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Wrong Room, Wrong Man

The vacuum cleaner Emma Carter pushed across the forty-fourth floor of Knight Enterprises was the loudest thing in a building that, at twelve minutes past midnight, had gone completely silent.

She preferred it this way.

The day world — the clatter of keyboards, the urgent voices in glass-walled meeting rooms, the relentless corporate theater of people performing busyness — had cleared out hours ago. What remained was Emma's world: dim overhead lighting on its overnight setting, the smell of carpet cleaner and someone's cold coffee, and the honest simplicity of a task that needed doing.

She had been working this shift for fourteen months. Long enough to know which office bin was always overflowing with energy bar wrappers (finance, third desk from the window), which executive kept a photograph of a dog on their desk facing outward where they could see it rather than inward toward visitors (legal, corner office, second floor), and which janitor's closet had a faulty latch that required a specific two-handed technique involving her hip and a half-turn of the handle.

She did not know, because it was not her job to know and knowing would have required paying attention to the wrong things, that the CEO's office on the forty-fourth floor was supposed to be off-limits after hours.

She also did not know, because nobody had told her and the schedule hadn't been updated, that Alexander Knight had flown back from Tokyo eighteen hours early.

The door was unlocked. She knocked — protocol — waited the standard five seconds, and pushed it open.

The office was extraordinary in a way that was almost offensive. Floor-to-ceiling glass on two sides, the city laid out below like a circuit board lit from within. A desk the size of a small country. Bookshelves that ran the full length of one wall and appeared to contain actual books, which she found vaguely suspicious in a building where every other surface was decorative.

Emma plugged in her vacuum, consulted her clipboard, and began.

She was working the section near the bookshelves — running a microfiber cloth along the lower shelves with the practiced efficiency of someone who had learned to work fast without working carelessly — when the door behind her opened.

She heard it over the vacuum. Turned.

The man in the doorway was not Security, which was her first assessment. Security wore the building's standard uniform and moved with a specific kind of territorial alertness. This man wore a charcoal suit that had been expensive enough at the start of a very long day to still look expensive at its end, his tie loosened, jacket open. Dark hair. A face that was doing several things at once: exhausted, sharply attentive, and — as his eyes found her vacuum cleaner and tracked up to her face — genuinely uncertain what to make of what he was seeing.

Emma turned off the vacuum.

Into the sudden silence, she said: "I knocked. No one answered."

He looked at her for a moment. Then: "I was in the elevator."

"That would explain it."

Another pause. "You're on the night cleaning crew."

"Yes."

"This office isn't on the night schedule."

"It is now. They updated the rotation last week." Emma picked up her clipboard and held it out with the straightforwardness of someone who had learned that the most efficient response to authority was documentation. "I have the sheet if you want to see it."

He crossed the room and looked at it. Not a glance — actually looked, reading it properly, his eyes moving down the page with the focused attention of a man who did not skim things. Then he handed it back.

"Your name's on here as E. Carter."

"Emma Carter."

"Alexander Knight."

She knew who he was. She had seen his photograph in the lobby directory, in the company newsletter that arrived in her university email because she'd accidentally signed up using her student address, and on the cover of a business magazine she'd read in a waiting room six months ago. The photograph had conveyed authority and expensive tailoring. In person, there was something else — something the photographs had flattened out. He looked like someone who hadn't spoken to another human being in genuine, unguarded terms in quite some time.

"I can come back," Emma said.

"No." He set his portfolio on the desk and dropped into his chair with the controlled exhaustion of a man who had been managing that exhaustion all day. "Finish. I have work to do anyway."

She studied him for a half second — this was an assessment, not curiosity, the same way she assessed a room before she cleaned it — and then she plugged the vacuum back in.

They shared the office for the next twenty minutes in the specific silence of two people who have decided, by unspoken agreement, not to perform discomfort. Emma finished the floor, moved to the windows, polished glass. Alexander worked through what appeared to be a significant stack of documents with the focus of a man who had missed eighteen hours of Tokyo meetings and was now paying the price.

She was at the door with her cart when he spoke.

"Emma Carter."

She paused. "Yes."

"The updated rotation — this office will be on your schedule again?"

"Thursday and Monday, midnight shift."

He nodded, once, and turned back to his papers.

Emma wheeled her cart into the corridor, and the door closed, and she stood for a moment in the empty hallway thinking that he had asked that question with the particular quality of a man noting a fact he intended to do something with.

She filed it away in the category of things she would not be thinking about, and went to finish her shift.
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Thursday Night

Thursday.

He was there.

Emma had expected — had told herself she expected, which was different — the office to be empty again, her imagination having constructed a significance from an event that was probably routine. A CEO working late was not unusual. A CEO noting his own cleaning schedule was administrative. None of it meant anything.

But he was at his desk, jacket off this time, sleeves rolled above his wrists, and he looked up when she knocked.

"Carter," he said, and went back to his screen.

She found this, oddly, more respectful than if he'd tried to be gracious about it. He acknowledged her presence and then treated her like an adult professional doing her job. She could work with that.

She was three-quarters through the floor when he said, without looking up: "You're studying something."

Emma stopped the vacuum. "What makes you think that?"

He nodded at her bag, which she'd set near the door. It was open at the top, the corner of a textbook visible. "Molecular biology," he said. "Unless that's recreational reading."

"University. Third year."

He was quiet for a moment, and she watched him recalibrate — she could actually see it, a small reorganization behind his eyes. "And you're working nights to fund it."

"Working nights to fund it and a few other things, yes."

"What other things?"

She considered how much of this was his business. "My brother. He's sixteen. Our parents died two years ago, so it's just the two of us
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