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Chapter 1: The Wrong Floor
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The last thing Nora remembers is her apartment. Her bed. The ceiling fan clicking in the dark.

Then nothing.

She wakes on cold tile. Fluorescent lights hum above, flickering in a rhythm that makes her teeth ache. The smell hits second—bleach, rust, something sweet underneath. Decomposition masked by cleaner.

She sits up too fast. Her skull pounds.

The room is a hospital elevator. Old model. Stainless steel walls streaked with brown stains. A panel of buttons on the right, worn smooth by fingers that stopped touching them years ago. B1 through B9. No main floor. No lobby. No emergency stop.

"No," she whispers.

Her voice echoes off the metal. Comes back wrong—slightly delayed, slightly off-key. Like someone else repeated her words a fraction of a second later.

Nora stands. Her scrubs are still on. Navy blue. Her name badge still clipped to her collar. She touches her face—no cuts, no blood. Her watch says 3:17 AM. The second hand isn't moving.

She presses the door open button. Nothing.

She presses B9. Nothing.

She slams her palm against the panel. The lights flicker harder. The elevator doesn't move.

Then—

Ding.

The sound is soft. Polite. Like a hotel elevator announcing a floor.

The doors slide open.

Beyond them is a hallway. White tile. Fluorescent lights. The kind of corridor that exists in every hospital in America, the kind she's walked a thousand times. But the air is wrong. Too still. Too cold.

And standing in the hallway, six feet from the open doors, is a woman.

She wears navy blue scrubs. A name badge on her collar. Her hands hang at her sides. Her head is tilted slightly—curious, not threatening.

She has Nora's face.

Same brown eyes. Same crooked smile, the one where the left side lifts a little higher. Same scar above her right eyebrow, the one from falling off a bike at twelve.

"Hi, Nora," the woman says. Her voice is Nora's voice. The same register. The same rhythm.

Nora backs into the elevator. Her spine hits the wall.

"Don't run," the woman says. "There's nowhere to go."
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Chapter 2: B1
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Nora's breath comes in short bursts. Her heart hammers so hard she feels it in her throat.

The woman in the hallway doesn't move. She just stands there, smiling that crooked smile, waiting.

"You're not real," Nora says.

"I'm as real as you are." The woman steps forward. One step. Her sneakers squeak on the tile—the same brand Nora wears. "Maybe more."

"What do you want?"

"To get out." The woman gestures at the elevator. "Same as you."

The lights flicker again. The panel behind Nora buzzes. When she looks down, the button for B1 is lit. She didn't press it.

The elevator shudders. The doors slide closed.

"No—" Nora lunges for them, but they seal shut an inch from her fingers.

The floor drops.

She stumbles, catches herself on the handrail. The elevator descends slowly, each floor passing with a soft chime she can feel in her chest. B1. The doors open.

Another hallway. Same white tile. Same cold air.

And another woman.

This one stands closer—just outside the doors. She wears the same navy scrubs. Same name badge. But her eyes are different. Darker. The left one has a tiny burst blood vessel in the white, the kind Nora got once after a bad night of crying.

She doesn't smile.

"You came back," the second woman says. Her voice is flatter. Tired.

"I didn't go anywhere," Nora says.

The first woman is still behind her. Nora turns. Both of them are there now—one in the hallway, one just inside the elevator. Both wearing her face. Both watching her.

"The rules are simple," the first woman says. "Every floor, one more of us joins. By B9, only one walks out."

"That's not a rule," Nora says. "That's a threat."

The second woman shakes her head. "It's math. There are nine floors. Nine of us. One elevator."

"I'm not killing anyone."

Both women laugh. The sound is identical. Two Nora's laughing at the same joke.

"You don't have to," the first one says. "The elevator decides."
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Chapter 3: The Rules
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The doors close again. The elevator descends.

Nora presses herself into the corner, as far from both copies as she can get. They don't follow. They just stand there, one on each side of the car, watching her with her own eyes.

"Explain," she says.

The first copy—the one who smiled—tilts her head. "Every choice you've ever made created a version of you. The road not taken. The job you didn't take. The person you didn't marry. We're all real. We all have your memories—up to the point where we split off."

"Then why are we here?"

The second copy answers. "Because the hospital is where you almost died. Three years ago. The allergic reaction. You remember."

Nora remembers. Anaphylaxis. A medication she didn't know she was allergic to. Her throat closing in the break room. A nurse named Delgado hitting her with an EpiPen.

"I coded for two minutes," Nora whispers.

"You died," the second copy says. "For one minute and forty-three seconds. And in that time, all of us—every version of you that ever existed—got pulled into the same space. The hospital became a glass coffin. And now we're all trying to crawl out."

The elevator stops. B2.

The doors open to another empty hallway. No one there.

"Sometimes they don't come right away," the first copy says. "Give it a minute."

Nora stares at the open doors. She could run. Sprint down the hallway, find stairs, find an exit. But her legs don't move.

Because she knows—deep in her gut—that the hallway leads nowhere. That the only way out is through the bottom.

A soft footstep echoes from the corridor.

A third woman appears. Same scrubs. Same face. But her hair is shorter, chopped unevenly, like she cut it herself in a dark room.

She steps into the elevator without a word. Takes her place against the wall.

The doors close.

"We should cooperate," the first copy says. "Figure out who's most likely to survive out there. The rest of us step aside."

"No one steps aside," the second copy mutters. "We all want to live."

The third copy finally speaks. Her voice is rougher. "She's right. I've done this before."

Nora freezes. "What do you mean, before?"

The third copy looks at her. Really looks. "This isn't my first elevator, Nora. And it won't be my last. Some of us have been here longer than you think."
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