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Chapter 1

Eins

 

The first rule of the Hotel Orient was discretion.

It was late. The tourists had abandoned the streets, leaving their drunken footprints woven across the icy cobblestones. Only the most resilient troublemakers remained, those who could handle the cold. A deceptive hush fell over Vienna, soft as the snow. The city drifted towards carefree slumber, never dreaming that the Hotel Orient would soon break its first rule.

The love hotel lingered at the end of a shadowy street, drawing people towards its light. Over the entrance, the glowing stained-glass canopy cast muted orange and blue flames onto the snow-kissed pavement, which scattered around the reversed silhouette of the word Orient.

At night, the glass doors were locked. A twinkle from the chandelier glimmered through the slit of the velvet curtains, immodest as a pale ankle peeking from beneath a long hemline.

The brass doorbell gleamed, begging to be touched. Sterling was inside, awaiting the next curious passer-by brave enough to enter.

Go ahead, darling, ring the bell.

Her title was Concierge, but her real job was Keeper of Secrets, tasked to protect the private affairs of the anonymous clientele. It was dishonest work, and barely paid the bills, but Sterling adored it. After a decade of employment there, she understood the Orient’s quirks. The compartment beneath the creaky floorboards in Room 18. The bullet hole in the lobby ceiling, mere inches from the chandelier’s mount. The scorch marks on the window frame in Room 6, scars from a bitter husband’s attempt to destroy his cheating wife’s favourite suite.

The fire was back in the 1980s, well before Sterling was born. But on crisp winter evenings like this one, she swore she could smell the smoke. Though it might have been from a guest’s post-coital cigarette.

The anonymous patrons were as rich, wild, and glamorous as the Hotel itself, and the Concierge knew everything about them, except their names.

And that, by morning, two of them would be dead.





Chapter 10

Zehn

 

The Orient had a reputation for protecting reputations, so investigating there meant stepping on powerful toes. The hotel was within walking distance, so the detectives opted for the stroll rather than risk getting stuck in a Viennese traffic jam. Sirens prove useless if you’re caught behind a horse-drawn carriage.

Vienna had twenty-three districts, the first of which was the Innere Stadt, the Inner City, which stood in the centre of the map with its nose held high. The rest of the universe extended from it, curling clockwise in relative numerical order like a reverse Fibonacci spiral.

Andreas came from the Twenty-First District, Floridsdorf, a large neighbourhood on the outskirts where the local dialect was as strong as their disdain for police, whom they lovingly nicknamed the Kieberer. His mother should have been proud when he became detective, in the First District, no less, but she wasn’t. Why he had to work something as demanding as homicide, she didn’t understand. He’d bungled his first case by making the rookie mistake of actually solving it and arresting a renowned philharmonic conductor who’d murdered his third wife in the hope of running off with his second violin. Since then, Andreas’s career had stalled like a taxi stuck behind a stubborn horse.

He couldn’t risk complaining, lest it give Mama ammunition to remind him how, if he’d just taken a waste-management job with Magistrate 48, sorting refuse like his father and cousins, he’d have more time to come round for dinner. More time to find a nice woman to bring home with him too. She had a point, at least people in the Twenty-First District respected the 48ers.

The walk to the Hotel Orient was far from leisurely. The wind had something wicked in mind, as did the relentless swells of tourists crowding the city-centre cobblestones. The route to the den of sin led the officers past four churches. They started at the police station, which stood in the cold grey shadow of gilded St Stephen’s Cathedral. Historically, houses of worship were the only buildings granted the privilege of sparkling more than the palace.

They took a short-cut, veering through the realm of current royals: the Golden Quarter, which was littered with luxury shops, designer detritus, and restaurants frequented by city elite. They passed Zum Schwarzen Kameel, a restaurant where even in winter people dined al fresco to be seen. The photographers behind the rope in front were occupied by a well-loved footballer and a widely resented city minister eating breakfast at neighbouring tables. They paid no attention to the detectives passing by. Which meant the news of a death at the Orient hadn’t escaped. Yet.

This case had the potential to become a nightmare. Andreas and Beate walked in silence, between murmurs of awestruck tourists and clacking of horse hooves on pavement, with the question hanging between them. She bit first.

‘Have you ever seen the inside of the Orient?’ she asked.

‘Seen the inside? As far as I know, it’s only open to guests.’

‘Maybe you took one of your little Tinder dates there, assuming you actually managed to meet someone,’ she said, shooting him a scolding look.

He grumbled. ‘No, I’ve never been, and I’m not interested in the sort of woman who would go. That place is for affairs, not first dates.’

‘What makes you so sure any woman would accept your invitation to the Orient? And on a first date, no less.’

‘You know what I meant. Have you been?’

‘You think I’d admit if I had? But it’s not just for cheaters. I’ve heard it’s romantic.’

‘You’ve heard, eh?’

He stopped short. She matched him.

He looked her up and down, pinching his chin. ‘Nope.’

‘Nope what?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think you’ve ever visited the Orient.’

Beate smiled. Andreas held a finger to his lips in mock contemplation, then pointed at her. ‘But I think you’d go if you were invited. Maybe the boyfriend will take you.’

She rolled her eyes. They’d reached Tiefer Graben, the no-tell hotel’s street. It lingered at the far end of the road, past the bridge, but he already recognised the distinct canopy through the arch. Tiefer Graben meant ‘deep moat’. Until the 1400s, it was a canal that formed the city centre’s western border. The now-infamous hotel predated written records, and historians had contentious opinions about its founding date. But legend said it’d been there for ever. It was first documented in the 1600s as a tavern with no name, housing Asian sailors from the spice trade and thus earning its title from the locals: Hotel Orient. The moniker stuck. The Austrian fetish for nostalgia was second only to its fetish for bureaucracy. Even if the owners wanted to change the name, they couldn’t.

There was a strange calm in the air. Something seemed wrong. There should have been tape over the door, and police lights flashing, and at least one uniformed officer outside. But on a busy weekday in the bustling city centre, this corner of Vienna was silent.

Andreas quickened his pace, memorising car registration plates as he passed. There were a disproportionate number of diplomatic plates for a street this far from the Vienna International Centre, where the United Nations’ headquarters were situated. The lowest digits denoted top positions. WD-47 belonged to the Romanian ambassador.

The temperature dropped when they stepped into the shadow beneath the hotel canopy. Andreas rang the bell, shivering. As the door creaked open, warmth from the lobby caressed his cheek. A bellhop in a purple uniform invited them in, bracing his back against the heavy door as wind attempted to claw it closed. Despite the Orient’s famed predilection for rules, it seemed to possess a certain disdain for officers of the law.

Andreas waved Beate into the lobby. ‘Ladies first.’ When he followed her in, wind slapped the door shut behind him, sharp as a whip cracking.

Alter Schwede. The place was amazing. None of the faux leather and neon found in most by-the-hour hotels. The lobby had a grandiose style befitting his grandparents’ generation, if not his great-great-grandparents’. Not that his Omama, God rest her soul, would be caught dead in a place like this. Not that she could have afforded to step this far inside.

The octagonal lobby was dark wood. The lift at the back was glass, encased in an ornate black cage. A deep red staircase stood to its right, spiralling into shadows upstairs. Underneath the first curve loomed a door marked 5, sealed off with a cross of crime-scene tape.

He imagined the scene awaiting him, the bodies of two lovers, perhaps still intertwined. He grimaced, picturing the headlines if this broke. A murder here would end up in the newspapers, which his mother read. He’d never hear the end of it. If he was lucky, they could rule it an accident. Better still, natural causes. Just somebody’s rich grandparents who’d died from simultaneous coitus-induced heart attacks. That would be convenient. Quick work. Fill out a form 8167. Get a stamp from the Forensic Pathologist. Boom. Case closed. He sighed, calculating the improbability of a sudden dual heart attack. And the probability of a concerned call from Mama tomorrow morning. Oida.

He returned his focus to the lobby. The bar to his left was small but lush, with massive empty champagne bottles displayed on the mantelpiece over the roaring fire. Kitchen clanging escaped from the corridor behind the bar, which was lined with flocked velvet wallpaper that begged to be caressed. He felt tense as a child visiting a rich woman’s house, scared to touch anything lest his grubby fingers soil it.

So. He followed Beate into the office to their right, where they were greeted by a chubby redhead who leaned beside the desk with her hip jutting out.

Her lips were red. Her uniform was green. She must have been tired when she got ready this morning, because she’d mistakenly laced her lingerie over her dress, like she’d put the outfit on in reverse order. She scanned him up and down, slowly, exaggerating the tilt of her head and the curve of her waist as she did so.

He felt that nervous tension in his hands again, like he might touch something he shouldn’t.

‘Hello, gorgeous. How can I be of service?’ she said, offering her hand.

He flashed his badge. ‘Grüß Gott, I’d prefer you call me Detective Wolke, and you are?’

She ignored his question. And him. Instead, she fluttered her lashes at Beate, taking her hand.

‘I was addressing your lovely colleague,’ she told Andreas, lifting Beate’s hand below her lips without kissing it, a greeting normally performed by a gentleman. She lingered for a millisecond too long.

She craned forward to read Beate’s badge.

‘Habe die Ehre, Detective. Forgive my asking, but your name is pronounced ‘Bay-ah-tuh’, yes?’

Beate nodded.

‘A lovely name, though we kindly suggest you adopt an alias during your stay.’

More like they kindly suggest they violate section 225a by falsifying records. These damn Stundenhotels were exempt from so many regulations. The Orient had a handshake agreement with the law books.

‘Unfortunately, we have no available rooms, or did you need something else?’ said the redhead, ogling him in an unladylike manner.

He recoiled at the indecent frankness of her stare. Alter Schwede. This entire seductress bit was bizarre, her acting like they were guests. She was stalling. Though she played cool, he noticed she’d picked at the stitching on the side seam of her skirt, when otherwise there wasn’t a thread out of place in her outfit.

She caught him staring and turned her hip away. ‘How can I serve you, Detective?’

Her accent was Viennese, upper class but not snobbish, as though she’d attended private schools in the Ninth District instead of the Nineteenth. But something was peculiar about it. Her voice was sultry and deep, but loud. Her entire personality was loud. Achso, he thought, realising what was wrong with her. She was American.

Which, much to his chagrin, was still legal.

‘You could tell us your name,’ he said.

‘I’m the Concierge.’

Concierge, sure. The corset shoving her décolletage in his face made it look like she spent more time lying on a mattress than standing behind a reception desk. His upper lip twitched.

She winked like she’d read his thought from his face. ‘Anything you need, Detectives. I’m here to help,’ she said, stepping closer before repeating in a husky, hushed tone, ‘Anything.’

Beate tucked a coy strand of hair behind her ear, blushing. Oida.

The heat inside was unbearable. Andreas loosened his tie, looking for a window to open. Fresh air would clear their heads. A bit of Stoßlüften cured all ills.

So. He asked himself what he was doing. He’d come here for a reason. He prised his focus from the redhead’s cleavage as he searched his mind for what it was. Right. Two dead bodies.

He coughed. Beate quit fawning and shook herself back to attention.

‘We need to see the, uh . . .’ He trailed off, distracted by the redhead’s gold lapel pin. Keeper of Secrets.

Beate leaned to his ear and whispered, ‘Crime scene. We’re here to see the crime scene.’

Andreas cocked his head towards Beate. ‘What she said.’

A shadow fell over him from behind. A heavy hand grasped his shoulder. When he turned, his eyes were level with the gold pocket square in the charcoal suit covering the broad chest of a giant of a man.

He craned his neck to see the dapper hulk’s face, which loomed higher than the door-frame. He was the sort of handsome that earned a man as many enemies as it did friends, with a chiselled jaw that jealous fellows might long to dent with their fists. His thick, dirty-blond hair was slicked back, and his broad hand was held out, offering a shake, which Andreas accepted. It hurt.

Ah, this was why she’d been stalling. Waiting for her boss.

‘Officers, thank you for coming. We’re shocked by this tragic accident. Let us know how we can assist,’ he said, his hospitable tone ironed crisp as a bedsheet. ‘I’m the Hotel owner. Please direct any concerns to me or my Concierge. I see you’re already in her capable hands.’

The Concierge waved, wiggling her fingers at him, which were smudged with ink on the side. She was left-handed.

Beate consulted her tablet, which was malfunctioning. Odd. It worked an hour ago.

‘If you’re . . . the owner,’ she muttered, tapping the green-striped screen in frustration, where a document flashed momentarily into view. ‘That must make you . . . Herr Kleinmann?’

She was giving away her Tyrolean background. Everyone in Vienna already knew his name.

He laughed, his voice deep and booming. ‘Please, Herr Kleinmann was my father,’ he said, lifting her hand and floating a kiss above it. ‘Call me Mr K.’





Chapter 11

Elf

 

Sterling could have chosen a more vanilla suite for interviews, but where would the fun be in that? Instead, she crammed the detectives into Room 8.

The Mona Lisa Suite’s inner door was lined with leather and sound-absorbing cushioning, and left open. The aged outer door was warped wood with frosted-glass windows through which she saw Mr K.’s shadow pacing back and forth like a pendulum counting down the final moments of her employment.

The detectives sat opposite her on a curved couch, tapping their tablet screens as they flashed neon-green stripes.

‘This damn thing,’ muttered Andreas.

‘Try turning it on and off again,’ said Beate.

‘It won’t work in here,’ said Sterling, sliding pens and Hotel stationery across the table. ‘You’ll have to do things the old-fashioned way.’

They took the pens and paper. ‘Let’s start with a simple question. What’s your name?’ asked Andreas.

‘We don’t use real names here. Anonymity is part of our ethos,’ said Sterling. She smirked. Andreas sighed.

‘Let’s try this again: Your name?’ asked Beate.

She took a deep breath, unsure which name to give. Her real one or the one listed on her ID? She chose the latter. ‘Sterling Lockwood.’

The walls creaked.

‘Sterling, can you tell us what happened last night?’

Mr K. paced past the door.

‘Only what’s relevant. Last night, two guests checked into Room 5 as Mr and Mrs Lime. They overstayed. This morning we looked in on them and found them dead.’

‘And the other guests? Where are they?’ asked Andreas.

‘Gone. Things slow down around five, and we clean and prepare rooms before the morning rush.’

‘We need to talk to everyone who was here last night.’

‘That won’t be possible.’

‘We’ll get a warrant if we have to.’

‘It won’t do you any good when we don’t have their names,’ said Sterling, watching her boss’s shadow loom outside.

He reached for the cuffs at his hip. ‘Miss Lockwood. This is a murder case. I don’t have time for your games.’

Sterling winked. ‘Handcuffs before lunchtime? Now we’re talking. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.’

‘This isn’t a joke, Miss Lockwood. Not only will we cuff you, we’ll march you to the station on foot. Right through the Golden Quarter.’

Sweat traced under her fringe. She swiped it away, pretending to adjust her hair. Arrest meant they’d take her fingerprints and realise she didn’t have any. Worse, if they paraded her past Zum Schwarzen Kameel in handcuffs, her photo might end up online. She eyed Mr K.’s silhouette. If she talked, she’d risk losing her job and her home.

Mr K.’s shadow pinched its chin. He was making similar calculations. Waiting for her to prove her loyalty.

‘As much as I’d love a chance to chat with a handsome man like you, Detective, I’m unable to answer any of your questions.’

The detectives rose, ordering her to stand and turn around. She swallowed her panic and smoothed her dark green skirt as she stood, watching her boss through the gap between their shoulders. Mr K.’s shadow nodded.

‘Fine, I’ll cooperate. Can I sit?’

The cops faced each other, negotiating some sort of silent agreement.

‘Sit. Talk. Stop wasting our time,’ said Andreas.

She slipped back into her chair and crossed her legs.

‘Officers, anticipating needs is my expertise, so it pains me to say I don’t have what you want. Guests check in under an alias and pay cash, and most stay only a few hours. There’s no information for us to give you about them.’

‘I doubt that. Listen, if you’re trying to keep this investigation quiet like your boss wants, you need to cooperate,’ said Beate.

‘What makes you think he wants it kept quiet?’ said Sterling.

Beate cocked her head back. ‘His footsteps in the corridor.’

Mr K.’s pacing shadow froze, only half in view.

Andreas spoke up, loudly. ‘We could call in more officers, a few squad cars, get lights and sirens going . . .’

Beate joined in. ‘Oh, yeah, we could put on a real show.’

Andreas leaned towards her. ‘If you refuse to cooperate, we’ll arrest you and your boss for obstruction.’

Mr K. wrung his hands. He turned towards an approximation of where Sterling sat, nodded, then walked away. Sterling closed the soundproofed inner door.

‘Fine, Officers, I’m happy to cooperate,’ she lied.

‘Tell us about the guests. Starting with the victims. Who were they?’ asked Beate.

‘They checked in as Mr and Mrs Lime. I didn’t know him, but I knew her. A lot of people knew her.’

His tone was impatient as he asked, ‘And her name was?’

Sterling’s throat went dry. ‘Hedy.’

The radiator hissed. She wasn’t used to saying it aloud or speaking of her in the past tense.

‘So. Hedy was a prostitute?’ said Andreas.

Sterling scowled. ‘She was a sex worker, if that’s what you mean. She was a respected employee of the oldest profession, and had better manners than you.’

A mixture of comprehension and resigned acceptance washed across his face.

‘Sorry, sex worker, right. Are you also, er, in this line of work?’

Beate kicked the side of his ankle. They were like a long-married couple who’d never consummated the arrangement. It reminded Sterling of her dynamic with Fernando.

‘I’m not for sale, Detective. But don’t take that as a judgement on Hedy’s work. She had a lot to be admired for. She was the top girl under Madame Weiss.’

‘Who?’

‘Weiss runs Vienna’s most exclusive escort service. I thought all your kind knew her.’

He shot her a disapproving look.

‘So, Mr Lime was a client?’

‘I’d assume, since he wasn’t her type.’

‘What was her type?’

‘No one I’d use the pronoun he for.’

Andreas put two and two together just before Beate leaned in to explain.

‘So she was a, uh . . .’ Andreas hesitated.

‘A lesbian,’ said Beate.

‘Yes.’

He returned to his notes, straining with the pen like he’d forgotten how to grip one.

‘Were you and Hedy involved?’ he asked.

‘We met the summer after my first year of university. You know how college girls are, so adventurous,’ she said wistfully.

‘So, yes?’ he said.

‘I’ve known a lot of people in this city, Detective, and been involved with most of them.’

‘How many people have you dated in Vienna?’ he said, stretching out a hand cramp.

‘Would you prefer the value as a number or a percentage of the overall population?’ she said.

Andreas shook his head. ‘I’d prefer I hadn’t asked.’

‘So. Tell us about the male victim, Mr Lime,’ said Beate.

‘I know as much about him as any anonymous guest.’

‘This isn’t helping us.’

‘Patience, Detectives.’ She closed her eyes and pictured last night. Her mind jolted to an image of Hedy’s body. She clenched her jaw, pushing the thought away. She recalled Hedy smiling as she walked in. Sterling focused in on Mr Lime, isolating him in her memory.

With her eyes closed, she spoke.

‘He was wealthy but still worked a desk job. Unmarried, but probably in a long-term relationship, I’d guess with a woman. He was ambidextrous. Wasn’t much of a drinker. He was soused. Alcohol wasn’t the only thing in his system – maybe pills? He’d recently been in Italy. He visited the Loos Bar yesterday evening, probably the last place he was seen alive before here. Oh, and he was robbed. Twice.’ She opened her eyes.

Andreas’s jaw dropped. His pen almost did too. He wore an exaggerated version of the incredulous, furrowed-brow look he gave Sterling nearly every time she spoke.

‘If you need me to explain it, I can,’ she said.

‘Yes, please,’ said Beate, eagerly enough that it earned her a glare from Andreas.

‘Hunched posture said desk job. His suit screamed inherited wealth. Smoking was obvious: he tried to light up in the lobby, using matches from the Loos Bar. His fingers were yellow, like a seasoned smoker’s, and both his thumbs were callused from a lighter, so normally he used one. The matchbook was missing only two matches. Which means his lighter was out of fluid, lost, or had been stolen not long before he got the matches. Given that he couldn’t find his wallet, I bet it got nicked along with the lighter. I’m guessing he didn’t normally drink because it triggered his rosacea, and he couldn’t hold his liquor. But he was comfortable walking outside last night without a jacket, and it’s a fifteen-minute walk from the Loos Bar. Too cold without something illicit in his system. His shoes were Italian, the leather soles barely scuffed. My colleague said they were this season. If they’d taken a cab, he’d have noticed his wallet missing when he attempted to pay.’

‘So someone stole it?’

‘That’s my guess. But he was also robbed inside the Hotel. He wore a Cartier Love bracelet when he checked in, and it was gone this morning.’

Beate laughed. Andreas scoffed.

‘You didn’t catch, I don’t know, his passport number or his home address?’ he asked.

‘That’s all I remember.’

‘Can you tell us anything else about last night?’

‘Oh, darling, I can. The question is how much of it you’ll believe.’

She ran through the previous night’s events. The phone calls, the ice-cream cake, the blackout. By the time she finished, they’d stopped taking notes and were sitting back listening with rapt attention.

‘. . . And when I left, I noticed the bracelet was missing. Which meant someone else was in their room that night. Then we called you.’

‘All that happened in a few hours?’ Andreas asked.

‘You have no idea what working here is like.’

‘So, you claim someone else was in the locked room. Don’t you and the bellhop have keys?’

‘The only thing we steal from guests is their hearts, Detective. Fernando was alone in Room 5 for only a moment before I entered. He wouldn’t have had time to remove that bracelet. Like I explained, it’s screwed on. And besides, we had bigger priorities. In our line of work, finding a dead body isn’t a typical occurrence.’

‘Quit toying with us, Miss Lockwood,’ he said.

‘I’m merely trying to help. Also, don’t call me miss.’

‘Sorry, Mrs Lockwood—’

‘Just Sterling. Or sir.’

‘Okay . . . Sterling, then help us by giving us the names of the other guests.’

She rubbed her eyes. It was midday. Usually, she’d be heading to bed around now. ‘For the last time, I don’t know them.’

She needed a proper drink, but everyone kept offering her tea. If one more person brought her a cup that didn’t contain coffee or cognac, there might be a third murder. She leaned forward to rest her head in her palms. From her hunched posture, she jutted out one arm and made a gimme motion. ‘Pen. Paper. Bitte.’

She took the paper onto her knee and scribbled something, pausing every few seconds to collect her thoughts, then continuing. She tore it in two, passed one half to them, and slipped the other into her bra.

‘What’s this?’ asked Beate, staring at it.

‘Your witness list.’

‘And that?’ asked Andreas, pointing to her cleavage with his pen. Realising what he was doing, he dropped his hand.

‘My copy.’

‘Must I remind you that you’re not an investigator on this case?’

‘You’ll realise you need me once you read it.’ It read:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Hä?’ said Andreas, employing a typical Viennese utterance of confusion, the sound of which resembled an exasperated honk made by an incredulous goose. ‘What’s this?’

‘Last night’s guests, listed by alias and sorted by room. I can find them, but I have a few conditions,’ said Sterling.

‘Go on.’

‘First, keep this investigation out of the papers and off the internet. Lock it down until you have an answer.’

‘What people talk about online is out of our control.’

‘If this leaks, your witnesses will vanish without a trace. Worse, every would-be journalist with one of those digital radio shows will be stalking you.’

‘You mean podcasts? You have a point. What’s the other condition?’ he said.

‘Interview guests here, under my supervision,’ said Sterling.

‘Ha! Who do you think you are, making demands? Typical American entitlement.’

‘I think – no, I know I’m your only hope of finding those people. And once I do, they won’t talk to you. They’ll talk to me. I provide superior service for my guests. I know what they want. And, darling, they want to be here, with me.’

‘That won’t wash with the police force.’

She leaned back, crossing her legs. ‘Oh, but it will. There are people in this city – hell, all over the world – who can’t risk our guest list going public. You work with some of those people.’

Beate and Andreas glanced at each other.

‘Call the boss,’ said Beate.

Andreas tried, but his mobile wouldn’t connect.

‘It won’t work in here. Use the front office phone or go outside,’ said Sterling, inspecting her manicure.

He returned ten minutes later, looking grim.

‘It’s a deal. You better get started. We’ll meet back here tomorrow,’ he said.

‘Not so fast. I can already introduce you to your first witnesses,’ said Sterling.

‘You mean suspects. Which ones?’ said Andreas, setting the list down in front of her.

She pointed to an alias. From overhead, a droplet fell onto the paper, blurring the ink like tears on a Dear John letter. A warm drop hit her hand, then another the back of her neck.

It was raining in the Mona Lisa Suite.

She looked up. A damp spot had appeared by the chandelier’s mount. Water dripped off the crystals. Sterling leapt to her feet, overturning her chair. She hitched up her pencil skirt, unfastened the thigh-slit buttons to allow her legs more movement, then dashed towards the stairs.

‘Where are you going?’ called Andreas as he pursued her.

Sterling shouted back as she wound up the spiral staircase.

‘To see suspect number one!’





Chapter 12

Zwölf

 

Upstairs, the corridor outside Room 17 smelled like perfume. No, like bubble bath. Fuck.

Sterling pounded the brass ship-wheel-shaped knocker of the Admiral’s Suite, shouting, ‘I’m coming in!’

As she fumbled with her keys, the door swung open. Sudsy water poured into the hallway, soaking her stockings as it curved around her ankles. Soap bubbles decorated the toes of Andreas’s shiny black shoes.

The Captain stood in the doorway wearing a navy-blue jacket, a pair of waterlogged deck shoes, a seaman’s cap, and nothing else. A wooden pipe dangled from his mouth, and his limp appendage dangled below the hem of the blazer.

‘Seek ye an audience with the Donaudampfschiffahrtsgesellschaftskapitän, milady? Have ye come seeking adventure on the high seas?’ he mumbled, clenching the pipe between his teeth.

‘The what?’ asked Andreas.

‘The Captain of the Danube Steam Ship Company, obviously,’ said Sterling. She pushed the Captain aside with the roughest shove propriety allowed and splashed through the ankle-deep puddle like a crazed Gene Kelly. Despite the logistical horror of the situation, the temperate water wafted delicious perfume into the air. As she neared the bathroom, the mountain of foam rose past waist height.

Fluffy gobs of incandescent bubbles masked the black tiles. Marina, the Captain’s wife, sat on the edge of the tub, brushing the lather-soaked ends of her hair and singing. Sterling heard her mermaid tail sloshing, the iridescent fins obscured by suds. Water continued running.

Sterling hurtled into the massive bath, slid her belly across Marina’s lap, and searched for the taps, blinded by foam. She found them, and managed to turn off the water, after which, she dived into the tub like a duck in search of food, torso submerged, bum in the air.

Holding her breath, she pulled out the plug. Bathwater suctioned over her skin, her corset’s steel bones now bent and stabbing beneath her ribs. As the water gurgled away, she silently thanked the Hotel for having efficient drains. Sterling lay draped across Marina’s lap, exhausted, soaked, and wearing a powdered wig of suds. Marina giggled and brushed Sterling’s hair, swiping foam away.

Sterling caught her breath, then wriggled backwards out of the bath, slipping a bit in the pool on the floor. The couple had discovered that the leather room-service menu functioned as an improvised cover for the floor drain. She pulled it aside and the remaining water swirled away.

Ever the courteous professional, she straightened her soaked skirt, brushed aside her fringe, which had been plastered to her forehead, and thanked Marina for the touch-up on her hair. Her suit dress clung to her skin. Not her best look, but certainly a memorable one.

Andreas and Beate entered, mouths agape, trousers soaked below the knee. Beate scrutinised the drenched Concierge wearing the bemused smile of a woman who’d just discovered something about herself but hadn’t yet given it a name.

Andreas put a hand over his eyes, saying, ‘Ma’am, I’m going to need you to cover yourself up.’

Both Sterling and Marina sneered at his use of ma’am. Sterling’s make-up was doing that obnoxious thing waterproof mascara loved to do, which was to only become truly waterproof after it had smeared under your eyes like swerves of burned rubber on concrete after a car accident. It added a sinister quality to her stare.

She snatched a dry towel from the upper rail and tossed it at Marina with a speed that defied her lack of upper-body strength and betrayed her unprofessional annoyance. She grabbed a towel for herself and checked her reflection, then hopelessly rubbed away the stubborn streaks of eye make-up. Somehow, her lipstick was perfectly in place.

Beate handed Sterling a bathrobe, then addressed Marina.

‘You need to dress and go to another room for interrogation. One of our officers will supervise.’

She summoned a uniformed officer from downstairs. His expression was unmoved by the chaos, but one look at Marina in her mermaid tail made him grin like he might give her husband a run for his money. He lifted her from the bath and carried her out like a groom taking his bride across the threshold.

The Captain followed, muttering, ‘Careful, son. ’Tis a brave man who attempts to tame a wild sea beast.’

Fernando and Mr K. arrived in the doorway and, seeing the impromptu indoor pool the guests had attempted to install, left to collect mops without risking eye contact with Sterling.

Andreas opened his mouth to speak, but Sterling raised a finger to shush him. ‘Not. A. Word.’

He hid a chuckle under a cough.

Fernando returned with an armful of mops. Sterling tossed one at Andreas, hard. That stopped him laughing. She’d aimed for his head. Luckily, she missed, and thus avoided arrest for the second time that day.

‘Um, do I look like your cleaner?’ he asked.

Sterling glared. Andreas mopped.

With their combined efforts, the room was soon clean. At last, they sat down for the interview, this time in the Amethyst Suite. Like Sterling, the Captain, and his wife wore bathrobes. They refused to speak to the detectives, answering only Sterling. As she’d anticipated.

‘Marina, my sweet, why did you fill the bath so high?’ asked Sterling.

The mermaid brushed her hair with her fingers and mumbled dazedly, ‘We were following orders.’

‘Whose?’

‘Yours. The woman on the phone told us to run the bath for you and cover the floor drain.’ Her husband nodded, water spilling from the pipe and onto his lap.

‘A woman? Hmm, the voice I heard last night was a man,’ said Sterling. ‘What else did she say?’

‘Asked where you were . . .’ said Marina, still dazed. Her eyes had a bit too much sparkle and wonder.

‘Captain, did you and Marina take anything last night?’ asked Sterling gently.

‘Aye, we were given a bit of sweet icy delight from the gentleman down the hall. He was lost at sea, poor lad.’

She remembered the ice-cream cake delivery. Oida. Of course the only type of dessert delivered at that hour was a very special one. She examined them closer before pulling the detectives aside.

‘I think they’re on acid? That wouldn’t have worn off yet. There must have been something in the stag party’s cake.’

‘How can you tell what they took?’ asked Beate, her tone accusatory.

‘It’s a guess. I dated an ER doctor who volunteered as a rave medic. He had some wild stories.’

‘He? I thought you were a . . . I’m confused,’ said Andreas.

‘I know, Detective, I know,’ said Sterling.

Marina began singing, and the Captain hummed along.

Sterling whispered, ‘You won’t get more from them today. You should take them to hospital.’

He agreed and had the officers escort them out.

‘So. This stag party that ordered a “special” cake. How can we find them?’ asked Andreas.

‘They checked out at five. If I’m right, before the drugs fully took hold. They were wasted, though. I’d check the hospital.’ She rubbed her eyes, mascara clumping under her fingers. ‘I need to rest. I need to go home.’

‘We have your address on file, yes?’

She hesitated. ‘Uh, of course you should. I gave it to an officer earlier.’

No, she hadn’t.

Andreas gestured at her bathrobe. ‘One of our officers can drive you there.’

‘Oh, well—’ She was interrupted by Mr K.’s heavy footsteps and booming voice.

‘Detectives, I’ll ensure she gets home safely. It’s no trouble,’ said her boss.

Mr K. wrapped one arm around her shoulders, passing her a cup of tea. Not the drink she craved. She sipped it grudgingly, then smiled. He’d laced it with bourbon.

Beate looked at Sterling. ‘You’re right. This is the best place to get them to talk. If you find the suspects, you can interrogate them here.’

On her way out, Sterling passed Fernando, next in line to be questioned. She kissed his cheek.

‘See you soon,’ he whispered.

Once the door to the interview room shut, she scurried upstairs, winking at the cop guarding the hall. He was a regular.

Her commute was shorter than she’d let on, merely the walk to Room 25. Home at last. For now. Until the detectives realised she lived here, or noticed she lacked fingerprints, or that the redhead on her expired residence permit resembled her, but wasn’t her.

She slowly ran her hand down the slanted list carved in the door frame. Initials of every concierge who’d resided there before her were etched into the wood, with hers at the bottom, SL. A few inches above them were the letters SE, from her aunt Serafina. She’d worked at the Orient for less than a year and never talked about it, in line with the rules. Sterling traced her finger over the curve of the S and sighed.

Her shoe slid on a piece of paper, a note Mr K. had slipped under the door. Without opening it, she knew what it said. He’d want to talk once the police left. She ignored the letter, headed for the whiskey decanter, closed her weary eyes, and measured a generous pour by its sound in the tumbler.

The abandoned treasures furnishing Room 25 were left by previous residents. Serafina had painted the high walls a deep emerald green, her favourite colour. The moody decor lent a cosiness to the vast suite, which was filled with tasteful antiques Sterling was slowly destroying. A baroque secretaire with wood inlay, graffitied with watermarks from abandoned coffee cups. A Remington typewriter with a necklace tangled between its keys. A Louis XV coffee table with a wobbly leg, broken after a raucous rendezvous last year.

She threw her robe over her full-length mirror before carrying both whiskey decanter and glass into the bathroom. She avoided her reflection as she undressed, tossing her wet clothes into the bath. It took the last of her strength to wrench the water on. The ancient showerhead sprayed water everywhere except down. With sopping-wet clothes at her feet, she sank into the tub and clutched her knees to her chest, moving only to lift the cut-crystal tumbler to her lips. The steam and scattered spray rinsed red from her freshly dyed hair and swirled it down the drain like blood washed off guilty hands.

She remained there until the water ran cold.

She wandered into the living room wrapped in a towel, hairbrush in one hand, glass in the other, and slumped onto the floor in front of her velvet sofa. Leaning back, she took another long sip, calculating how many more she could afford and still be lucid in a few hours. She closed her eyes and thought of Hedy, as she had many nights when falling asleep.

Grief is a learned skill. Not the sort you put on a CV, but one she’d mastered after enough opportunities. Sterling welcomed the familiar numbness. Denial was the good part. A natural high. The hazy time to get shit done before everything hurt.

When she peeled her eyes open, she took in the chaos of her room, the detritus of debauchery. Discarded clothing everywhere, only some of it hers.

The whiskey hit her head faster than usual. Her stomach was empty for once. She had to slow down. She set the tumbler on the coffee table, stretched forwards, and nudged it out of reach. Her eyes locked on the rim as she leaned back, telling herself she wouldn’t finish the glass. She stopped eating only after a death. It had taken her a week to manage more than a bite after Serafina died. It wasn’t about weight – she loved her body – her aunt had brought her up that way.

Her ancient mini-fridge was full of cheese and open wine bottles emptied to a few sips, enough for her to pretend she hadn’t finished them. The phone was closer than the fridge. She could call downstairs, ask for her usual scrambled eggs she’d skipped that morning. No, she wanted them boiled today. She wasn’t sure why, and it didn’t matter. They’d have sent the chef home.

Hedy never ate breakfast. She hardly ate. She’d linger in bed while Sterling munched away, drinking that wretched concoction of herbal tea she claimed cured everything. She’d kiss every fold on Sterling’s stomach like it was sacred, then stare at her own reflection for hours, tracing her ribs and sucking in her stomach, before weighing out her food by the gram. Everything Hedy did was calculated.

The whole fiasco had been a good lesson. Dating Hedy was like earning a PhD in heartbreak. Another skill unfit for a CV. Fuck. She might be out of a job.

Sterling eyed Mr K.’s letter, still unopened, and did the maths. If the cops left in a few hours, and he wanted to meet then, she had enough time for two more sips. Ten more if she ate. She rose, then refilled the tumbler on the way to the fridge, where she shoved cheese into her mouth. While chewing, she dressed one-handed, never setting the whiskey down.

She picked up Mr K.’s letter with her toes, then slumped back down in front of the sofa and applied eyeliner by way of the blurry reflection in her aunt’s letter opener before using it to slice open the envelope. She read Mr K.’s orders while swiping on lipstick from muscle memory. As she expected, he’d kindly requested a private meeting at her earliest convenience. He didn’t say where. Or when. He assumed she would know.

As she read, water from her wet hair traced down her neck. The shower had washed away the remnants of Hedy’s lavender perfume from when Sterling searched her fur coat, from when she’d touched her body. Hedy always wore too much of it. It had a different scent on cold skin.

Sterling put down the glass, then lifted her wrist to her nose and took a deep breath. The last hint of lavender was gone.

Like the whiskey was gone.

Like Hedy was gone.





Chapter 13

Dreizehn

 

Technically, there was no Room 13. Well, it depended how close you looked. Since its founding, the Orient had changed hands countless times, her secrets lost for one generation then rediscovered by the next. While ownership was prone to change, superstition maintained its firm grasp on the upper thigh of the Austrian population. They disliked the number thirteen.

Klaus Kleinmann Junior, better known as Mr K., inherited the keys for the Hotel from Klaus Kleinmann Senior, better known as Herr Kleinmann. Room 13 had been his father’s secret, but it became his to keep.

Mr K. reached the first-floor landing, followed by Fernando and Sterling. The uniformed officer guarding the crime scene downstairs was another regular, so he’d looked the other way, literally.

The hall clock chimed seven, most people’s dinner time. Twelve hours since Sterling found the body, twenty-four since she’d slept. She’d changed, opting for a tight black velvet dress, given the sombre occasion, with a green brooch that matched her corset clasped at the sweetheart neckline. She’d pinned a fresh rose behind her left ear. White. Like a funeral flower.

Fernando still had on his uniform jacket, unbuttoned. He carried a stack of towels clutched protectively to his chest.

Mr K. stopped in front of the bookshelf, checking the hall for prying eyes, even though the guests were gone.

Most visitors paid no attention to the bookshelf. They weren’t here to read. So they never noticed how the maroon leather-bound edition of Arthur Schnitzler’s Traumnovelle at the end of the middle shelf was peculiarly girthy. The real novel was a slender volume, its limited pages rife with sinful detail. Mr K. tilted the book forwards, its gilded edges shining. Sterling listened to him fumble with the mechanism behind it.

‘No, not there,’ she instructed. ‘Lower. A little to the left. Higher. That’s it, right there. Good boy.’

He shot her an admonishing look.

She clasped her hands behind her back. ‘Apologies, sir. Force of habit.’

He winked, subtly enough that she might have imagined it.

The lock clicked, and the shelf creaked forwards, revealing a crack of pale light behind it. Mr K. held the door open, motioning them under his outstretched arm into Room 13, the library.

It was freezing. Sterling closed the curtains, lit the chandelier, then put a record on to drown out their voices as well as the footsteps of any restless spirits pacing the floor.

Mr K. followed them but hesitated by the entrance, arms tensed at his sides. His disdain for the room was clear. It was the only place dust gathered. He flexed his fingers, then marched to the fireplace and knelt to light it.

Herr Kleinmann’s portrait hung on the wall by the window. People described him as a teddy bear with a heart as big as his Hercule Poirot moustache. He had protected the creeps and perverts of the city with a smile. It came with the territory.

The library was a meticulous archive of his sins. There was no bed, but there was a long, curved chaise, a mahogany leather-topped desk, and a Persian rug. Before the fireplace stood the obligatory pair of leather wingback chairs that belonged in any proper gentleman’s study. If one believed the rumours, all the furnishings had made ample contact with the bare bottoms of Herr Kleinmann’s mistresses.

Mr K. was a grown man, if not an overgrown one, but he’d been a mama’s boy. While he might have taken the reins from his father and even inherited his wandering eye, he was staunchly in her corner when it came to his father’s infidelity.

A photo of Herr Kleinmann and his wife sat on a shelf alongside his erotic and exotic ephemera: rows of banned books, stag-film reels, their flammable celluloid depicting incendiary scenes, and a bejewelled dagger with a gold handle locked in a glass display case.

Sterling wondered if the dagger was responsible for the gashes scarring the leather top of the desk. Slices deep enough to cut through it and mar the wood. There were rumours about those too.

In addition to the House Rules, Herr Kleinmann had his own unwritten code. He didn’t care what people did behind closed doors unless they hit a woman, or tried to check in with a minor. Then they’d be invited for a private meeting in his library, offered a sip of his personal whiskey reserve






















































































A Brief Guide to Viennese Dialect

 

The Wienerisch dialect is characterised by its mumbly sound and penchant for dark humour. Words are shortened, especially at the beginning and end. Many consonants are dropped, commonly ‘r’ and ‘l’. Many vowels are shortened or switch sounds. The ‘A’ sound is often switched to an ‘O’ or ‘Oah’ sound. The spelling of dialect isn’t formally agreed upon.

 

Achso (interjection): Expression of realisation or acknowledgement, equivalent to ‘I see.’

Alter Schwede (interjection): Expression of surprise, literally ‘Old Swede’.

Amol (Tyrolean Dialect) (adv.): Once, for once.

Bim (n.): Tram; named after the sound the bell makes.

B’soffn/B’soffna (adj./n.): Drunk/drunkard, from besoffen, meaning drunk.

bled (adj.): Stupid, from blöd.

Busserl (n.): A kiss, a smooch.

Deppat (adj.): Stupid.

Dirndl (n.): Traditional Austrian dress worn by women; a slang term for a woman, like calling a woman ‘a skirt’.

Flitscherl (n.): Slang for a wild young girl; a slut.

g’scheida (adj.): Clever, but can also be used for emphasis.

Hä (interjection): ‘Huh?’ Said with a comical tone. Like an incredulous goose.

Heast (interjection): ‘Listen!’

Kerl (n.): A guy, a dude.

Kieberer (n.): Insulting slang for a police officer(s).

kom z’ruck (v.): From zurückkommen, to return.

Krügerl (n.): 0.5 litre beer; Plural: Krügerln.

Marillen (n.): Apricots.

Melange (n.): Drink similar to cappuccino. Some baristas will swear on their life it is different, some say it is the same. Some add cocoa. Some don’t. I asked in ten cafes and got ten different answers.

Oida (adj.): An all-purpose term. It is the duct tape of words: ‘Hey Dude’; ‘Oh my God’; ‘That’s fantastic!’; ‘Alas, a minor inconvenience’; ‘Um’; ‘What?’; ‘How dare you!’; ‘Honey, I only slept with your sister one time, you’re being way too dramatic about it!’

Ois (n./pronoun): Alles, everything.

Oasch (n.): Arse; Bottom

Pfiff (n.): 0.2 litre beer.

Sackerl (n.): A small shopping bag. This word differentiates Austrians from Germans, who would say Tüte. Austrians do not like if you say Tüte! Fastest way to make an enemy in Austria is to use the word Tüte. This word actually doesn’t appear in the book, but it deserves mention.

Schädl (n.): A headache.

Schatzerl (n.): Small treasure, a nickname. -erl is a typical Austrian diminutive ending.

Seiterl (n.): 0.33 litre beer. Also spelled Seidel, Seidl, and Seitl.

Topfengolatsche (n.): Flaky pastry filled with Topfen, the Austrian version of Quark.

Wurst (n./adj.): Sausage; but in the phrase es ist mir wurst it means inconsequential. As an idiomatic word on its own wurst means it doesn’t matter.

Phrases and Idioms

Bist du deppat: Are you stupid?

Bussi, Baba: A farewell phrase, similar to ‘Kiss Kiss’.

Es ist mir wurst: Literally ‘it is sausage to me’. It doesn’t matter to me. Also simply, Wurst.

Guata Obed, (Voralbergish Dialect): ‘Good Evening’.

Grüß Gott: Typical greeting, literally ‘Greet God’.

Habe die Ehre: A formal greeting, equivalent to ‘It is an honour to meet you’.

Jetzt isch gnuag. Sei amol ruhig (Tyrolean Dialect): ‘That’s enough! Just be quiet.’

Mogst du a Busserl?: Would you like a kiss?

Oas im Oasch/Jetzt is ois im Oasch: Everything is in the arse, ‘Everything is messed up’; a blue-collar phrase.

Sei ned Frech!: Don’t be rude!
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