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        Welcome to the Azur Regent

      

      

      

      Percy James rarely trudges through a dull day at her job as a front desk clerk of a small boutique hotel on the Upper East Side. New York City draws all kinds, and a lot of the more interesting people end up at the Azur Regent. Percy loves the variety. Always a story to tell. Always something interesting happening.

      But sometimes things can get maybe a little too interesting.

      Because even small boutique hotels turn up occasional trouble. Like the guest room covered in blood.

      Uncovering the culprit and keeping the other guests safe, all while not getting reprimanded by her boss… Percy will count that as a good day at work.

      So long as no one dies.
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        For my mom, who loves mysteries.

        And for my husband and sons because they make my life interesting.
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      The hospitality game’s an interesting thing in New York City. I see a lot of weird stuff in the boutique hotel I work at on the Upper East Side. All kinds come to stay, all sorts of people visit New York. Some just looking to see the lights in Times Square. Some to see plays, tour museums. Some here for conferences. Depending on the conference, those can be some pretty interesting visitors, like the time a chapter of the Society for Creative Anachronism had a big meeting at our place. You’ve never seen so many swords and shields in modern day New York.

      Anyway, I like the variety. Keeps life interesting. And the stories I bring back to tell friends have kept me in free drinks for years.

      You just never know what might happen.

      Although, I have to admit, even for the Azur Regent, last week was crazy.

      I was heading into work—I work the afternoon into evening shift, which means I get to sleep in, but I get home a little late. Miss most of the rush hour crowds on the subway, though, so I’m not arguing. The schlep back out to Queens is bad enough. Stuffed like sardines into a flying metal tub is misery. Especially in the winter with all the coats and hats and gloves and everyone too hot but not wanting to remove their gear in case they drop into whatever that liquid stuff is rolling around on the floor. I’ll take my off-peak commute and the possibility of a seat any day.

      Anyway, so I was considering my sister’s situation, and how we were going to deal with her having a baby while her husband was deployed. He’s an Army Sergeant, stationed overseas, and she had to go and get pregnant the last time he was home for a visit. Not that I mind. I’m looking forward to being an Auntie. But we have no idea when Pat will be back. This is his second tour, their first baby, and that’s a lot of uncertainty.

      Which I was deep in thought about when I stopped at Jake’s Halal food truck on my way in to work to order a chicken plate for lunch.

      It was a bright winter day, crisp sharp air, and the smells of spices and rice from the truck overriding the sharper scent of traffic and tarmac and things that build up on a city street that mostly I try not to think about. Worse in the summer, though, so that day it wasn’t so bad. The wind was sharp, blowing in off the East River a few blocks away, so I kept my gloves on as I dug in my purse for my wallet.

      “How’re things, Percy? Any news?” Jake asked as he cooked up my meal on the grill in the back of the truck.

      “Did I tell you Becky’s pregnant?” The wind sliced past, bringing some added spice and cinnamon from the roasted nut cart across the street near the bodega. Spiced nuts were a winter treat I was planning to avail myself of during my break.

      “Congrats!” Jake said as he scooped rice into a to-go Styrofoam container. “My cousin’s just had her fifth baby. Five! I got no idea why her partner doesn’t carry some of the babies, but my cousin insists on being the one pregnant all the time. Says she loves it. What’re you going to do, right? They love kids. Me, I’m sticking with two. When I get married and have kids.”

      “In a hurry?”

      He snorted. “My mother is. I am not.” He handed me my to-go box, and I handed him money and a little extra tip, all well spent on delicious food.

      The Azur Regent is one of those places that used to be grand. Not Waldorf-Astoria grand, but interesting and elegant. Algonquin-esque, you might say. Then it fell into a disrepair for a few years. Now, the owners had made an effort to return the place to some former glory. Most of that effort was confined to the public spaces. The back rooms could all do with a coat of paint. But the public facing parts were nice now.

      The lobby in particular had a lovely cozy feel to it. Dark wood paneled walls, a sitting area complete with giant fireplace and rugs over hardwood floors, the dark wood reception desk across from the fireplace. Lot of brass accents and giant windows that looked out onto the street so the tourists could watch the locals rushing by, the traffic honking at the red lights, and the brave souls dodging between cars to get to the other side of the street.

      I work the front desk, which I love, because it means I get to meet all the people as they come in and out. The owners were too cheap to spring for a dedicated concierge, so the front desk tended to swing both jobs. I didn’t mind. I know my city. And I like recommending local restaurants and helping the neighborhood out.

      Typical Wednesday morning, there were people sitting in the lobby and a few checking out at the desk. Not much activity since check out ends at noon and check in doesn’t start officially until three. But that didn’t stop people from leaving late and arriving early.

      Benjamin Smith, our main daytime bellhop, whizzed past with his brass luggage cart stuffed to the brim. He waved before disappearing into the back room where we held onto guests’ luggage for them during the transition period, when they were too early to check in or check out was too early for their schedule.

      I stopped at the desk as Miguel Diez finished with a family of six, the four kids and dad all talking over each other as the mother tried to settle the bill, her expression pinched. Didn’t sound like their vacation had been particularly relaxing for anyone. Or maybe it was just the chaos of getting four kids out of a hotel and back to the airport.

      When the family trudged out of the lobby, luggage in tow, Miguel turned to say hi. He was a tall, slim guy with a very exacting hand and skin care routine, which had served him well over the years. His dark eyes crinkled at the corners when he spotted my Styrofoam lunch box.

      “I want some of whatever that is you’re eating,” he said.

      “Buy your own. Jake’s out there now. He’d love the business.” I didn’t share my lunch if I could help it. Not when I stopped at the food truck. “Any news?”

      “Heads up, Chuck’s in a mood today.”

      Chuck Marzecki was the day manager, and an okay guy. A pain in the ass sometimes. I preferred the night manager. But he was tolerable.

      “His wife’s nagging him about money again,” Miguel said in a lowered voice. He rolled his eyes and waved a perfectly manicured hand in the air. “You know how he gets when she’s like this.”

      “Great. Gonna be a fun day.”

      Miguel snorted. “Glad I’m off soon, is all I’m saying.”

      The front door pushed open, sending a rush of cold air through the lobby despite the heaters working overtime. Tourists don’t like being cold in their hotel rooms. Which sucks for the cleaning staff—they work hard in those rooms and the overheated temperatures make for some uncomfortable working conditions this time of year. Not like the windows opened! But what could you do?

      A man in sweats and a long black wool coat stepped inside, scanned the lobby and took a seat in the waiting area near the large front windows, looking out as if he was waiting for someone. There were three other people in the waiting area. A woman in a business suit, scanning her phone, her beautiful knock-off Coach bag in her lap. And a couple of men, also in suits, bent over a laptop, looking intent and serious. There was a huge business conference of some kind going on at the Hilton on Sixth and we ended up with some of the spillover even though we were a subway ride with transfers away. Some of the suits liked staying that far away from the main conferences, and are usually the types to take taxis anyway.

      The new guy in the sweats didn’t have any luggage, and I didn’t recognize him as a guest who’d already checked in. Someone to keep an eye on then. Make sure he wasn’t loitering. Chuck—and the owners for that matter—discouraged that kind of thing.

      Benjamin came out of the luggage room then, pushing his brass cart to one side before joining us at the desk. He was dressed in his bellhop uniform complete with little
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