bowed in the middle under the weight of paperbacks and hardcovers and old notebooks. There was nothing uncanny about it. He had lived with it for twelve years.

At 2:39, he dozed off sitting up.

He woke with a cramp in his neck and a line of drool cooling on his wrist. The room had changed color. That thin pre-dawn dark, blue and metallic.

He wiped his face, checked the clock on the cable box.

3:10

Jake sat very still.

The apartment hummed. Refrigerator. Radiator. Somewhere, water moving through old pipes.

3:11

The first knock came from inside the north wall.

It was not loud.

It was worse than loud.

A slow, deliberate rap, as if someone had found the plaster from the other side and was testing it with the flat of a knuckle.

Jake’s body went cold all at once. He did not breathe.

A second knock. Same spacing. Same weight.

Then silence.

He stared at the bookshelf.

Every object in the room had edges now. The lamp shade. The mug on the coffee table. The frayed cuff of his sleeve. His own hand gripping the recorder so tightly his thumb hurt.

In the silence, he heard a faint scraping start low in the wall and drag upward, slow and uneven, then stop.

Jake stood without deciding to.

The recorder slipped in his damp hand. He caught it, hit record by instinct, and took one step toward the bookshelf.

The red light came on.

His mouth was dry enough to hurt.

He told himself to count. To observe. To be useful.

The wall was still.

Then came the third knock.

Not from the north wall.

From the front door.

Jake turned so fast his heel caught the edge of the rug and sent him into the side table. The lamp rocked, steadied. He stood there, heart kicking at his ribs, staring at the door.

Three inches of painted wood and a deadbolt.

No peephole shadow.

No hallway footsteps.

Then, from the north wall behind him, a sound like someone exhaling through wet cloth.

Jake’s scalp prickled.

Do not answer it on the third knock.

He took one step toward the door and stopped.

“Who’s there?” he heard himself say.

The words were barely louder than the refrigerator.

Silence answered.

Then, very softly, from the recorder in his hand—













