
ROOM 309

The After Dark Files — Book One

By Scarlett Vale

Some invitations are meant to be accepted. Others are meant to change you.
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The Bellamy Hotel

The first thing Evelyn Hart noticed about the Bellamy Hotel was the silence.

Not the ordinary silence of an empty building, but the deliberate, expensive quiet of a place that knew how to keep secrets. It was the kind of silence that wrapped around you like velvet, muffling the outside world until nothing existed except the present moment.

Her heels clicked against polished marble as she approached reception, each step echoing in the vast lobby. Somewhere beyond the entrance hall, a piano played softly, its melody drifting through warm amber light that seemed to glow from nowhere and everywhere at once.

Everything about the place screamed luxury, but whispered it so elegantly you almost didn’t notice until you were already seduced.

The enormous chandelier suspended above the entrance cast prismatic light across cream walls. The velvet sofas arranged around a roaring fireplace looked as though they’d never been sat upon by anyone wearing anything less than designer labels. The discreet conversations between beautifully dressed strangers who appeared to have nowhere else in the world they needed to be created a soundtrack of cultivated sophistication.

Evelyn suddenly felt painfully aware of her suitcase, her slightly crumpled blouse, the faint sheen of travel exhaustion on her face, and the exhausting five-hour drive she’d just endured. She resisted the urge to check her reflection in one of the gilt-framed mirrors lining the corridor.

“Good evening, madam.”

The receptionist was a striking woman with immaculate dark hair and a perfectly tailored uniform.

“Checking in?”

“Evelyn Hart. Two nights.”

The woman’s fingers moved across her keyboard.

Then she stopped.

Then she stopped.

Something almost imperceptible changed in her expression—a flicker of recognition, perhaps, or interest.

“Miss Hart. Of course. We’ve been expecting you.”

The emphasis on ‘expecting’ was so slight that Evelyn almost missed it.

Evelyn raised an eyebrow.

“I should hope so. I made the reservation three weeks ago.”

The receptionist smiled politely, but there was something knowing in her eyes now, something that suggested she was privy to information Evelyn wasn’t.

“Naturally. Your accommodation has been prepared to our highest standard. You’re in Suite 214.”

She passed Evelyn a black key card embossed with the hotel’s gold insignia. The card felt heavier than it should, as though it carried more weight than simple access to a room.

“And Miss Hart?”

“Yes?”

“I do hope you enjoy your stay. The Bellamy is rather different from other hotels.”

The woman leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping to something more intimate.

Evelyn gave an uncertain laugh, suddenly aware of how closely the woman was watching her.

“Different how?”

The woman merely smiled, her expression perfectly pleasant and utterly unreadable.

“I’m sure you’ll discover that for yourself.”

Suite 214 was breathtaking.

Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the city, offering a view that stretched for miles—glittering lights beginning to emerge as dusk settled over the skyline. A freestanding bathtub stood beside a marble wall, positioned so that anyone bathing could watch the city transform from day to night. A king-sized bed dominated the centre of the enormous bedroom, dressed in Egyptian cotton so white it almost hurt to look at.

Champagne rested in a silver ice bucket, condensation already forming on the bottle’s elegant curves.

Fresh roses stood beside the television, their scent filling the room with something rich and slightly intoxicating.

And, perhaps most importantly, nobody was asking Evelyn to do anything.

No work emails demanding immediate responses.

No impossible deadlines looming over her like storm clouds.

No phone calls from clients demanding last-minute changes to events she’d spent months planning.

No expectations.

No obligations.

No performance required.

For forty-eight glorious hours, she belonged entirely to herself.

She kicked off her heels and dropped onto the bed, sinking into softness that felt like an embrace.

“Bloody heaven,” she muttered to the empty room.

At thirty, Evelyn had everything she was supposed to want.

A successful career as an events consultant that paid well and impressed people at dinner parties. A beautiful apartment in a fashionable neighbourhood. Financial independence that meant she never had to ask anyone for anything. Friends who frequently reminded her how lucky she was, how together she seemed, how they wished they had their lives as sorted as she did.

Yet somewhere between the endless meetings and carefully scheduled weekends, between the networking events and the strategic career moves, she had begun to feel like a spectator in her own life. As though she were watching someone else live a perfectly acceptable existence while she stood outside the glass, observing but not quite participating.

Every day looked like the one before.

Wake up at six-thirty.

Gym by seven.

Shower, dress in something professional but not too formal.

Work until her eyes burned.

Come home to an empty apartment.

Eat something that could be prepared in under fifteen minutes.

Sleep.

Repeat.

Even her relationships had become exercises in predictability, carefully managed arrangements that fit neatly into her calendar without disrupting the careful architecture of her life.

Her last boyfriend had once suggested they schedule intimacy into their shared calendar—Tuesday and Saturday evenings, he’d proposed, unless either party had a work commitment that took precedence.

She’d ended things three weeks later, though she’d waited until after his birthday so as not to seem cruel.

Reaching for the champagne, Evelyn noticed something resting against the dark velvet headboard.

A black envelope.

It was too elegant to be an ordinary hotel welcome note. Too deliberate in its placement, positioned exactly where she would see it the moment she settled onto the bed.

Thick, expensive paper that felt like fabric beneath her fingers.

A wax seal, deep crimson, pressed with a symbol she couldn’t quite make out in the low light.

Her name written in gold ink, the letters formed with such precision they looked almost printed.

Miss Evelyn Hart.

Not Ms. Not Mrs. Miss.

She frowned, turning the envelope over in her hands.

Perhaps it was an invitation to the hotel restaurant, some exclusive dining experience they offered to guests in the premium suites.

Or a complimentary spa treatment, the kind of thing luxury hotels did to justify their exorbitant rates.

She broke the seal carefully, the wax cracking with a satisfying snap.

Inside was a single card, heavy as parchment, the text embossed in silver.

You are cordially invited to an evening reserved for those who believe that life should occasionally be lived without expectation.

Room 309.

Midnight.

Formal attire.

Attendance is entirely your choice.

Beneath the invitation, in smaller lettering, were four words that seemed to shimmer in the lamplight.

Curiosity is a beginning.

Evelyn turned the card over.

Nothing.

No explanation.

No signature.

No indication of what kind of evening she was being invited to, or why she specifically had been chosen.

She checked the time on her phone.

8:47 p.m.

“What on earth?”

Her phone vibrated.

A message from her best friend, Sophie.

Please tell me you’ve arrived safely and aren’t answering work emails.

Evelyn smiled.

I’m here. Hotel is gorgeous. Slightly strange though.

Strange how?

I’ve apparently been invited to a mysterious midnight event.

Three dots appeared almost instantly.

OH MY GOD.

Evelyn laughed.

Calm down. It’s probably a wine tasting.

At midnight? In a luxury hotel? Evelyn, please tell me you’re going.

Absolutely not.

You are the most boring thirty-year-old woman I know.

Thank you.

I’m serious. You’re single, gorgeous and away for the weekend. Do something unexpected for once.

Evelyn stared at the black card, running her thumb over the embossed lettering.

I’ll think about it.

She placed her phone facedown on the bedside table, suddenly unwilling to engage with the outside world.

For several minutes, she sat in silence, listening to the distant sounds of the city below. Car horns. Sirens. The ordinary chaos of Saturday night happening to other people.

Then she picked up the invitation again, reading it for the third time.

Room 309.

Midnight.

Life without expectation.

She had no idea what awaited her.

And that was precisely what made it impossible to stop thinking about.
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A Stranger at the Bar

By ten o’clock, Evelyn had convinced herself the invitation was nothing more than an elaborate marketing gimmick.

The Bellamy was clearly the kind of establishment that specialised in expensive experiences designed to make wealthy guests feel special. Exclusive. Chosen.

Private dining in hidden rooms.

Invitation-only parties where everyone pretended to be more interesting than they actually were.

Perhaps even those ridiculous murder-mystery evenings where wealthy strangers pretended to be detectives while drinking overpriced wine and congratulating themselves on their cleverness.

Whatever it was, she wasn’t about to spend her weekend sitting in her room wondering what she’d missed.

She changed into a black satin dress that hugged her figure in ways her work clothes never did, slipped on a pair of heels that added three inches to her height and made her feel powerful, and applied a deep red lipstick that looked almost black in certain light.

Then she looked at herself in the mirror.

The woman looking back seemed unfamiliar. Not because she looked different, exactly, but because she looked like someone who might do something unexpected. Someone who might accept a mysterious invitation. Someone who might, for once, not have a carefully constructed plan.

“Well,” she whispered to her reflection, “you certainly don’t look like you’re here for a business conference.”

The hotel bar was dimly lit, with dark wooden panelling, leather armchairs and shelves filled with bottles that probably cost more than her monthly electricity bill.

A jazz singer performed near the piano.

Groups of elegantly dressed guests murmured over cocktails.

Evelyn took a seat at the bar.

“Espresso martini, please.”

“Excellent choice.”

The voice came from her right.

Low.

Smooth.

Amused.

She turned.

The man sitting two stools away was looking at her over the rim of his glass.

He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, with dark hair, sharp features and the sort of quiet confidence that suggested he rarely needed to raise his voice to be heard.

His charcoal suit was impeccably tailored.

His eyes were an unusual shade of grey.

Evelyn gave him a polite smile.

“Thank you.”

“Although I’d have recommended the Bellamy’s signature cocktail.”

“Would you?”

“Absolutely.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s memorable.”

She glanced towards the bartender.

“And the espresso martini isn’t?”

“Depends what you’re hoping to remember.”

Evelyn couldn’t help smiling.

“Is that your standard opening line?”

“Only when it works.”

“And does it?”

He considered her for a moment.

“You smiled.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s working.”

“No,” he said. “But it’s encouraging.”

The bartender placed her drink in front of her.

Evelyn lifted the glass.

“Well, congratulations on your encouraging start.”

He laughed.

It was an unexpectedly warm sound.

“I’m Adrian.”

“Evelyn.”

“Nice to meet you, Evelyn.”

There was something about the way he said her name.

Not overly familiar.

Not possessive.

Simply attentive, as though the conversation genuinely interested him.

They spoke for several minutes.

About the hotel, which Adrian described as having “excellent taste in secrets.”

About the city, which Evelyn admitted she’d never properly explored despite living only two hours away.

About why anyone would willingly pay so much money for a room when they could spend the same amount travelling somewhere considerably warmer.

“Because,” Adrian said, swirling his drink thoughtfully, “sometimes the point isn’t the destination. It’s the permission to be somewhere you don’t have to explain yourself.”

Evelyn considered that.

“That’s surprisingly philosophical.”

“I have my moments.”

“Rare ones, I’m guessing.”

“Devastatingly rare.”

She laughed, and was surprised by how genuine it sounded. When was the last time she’d laughed with a stranger? When was the last time she’d wanted to?

Adrian was surprisingly easy to talk to.

He listened.

Actually listened, rather than simply waiting for his turn to speak.

When she made a joke, he laughed instead of immediately turning the conversation back towards himself.

And when she told him she worked in events management, he looked genuinely sympathetic rather than impressed.

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is.”

“Then why do you do it?”

“Because I’m good at it.”

“That’s not necessarily the same thing as enjoying it.”

He tilted his head slightly, studying her with those unusual grey eyes.

Evelyn paused, her glass halfway to her lips.

Nobody had ever asked her that before. They’d asked if she enjoyed the glamour, the travel, the networking. But nobody had questioned whether being good
































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
—— The After Dark Files — Book One ——

ROOM
509

Some invitations are meant to be accepted.
Others are meant to change you.

SCARLETT VALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





