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Christopher Thabani Mandawa is a passionate storyteller and thought leader whose work explores the intersections of human experience, culture, and transformation. 

With a unique voice and a deep commitment to empowering others through words, Mandawa draws inspiration from real-life challenges, personal growth, and the richness of African heritage. 

Whether writing fiction or non-fiction, his work aims to inspire, challenge, and uplift readers around the world.
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That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and thou shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved.

For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation
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Introduction

February Bleeds is a chilling leap year horror novel set at Harrowfield University, where the past never stays buried. When transfer student Lena Harrow arrives amid a brutal snowstorm, she senses something wrong especially with the East Wing, sealed off and whispered about by students. Her discovery of a hidden journal belonging to Eleanor Quinn, a student from 1920, reveals haunting tales of whispers, blood rituals, and a sinister force tied to February 29th.

Drawn into a mystery stretching across a century, Lena and her new friends including cheerful Rachel, loner Ivy, and tech-savvy Noah plan a forbidden Leap Year Eve party inside the East Wing. As the cursed date nears, hallucinations begin. Symbols reappear. A red fog rolls in. And then the doors lock.

What begins as a reckless thrill spirals into chaos. Students turn violent some possessed, others driven mad. The ghost of Elias Mercer, a cult leader once hanged on campus grounds, seems to return. But Mercer’s journal reveals a darker truth: he wasn’t summoning evil... he was trying to contain it.

As blood paints the walls and the Forgotten One stirs beneath the clocktower, Lena races to survive the six-hour massacre. Not all will make it out. And those who do are forever changed.

When the fog clears, the cover-up begins. Files are sealed. The truth is buried again. But horror doesn't die it waits.
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PART I – THE WHISPERS RETURN (Chapters 1–7)

Builds atmosphere, introduces the cast, foreshadows the curse.

Chapter 1 – Arrival at Harrowfield
The snow fell like ash.
Lena Harrow stood at the edge of the campus drive, boots sinking into the slush as she stared up at the looming spires of Harrowfield University. Wind bit at her cheeks. Her breath came out in shallow clouds. The cab that had dropped her off was already gone, swallowed by the swirling white. All that remained was the silence, thick and unnatural, like the world was holding its breath.

She shifted her suitcase, its wheels useless on the frozen gravel. Somewhere beyond the courtyard, a bell tolled once. Noon. Or midnight. It was hard to tell.

Harrowfield looked more like a gothic cathedral than a school—gray stone, black iron, high windows like watching eyes. Somewhere behind it, hidden by the snow and the age-old trees, was Westbrook Hall, her dorm for the semester. Temporary placement, the email had said. Just for spring.

A gust of wind tugged at her coat and whispered something into her ear. It sounded like her name.

She turned sharply. Nothing.

No one.

As she walked toward the main building, voices emerged from the white haze. Two students hurried past, their heads down, laughter clipped and nervous.

“—not near the East Wing, right?”
“Shut up, don’t talk about it.”
Their words froze in the air behind them. Lena watched them vanish around a corner, a cold unease settling in her stomach.

Welcome to Harrowfield, she thought grimly.

She hadn’t even stepped inside, and already something felt wrong.

Lena pulled her coat tighter around her and forced her steps forward, past the twisting hedges now heavy with snow. The old campus buildings creaked quietly, their windows darkened like hollow eyes. She didn’t want to dwell on the students’ hushed warnings—probably just campus gossip—but the chill in her bones said otherwise.

Westbrook Hall stood at the far edge of the quad, a squat red-brick building with ivy crawling up its sides, frozen stiff beneath the snow. The heavy oak door groaned as she pushed it open, the warmth inside a sharp contrast to the biting cold.

Inside, the air smelled of wood polish, aged paper, and something faintly metallic that made Lena’s skin prickle. A few students lingered by the fireplace in the common room, wrapped in scarves and murmuring quietly. Their eyes flicked toward her, appraising, curious—but no one smiled.

A girl with a mass of curly red hair approached, her expression brightening. “You must be Lena! I’m Rachel. Roommate and party planner extraordinaire,” she said, grinning.

Lena returned a cautious smile. “Nice to meet you. I’m glad you’re here—I was starting to feel like I’d been dropped into a ghost story.”

Rachel laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You’re not wrong. Harrowfield’s got its legends. Especially about the East Wing.”

Lena’s pulse quickened. “The East Wing?”

Rachel leaned in, lowering her voice. “It’s been sealed off for decades. Nobody goes near it. Students say weird things happen there—voices, shadows. Last year, someone snuck in during the Leap Year party. Never came back the same.”

The clock chimed overhead. Lena glanced toward it — an old brass piece with a cracked face, its hands frozen at 11:59.

“Leap Year party?” she asked.

Rachel nodded, eyes gleaming with a mixture of excitement and dread. “It’s the one time the East Wing opens its doors again. But it’s... forbidden. And dangerous.”

Lena swallowed hard. This campus was holding secrets. And now, she was part of the story.

Rachel led Lena up the narrow staircase, the wooden steps creaking beneath their feet. The walls were lined with faded portraits of stern-faced alumni, their eyes seeming to follow the girls as they passed.

“Room 429,” Rachel announced, unlocking a heavy door at the end of the hall. The room was small but cozy, with a single window framing the snow-covered quad below. Two beds stood side by side, already made up with thick blankets and pillows.

Lena set down her suitcase and looked around. Something about the room felt... off. Maybe it was the faint draft that whispered through the cracks near the window, or the dull thud she’d heard earlier from somewhere behind the walls.

Rachel plopped onto her bed with a sigh. “Don’t mind the weird noises. Old buildings like this have character.” She grinned again, then glanced toward the window. “But seriously, stay away from the East Wing, okay? Whatever you do.”

Lena nodded, though her curiosity was already pricking at her.

As Rachel left to check on other things, Lena sat by the window, watching the snow fall steadily. The campus was quiet—too quiet—as if it was waiting for something. She wrapped her arms around herself and pulled her jacket tighter.

A sudden gust rattled the windowpanes. Lena blinked and caught a glimpse of movement outside—a shadow slipping just beyond the treeline. She leaned closer, but when she focused again, nothing was there.

Her heart thumped in her chest.

Whatever this place was hiding, it wasn’t done with her yet.

Lena drew back from the window, pressing her palm to the cold glass. Outside, the snow muffled the world, swallowing sounds and shapes alike. But beneath that stillness, she felt a pulse—a slow, steady beat that wasn’t her own.

She glanced around the room. The faded wallpaper, peeling at the corners, seemed to press inward, as if the walls themselves were holding their breath. Then her eyes caught sight of something near the baseboard—a small, loose brick protruding slightly from the wall.

Curiosity tugged at her despite the warnings. Kneeling down, she pried at the brick with her fingers. It shifted, revealing a narrow cavity behind it. Inside, a worn leather-bound book lay wedged tightly.

Lena’s breath caught. She pulled the book out carefully and blew off a thin layer of dust. The cover read: Eleanor Quinn, 1920.

Her fingers trembled as she opened it. The first pages were yellowed and fragile, the handwriting cramped but precise.

“February 29th... The whispers return again. He waits behind the clock, patient and hungry. Blood will feed the floor, or we all will drown.”

A chill ran down Lena’s spine.

The old clock in the hallway outside chimed—one, slow, echoing note that seemed to vibrate through the walls.

She snapped the journal shut and looked toward the door, half-expecting to find someone watching her.

But the hallway was empty.

Lena felt, more than heard, a whisper brush against her ear.

Welcome to Harrowfield.

Lena’s fingers lingered on the cracked leather cover a moment longer before she carefully placed the journal on the small desk by the window. The snow had thickened outside, turning the world beyond into a blur of white and shadow.

A sudden knock at the door startled her. Rachel poked her head inside, cheeks flushed from the cold. “Hey, you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Lena forced a smile. “Just... getting used to the place. It’s colder than I expected.”

Rachel stepped inside and shut the door softly. “Harrowfield’s full of ghosts, some real, some just stories. You’ll hear plenty before the semester’s over.”

Her eyes flicked toward the window. “And if you want my advice? Stay away from the East Wing.”

Lena nodded again, the weight of the warning settling in.

Rachel smiled, more brightly this time. “Come on, I’ll show you around tomorrow. But tonight, get some rest. You’re going to need it.”

As Rachel left, Lena sat back down by the window. The campus clock struck midnight. For a heartbeat, the hands seemed to twitch—almost imperceptibly—before stilling again.

Outside, the wind picked up, carrying with it a faint murmur that Lena could swear was a voice.

The 29th is coming.

And with it, something ancient and hungry was waking.

Lena closed the curtains.

She didn’t want to see the clock anymore. Didn’t want to wonder if the wind was really carrying whispers, or if the shadows at the edge of the quad were moving closer each time she blinked.

She undressed slowly, aware of every creak the room made. Rachel had turned in already, earbuds in, breathing deep and steady from across the room. It felt oddly comforting—too normal for a place like this. Lena clung to that.

The bed was softer than expected. Heavy blankets, a faint scent of lavender in the pillowcase, the kind of comfort that should’ve put her at ease.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about the journal.

Eleanor Quinn. 1920.

That name had stirred something in her. Like déjà vu, but deeper. Like a key turned in a lock she didn’t know existed. She hadn’t even made it through the first page, but those words—he waits behind the clock—had buried themselves under her skin.

Lena reached over and turned off the lamp. Darkness fell like a curtain.

She lay there for a long time, eyes open, listening. The wind sighed. The radiator ticked. The walls settled with an occasional groan. But underneath it all, so faint she thought she might be dreaming, came a sound:

Scratching.

Slow and deliberate. Not mice. Not the building. Something behind the wall. Directly across from her bed.

Then... silence.

Lena didn’t sleep for a long time.

And when she finally did, she dreamed of footsteps in snow that left no prints.

The scratching stopped, but Lena’s nerves stayed alert, taut as a wire.

She stared into the dark, trying to convince herself it was just the pipes, the wind, a trick of this ancient, breathing building. But something in her gut disagreed.

She sat up slowly, careful not to wake Rachel, and reached for the journal again. A draft brushed her bare arms. The air near the desk felt colder, heavier. She opened the book to the first page. The ink was faded but legible:

“February 1st, 1920
The dreams began again. Same snow. Same red sky. Same man with no eyes standing beneath the bell tower. He watches. He waits. He remembers.”
Lena’s thumb brushed over the next line. It had been crossed out hastily, but the indent remained clear beneath the page.

She tilted the book toward the window light and read:

“If you’re reading this, it means he’s waking.”

A whisper of movement came from the wall again. This time, it wasn’t scratching. It was a breath. Long and slow—mimicking hers.

Lena froze.

Across the room, Rachel rolled over, muttering in her sleep.

The breath behind the wall stopped.

Lena slowly closed the journal, heart hammering.

She lay back down, pulling the blankets up to her chin, and stared at the ceiling until her eyes finally closed.

Outside, the snow fell harder, smothering the campus in white.

And just beneath Westbrook Hall, beneath brick and frost and time, something old turned in its slumber.

Lena lay still for what felt like hours.

Eventually, her muscles loosened, her eyes too heavy to keep open. The journal rested beside her, closed but thrumming with a quiet pressure, like a ticking beneath the skin of the world.

She drifted.

In sleep, the snow kept falling.

She was standing in the courtyard now, barefoot, wrapped in a thin nightdress. The trees were taller here. Wrong. Bending toward her like ribs curling inward. There were no stars—only that damn clocktower, looming high above, its hands turning backwards.

She looked down.

Blood bloomed in the snow around her feet.

Then a whisper behind her ear—not words this time, just a wet sound, like lips parting too close to her skin.

She turned, and saw—

nothing.

Only her reflection, faint in the glass of a nearby window.

Except... it wasn’t hers. The girl looking back wore an old-fashioned blouse, hair pinned in curls, eyes wide and hollow. She raised her hand in perfect sync with Lena—and then, suddenly, the reflection smiled.

Too wide. Too knowing.

Lena jolted awake.

The room was quiet again. Warm. Ordinary.

Rachel’s soft snores came from across the room. The journal hadn’t moved. The wall was still. The snow continued to fall outside in soft, endless sheets.

Lena pressed a hand to her chest, trying to slow her racing heart.

It was just a dream.

But somewhere deep in Westbrook Hall, a faint click echoed.

As if something had just... unlocked.

The sound echoed again.

Click.

Soft. Faint. Mechanical. Like a latch releasing in a nearby wall. Then silence — not the normal hush of a sleeping dorm, but a stillness that felt deliberate. Expectant.

Lena sat up slowly.

The room looked the same — two beds, two desks, curtains drawn, her suitcase still half-zipped at the foot of her bed. But the air was heavier, dense like a held breath. She strained her ears.

Nothing.

She slipped out from under the covers, feet pressing onto the cold wood floor. Her breath fogged as she exhaled — was it colder now?

She crossed to the wall where she’d heard the breath earlier. The spot near the desk. The brick with the journal.

She crouched and ran her hand along the baseboard.

There was nothing out of place... except the brick. It was no longer loose.

It was sealed tight, flush with the wall, as if it had never been moved at all.

Lena froze.

Her fingers trembled as she reached for the journal again — but it was gone.

She looked around. Checked under her bed. Lifted the pillow. Empty.

“Rachel?” she whispered.

Rachel didn’t stir.

Lena backed away from the wall, heart thudding. Maybe she hadn’t really found the journal. Maybe she’d dreamed it. Imagined the entry. The reflection. The whisper.

But on her desk, where the journal had been, something new had appeared:

A single red thread. Thin. Almost hair-like. Stretched taut across the wood.

Still trembling.

Lena stared at the thread.

It looked like it had been plucked from the inside of something—frayed at one end, faintly wet at the other. It ran from the corner of her desk toward the wall, vanishing into a hairline crack beneath the faded wallpaper.

She didn’t want to touch it.

But her hand moved anyway.

The moment her fingertip brushed the thread, it snapped—no sound, no resistance. Just gone.

Lena recoiled. Her pulse thudded in her ears. There was no mark on the desk, no sign it had ever been there. She looked down at her hand and realized it was trembling.

Okay. Enough.

She backed away from the desk and climbed into bed, this time yanking the blanket all the way to her chin, curling her knees in tight. The room felt colder now, the walls somehow farther apart, as if the space had stretched while she wasn’t looking.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

When sleep finally came, it was shallow and dreamless, but just before her thoughts slipped completely, she heard something she’d remember for a long time:

From somewhere in the walls, maybe above or beneath or just inside —

A voice.

A girl’s voice.

Soft. Tired. And very, very close.

“Don’t let it wake.”

Lena’s eyes flew open.

The voice was gone.

She lay perfectly still beneath the covers, listening. Nothing. No footsteps, no whispers, no scratching. Just the slow, measured tick of the hallway clock beyond the door — no longer frozen, now moving again.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Three soft clicks in the dark.

She sat up slowly, pulse pounding, and looked to the desk. Still bare. No journal. No thread. The air smelled faintly of something metallic, like cold iron.

Lena slid from her bed and padded across the room, careful not to wake Rachel. She touched the wall where the loose brick had been, pressing her fingers into the seam. The surface was solid now. Clean.

As if it had never opened at all.

A dream, then?

But it hadn’t felt like one. Her fingers still remembered the leather cover. Her ears still rang with the girl's voice. Not quite a warning... not quite a plea.

She stepped toward the window and drew back the curtain.

Outside, the snow had stopped. The campus was still — untouched, blanketed in white under a pale full moon.

Everything looked peaceful.

But at the far end of the quad, where the shadows were thickest, she saw it.

A single light — a faint, pulsing glow — behind one of the blacked-out windows of the sealed East Wing.

Flickering. Like a heartbeat.

Lena didn’t move. She didn’t breathe.

Then the light blinked out.

Gone.

Chapter 2 – Room 429
By morning, the snow had softened into a dull gray slush, and the sky hung low and heavy over Harrowfield like a warning.
Lena woke to the sound of humming.

She blinked against the pale light filtering through the window. Rachel stood across the room, already dressed, twisting her hair into a bun in front of the mirror. She wore an oversized sweater and thick wool socks, completely at ease in the old dorm room that, in Lena’s mind, had become a breathing thing overnight.

Rachel caught Lena’s eye in the mirror. “Sleep okay?”

Lena hesitated. “Weird dreams. Or... I think they were dreams.”

Rachel laughed—a light, musical sound. “That’s pretty normal around here. The rooms have, like, a personality. This one especially.” She tapped the wall with her knuckles. “Number 429’s got a rep.”

Lena sat up slowly. “What kind of rep?”

“Oh, nothing serious,” Rachel said too quickly. “Just rumors. People hear stuff. Sometimes see things. It's an old building, right? You’d be surprised how much creaking and clanging happens in the middle of the night. Blame the plumbing.”

Lena offered a tight smile, but her mind went back to the voice — don’t let it wake — and the missing journal.

“Is it always this quiet here?” she asked.

Rachel shrugged. “Depends on the season. Spring semester’s a weird time. Fewer people. Everyone’s already burned out, and most upperclassmen stay off-campus. That’s why you’re stuck with me,” she added, grinning.

Lena pulled herself out of bed. “I could do worse.”

Rachel pointed to the window. “That’s the East Wing. Right across the quad. You’ll get a great view of it when the snow clears.”

Lena peered through the glass. Beyond the trees and blanketed paths, the East Wing sat like a buried memory — taller than the other dorms, its windows boarded or blackened, roof spiked with old chimneys. One rusted fire escape clung to the side like a broken limb.

“Why is it sealed?” Lena asked.

Rachel lowered her voice theatrically. “Now that’s the question, isn’t it?”

Lena turned from the window. “You sound like you know something.”

“I know what they tell us,” Rachel said, sitting on her bed cross-legged. “That it was shut down after a fire in the twenties. That it’s unsafe. Structurally unstable. Blah blah. But nobody really believes that. People say it’s cursed. Haunted. Choose your flavor.”

“And yet...” Lena said, walking over to her suitcase, “you’re not scared of it.”

Rachel grinned. “I’m curious. There’s a difference.”

She leaned closer, as if about to share a secret.

“There’s a party,” she whispered. “Leap Year Eve. It happens once every four years. Off the books. Very hush-hush. And very much in the East Wing.”

Lena blinked. “How is that even possible if the place is locked?”

Rachel’s smile widened. “That’s the fun part. They say there’s a way in. Tunnels, maybe. Or a door that only opens on the right night.”

“Sounds safe,” Lena said dryly.

“It’s tradition,” Rachel said, flopping back onto her bed. “The riskiest, most reckless kind. Everyone who goes either has the best night of their life... or doesn’t talk about it at all.”

Lena paused. “So which were you?”

Rachel smiled at the ceiling. “Haven’t gone yet. This year’s my first chance. And lucky me — I’ve got a new roommate to drag along.”

Lena opened her closet. The back wall had a faint discoloration, like something had once been painted over and badly scrubbed away. Almost a shape. A circle?

She shivered.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

Rachel laughed again. “You’ll go. Everyone always does. Something about the place just pulls you in.”

Lena didn’t respond.

But she felt it, too — that strange tug in her chest, as if something across the quad had noticed her arrival... and was already waiting.

Lena waited until Rachel left for a dorm meeting — something about fire safety and campus protocols, the usual early-semester nonsense — before turning back to the closet.

The discoloration wasn’t large, maybe the size of a dinner plate. Up close, she could make out faint lines beneath the paint, just barely visible in the morning light: a curved edge, intersecting arcs, like something once carved or drawn, then hurriedly covered up.

She ran her fingertips over the wall. The surface was uneven, the paint layered thickly, almost as if whatever had been there was meant to stay hidden.

Or sealed.

She stepped back, heart tapping a little faster. Was this part of why the room had a “reputation”? What else was hidden behind these walls?

She thought again of the journal. Of how real it had felt in her hands.

Of how it had vanished.

Her phone buzzed on the desk, pulling her out of the thought.

A message from an unknown number:

"They said not to open it."

Lena stared.

There was no contact name. No thread history. The time stamp read 12:00 AM, though it was clearly mid-morning now.

She typed back instinctively:
"Who is this?"
The message failed to send.

She tried to screenshot the text.

It disappeared before she could press the button.

Gone. As if it had never been there.

A knock at the door made her jump.

Rachel poked her head in. “Survived your first night in the Harrowfield crypt?”

Lena managed a smile. “Barely.”

Rachel stepped inside, tossing her gloves onto the dresser. “We’ve got a hall tour in ten, but before that...” She pulled a folded flyer from her coat pocket. “Check this out.”

Lena took the paper and unfolded it. A homemade poster, clearly student-designed, printed in stark black ink on cream stock.

LEAP NIGHT: ONE NIGHT ONLY
02/28 – MIDNIGHT
THE EAST WING OPENS
There was no host name. No location. Just the phrase:

“Feed the floor.”

Lena looked up slowly. “This is a joke, right?”

Rachel’s smile faltered for the first time. “They show up every year. Just... appear. No one knows who makes them. But they’re always there. Same wording. Same date. People call it the invitation.”

“Feed the floor?” Lena repeated.

Rachel shrugged. “Probably just edgy nonsense. Still creepy, though.”

Lena folded the flyer in half and slid it into her desk drawer.

But something about it felt familiar — not in words, but in tone.

Like she’d seen it somewhere else.

In handwriting.

On yellowed paper.

Rachel grabbed her coat again. “C’mon, tour time. You’ll want to know where the emergency exits are, just in case this place decides to collapse.”

Lena followed her out, glancing back one last time at the closet wall.

The discolored patch looked darker now.

Almost red.

The tour was informal — no clipboard, no staff chaperone — just a third-year named Becca leading a slow shuffle of students through the dorm halls with half-hearted commentary and a chipped thermos of lukewarm coffee.

Rachel walked alongside Lena, chattering quietly as they moved.

“Becca used to have this room, actually. 429. Said she only lasted one semester in it. Claimed it was bad vibes or something.”

“Did she say what happened?” Lena asked.

Rachel smirked. “Just said she started dreaming about clocks. And hearing someone breathe in her closet. You know — normal stuff.”

Lena tried to laugh, but it stuck in her throat.

Becca led them past the rec room, a crumbling study lounge, and a laundry room that smelled faintly of mildew and rust. Everything in Westbrook felt two decades behind: frayed carpeting, yellowed paint, vending machines that groaned when touched. But it was clean. Quiet. Controlled.

Until they turned the corner at the far end of the east-facing hall.

“That’s where we stop,” Becca said, gesturing to a wide, locked door at the end of the corridor. “Maintenance wing. Supposedly.”

Lena felt her body tense.

The door looked like the others — wooden, institutional — but reinforced with thick metal brackets and a padlock so large it looked almost ceremonial. Someone had scratched the surface with a key or coin, carving crude letters into the wood.

Most had been painted over.

One word remained:

RUN

Rachel leaned toward Lena. “East Wing’s through there.”

Becca shot her a sharp look. “Don’t encourage the rumors.”

“They’re not rumors,” someone muttered behind them. Lena turned. A boy in a long coat with too-pale skin and dark circles under his eyes stood against the wall. “My cousin was at Harrowfield four years ago. She went to the Leap Night party. Said the walls moved.”

Becca sighed. “It’s an old building, Theo. Everything moves.”

He didn’t smile. “She doesn’t talk now.”

A pause settled over the group.

Then Rachel broke it with a loud clap. “Okay! Time for food or caffeine or both. Lena, you coming?”

Lena hesitated, eyes still on the sealed door. “I’ll catch up.”

Rachel gave her a searching glance but nodded and followed the rest of the group down the hall.

Lena waited until the others’ footsteps faded. Then she stepped closer to the East Wing door.

There was a strange pressure in the air here, as if the hall narrowed without physically changing — like the walls leaned in, watching.

She crouched near the base of the door. The faintest draft pushed through the crack beneath it. Cold. Damp. It smelled like dust... and something sharper.

She pressed her ear against the wood.

At first, nothing.

Then—

Tick.

Not the clean chime of a clock, but something heavier.

Tick.

Like a pendulum swinging in a room with no light. Slow. Wet.

Lena straightened, heart racing.

Behind the locked door, something was moving.

Lena backed away from the door, pulse fluttering under her skin.

That ticking... it hadn’t stopped. It had only grown quieter, as though retreating deeper into the building — or deeper into her head. She shook her arms out, trying to get the chill off, but it clung to her bones.

The hallway behind her was empty. Pale fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. A faint flicker in the corner light made the shadows stretch longer than they should.

She turned and walked quickly back toward the stairwell.

Halfway down the next flight, she heard voices.

Rachel and two other students sat in the common room, legs curled over mismatched furniture, mugs in hand. One was a tall boy with a varsity hoodie and a half-shaved head. The other wore all black and eyeliner so heavy it looked like war paint.

Lena caught her name as she approached.

“She’s in 429?” the boy asked.

Rachel nodded. “Showed up yesterday. First night, and the lights flickered. Classic.”

“That room’s cursed,” the girl said. “Why do they keep putting people in there?”

“She seems okay,” Rachel replied, noticing Lena and waving her over. “Might be tougher than she looks.”

Lena joined them, trying not to seem rattled.

“Lena, this is Marcus,” Rachel gestured to the boy, “and Ivy.”

Ivy gave her a slow once-over, then a small nod. “You’re not from here.”

“Not yet,” Lena replied.

Rachel smiled, pleased. “We were just talking about Leap Night.”

Marcus laughed. “You mean the dumbest tradition on campus?”

“Don’t listen to him,” Ivy said. “He’s scared.”

“I’m not scared. I just like not dying.”

“It’s just a party,” Rachel insisted.

“No,” Ivy said, her voice low. “It’s not. It’s a date that shouldn’t exist. One the school pretends doesn’t matter. But it does. Every four years, something peels back. And we... we go running toward it.”

The room fell silent.

Then Ivy leaned back and took a slow sip from her mug. “But hey, the music’s usually good.”

Lena’s stomach turned. She looked toward the frost-laced window. The East Wing stood quiet and sealed, but something in her gut told her it was listening.

She forced a smile. “Can’t wait.”

Lena glanced at Ivy, whose dark eyes gleamed with something unreadable. Then she looked to Marcus, whose confident smirk didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Rachel nudged Lena’s arm. “You okay? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

“Maybe I did,” Lena said, managing a shaky laugh.

Marcus leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Look, I’m just saying, don’t get too curious about the East Wing. Some things aren’t meant to be poked at.”

“Like what?” Lena challenged, her voice quieter but firmer.

He shrugged. “Stuff that’s old. Dangerous. And better left forgotten.”

Ivy smiled faintly. “Dangerous, yes. But tempting. You’ll see.”

Rachel rolled her eyes but didn’t argue.

The conversation drifted, laughter returning, but Lena felt a knot tightening in her chest. The shadows lengthened as the afternoon waned, and the dorm room grew colder.

Later, as Rachel headed out to meet friends, Lena stayed behind. The room was quiet but not peaceful — the faint creaks and groans of the old building whispered secrets she couldn’t yet understand.

She walked over to the window, looking out once more at the East Wing silhouetted against the dying light.

For a moment, the boarded windows seemed to flicker with a faint glow.

Her breath fogged the glass, and she traced a finger along the cold pane.

They’re waiting, a voice echoed softly in her mind — or was it just the wind?

Lena pulled back and turned off the light.

Darkness swallowed the room.

She lay down, eyes wide open, listening.

The ticking started again.

Slow. Steady.

Lena’s eyes remained fixed on the window long after the last of Rachel’s footsteps faded away down the hall. Outside, the snow had thickened again, muffling the world in a cold, white silence.

She pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders and stepped back from the window, her gaze catching the shadow of the East Wing once more.

The boarded-up windows looked like dark, empty eyes staring back.

A sudden chill brushed her neck, as if a breath had passed too close behind her.

She spun around—nothing but the empty room.

Her heart hammered.

She shook her head, telling herself it was just nerves. A transfer student’s jitters.

But the ticking from earlier echoed faintly in her mind, a haunting rhythm that refused to fade.

Lena sank onto her bed and pulled the covers close.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the old windows.

And somewhere, deep within the walls of Harrowfield University, the shadows stirred again.

Chapter 3 – The Journal in the Wall
The morning light was weak through the frost-covered window, casting pale shadows across Lena’s cluttered desk. The room still smelled faintly of old wood and damp fabric—the scent of an old building settling into winter.
Lena sat cross-legged on her bed, the flyer for the Leap Night party folded neatly in her lap, but her attention was elsewhere. She’d spent the night turning over fragments of her uneasy thoughts about the East Wing and the strange ticking behind its locked doors.

Her eyes drifted toward the far wall near the closet — the same wall where she’d noticed the patch of uneven paint the day before. The more she looked, the more the discoloration tugged at her curiosity.

She stood, moving cautiously toward it.

Her fingers traced the outline of the patch — rougher than the rest of the wall, the texture almost like dried clay beneath the peeling paint. Something was beneath the surface.

Lena took a deep breath and pressed against a loose brick hidden behind the faded wallpaper.

The brick shifted.

With a soft grunt, she pried it free.

Behind it lay a small, hollow space carved into the wall — just big enough for a slender, worn leather-bound book.

Her fingers trembled as she pulled the journal free and brushed off decades of dust.

The cover was cracked and faded, stamped faintly with the name: Eleanor Quinn.

Lena’s breath caught.

The name felt familiar — like a whisper from the past calling out to her.

She settled back on the bed and opened the journal carefully.

The pages were yellowed and fragile, ink bleeding into the fibers. The handwriting was elegant, looping—dated 1920.

Her eyes scanned the opening lines:

“They watch me from the shadows. The whispers never cease. Tonight, I heard them call my name — a breath cold as the grave. I fear the East Wing more than ever. The blood on the walls speaks of rituals I cannot escape. If someone finds this, beware the 29th day of February. It is the night the floor drinks red.”

Lena’s pulse quickened.

She turned the page.

More entries followed: descriptions of hallucinations, voices chanting from empty corridors, and secret gatherings that twisted the very air with dread.

One passage stood out:

“I saw them gather in the forbidden room — cloaked figures chanting beneath the clock tower. They spoke of Elias Mercer, a man condemned but never truly gone. The curse is old. It feeds on fear. And soon, it will be hungry again.”

The hairs on Lena’s arms prickled.

How much had changed in a hundred years?

And how much had stayed exactly the same?

She closed the journal gently and looked toward the East Wing once more, now fully bathed in sunlight.

A sudden resolve settled over her.

If the past was bleeding into the present, she needed to know why.

Lena flipped through more pages, the brittle paper whispering secrets long buried. Eleanor’s handwriting became more erratic, her words desperate and fractured.

“The whispers grow louder each night. They call me by name, pulling me toward the East Wing’s heart. I fear the shadows that crawl beneath the floorboards. They hunger. I see their eyes in the dark.”

A loose leaf slipped from the journal. Lena caught it before it hit the floor. It was a faded photograph—black and white, grainy—the image of a young woman standing beneath a great clock tower. The woman’s eyes seemed to glint, almost alive.

Underneath, a scrawled note: “E.Q. – February 29, 1920.”

Her breath caught again.

She wasn’t just reading history. She was looking into the eyes of someone who had lived this nightmare.

Suddenly, the soft creak of the floorboards outside her door startled her. Lena snapped the journal shut, heart pounding.

“Lena?” Rachel’s voice called from the hallway. “Hey! You coming to breakfast?”

Lena hesitated, then answered, “In a minute.”

The journal felt heavier in her hands now, as if it carried the weight of a thousand unsaid stories.

She stood, walking over to the window once more. The East Wing loomed just across the quad, silent and forbidding.

Rachel’s words echoed in her mind — the Leap Year party, the old legends.

Could it really all be true?

Lena’s fingers tightened around the journal’s spine.

One thing was certain: she couldn’t ignore the whispers any longer.

Lena tucked the journal under her mattress before stepping into the hallway.

Rachel was leaning against the wall in a fluffy green sweater, sipping from a thermos that smelled vaguely like peppermint mocha. She grinned when she saw Lena.

“There you are. I thought the East Wing ghosts got you.”

Lena tried to smile. “Just slow to wake up.”

Rachel eyed her a moment, then shrugged. “Come on, they’ve got those weird tiny hash browns in the dining hall again.”

They made their way across the snowy quad. Rachel filled the silence with a story about a guy who passed out during finals and was allegedly left sleeping in the library for three straight days. Lena nodded at the right places, but her mind was still with Eleanor.

What were those rituals she wrote about?

Why had she hidden the journal?

And how could Lena feel something reaching across time, through ink and old paper, trying to speak to her?

They entered the dining hall — warm, buzzing with low conversation and the clatter of trays. Lena scanned the room instinctively, eyes landing on Marcus at a corner table, earbuds in. Ivy sat nearby, sketching symbols on a napkin with a black Sharpie.

Rachel leaned in close. “So. I was thinking. We make Leap Night the best party of the year. Candles, music, maybe even a séance?”

Lena turned to her slowly. “Why a séance?”

Rachel blinked. “I don’t know. It’s creepy, right? You’d be surprised how into that people get.”

Lena hesitated. “What if it’s not just creepy?”

Rachel tilted her head. “You okay?”

Lena forced a smile. “Yeah. Just... weird dreams last night.”

She didn’t say more.

Not yet.

As they sat and ate, Lena couldn’t stop thinking about the photograph. About Eleanor’s words. About Mercer — whoever he was.

One phrase echoed in her mind like a cold breath on her neck:

The floor drinks red.

By mid-afternoon, Lena found herself back in Room 429, alone. Rachel had gone off to meet with some of the others about party logistics — her excitement about Leap Night building with every passing hour.

But Lena’s mind wasn’t on parties.

She closed the door softly behind her and pulled the journal out from beneath the mattress. The cracked leather felt colder now, as if it had absorbed the chill of the room itself.

She flipped ahead, past the cryptic notes and dreams, to a series of entries near the back. The handwriting had changed — still elegant, but jittery, like the pen had been clutched in a trembling hand.

“They met again last night. In the room behind the sealed door. I followed them — I shouldn’t have, but I did. They didn’t see me. Not at first.”

Lena swallowed, her pulse quickening.

“They were chanting. The language wasn’t Latin, wasn’t English — it wasn’t... anything I’ve ever heard. The clock was striking midnight and the air turned thick, like honey and ash. I felt hands on me, though no one was near.”

Another page.

“He was there. Mercer. Not dead. Not fully. They call him ‘the Divider.’ They said he holds the seal shut — but he’s cracking. The Forgotten One wants out.”

Lena frowned. That name again — Mercer. The Divider. The Forgotten One.

What did that mean?

She turned the page again, her hands now shaking slightly.

The final entry was scrawled hastily, as if written moments before something terrible happened.

“I hear him in the walls. The ticking. The voice. If the 29th comes again, blood must feed the floor. He watches from the clock.”

“Don’t let them open the room.”

“Don’t trust the bells.”

And beneath it all, barely legible through the blotched ink:

“I can’t stop what’s coming.”

Lena sat frozen on the edge of her bed, the journal trembling in her hands.

Somewhere outside, the campus bell tower rang the hour.

One. Two. Three. Four.

She counted with it.

When it reached twelve, the final chime echoed... and for just a breath of time afterward, she thought she heard something else.

A faint, ticking sound.

From behind the wall.

The ticking faded.

Lena sat in the hush that followed, her breath shallow, the journal still open in her lap. The words on the final page stared back at her, now etched into her memory: If the 29th comes again, blood must feed the floor.

She stood slowly and crossed to the window. Snow was falling again, thick and silent, blanketing Harrowfield’s Gothic architecture in white. Beyond the glass, the East Wing remained still — its blackened windows sealed shut, its secrets sealed with them.

Lena pressed her palm to the cold pane.

What had Eleanor seen through this same frost-covered view?

The past didn’t feel distant anymore. It felt alive, like it was circling her. Watching. Waiting.

She pulled back the curtain slightly and caught sight of a figure below, walking alone along the path that curved toward the chapel ruins. Their coat was long and dark, their movement slow... almost deliberate. For a moment, the figure paused and looked up toward Westbrook Hall.

Toward her window.

Lena froze.

But the figure moved on, disappearing into the swirling snow.

She stepped away from the glass, heart pounding again.

Whatever had happened in 1920 wasn’t finished.

The journal wasn’t a relic.

It was a warning.

And Lena had answered it.

That night, Lena couldn’t sleep.

The journal was now hidden behind her dresser, tucked between old textbooks and a shoebox she hadn’t unpacked. But even out of sight, it weighed on her—like a breath at the nape of her neck, always there when the light flickered.

She lay on her back, watching shadows move across the ceiling, cast by the skeletal tree outside their window. Rachel had gone to bed early, headphones in, soft music leaking from her side of the room. Occasionally, she giggled in her sleep.

But Lena stayed wide awake.

The air felt colder tonight. Staler.

Her eyes kept drifting toward the wall across from her bed—the one that shared space with the East Wing. The plaster was pale and cracked at the edges, paint warped from years of neglect. And somewhere beneath it, she knew, the journal had waited.

What else might still be hidden in these walls?

A soft creak made her jolt.

She sat up.

The room was quiet. Rachel hadn’t moved. But the sound had come from inside their room—close.

Lena held her breath.

And then, faint and unmistakable, it came again.

Tick...tick...tick.

Not mechanical. Not rhythmic.

It sounded wet.

Organic.

She turned slowly toward the radiator under the window.

Nothing.

But there—on the far wall, just beneath the cracked patch of paint—was a small, round stain.

Dark.

Fresh.

It hadn’t been there earlier.

Lena’s breath hitched as she leaned forward, squinting in the low light.

It was red.

Blood.

Just a drop, sliding down from a hairline fracture in the wall.

She didn’t scream.

She didn’t move.

She just stared, eyes wide, heart galloping, as the single drop crawled down like a tear—and vanished behind the dresser.

Chapter 4 – Party Planning
Saturday brought sun, but it did nothing to melt the cold in Lena’s bones.
The bloodstain was gone when she checked. Nothing on the wall. Nothing behind the dresser. No sign it had ever been there. Just her, the journal, and a growing suspicion that Harrowfield wanted her to doubt herself.

That afternoon, Rachel burst in carrying two giant iced coffees and a stack of fliers.

“Okay,” she said, kicking the door shut behind her. “Don’t freak out, but we’re doing it.”

Lena blinked. “Doing what?”

“The party,” Rachel said, as if it were obvious. “Leap Year Eve. In the East Wing.”

Lena sat up slowly. “Isn’t that... sealed off?”

“Technically. But Marcus says there’s a way in through the tunnels under the dining hall. And Jude has, like, bolt cutters or something.” She paused, holding out a flyer. It was simple: an old-school font, black text on parchment-yellow paper. No names. Just a date: February 28. Midnight. East Wing. Be Quiet. Be Brave.

Lena’s fingers tightened around the paper. “That’s not ominous at all.”

“I know, right?” Rachel grinned. “It was Ivy’s idea. She’s got a whole aesthetic.”

Speak of the devil — a knock on the door came three seconds later. In stepped Ivy: black lipstick, velvet skirt, and a face like she’d rather be haunting a cathedral than standing in a dorm room.

Behind her shuffled in Jude, eyes glassy, smelling faintly of something skunky, followed by Marcus, who took up half the doorframe with his linebacker build.

And then, finally, Noah. Small, sharp-featured, glasses perched halfway down his nose, holding what looked like a blueprint.

“This is the crew,” Rachel announced proudly. “Your official East Wing co-conspirators.”

Lena stood, holding the flyer awkwardly as the room filled. Ivy barely spared her a glance before settling into Rachel’s desk chair, swinging one booted foot over the other. Jude flopped onto Lena’s bed like he owned it, flicking a lighter open and shut without lighting anything.

Marcus gave Lena a polite nod. “You must be the transfer.”

“Lena,” she said, returning the nod.

“She found Room 429’s draftiest corner,” Rachel added, nudging Lena’s arm. “Give her a week and she’ll be one of us.”

Lena didn’t answer. Her eyes landed on Noah, who had unrolled the blueprint and spread it across Rachel’s bed, shoving Jude’s leg aside without comment.

“This,” Noah said, adjusting his glasses, “is the original 1892 floorplan of Harrowfield’s North Building, before they sealed the East Wing.”

“Where’d you even get that?” Lena asked.

“Archives,” he replied. “Technically off-limits. But I’m very good at pretending to be an intern.”

Rachel leaned over the blueprint, brushing her curls from her face. “According to Noah, there’s a tunnel that runs from beneath the main kitchen storage to a sub-basement. If we go at night, no one will see us. Or hear us.”

Jude smirked. “Except the dead. They’re always watching.”

“Shut up,” Ivy muttered, but she was smiling faintly, tracing her fingers over the lines of the East Wing drawn in faded blue ink.

Lena studied the blueprint.

The East Wing was twice as large as she’d expected, with rooms labeled in outdated language: Sacrament Hall, Observation Gallery, Headmaster’s Parlor. At the far end, past a long corridor, was one final room.

Unlabeled.

Just a square with heavy black ink scrawled around its border.

“What’s that?” Lena asked, pointing to it.

Noah frowned. “No idea. The name’s been scrubbed from every version I’ve found.”

Rachel grinned. “Which makes it perfect for the main event.”

Lena blinked. “Main event?”

Rachel turned to the others. “Midnight. Candles. Ivy says she knows how to do a séance.”

“It’s not a séance,” Ivy said calmly. “It’s an opening.”

Lena stiffened. “An opening to what?”

Ivy looked up, her eyes impossibly dark in the fading light. “Whatever wants to speak.”

A silence followed, heavy and strange.

Then Jude chuckled. “Hell yeah. Let the ghosts do their thing.”

Marcus, leaning against the door, crossed his arms. “As long as it’s not another lame ‘drink and make out in the dark’ party.”

“Oh, we’ll drink,” Rachel said with a wink. “But this one’s going to be legendary. Leap Year only comes once every four years.”

Lena’s hand slipped into her pocket. She felt the corner of Eleanor’s journal still hidden in her coat, pressing against her thigh like a bruise.

Every four years.

Her voice was quiet when she spoke.

“Maybe there’s a reason it only comes once every four years.”

They all turned to look at her. For a moment, no one said anything.

Then Rachel laughed, light and teasing. “Come on, Lena. Don’t be that girl.”

Ivy, though, kept watching her — not mocking, not amused.

Just watching.

The kind of look that made Lena feel like something inside her had already been seen.

And maybe, already chosen.

Rachel moved to break the tension, plucking the flyer from Lena’s hand and waving it. “We’re printing a few dozen of these tonight. No names. No signatures. If you get caught, you weren’t invited.”

Jude raised his lighter again. “If we get caught, we just say we were chasing a ghost cat or some shit.”

Marcus snorted. “You’ll be too high to lie straight.”

Noah spoke up without looking at anyone. “Technically, the tunnel access doesn’t show up on any current maps. That works in our favor. If we time it right and use flashlights only after we’re inside—no windows, no light leaks.”

Rachel clapped her hands once. “Yes. Brilliant. Thank you, Professor Noah. Now—music?”

“I’ve got speakers,” Jude offered. “Big ones.”

“You can carry them,” Marcus added, “while I do the actual work.”

More laughter.

Lena didn’t join in.

Her gaze remained locked on the blueprint.

That dark square—no label, no exit. Just a thick-lined box like a coffin on the page.

“What if it’s not empty?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

They ignored her.

The conversation was already spinning forward, toward playlists and alcohol and costumes, as if the East Wing were just another locked room in a movie waiting to be explored. Not haunted. Not sacred. Not dangerous.

Just forgotten.

Ivy rose from Rachel’s chair and crossed the room to Lena, brushing close — too close — as she passed.

“You’re more like her than you know,” Ivy murmured.

Lena froze.

“Who?” she asked.

But Ivy didn’t answer. She only smiled and slipped out the door, her boots making no sound.

Rachel called after her, “Bring the candles tomorrow!”

Jude, yawning, wandered out after her. Marcus and Noah followed, deep in conversation about generator noise.

And just like that, Lena was alone again.

The door clicked shut behind them. Silence.

She reached into her coat and pulled out Eleanor’s journal. Just holding it made her stomach tighten.

She opened to the first page again.

The handwriting seemed to have changed — no longer neat, but frantic. A smear of ink bled through the center of a paragraph she hadn’t noticed before:

They’re not just voices. They live in the cracks. They listen through the walls. And when the 29th comes, they’ll feed again.

Lena closed the book.

Across the room, the East Wing wall groaned — just once. Like old wood shifting under pressure.

Or like something behind it had moved.

Lena stood there for a long time after the others left, the silence settling heavy around her like snow.

The journal felt warm in her hands, almost pulsing. She wanted to throw it across the room. Burn it. Pretend she hadn’t read what she’d just read.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she returned it to the gap behind her dresser, where the drywall met warped floorboards. Out of sight — though not truly gone. She could feel its presence even as she pulled the comforter tight around her shoulders and crossed to the window.

Outside, Westbrook Hall glowed faintly under the moonlight. The courtyard was empty, the snow untouched, except—

Lena squinted.

There were footprints in the snow.

Just one set, leading away from the dormitory. Bare feet. The impressions were long and sunken, heel to toe, spaced too evenly to be hurried. They moved not toward the campus center, but toward the far side of Harrowfield.

Toward the sealed East Wing.

Lena backed away from the glass.

Behind her, Rachel muttered in her sleep, twisting beneath her blankets. Lena turned. One headphone had fallen loose from Rachel’s ear.

“...don’t open it...” Rachel murmured. “...he’s still there...”

Lena’s breath caught.

She stepped closer.

Rachel’s face was turned toward the wall now, brows furrowed, lips trembling with words she hadn’t meant to say aloud.

“...clock’s still ticking...”

Then silence.

Lena didn’t sleep that night.

She stared at the ceiling, waiting for the wall to creak again. Waiting for the whisper to return.

Waiting for the clock — wherever it was — to strike.

The ticking didn’t stop.

It wasn’t loud — not like a wristwatch, not like the deep, grinding gears of a grandfather clock — but something in between. A faint click... click... click, steady and impossible to trace
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	A boy screaming as his intestines were dragged out by invisible hands.

	A girl with half her face missing, jaw dangling.

	Ivy laughing, her knife dripping, her teeth red.

	Creatures crouched over corpses, tearing flesh, gnawing bones.
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