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Chapter 1: The Sound in the Hallway
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The jet lag hit Daphne like a wall.

She had landed at Charles de Gaulle at seven in the morning, taken a car straight to the hotel, and spent the entire afternoon in a daze. Now it was almost midnight. Her body thought it was six in the evening. Her brain disagreed.

The Shangri-La Hotel in Paris was beautiful in a way that felt almost aggressive. Gold trim on the ceilings. Heavy curtains that swallowed sound. A bed so large she could lie diagonally and still not touch the edges. The kind of luxury that reminded you how much money was being spent every second you stayed inside it.

Daphne lay on top of the duvet, still dressed in her travel clothes. A black turtleneck. Dark jeans. Boots she had not bothered to untie. Her camera sat on the nightstand, its lens cap off because she had been too tired to put it back on.

Tomorrow was her first day of shooting. A small independent film. An art house thing. She played a woman waiting for someone who never arrived. The director had described it as "a meditation on absence." Daphne had read the script three times and still was not sure what that meant.

She closed her eyes.

The room was quiet. Too quiet. Paris was supposed to be a city that never slept, but from her fourth-floor window, she could hear almost nothing. A distant siren, muffled by the double-pane glass. The soft hum of the minibar refrigerator.

Then something else.

A sound from the hallway. Not footsteps. Something lighter. A scrape, like fabric dragging against the carpet. Then nothing. Then the scrape again.

Daphne opened her eyes.

She sat up and listened. The scrape came once more, then stopped. A door closed somewhere down the hall. Not a slam. A soft, deliberate close.

She waited.

Silence.

After a full minute, she lay back down. Hotels made strange noises. Old buildings settled. Pipes groaned. She was tired. Her imagination was filling in gaps that did not exist.

She turned on her side and faced the window. The curtains were drawn, but a thin line of streetlight bled through the gap. Enough to see the outline of her camera on the nightstand.

She closed her eyes again.

This time, sleep came.

She did not hear the scrape in the hallway again. But later, much later, just before dawn, she dreamed of an elevator. The doors opened. The car was empty. But the floor indicator above the door read something that did not make sense.

Thirteen.

The hotel did not have a thirteenth floor.
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Chapter 2: The Floor That Does Not Exist
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She woke to sunlight and the smell of espresso from somewhere outside her door.

Room service had arrived without her ordering it. Daphne sat up, confused for a moment, then remembered the hotel's morning delivery policy. A basket of pastries. A small carafe of coffee. A note in French that she could not read.

She ate a croissant, drank the coffee, and tried to forget the dream.

By nine, she was in the lobby. The production assistant, a nervous young man named Julien, was supposed to pick her up at ten. She had time to explore. The hotel lobby was busy with tourists and business travelers. A group of Japanese photographers clustered near the windows, aiming their lenses at the Eiffel Tower in the distance.

Daphne found a chair near the concierge desk and pulled out her camera. She liked to document her locations. It was a habit from theater school. Take photos of everything. The light. The textures. The small details no one else noticed.

She was adjusting a setting when she heard the woman's voice.

"Did you hear about last night?"

The speaker was American. Mid-forties. A tourist, judging by the guidebook in her hand. She was speaking to a man in a hotel uniform. The concierge.

The concierge lowered his voice. Daphne could only catch fragments.

"...the elevator... around two in the morning... never came back to the room..."

The American woman's eyes went wide. "And they just disappeared?"

The concierge said something Daphne could not hear. Then he glanced around the lobby, noticed Daphne watching, and stopped talking.

Daphne looked away quickly, pretending to study a photo on her camera screen.

But she kept listening.

After the American woman walked away, Daphne approached the concierge desk. She asked about the breakfast hours. A neutral question. Then, casually, she asked about the elevator.

The concierge's face tightened. "There was an incident, madame. Nothing serious. A guest became confused during the night. It happens."

"What kind of confusion?"

"He... he took the elevator and did not return to his room. We found him later. Everything is fine."

Daphne did not believe him. But she nodded, thanked him, and walked away.

She found a bellman near the main entrance. An older man with gray hair and tired eyes. She asked him the same question. He looked at the concierge, then back at Daphne, and lowered his voice.

"Two guests," he said. "In three nights. They take the elevator. They do not come down."

"Where do they go?"

The bellman shook his head. "The security cameras show the elevator stopping at a floor that does not exist. The doors open. Smoke comes out. And the people... they are gone."

Daphne felt a chill that had nothing to do with the hotel's air conditioning.

"What floor?" she asked.

The bellman looked at her for a long moment.

"Thirteen."
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Chapter 3: What the Camera Saw
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The security office was in the basement.

Daphne found it by accident two days later, following a sign for "Personnel Only" while trying to locate a restroom. The door was propped open. Inside, a bank of monitors showed live feeds from every corner of the hotel.

A security guard sat in front of the screens. He was young. Early twenties. The kind of bored expression that came from watching nothing happen for eight hours straight.

Daphne knocked on the doorframe. "I'm staying on the fourth floor. I think I left my key card in the gym. Is there a lost and found?"

The guard looked up. He recognized her. Guests were easy to remember when there were only a hundred of them.

"No key cards today," he said. "I can call housekeeping if you want."

"That's okay." Daphne stepped further into the room. Her eyes moved to the monitors. "Those are the cameras?"

The guard nodded. "Every hallway. Every elevator. Every exit."

"Can you show me the footage from three nights ago? The night the guest disappeared."

The guard's face changed. The boredom vanished. Something else took its place. Caution. Maybe fear.

"I can't do that, madame. The manager has the tapes."

"What do the tapes show?"

The guard hesitated. Then he turned back to the monitors and pointed to one of the screens. A black-and-white image of an elevator interior. The doors were closed. The floor indicator showed the number 8.

"Watch," he said.

He clicked a few keys. The footage rewound. Numbers ticked backward. 8... 7... 6... until the timestamp showed 2:13 AM.

"Three nights ago," the guard said. "Elevator three."

He pressed play.

The elevator doors opened. A man stepped inside. Middle-aged. Business suit. He pressed a button. The doors closed. The car began to rise. Floor numbers appeared on the screen. 2... 3... 4... then jump to 10... 11... 12...

Then 13.

The elevator stopped.

The man in the suit looked up at the floor indicator. His head tilted. Confusion. The button panel next to him did not have a 13. But the car had stopped there anyway.

For three seconds, nothing happened.

Then the doors opened.

Daphne leaned closer to the screen. The hallway beyond the doors was dark. Not just unlit. Dark in a way that seemed to absorb the elevator's own light. A black so deep it looked like a hole in the recording.

And then came the smoke.

It poured from the darkness. Gray-white. Thick. It moved like it was alive, spreading across the elevator floor, rising up the walls. The man in the suit stepped back. His mouth opened. He might have screamed. There was no audio.

The smoke reached his legs. His waist. His chest.

His face.

And then he was gone.

Not collapsed. Not obscured by the smoke. Gone. The elevator car was empty. The smoke receded back into the darkness. The doors closed. The floor indicator went blank.

The footage ended.

Daphne stared at the frozen screen. Her hand had moved to her camera without thinking. She had not taken a photo. She had not even pressed the shutter.

"Two more guests since then," the guard said quietly. "Same thing. Same floor. Same smoke."

Daphne turned to him. "Has anyone tried to stop it?"

"The manager closed the elevator for one day. But guests complained. We had to reopen it. Now we just... tell people to use the stairs after midnight."

"What about the police?"

The guard shrugged. "There are no bodies. No evidence. Just tapes that show people disappearing into smoke. The police think it's a hoax. Or a technical glitch."

Daphne looked back at the screen. The frozen image of the empty elevator car.

"I need a copy of this footage," she said.

The guard shook his head. "I can't—"

"I'm not asking for the original. Just let me take photos of the screen. With my own camera. No one will know."

The guard was quiet for a long time.

Then he moved his chair to the side.

"You have five minutes," he said.
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