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CHAPTER ONE
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NOLAN

The bass hits me before I round the corner.

It's deep enough to rattle the fire extinguisher case at the end of the hall — a low, insistent thud that vibrates through the linoleum and up through the soles of my sneakers like a second heartbeat. I check my phone. 11:47 PM. Thirteen minutes before quiet hours, which means whoever is responsible for this is technically not in violation yet, but we both know where this is headed.

I know whose room it is before I get to the door. The same way I know my own schedule, my floor plan, the exact number of incident reports I've filed this semester (fourteen). I know because Room 312 has been a recurring problem since move-in day, and the name on the housing roster reads like a warning label I should have taken more seriously.

Cade Rivers. Sophomore. Undeclared.

Undeclared. Even his major is a middle finger.

The hallway is mostly clear — a couple of students from 3 West glance at me as I pass, registering the clipboard under my arm and the expression on my face, and decide they have somewhere else to be. Smart. My floor knows what this walk looks like. Measured steps. Straight posture. The particular jaw set that one of my residents described to another as "the face he makes before he ruins your night." I overheard that in the kitchen last month. I didn't correct them.

I stop outside 312 and listen. Bass. Laughter. At least a dozen voices overlapping. Someone shrieks — delighted, not distressed — and a glass clinks against something hard. The door isn't fully closed. It's cracked about two inches, and through the gap I can see a slice of the scene inside: bodies, low light, the unmistakable amber glint of a liquor bottle catching the desk lamp.

I knock three times. Firm, even, official. The music doesn't stop, but the laughter dips. I hear someone mutter "shit" and then a voice — his voice, lazy and warm and completely unconcerned — says, "It's open."

I push the door wide.

The room looks like a frat party compressed into a space designed for two people and their textbooks. Fifteen bodies, at least — sitting on beds, perched on desks, crammed onto the floor with their backs against the mini fridge. The Bluetooth speaker on the windowsill is rattling hard enough to walk itself toward the edge. There's a handle of Smirnoff barely concealed behind a backpack near the closet, two open cans of White Claw on the desk, and a stack of red Solo cups that someone apparently thought were subtle.

And in the center of it, leaning against the far wall with a cup in his hand and his hoodie sleeves pushed to his elbows, is Cade Rivers.

He sees me and does the thing he always does — the thing that makes every interaction with him feel like trying to enforce traffic laws during a car chase. He doesn't flinch. He doesn't scramble to hide the cup. He meets my eyes, and his mouth pulls into a grin so sharp and easy it could cut the tension in half if I let it.

I don't let it.

"Everyone out." I say it once. I don't raise my voice. I don't need to. The clipboard and the lanyard do most of the work, and the rest is handled by the fact that I've been doing this long enough to know that authority is quieter than people expect. Loud is negotiable. Calm is not.

The room empties in under a minute. Students file past me with varying degrees of guilt on their faces — a few mumble apologies, one girl tries to explain that she was "just leaving anyway," a guy I recognize from the third-floor study group avoids my eyes entirely. I note faces. I'll cross-reference with the guest policy later.

Cade doesn't move.

The speaker is still going — some lo-fi hip-hop track that would be perfectly appropriate at a normal volume in a room that wasn't currently a crime scene. I cross the room, press the power button, and the silence that follows is immediate and absolute. The room feels twice as large without the noise.

"You going to stand there, or do you want to sit down?" he asks, like he's the host and I'm the one who showed up uninvited.

"I'm going to stand here and write an incident report," I say. I pull the form from under the clipboard. "You're going to answer the questions on it."

He lifts his cup in a mock toast. "Can I finish my drink first?"

"You can pour it out."

He holds my gaze for a beat — two, three — then tips the cup upside down over his trash can. Whatever's in it splashes against the plastic liner. He sets the empty cup on his desk with a precision that feels deliberate, like he's placing a chess piece.

"Happy?"

"Thrilled."

I pull the desk chair out and sit. It's the only clear surface in the room that isn't a bed, and I'm not sitting on his bed. I uncap my pen and start the form. Date, time, room number, nature of violation. The bureaucratic rhythm of it settles something in my chest — the same way making my bed at 6 AM does, or reorganizing my desk drawer when I can't sleep. Structure isn't a personality flaw. It's a survival strategy.

Cade drops onto the edge of his bed across from me, legs spread, elbows on his knees. He's wearing a black hoodie that's a size too big, ripped jeans, and the kind of worn-in Converse that cost more than they look like they should. His dark hair is shoved back from his face but falling forward again, curling at his temples in a way that suggests he either doesn't own a comb or doesn't believe in them. The silver hoop in his left ear catches the lamplight.

I keep my eyes on the form. "How many guests were in this room tonight?"

"Depends. Are you counting me?"

"You live here."

"Just making sure you know that."

I write approx. 15 guests. "Were any of them registered with the front desk?"

"We're not a hotel, Mercer."

"Answer the question."

He leans back on his hands, and the hoodie shifts, sliding off one shoulder to show the edge of a collarbone and the strap of a tank top underneath. He's not doing it on purpose. Or he is. With Rivers, the line between careless and calculated is so thin it might not exist.

"No," he says. "None of them were registered."

"Alcohol?"

"Allegedly."

I look up. He's watching me the way he always watches me — like I'm a show he didn't plan on enjoying but can't turn off. His eyes are dark brown, almost black in this light, and there's something in them that isn't quite defiance. It's closer to curiosity. Like he's trying to figure out what I'd look like if I stopped performing this version of myself.

"I can see the vodka from here," I say. "It's behind your backpack."

He glances over his shoulder, then back at me. "For the record, that's not mine."

"Whose is it?"

"I don't know her name. She was cute, though."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the best one I've got."

I write alcohol present, resident claims no ownership and know that every word of it will look exactly as weak as it sounds. Devon is going to read this report tomorrow morning with that expression he gets — the one that's half concern and half performance review — and I'm going to have to justify why my floor is, for the third time this month, the source of a noise complaint that reached the second floor.

"You realize," I say, capping my pen, "that this is your second incident in four weeks."

"I'm an overachiever."

"You're on thin ice, Rivers. One more formal complaint and this goes to housing review. That means a committee, a hearing, and a real possibility that you get reassigned or removed from Whitmore entirely."

Something flickers across his face. Not fear — he's too good at this for fear — but something close to attention. He sits forward slightly, and the shift brings him a foot closer to me. The room isn't big enough for this. None of the rooms on this floor are big enough for the way Cade Rivers fills space.

"Removed," he repeats. "You mean kicked out."

"I mean reassigned. But the practical effect is the same."

"And you'd do that? Write me up enough to make it happen?"

"I wouldn't have to. The policy does it on its own."

"Right." He nods slowly, like he's considering this. Then that grin resurfaces — not the sharp one from before, something softer, more deliberate. "But you're the one enforcing it. You're the one who shows up at my door at midnight and tells me how much trouble I'm in." He tilts his head. "You ever think maybe you like it?"

The question lands somewhere between my ribs and my spine. It's not what he said — it's how he said it. Low, easy, like he's testing the weight of a theory he's had for a while and finally decided to try out loud.

I don't react. I've spent twenty-two years not reacting to things that would be easier to react to, and I'm exceptionally good at it. My mother's empty bottles lined up on the kitchen counter. My high school counselor's careful voice asking if everything was okay at home. A guy named Derek at a party sophomore year of high school whose mouth tasted like cheap beer and whose hand on my hip made me feel something I filed away under not relevant and never reopened.

Not reacting is the thing I'm best at. Better than psychology. Better than floor management. Better than anything.

"What I think," I say, standing, "is that you should take the next two weeks to demonstrate that you can follow the code of conduct you signed at the beginning of the semester. Quiet hours, guest policy, substance-free building regulations. All of it."

I tear off the carbon copy — his copy — and hold it out.

He stands, too. He's shorter than me by about two inches, but he's got a presence that ignores the math. Broad shoulders. The kind of build that comes from swimming or climbing or whatever rich kids do instead of team sports. He's standing close enough that I can see the scar through his eyebrow — thin, slightly raised, the kind of small imperfection that draws the eye exactly because everything else about his face is so irritatingly symmetrical.

He takes the form. Our fingers don't touch. I'm aware of this the way I'm aware of the distance between furniture in a room I've measured — precisely, and for reasons I don't examine.

"Two weeks," he says. "And then what?"

"And then we see where you stand."

"Where I stand." He folds the incident report in half, then in quarters, then tucks it into the back pocket of his jeans like it's a phone number. "You know, most people just say 'don't do it again.'"

"I'm not most people."

"No." His eyes hold mine for one beat longer than they should. "You're really not."

He steps back. I step toward the door. The whole interaction has taken maybe twelve minutes, and I'm already assembling the report in my head — timestamps, names I recognized, details for Devon's morning review. Routine. This is routine.

"Mercer."

I stop in the doorway. Don't turn around.

"You look tense," he says. "You should have a drink sometime."

"Goodnight, Rivers."

I pull the door shut behind me and walk back down the hall. My footsteps are even. My posture is straight. I am a person who has just done his job competently and without incident, and there is absolutely no reason for the prickling heat at the back of my neck or the particular tightness in my jaw that only shows up when I've been clenching it without noticing.

Back in my room, I log the report. It takes four minutes. I format it cleanly, attach it to the digital file, CC Devon, and close my laptop. Then I brush my teeth for exactly two minutes — timed, because dental hygiene is one of those things people get lazy about, and I don't get lazy about anything. I wash my face. I set my alarm for 6:15 AM. I get into bed.

I lie there.

The ceiling is the same ceiling I've stared at every night for seven months. Hairline crack near the light fixture. Water stain from the leak last November that maintenance painted over but didn't fix. I know every inch of this room because knowing every inch of every room is what I do. It's how I keep the world from sliding sideways.

I don't think about the way Rivers looked at me. I don't think about the hoodie falling off his shoulder, or the scar through his eyebrow, or the particular way he said you ever think maybe you like it — like he was handing me a lit match and waiting to see if I'd drop it or close my fist around it.

I don't think about any of it. I'm very disciplined about what I think about.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand.

I pick it up. Unknown number. The text is three lines:

For the record, the vodka wasn't mine.

But I'll take the blame if you want someone to punish.

— Your favorite problem, 312

I read it once. Then again. The screen light casts blue shadows across the ceiling, and something in my chest does a thing I don't have a clinical term for — a compression, a skip, a brief and total failure of the system I've built to keep exactly this kind of chaos on the other side of the door.

I don't save the number.

I don't delete it either.

I put the phone face-down on the nightstand, pull the sheets to my chest, and close my eyes.

Sleep doesn't come for a long time.

And when it does, I dream about stairwells.
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CHAPTER TWO
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CADE

I wake up with a headache that tastes like regret and bottom-shelf vodka, which is ironic, because I didn't even drink that much. Two cups, maybe three. The party was never about getting wasted — it was about noise, bodies, the comfortable chaos of fifteen people in a room designed for two. I like a crowd. A crowd means no one looks too closely.

My roommate's bed is empty. Miles has been at his girlfriend's apartment four nights out of seven since September, which means I essentially have a single with twice the square footage and a mini fridge I don't have to share. It's the best housing arrangement I've ever had, and I secured it by doing absolutely nothing except being the kind of person a nice kid from Connecticut wants to spend as little time around as possible.

I roll onto my back. The ceiling has a water stain that looks like a dog if you squint. I've named it Gerald. Gerald doesn't judge me.

The incident report is on my desk where I left it last night — unfolded from my back pocket, smoothed flat, crease lines running through the center like fault lines. Nolan Mercer's handwriting is exactly what you'd expect: small, precise, every letter legible. No shortcuts. No scribbled abbreviations. The kind of penmanship that suggests he was the kid who finished his homework in pen and never needed to erase anything.

I get up, grab a thumbtack from my desk drawer, and pin the report to my corkboard next to a postcard from Barcelona that my brother sent last summer (showing off), a photo strip of me and Mara making stupid faces at the campus carnival, and the printed syllabus for an Intro to Art History class I'm auditing without telling anyone.

The write-up looks good up there. Like a souvenir.

My phone is at nine percent and I haven't plugged it in because I'm the kind of person who lives on the edge of a dead battery and calls it excitement. I check the text thread I opened last night — the one I sent to the number I pulled from the RA contact sheet taped to the hallway bulletin board. Three messages from me. Zero from him.

He didn't reply. He also didn't block me. And in the economy of Nolan Mercer, where every action is deliberate and every non-action is louder, that silence says more than a paragraph.

I plug in the phone and go take a shower.

•  •  •
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The water pressure in Whitmore Hall is either scalding or hypothermic, no middle ground, and this morning it's running hot enough to turn the bathroom into a steam room. I stand under it longer than I need to, letting the heat work through the knot at the base of my skull, and try not to think about the way Mercer looked standing in my doorway last night.

I fail.

Here's the thing about Nolan Mercer: he shouldn't be interesting. He's an RA. He carries a clipboard. He wears solid-colored t-shirts that fit like they were bought by someone who read a guide on "building a minimalist wardrobe" and followed it to the letter. His hair is always brushed back, his jaw is always clean, his posture is always the kind of straight that makes you wonder if he's ever leaned against anything in his life.

He's uptight. He's rigid. He's the human equivalent of a filed tax return.

And I can't stop thinking about his hands.

They're not remarkable hands, objectively. Long fingers, clean nails, a slim silver watch on his left wrist that he adjusts when he's thinking. But last night, when he was writing my incident report at my desk — my chair, my space, three feet from my bed — those hands moved with a certainty that made my chest tight. Like every stroke of the pen was a decision he'd already made and was just executing. No hesitation. No wasted motion.

I wonder what else he does with that kind of focus.

I turn the water to cold. It doesn't help.

•  •  •
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My father calls at 10:14 AM, which is 7:14 his time in San Francisco, which means he squeezed me in between his morning run and his first meeting. I'm somewhere between flattered and insulted that I fit in a twenty-minute gap.

"Cade." Not a greeting — an attendance check. My father says my name the way other people say next.

"Morning, Dad."

"I spoke with your academic advisor yesterday."

I close my eyes. Right to it, then. "I didn't realize you had her number."

"I have everyone's number. She says you haven't declared a major."

"I'm exploring my options."

"You're a sophomore. The deadline is March."

"Which gives me five months."

"It gives you five months to make a decision you should have made a year ago." A pause. I can hear him pouring coffee — that particular ceramic-on-granite sound from the kitchen island I used to eat cereal at when I was ten, back when the house still felt like a house instead of a showroom for someone else's life. "Have you thought more about the internship? Paul says they'd take you for summer if you apply by February."

Paul. His partner at the firm. The same Paul who took my brother Marcus for his first summer associate gig and turned him into a person who says things like "let's take this offline" without a trace of irony. "I'm thinking about it."

"Thinking about it isn't a plan, Cade."

"I know."

"Your brother had his trajectory mapped by the end of freshman year. Your sister was the same. I'm not comparing—"

"You are, though."

Another pause. Longer this time. My father doesn't get angry — that would require a loss of control he'd never permit. Instead, he gets quiet in a way that makes the silence feel like a verdict. I learned a long time ago that the worst thing Howard Rivers can do isn't yell. It's pause. Let you sit in the space where his disappointment lives and furnish it with your own worst assumptions.

"We'll talk at Thanksgiving," he says. "I'd like you to have a direction by then."

"Sure, Dad."

"Your mother sends her love."

She doesn't. She sends her publicist's version of love, which is a check on the first of every month and an Instagram comment on my birthday. But that's a different wound for a different day.

I hang up. Sit on my bed. Stare at Gerald on the ceiling.

After a minute, I open my notes app and type:

he builds a house out of silence

and calls the empty rooms "expectations"

and wonders why nobody stays

I look at it. Three lines that are either the start of something real or the kind of self-indulgent garbage that proves my father right — that I'm wasting time on things that don't have a return on investment. I close the app without saving, which is its own form of cowardice, and then open it again and hit save, which is its own form of something I don't have a name for yet.

•  •  •
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The next week unfolds like a game I didn't agree to play but keep showing up for.

Monday night, 1 AM. I'm in the third-floor kitchen making ramen because I forgot to eat dinner and the dining hall closed three hours ago. The microwave hums. The fluorescent light above the sink flickers in a rhythm that would give a lesser person a migraine. I'm stirring the noodles with a fork when the door opens and Nolan Mercer walks in.

He's in sweats and a faded navy t-shirt — the most casual I've ever seen him, which for Mercer means he looks like a slightly relaxed version of a J.Crew catalog. He stops when he sees me. His eyes drop to the ramen, then to the clock above the stove, then back to me.

"Kitchen closes at midnight," he says.

"I'm boiling water, not hosting a rave."

His jaw does that thing. That tightening. Like he's biting down on a response he doesn't trust himself to deliver. "Technically, you're in violation of—"

"I'll eat fast." I hold up the fork. "Five minutes. Scout's honor."

"Were you ever a scout?"

"God, no. But I look great in khaki."

He stares at me for a beat that lasts just long enough to be interesting. Then he opens the cabinet, takes out a mug, fills it with water, and puts it in the microwave next to my ramen.

"Tea," he says, before I can comment. "Chamomile."

"Chamomile. At 1 AM. On a Monday."

"Some of us have 8 AM classes."

"Some of us have 8 AM classes and still can't sleep."

That one lands. I see it in the way his shoulders shift — a micro-adjustment, a door closing before I can see what's behind it. He takes his mug when the microwave beeps, drops the tea bag in, and walks out without saying goodnight.

I eat my ramen standing up and think about the dark circles under his eyes that his posture is too disciplined to explain.

•  •  •
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Wednesday. The third-floor lounge is technically closed for carpet cleaning between 3 and 5 PM. I'm there at 3:30, stretched across one of the couches with my art history textbook open on my chest, because the only thing more satisfying than breaking a rule is breaking one that barely qualifies.

Mercer appears at 3:42. I know it's 3:42 because I checked.

"Lounge is closed, Rivers."

"I'm studying."

"You can study in your room."

"My room smells like Miles's protein powder. It's an olfactory assault."

He stands in the doorway, arms crossed, that clipboard nowhere in sight for once. Without it, he looks different. More human. Less armored. His forearms are bare — the sleeves of his henley pushed to his elbows — and I notice for the first time that there's a faint scar on the inside of his left wrist. Thin, old, the kind that could be from anything. I don't ask.

"Ten minutes," he says. "Then you're out."

"Fifteen."

"Twelve."

"Sold."

He almost smiles. It doesn't reach his mouth — it stops somewhere around his eyes, a flicker of warmth that he catches and extinguishes like a match between his fingers. But I see it. And the seeing feels like finding something valuable in a place no one else thought to look.

•  •  •
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Friday. Stairwell B, the back stairs that nobody uses after dark because the lights are half-burned-out and the acoustics make every sound bounce like a handball. Ty and I are sitting on the landing between floors two and three, passing a joint back and forth. It's not my best decision, but the week has been long and my father's voice is still echoing in my skull like a marble in a glass jar, and sometimes the only antidote to a family that treats your existence like a clerical error is a little chemical recalibration.

Ty takes a long drag and passes it back. "You hear they're doing room inspections next week?"

"Where'd you hear that?"

"Sasha. She's got a source in housing."

"Sasha's source in housing is a guy she hooked up with at the volleyball game."

"Reliable intel is reliable intel."

I take a hit, hold it, let the smoke soften the edges. The stairwell is cold — concrete and metal, the kind of space that was designed for function and has never been mistaken for comfort. Below us, a door opens. Footsteps echo. And then a voice — calm, measured, carrying in that particular way that makes acoustics feel personal.

"—I can check on that tomorrow. Let me know if it happens again."

Mercer. One floor down, talking to someone. Probably a resident with a complaint, because his door is apparently always open and his patience is apparently limitless, and I'm starting to suspect that the reason nobody ever asks how he's doing is that they've all decided he doesn't need to be asked.

I stub the joint out against the concrete railing and tuck the roach into my hoodie pocket. Ty gives me a look.

"Since when do you care about getting caught?"

"I don't." I do. Not about the violation — about who catches me. There's a difference between getting written up by a stranger and getting that look from Mercer. The one that's not angry or disappointed but something worse. Analytical. Like he's collecting data on me and I'm not sure what variable I am.

•  •  •
[image: ]


By the end of the week, I've mapped his schedule.

Not on purpose. Not in a premeditated, stalkerish, I-need-professional-help way. In the way you learn the rhythms of a building when you live in it — the same way I know the hot water runs out by 7 AM, and the elevator makes a noise on the third floor that sounds like a distressed cat, and the vending machine in the basement only takes exact change on days that end in Y.

I know that Nolan does rounds at 10 PM and again at midnight. That he's in the RA office from 2 to 4 on Tuesdays and Thursdays for "open hours" that nobody comes to. That he runs at 6 AM — I heard him leave once, through the thin wall between 312 and the hallway, the soft thud of sneakers on linoleum and then the stairwell door. That he eats dinner alone in the dining hall, usually at a corner table, usually with a textbook, and that he never looks up when people walk by.

I know that he's patient with the homesick freshman in 305 who cries on the phone to his mom every Sunday. That he handles the bathroom sink problem in 3 West with the polite firmness of someone who has de-escalated worse than a clogged drain. That he mediated the stolen-sweater dispute between the girls in 318 and 320 with the diplomatic precision of a man who could have a career in hostage negotiation if the psychology thing doesn't pan out.

People respect him. People trust him. People treat him like a fixture — reliable, necessary, load-bearing. Nobody makes him laugh. Nobody asks him what he does when he closes his door and it's just him and the narrow bed and the hairline crack in the ceiling that I'm sure he's cataloged and filed a maintenance request about.

I watch him carry a box of replacement smoke detector batteries down the hall on Thursday afternoon, and I stare at his forearms — the shift of tendons under skin, the way his watch catches the hall light — and something in my chest reorganizes itself without my permission.

I've felt this before. Not often. Not with anyone I've acted on. A guy at the gym freshman year who had shoulders like scaffolding and a laugh I could hear through my earbuds. A barista at the coffee shop near my parents' house who handed me a cup once with both hands and made eye contact that lasted a half-second too long. A swimmer on the varsity team whose back muscles moved like architecture.

Every time, I filed it. Aesthetic appreciation. Admiration. Not the same thing. Not the thing you're worried it is.

But Mercer isn't a passing glance across a gym. Mercer is a five-by-eight office and a clipboard and a voice that does something to my nervous system that I can't redirect, and every time I walk away from him, my body is already calculating the shortest route back.

•  •  •
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Saturday morning. The Roost is crowded with the particular energy of college students recovering from the week — laptops open, lattes deployed, conversations pitched at a volume that suggests everyone thinks their lives are fascinating. Mara is across from me, iced oat latte in hand, septum piercing glinting, wearing the oversized flannel that means she either woke up late or spent the night somewhere she hasn't told me about yet.

"So," she says, stirring her drink with the straw. "How's the floor?"

"Fine."

"Mm-hm. And the uptight RA?"

"What about him?"

"You've mentioned him four times in twenty minutes."

"I have not."

"The kitchen ramen thing. The lounge incident. The way he carries boxes. And you just said 'his handwriting is annoyingly perfect,' which is not a thing normal people notice about their resident assistant."

I take a long sip of my coffee. Mara watches me the way she watches everything — with the patient, dissecting intelligence of someone who took a gender studies class for the credits and stayed because she realized she could weaponize the theory against everyone she knows.

"He's irritating," I say. "I'm observing my enemy."

"Your enemy."

"My nemesis. My administrative adversary."

"The guy whose handwriting you described as 'annoyingly perfect.'"

"That was a critique, not a compliment."

Mara sets down her drink. Folds her hands on the table. The flannel sleeves ride up, exposing the tattoo on her inner wrist — a small line drawing of a moth she got on her eighteenth birthday because, in her words, "butterflies are a cliché and moths are drawn to things that will burn them."

"Cade."

"Mara."

"You know I love you."

"Ominous opener."

"If you're into him, you can just say that."

"I'm not into him. He's my RA. He writes me up. It's a professional antagonism."

"Cool. Then stop looking at his forearms."

I open my mouth. Close it. Take another sip of coffee. Mara, mercifully, doesn't push it. She pivots to the girl in her seminar who cited Jordan Peterson unironically and the moral crisis it caused, and I listen, and I laugh in the right places, and I don't bring up Nolan Mercer again.

When we leave, she hugs me at the door — squeezes once, firm — and says into my ear: "Figure it out before it figures you out." Then she's gone, boots on pavement, flannel trailing behind her like a flag.

I stand on the sidewalk outside The Roost and let the October wind cut through my hoodie and think about what "figuring it out" would even look like. A label. A conversation. A decision to stop pretending that the reason I can't sleep at night is the water stain on my ceiling and not the person whose light stays on three doors down.

•  •  •
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11:48 PM. I'm in bed, phone propped on my chest, scrolling through nothing. The hallway is quiet. Miles is at his girlfriend's. Gerald watches me from the ceiling with the impartial empathy of a water stain who's seen some shit.

A door opens down the hall. Footsteps — measured, even, unmistakable. Then another door. The quiet click of a lock engaging.

Nolan's back in his room. Light off. Day over. Another twelve hours of holding the building together with clipboard and willpower, and now he's alone in his narrow bed with whatever he thinks about when no one's watching. I wonder if he stares at his ceiling, too. I wonder if he has a Gerald.

I open the text thread. My three messages sit there, unanswered, curving along the right side of the screen in blue bubbles that look increasingly desperate the longer I look at them.

For the record, the vodka wasn't mine.

But I'll take the blame if you want someone to punish.

— Your favorite problem, 312

He didn't respond. He didn't block the number. In Nolan Mercer's language — a language I'm teaching myself to read the way you learn a second tongue, by immersion and guesswork and paying attention to the silences between words — that means something. I just don't know what yet.

I close the thread. Open my notes app. The three lines from this morning are still there:

he builds a house out of silence

and calls the empty rooms "expectations"

and wonders why nobody stays

I add a fourth line:

someone should knock.

I save it. Turn off my phone. Roll onto my side and stare at the wall that separates my room from the hallway that leads to his door.

The distance is forty-seven feet. I counted.

I'm not going to knock tonight. I'm not that brave yet.

But I'm also not sleeping, and the dark is full of things I can't rearrange — his jaw, his hands, his voice saying Goodnight, Rivers like a door he's holding shut with both hands — and the only honest thought I have left is the one I've been circling all week like a dog too stubborn to lie down:

I am so completely, catastrophically fucked.
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CHAPTER THREE
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NOLAN

Devon catches me in the stairwell Monday morning with the energy of someone who's been composing a lecture since sunrise.

"Your floor," he says, falling into step beside me. He's carrying a travel mug that says World's Okayest RA — a gift from last year's residents that he displays with the ironic self-awareness of a man who knows he's better than okayest and wants you to know he knows. "Your problem."

"Good morning to you, too."

"Rivers propped the east emergency exit open Saturday night. Fire code violation. The security camera caught it at 12:17 AM." He pulls out his phone, shows me the still: a grainy image of a doorway wedged with what appears to be a textbook, and beyond it, the unmistakable glow of a DoorDash driver's headlights in the parking lot. "He ordered Thai food."

"Through a fire exit."

"Through a fire exit. Because apparently the front entrance and the perfectly functional lobby door were insufficiently dramatic." Devon pockets his phone. We've reached the second-floor landing, and he stops, turning to face me with the expression I've come to think of as his administrative concern face — eyebrows slightly raised, mouth a careful line, the look of a man who genuinely cares about residential life and also genuinely cares about his grad school applications and understands that these two concerns are not always compatible. "This is his second formal incident, Nolan. If I have to be the one who handles the third, it goes straight to committee. I'd rather you deal with it."

"I'll deal with it."

"Today. I want the report filed by five."

"You'll have it by four."

He nods, satisfied or close enough. As he turns to go, he adds over his shoulder: "And talk to him. Not just the write-up — the conversation. Figure out if he's testing boundaries or actively trying to get removed."

I think about the text message on my phone — the one I still haven't deleted, the one I've read enough times that I could recite it like a psalm. But I'll take the blame if you want someone to punish.

"I'll figure it out," I say.

•  •  •
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The RA office on the ground floor of Whitmore Hall is an eight-by-ten room with a metal desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet, and a window that faces the quad. The window is the best thing about it — afternoon light comes through at an angle that makes the space feel almost intentional, like someone designed it for human occupancy rather than bureaucratic function. I've added a small lamp, a desk organizer, and a framed print of a mountain landscape that came with the frame and that I never bothered to replace because decorating implies I plan to be here long enough to care about aesthetics.

I set up for the meeting the way I set up for everything: deliberately. Incident report form centered on the desk. Pen uncapped and positioned parallel to the form's edge. Cade's file — thin, because two incidents isn't much of a history yet — open to the most recent entry. The student handbook bookmarked to Section 7.3: Fire Safety and Emergency Exit Protocols.

I check the time. 3:00 PM. The meeting is scheduled for 3:00.

He's late. Obviously.

At 3:04, I hear footsteps in the hallway — unhurried, syncopated, the kind of walk that communicates I know you're waiting and I want you to know I know. The door is open. He appears in it the way weather appears on a radar — a disruption you saw coming that still manages to rearrange the landscape.

He's wearing a white t-shirt.

That's the first thing I notice, and I resent myself for noticing it. It's just a shirt. Cotton. Crew neck. But it fits him the way certain garments fit certain bodies — like the fabric has opinions about the architecture underneath and all of them are favorable. His shoulders fill it. His chest defines it. The hem sits just above the waistband of dark jeans that are ripped at one knee in a way that looks accidental and probably cost forty dollars.

His hair is damp, which means he showered recently. His earring catches the light from the window. He looks like he rolled out of a Calvin Klein ad and wandered into a disciplinary meeting by accident.

"You're late," I say.

"Traffic."

"You live upstairs."

"Spiritual traffic." He drops into the chair across from my desk — not sits, drops, the way you'd collapse into a seat at a movie theater, all loose joints and deliberate sprawl. His knee
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