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Chapter 1 – Wrong Room Key
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The Grand Imperial Hotel stood like a marble fortress against the night, its towering columns and gold-lit windows glimmering in the rain. The air smelled faintly of polished wood and warm linen as Emma Callahan pressed the elevator button, clutching the small brass room key the receptionist had handed her minutes before. She had been in Paris only an hour, her mind still shaking off the blur of the transatlantic flight.

The elevator doors opened with a muted chime, revealing an older couple stepping out, their laughter muffled by the thick carpet. She stepped in, pressed the number nine, and leaned back against the velvet wall. Her coat was still damp, the collar cool against her neck. Somewhere below, the lobby’s grand piano played a slow, lilting tune—soft, like a lullaby for the city.

The ninth floor corridor was dim, lined with portraits in ornate frames. Figures stared down at her from a century past, their eyes following her as she walked. She found the brass plate with the number 923, slid the key in, and heard the soft click.

Inside, the lights were low. A suitcase—one that wasn’t hers—sat beside the bed. A black coat hung neatly on the back of a chair. Emma froze, the air suddenly heavier.

From the bathroom came the sound of running water, and then a voice—calm, deep, speaking French. She didn’t understand the words, but the tone was deliberate, unhurried.

Before she could back out, the bathroom door opened.

A man stepped into view, tall, sharply dressed in a black shirt with sleeves rolled to his forearms. His hair was dark, his expression unreadable, but his eyes—piercing blue—locked on her instantly. She recognized him not from personal acquaintance, but from magazine covers and late-night interviews: Sherlock Holmes, or rather the actor who played him, Benedict Cumberbatch.

“You’re not room service,” he said in crisp English.

Emma’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She fumbled with the key in her hand, glancing toward the door. “I—this is... they gave me—”

“Wrong key?” His voice carried no surprise, only a cool, almost amused curiosity. He moved past her, closing the door with a soft click.

Her pulse quickened. “I’m sorry. I must have—”

“You must have,” he agreed, though his tone made it unclear whether he was accusing or merely observing. He gestured toward the armchair by the window. “You’re soaked. Sit. Before you ruin the carpet.”

Emma hesitated, still halfway to the door, but his gaze pinned her in place. Against her better judgment, she stepped further in. The rain streaked the tall window behind him, and beyond it, Paris glittered under the storm.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Emma.”

He studied her as though committing the name to memory. “And you walk into strangers’ rooms often, Emma?”

“No. Never. This is a mistake.” She forced a small laugh, though her throat was dry. “I just... I should go downstairs and—”

But as she turned toward the door again, the handle rattled from the other side.

Both of them looked at it.

The door opened, and in stepped another man—taller, broader, wearing a rain-dark trench coat and a flat cap pulled low. His eyes swept the room, landing on Emma first, then Benedict. Without a word, he closed the door behind him.

Emma knew that face as well, though she had never seen it outside a cinema screen: Tom Hiddleston, his smile slow and knowing, as if he’d walked into a scene already scripted.

“Seems,” Tom said lightly, “we have company.”

Benedict didn’t move. “She has the wrong key.”

Tom’s gaze lingered on Emma. “Or the right one, depending on how you look at it.”

The rain deepened outside, tapping the glass like impatient fingers. The three of them stood in the muted glow of the room’s single lamp, the air charged with a strange tension Emma couldn’t name.

Neither man seemed inclined to let her leave.

The suitcase, the black coat, the low conversation in French—it all felt suddenly deliberate, as though she had not stumbled into a stranger’s room by accident at all, but into something already in motion.

And Emma, standing between them, began to wonder if the receptionist’s error had been an error at all.
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Chapter 2 – A Stranger in the Shadows
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The rain had grown heavier, the wind nudging droplets against the glass in sharp little bursts. Emma stood rigid between the two men, her fingers curled around the wrong brass key as though it might protect her. The silence stretched.

Benedict leaned against the desk, one hand resting lightly on a closed leather notebook, his gaze flicking between her and Tom. Tom had removed his trench coat, draping it across the back of a chair, and now stood with his hands in his pockets, watching her with a mild, unblinking interest.

“You came from the lobby just now?” Tom asked, his voice soft, almost conversational.

“Yes,” Emma replied. “I just checked in. The receptionist—”

“Put you in 923,” Benedict finished for her, his tone carrying that same subtle emphasis as before, as if the number itself was part of a puzzle only he and Tom understood.

Tom moved toward the window, parting the curtains just enough to peer down at the slick streets below. “The lobby is... busy tonight,” he murmured. “Too busy.”

Emma followed his gaze but saw only the blurred outlines of headlights and umbrellas passing beneath the golden awning. “I don’t understand. What does that have to do with—”

“You shouldn’t be here,” Benedict interrupted, though without raising his voice. “But now that you are, you need to listen carefully.”

Emma took a step back. “I think I should just—”

The lights flickered. Only for a second, but long enough to make the shadows in the corners feel deeper, more solid. Somewhere down the hall, a door slammed, muffled but sharp in the quiet.

Tom turned back from the window. “We weren’t expecting anyone. But perhaps...” He studied her again, head tilted, as though trying to see beneath the surface. “Perhaps it’s not entirely a coincidence.”

Emma shook her head. “It is a coincidence. I’m just here for a conference. I don’t know either of you, I don’t know what’s going on—”

Benedict stood, his height imposing in the low lamplight. “What’s going on,” he said evenly, “is that someone is watching this room.”

Emma froze. “Watching?”

Tom nodded toward the balcony, its glass door barely visible behind the curtain. “From across the courtyard. Third floor of the east wing. I saw the reflection when I came in.”

She turned toward the balcony instinctively, but Benedict’s voice cut through the air. “Don’t move the curtain.”

Her breath came quicker now, the warmth of the room feeling suddenly oppressive. “Why would anyone—”

Another sound interrupted her—a soft knock. Not at the door, but from the adjoining wall, where a thin wooden door connected 923 to the next room.

Three knocks. Pause. Two knocks.

Tom and Benedict exchanged a glance. Neither looked surprised.

Benedict moved first, stepping to the connecting door. He didn’t open it, but he rested his palm against it as though feeling for vibration. After a long moment, he withdrew his hand. “It’s the signal.”

Tom’s tone remained calm, but there was a precision to his words now. “We should answer.”

Before Emma could protest, Benedict slid a thin silver key from his pocket, unlocked the adjoining door, and opened it just enough to reveal a shadowed figure in the other room.

The figure stepped forward, the light catching their face—sharp cheekbones, short blonde hair, eyes alert and calculating. Emma recognized her instantly: Cate Blanchett, though here she looked nothing like the glamorous star she’d seen in films. Dressed in dark trousers and a fitted jacket, she carried herself like someone used to command.

“We don’t have much time,” Cate said without greeting. Her eyes passed over Emma only briefly before locking on the men. “The message was intercepted. They know you’re here.”

Tom exhaled slowly. “Then they’ll be moving sooner than we thought.”

Benedict’s gaze drifted toward Emma. “And now we have a complication.”

Cate followed his glance. “Who is she?”

“Wrong room key,” Tom said, though his tone made it sound like a deliberate choice rather than a mistake.

Cate studied Emma for a moment longer. “Does she know?”

“No,” Benedict answered. “And she doesn’t need to.”

“I’m right here,” Emma snapped, the sharpness in her voice surprising even herself. “If you think I’m just going to stand here while you talk around me—”

The lights flickered again, and this time they didn’t come back.

The room was plunged into darkness. Somewhere in the distance, the elevator chimed, its mechanical hum carrying down the hall.

Benedict’s voice came low and quick. “Move away from the windows.”

Cate shut the adjoining door behind her, locking it. Tom was already at Emma’s side, guiding her toward the wall near the wardrobe.

Footsteps echoed faintly in the corridor outside—steady, unhurried.

Emma felt the tension in the air sharpen, a wire pulled tight. She didn’t know who was approaching, or why, but the expressions on their faces told her it wasn’t a friend.

The footsteps stopped outside the door to 923.

A pause.

Then, softly, a knock.
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