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Clara Clark had a morning routine so precise it could be timed to the second. She prided herself on it. Wake at 6:30. Shower by 6:40. Coffee brewed by 6:45. Dressed, made-up, and scrolling through news headlines with one leg tucked under her by 7:00.

Structure. Predictability. Those were the things that held her together—especially after the last year. She’d spent months carefully threading her life back into order after the storm that had been her father’s illness and the messy breakup that followed. Now, in her thirties, living alone in a high-rise condo in Manhattan, she felt—if not happy—then at least stable.

That morning, she picked a charcoal gray pantsuit and a pale blue blouse, spritzed on a bit of perfume, and examined herself in the mirror with a neutral eye. Professional. Calm. Competent. Nothing out of place.

She texted her assistant a brief message about rescheduling a lunch meeting, grabbed her travel mug, and headed for the elevator.

The moment she pressed the call button, something strange stirred in her gut.

A shiver—not from cold, but something deeper, something instinctive. Like a deer raising its head at the rustle of a bush. She blinked, frowning slightly at the sensation, and shook it off.

The elevator dinged. The doors opened.

She stepped forward—and froze.

It wasn’t rational. The floor of the elevator was solid steel, polished to a dull sheen. The interior lights cast no shadows, and there was no one inside. But to Clara, it felt like a chasm. A drop. A trap. Her heart clenched. Her breath caught halfway in her chest. Her legs refused to move.

She took a step back.

Her eyes darted toward the emergency stairwell. Fourteen flights down.

“Come on,” she muttered to herself. She took another step toward the elevator, but her knees buckled. She stumbled and caught herself on the wall, coffee sloshing over her fingers. The heat barely registered.

“Jesus.”

She felt dizzy. Her heart was thundering, palms slick. There was no threat, no danger, but her brain was sending distress signals as if the floor was made of glass and cracking underfoot.

What the hell was happening?

She looked around the hallway, hoping no one had seen her panic. Her neighbor's door was closed. No cameras. No witnesses.

She backed away from the elevator and bolted for the stairwell like it might vanish if she hesitated. Each flight left her gasping, not just from exertion but from the sheer disorientation of not understanding why she suddenly couldn’t step into a perfectly safe box.

By the time she pushed out into the lobby, she was shaking. Her blouse clung damply to her back, and her hands were trembling.

Edgar, the doorman, looked up from his crossword and raised an eyebrow. “Morning, Miss Clark. Everything all right?”

“Fine,” Clara said breathlessly. “Decided to take the stairs today.”

He gave her a sideways look. “All fourteen floors?”

“Cardio,” she said with a forced smile. “I’m being healthy.”

She left before he could ask more questions, her heels clacking on the tile floor a little too fast. Outside, the spring morning was crisp and cloudless, the sunlight catching the glass of the surrounding towers. She didn’t look up.



The subway was mercifully underground. No glass, no windows, no open air or height to trick her brain. Still, she gripped the pole tighter than usual, fighting off the lingering nausea from her earlier panic. Every jolt of the train felt like an aftershock.

She kept replaying the moment in the elevator over and over in her head.

It didn’t make sense.

She wasn’t afraid of heights. She had grown up climbing trees in Vermont, standing on ladders to help her father clean out gutters, taking ski lifts up icy slopes. Hell, she used to lean against the railing of her own balcony on the 27th floor to drink wine and watch the skyline flicker to life after dusk. Heights had never bothered her. They were exhilarating.

And yet... whatever happened that morning had been real. She hadn’t imagined that fear.



Her office was exactly as she’d left it: modern, minimalist, and flooded with natural light. Too much light. The wall of windows, usually a source of calm, now looked like a threat. She avoided the view and headed straight for her desk.

She pulled the blinds closed with a shaking hand.

A knock on the glass wall startled her. Ben, her assistant, stood there with his usual grin and a cardboard coffee tray. She waved him in.

“Morning, Clara. Thought you might need reinforcements,” he said, placing one of the cups on her desk. “Rough night?”

“Something like that,” she murmured, barely hearing him.

Ben glanced at the closed blinds and tilted his head. “You okay? You look kind of pale.”

“Thanks,” she said dryly. “That’s what every woman loves to hear.”

He chuckled and raised his hands in mock surrender. “Just looking out for you. I can move that budget meeting if—”

“No,” she cut in. “Keep it. I’m fine. Just tired.”

He nodded and left, clearly unconvinced.

Clara sat in silence for a long time, staring at the coffee cup. Her laptop was open. Her calendar is filled. But none of it felt real. All she could think about was the elevator. The stairwell. The way her chest had closed like a fist was wrapped around her lungs.

She pulled out her phone and typed:

“Sudden onset fear of heights? Acrophobia?”

The results weren’t helpful.


●  Stress-induced phobias




●  PTSD




●  Brain lesions




●  Panic disorders




●  Rare psychological phenomena






She closed the browser and rubbed her temples. A fluke, she told herself. A freak moment. Her body is playing tricks on her. She’d be fine tomorrow.

But deep down, something gnawed at her—a quiet whisper that the part of her that had locked up inside that elevator hadn’t gone anywhere.



That night, Clara couldn’t sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she felt the sensation again: standing on the edge of something, the wind howling past her ears, the ground so far below it blurred. She took another sleeping pill, then a second when the first didn’t work.

When she finally did fall asleep, her dreams were riddled with vertigo—glass breaking, balconies collapsing, and her own scream echoing down an endless shaft.

She woke up at 4:47 a.m. in a tangle of sheets and sweat, heart pounding.

And then she saw it.

A spider, small and black, crawling up her nightstand toward her lamp.

She screamed and flung herself backward, knocking over the lamp and tumbling to the floor. She scrambled up, heart hammering, and flipped on the overhead light.

Nothing. The spider was gone. Or had never been there at all.

She stared at the empty nightstand, her hands shaking.

The fear she felt now was different—but just as real. Her throat was tight, her skin crawling.

And somehow, she knew: tomorrow had brought something new.

​Chapter 2: The Pattern Begins
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Clara stood in the center of her bedroom, barefoot, breathing like she’d run a marathon. Her pulse throbbed in her throat, and a cold film of sweat clung to her skin. The spider—if it had even been real—was gone.

She scanned every corner of the room. Nothing moved. No webs, no shadows, not even a rogue dust bunny to explain what she’d seen.

She crouched to her knees and slowly pulled the bed skirt up.

Nothing.

She wasn’t the kind of person who screamed at bugs. She’d lived alone for nearly a decade and handled everything from leaky pipes to mouse traps without batting an eye. She didn’t flinch at horror movies, laughed at jump scares, and once let a tarantula crawl across her arm on a dare during a bachelorette trip to Costa Rica.

And yet... the image of that spider, those spindly legs, the slow, deliberate crawl—she couldn’t get it out of her head.

Her body had reacted before her brain could process it. Pure, animal panic. Just like the elevator. Just like yesterday.

She sat on the edge of the bed, hugging her arms around herself. Maybe the sleeping pills were messing with her head. Or maybe—God forbid—this was the beginning of something worse. Something clinical.

A hallucination. A breakdown.

She pulled out her phone and opened her notes app.

May 3 – Fear of heights.

May 4 – Arachnophobia?

She hesitated, then added:

Both episodes included panic, physical symptoms, and vivid mental images.

She stared at the words, the sterile formality of them, as if she were cataloging symptoms for someone else. But it was her. Her mind. Her fear.

Was it just stress?

She couldn’t deny that things had been piling up lately. The pressure at work. Her mother called more often, dropping hints about “settling down.” The empty apartment that used to feel peaceful, now more like a vacuum. And then there was the persistent ache of something unresolved—something she didn’t have a name for but felt in the silence between distractions.

She tried to go back to sleep but gave up after an hour of tossing in her sweat-damp sheets. By the time the sun came up, she was already in the shower, the water scalding against her skin as if it could burn away the unease.



She avoided the elevator again.

Fourteen flights. Her calves screamed halfway down, but it was better than the alternative. She tried not to think about how ridiculous it was—a grown woman, climbing stairs like a child afraid of a ride at the fair.

On the way out, she nearly bumped into Edgar again. He didn’t say anything this time, but his eyes flicked to her shoes, then to the elevator behind her.

“Morning,” she muttered.

He gave her a polite nod but said nothing. That silence said enough.



Work offered no relief.

Ben met her at the door with a stack of printouts and a frown.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked quietly. “You’re... kind of jumpy.”

Clara tried to smile. “Didn’t sleep well.”

He handed over the papers and stepped aside, but she could feel his eyes on her back as she walked into her office. She closed the blinds again without thinking. Just the thought of that floor-to-ceiling window was enough to make her stomach lurch.

At 11:08 a.m., she saw it again.

Not the spider. Something worse.

She opened her inbox and there it was: a forwarded email chain from a client. And in the tiny, almost invisible header at the top—“re: Elevator Malfunction - Safety Inspection Needed.”

She stared at it.

There had been a malfunction. In her building. Last week.

Clara’s throat tightened.

She opened the message and scanned the forwarded body. One of the elevators had dropped a few feet before the brakes kicked in. No injuries, no damage. Just a mechanical hiccup, according to the maintenance team.

She hadn’t known. No one told her. But now, her brain rushed to fill in the blanks—What if it had been her? What if she had been inside?

Her phone buzzed, snapping her out of it.

It was a text from her friend Mara.

“Brunch this weekend? Still breathing?”

Clara stared at the screen. She wanted to say yes. She wanted to go, to pretend everything was normal.

But something was wrong.

And now she couldn’t ignore it.



That night, Clara stood in front of her bathroom mirror, brushing her teeth with one hand while scrolling through articles with the other.

“Recurring, shifting phobias.”

“Sudden onset irrational fears.”

“Psychogenic causes of anxiety.”

“Dissociative disorders.”

“Split personalities.”

“Parasomnias.”

She knew better than to self-diagnose from Google, but she couldn’t help it. She needed answers.

Instead, she found contradictions. Some articles blamed trauma. Others suggested chemical imbalances. A few mentioned rare neurological disorders. And one particularly unsettling article suggested fear-conditioning experiments in sleep clinics—behavioral science research gone rogue.

She dropped her phone on the counter and leaned forward, studying her reflection.

She looked tired. Pale. Her eyes were ringed with dark circles and something else she couldn’t name.

Fear, maybe. But not just of spiders or heights.

Fear that something inside her had cracked. And that she wouldn’t be able to put it back together again.

She left the bathroom light on when she went to bed. Just in case.

The next morning, she woke up with her heart already racing—and the overwhelming certainty that she could not, under any circumstances, leave her apartment.

Her hands wouldn’t touch the doorknob. Her feet refused to move closer.

She wasn’t afraid of what was out there.
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