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GENEVA, 1898


Luigi was sitting at a corner table inside a small, dilapidated café, sipping a black, bitter liquid, the color and taste of which described his mood with uncanny accuracy. There would be no “great deed.” Prince Henri of Orleans, claimant to the French throne, had changed his plans and would not be coming to Geneva, and life would carry on in much the same way, one disappointment following another, just as it always had. Why had he thought that it would be any different this time? He had been a fool to think otherwise. This was his fate, his destiny, to be frustrated at every turn. Abandoned by his mother, shunted between foundling homes and charitable institutions, laboring, vagrancy; only once in his life had he experienced contentment and that was while serving with the cavalry in North Africa. Apart from this single exception, his existence had been unremittingly wretched. It occurred to him that he might remedy the situation by returning to Italy. King Umberto would be easy enough to find. Unfortunately, Luigi had no money to pay for carriages or trains and the distance was too great to walk.


One day he would die, and thereafter, it would be as though he had never lived. The thought filled him with cold horror.


It was still very early and the other tables were empty. The proprietor, whose physique was oddly angular, lit an oil lamp and hung it over the open pages of a ledger. He licked the end of a pencil and began making entries. A mangy cat jumped up onto the counter and mewed for attention.


Luigi heard the sound of footsteps and the accompanying tap of a cane on cobbles. A bell rang and a man entered. He was wearing a long coat and had the appearance of a gentleman. With unhurried movements he removed his hat and gloves and caught the proprietor’s eye. The cat arched its back, hissed, leapt off the counter, and skittered into darkness, its claws unable to find adequate purchase on the floorboards. A mysterious communication seemed to take place between the stranger and the proprietor, because the proprietor nodded—as if agreeing to a request—and immediately followed his pet into the kitchen.


The stranger looked directly at Luigi. He was in his fifties or early sixties and his pointed beard and aquiline nose created a devilish impression: Lucifer, in the guise of an aging libertine. He sauntered over to the corner table and, without asking permission, sat down in a vacant chair. “Well, my friend, I suppose you’ve been considering your options.” His Italian was slightly accented.


Luigi raised his eyebrows. He didn’t believe in magic but the stranger seemed to have read his mind. “I don’t remember having been introduced. You are . . . ?”


The stranger smiled and the slow retraction of his lips made him look even more diabolical. “There’s nothing wrong with your memory.”


“Then who are you? What do you want?”


“A few minutes of your time—that’s all.”


Luigi shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you.” As he began to rise, the stranger grabbed his arm and pulled him down again.


“But I know a great deal about you. We have mutual friends.” The stranger reached into his coat pocket and produced some coins, which he pushed across the table. “I understand that you are presently in need of financial assistance. Go on. Take them. Buy yourself a decent breakfast.” Luigi cautiously picked up the money.


“I don’t understand . . .”


A cart rolled by, rattling loudly.


The stranger removed a newspaper from under his arm and indicated an article. “When I was a child, on old serf who I adored used to say to me: ‘Every seed knows its time.’ Read this. You’ll find it very interesting, I promise you.” Then, the stranger stood, put on his gloves with some ostentation—tugging the hems to ensure that the fit was snug—before making his leisurely way back to the door.


“Wait a minute,” Luigi called out.


The man didn’t turn. He inspected his reflection, adjusted the angle of his hat, and exited the café. When the bell had stopped tinkling the silence was unnerving. Luigi checked the coins, fearing that he had fallen asleep and dreamed the whole episode. The touch of metal was reassuring. He bowed his head over the newspaper and began to read. The item appeared to be about a female aristocrat who was staying at one of the big hotels overlooking the lake.


The proprietor emerged from the kitchen. “Who was that man?” Luigi asked.


“What man?” the proprietor replied.
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The Countess von Hohenembs was standing in the foyer of the Beau-Rivage Hotel. She was aware of the manager and his assistant staring at her, even though she was facing away from them. It was like a sixth sense.


Becoming the world’s most beautiful woman was an accomplishment that had necessitated a will of iron, grit, steely resolve, and fixity of purpose. She ate mostly oranges and very occasionally ice, flavored with violet. When she was feeling strong, she would stop eating altogether. Society gossips maintained that she drank blood, but in reality she only ever drank milk or clear soup. She had converted her dressing room in the palace, with its thick red carpet, brocade wallpaper, and gilt furniture, into a gymnasium. Below the enormous chandelier were parallel bars and monkey bars. She had even suspended rings from her doorframe. Sometimes she would hang from them, fully dressed, and raise her legs to strengthen her stomach muscles.


Then there was the matter of her complexion, the preservation of which required face masks of crushed strawberries or raw veal. Her hair had to be combed for three hours a day, and every fortnight washed with cognac and egg yolks—a ritual that took from morning till night. Keeping her figure, which was impossibly slender, particularly for a woman who had given birth to four children, had necessitated determination on a truly heroic scale: asphyxiating corsetry and going to bed with her hips wrapped in vinegar-soaked bindings. Such measures, although extreme, had proved very effective. Her waist could fit into the circle made by the connected forefingers and thumbs of an average-size man.


Maintaining her pre-eminence had damaged her health. She suffered from fatigue, shortness of breath, fainting spells, and “greensickness”; pain from sciatica, neuritis, and rheumatism. Specialists whispered about a murmuring heart. Consequently, she frequented all the best spas, the Hungarian Baths of Hercules in the Carpathian Mountains, Bad Kissingen in Lower Franconia. . . . None of them did her much good, and, over the years, she came to realize that she didn’t have quite as many problems as the doctors had suggested. Really, she had only one problem, and that was the passage of time. She was getting old.


What was she to do?


Her answer was to travel.


Tall, dressed in black, and always equipped with a white umbrella to hide behind, she dispensed with her entourage and wandered the world like a glamorous ghost. She developed a particular fondness for being at sea, because time seemed to stop when she was out on the water and she could pretend she was like the Flying Dutchman, restless and immortal. So deep was her affection for the sea, that she had an anchor tattooed on her shoulder, like a common sailor.


After all the fame and adulation, the portraits and the photographs, the fawning and the flattery, she yearned for anonymity. But even at sixty, the Countess von Hohenembs was still a very striking woman, which was why the manager and his assistant were still staring.


The previous day she had visited Baroness Rothschild, not because she had wanted to, but as a favor for her sister. Unfortunately, the former Queen Marie of Naples had become somewhat dependent on the Rothschild family. It was a questionable arrangement. Funds made available in exchange for the company of a royal. Quite tasteless. Although the countess had enjoyed talking to the Baroness, they could never be true friends.


“Has the luggage been taken?” the countess asked her lady-in-waiting.


“Yes,” Irma replied. “Some time ago.”


They were leaving a little later than intended. The countess stepped out of the hotel foyer into bright sunlight.


“What a lovely day.”


She set off at a brisk pace with Irma following a few steps behind.


From the promenade, she could see across the glittering lake, which was surrounded by low mountains. The funnel of the steamship came into view and the prospect of crossing a large body of water raised her spirits. A lyric from an operetta came into her mind: “Happy is he who can forget what can no more be changed.”


A man ducked beneath her umbrella. He was wearing a cheap, tatty hat and shabby clothes. His complexion was dark—an Italian, perhaps? She froze and was shocked when his arm flew out. The strength of the blow made her teeter, she lost her balance, and then she was lying on her back, looking at high white clouds in the blue of the sky. Her fall had been broken by her skirts, and her head had been protected by her thick cushion of pinned-back hair. How embarrassing. Faces began to appear, all of them speaking in different languages, all offering assistance. She jumped to her feet and thanked the people who had gathered, first in German, then in French and English. Irma was brushing the dust from her clothes. “Don’t fuss,” said the countess. The porter from the Beau-Rivage was there: “Countess,” he said. “Perhaps you should return to the hotel?”


“No,” she replied. “That won’t be necessary.” She didn’t want to miss the steamship.


Acting as if nothing had happened, she took her umbrella from Irma and continued walking. “What did that man actually want?”


Irma was shaken and confused. “The porter?”


“No,” the countess replied, slightly irritated. “The other one. That dreadful person.”


“I don’t know. But surely he must be a vicious criminal . . . a lunatic!”


“Perhaps he wanted to take my watch.”


They crossed the gangway and almost immediately the steamer departed. The countess was relieved. Looking over the water, she suddenly felt very weak. Her legs lost all of their strength and she collapsed.


“Help!” Irma cried. “Is there a doctor on board?” Several people came to her assistance but none of them were medically qualified. One of them, however, was a retired nurse. “Let’s get her comfortable and massage her chest.”


Three men carried the countess to the top deck and laid her on a bench. Irma unbuttoned the countess’s bodice. Was it delayed shock? Or was her corset too tight?


“What’s that?” said the retired nurse.


A tiny brown spot had appeared on the countess’s batiste camisole, and when Irma looked closer she saw a hole. The countess’s eyelids flickered and she stirred.


“Are you in pain?” Irma asked.


“No,” the countess replied. “I’m not in pain. What happened?”


Before Irma could reply the countess had lost consciousness again.


The captain decided to turn the boat around. He smiled benignly at Irma and said, “Don’t worry. We’ll get the countess back to the Beau-Rivage in no time.”


“She’s not a countess,” Irma whispered.


“What?” The captain leaned closer.


“She not a countess,” Irma continued. “She’s an empress. She only uses the name Hohenembs to disguise her true identity.”


The Captain swallowed. “An empress . . .”


“Yes. Empress Elizabeth of Austria.”


The captain studied Irma with renewed interest. He searched her face for signs of eccentricity, but she was perfectly respectable and her expression was quite serious. “Ah,” said the captain. He paused, emptied his lungs of air, and when he opened his mouth to speak again, he was disappointed to hear only a second, this time slightly tremulous, “Ah . . .”


The steamer chugged into its vacant berth and the gangway was extended. A makeshift stretcher was constructed from oars and velvet chairs and the “countess” was carried back to the hotel. When the doctors arrived, they could do nothing to save her, and at ten past two, Empress Elizabeth of Austria, Queen of Hungary, Queen Consort of Croatia and Bohemia, was pronounced dead.


On the promenade, a man with an aquiline nose and pointed beard was leaning against the railings. He raised the brim of his hat with the handle of his cane, lit a cigar, and walked off toward the town center.




PART ONE


A Man Without Qualities
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ONE
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VIENNA, 1904


Liebermann was sitting opposite his father in The Imperial. The pianist had just finished playing a wistful ländler and before the applause had finished he was already several bars into the “Trish-Trash Polka.”


Mendel raised his menu and one of the waiters—noting the gesture—swerved toward their table. “Thank you, Bruno. A topfenstrudel for me and apfelschmarrn for my son.”


The waiter glanced at the empty cups. “More coffee?”


“Yes, please.”


“A melange for Herr Liebermann and a schwarzer for Herr Doctor Liebermann?”


“Precisely.”


Bruno bowed and departed, weaving between the tables and dodging his colleagues. The Imperial was full of patrons, all of whom seemed to be talking very loudly.


“So,” said Mendel. “How are you?”


“Very well, father.” Liebermann replied, “And you?”


“My back, my knees . . . what can you do? A man of my age has to expect aches and pains.”


“Perhaps you should lose some weight.”


“What?”


“That’s what Pintsch told you to do.” He paused and added, “Over a year ago, I think.”


“Life has too few pleasures as it is,” Mendel grumbled. “I’m not giving up eating. You’ll appreciate what I’m saying when you’re older.”


“I didn’t tell you to stop eating, Father—and nor did Professor Pintsch.”


“Maxim: the empress ate only oranges. Look what good it did her.”


“She was assassinated.”


“There you are.”


“I’m not sure I follow, Father.”


“I want to enjoy the time I have left. It might not be very long.” Their brief exchange had already begun to sound peevish and argumentative. Liebermann changed the subject. They discussed the newspapers and Mendel mentioned a banker whose name had appeared in the obituaries. “I went to school with him—he used to live on our street. Ended up mixing with royalty, who’d have thought it?”


Bruno returned and deftly unloaded his tray before withdrawing discreetly.


“How is Hannah?” Liebermann asked. He pitied the younger of his two sisters, still stuck at home with aging parents.


“Happy enough,” said Mendel. He paused before adding, “Almost eighteen.” It was not an innocent observation and he was frowning.


“She’s still very young,” said Liebermann.


“Not so young that I don’t have to think about her future,” Mendel snapped. A group of immaculately groomed men and women at an adjacent table roared with laughter. “I know that you have—” Mendel rotated his hand in the air “—opinions: opinions concerning how your mother and I go about such things, but how else is Hannah going to meet an eligible young man? Herr Lenkiewicz has a son—Baruch—a bright boy with a good head for figures. He’s already keeping his father’s books and their business is expanding. We arranged for them to meet—Hannah and Baruch.” Mendel shook his head. “It wasn’t a great success.”


“I’d be happy to make some introductions.”


“What?” Mendel was unable to conceal his disapproval. “One of your psychiatrist friends?”


“Not necessarily. But really, Father, would that be so bad?” Mendel glared at his son. “Hannah is interested in people, not figures, and she likes reading, art—”


“Then she needs a husband who can afford books and paintings—a husband with good prospects.”


Liebermann picked up his fork and tasted his apfelschmarrn—apple pancake sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon. He was mildly surprised by the complexity of its flavor. The sweetness of the fruit was augmented by hints of caramel and vanilla. An uncomfortable silence was eventually relieved by some fitful talk about politics. Liebermann noticed that, on several occasions, his father was about to say something, but then appeared to decide against it. Mendel was also showing signs of agitation, his fingers were restless. Mendel cleared his throat and said: “Leah came to see your mother the other day.”


Leah—the older of Liebermann’s two sisters—was always visiting their mother. Clearly, there was something particular about this visit that had distinguished it from the others.


“Oh?” said Liebermann, chewing and swallowing.


“Yes,” Mendel continued. “Last week, she was on her way home from the theatre and she saw you walking down Alserstrasse.” Mendel looked up from his topfenstrudel. “She said you were walking, arm in arm, with a woman; a very attractive woman.”


Liebermann put his cup down and dabbed his mouth with a serviette. “Ahh, that would have been Amelia.”


“Amelia.” Mendel repeated the name and maintained eye contact.


“She’s English.”


“I don’t recall you having mentioned her.”


“Actually—”


“Not the sort of thing I’d forget, Maxim.”


“She lives with Mimi Rubenstein.”


Mendel’s expression showed sudden recognition. With increasing confidence he said, “The governess who moved in after Herr Rubenstein died? The one who needed somewhere to live?”


“Yes. That was Amelia.”


“Wasn’t she ill?”


“She had just completed a course of treatment at the hospital.”


“With you—wasn’t it?”


Liebermann hadn’t expected his father to have such a good memory. His reluctance to answer extended the syllable: “Yes.”


Mendel dug his fork into his topfenstrudel. “Am I to understand, then, that you have formed an attachment to one of your patients?”


“One of my former patients,” Liebermann corrected. Once again, Mendel stopped himself from saying something. “Father,” Liebermann continued. “I thought very carefully about the propriety of our friendship.”


“And she is fully recovered?”


“Completely.”


Mendel was evidently unconvinced.


The pianist was now playing a piece that Liebermann didn’t recognize, a mazurka in a minor key.


“I take it that your association is more than just a dalliance.”


“Considerably more.”


“So when, exactly, did you intend to tell your mother about this development?”


“The opportunity never seemed to present itself.”


Mendel stroked his beard. “English, you say?”


“Well, not exactly,” said Liebermann, toying with a crescent of apple. “Her father is English and her mother is German.”


“Is she from a good family?”


“Her grandfather was a court physician.”


Mendel evaluated this response and nodded. “I’m sure your mother would be very keen to meet this . . . Amelia.”


“Yes, I’m sure she would,” Liebermann agreed, his voice brittle.


“Why don’t you bring her to dinner?” Mendel leaned back in his chair. “One Friday night, perhaps?”


“Another night would be preferable.”


Mendel tilted his head. “She’s not . . . ?”


“Jewish? No.”


Mendel’s face became inscrutable, a mask behind which he could hide his disappointment. “A governess . . .”


“No. Not anymore,” Liebermann explained. “She’s is now enrolled at the university and occasionally works with Landsteiner—the blood specialist. He has given her special permission to undertake research in his laboratory.”


“Does she intend to practice medicine too?”


“Either that or pursue a scientific career. She hasn’t decided yet.”


Liebermann wondered how many times he might get away with postponing the proposed dinner engagement. Twice—perhaps—three times if he were lucky? Now that his mother knew about Amelia, her life would have but a single purpose. She would be indefatigable.


“What’s wrong with your apfelschmarrn?” Mendel asked. “You’ve hardly touched it.”




TWO
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Detective Inspector Oskar Rheinhardt was standing in the middle of a long, functional workshop. He couldn’t remember the precise date when Gallus and Sons had been declared bankrupt, but their demise was relatively recent. No more than a year was his considered estimate. Against the exposed brickwork of the opposite wall were the empty carcasses of several unfinished pianos: two uprights and a concert grand. Another two uprights were standing back to back between two pillars. None of these cases had been polished and the wood was mottled with green mold. Every object and surface was subdued by a patina of dull, wintry light that refracted through high, latticed windows. In the far corner he saw a tangled mass of metal strings, hammers, keys, and tuning pins. Water had dripped through the ceiling and collected on the floor in shallow puddles, amplifying the cheerless atmosphere of dereliction and decay.


The dead man was seated on a wooden chair. His legs were extended and the soles and heels of his shoes were exposed. They showed signs of considerable wear. His collarless shirt was woven from a coarse, gray material, the kind often worn by workmen or farm hands. Rheinhardt stood behind the chair and studied the hole in the back of the man’s head. It was roughly circular. Several yards in front of the dead man were three evenly spaced empty chairs. The central chair was directly ahead and it seemed unlikely that this alignment was accidental.


Resolve was required to overcome the revulsion that—at least initially—prevented Rheinhardt from returning his attention to the front of the dead man’s head. The cartilage of the nose had dissolved, exposing the nasal cavity, and the orbits of the eyes were filled with a clear, gelatinous substance. Singed hair hung over melted, blistered flesh and there were no lips to hide a maniacal grin. The smell was overpowering.


Rheinhardt’s assistant, Haussmann, entered the factory and marched over to his superior. “Nothing outside, sir. No footprints, nothing.” The inspector nodded and crouched in front of the chair. He made his right hand resemble a gun and held it under the dead man’s chin. “The bullet must be embedded in that oak beam. Would you be so kind as to dig it out for me?”


“It’s quite high up, sir.”


“Indeed.”


“And we don’t have a ladder, sir.”


“Haussmann, I was hoping that you would show some initiative.”


The young man looked around and his eyes expanded when he noticed the upright piano cases. Pointing, he said: “Do you think one of those would support my weight, sir?”


“There is, I would suggest, only one way to find out.”


“Very good, sir.” Haussmann clicked his heels, bowed, and crossed the factory floor.


A few minutes later the police photographer and his apprentice appeared. The photographer acknowledged Rheinhardt and silently set up his tripod and camera in front of the body. When he had finished his preparations he caught the detective’s eye and his expression soured.


“I know,” Rheinhardt nodded. “It’s not very pleasant.” Then he added, “I would be most grateful if—in addition to routine photography—you would also include some wider perspectives. Those three chairs . . . I would like some images that include those three chairs and the body.”


“Of course, inspector.”


The photographer burrowed under a black cloth and the apprentice struck a match. There was a brilliant flash and the dead man’s fixed grin and appalling disfigurement became garish and monstrous.


Rheinhardt turned away. He had not gone very far when he came across a volume of music on the floor. Picking it up, he let the torn pages fall open and he hummed the notes on the treble stave: the opening of Mozart’s Piano Sonata number 16 in C Major. Respectfully, he laid the volume on an empty crate, and continued walking, but the innocent melody haunted his inner ear, a bizarrely inappropriate accompaniment to the vivid horror that inhabited each of the repeated magnesium flashes. Smoke wafted through the air, its arrival presaged by the odor of invisible fumes. Through a curtain of haze, Rheinhardt could see Haussmann standing on an upright piano case, inspecting the beam behind the dead man.


At the back of the factory was a green door. Rheinhardt pushed it open and stepped outside. There wasn’t much to see, a cluster of small buildings in the middle distance, and beyond these, the land rising slowly, bringing the horizon forward and concealing Vienna. It was a bleak prospect. The Mozart melody was still flowing through Rheinhardt’s mind: grace notes, trills, effortless invention. As he turned to re-enter the building he noticed a mark on the door—a small dark oval—and when he leaned forward to examine it more closely, he saw that it was composed of a pattern of minute concentric rings. The blackness of the impression suggested that it had been made with ink—or blood.


Rheinhardt called his assistant, who jumped off the piano case and came running over.


“Sir?”


“Look at this, Haussmann. Can I assume that you have been keeping up with the latest forensic developments as reported in the Police Gazette?”


“Yes, sir. The new method. Not everyone agrees . . .”


“There is some debate, that’s true. But—if I’m not mistaken—this is a thumbprint, and a very good one. See how clear the ridge pattern is. It would be remiss of us to overlook evidence of this quality. Get me some tape, a piece of cardboard, and a saw.”


“We didn’t bring a saw, sir.”


“In which case, get me a screwdriver instead. We’ll take the door off its hinges.”


“You’re going to take the door back to Schottenring, sir?”


“Well, what else would you suggest, Haussmann?”


“Sir,” Haussmann reached into his pocket and extended his hand. In the middle of his palm was a misshapen bullet.


“Good man,” said Rheinhardt, taking it from his assistant. “I was expecting it to be more compressed.”


“The beam was rotten, sir.”


“Just the one?”


“Yes, sir. Just the one.”




THREE
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Professor Mathias was positioning and re-positioning his tools on a metal trolley, unable to find a satisfactory arrangement. He cursed, muttered something unintelligible, and finally chanced upon a layout that dispelled his agitation. Rolling up his shirt sleeves, he put on his apron and turned to face Rheinhardt: “A lady friend of mine—don’t look so surprised, inspector—yes, a lady friend of mine, who possessed an exquisite contralto singing voice, owned a Gallus and Sons piano. I’m not very musical, but even I could tell the tone was poor. She sold it to an impecunious music teacher.”


The door opened and Liebermann appeared.


“Max!” Rheinhardt cried, “Thank you so much for coming.”


“My apologies,” said Liebermann. “I was delayed by a late admission—a middle-aged woman whose principal symptom was continuous, compulsive laughter.”


“Ha!” Mathias scoffed. “Perhaps she’s simply more perceptive than the rest of us.”


Liebermann bowed, clicked his heels, and spoke with reserved courtesy: “Good evening, Professor Mathias. I trust you are well?”


Mathias nodded and continued: “Laughter. Ultimately, the only rational response to the human condition.” It was impossible to tell whether he was being serious or joking. Liebermann assumed a neutral expression and remained silent.


An electric light with a wide conical shade hung over the peaks and troughs of the mortuary sheets. The old man shuffled closer to the dissection table and uncovered the body. Beneath the sustained, unremitting brightness of the electric light, the melted face glistened.


Liebermann did not flinch. “Who is he?”


“We have no idea,” Rheinehardt replied. “He was found in the derelict Gallus and Sons piano factory, propped up on a chair and shot through the head.”


“Who found him?”


“Two businessmen who have an interest in buying the land. The factory is in Favoriten—on the edge of the city.”


Mathias felt the coarse cloth of the dead man’s shirt sleeve. “He’s dressed like a laborer.”


“Yes,” said Liebermann. “But he obviously isn’t a laborer. Look at his hands.”


“Well observed,” said Mathias. His voice acquired the condescending cadences of a pedagogue. “A laborer would, of course, have abrasions and callouses. You will also have noticed, no doubt, the absence of chafing or abrasions on the man’s wrists. He was never tied up . . .”


“What are his teeth like?” Liebermann asked. “Perhaps they could be matched with the records of a local dentist?”


Mathias put on some very tight gloves and proudly displayed his covered hands to his companions. “Rubber gloves: invented a few years ago by an American surgeon. I’ve just started using them. They provide protection but you hardly know you’re wearing them. They’re like a second epidermis.”


“Ingenious,” said Rheinhardt, throwing a weary glance at Liebermann.


“Yes,” Liebermann agreed. “Quite ingenious.”


Mathias prised the dead man’s jaws apart. The opened mouth immediately made the dead man look as if he were screaming. “Several extractions,” said Mathias. “Wisdom teeth too—that must have been painful, poor fellow. But really, Herr Doctor, how many dentists are there in Vienna, or Austria for that matter? And are they all conscientious record keepers? Your suggestion is entirely impractical.”


Liebermann walked around the table and studied the hole in the man’s skull. The cavity was deep and shadowed. Catching Mathias’s eye, Liebermann asked, “Did you remove his coat, Professor?”


“No.” Mathias replied.


“He wasn’t wearing a coat,” said Rheinhardt. “It must have had a shop label sewn on the inside, or something else that would have helped us to identify him.”


“I wonder if he’s famous?” said Mathias. “Perhaps that’s the reason for the disfigurement?”


“If he’s famous,” Rheinhardt responded, “then his absence will soon be noticed. But look at those shoes.”


“I suppose we can assume,” said Liebermann, “that he was shot and then disfigured, rather than disfigured and then shot?”


“That was certainly my assumption,” said Rheinhardt. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? With respect to motive? And if he wasn’t tied up . . .”


“Gentleman,” said Mathias “May I proceed?”


“By all means,” Rheinhardt replied.


Professor Mathias picked up a large pair of scissors and started to make cuts in the dead man’s clothes. When he had completed this task he was able to undress the man by pulling away strips of material.


“Well,” Mathias said, lifting one of the dead man’s arms, “What have we here?” Mathias’s breath condensed in the cold air as his rigid forefinger traced three dark stripes that disappeared beneath the dead man’s body. “Gentlemen, some assistance, please?”


Liebermann and Rheinhardt helped Mathias turn the corpse over. It was an awkward maneuver and the slap of flesh on the table was uncomfortably reminiscent of meat on a butcher’s chopping board. The dark stripes were now entirely visible. They were scabby and formed a V shape that converged at the base of the spine.


Mathias produced a magnifying glass. “He’s been flogged—and very recently. With a riding crop.”


“Dear God,” said Rheinhardt, shaking his head. “Torture too?”


“No,” said Liebermann. “Quite the contrary. These injuries were inflicted in the bedroom. If he’d been flogged by the same person or persons who killed him then I suspect these injuries would have been far worse.”


“You see, that’s the trouble with you psychiatrists,” said Mathias. “Always something sexual.”


“Do you disagree?” Liebermann asked.


Mathias studied the stripes again. “The bleeding was superficial. And I have to admit, I’ve seen a great deal worse.”


“A small woman,” said Liebermann.


“I beg your pardon?” said Rheinhardt.


“She was positioned directly behind him—bringing her arm down with moderate force. And he was probably standing up against a bedpost. His upper back is untouched.”


“A prostitute?”


“That is very likely. But one should not assume that violence performed for the purpose of sexual gratification is confined to Vienna’s brothels. It is my impression that the practice is more widespread than many psychiatrists are willing to acknowledge.”


“You see,” said Mathias. “That patient of yours, Herr Doctor, the one who can’t stop laughing—she has a point.”


“With respect, Herr Professor, sexual deviation is—in most cases—perfectly comprehensible. Those who insist on being beaten in the bedroom usually think, albeit unconsciously, that they deserve it.”


Mathias shook his head. “The dead are so much more straightforward than the living.”


Rheinhardt was growing impatient. “Is there nothing here that might help us to identify him?”


Mathias used his magnifying glass again. “His skin is uncommonly clear, the odd blemish, but nothing particularly memorable.” He raised his head, noticed that the dead man was still wearing shoes and socks and addressed the corpse. “Oh, I beg your pardon.” He walked to the end of the table and, grasping the heel of each shoe, removed both simultaneously. After putting them aside, he peeled off the socks, hesitating slightly before dropping them onto the trolley. He studied the dead man’s bare feet and began to smile.


“What is it, professor?” Rheinhardt asked.


“Come here.”


Mathias separated a big toe from its neighbor, revealing a translucent membrane. “The next two toes are fused, but the last three are similarly connected.” The effect was like opening a lace fan. “He has webbed feet, inspector.”


“Well, well,” said Rheinhardt, suddenly more cheerful. “That is distinctive.”




FOUR
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Peter Nikolayevich Razumovsky was seated at a table next to a stove, sipping Becherovka and peering through thick smoke. Paraffin lamps provided a weak, fitful light.


The beer cellar was situated halfway along a blind alley in a ramshackle corner of Leopoldstadt populated by Hasidic Jews. Most of the patrons who drank there called it The Golden Bears, but there hadn’t been a sign on the door for years and even the local residents were barely conscious of its existence. Admission necessitated a perilous descent down steep stone stairs that plummeted into shadow and the shutters were never open. Given that The Golden Bears was some distance from the Innere Stadt, it was surprisingly busy. All the tables were occupied and many patrons were standing in small, animated groups.


Razumovsky could easily identify the various parties: artists, occultists, radicals. All had their own way of dressing. The nihilists were the easiest to identify—shoulder-length hair, bushy beards, red shirts, and knee boots. Their female companions styled their hair in a neat bob and concealed their shapeliness with loose, baggy dresses. Some of their number had taken to wearing blue-tinted spectacles and all of them smoked without pause, the glowing remnant of one Egyptian cigarette being used to light the next.


A lean youth took a flute from its case and an artist with a wide-brimmed hat and tasseled scarf encouraged his neighbors to clap. After some preparatory fussing, the musician raised the instrument to his lips and began a demanding moto perpetuo that immediately won yet more applause. A solitary man, with the melancholy visage of a jilted lover, had become too drunk to stand and fell to the floor. The proprietor—a burly Czech called Pepik Skalicky—emerged from a trap door, kicked the supine customer, shrugged, and joined his perspiring, fleshy wife who was serving bowls of liver dumpling soup and rye bread from behind a simple counter made from trestles and planks.


The surface of Razumovsky’s table was covered in newspapers. Perhaps the body hadn’t been found yet? Or perhaps the police were wary of releasing the details? The Viennese were so highly strung, so nervous, even symphonies got them agitated. Either way, it didn’t really matter. The purpose of his perusal of the press reports was simply to satisfy his curiosity. He had always been something of a showman, and, like any vainglorious actor, he wanted to read his reviews.


A woman was shamelessly flirting with a group of young men from the university, one of whom had a very conspicuous dueling scar. She was in her early thirties, but still slim and vivacious. For a few moments, Razumovsky paused to observe the way she raised her chin to reveal the whiteness of her long neck; the way she laughed and never failed to display her décolletage to best advantage. Razumovsky knew who she was, where she lived, and the key facts relating to her history. Her name was Della Autenburg. She was the wife of Eduard Autenburg, who Razumovsky now imagined sitting at home, comfortably ensconced in an armchair, also surrounded by newspapers.


Razumovsky took another sip of his bittersweet liqueur and picked up a copy of the Wiener Zeitung. He scanned the pages, registering headlines, until his attention was captured by an announcement. A very senior member of the judiciary was retiring and his distinguished career was to be celebrated at several state functions, including a formal dinner at the Palais Khevenhüller. An as yet unnamed royal personage was expected to attend. Razumovsky had not thought about Georg Weeber for decades—an arrogant lickspittle monarchist puppet, a pettifogging bureaucrat, elevated by a rotten, corrupt system, who had spent a lifetime dispensing punishments in lieu of justice on behalf of the very same inbred emperor who had appointed him.


Weeber had been instrumental in crushing the movement in Austria. He had sentenced many of Razumovsky’s comrades to hard labor and all of them were now dead. One of their cell had been a woman with whom Razumovsky had had an affair: a brave, spirited soul, with curly auburn hair and a supple, almost muscular body. She had hanged herself in a washroom after only two days of incarceration.


It had all happened so long ago . . .


Razumovsky had only one more thing to accomplish in Vienna—and then it would be wise to move on. Yet, he found himself reading and re-reading the announcement and considering possibilities. He had earned a reputation for seizing opportunities—inspired, spontaneous action. Indeed, there were many in the movement who said that this was not only his métier, but his genius. Georg Weeber. In Razumovsky’s mind, the name had a certain synaesthetic ripeness, like an apple, ready to fall from a tree.




FIVE
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Liebermann was escorting Amelia Lydgate home. They had been to the Court Opera to see “Der Corregidor,” a comedy composed by Hugo Wolf.


“A sad irony,” said Liebermann. “The poor man died last year—in a private asylum.”


“Why was he admitted?”


“Melancholy, delusions—he’d been suffering for many years.” A carriage rolled by and the driver cracked his whip. “I love his songs,” Liebermann continued. “Wolf pays such close attention to the poetry and his accompaniments are so intelligent.”


When they reached the university, Amelia said: “I attended a cardiograph demonstration yesterday.”


“Who was the demonstrator?”


“Professor de Cyon. Have you heard of him?”


“Vaguely.”


“He works in Paris and was invited to Vienna by Professor Föhrenholz—they are old friends. De Cyon also brought one of his new machines for the department.” A soldier in blue uniform advanced toward the couple and inclined his head as he passed. “There was a great deal of gossip before the demonstration,” Amelia continued. “Herr Schenkolowski said that de Cyon had had to leave St. Petersburg following protests from his students. He was a harsh marker of examination papers and used to make provocative remarks during his lectures. Consequently, he was pelted with eggs and gherkins.”


“What was he like?”


“Disappointingly ordinary: we required no ammunition.” Liebermann smiled, supposing that Amelia was joking, but when he looked at her he found that her expression was neutral. She had simply been stating a fact. Her eyes flashed as they passed beneath a streetlight. “De Cyon said something rather interesting.”


“Oh?”


“He said that the cardiograph can be used to detect lies.”


“The unconscious is always betraying truths. Slips of the tongue, dreams, fidgeting. Involuntary changes of heart rate would be yet another measure of its independence.”


“Perhaps cardiographs could be used to aid psychoanalysis. They might hasten the process?”


“Most patients wouldn’t like being connected to a machine. And then there is the issue of propriety. I’m not sure many female patients would be happy loosening their corsets and revealing their feet and legs to a gentleman.”


“When there are more lady doctors one must suppose that disrobing will be altogether less problematic.”


“Indeed,” Liebermann replied, feeling that he had received a subtle reprimand.


They walked past the Votivkirche and entered Alsergrund. Liebermann had been waiting for an opportune moment to broach the subject of his parents.


“I saw my father the other day.” Amelia said nothing and waited patiently for more. Liebermann swallowed. “He—and my mother—would like to meet you. They’ve invited us to dinner at their apartment.”


Amelia nodded. “Well, I’m sure that will be delightful.”


“It might be delightful,” said Liebermann. “But I feel obliged to warn you that there’s a good chance that it won’t be.”




SIX
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Eduard Autenburg was sitting in his library composing a pamphlet on sexual equality; unfortunately, he had written only half a page in over two hours. The carriage clock struck one. He was agitated and couldn’t concentrate. For the umpteenth time he read the last line he had written: The New Woman of today is the woman of the future. He was satisfied with its direct brevity and he imagined his words painted across a banner held aloft by two viragos, marching at the head of a crowd of their militant sisters. But nothing else followed. No more words came into his mind and the empty, lower half of the page made him feel slightly ill. He rose from his chair and circled the table, biting his fingernails. Eventually he stopped and looked behind the curtains.


The gas lamps had become ill-defined yellow orbs floating in a sea of mist. The effect was like leaning over the bulwark of a boat in order to observe phosphorescent jellyfish. Obere Weissgärberstrasse was often misty because of the closeness of the Danube Canal.


Autenburg heard a shriek, laughter, and footsteps on the cobbles outside. He returned to the table, picked up his pen, and attempted to look like a man absorbed by a great and noble undertaking. A few seconds later there was some noise on the landing and the jingle of keys. Autenburg retained his heroic attitude.


“No—he’s not here. He must be writing . . .” It was Della in the hallway.


The door opened and she stepped into the library. Strands of loose hair hung over her face and her complexion was flushed. “Ah, there you are.”


“I’ve been working on the pamphlet,” he replied, stroking his Van Dyke beard.


“Good. When will it be ready?”


“Soon.” He was aware of Axl Diamant standing behind his wife. The young man’s fingers curled around her waist. “Where have you been?”


“Oh, only The Golden Bears. The nihilists were there again. They’re becoming regulars. You should come.”


“When I’ve finished the pamphlet . . .”


“Of course.” Della blew Eduard a kiss and said, “We’re awfully tired. We’re going to bed.” She retreated into the hallway and closed the door. Diamant whispered something and Della responded with a low-pitched, lascivious chuckle.


Eduard read his last line again: The New Woman of today is the woman of the future. He picked up the sheet of paper, balled it up, and threw it across the room.




SEVEN
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Well, Oskar?” said Liebermann. “What shall we finish with?”


Rheinhardt turned the pages of the Schubert volume on the music stand. “An den Mond”—To the Moon. It was one of their favorite songs.


Liebermann began playing an introduction that slyly referenced Beethoven’s celebrated “Moonlight Sonata.” The bass register of the Bösendorfer was darkly sonorous, almost sinister, beneath the creeping, stealthy progress of the right hand triplets, and when Rheinhardt sang the opening phrase of Ludwig Hölty’s poetry, his warm, fluid baritone conjured a landscape of silvered beech trees and meadows, in the dead of night, populated by fleeting phantoms.


They were both pleased with the performance and when Liebermann’s hands descended on the final chord, he looked up at his friend and nodded approvingly before the notes had faded. “Wonderful, Oskar—I think your voice is improving with age.”


The detective sighed. “I am getting older, but would prefer it if you didn’t remind me quite so often.”


“I was paying you a compliment, Oskar.”


“Next time, perhaps you could think of a way of praising my voice without referring to my age?”


Liebermann closed the piano lid, placed the Schubert volume on top of a tower of music books, and folded the music stand. “Perhaps your occupation, which necessitates so much contact with the dead, is making you excessively aware of your own mortality?”


“Max.” The inspector’s expression was even more world weary than usual. “This evening, I do not wish to be analyzed.”


They walked across a sparsely patterned rug and entered, through open double doors, a paneled smoking room, where they sat in leather chairs that faced a crackling fire. As was their custom, Rheinhardt took the right chair and Liebermann the left. Between the chairs was a small table designed by Kolomon Moser on which Liebermann’s servant had placed a decanter of brandy, crystal glasses, and a box of cigars. The two men stared into the fire for several minutes before Liebermann poured.


“So, Oskar—any progress?”


“None at all; however, I’ve released some information to the press. We’ve told them that the body of a man with webbed feet was discovered in the old Gallus and Sons factory and that we are willing to reward anyone who comes forward with information that leads to his identification.” Rheinhardt produced an envelope and handed it to Liebermann. “Take a look at these.” Liebermann opened the envelope and took out a set of postcard-size photographs. “They show the dead man, exactly as we found him.”


Liebermann looked at each image in turn and when he had examined the entire series, he started again from the beginning. Halfway through, he stopped, and selected a photograph which he handed back to Rheinhardt.


“Those three chairs . . .”


“What about them?”


“They appear to be lined up.”


“The middle chair was positioned directly in front of the body.” Liebermann offered Rheinhardt a cigar. “Thank you, Max.”


“I doubt such a precise arrangement is attributable to chance.”


“That’s what I thought.”


“Then . . . were three people present when the man was murdered?” Liebermann took a cigar out of the box and lit it. “If so, was the man subject to some form of interrogation? Did he have information that was of great value to them?”


“They troubled to conceal the identity of the man by pouring acid over his face—but didn’t bother to move the chairs . . .”


Liebermann shrugged, opened his mouth, and released a cloud of smoke. “Interrogation is one possibility.”


“And the other?”


“Perhaps the chairs were occupied by individuals who sat in judgement. The dead man was the defendant in some sort of sham trial, and after his guilt was determined, he was executed.”


“A jury of honor?”


“Professor Mathias found no chaffing or abrasions on his wrists. Perhaps he came to the factory of his own volition, to prove his innocence, but failed to convince his judges.”


“A jury of honor,” Rheinhardt repeated. “So what are you suggesting? A secret society?”


“Well, at least a group of individuals who subscribe to a collectively upheld code of conduct.”


“There are many secret societies in Vienna. But none of the secret societies that have been exposed to date have ever executed errant members.”


“Then perhaps,” said Liebermann. “The people you’re looking for aren’t Viennese.”


Rheinhardt picked up his brandy glass, swirled the contents, and took a sip. “A poor man, with sexual predilections that are most probably satisfied in brothels. He is summoned to the abandoned factory in Favoriten, where he is judged by three of his associates. He submits to their will—or is simply taken unawares—and shot through the head. His associates wish to conceal the man’s identity, so disfigure him with acid and remove his coat.”


“One more thing.”


“What’s that? “


“They are disturbed: a noise outside, a dog—something—and they leave quickly, forgetting their conspicuous seating arrangement, and run for the most discreet exit.”


“A green door at the back of the factory: I found a bloody thumbprint on it.”


“Did you?”


“Yes.”


“The new method,” said Liebermann, pensively. “I wonder if it will have much effect on how you—in the security office—go about your business?”


Rheinhardt exhaled a cloud of smoke. “We’ll see. I’m quite hopeful.”




EIGHT
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The day after the Favoriten murder was reported in the newspapers, two women presented themselves at the Schottenring station. They were both married to web-footed men who had recently vanished; however, neither had the right physique—a fact confirmed when the contents of their wardrobes were examined. The missing husbands were tall with wide shoulders, whereas the dead man was of average build and slim. Then followed two uneventful days during which Rheinhardt received no further visitors. On the third day, however, there was a knock on the door, and Haussmann entered with an unkempt man in a tattered frock coat. He wore circular glasses, the lenses of which were rather greasy, and he sniffed continuously, as though he had a cold.
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