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The heart of man is the place the devil dwells in;
I feel sometimes a hell within myself.


Thomas Browne, 1605–1682
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The appearance of that voice, of that dark personality, was like some terrible black sun dawning, filling the castle’s tower room with a shining darkness and sinking with malice deep into the dense, thick stone of its ancient walls. Despite the patient being securely fastened to the examination couch, Viktor felt strangely isolated, vulnerable. Afraid. What he was hearing didn’t make sense. It could not be.


Viktor realized this voice was not simply some fragment of his patient’s splintered personality. This was something else, something other. Something much worse.


‘I can sense your fear,’ said Mr Hobbs. ‘I am attuned to the fear of men. It is the energy which renews me and you renew me now. You have sought me out, and now you have found me. You want to know what I think, what I feel. Well, let me tell you: when I killed them – when I killed all those people, did all those terrible things to them – I enjoyed every second of it. I did what I did because of the dark pleasures it brought. Their pain and their fear were like fine wines to me.


‘I especially liked it when, at the end, they begged for their lives: when they did that – and they all did that, eventually – I would pretend to hesitate and see in their eyes the glimmer of a faint, final, desperate hope. I let them have that, for an instant, then I took it away. It was that – that extinguishing of their very last hope – that I savoured more than anything, more even than the extinguishing of their lives.


‘You see, Dr Kosárek, it was at that moment that they would feel the presence of the Devil and beg God to come and deliver them from him. And it was at that moment that I made them see – that they finally realized – that God had been there all along.


‘It was then they realized that the Devil is just God in his night attire.’




[image: Illustrion]




CHAPTER ONE
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In the late autumn of 1935, Dr Viktor Kosárek was a tall, lean man in his twenty-ninth year. He was handsome, but not that unexceptional handsomeness that most of the Bohemian race possess: there was a hint of ancient nobility about his long slender nose, high-angled cheekbones and hard, blue-green eyes beneath dark-arched eyebrows and raven-black hair. At an age where many still looked boyish, Viktor Kosárek’s rather severe features made him look older than he actually was: a guised maturity and accidental authority that aided him in his work. As a psychiatrist, it was Viktor’s professional duty to unfold inner secrets, to shine a light into the most shadowed, most protected corners of his patients’ minds; and those patients would not release their closest-held secrets, deliver their darkest despairs and desires, into the hands of a mere boy.


It was night and it was raining – a chill rain that spoke of the seasons turning – when Viktor left his rented apartment for the last time. Because he had so much luggage and his provincial train was leaving from Masaryk Station on Hybernská Street rather than Prague main station, he had taken a taxi. Also because he had so much luggage – a large trunk and two heavy suitcases – and because he knew how difficult it could be to secure a porter, he had timed his arrival at the station with three-quarters of an hour to spare. It was just as well because, once paid, the dour taxi-driver simply deposited the luggage on the pavement outside the station’s main entrance and drove off.


Viktor had hoped his friend, Filip Starosta, would have been there to see him off and to help with the luggage, but the increasingly unreliable Filip had called off at the last minute. It meant Viktor had no option but to leave his baggage where it was and go off in search of a porter, which took him a good ten minutes. He guessed that the absence of porting staff had something to do with the commotion inside the station – the urgent shouts and cries that Viktor could now hear but which were out of his sight. Eventually he secured a young station attendant of about sixteen in an oversized red kepi who, despite his slight build, swung the trunk and cases onto his porter’s trolley with ease.


They were heading into the station when a Praga Alfa in police colours pulled up into the rank that Viktor’s taxi had just vacated. Two uniformed officers leapt from the car and ran across their path and into the station.


‘What’s going on?’ Viktor asked the boy porter, whose shoulders shrugged somewhere in his loosely fitted uniform jacket.


‘I heard a lot of shouting,’ he said. ‘Just before you called me over. Didn’t see what was going on, though.’


Following the boy and his luggage into the station, Viktor could see right away that some significant drama was unfolding. Over in a far corner of the concourse, a large crowd was clustering like iron filings drawn to a magnet, leaving the main hall almost empty. Viktor noticed that the two newly arrived policemen had joined a number of other officers trying to disperse the crowd.


Someone concealed by the cluster of people was shouting: a male voice. A woman, also hidden by the throng, screamed in terror.


‘She’s a demon!’ yelled the man’s voice, hidden by the curtain of onlookers. ‘She’s a demon sent by the Devil. Satan!’ There was a pause then, in an urgent tone of frightened warning, ‘He is here now – Satan is here! Satan is come amongst us!’


‘Stay here . . .’ Viktor ordered the porter. He walked briskly across the station hall and shouldered his way through to the front of the crowd, which had formed in a police-restrained semicircle. As he pushed through, he heard a woman whisper in dark excitement to her friend: ‘Do you think it’s really him? Do you think he’s Leather Apron?’


Viktor could now see the source of the cries: a man and a woman. Both looked terrified: the woman because she was being held from behind by the man, who had a large kitchen knife to her throat; the man terrified for reasons known only to himself.


‘She’s a demon!’ the man yelled again. ‘A demon sent from hell! See how she burns!’


Viktor could see that the woman was well dressed and prosperous looking, while her captor wore a working man’s garb of battered cap, collarless shirt, coarse serge jacket and bagged corduroy trousers. At first glance it was obvious they were not a couple and he suspected the woman had been seized at random. The wild, darting, wide-eyed gaze of the young man indicated to Viktor the existential terror of some schizophrenic episode.


A single police officer stood closer than his colleagues to the couple, his hand resting on his undrawn pistol. Keep it holstered, thought Viktor; don’t add to his sense of threat. He pushed through the front rank of onlookers and was immediately restrained by two policemen, who seized him roughly.


‘Get back!’ a Slovak accent commanded. ‘Why can’t you ghouls—’


‘I’m Dr Viktor Kosárek, of the Bohnice Asylum,’ protested Viktor, wriggling to wrest his arms free from the policemen’s restraint. ‘I’m a clinical psychiatrist. I think I can be of help here.’


‘Oh . . .’ The Slovak nodded to the other officer and they both released their grip on Viktor. ‘Is he one of yours? An escapee?’


‘Not that I know of. Definitely not one of my patients. But wherever he’s from, he’s clearly in the midst of a psychotic episode. Paranoiac delusions. Schizophrenia.’


‘Pavel!’ The Slovak called over to the policeman who stood with his hand still resting on his gun holster. ‘There’s a head-case doctor here . . .’


‘Send him over,’ said the officer without taking his eyes from captor and captive.


‘I need you to disperse this crowd,’ Viktor said quietly to the Slovak policeman as he stepped from the throng. ‘They’re hemming him in. The more anxious he gets, the more threatened he feels, the greater danger the young lady is in.’


The Slovak nodded and, with renewed urgency and determination, he and his fellow officers pushed and cajoled the crowd into a retreat from the drama.


Viktor went over to the policeman the Slovak had addressed as Pavel.


‘You the headshrinker?’ asked the officer, without taking his eyes from the knifeman.


‘Dr Viktor Kosárek. I’m an intern at the Bohnice Asylum . . . well, I was an intern at the Bohnice Asylum,’ he corrected himself. ‘I’m actually travelling to the Hrad Orlů Asylum for the Criminally Insane to take up a new post.’


‘Thanks for the curriculum vitae, Doctor – but we do have a bit of an urgent situation on our hands here.’ The sarcasm dropped from his tone. ‘Wait a minute – Hrad Orlů? Isn’t that where they’ve got the Devil’s Six locked up? In that case, this should be right up your street. Can you help?’


‘I’ll do my best, but if he’s seriously delusional, I don’t know if I’ll get through to him.’


‘If you don’t get through to him, then I’m afraid I’ll have to.’ The policeman gave his leather holster a tap.


Kosárek nodded and placed himself squarely in front of the woman and her captor. He looked directly into the woman’s eyes first.


‘Try not to be afraid,’ he spoke to her quietly and evenly. ‘I know this is very difficult, but, whatever you do, don’t struggle or scream. I don’t want him more emotionally aroused than he is at the moment. I need you to be brave for me. Do you understand?’


The woman, her eyes wide with terror, gave a small nod.


‘Good,’ said Viktor. He noted that the sharp edge of the knife creased the skin of her neck right above the jugular. It wouldn’t take much – the smallest of movements – for her deranged captor to sever the vein. And if he did, within seconds she would be so far from the shore of life that there would be nothing anyone could do to save her.


He turned to her captor, looking over the woman’s shoulder and again directly into his eyes. He was a young man, perhaps even a couple of years younger than Viktor. His eyes were no less wide and no less afraid than those of his captive, his gaze scanning the space around them, not focusing on, not even seeming to see, the now moved-back police and agitated crowd. Instead he seemed to be watching horrors unfold that were invisible to everyone else. It was something Viktor Kosárek had already seen many times in his brief career: the mad inhabiting a different dimension mentally, while remaining in this one physically.


‘My name is Dr Kosárek.’ Viktor’s voice was again calm, even. ‘I’m here to help you. I know you’re afraid, but I’m going to do everything I can to help you. What is your name?’


‘She is a demon!’ cried the man.


‘What is your name?’ Viktor repeated.


‘A fire demon. Can’t you see? They are all around us. They feed off us. She’s been sent here to feed off me. She’s been sent by the Devil . . .’


The young man broke off and looked as if he had suddenly heard a sound, or smelled a strange odour. ‘He is here,’ he said in a forced, urgent whisper. ‘The Devil is here, now, in this place. I sense him—’


‘Your name,’ said Kosárek quietly, kindly. ‘Please tell me your name.’


The man with the knife looked confused, as if he couldn’t understand why he was being distracted with such trifles. ‘Šimon,’ he said eventually. ‘My name is Šimon.’


‘Šimon, I need you to keep calm. Very calm.’


‘Calm?’ asked Šimon incredulously. ‘You ask me to be calm? The Devil is among us. His demons are here. She is a demon. Don’t you see them?’


‘No, I’m afraid I don’t. Where are they?’


Šimon cast his gaze like a searchlight over the marble floor of the railway station. ‘Don’t you see? Are you blind? They’re everywhere.’ He suddenly looked more afraid, more agitated, again seeing something that only he was witness to. ‘The ground – the floor – it’s sweating them. They ooze up out of the stone. Lava from the bowels of the Earth. Then they bubble and froth upwards until they take form. Like this one.’ He tightened his grip on his captive, the hand with the knife twitching.


‘Šimon,’ said Viktor, ‘don’t you see you’ve got it all wrong? This woman is nothing but a woman. She’s not a demon.’


‘Are you mad? Can’t you see? Don’t you see the fire horns curling out from her head? The lava of her eyes? Her white-hot iron hooves? She is an elemental demon. A fire demon. I am so terribly burned from just touching her. I have to stop her. I have to stop them all. They are here to feed off us, to burn us all, to take us into the lake of fire where there will be no end to our torment.’ He thought about his own words, then spoke with a sudden, but quiet and considered resolve. ‘I’ve got it: I have to cut her head off . . . That’s it, I have to cut her head clean off. It’s the only way to kill a demon. The only way.’


The woman, who had been doing her best to follow Viktor’s command and remain quiet, let out a desperate cry. Kosárek held up a calming hand to both captive and captor. He realized he was dealing with a delusional schizophrenic paranoia of massive dimension; that there might be no way of reaching Šimon’s tortured mind before he killed his captive.


He cast a meaningful look in the direction of the police officer, who gave a small nod and quietly unbuttoned the flap on his leather holster.


‘I assure you, Šimon, this woman is no demon,’ said Viktor. ‘You are unwell. You’re unwell in a way that makes your senses deceive you. Close your eyes and take a breath.’


‘It’s the Devil who deceives. The Great Deceiver has blinded everyone but me. I am God’s instrument. If I close my eyes, the Devil will sneak up on me and drag me to Hell.’ He lowered his voice; sounded pained, afraid. ‘I have seen the Great Deceiver. I have seen the Devil and looked into his face.’ He gave a cry of terrible despair. ‘He burned me with his eyes!’


‘Šimon, please listen to me. Please try to understand. There is no Devil. All there is, all you’re experiencing, is your mind. Your mind – everybody’s mind – is like a great sea, a deep ocean. We all live our lives, every day, every one of us, sailing on the surface of that ocean. Do you understand me, Šimon?’


The madman nodded, but his eyes remained manic, terrified.


‘But beneath each of us,’ continued Viktor, ‘are the great dark fathoms of our personal oceans. Sometimes frightening monsters live in those depths – great fears and terrible desires that can seem to take real form. I know these things because I work with them as a doctor all the time. What is happening to you, Šimon, is that there is a great storm in your ocean; everything has been stirred up and swirled around. All of those dark monsters from the deeps of your mind have been awoken and have burst through the surface. I want you to think about it. I want you to understand that everything that is frightening you at this moment, everything you think you see, is being created by your mind.’


‘I am being deceived?’ Šimon’s voice became that of a frightened, lonely child.


‘You’re being deceived,’ repeated Viktor. ‘The woman you hold is an ordinary woman. The demon you think you hold is a demon of your imagination. The Devil you fear is nothing but a hidden aspect of your own mind. Please, Šimon, close your eyes—’


‘I am being deceived—’


‘Close them, Šimon. Close them and imagine the storm passing, the waters calming.’


‘Deceived . . .’ He closed his eyes.


‘Let the lady go, Šimon. Please.’


‘Deceived . . .’ He let his arm fall from around the woman’s shoulders. The hand that held the knife eased away from her throat.


‘Move!’ The policeman hissed the urgent command at the woman. ‘To me, now!’


‘Deceived . . .’


The woman ran, sobbing, across to the policeman, who ushered her beyond the police line; a woman from the crowd folded comforting arms around her.


‘Please Šimon,’ Viktor Kosárek said to the young man, who now stood alone with his eyes still closed, ‘put the knife down.’


Šimon opened his eyes. He looked at the knife in his hand and again repeated: ‘Deceived.’ He looked up, his eyes plaintive; his hands, the knife still in one, held out beseechingly.


‘It’s all right,’ said Viktor, taking a step towards him. ‘I’ll help you now.’


‘I was deceived,’ said Šimon, suddenly angry. ‘The Great Deceiver, the Guiser, the Dark One – he deceived me.’ He looked directly at Viktor and gave a small laugh. ‘I didn’t recognize you. Why didn’t I recognize you? But I know who you are now.’ Šimon’s eyes became suddenly hard and full of hate. ‘Now I know! Now I know who you are!’


It happened too fast for Viktor to react. Šimon launched himself at the young psychiatrist, the knife raised high and ready to strike.


Viktor froze and two sounds filled the space around him, reverberating in the cavern of the station concourse: the deafening sound of the policeman’s gunshot; and Šimon’s screaming, as he lunged at the young doctor, of a single word.


‘Devil!’




CHAPTER TWO
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It seemed to Viktor Kosárek that bureaucracy and the Bohemian mind were woven inseparably, one into the other. In every aspect of life, in every action taken, there seemed always to be one more form to be filled in, one more official to be encountered.


Viktor had telephoned his new employer from the kiosk in the police station in Benediktská Street. He told Professor Románek what had transpired in the railway station and how the police had needed him to fill out a report, then another, causing him to miss his train. He explained that his luggage was being held for him at the Masaryk Railway Station and that he would be on the first train the following morning, and that he was dreadfully sorry for the inconvenience.


‘My dear boy,’ Professor Románek had said, ‘think nothing of it. You clearly saved that young woman’s life. And the poor unfortunate at the centre of this tragedy – how is he?’


‘Thank you for understanding . . .’ Kosárek paused as a knot of uniforms bustled urgently and noisily down the corridor, past the kiosk, and out through the main door. ‘He is in a serious condition,’ he continued once the policemen had passed. ‘It isn’t yet clear whether he’ll survive or not, unfortunately. The police officer aimed to kill, fearing for my life, but his bullet lost much of its force as it passed through the musculature of the upper arm and deflected off the scapular spine into the abdominal cavity. The young man was very lucky it missed vital organs but there has been massive internal bleeding. Only time will tell. If he does survive, then I’ve arranged for him to be admitted to the asylum infirmary at Bohnice as soon as he’s sufficiently recovered.’


‘A most distressing episode. I hope it hasn’t soured your new beginning with us.’


‘Not at all, Professor. I’m very much looking forward to working with you.’ And he was: Professor Ondřej Románek was famed for his innovative, sometimes controversial, methods. Románek believed in using the latest technology and was credited with developing new and effective ways of treating the mind.


‘I regret that I will not be able to meet you at the station in person.’ The normally buoyant Románek suddenly sounded less cheerful. ‘Herr Dr Hans Platner will pick you up. You’ll remember meeting Dr Platner at the interviews; he’s in charge of general medicine at Hrad Orlů. Hans is a fine physician and a good man, but can be a little forceful with his opinions. Please pay these no mind. I look forward to our meeting.’


‘As do I.’


After he hung up, Viktor Kosárek puzzled about what to do with himself. He had given up his lodgings, having expected to have been by now safely invested in his new place of work and residence. He couldn’t make up his mind whether he should call Filip Starosta, his friend and former contemporary at university, and ask if he could put him up for the night. But Filip had already let him down once: Viktor had arranged to spend the previous evening, his last in Prague before taking up his new post, with his friend, but at the last minute Filip had sent a telegram to say he could no longer make it nor see him off at the station. It had troubled Viktor: Filip was a young man of intense intelligence and equally intense passions, his increasingly erratic behaviour of late having caused Viktor concern. Perhaps it would be better, he thought, to try to find a hotel close to the station.


A parsimonious-looking old man, small, meagre and birdlike, was waiting to use the telephone, so Viktor vacated the kiosk while he tried to make up his mind about what to do. He was standing in the hallway outside the telephone kiosk, debating with himself, when another group of policemen, this time in plainclothes, trotted along the hall. They were led by a striking-looking man – tall, broad shouldered and sternly handsome – whom another officer addressed as Kapitán Smolák as they passed and headed out into the street. Viktor could hear the urgent revving of engines, the slamming of car doors, the screech of too-eager tyres slipping on damp cobbles.


An older uniformed policeman, heavily built, bristle headed, magnificently moustachioed, and with fleshy jowls that spilled over the top of his stiff-collared police tunic, came in through the entrance. His service cap was tucked under his arm and he read notes on a clipboard. His shoulder flashes indicated he held the rank of nadstrážmistr.


‘What’s going on?’ Kosárek asked the master-sergeant.


‘Police business,’ the sergeant said dully and walked on into the body of the station.


‘I heard . . .’ said the old man who’d been waiting to use the telephone kiosk, speaking with the conspiratorial eagerness of someone who truly appreciated bad news. ‘I heard them talking. They’ve found a body. Another body.’


‘A murder?’ asked Kosárek.


The old man nodded his bird head with grim glee. ‘A woman’s body, all cut up. Leather Apron has been busy again.’




CHAPTER THREE
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His father had been a butcher.


It perhaps wasn’t odd that, given the scene confronting him, the trade of butcher came to Lukáš Smolák’s mind; but it did strike him as strange that he thought of his father at a time like this. There again, it had always been to his father he had gone, rather than to his somewhat distant mother, whenever the tribulations of childhood had overwhelmed him, whenever he had been worried, confused or frightened. And these were emotions he felt in no small part now.


Despite possessing the large, muscular build his son had gone on to inherit, Smolák’s father had been a gentle, kind man of quiet demeanour; someone who never seemed to become perturbed, no matter how grave or heated the situation. And the young Lukáš had never felt the sting of angry hand or word from his father. That was perhaps why Smolák, himself, had matured into a calm, equanimous man.


There had been one event, however, in Lukáš’s memory of his father that had shaken him: an event so dissonant and dislocated from every other experience of his parent that he found it difficult to believe it had actually occurred. One day, when Lukáš had been nine or ten, he had after school been sent on an errand by his mother. She had asked him to go to his father’s shop, which was in a low-roofed, whitewashed building near the church in the middle of the village, to collect a kilo of Ostravské sausages for the evening meal. Lukáš had done as he was bidden, but when he arrived, his father was not at his usual station behind the counter. Instead the door to the back rooms – the part of his father’s butcher business the young Lukáš had never before seen – was open, and strange sounds were coming from some far part of the building.


When his calling for his father had gone unanswered, young Lukáš had tentatively made his way into the forbidden realm of the back shop. In the sudden dark and cool, he had found himself amongst pendant slabs of meat, trays of cuts and sausages. There had still been no sign of his father and he had ventured further, following the strange sounds: an urgent, shrill squealing.


Pushing open the door at the rear of the shop, Lukáš had stepped out and, blinking in the sun after the dark of the coldstore, found himself in a small rear courtyard. His father was there, his side turned to the boy whose arrival had gone unseen. The urgent squealing came from a small pig that his father held tight between leather-aproned knees. Lukáš had arrived in the courtyard just in time to see the heavy-headed mallet in his father’s hand arc downwards. There was a sickening thud as the mallet collided with the piglet’s head and the squealing was stilled. His father had dropped the mallet and taken a long-bladed knife from his apron pocket and drawn it swiftly across the throat and neck of the beast. Gouts of blood had pulsed slick onto the cobbles and into the drain, each pulse weaker than the last.


It had been then that his father had seen him. His hands on his son’s shoulders, he had turned Lukáš from the sight of the dying pig and ushered him back into the coldstore. Hanging his blood-covered leather apron on the pantry door, his father had taken the sobbing Lukáš back through to the shop, had sat him down and had told him, gently and patiently, about the sad necessity of violence in life.


His father had been a butcher.


The thought had come to him here, in this room that had become a small encapsulation of hell. Kapitán Lukáš Smolák of the Prague City Police and son of a long-dead butcher, had been an investigator of murders for twenty years and had seen just about every act of violence that could be imagined. He had seen decapitations, burnings, shootings; heads pulped with rocks or steel bars, bodies ripped and stabbed. But the worst scenes he’d ever had to face had been the previous murders committed by the maniac all Prague knew as ‘Leather Apron’.


But this – this latest hell – was unsurpassed.


The woman on the bed – and it was only from the fragments of clothing that her gender could be ascertained – had been butchered. There was no other word for it: whole parts of her anatomy had been excised and removed and the empty cauldron of her abdomen and thorax lay prised open, like the superstructure of a shipwreck, the white bone of her ribs gleaming through the gore. Sitting neatly piled on one corner of the bed, the slick grey-brown and pink coils of the victim’s intestines had been set aside by her killer. On the floor at the foot of the bed sat a carefully placed china wash bowl. Equal care had been taken in arranging the contents of the bowl: the victim’s kidneys and heart.


The head was turned in Smolák’s direction, but even this gave no indication of gender or personality. The face had been removed and the lidless white orbs of the eyes stared at Smolák in emphatic accusation from red-raw flesh above a bright white, gleaming, lipless grin.


All of the horror was confined to the area of the bed, the covers of which were sodden with blood. There were no signs of struggle, of violence, anywhere else in the bedroom. If he were to turn his back to the bed and examine the room, the scene would be one of normality, except for the stain on the carpet by the door where the caretaker, who had been the first to find the body, had vomited.


Since then, Smolák had had to send several officers from the room to be sick out in the street below. Even with his years-long experience of murder, he himself found he could not look at the corpse for any length of time without his own gorge rising. The only person who seemed to be able to maintain professional dispassion was the small, almost-portly man dressed in a baggy suit and businesslike demeanour who bent over the remains, his tie thrown over his shoulder to prevent it dangling in blood. Magnifying loupe in hand, only Dr Václav Bartoš, the police medical examiner, focused himself on the detail, not the whole.


Smolák’s subordinate, Detektiv-Seržant Mirek Novotný approached him. Novotný was an ambitious red-haired young officer whose expression was usually self-assured to the point of cockiness. There was no such expression today and Smolák noticed the freckles stood out more vividly on Novotný’s paled face.


‘You have something?’ asked Smolák.


‘We have, Kapitán. Old Leather Apron’s been clumsy this time.’


‘How so?’ Smolák asked without taking his eyes off the carcass of bone and gore that had once, unimaginably, been a human being.


‘We’ve got fresh fingerprints that don’t belong to the victim. And over in the corner, there . . .’ Novotný pointed to an area on the floor next to the bed. ‘He’s stepped in blood and left a partial footprint.’


Smolák frowned. ‘That’s not like him.’ He leaned over to examine the print. It was clear enough, all right: half a print from a smooth-soled shoe or boot. A man’s footprint, but on the small side. ‘That’s not like him at all. He’s not sloppy. He’s never made a mistake like this before. Same with the fingerprints.’


Novotný shrugged. ‘Maybe he wants to get caught. Sometimes they do, these looneys – they feel guilt deep down or some nonsense like that and they want us to catch and punish them. Or they play stupid cat and mouse games.’


‘Not this one. This particular craftsman enjoys his work too much. If this slip-up is deliberate, it’s because he wants to taunt us. To show us we can’t catch him. But I even doubt that.’ He looked at the footprint again. ‘It’s a strange one all right. Anything else?’


‘As you know there’s no sign of forced entry,’ said Novotný. ‘According to the caretaker, he had to let her into her apartment three days ago, after she’d visited the market in the Lesser Town Square. She’d lost her keys, thought she’d dropped them.’


Smolák nodded thoughtfully. ‘You think that the killer picked her pocket in the market?’


‘It’s a possibility. Explains how he got in. I thought I’d put a couple of boys on checking if anyone else was pickpocketed in the market that day.’


‘And check out if any of the previous victims lost keys in the days leading up to their murders,’ said Smolák. ‘It’s the kind of thing that may not have been mentioned or overlooked.’


Once Novotný was gone, Smolák turned back to the medical examiner who, having finished his examination, straightened himself from the corpse, pulling his tie back into position.


‘She’s been dead a day or more,’ said Dr Bartoš. ‘It’s difficult to give a specific cause of death: there are too many incisions and too much missing, but she has had her throat cut. If that was the first wound, then mercifully it would have been instantly fatal. We can only hope it was and saved her from everything that followed. But one thing I can tell you with certainty is that it was all well done.’


‘Well done?’


‘If this is another murder by the so-called Leather Apron, then he’s becoming more ambitious, and in so doing is displaying skill in dismemberment. There is nothing tentative at all about this knife work. Whoever did this knew exactly what he was doing and did it in a methodical manner.’


‘A surgeon?’


‘Not necessarily,’ said Bartoš. ‘It could be a surgeon, an anatomist, or simply a slaughterman or butcher. Anyway, I heard a rumour that you may already have your man.’


‘What?’ Smolák was confused.


‘A Jewish butcher’s apprentice, I heard. Grabbed a woman in the Masaryk rail station and threatened her with a knife before being shot by one of your boys.’


Smolák shook his head. ‘He wasn’t Jewish – I don’t know where that idea came from. Anyway, that wasn’t our man. Just some looney with a knife.’


‘And you don’t think this is the work of a madman?’ Bartoš said incredulously, nodding towards the dismembered remains.


‘Of course I do, but a different kind of madman. A different species. Whoever did this lives in our world, not lost in some fantasy realm. He’s organized and – like you said – knows exactly what he’s about. I just don’t know what it was about this woman that caused him to single her out.’ Smolák again cast his gaze around the expensively furnished bedroom. The apartment was over two floors in a grand apartment building which sat in a curving terrace of similar baroque buildings in Malá Strana. This was a wealthy part of town, which had been so traditionally a German neighbourhood it was also known as Prager Kleinseite. On his way through the apartment to the bedroom, Smolák had noticed a copy of the German-language daily Prager Tagblatt on the hall table and that almost all the books in the bookcase had been in German. The victim’s name, he had then been told, was Maria Lehmann. German. The previous victims had also had Czech-German surnames, but Smolák had paid little heed to the coincidence, assumed it had been their profession as prostitutes, not their ethnic backgrounds, that had been the motive.


The last thing Smolák needed was a crazed killer with some kind of cultural agenda.


‘Anyway,’ said Václav Bartoš as he made for the door, ‘I’ll write up my report and have it sent over.’ Just before leaving, he turned back to Smolák, frowning.


‘Something else, Doctor?’


The police surgeon shrugged. ‘An observation, perhaps. Something beyond my professional purview.’


‘Believe me, Doctor. I’m grateful for any observation you’d care to make. This is the fourth such killing.’


‘All this . . .’ The doctor swept the scene on the bed with a gesture of his hand. ‘All this is very familiar. About fifty years ago there was a series of similar murders in England. London. Like all Leather Apron’s victims before this one, the killings were carried out in the streets or alleys. But there was one committed in the victim’s room, and I have to tell you that the scene left behind was very similar to this. You’ve maybe heard of the case: it’s become almost folkloric in England. The killer, who has never been caught, became known as Jack the Ripper.’


Smolák frowned, looking at the scene of horror but this time looking beyond it, to the other cases, to a chronology of murder and mutilation. ‘So are you saying that I should be looking for an Englishman? And one who must now be aged between seventy and ninety?’


The doctor shook his head. ‘Amongst those who know anything about it, Victorian London makes people think of three things: Queen Victoria, Charles Dickens, and Jack the Ripper. And not necessarily in that order. Like I say, this insane killer who subjected women to the most horrific terror and pain has become an almost romantic figure to the English: folkloric, like I said. Just as our own Jan Neruda was influenced by Charles Dickens, perhaps our Czech Leather Apron sees himself as the creative heir to Jack the Ripper. There are certainly many similarities to be considered.’


Smolák nodded. It had been something that had crossed his mind before, but he hadn’t had the doctor’s knowledge of the London crime scenes. ‘The victims in London were common prostitutes, I believe. This victim – ’ he nodded towards the rent flesh on the bed – ‘was no prostitute. She was a wealthy young woman.’


The doctor shrugged again. ‘Like I said, just an observation.’


‘I’ll look into it,’ Smolák said. ‘Thank you, Doctor.’


‘There is one other thing that occurs to me,’ Bartoš said before leaving the crime scene. ‘There was a sighting of a suspect in the vicinity of one of the Ripper’s murders. He was described as wearing a leather apron.’


* * *


It was after the doctor had left that Smolák saw it: a small glittering something that had rolled across floorboards and into the corner by the bed.




CHAPTER FOUR
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One advantage of the delay, he told himself, was that it was much more pleasant to make the trip in the daylight. Viktor Kosárek had that uniquely Czech love of country: a deep connection with its nature, landscape and culture, without feelings of trenchant nationalism – a commodity on which Czechoslovakia’s Teutonic neighbour seemed to be cornering the market. After the events of the night before, it would be good to sit and watch through the window as the city yielded to nature.


It was another cold day, but flickering bright as the sun danced through the thin fingers and translucent red and gold of the broadleaved trees that lined the rail track. And beyond the autumn-gilded fringe were the pine forests, thick and emerald dark, rich with legend and myth; rippling over hills, crowding mountains, breaking for field, town and village. The dark heart of Europe.


But as he settled to the window’s field-forest-meadow-forest rhythm, the face of the young man in the station intruded into his thoughts. Particularly the desperate expression of terror and hate as he had launched himself at Viktor, knife raised. And now he lay in a ward of the General University Hospital in Prague, occupying that dark land, the space between life and death.


For all his studies, for all the cases of delusion and paranoia he had observed or treated, Viktor Kosárek still could not place himself at the centre of a madman’s universe; to experience the world through his eyes, twisted and chaotic and terrifying. What must it be like to fear for your life so? To see – to really see – demons and monsters and devils all around you?


And when the memory of a deranged stranger didn’t detract from his appreciation of the passing countryside, another, more familiar face, came to mind. The last time he had seen Filip Starosta had been three nights before his departure from Prague.


Filip was a warm, affable, relaxed soul whose company Viktor enjoyed; Filip was a dark, fervid, obsessive personality whose company Viktor found too intense. Since their first meeting, Viktor had learned to enjoy the former, tolerate the latter. Filip Starosta, Viktor realized, was a paradox of personalities: something that would have stimulated Viktor in a case study, but which worried him in a friend. And that worry had become acute of late: Filip’s periods of withdrawal from society, his sudden and intense dark passions, had increased in frequency and duration.


That Filip had not made good his promise to see Viktor off was a matter of concern. And now that Viktor would be distant from Filip, he worried that his friend would become even more adrift on dark, choleric seas.


He resolved to make regular trips back to the city to check on his friend. After all, Hrad Orlů wasn’t really that far from Prague.


The compartment he travelled in was occupied by one other passenger, a pleasant-looking man in his fifties who had greeted him amiably in German when he had entered and sat down opposite Viktor, who noted with some dismay the eagerness in the man’s eyes to start a conversation.


‘Are you travelling to Mladá Boleslav?’ Viktor’s fellow traveller asked eventually – and redundantly: there were few stops of note before the train’s final destination.


‘I am,’ said Viktor.


‘Wonderful part of the country. What takes you there? If I may ask.’


‘Work,’ said Viktor, in the knowingly vain hope that his companion’s curiosity would end there. He could tell from the man’s accent that he was a foreigner, his German neither Bohemian or Austro-Bavarian. Somewhere further north in Germany, perhaps.


‘I also,’ said the German. ‘What is it that you do?’


‘I’m a doctor.’


‘Ah,’ said the German. ‘So you have been in Prague for a visit? Beautiful city, truly beautiful. So rich in history.’


‘No, I live – I lived – in Prague. I’m taking up a new appointment.’


‘Toi, toi, toi!’ said the German. ‘Congratulations and good luck! I wish you well in your new job.’


Viktor smiled and thanked him. Despite his intrusion into Viktor’s preferred solitude, the German’s friendly demeanour and appearance made him difficult to dislike.


‘Professor Gunnar Pedersen. From the University of Hamburg. Nice to meet you.’ The German leaned forward and extended his hand.


‘Dr Viktor Kosárek.’ Viktor shook his hand and smiled resignedly. Full-scale conversation was now, he knew, inevitable.


‘So are you taking up an appointment in the hospital? Or are you a family practitioner?’


‘Neither,’ said Viktor. ‘I’m a psychiatrist. I’m taking up a post at Hrad Orlů Asylum.’


‘Oh, I know it!’ said Pedersen. ‘You see, I’m a professor of archaeology at Hamburg University: I’m visiting the very area you’re travelling to.’ The German thought for a moment. ‘Hrad Orlů Asylum – isn’t that where they have confined those murderers? The Devil’s Six?’


Viktor stifled a sigh. Ever since he had taken the appointment, everyone he told bombarded him with questions about the six notorious patients confined there. The most notorious in Central Europe. ‘It’s not a helpful name for them, and their crimes were totally unconnected, but yes, that’s the place.’


‘I would love to visit the castle some time,’ said Pedersen. ‘Nothing to do with its current use as an asylum, mind you: it’s just that archaeologically it’s a fascinating place.’


‘Really? The castle only dates back to the early Middle Ages, as far as I know.’


‘Ah but you’re wrong. The current castle perhaps, but what lies beneath . . .’ The German archaeologist wagged his finger in the air. ‘What lies beneath is truly ancient. The castle of Hrad Orlů was built on the site of a Neolithic hill fort. Danubian or Linear Pottery Culture, we think. In fact, the outer wall of the castle follows the circle of the original Neolithic rondel. Do you know that when the current castle was built, there were no kitchens or proper accommodations? That it was originally never intended to be inhabited?’


‘Then why did they build it?’


‘It’s one of the most solidly built fortresses in Bohemia, despite having no strategic importance. It was built as a great fastness not to keep anything out, but to keep something in. Something locked up for all time. Which is quite appropriate when you think of its current use.’


‘Really?’ Victor was intrigued despite himself. ‘Who was confined there?’


‘Not who, what,’ said the German. ‘There’s a network of caves beneath the castle that were believed to be the mouth of Hell. The castle was built to seal it up. All nonsense, of course, but it’s true the Neolithic site was founded on the entrance to a network of caves. Have you noticed how the castle seems fused into the rock? It’s like Predjama Castle in Slovenia, where its fortitude as a stronghold comes as much from nature’s as man’s design. Do you know we really have no idea how long there has been human habitation there? That’s what makes it so attractive to us archaeologists. All kinds of stuff has been dug up over the centuries, by farmers and villagers mainly, in the fields down beyond the village.’


‘What kind of stuff?’ asked Viktor.


Pedersen leaned forward, clearly pleased to have an audience. ‘Ceramics mostly: pot shards, small pottery discs with holes drilled in the middle – there have been lots of those – and stone implements. Lots of ornamental glass beads too, but they are from a much later period. The more important pieces ended up in universities or museums in Prague and Vienna, of course. All from around the castle and area.’


‘Really? I didn’t know that.’


‘Oh yes, yes – believe me, Dr Kosárek, your new workplace is a most important archaeological location. In fact, about fifty years ago your own Josef Ladislav Píč, the father of Czech archaeology himself, carried out an excavation in the forest close to the castle. He uncovered important pieces too: two pottery figurines of fat Mother Earth types similar to the Dolní Věstonice Venus or the Willendorf Venus. They’re now in the České Muzeum in Prague. And, of course, long, long before that there was the discovery of the Bear Man, but no one knows what became of that.’


‘The Bear Man?’ asked Viktor.


‘Carved out of bone, apparently – human bone some said, but I doubt that, more likely bear bone. It depicted a figure with the body of a heavy-set man and the shoulders and head of a bear. It was discovered about a hundred and fifty years ago but became lost. When it was first discovered, the local Hussite cleric denounced it as a representation of Satan, claiming it was connected to Jan of the Black Heart and all his goings-on – I take it you know all about Jan of the Black Heart?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t.’


‘Oh.’ Pedersen looked disappointed. Viktor was always amazed at how experts invariably expected others to be versed in their speciality – something he’d come across a lot in the medical field.


‘Never mind,’ said the German. ‘Jan of the Black Heart was the erstwhile lord of the castle and really has nothing to do with the Bear Man other than the figure being represented on the familial coat-of-arms. Anyway, some of the locals claimed that the Bear Man carving was a representation of Veles – you know, the part-manpart-bear lord of the underworld of Slavic tradition. But of course that’s nonsense: the carving belonged to a time millennia before the Slavs arrived. However it seemed everyone agreed something dark and powerful adhered to the artefact.’


Viktor gave a start as a train travelling in the opposite direction thundered past the window. He waited until it had passed before asking, ‘What do you mean “dark and powerful”?’


‘Oh, you know, satanic worship, that kind of thing,’ Pedersen waved his hand dismissively. ‘Completely irrelevant and totally anachronistic. But when the Bear Man carving went missing, the Hussite priest accused the locals of stealing it and using it in Black Masses. That’s where the whole connection to Jan of the Black Heart came into it all. There was even a rumour that František Rint got his hands on it – and that he hid it among the thousands of other human bones he used when he was creating his macabre skeleton art in the ossuary at the Church of All Saints in Sedlec in 1870. Personally, I think the truth is more prosaic: that the Bear Man is just lying gathering dust on a shelf in some museum storeroom somewhere.’


Viktor chatted with the archaeologist for the rest of the journey and became glad he’d been drawn out of his dark reflecting. The journey took just over an hour and, as they drew near the regional railhead at Mladá Boleslav, Pedersen stood up.


‘I’m afraid I have to leave you now,’ he said, smiling and extending his hand to Viktor. ‘I have to supervise the unloading of my equipment. Perhaps I’ll see you around.’


After the cheery German left him, Viktor sat quietly once more, watching through the window as Mladá Boleslav took form around him.




CHAPTER FIVE
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The station was a shadowed place, the tracks seeming to sink between two huge embankments as the train slowed to a halt. The city of Mladá Boleslav was the nearest major settlement to the castle of Hrad Orlů – Adlersburg as it was known in German.


Everything here had two names: Czech and German. That was the schism of personality that Viktor Kosárek had grown up with: a nation of multiple and overlapping identities. His nation’s, his contemporaries’, his own identity had always been miscellaneous. He had been brought up in a small town in Moravia, his mother a German, his father a Czech. In any other land, it would be the basis for a feeling of detachment or displacement. Not here. Here it was the norm. Of course, most people in the newly formed republic identified themselves as mainly one thing: Czech, Moravian, Silesian, Slovak, German, Polish, Ruthenian, Hungarian, Jew – but it was always less a definition and more the naming of the principal ingredient in a richly seasoned stew.


The Republic of Czechoslovakia may only have been seventeen years old, yet it was also, as Pedersen had pointed out, ancient: cast in primordial stone that constantly shifted and melted, melded and reformed. Bohemians particularly were like no other people who walked the Earth: for them everything was fluid, ever changing. Like immortals, they had watched with amused disinterest the petty passions of mortals: the swelling and shrinking of borders; the rising and falling of flags, of empires, of patriotisms and prejudices.


As someone who studied the architecture of minds as his profession, the split-personality of the land of his birth fascinated Viktor. He had heard it said so often that if you wanted to know what your mother tongue was, it was the one in which you dreamed. Viktor Kosárek dreamed in both Czech and German.


When he disembarked from the train at Mladá Boleslav, Viktor noticed a medium-height, slightly stocky man in his late forties, standing at the station entrance. He was wearing a dark-green hunting-style overcoat and a Tyrolean hat. Viktor recognized him right away as Dr Hans Platner, Professor Románek’s deputy at the asylum. Platner grinned amiably, waved and came over to Kosárek, bringing a porter with him.


‘I hope you had a pleasant journey, Dr Kosárek,’ Platner said in German and shook Viktor’s hand. ‘Especially after what happened last night – Professor Románek told me all about it. Dreadful business. Simply dreadful. We should feel relieved that you got here without further incident.’


‘Well, it was just as well I was there, I suppose.’


‘Really? But you could have been injured or killed,’ said the doctor emphatically. ‘I’m sure the police would have dealt with him. But it does sound like you saved that unfortunate woman’s life. It would perhaps be better if the young man succumbs to his wounds.’


‘Why then there would be no opportunity for treatment and recovery . . .’ Viktor was taken aback by the general physician’s statement.


‘If recovery could ever be achieved, Dr Kosárek,’ said Platner. ‘We are clearly talking about someone who is a chronic threat both to himself and to healthy society.’ Viktor noticed a lapel pin in the collar of Platner’s coat: a narrow red shield with highly stylized, ribbon-type lettering forming an interlocking S, D and P. Viktor had seen it before, during his interview in front of both Professor Románek and his deputy. Platner was a Sudeten German. The lapel pin indicated he was a member of the newly formed Sudetendeutsche Partei – the Sudeten German Party. As such, Platner would not be one to hold with ideas of richly seasoned ethnic stews: the Sudetendeutsche Partei, like their cousins over the border, held an uncompromisingly singular view of national identity.


There were nearly three and a half million Sudeten Germans in Czechoslovakia, the majority in Bohemia, Silesia and Moravia. The Sudetendeutsche Partei had just emerged from that year’s elections as the largest party in both the Senate and Chamber of Deputies. The party had been funded by – and had close connections with – the National Socialists in neighbouring Germany and all they represented. The darkness through the trees, as Viktor thought of it.


‘Oh dear,’ said Platner, looking at Viktor’s luggage as the porter wheeled it over to them. ‘I rather think I’ll struggle to get that into my car.’ He slapped Viktor heartily on the shoulder. ‘But we can try.’


Viktor cast his gaze over to the platform where the rest of the luggage was being decanted, hoping to catch sight of Pedersen, but there was no sign of the German archaeologist.


‘Shall we?’ Platner said and guided Viktor to a brand-new Opel P4 parked outside the station. Despite Platner’s reservation, they managed to wrestle Viktor’s two cases into the back seat. While the P4 had no boot, it did have a barred luggage rack above the rear fender, and they strapped Viktor’s trunk to it.


‘You are part-German, I believe you said in the interview,’ said Platner with clumsy casualness as they drove. It was a pleasant autumn day and Viktor was filled with the excitement of starting his new post – he also remembered Professor Románek’s telephone caution about Platner’s outspoken views – and really hoped the car journey wasn’t going to turn into a political discussion. There again, almost everything did, these days.


‘At least half,’ said Viktor. ‘My mother was from Gnadlersdorf – Hnanice in Czech. Do you know it?’


‘Sadly not,’ said Platner.


‘It’s only a small village. In Moravia – close to the Austrian border. My father was Czech, but his mother too was German. For that matter, the surname Němec features a lot in my ancestry, which suggests a German origin.’


‘There you are!’ Platner seemed pleased with Viktor’s pedigree. ‘Your surname, Kosárek – that means “reaper”, doesn’t it?’


Viktor nodded. ‘Or “maker of scythes”.’


‘You should be re-christened, dear boy,’ said Platner cheerily. ‘Now, what would that be in German? Sensenmann, probably – but I don’t think patients in any hospital would want to be reminded of the Grim Reaper. Or maybe Sensemann? Come to think of it, there was a missionary in the eighteenth century called Sensemann. Gottlieb Sensemann. He was Moravian-German too. Maybe Kosárek is a Slavicization of Sensemann. Maybe you’re even more German than you think!’ Platner beamed.


‘It doesn’t really matter,’ said Viktor. ‘These things don’t define who you are. In my opinion anyway.’


Platner didn’t say anything, but watching his profile Viktor noticed his smile had faded.


As they drove in temporary silence, the pine trees seemed to crowd thicker, taller, darker against the edges of the road, which snaked and writhed as if twisting to be free of the forest’s tightening grip.


As a psychiatrist, Viktor knew how anxieties and traumas could become abstracted into weirdly specific fears, and had once treated a neurotic patient who had developed extreme hylophobia: a morbid fear of forests; of their depths, their darkness, the shifting shadows within them. When treating the patient, Viktor had recognized some of the same symptoms in himself; but in Viktor’s case that had been understandable, attributable to a specific traumatic event. In Viktor’s case, there had been his experience as a child.


Discovering what he had discovered among the trees.


It had been a lifetime ago. Viktor had been playing in the forest, which he was forbidden to do; but he had a quiet place, a secret place, a clearing among the trees where he had always played with his younger sister Ella. But, after Ella’s accidental drowning a year before, Viktor had been forced to play there in solitary sadness. Ella had been his constant companion, sole playmate, and her death had torn a hole in his world: a great gaping emptiness that was still less than that which had been ripped into his mother’s heart.


That day, when the sun had dappled the forest floor and made the shadows between the trees dance as if alive, Viktor had come into the clearing that had been Ella’s and his secret place. It had been there and then that he had made his dark discovery.


His mother had been waiting for him. She had stared down at him with emphatically unseeing eyes, her face and hands unnaturally, lividly dark, as if she was already becoming another shadow among the trees, the creaking of the bough from which she hung the only sound in the crowding dark forest.


The discovery of his mother’s suicide had left two indelible marks on the young Viktor Kosárek. The first was a vague, unfocused fear of being in forests. He could still see their beauty when he saw them from a distance, but felt something akin to claustrophobic panic when among their trees. The second mark it had left had been a determination to understand and cure mental illness; to assuage the great sadnesses that led people, people like his mother, to derangement and to end their own lives, or the lives of others.


It had led Viktor into medicine, into psychiatry; into accepting the post at Hrad Orlů Asylum for the Criminally Insane.


It was another twenty minutes to the castle, the last of which was a steep and winding climb through the forest-mantled flanks of the mountain on which the castle – now the asylum – sat dominating the small village below and the surrounding countryside. The first interview panel had been held at the Academy in Prague, but the second had been here, at the castle. And again, just as he had when he’d attended the interview, Viktor felt an intense awe, almost fear, as the road rose out of the treeline and the castle was exposed.


A massive, tooth-like monolith erupted up from the forest, and in turn the castle erupted from the monolithic crag. The building seemed fused into the rock, just as the archaeologist Pedersen had described it. A high, palisade-topped outer bailey wall was cornered with round towers: swellings that rose up and were capped with witch-hat roofs. One tower, where the walls came together at a more acute angle, arced more fully and rose higher than the others, giving the impression of the prow of a ship. Three large buildings clustered together, contained by the walls but rising above them. The largest and highest of these, the main keep, had a huge, dark, high-angled roof, terminated with needling spires that spiked the sky.


Deep in prehistory, like an axe blow by an angry primordial god, some geological event had split the crag on which the fortress stood, and the barbican was balanced on the smaller part, the castle on the main, connected by a stone bridge across the chasm.


Looking at the castle, at its imperious, aggressive thrust into the sky, Viktor understood why it was called Hrad Orlů. Adlersburg. The Castle of the Eagles.


They passed through the barbican, which had a manned gatehouse. An orderly waved at Platner from behind glass and the heavy oak castle gates swung themselves open as if pushed by unseen hands.


‘Electric powered,’ said Platner proudly.


They crossed the stone bridge that spanned the deep chasm and passed through another gatehouse, into the cobbled courtyard of the castle. As they did so, Viktor Kosárek got a feeling he hadn’t had the last time he’d been here.


Despite it being a bright autumn day, he felt as if the castle had closed behind him, around him, over him, and he could not now escape its stone embrace.




CHAPTER SIX


[image: illustration]


While everything about the castle’s exterior spoke louringly of the old and centuries past, everything about the asylum inside it spoke of modernism, of the urgency of progress, of a promised future.


The metre-thick walls and the arched doorways remained mediaeval, but had been painted with light colours: pastel shades of blue in one corridor, rose in another. Everywhere whitewash had been applied it had been tinted with warm tones.


When he had first visited the castle for his second interview, over a month before, Viktor had noticed the colour scheme and realized that it had been done for the benefit of the patients: a deliberate policy of avoiding clinical white walls, making the asylum interior seem a little less institutional; distracting attention from its intimidating architecture and the ineluctability of its confinement.


On that first visit, the colour scheme had brightened his walk to the interview, promising that the asylum directors shared at least some of Viktor’s progressive ideas. For Viktor, mental illness was a sadness – the Great Sadness, as he thought of it – that brought with it fear and isolation. He had seen too many institutions devoted to the ideas of the last century and dedicated to confinement; too many patients abandoned to their lonely sadnesses. And too many patients confined in conditions that were barely humane. As far as Viktor was concerned, any attempt to banish sadness from the treatment environment was a good sign.


Although Hans Platner struck Viktor as a very different type of man in every way from Professor Románek, he obviously took great pride in the asylum and its modernity. As they walked through its corridors, Platner would pause here to show a particular treatment room, there to point out an instrument that was always ‘nothing but the very latest thing’.


Viktor already knew Platner was not a psychiatrist, but a general physician whose responsibility was the overall health and physical wellbeing of the asylum’s patients. It was therefore no surprise that the hospital wing was the greatest object of Platner’s pride, and – pointing out that Viktor hadn’t had a full tour of the castle on his first visit – he suggested they make a small detour so he could show him the wing.


In the infirmary, the castle’s heavy wooden interior doors had been removed and replaced with handle-less, spring-hinged hospital doors, each with a round window set into it at eye level. When his Sudeten German escort pushed open the door for him to enter, Viktor could see Platner’s pride was not ill placed. The infirmary gleamed and sparkled, equipped with the very latest appliances and furnishings. There was a Roentgen room, a fully fitted-out operating theatre, three consultation rooms and five standard patient treatment rooms, all shown with pride by the Sudetener.


Everything was bright, clean and orderly – but Viktor noticed that the infirmary was also uncluttered by the presence of any patients. In Czech, Platner introduced Viktor to the two regular nurses, but switched back to German to address a doctor whom he introduced as Dr Krakl. Krakl was very tall, blond and angularly built, with that slight stoop that the over-tall tended to adopt. That, combined with his hooked nose and hooded eyes, gave him a predatory, hawk-like appearance. Viktor smiled and shook Krakl’s hand, but felt an instant, instinctive dislike for the man. He also noticed that, above the collar of his lab coat, Krakl’s tie was held in place by a Sudetendeutsche Partei pin identical to the one on Platner’s lapel.


They left Krakl to his patientless duties and continued the tour. On first sight the only thing that marked out the infirmary as being different from any ordinary hospital, other than its restricted size, was the fact that it had a further three ‘secure’ rooms with extra restraints on the beds and rubber-sheathed padding on all edges and corners. There was also a laboratory and pharmacy and, to Viktor’s surprise, a large, well-equipped gymnasium hall, unusual for an infirmary.


‘My responsibility is prevention, as much as cure,’ explained Platner. ‘Those patients whose symptoms are under control, or are in the remission stage between psychotic episodes, are brought here once a week for physical therapy and exercise. Mens sana in corpore sano.’


‘Very impressive,’ said Viktor with genuine enthusiasm. ‘Really, Herr Dr Platner – very impressive indeed.’


Platner beamed.


‘And where will my treatment room be?’ asked Viktor.


‘Ah . . . For your narcoanalytic sessions? Or narcosynthesis, whatever you call it.’ Platner infused his question with friendly scepticism. ‘I believe you’ve been allocated a room in the old tower part of the castle. But Professor Románek knows better what specific arrangements have been put in place.’


As they made their way to the asylum director’s office, Viktor and Platner passed a number of staff members. Again Viktor noticed that the nurses’ white uniforms were understated, less formal than the usual, and the orderlies wore short stewards’ jackets, again white, with black bow ties. The one commonality with the other asylums Viktor had worked in was the build of some of the orderlies: no matter how progressive the regime, burly men were sadly often essential in restraining patients.


They passed four arched doorways, two on either side of the hall, each filled with a heavy oak door. Again a new age overlaid itself on an old, like a film transfer. Each of the doors was secured with a traditional heavy bolt, but this arrangement had been augmented by a modern mortice deadbolt lock. In addition, Viktor noticed two small, grey metal boxes on each: one on the door near the edge, its partner on the jamb.


‘These doors lead to the patients’ quarters,’ explained Platner. ‘Each door leads to a ward, each ward has four patient quarters off it. Our current inmates either have a wing to themselves, or those who share a wing are separated by two empty suites. As you know, Professor Románek has a theory about “mental contagions”, as he describes them, and likes to keep the patients out of each other’s earshot wherever possible. You’ll see later that the quarters are quite unlike any you’re used to: more like private accommodations than asylum cells. There’s another set of rooms on the other side of the castle meant to be an isolation suite, but it’s currently being used as an equipment store. At the moment, only six units are occupied by patients and that will remain the case for a while. But the ultimate aim is to treat sixteen at a time.’


Viktor nodded. He knew from the experience of his first interview to be circumspect in referring to the castle’s half-dozen patients as the ‘Devil’s Six’. The state, he knew, was investing a great deal of money and resources in devoting a single, impenetrable fortress to the confining of just six patients. Part of that commitment came from the desire to conceal them forever, to wipe the trauma of their crimes from the still-young republic’s memory. And part of dispelling the mythology that had developed around them was never officially to refer to them, as the rest of the world did, as the Devil’s Six.


Platner nodded towards the top of one of the doors. ‘You’ll notice these strange grey boxes: they have electric magnets in them that are switched on centrally from the porters’ office. If anyone opens a door while the system is set, it breaks the magnetic contact and an alarm sounds in the office. All the very latest, my dear Dr Kosárek, all the very latest.’


They passed more doors. One stood open and revealed several staff members in whites working over stoves, the smell of cooking issuing out into the hall.


‘The kitchens,’ said Platner redundantly.


Next to the kitchens was a doorless arch, double the width of the others, opening out into a large dining hall populated with half a dozen tables. Viktor noticed the art on the walls of the dining hall was of the same style as that in the main corridors. Given the antiquity and historic importance of the castle, he would have expected time-darkened and faded portraits of Karel IV, long-dead local aristocrats, or old landscapes. Instead the walls were punctuated by large, framed screenprints of Blaue Reiter paintings. Viktor recognized pieces by Feininger, Klee, Macke, Kandinsky – all vibrant with bright colours and strong geometrics. He asked Platner about the choice of art, but the Sudetener shrugged.


‘Nothing to do with me. Herr Professor Románek’s choice.’


‘It could pass for a café in the city,’ said Viktor. The hall did look incongruously like a normal café – a simulation of a life now forever denied to the asylum’s patients.


‘The truth is many of the patients dine in their rooms, either by choice or necessity. But when they’re stable enough we encourage them to socialize here. Except the charming Mr Skála, whom you’ll meet later. We even serve beer and wine in moderation to those whose symptoms or medications don’t contraindicate. And you’re right, you would think that it’s a restaurant or café, except for the tableware.’


‘Tableware?’


‘Bakelite. The beakers and cutlery are made from it. No glass or metal in the dining room for patients. The staff eat here too. Don’t worry, we get to use proper cutlery – but every knife, fork and glass is checked in and out.’


The next halls they came to contained a well-equipped music room and art studio, but Platner made no comment as they passed. Viktor got the clear impression that the general physician didn’t care for any therapy that he couldn’t view as strictly practical and the results of which couldn’t be immediately quantified.


They turned into another hall. Viktor could see that this hall stretched to the other side of the castle. It was completely blocked by a span of iron bars and gate, like those of a cage. Platner took his keys and unlocked the gate, which creaked as he held it open for Viktor.


‘You’ll get your own set of keys,’ he said. ‘This is the administrative wing and staff quarters. There is no patient accommodation here – well, there was for a while: the isolation suite I mentioned, but that’s just used for equipment storage now.’


As soon as the gate clanged shut behind them and Platner locked it, Viktor became aware of the difference in tone in this hall: here, the castle became a castle again. The warm-toned whitewash hadn’t been applied here and the paintings that hung on the wall were no longer the bright geometries of those in the patient wings. The walls were either naked, aged stone or dark wooden panels.


‘I know,’ said Platner with a grin. ‘It’s all very gothic – this is what the whole castle would have looked like originally. You get used to it.’


‘I see,’ said Viktor distractedly. He had stopped to look at a couple of the wooden panels, the frames of which had been elaborately carved. His attention was drawn to a frieze of spiralling and weaving ribbons carved out of the dark wood. He followed them to the top of the frame; at its centre was a carving of what he at first thought was a representation of a werewolf. The snaking ribbons came together at the top of the frame and projected outward to form a bust: the chest, shoulders and arms of a heavy-set man, from which jutted the head of a snarling beast. It wasn’t a wolf after all, realized Viktor, it was a bear.


‘The Bear Man . . .’ he said to himself.


Dr Platner, who only now realized his escort was no longer at his side, turned back to him. ‘Professor Románek is waiting for you, Dr Kosárek,’ he said.




CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: illustration]


He cursed the fog. All of Prague was wreathed in it, casting spectral auras around its streetlights and turning its architecture into a shadow play of looming, angular shapes in shades of grey and black. Fog was bad hunting weather for a policeman.


Kapitán Lukáš Smolák drove past the address they had listed for the suspect. Ideally, he would have parked across the road and watched from the car, waiting for their man to come home, but this quarter was the poorest and most run down in Prague, and this area was the poorest and most run down in the quarter. Even in a veil of fog, a smart new Praga Piccolo such as Smolák’s – any car for that matter – would be conspicuously out of place. And given there was a second car right behind him, an Alfa filled with three uniformed officers, Smolák decided to park around the corner and walk back to where he could watch the apartment house’s entrance from the shadows of a doorway across the street. When their man arrived, he explained to his subordinates, he would signal back to the corner with two flashes of his flashlight.


So now he waited, dressed in shadow and fog, for his suspect. The name that had been matched to the fingerprints found at the Prager Kleinseite murder scene was known to the police, known to Smolák. The prints had belonged to a small, crafty, devious type who – although his record had been for dishonesty rather than violence – could be an expert hand with an open razor or stiletto if the need arose.


There had been no doubt about the match with the murder-scene fingerprints; and they did belong to someone who had all the pickpocketing skills to have removed Maria Lehmann’s keys from her bag. Nevertheless, knowing the suspect, Smolák still found it difficult to connect him with the horror in Maria Lehmann’s Prager Kleinseite apartment.


He should be here soon. Criminals, Smolák knew, were just as likely to be creatures of habit as anyone else, and there was every reason to believe that their suspect would turn up here, tonight, as was his usual custom.


The police already had a comprehensive dossier on their suspect: a man whose disregard for the law had brought him before justice with disheartening regularity. But there again, he belonged to an outsider group: someone marked from birth to be cast out, mistrusted, suspected. And when you suspected someone deeply enough, for long enough, they usually became worthy of your distrust.


The suspect in question, according to his dossier, had a relationship with a young prostitute of the same outsider background, and who worked somewhere nearby in the Žižkov quarter. Tonight, Wednesday, was her night off, and the man they were after – whom Smolák suspected of being her pimp as well as lover – would bring her back to the apartment they shared.


Standing in the chill dark shelter of the doorway, Smolák had smoked only three cigarettes when he saw two shadowed figures turn the corner into the ill-lit street. He had planned that they grab their man as he reached his apartment building, but the silhouetted couple were on his side of the street, not the apartment side. Perhaps it wasn’t their man, thought Smolák.


As the couple approached arm-in-arm, their forms combining into a single lamp-lit silhouette, Smolák noticed that the young woman limped slightly as she walked. It was the limp of a lifelong cripple, rather than recent injury. That matched what Smolák knew of the prostitute. Now sure it was his target, Smolák snuffed out his half-smoked fourth cigarette and turned his back to the couple so they couldn’t see his flashlight signal to the look-out on the corner. He sank back into the shadows of his sheltering doorway.
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