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  Prologue


  A sudden crackling sound in the brush caught his attention. It was just before sunrise and he could see very little. Not one of his snares, though. He was fairly certain of that. Most likely a woodcock in the fallen leaves and bracken sounding much bigger than it was.


  Johannes Schmidt knew his flora and fauna. He had grown up in these woods; played in them as a child and hunted in them as a man.


  But they were no longer his woods. Banished by that bastard von Hobarty and his gamekeeper.


  But Johannes would have his own back. These pre-dawn trips into the estate were small extractions of vengeance for such banishment.


  Schmidt was careful of these snares; he kept them out of sight of the new gamekeeper, Kupfer, and only chose the most remote beats. He placed them in strategic positions at the center of the beat, where the rabbit would be sure to run as it went to feed. He used gloves to set the snares so that there would be no human scent on them.


  Every time he prepared a rabbit stew with his catch he felt as if he had struck a blow against von Hobarty, Kupfer, and the rest of them that claimed the forests and dells as their own land, their private domain.


  The morning chill bit into him. Schmidt loved the Fall, the smell and feel of it, but it was no longer so easy to get up in the predawn cold and traipse about in the woods. His right leg, where he’d broken it as a young forester, pained him now when the nights grew colder. His reactions were just that one bit slower. He dreaded the day when he would no longer be able to enjoy this bit of poaching.


  He walked cautiously through the bracken and low brush. The sun began to rise behind him, and he relished the feel of it on the back of his neck and shoulders. He would need to check the remaining traps and make his way out of the estate before Kupfer and his dogs started their rounds. No luck so far this morning, not a single hare.


  And then ahead of him he saw a shapeless mound that did not belong in the woods. He felt his heart race as he approached, not really trusting his eyes. The dark reddish brown against pearly white material of a blouse were not colors of the woods. As he drew nearer he could see that it was the body of a young woman.


  He thought for a moment that this must be some terrible hoax, a gruesome trick laid on by the gamekeeper to teach him a lesson. He half expected the young woman to jump to her feet at any moment and laugh at his bulging eyes.


  And then he saw the evisceration, the cruel slashes and desecration of the body of what had once been a robust and vital human.


  Bile rose in his throat and he turned his head from the corpse as he retched, hands on his knees.


  Part One


  One


  Doktor Hanns Gross nodded for the gendarme to remove the covering. The young man did so and the famous criminologist could see a flush of red go up the gendarme’s face. Warned by Inspector Felix Thielman what to expect, Gross knew to focus away from the wounds at first. The gendarme had no such training. He gulped once and dropped the canvas covering.


  ‘Not here,’ Gross warned him. ‘If you must be sick, follow the lines out and away from the crime scene.’


  Thielman at his side made a tssking sound with his tongue as the young gendarme hurried to the edges of the crime scene. They could hear him vomiting.


  Gross ignored this, bending low over the mutilated corpse as if to embrace it. He did not view the body as that of a human being, that was the trick. He went close up, looking at bits and pieces of what was instead a former living human animal.


  He lifted an eyelid and stared into a sightless pupil, registering its color: light brown, commonly called beer eyes. The skin was waxy to the touch; he inserted a finger into the oral cavity, found nothing. Likewise nothing in the nostrils and ear passages.


  Resting on a knee now, he let his gaze follow down the line of the torn bodice and bloodstained blouse the young woman was wearing.


  Without looking up, he said to Thielman, ‘You have a description of the crime scene?’


  Thielman grunted assent, as if it was beneath his office to be asked such a question.


  As it should be, Gross thought, for he had trained Thielman himself, more years ago than he liked to think of, not to disturb anything at the scene of the crime before a complete description had been made.


  ‘We’ve had Morgenstern out, too. Our photographer.’


  ‘The others had similar wounds?’ Gross asked, for this was the third such outrage.


  Another grunt.


  Beneath the ripped and slashed garments there was scarlet turning rusty red, great gashes of it covering cloth and skin. On her sternum, between the entry points of four different stab wounds, there was a circular wound about the size of a five-kronen coin incised into the skin, its left half seared black. Lower down, beneath the abdomen, entrails dangled out of a cavity where the woman’s womb had been lacerated apart in a frenzy.


  ‘The others weren’t pregnant, though,’ Thielman added.


  ‘Any trace of the baby?’


  ‘None.’


  Gross examined the hands and arms. No defensive wounds. She’d been taken by surprise, though the wounds were in front. So she saw her attacker coming. Which implied she knew him. Or that she did not find it out of the ordinary to see the person in the woods near the tiny village of Hitzendorf. A villager, perhaps?


  Or a hundred other possibilities. A stranger who asked for directions then struck before the young woman could react. Too early for such speculations.


  Gross lifted himself back from the corpse now, still resting on one knee. He could feel moisture from the forest floor coming through his wool pants. His wife Adele would warn against arthritis were she here.


  Only now did Gross allow himself to take in the corpse as a whole. A rather attractive young woman, he noted. Vaguely Semitic features, not that it mattered. The stab wounds at her chest had done the damage. The rest of the savagery was postmortem. Or so he hoped, for her sake.


  ‘Identification?’


  ‘Ursula Klein. Kitchen maid, the von Hobarty estate.’


  ‘What was she doing out here all alone at night?’ Again an assumption, but not far off the mark, he thought, by the feel of her body. Dead a good dozen hours.


  ‘That, my dear Doktor Gross, is what you are here to find out.’


  Irony from Thielman. The man was indeed feeling his oats, Gross thought. Even if he has to call in his old mentor to help out with a series of brutal murders committed in Gross’s own native Styria.


  The sun was at its zenith now. It was the twenty-first of October, but the sun still had warmth, still made him squint.


  He stood, brushing at his knee. ‘Who found her?’


  ‘A local. Johannes Schmidt. He puked. It’s over there.’


  Thielman pointed at a blueberry bush that had a stake driven in the ground by it as if it were evidence.


  ‘Just to make sure it’s not confused with something the killer left behind.’


  ‘And who says Schmidt is not our killer?’ Gross asked, but only out of reflex, not conviction. It takes a very cold-blooded criminal to report his own crime.


  ‘Schmidt says he was out for a walk,’ Thielman added. ‘Poaching, more like. He and von Hobarty have a bit of a feud going, you might call it.’


  ‘So this is part of the estate?’


  A nod from Thielman.


  Gross’s eyes alit on a bonnet not far from the body. Thielman followed his gaze.


  ‘The victim’s?’ Gross asked.


  ‘I assume so. No one has moved it. Just like you always taught.’


  Which brought the trace of a smile to Gross’s lips. Suddenly, inexplicably, he was looking forward to a hearty lunch. Bauernschmaus, perhaps. Something substantial.


  He went to the bonnet, glanced at Thielman, and then picked it up.


  Underneath lay a pile of human excrement. He bent low over the feces, not so much sniffing as trying to discern its temperature.


  Satisfied, he stood once again. The excrement was warmer than the ground surrounding it. The bonnet had been deliberately placed over it to hold the warmth.


  A calling card.


  Gross put the bonnet back in place over the pile.


  He went back to the body of Ursula Klein. The front of her was covered with blood, that was for sure. But on closer inspection, Gross remarked on the lack of blood about the body. He gently lifted one side of the torso; very little blood to be seen underneath. With wounds such as she had sustained, even postmortem, there should have been pools of blood on the ground all around the corpse.


  He could feel Thielman leaning over him now.


  ‘So you noticed, too,’ the inspector said. ‘Just like the others. Drained of blood. Like a ritual killing.’


  Gross shook his head. Not another one. Blood ritual killings had filled the newspapers recently. Gross himself had been called in to testify in one gruesome case in Polna in Bohemia not long before. It had become the Austrian Dreyfus case, for a trio of Jews were accused of having killed two young women and using their blood for religious rituals. The case had spurred anti-Semitic riots and had quickly split the Empire, just as the Dreyfus case had in France, with the political scandal involving the Jewish army captain Alfred Dreyfus falsely accused of selling military secrets to the Germans.


  ‘We don’t need another Polna, Doktor Gross,’ Thielman said over his shoulder.


  Gross could well understand the man’s concern. Nearing retirement, Thielman wanted simple pathological killings, not some religiously motivated murder that would spark a racial firestorm.


  Gross continued to lean over the woman’s body, noticing something on the side of her neck. He gently moved the collar down to display two puncture marks at the neck along the carotid artery.


  ‘That looks like a vampire bite,’ Thielman said, though Gross doubted the man had ever seen such a mark.


  The young gendarme had recovered enough to return to the scene just at this moment, and he shot an astonished expression at Thielman as he made this remark.


  There was a note of relief in Thielman’s voice, Gross noted. Better vampires than Jews.


  Two


  Later that same day in Vienna, Advokat Karl Werthen – wills, trusts, criminal law, and private inquiries agent – sat at his new desk in his freshly refurbished office at Habsburgergasse 4. A visitor could see no sign of the bombing several months ago that had gutted Werthen’s interior office and left much of the exterior office and waiting room in shambles. Werthen’s private office, in particular, had seen the most change in this refurbishing. Before, it had been decked out in stolidly safe professional-class décor: green wallpaper with a scattering of conservative prints of animals and flowers; furniture that was of heavy, substantial mahogany. Werthen’s friend and onetime client, the painter Klimt had often enough declared the place stodgy; Werthen would rejoin such criticism by saying that was exactly the effect he was looking for.


  ‘People come to me for reassurance,’ he would say, ‘not an introduction to aesthetics.’


  But that tragic bombing episode had made Werthen reconsider. Why shouldn’t a lawyer’s office also have a touch of style to it?


  Thus, the buttery yellow walls now formed a backdrop for a number of paintings on loan from the Secession: a wintery park scene from Carl Moll, a landscape by Kolo Moser, a portrait by Klimt, an exhibition poster by Anton Kling. Furniture and desk accoutrements by Josef Hoffmann.


  However, Werthen was unaware of his surroundings today. In front of him lay the paperwork for a codicil to the seemingly never-ending Kleist family trust. Neither was he paying attention to these legal duties. Instead, he was doodling on a piece of foolscap folio, writing the name ‘Bastian’ over and over again in increasingly stylized strokes.


  A knock at his door interrupted this mindless activity.


  ‘Yes,’ Werthen said, slightly dazed.


  Fräulein Metzinger opened the door and poked her head in. ‘A visitor, Advokat.’


  Their code word for an actual visitor, not a client or scheduled appointment.


  ‘I am in the middle of something—’ Werthen began, but a voice from behind his assistant caught his attention.


  ‘It is rather urgent.’


  He knew the voice, knew the tone, felt the urgency even if it were fabricated. And fabricated it may very well have been, for the author of said voice was the well known playwright Arthur Schnitzler.


  ‘You may send him in, Fräulein Metzinger.’ He leaned back in his chair, looked down at the foolscap and felt a stab of pain realizing what he had spent the last number of minutes producing. He turned the page over as Schnitzler entered the room.


  ‘Advokat,’ the man said, sweeping the homburg off his head dramatically, ‘how good to see you once again.’


  Werthen doubted the words. He knew for certain it was not a delight for him to see the dramatist. Schnitzler was a recent client and though Werthen had performed the duties for which he had been hired, he had also been forced to confront the man with some hard truths about himself. They had not parted on friendly terms at their last encounter.


  Werthen rose, nodding his head toward the leather armchair across the desk from him. Schnitzler glanced around the office and smiled tightly.


  ‘Redecorated, I see.’ He sat in the chair holding a silver-tipped walking stick in front of him like a master of the dance about to beat out a rhythm.


  Werthen said nothing and then Schnitzler seemed to suddenly recall the event that necessitated such redecoration.


  ‘I do apologize. It must have been an awful experience.’


  Werthen sat without response, having no inclination to go into the matter. ‘What brings you here, Herr Schnitzler?’


  ‘Meaning if I were searching for a painful experience, why not simply visit my dentist?’


  He smiled winningly at Werthen, giving him no chance for reply. ‘I came simply because you are the best at what you do. I do not want to allow our personal history to interfere with that.’


  ‘And what is it I do so well, Schnitzler?’


  ‘Protection, of course. I was, after giving it some thought, more than satisfied with your thoroughness. And I have a similar commission for you.’


  It was not something Werthen relished doing, playing bodyguard, though he had done it for the composer Gustav Mahler a couple of years previously, as well as for Schnitzler just last summer. He was about to decline, when Schnitzler charged on.


  ‘I realize such work is beneath your deductive talents, but I implore you, Werthen, in the name of Austria. We have an important foreign visitor here, a man about to speak at the Concordia, and he appears to be in need of protection.’


  The Concordia, the journalists’ club, meant, in all likelihood, some literary fellow, Werthen deduced. After his dealings with Schnitzler and other writers of the Jung Wien movement the past summer, Werthen was even less inclined to take the case.


  ‘I might as well tell you, the man asked for you personally. Seems he has heard of your achievements via your colleague’s little monthly magazine.’


  By which he meant Doktor Hanns Gross and his Archive for Criminalistics. Gross and he had formed an irregular partnership, working on several cases together, which Gross, ever the meticulous recorder of events, had chronicled in his Archive.


  ‘It seems you have a fair amount of fame, even in London,’ Schnitzler added. ‘That is where our guest hails from. Well, latterly, that is. Dublin is his place of origin.’


  ‘Am I to guess at his identity?’


  ‘Sorry, no. Simply trying to increase the drama. We would all be very grateful were you to take the case. Even Prince Montenuovo would find pleasure in such a turn of events. A great enthusiast of our chap’s work is the prince.’


  Schnitzler was referring to the powerful second-in-line to the master of the court, a man who was the emperor’s eyes and ears in all things cultural, and a major force in the direction of the court theaters, including the Burg, where Schnitzler’s plays were often performed. Werthen and Gross had earlier been aided by a letter of introduction from the prince in the Mahler case.


  ‘Enough drama, Schnitzler. Who are we talking about and why?’


  ‘Mr Bram Stoker.’


  Schnitzler pronounced the name with such a self-satisfied look that Werthen almost felt guilty when he said, ‘Who is that?’


  For once, Schnitzler was at a loss for words. Finally he said, ‘The writer. You must have heard of The Primrose Path?’


  A shake of Werthen’s head.


  ‘The Snake’s Pass?’


  A shrug of the shoulders.


  ‘The Shoulder of Shasta? Miss Betty?’


  ‘Sorry,’ Werthen said.


  ‘My God, man,’ Schnitzler almost shouted, ‘Stoker was the business manager of the Lyceum in London for over quarter of a century. He’s been the manager for the actor Henry Irving for years. You’ve surely heard of Irving?’


  This did ring bells for Werthen. He had seen Irving’s Hamlet once on a visit to London. And now the connection was made.


  ‘You mean that fellow who writes about vampires.’


  ‘Well –’ Schnitzler waved his hand as if brushing off crumbs from the ether all around them. ‘A mere bagatelle. Dracula. A silly little book. We can all be forgiven such a creation once in our careers. Stoker will surely be remembered for more substantial works by later generations.’


  Hardly the sort of thing Werthen read, so he was not going to argue the point with Schnitzler.


  ‘Suffice to say, Stoker is a real talent and a visitor from London. Here to address the annual convention of the Concordia Club. But he seems to be dogged at every step by some cursed devotee. “Fan” is the word he used for it, a word he picked up on a visit to America. From “fanatic”. Most appropriate in these circumstances, I should say. For the past several months, as Stoker tells it, this fan has sent communications that indicate he has been following him, watching and planning.’


  ‘Planning what?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘Stoker can only fear the worst. Perhaps it is someone deranged by all this vampire business. Stoker thought he would leave it all behind him in London, but it appears the person has followed him to Vienna. Last night there was a note left for him at his room in the Hotel Bristol.’


  ‘The police, Schnitzler. Go to the police. Just as I advised you to do.’


  ‘Yes, yes. My very advice,’ Schnitzler said. ‘But as I stated, the man has all but demanded your services. His very speaking engagement might be in jeopardy if you refuse.’


  ‘Extortion? And I am the payment? A sorry state of affairs, Schnitzler. Perhaps you should find another speaker.’


  Once again Schnitzler was momentarily at a loss of words. Werthen was beginning to enjoy this.


  A sigh from the playwright, and then: ‘It is only for a week. It would mean much to the Concordia … and to Prince Montenuovo.’


  ‘Ah, yes, the prince being a fan, too.’ Which brought a grimace to Schnitzler’s face. Werthen quickly held a hand up. ‘Not to worry, Schnitzler. You may tell Mr Stoker I will take on the task.’


  Werthen had no other cases at the moment and was not in the mood to tackle the Kleist codicil. Besides, he thought – looking at the foolscap he’d turned face down on the desk – he could use a diversion, something to take his mind off personal matters.


  Schnitzler all but leaped to his feet, reaching his arm across the desk in a futile attempt at shaking Werthen’s hand. The desk, however, was wide enough to rebuff any such advances. Schnitzler quickly recovered, swooping his hand back as if he had simply intended to straighten his hair.


  ‘That is good news, Werthen. Austria will thank you.’


  ‘The Order of the Golden Fleece can wait,’ he joked. ‘A payment will suffice.’


  They arranged for Werthen to meet with Stoker in his suite at the Bristol at four thirty that afternoon.


  Strangely energized by this new commission, Werthen worked on the Kleist codicil for a couple of hours and then handed over the remaining work to Fräulein Metzinger. As reliable and knowledgeable as any lawyer Werthen had ever worked with, his assistant was barred from legal studies by antiquated laws at the university regarding the entry of female students. Fräulein Metzinger and her feminist friends had made a close study of advances – if you could call them that – in women’s rights in Austria. In 1869 women could become public school teachers; three years later they could hold positions in the post and telegraph office. It was not until 1878 that women could audit classes at the university and in 1895 the university was actually open to women in medicine and teaching. However, they continued to be firmly shut out of the legal field.


  From a long line of lawyers and judges, Fräulein Metzinger had made a private study of the law and now it was Werthen’s good fortune that she worked as his assistant. She took the sheaf of papers he handed over and shuffled through the pages quickly.


  ‘Will tomorrow afternoon do?’ she asked. ‘I need to leave a bit early today.’


  ‘Of course,’ Werthen said. ‘Theater?’


  She shook her head. ‘The opera, actually. Verdi’s Masked Ball.’


  ‘Mahler?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘No. The new one, Bruno Walter. I haven’t seen him conduct yet.’


  ‘Then it should be a pleasant evening for you and …?’


  ‘Herr Sonnenthal.’


  ‘Yes. The journalist. Please give him my best.’ Werthen felt like a gossip hound eliciting this information, but he was interested in Fräulein Metzinger’s happiness. She deserved a good young man in her life, and Sonnenthal, on the staff of the socialist daily, the Arbeiter Zeitung, seemed the perfect fit for her: progressive, intellectual, passionate about the rights of the common man, and also evidently very much attracted to Erika Metzinger.


  Werthen filed this information away to share with his wife Berthe later this evening.


  Out of the office, Werthen took his time strolling through the inner city. He went left out of his building toward the Josefsplatz, and turned again left into Stallburggasse and past the stalls where the famous Lipizzaners were kept.


  Werthen loved this time of year in Vienna. As he made his way along Stallburggasse toward the Neuer Markt, he buttoned his overcoat against a sudden chill wind from the east of the plains of Hungary. The smell of coal fires was in the air and deliverymen could be seen carrying sacks of coal and coke from their horse-drawn wagons to low metal doors on the sides of buildings that opened to chutes leading to basement bins. Others had to hump the heavy sacks up several flights of stairs for delivery. A small inn at the corner of Stallburggasse and Dorotheergasse advertised the last of the Sturm, the freshly fermented stage of this year’s wine. Werthen made a quick stop to enjoy a small glass along with some roasted chestnuts, then continued on his way, following Dorotheergasse to Augustinerstrasse and around the massive structure of the Court Opera and finally to the corner of Kärntnerstrasse and the Opera Ring, home of the Hotel Bristol. Less than a decade old, and even younger at this location, the Bristol was already a Viennese institution.


  In the elegant lobby Werthen cast a glance at the ten-foot grandfather clock next to the reception desk. In addition to the time, the old clock also displayed a circle of planets, a calendar, and the phases of the moon. This last area displayed a circle with the left half blacked in, signifying yesterday’s first quarter of the moon.


  As a youth growing up in the country house at Hohelände, Werthen had been very aware of such things: the passing of the seasons, the phases of the moon. Having lived in cities for so many years now, however, it was only the seasonal changes such as Fall that registered.


  He did not bother with the reception desk, but took the elevator to the third floor, which was actually the fifth, but in order to avoid building regulations many of the builders in Vienna used an arcane scattering of intermediate floors to avoid the reality of their actual count of stories. Thus, the Bristol, for example, had a ground floor for its lobby, and a mezzanine floor above that. The first floor then actually began on what should have been the third. Stoker’s suite on the third floor was in reality the fifth.


  A red-haired man of over six foot – about Werthen’s height – answered his knock. He was heavily built with broad shoulders and thick arms and hands; his tweeds fit him loosely as if he had long worn them and had allowed them to bag.


  ‘You must be the famous Advokat Werthen,’ he said as he grabbed for Werthen’s hand and pummeled it in an aggressive handshake.


  His German was passable, about as good as Werthen’s English, so the lawyer decided on German as he replied, ‘And you, I assume, are our famous literary guest, Herr Stoker.’


  ‘Hardly famous,’ Stoker said. Like many large men, Werthen noticed, Stoker spoke in a strangely high voice. ‘In some quarters infamous, perhaps. But do come in.’


  Still shaking his hand, Stoker all but dragged him into the opulent suite. Werthen was struck first and foremost with the view out the floor-to-ceiling windows giving onto the Kärntnerstrasse side of the building: he had a fine bird’s-eye glimpse of the Court Opera.


  Werthen barely had a chance to take in the elegant carpets, the Empire furniture, and crystal chandelier before Stoker said breathlessly, ‘You have seen the evening papers, of course. Vampires at work. My lord what an opportunity for me. There were those who doubted my Dracula. Now I shall show them. It’s off to Styria for us, Advokat Werthen.’


  Three


  Gross was livid. He sat amid a scatter of papers from Graz and Vienna. There were even ones from Berlin and Milan. He didn’t have to be proficient in Italian to know that ‘VAMPIRO!’ in the headline of Corriere della Sera was referring to the murders in Styria.


  It had to be that young gendarme from yesterday, Gross figured. He had overheard Thielman’s silly comment about vampires, and his loose mouth with some local journalist had managed to spread the tale of vampire murders across half of Europe. And, Gross thought, had managed to bring half the journalists of the continent to Graz by the looks of the crowded dining room of the Hotel Daniel. With the arrival of each train at the nearby station, the number of these scriveners seemed to grow exponentially. No matter that the two punctures on the unfortunate young woman’s neck appeared to be made by a very sharp and regular tool, perhaps an ice pick, rather than irregular teeth that would tear a bit, leaving feathering. There was no such sign of feathering. However, these ghouls had come for vampires, and vampires there would be. They would come resurrecting tales from the eighteenth century when the supposed prevalence of vampires in Styria had prompted the Empress Maria Theresa to send vampire hunting troops to the region along with her court physician, Gerard van Swieten. A product of the Enlightenment, van Swieten proved that the outbreak of vampires was a mixture of superstition and ignorance: the unusual states of some corpses in their graves was due not to their rising to drink blood at night, but rather to lack of oxygen in the caskets which prevented decomposition. But obviously it took more than science to put such beliefs to rest.


  And for those still crying blood libel, the supposed exsanguination of the victim was another fairy tale. Yes, there was only a puddle of blood left under the corpse of Ursula Klein, but on closer examination Gross discovered that her clothing was soaked in it. She had, in fact, bled out into the clothing. He imagined the same would be the case for the other victims, but he had only begun to study evidence from the other two crime scenes last night.


  As the breakfast room continued to fill, Gross decided to set off for the local gendarmerie to further investigate the crime-scene remnants firsthand. There were indeed a number of interesting and telling facets to the reports. Then, as he waved to the serving girl for his check, he was astounded to see a familiar face enter the room.


  ‘Werthen!’ he cried out. ‘How good to see you.’


  Some of the journalists familiar with the detective pair turned their heads at this outburst and then quickly exchanged comments with one another.


  Werthen was just as amazed to see Gross, who should have been in Czernowitz where he was the chair of the department of criminology at the Franz Josef University.


  ‘I had no idea you were involved in all this,’ Werthen said as he and Stoker came to Gross’s table.


  ‘Thielman, you’ll remember him,’ Gross said. ‘It was he who asked for my assistance on a pair of murders. I arrived only yesterday, just in time for the discovery of a third victim.’


  Indeed, Werthen did remember the fleshy Thielman whom Gross had so painstakingly trained as his assistant. Years ago now, it seemed, when Werthen had practiced criminal law in Graz before moving to Vienna.


  Gross directed his remarks at Werthen, but his inquiring eyes finally locked on Stoker.


  Werthen made quick introductions which hardly seemed to satisfy Gross, but Werthen did not feel like going into particulars at the moment.


  ‘Might I say what an honor it is to meet you, Doktor Gross. I am a keen follower of your work.’


  As opposed to ‘fan’, Werthen thought.


  Gross made a noncommittal grunt at this compliment, then said abruptly, ‘Let us leave this circus. As long as you are here, Werthen, I could use your help.’


  He stormed out of the breakfast room without further explanation, and Werthen followed, Stoker close behind. The Irishman made no protests, even though he had been looking forward to a second breakfast. The brioche and coffee they had on the early-morning train from Vienna was hardly enough for the burly writer.


  Werthen caught up with Gross as he was going through the front door of the hotel.


  ‘Where are we going, Gross?’


  ‘The local gendarmerie, of course.’


  Werthen turned to Stoker. ‘Perhaps you should see to that breakfast you wanted,’ he told the Irishman. ‘I will be back before noon.’


  ‘I would much rather accompany you chaps.’


  ‘I must steal your companion away for a few hours, Herr Stoker,’ Gross said. ‘I am sure you will understand. And there are all these journalists about who would, I am sure, be most eager to speak with the famous author of Dracula.’


  Werthen had not mentioned Stoker’s authorship of that novel, but of course Gross would know. The man seemed to know everything.


  Stoker’s eyes lit up in sudden inspiration. ‘Yes, that might be interesting.’


  They left him to his self-promotion and made their way on foot to police headquarters. En route they discussed their mutual cases.


  ‘I thought you had sworn off such work,’ Gross said, once Werthen explained his commission.


  ‘Schnitzler made a rather fervent argument, all for the good of the Empire.’


  ‘You were bored,’ Gross said.


  ‘I was in need of diversion, yes, I admit. But now I begin to wonder about the wisdom of accepting this case. Stoker complains of unsettling communications, yet he can produce none of these. Not a single letter or telegram. No description of whomever he thinks is following him around.’


  ‘More self-promotion?’ Gross said.


  Werthen shrugged. ‘Perhaps. If so, then the handsome fee from the Concordia will be easy enough to earn. But let us speak of more intriguing matters. What have you learned of these murders? Surely no vampires or Jewish ritual sacrifices, I hope.’


  Gross informed him of his discoveries on that score and then added, ‘More likely the work of a psychopath, or someone who wishes to make it appear so.’


  Werthen said nothing, peering at Gross with a curious expression.


  ‘By which I mean,’ the criminalist said, ‘that the murders have a staged appearance to them. Mutilations, fake clues like the puncture wounds on the last victim, signs left at the crime scenes.’


  ‘What sort of signs?’


  ‘The sort I have documented in Criminal Investigations. At the first crime scene, Thielman found poisonous datura seeds, the sign that gypsies have committed a crime. The gendarme who found these took them for rabbit droppings initially and was about to brush them off the victim before Thielman was able to still his hand. At the second crime scene, the young woman’s clothes were scattered about, and some taken away, which clearly indicates, as I have written, psychopathic superstition. And at the third I discovered human excrement kept warm by the victim’s bonnet. In northern Germany murderers believe that leaving excrement at the scene of the crime will prevent them from being discovered. And the crime itself will not be discovered so long as the excrement is kept warm.’


  ‘Thus the bonnet,’ Werthen said. ‘Not to conceal it but to keep it warm.’


  ‘Right,’ Gross said. ‘All three of these were mentioned in my handbook for inspecting magistrates.’


  ‘You believe these signs were left on purpose to arouse your attention?’


  ‘No belief about it. I know it to be so.’


  ‘I realize you are well-known in the world of crime, Gross, but really—’


  ‘It is not about ego, Werthen.’ He dug a slip of paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to Werthen.


  ‘Someone slipped it under the door of my hotel room this morning,’ Gross explained.


  Werthen read the message written in what looked to be a schoolboy’s hand:


  Let’s see how you deal with this investigation, Herr Criminalist.


  Four


  Berthe Meisner sat in front of the easel in her life drawing class. Try as she might, she just could not get the limbs correct. They were bent and straggly where they should be strong. Likewise the two orbs dangling so delicately on the model: in her painting they appeared to be glass Christmas ornaments not living, organic objects.


  She wondered again at the wisdom of taking these art classes, but her good friend Rosa Mayreder highly recommended the Vienna Art School for Women and Girls and its principal and main teacher, the painter Tina Blau. Berthe badly needed the distraction, needed to focus on other things than her own feelings of loss.


  Perhaps, however, she would be better off devoting more time to her daughter, Frieda, or volunteering to work again at the settlement house in Ottakring which helped to educate the disadvantaged youths of the city. Or even by returning to her early love for journalism.


  The last two she had neglected of late, too involved in family and in working with her husband, Karl Werthen, on his private inquiries. She felt a twinge of jealousy that Karl was off now in Styria with the Irish author without her.


  ‘That is a rather interesting interpretation.’


  The voice startled her. Tina Blau was looking over her shoulder at her canvas.


  ‘I’m not sure I am cut out to be an artist.’


  ‘Nonsense, Frau Meisner. Art is not merely about representation, but also about feeling. There is feeling in this.’


  They both looked at the model and then back to Berthe’s painting. The model in this case was not a human, but a small, potted, espalier apple tree with two apples in the middle. Blau was noted for her atmospheric impressionistic landscapes; for her, the tree was one of the noble forms of life.


  ‘You have made from this a crucifixion, if you look closely,’ Blau said. ‘Trust your heart.’


  Berthe could see now what the painter saw. But still she was little pleased with the result. She was hoping to find diversion in art, not further, albeit unconscious, reflection on her sadness.


  Berthe detested self-pity; she was rapidly becoming disgusted with herself.


  This must end, she resolved. You have a beautiful daughter, a wonderful husband. Most women would give anything to trade lives with you, she told herself.


  Look at Tina Blau, she thought. There were no complaints from her, even though her work did not receive the attention it deserved, for the almighty critics felt it was the mere daubing of a woman and a Jew in a market dominated by the likes of Gustav Klimt and Carl Moll.


  Berthe knew the rough outlines of the woman’s life from Mayreder, who was a partner with Blau in the Vienna Art School for Women and Girls. Though Blau had been exhibiting since the 1870s, the only work of hers to gain renown was her Springtime in the Prater, from 1882. Blau had happily left Vienna to escape the dominance of the landscape painter Emil Jakob Schindler, her lover, but who was most often mistakenly described as her teacher, though he was three years her junior. Schindler, of course, subsequently became quite well known, and died young of a ruptured appendix. His daughter, Alma, was now being courted by the composer Gustav Mahler, while Schindler’s widow was remarried to the painter Moll.


  Vienna is an incestuous town, Berthe decided.


  Blau, on the other hand, converted to Christianity in 1883 in order to marry the German painter Heinrich Lang, who specialized in paintings of horses and military campaigns, and the couple had happily lived in Munich. The happiness was short-lived, though, for Lang died in 1891. After a number of years of traveling and painting in Holland and Italy, Blau finally returned to Vienna in 1897 and opened the landscape section of the art school in her own studio, which was part of the huge Prater Rotunde, originally built for the Vienna World Fair of 1873. Thus, instead of being able to make her living as a professional painter, Blau taught painting to others.


  But Berthe had never heard the older woman complain.


  ‘Stay with it, Frau Meisner. You are finding your line.’


  Berthe took a fiaker home from the lesson, and began to feel better about herself and her resolution to let the past go. She was eager to reach the flat in the Josefstädterstrasse and give her daughter a big hug. She wondered what Frau Blatschky, their housekeeper and cook, had decided on for lunch, but whatever it was, Berthe suddenly had an appetite.


  Letting herself into the flat, Berthe was greeted by Frieda who raced into her arms with a delighted squeal.


  ‘Opa and Oma, Opa and Oma.’ She sang this as she hopped from foot to foot.


  ‘What about your grandparents?’ Berthe said.


  Frau Blatschky stepped out of the kitchen and shook her head with disgust. ‘There will be four for lunch,’ she said, obviously put out.


  In the sitting room Berthe discovered Karl’s parents, Emile and Gertrud von Werthen. There was no greeting from the father, who merely looked at Berthe accusingly and said, ‘Is it true? Karl is in Graz?’


  ‘He has a client …’ Berthe began, but Emile von Werthen sank back in his chair looking so dejected and desperate, that she said, ‘What is it? Can I help?’


  He puffed out his cheeks and shook his head agitatedly at such a notion, but when his wife shot him a poisonous look, he relented.


  ‘I seem to have made an unwise investment.’


  ‘It is rather more than that, Emile,’ said Gertrud von Werthen. ‘Explain the matter to her. Berthe has proven herself more than competent in such matters.’


  Emile looked down at his hands, clasped rigidly in his lap, and then nodded.


  ‘A young journalist came snooping around Hohelände the other day. He is investigating a story that the bloodline of the Lipizzaner horses may have been compromised by a fraudulent stud line.’


  This statement seemed to take all the energy out of him. Berthe waited, but nothing more was forthcoming.


  ‘I do not understand what this has to do with you, Herr von Werthen.’ Berthe, even after her several years of marriage to the man’s son, was still not comfortable using his Christian name.


  ‘Emile.’ His wife’s voice cut through the ensuing silence like pruning shears.


  ‘I am an investor, one of many I am sure, in the breeding firm at the center of this, Premium Breeds. I was assured that such an investment was not only profitable but also highly advantageous to the blood line of the stud. Now this snip of a journalist tells me that the famous Lipizzaner stallions may be hopelessly compromised by defective breeding on the cheap. Good God, if this hits the newspapers they may even revoke my ennoblement.’


  Berthe listened to this calmly, showing no emotion. But she did find it almost humorous that his main concern would be the ‘von’ in front of his family name. If there was fraud involved, there might be worse consequences than that for those involved. But Emile von Werthen was a proud man. Proud of his name and his family history, though his son, Karl, refused to use the ‘von’, calling it an affectation.


  The Werthen money came from the wool trade just as the Werthens themselves had come, not that long ago, from Moravia, hard-working Bohemian Jews hoping to assimilate. It was grandfather Isaac who had established the fortune through a blend of shrewd business sense and twelve-hour days. Werthen’s father, Emile, reaped the rewards of such labor when the ‘von’ was granted in 1876, five years after the family’s conversion to Protestantism.


  They delayed further discussion of the matter until after lunch and Frieda was settled in for her afternoon nap. Then Berthe got out pen and pad and began making notes, recording the address and principal of Premium Breeds, and also listing the name of the journalist, Theo Krensky, who had contacted her father-in-law.


  ‘He gave me his card in case I wanted to be interviewed by him,’ Emile von Werthen thundered. ‘The cheek! What am I, an entertainer?’


  It was a flimsy, inexpensive card that listed Krensky as a correspondent for the new, and somewhat salacious newspaper, the Österreichische Kronen Zeitung, which most people simply called the Kronen Zeitung or Krone. The name of the paper had nothing at all to do with the Habsburg crown, as many thought; rather, it referred to the monthly cost of the paper, one crown, or krone. Thank whomever for the absurd story of vampires in Styria, Berthe thought, or this Lipizzaner scandal might already be making headlines.


  ‘But how can you be sure this journalist has his facts straight?’ Berthe asked.


  The sheepish look he returned let her know that Emile von Werthen had been none too careful about vetting Premium Breeds.


  ‘I was informed that one of the board members of Premium Breeds had a friend in high places in the Agricultural Ministry responsible for management of the Spanish Riding School and its prized stallions.’


  He said this with such obvious distaste that she did not further press him on the subject.


  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


  ‘Oh would you dear,’ Gertrud von Werthen said. ‘That would be wonderful.’


  Berthe’s professional demeanor seemed to cheer Emile. He made no thanks, but did nod to her in a friendly manner.


  After an uncomfortable silence, Gertrud finally said, ‘We were so sorry to hear of your … your …’


  ‘Thank you,’ Berthe quickly jumped in, knowing the von Werthens were not the sort to have the language to discuss a miscarriage. They had been so happy last summer to learn that Berthe was once again pregnant. However, their little baby was lost to a miscarriage just the month before, and this loss was compounded by the fact of complications following that incident, so that Berthe’s physician was doubtful she could have more children.


  ‘We did not know quite what to say,’ Gertrud added.


  ‘Nor I,’ Berthe said. ‘It’s better now, though.’


  The little lies one tells to make others feel better. Karl had taken it as badly as she had. He had convinced himself the baby was a boy and had even found a name: Sebastian.


  ‘But I’ll call him Bastian,’ he would often say.


  The awful thing was that their sadness did not bind them more tightly, but instead seemed to drive them apart, each to experience grief individually.


  Five


  ‘Yes,’ Werthen agreed. ‘It is apparent that the clothes absorbed a great deal of the blood.’


  The bloodstained remnants of clothing from victims one and two – seventeen-year-old Maria Feininger and eighteen-year-old Annaliese Reiter – lay in front of them in the makeshift crime laboratory of the Hitzendorf Gendarmerie.


  Makeshift because there were still those in the police who rejected scientific analysis of crime scene evidence, who still dealt with crime from the point of view of the criminal solely and not also from that of the victim or the physical evidence left at the scene of a crime. Werthen knew there were others, like Gross, making headway in turning criminalistics into a mainstay of police investigation, but until the time came that it gained general acceptance, it was relegated to such broom closets as the one they were currently in.


  At least Gross had influenced his former colleagues sufficiently to establish rules of dealing with evidence: these garments had been kept in a paper bag and were clearly marked.


  ‘We’ll know better after I send these to Vienna for analysis,’ Gross said. ‘Professor Gruber at the university in Vienna can analyze the quantity of dried blood and give us a good idea of the percentage of the total. Women of the size of the three victims will have a little over four liters of blood in the body. Fräulein Klein, the third victim, would, of course, have had more blood because of the baby she was carrying.’


  Werthen shuddered at the thought of the butchery of this third victim; he was grateful he had not been present to view the corpse. Pictures of the other two young women lay on the small desk in front of him, lit poorly by a kerosene lamp, the sole source of light in this windowless cubbyhole.


  What had been done to these victims was gruesome enough: multiple stab wounds and mutilations. Maria Feininger’s left breast had been cut off, while Annaliese Reiter’s right one had been crudely hacked off. Both victims had some sort of further spherical or circular wounds at the sternum. The Feininger girl’s wound had the right half of a sphere burned black while the entire circle was burned black into the skin of the Reiter girl.


  Werthen felt his gorge rising and shoved the photographs over to Gross.


  ‘All this just to show you up?’ Werthen said. ‘Mutilations and signs left simply to confound Doktor Hanns Gross?’


  Gross stared at the photos for a long moment. ‘Let us hope not, Werthen. Let us hope that someone is simply taking advantage of these heinous crimes to revenge a perceived wrong.’


  ‘Or killing women to do so. Gross, you must have made scores of enemies in the criminal class in your decades as an investigating magistrate.’


  ‘I was able to send a goodly number of unsavory characters to prison, if that is what you mean.’


  ‘Many of whom may have served their sentences and now be free men who hold a grudge.’


  Gross shook his head. ‘I do not believe any criminal with whom I had dealings would be capable of such hideous crimes as these.’ He thumped the photographs with his thick forefinger. ‘No one so beastly, so savage. Not on his own, at any rate.’


  ‘Then look to your former colleagues. Or competitors. Have you upstaged some fellow criminalist, poked at tender egos? You do have a brash way about you, Gross.’


  ‘Puncturing egos is one thing, Werthen. The proper revenge for that might well be a letter to the editor, not the disembowelment of innocent young women.’


  ‘Just thinking out loud, Gross.’


  ‘A rather sloppy habit.’


  ‘See what I mean?’


  ‘Should I put you at the top of the suspect list then, Werthen?’


  The spires of the old castle rose dramatically out of the surrounding pine forests like a stage setting at the Court Opera.


  ‘It is just as I imagined it,’ Stoker said, taking in the view from the fiaker they had hired.


  The Irishman would not be put off a second time, so this afternoon he was accompanying Werthen and Gross as they continued their investigation, heading for an interview with the employer of the murdered Ursula Klein.


  ‘Well,’ he said, as if reconsidering his statement, ‘just as I imagined the castle in Carmilla, that is.’


  He did not elucidate, and though Werthen had not the faintest idea what Stoker was talking about, neither did he care for an explanation.


  Gross was ready enough to fill the void, however. ‘Written by your fellow countryman, if I am not mistaken.’


  Stoker turned toward him with a look of amazement. ‘You have made a study of vampirism, Doktor Gross?’


  ‘I have made a study of general knowledge,’ the criminalist said. ‘Something that appears to be woefully lacking in the modern world.’


  ‘I was fortunate enough to meet Sheridan Le Fanu before I left Dublin. An interesting fellow.’


  ‘A rather piquant tale he spun,’ Gross said.


  ‘All right,’ Werthen finally said in exasperation just as the fiaker drove over a large bump in the road. ‘Would someone care to fill me in on all this?’


  ‘Mr Stoker finds a similarity in the lines of the von Hobarty castle and that of the fictional Styrian castle that serves as the setting for Le Fanu’s novel Carmilla. It features a female vampire with a taste for the blood of young women.’ Gross said this last with eyebrows upraised.


  ‘A very fine précis, Doktor. But do you know where the title comes from?’


  ‘The vampire, one assumes. Was she not called Carmilla?’


  ‘Indeed she was, Doktor. The name is also, however, an anagram of Mircalla, a former countess of the castle. She was not the nicest of countesses, I assure you.’


  ‘You make it sound as if she were real,’ Werthen said.


  ‘The genius of Le Fanu,’ Stoker said.


  ‘There are those who say his novel influenced your Dracula,’ Gross said, and this seemed to quiet the Irishman for the time being.


  At the castle their carriage was met by a young groomsman who led them into the main hall, letting them know that Herr von Hobarty would see them soon. Gross therefore bid the groomsman to take them to the kitchen to interview the help there first.


  The cook, Frau Anschitz, was alone in the kitchen, already busy with early preparations of the evening meal. Werthen eyed the marinating veal roast hungrily; he suddenly remembered they had not had lunch.


  Frau Anschitz, once properly introduced to her interlocutors, proved to be a voluble woman. Her body was the shape of a well-fed game hen and she seemed to bounce as she spoke.


  ‘She was a kind one, was our Ursula. Always eager to do her bit, never complaining. Even helping out upstairs when the serving girls were ill. It was that good nature that got her into trouble. A girl’s got to learn when to say no.’


  ‘Is her young man employed at the castle?’ Gross asked.


  Frau Anschitz let out such a guffaw at this question that she blew flour in a cloud of dust over the dough she was pummeling into submission.


  ‘I take it the young lady—’ Gross began.


  ‘She was not a lady, letting herself be put into the condition she was. But she was a fine girl, all the same.’


  ‘Do you know who the father was?’ Werthen asked seeing that Gross’s manner seemed somehow to put her off.


  The cook hesitated just a fraction too long before she answered. ‘No. Nobody from around here. And I am not one to gossip.’


  But Werthen had the feeling Frau Anschitz did enjoy a good gossip, just not with all these strangers in attendance.


  She began rolling out the dough, slamming it onto the table and battering it with a massive rolling pin, taking great joy in the process, it seemed.


  They subsequently managed to find out very little about Ursula Klein from the cook, other than that she had come into service at the estate just ten months before, bore adequate references from a family in Graz where she had served before, and that she had dreams of one day setting up her own small business.


  ‘“It’s a changing world, Frau Anschitz”,’ she would say to me. The cook grew a bit misty eyed as she related this. ‘“There are new opportunities for a girl with some ambition.”’


  She cut the dough into strips and now wove them over a bed of apples and raisins in a baking dish. She sighed.


  ‘Silly girl. In the end it was the same old opportunities for her, for any girl not careful of her morals. I warned her …’ Frau Anschitz paused.


  ‘Yes?’ Gross said.


  ‘Warned her about too much ambition. Not good for the likes of us.’


  All this time Stoker had kept quiet, just as Gross had earlier counseled him, but this comment drew a response from the Irishman. ‘She sounds like a wonderful young woman. What a tragedy for mother and child.’


  A tear formed in her left eye. ‘That is the word, isn’t it? Tragedy.’


  They made their way back up the warren of stairs to the entry hall, but before reaching it Werthen said, ‘I’ve forgotten my notepad. Go on without me. I’ll catch you up.’


  ‘Good fishing,’ Gross said, seeing through the ruse.


  Werthen ignored this, hurrying back down the stairs.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, re-entering the kitchen. ‘Forgot my notepad.’


  ‘I doubt it,’ she said.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘I saw you set it down there like you had a plan in mind. Get the old girl alone and she’ll tell all.’


  He chuckled at her frankness. ‘Well, will you?’


  ‘You’ve got to ask a question first.’ She laid on the final strip of dough, then wiped her hands on her blue apron.


  ‘All right,’ Werthen said. ‘Why did you laugh so at Doktor Gross’s question about whether Ursula’s young man was employed here?’


  ‘I don’t know anything about a young man, do I? Like I already told you.’


  ‘But it was as if you knew something. That the very idea of a young man or his employment was absurd.’


  ‘You don’t miss much, do you?’


  ‘I try not to. And I certainly would not miss a meal you prepared, Frau Anschitz.’


  ‘No need to throw out compliments. I liked you better just clever.’


  ‘Then I’ll make a clever guess,’ Werthen said. ‘You laughed because Ursula’s lover was the opposite of that description. Not young, but old, and not employed here, but the employer.’


  ‘You said it, sir, not I.’


  He waited for more.


  ‘We do seem to go through quite a few young kitchen helpers,’ the cook added acidly.


  Six


  Werthen re-joined the other two just as they were being led into von Hobarty’s cold and damp library cum study. Christian von Hobarty was seated at a desk by a mullioned window that allowed in dim green light, giving him the appearance of an undersea creature. He rose as they approached and there was nothing amphibian about the man. He was well over six feet in height and stood erect as a soldier. Though he was into his sixties, Hobarty still had thick black hair and a beard that bore very little gray in it. By the deep nutbrown color of his skin, von Hobarty also appeared to spend a good deal of time out of doors.


  In short, Herr von Hobarty was the sort of man, Werthen figured, who could still sire a child.


  They introduced themselves quickly and von Hobarty seemed less than impressed.


  ‘So you are the detective chaps Thielman mentioned,’ he said in a voice as vital as his posture. ‘Takes a litter of you to solve a paltry murder?’


  He continued standing and made no indication for them to sit, so the interview was conducted upright. Von Hobarty’s brash manner caused an instant antipathy in Werthen, which he attempted to hold in check.


  But Gross obviously felt no such restraint. ‘I am afraid there is nothing paltry about this brutal crime, especially for the victim.’


  ‘Just a manner of speaking. I meant no disrespect for the deceased.’ Von Hobarty said it as if implying it was their fault for taking his words at face value.


  Such an inflammatory statement was typical of von Hobarty, however, Werthen knew. He had made a career in Parliament with just such antics as leader of the far right Fatherland Party, demanding racial purity and a union with ‘our German brothers’. A brawl in the Parliament which had left one Czech member in a vegetative state for several months had earned von Hobarty six months in prison and finally ended his political career. Since that time, he had retired to this family estate in Styria and taken to growing premium wines and cultivating his reputation with the occasional blustery article in the Deutsches Volksblatt, the Reischspost, and other right-wing newspapers that promoted the ideas of German racial purity and blamed all the ills of society on the Jewish community.


  ‘As I am sure you know,’ Gross proceeded, ‘this is just one of a series of similar crimes perpetrated in this vicinity in the last month.’


  ‘Terrible,’ von Hobarty said. ‘I blame it on the leadership in Vienna. They refuse to firm up our borders. The empire is as porous as a sponge. Any sort of riff-raff is allowed in. If this were a true German country nothing like this would happen.’


  ‘Yes,’ Gross said mildly. ‘You might bring that idea up with the Munich constabulary who are this very moment looking for their own pathological murderer whom the papers have dubbed the “Schwabing Ripper”. Or the Frankfurt police and their homegrown “vampire killer” captured just last year after killing nine young men and drinking their blood. A good German he proved to be.’


  ‘There’s been a weakening of our race, an insidious eating away at the moral fiber by pornographers, most of them from the east.’


  Code word for Jew, Werthen knew. He, unlike Gross, was not going to rise to von Hobarty’s crude bait.


  ‘I mention these other cases only to put ours into some perspective, Herr von Hobarty,’ Gross continued. ‘You know that Fräulein Klein was pregnant?’


  Von Hobarty nodded. ‘Terrible times we live in.’


  ‘How long had she worked for you?’


  ‘You will need to confer with my majordomo about that. I hardly have the time to keep track of my domestics. I doubt I said more than one word to the girl.’


  ‘According to your cook, she did serve upstairs from time to time.’


  ‘Well, if Frau Anschitz says so, it must be so.’


  Gross continued to ask his questions but got nowhere. No, von Hobarty did not know the other two young women killed and why ask such a damn silly question? No, he had no idea why Ursula Klein should be out in the grounds so late at night. No, he had no inkling of who her young man might have been; he was a landlord not a matchmaker.


  Werthen listened and also watched von Hobarty closely. Clearly the man had a temper and a tendency toward violence. That was demonstrated by the beating he had given to the Czech minister. But what motive would he have for killing Ursula Klein? Simply to cover up his parentage? A man like von Hobarty would simply ship the young woman off as Frau Anschitz implied had happened before with other kitchen staff. A bit of money to keep her quiet; much simpler than murder.


  But, Werthen went on with his mental calculations, what if, as rumor had it, von Hobarty’s family wealth from his engineer father was fast diminishing with von Hobarty’s lavish experiments in viniculture? It was cold enough in the library; one would think the man would have a roaring fire going in the hearth. Perhaps the rumors were true and he simply did not have the requisite funds to buy the girl off. Or, what if Ursula Klein was not as pliant as other girls? What if she demanded some acknowledgement. Gross suspected that Ursula Klein might be of Jewish background. That was yet to be ascertained. But if so, von Hobarty, pillar of the pan-German movement, known for his virulent anti-Semitism, may not have been too eager for news of his sexual relations with a poor Jewish scullery maid in his employ to become public.


  And what of the other two victims? If von Hobarty killed Ursula Klein, were the other two an elaborate misdirection for the one murder with real motive? Werthen had investigated such a case in the past, but it seemed far too fanciful in this situation.


  ‘I told Thielman there was nothing more I can offer,’ von Hobart was saying to Gross. ‘A waste of everyone’s time.’


  ‘Not at all,’ Gross said. ‘It has been very instructive.’ He left the comment dangling, something for von Hobarty to mull over.


  ‘I believe I have contributed what I can,’ von Hobarty said. ‘And now I have a meeting with my gamekeeper.’


  They were making polite farewells when Stoker, silent until this moment and busy examining the books in von Hobarty’s library, suddenly spoke up.


  ‘I see you are a student of folklore and customs, Herr von Hobarty.’ Stoker nodded toward several shelves of books.


  ‘Ah, yes,’ von Hobarty said. ‘A hobby of mine since leaving politics. Styria is a land rich in tradition and custom.’


  ‘Some of it rather frightening in a modern context, wouldn’t you agree?’ Stoker said. ‘Belief in all sorts of superstition, witches, vampires, what have you.’


  ‘Parts of the province are admittedly yet to enter the twentieth century,’ von Hobarty allowed, but suspicion showed on his face at this line of questioning.


  ‘You will excuse me for asking, sir,’ Stoker continued, ‘but you wouldn’t be connected to the Bathory family, would you?’


  For once, von Hobarty showed some degree of reaction. His eyes squinted at Stoker.


  ‘I beg your pardon. What impertinence.’


  ‘We should be leaving, Herr Stoker,’ Werthen said, tapping his arm.


  But Stoker held his ground. ‘It is just the interesting spelling that comes to mind. You must forgive me, I am a word man. Your last name is an anagram of Bathory. You of course know of the Countess Erzsebet Bathory.’


  ‘I believe you know your way out,’ von Hobarty said dismissively. ‘I have business to conduct.’


  He sat at his desk and consulted a sheaf of papers, leaving them to take their leave.


  Once out the door, Gross said, ‘What may I ask was that about, Herr Stoker?’ This was delivered with the sort of edge to his voice reserved for extremely inept police.


  ‘The “Blood Countess”. You know the one. The sixteenth-century Transylvanian noble who supposedly tortured and killed over six hundred young maidens and then bathed in their blood.’


  ‘Of course I know of her,’ Gross said with great disdain. ‘But what do the events of three centuries ago have to do with this?’


  ‘Well, it’s the blood connection, right? During my researches I found how stories of her also informed the repute of Vlad the Impaler.’


  ‘Please, Herr Stoker. Your point?’


  ‘Vlad was the inspiration for my Count Dracula of course.’


  Gross sighed mightily, shaking his head at Werthen. ‘Would you please put a collar on your charge, Werthen.’


  ‘Now just a minute, Doktor Gross. I was only trying to help.’


  ‘Anagrams.’ Gross spat out the word.


  ‘It did get a rise out of him, Gross,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Yes.’ Stoker was cheered at Werthen’s tepid support. ‘It was worth a try. After all, there was Carmilla and the Countess Mircalla.’


  ‘That is fiction, Herr Stoker. What’s in a name, eh? Following your logic, I would assume you came from a long line of laborers tending boilers, or that Werthen here is from a particularly worthy family.’


  But Stoker did not respond to this. ‘It was worth a try,’ he muttered as they walked down the long hallway to the front door and their waiting fiaker.


  Gross shook his head again at Werthen. ‘The man does not know a Wallachian from a Transylvanian,’ he muttered.


  Stoker turned around suddenly, but not to reply to this comment.


  ‘He had your book, too, you know,’ he said to Gross. ‘Your Criminal Investigations. But he acted as if he had never heard of you, of any of us. Interesting, don’t you think?’


  Werthen glanced at Gross who seemed to be ruminating on this observation. Perhaps, Werthen thought, our friend Stoker is not as slow-witted as he makes out.


  Seven


  Very little in his ten years of life had gone right for Franz Josef Hruda.


  It started with his name.


  While the Hungarians were great fans of the Emperor’s wife, Elisabeth, they did not much care for her husband, the Emperor Franz Josef. It was Franz Josef, very much a boy himself when he became emperor, who helped to crush the Hungarian Revolution of 1849. Franzl’s parents, simple farmers from near the town of Szegedin, did not understand this dynamic. For them, 1849 was ancient history. They only wanted their first born to have a chance in life.


  Instead, this name worked against Franzl. Even if his parents had not died when he was six, he would not have continued school. The schoolmaster and the other boys ridiculed him and teased him mercilessly because of the seeming pretension of his given name and because in all schools teachers and students must have someone to pick on, someone to be the last chosen or the one to blame for poor grades.


  The death of his parents from diphtheria came as almost a pleasant release for Franzl, bundled off to Vienna to live with an aunt, his mother’s sister.


  Thereafter he was known only as Franzl Hruda.


  This aunt was much older than Franzl’s mother, and she had never married. She took in sewing and kept a simple one-room apartment in a tenement in the district of Favoriten. Franzl was put to work for a local butcher, sweeping offal and taking care of the butcher’s workhorse.


  But at least there were no teachers or students to taunt and torment him.


  It was at the butcher’s he learned to love horses. The butcher kept a cart and an old horse in a shed in the back of the shop. It was a dray animal that had served its entire life in harness and had never been named.


  Franzl called it Star because of the five-pointed white mark above its eyes. It was as if that horse understood him, knew him better than anyone else in the whole world. Franzl would steal apples from the nearby fruit shop to feed to Star; would brush the old beast till his tattered coat began to glow.


  Franzl came to work early one day to find the stall empty.


  The butcher had sold the old horse to a rendering plant and gotten rid of the cart.


  Franzl ruined the butcher’s favorite knife that afternoon before leaving work. He never returned.


  He went to where the horses were in Vienna, at the Stallburg. Here the famed Lipizzaner were housed from the Fall through early spring before returning to the greener pastures of Lipizza, home of the stud in rolling hills near the Adriatic. He would wait hours by the entrance just to catch a glimpse of one of these beautiful animals or of the young military men in their brown tailcoats, white buckskin breeches, black riding boots, and bicorn hats. The best time to see the horses was just before or after the morning training, when the grooms would lead the grey-white Lipizzaners between the stables on Stallburggasse and the elegant Winter Riding School on Josefsplatz.


  Franzl felt his heart soar each time he saw one of these beautiful animals.


  His aunt alternately threatened and cajoled, but Franzl would not find another position. He had his work, waiting for the horses. He dreamt of becoming one of those riders.


  One day after a month of waiting and watching, one of the riders in his magnificent bicorn came up to the young boy and asked him if he would like a tour of the stables. That was the best moment of his entire life. He and the rider, Captain Wilhelm Putter, would form an odd sort of friendship, for it turned out that Putter too had grown up in poverty, but was fortunate enough to rise to be chief rider at the Spanish Court Riding School. Franzl was soon doing odd jobs for Putter, helping the regular grooms polish the gold-plated bridles used for performances or oil the saddles. He even took to polishing the ornate saddle holders lining the walls, using a ladder to reach the highest. He loved the feel of the seasoned wood and the brass figure of a horse head at the end.


  He came to the stables as early as he could. Often he was there before the other grooms; just him and Putter, who always was there first.


  Thus it was Franzl who discovered the body.


  Today the side door was open as usual, but nobody answered his call, which was odd. He passed the horses, nickering in their stalls, and went to the saddle room.


  The light was filtered in here and it took him a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. At first he could not trust his sight. He blinked twice and there was his beloved Captain Putter dangling amid the saddles and stirrups, a rope noose around his neck.


  The afternoon newspapers were full of reports of the death of Captain Wilhelm Putter, the deceased riding master at the Spanish Court Riding School.


  Authorities were labeling this a suicide, and Berthe had barely finished reading the article in the Neue Freie Presse before she began to wonder about the incident.


  Was there a connection between the death of Captain Putter and the breeding scandal that threatened her father-in-law? Was Putter part of the breeding scheme? Perhaps he took his own life rather than face the dishonor of being connected with the tainted bloodline. Or perhaps he knew about the fraud and was silenced.


  She wished Karl were here so she could discuss it with him. Maybe she was being too fanciful, but she also recalled Doktor Gross’s famous dictum: ‘Distrust coincidence.’


  She had a sudden inspiration. Grabbing her hat and coat and requesting Frau Blatschky to take care of Frieda when she awoke from her afternoon nap, Berthe set off for the ninth district and the offices of the Kronen Zeitung. Once there, it took her only minutes to establish that Theo Krensky was not on the staff, but was merely a contributor. The editor she spoke with told her she could probably find him at his ‘office’, a café at the corner of Schwarzspanier Strasse and Währinger Strasse.


  ‘You can’t miss him,’ the editor, a man of middle age with a balding head and foul breath, told her. ‘He’ll be the one dressed like he just came from the hunt. Country boy, is our Theo.’


  Berthe thanked the editor, and as it was still early and the café was nearby, she decided to give it a try.


  It was called the Beethoven Café, of course. What else could it be, she thought, for Beethoven had died on this very street, Black Spaniard Street. There were those who claimed this was some sort of strange proof that the persistent rumors of the swarthy Beethoven being part Negro were true, for Beethoven was also nicknamed the Black Spaniard as a youth.


  However, the name of the street actually came from the house where Beethoven died. Formerly the Schwarzspanierhaus, it was now number 15, Schwarzspanier Strasse, quite dilapidated and uncared for, about ready to be pulled down. As Karl loved to inform visitors to the city, the name of this old building had nothing to do with Moors or black Africans, but with the black-robed Spanish monks who occupied it when it was formerly a monastery.


  Inside, the café was filled with smoke and men of all ages pouring over newspapers, illustrated magazines, and chess boards. The only other woman in the place appeared to be the hefty matron seated in a round booth by the door where she collected payments. She shot Berthe a quick glance and then looked away.


  Berthe knew what the look was for: examining her, an unaccompanied female, to see if she were a prostitute.


  Berthe looked around the room and quickly found Herr Krensky, dressed as the editor had said as if fresh from the hunt, wearing heavy boots, elk-hide knickers, and a green Styrian hunting jacket. He was sitting alone, examining this afternoon’s edition of one of the illustrated papers.


  He was oblivious to her approach. ‘Herr Krensky?’


  This finally caught his attention and he looked up at her with the bluest eyes she had ever seen, so blue they were almost frightening.


  ‘You have the better of me,’ Krensky said. His face was smooth, without whiskers or lines. He looked as if he were barely old enough to be out of secondary school.


  ‘Berthe Meisner.’ She put out her hand and he seemed unsure if she meant him to shake it or kiss it.


  She reached for his right hand, and finally he understood, shaking her hand with a languid grip.


  ‘May I sit? Sorry to bother you, but I am interested in a story you are pursuing.’


  He now made to get up and almost tipped over the small marble-topped table in the process.


  Finally seated, with the table still intact, Berthe glanced at the newspaper in front of Krensky and saw the pen and ink sketch of a shrouded body being carried out of what appeared to be the Lipizzaner stables.


  ‘Sad story,’ she said.


  ‘That’s why you are here? About the Lipizzaners?’


  ‘That is a story you are dealing with, correct?’


  ‘The story I am dealing with, to be exact. It’s meant to be my right of passage into a regular position at the Krone. But someone must have got to Herr Davis, that’s the publisher. Suddenly he wants more and more proof before he prints it.’


  He stopped abruptly.


  ‘But why are you interested?’ he said. ‘And who are you?’


  Such a direct question warranted an equally direct answer, so she told him of her private inquiries work with her husband and of her father-in-law’s possible involvement in the Lipizzaner breeding business.


  ‘That one. I remember him. Had me thrown off his estate almost at gunpoint. Some retainer with a shotgun in hand led me to the main road.’


  Emile von Werthen had not included that little detail.


  ‘I must apologize, Herr Krensky. Herr von Werthen can be volatile at times. He means well, however.’


  ‘I assume it was a bit of a shock for him to be questioned about the “business” as you put it. Fraud more like.’


  ‘That is a strong word. What proof is there?’


  He hesitated then breathed deeply. ‘As long as you’re not another journalist, why not? It could even be good practice for convincing my editor and publisher.’ His face suddenly lost all trace of youthful innocence; instead he fixed her with a penetrating gaze that she assumed he practiced as an interviewing technique.


  ‘How much do you know about the Lipizzaner horses?’


  She shrugged. ‘Hardly anything to be honest. They are symbols of the Habsburgs, of course. And they’ve been around for a few hundred years …’


  ‘Since 1580, to be exact,’ Krensky added. ‘Archduke Charles II, one of the brothers of Maximilian II, then the Holy Roman Emperor, founded a court stud at Lipizza in the Slovene lands that soon took the place of his brother’s stud at Kladrub. The first school of equitation in Vienna was already open by then, using horses with a Spanish blood line.’


  Berthe could not help but roll her eyes at this flurry of information.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, noticing the gesture. ‘I get rather involved in all this.’


  ‘Please continue,’ she said.


  ‘I’ll try to make it succinct. These Spanish horses were soon bred with Arab, Berber, and Neapolitan breeds, much of it done under the watchful eye of the Empress Maria Theresa’s consort, the Duke of Lorraine. He helped to build four classic breeding lines of stallions: Pluto from Denmark, Conversano from Italy, Favory from Austria, and Neapolitano—’


  ‘From Italy,’ Berthe said.


  He nodded. ‘Then, in the early nineteenth century two others were added to these classic breeding lines. Maestoso from Hungary, and Siglavy from Syria. Some also include Tulipan from Hungary and Incitato from Transylvania. I am a purest, though, and disregard those last two. But it is this breeding that has made the typical Lipizzaner, with medium height and long, wide, deep body and strong legs that make them capable of performing the classical dressage movements, the airs above the ground. A thing of beauty.’


  ‘And what of the mares?’ Berthe asked. ‘I assume there are certain lines there as well.’


  ‘Very good, Frau Meisner. The mares are also important, or course. There are eighteen classic blood lines of those. Horses bred from these classic dynasties thus have two names, one for the sire and one for the dam.’


  ‘And you believe these classic lines have been corrupted?’


  ‘It is very probable. You see, about ten years ago the stud at Lipizza was worried about inbreeding which could weaken the stock. So they brought in a breeding company that had connections to other royal studs throughout Europe and even to the Near East.’


  ‘Premium Breeds.’


  ‘Exactly,’ Krensky said. ‘They had been supplying horses to the military for many years, and it was thought they would be the perfect candidate for this task. Their first addition was a pure blood gray Arabian stallion, Siglavy Primavera, said to have been bred in Syria like his famous ancestor. Then, after a few more years, came Tulipan Fantasca, a black Spanish stallion from Croatia. And finally there was Maestoso Redux, brought in from Hungary.’


  ‘This all seems perfectly above board thus far,’ Berthe said.


  ‘And so it did to the operators of the stud at Lipizza. Then I received a confidential message saying that these three horses were a sham. Their bona fides had been forged.’


  ‘An informant. Who?’


  He shook his head. ‘The person identified himself – one assumes it is a man – as someone with a conscience and a patriot who does not want to see the symbol of this country ruined.’


  ‘An anonymous informant. That is the basis of these charges?’ Berthe was amazed that this affair had gotten so far with such flimsy evidence.


  ‘Not so anonymous. He had obviously been an insider to these dealings and gave me some information to go on. There were studs to contact in Syria, Croatia, and Hungary.’


  ‘Someone at Premium Breeds then.’


  Another shake of the head. ‘Not necessarily. Premium used intermediary companies.’


  ‘Then investors such as Emile von Werthen can hardly be held responsible for any fraud.’


  ‘Everyone will be tarred by the same brush, Frau Meisner, when this comes out. I have contacted two of these studs and have found no authentication for the three stallions sold so dearly to the imperial stud. The one in Syria is rather more difficult to trace.’


  ‘And what do the directors of Premium Breeds have to say?’


  ‘Very little. The director, Herr Maximillian Hohewart, barely heard me out before excusing himself. According to him there is absolutely no proof of such fraud, and if there were, he blames it on the intermediary companies they hired to track down good breeds.’


  ‘But that is outrageous,’ Berthe blurted out. ‘If they were hired to find new breeding stock, the onus is on them, Premium Breeds and this Herr Hohewart, to vet the horses properly.’


  ‘One would think so,’ Krensky said with an understanding nod. ‘But this is Austria we are talking about, land of connections. Hohewart has powerful friends in the Imperial Ministry of Agriculture who oversee the Lipizzaner stud. I doubt that any of them would care to admit to corrupting the bloodline of this famous breed. The only one who has seemed to care thus far is the unfortunate Captain Putter. After I spoke with him, he seemed shaken to his very core.’


  ‘You interviewed the riding master? When?’


  ‘Just two days ago. Monday. I asked him if he had noticed anything not quite right about the foals sired by any of the three new breeding stallions. His face went white as the proverbial sheet.’


  Eight


  The telephone was jingling as Berthe returned to the flat on Josefstädterstrasse. Frau Blatschky was just coming out of the kitchen to answer the call, followed by Frieda, as Berthe picked up the receiver.


  Frieda skipped to her and hung on to Berthe’s skirt as she spoke with an adjutant from the Lower Belvedere, which housed Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s shadow general staff. The adjutant. Lieutenant Petschner, asked for her husband.


  ‘I am sorry, Herr von Werthen is working on a case in Styria,’ Berthe told the officer.


  The lieutenant paused for a moment. ‘His Imperial and Royal Highness will be disappointed.’


  There was a moment more of silence on the line, and then a new voice appeared, higher than the first.


  ‘Do I have the pleasure of speaking with Frau Meisner? This is the Archduke Franz Ferdinand.’


  Berthe felt her stomach do a flip.


  ‘Hello,’ she said with more enthusiasm than intended. She realized she had no idea how to address an archduke, then simply followed the lead of Lieutenant Petschner. ‘Hello, your Highness.’


  She shocked herself by performing a half curtsy as she spoke to the heir apparent to the throne of Austria-Hungary. Even Frieda noticed the change in her mother, looking up at her with wide eyes.


  ‘I was hoping to speak with your husband about a delicate matter,’ Franz Ferdinand said, ‘but my adjutant informs me he is otherwise engaged.’


  ‘That is so, your Highness.’


  ‘Then perhaps you would do me the favor of discussing the matter. I was most pleased with the clever way you handled the Bertha von Suttner affair.’


  This had been her last case in which Berthe – with a little help from Franz Ferdinand – had been able to save the good name of the peace activist, von Suttner, foiling the machinations of the General Staff’s espionage agency, the Bureau of Information.


  ‘Kind words,’ she said, and then added, ‘your Highness.’


  ‘Archduke is sufficient and will you do me the good service of meeting with me?’


  ‘Of course. When?’


  ‘Time is of the essence in this matter. Could you possibly come now? I can send an automobile for you at your flat.’


  She did not give it a second thought. ‘Yes. Now is fine.’


  Setting the receiver back in its cradle, Berthe felt a sudden sense of pride to be summoned by the Archduke. She thought she was above such feelings regarding royalty. They put their breeches on one foot at a time just like other men. But now she saw that she was not so different from the rest of the mass of humanity, awed by the power of royalty.


  Berthe turned to her cook. ‘I need to go out again, Frau Blatschky. Perhaps I should call my in-laws at their hotel.’


  The cook made a sour face at the suggestion, but otherwise did not resist the suggestion. Frieda could be a handful, and Frau Blatschky needed to get on with dinner preparations.


  Karl’s parents had decided to stay in Vienna for a few days while Berthe looked into the Lipizzaner matter. They were lodged in their usual rooms at the nearby Hotel zur Josefstadt and Berthe was able to reach them and ask them to come over now instead of later for dinner.


  The car for the Lower Belvedere arrived before the von Werthens did.


  Franz Ferdinand received her in his study at the Lower Belvedere Palace. Though Karl had often talked of his meetings with the Archduke, for Berthe this was a new and rather exciting experience. She began to feel disgusted with herself for being so in awe of all this majesty as she was led down a long corridor, its walls covered on one side with a Gobelins tapestry depicting what appeared to be American natives hunting a striped horse, as well as a rhinoceros. A zebra? she thought. In the Americas?


  It took only this odd juxtaposition to snap Berthe’s mind out of its sense of wonderment and into a more critical mode. Thus, when she finally reached the Archduke she no longer wondered about curtsying or the proper forms of address. She merely reached her hand out to Franz Ferdinand and he happily shook it.


  ‘A great pleasure to finally meet you, Frau Meisner,’ he said. Berthe was happy that her husband had obviously appraised Franz Ferdinand of the fact that she had retained her family name. He was no stranger to the vagaries of marriage, forced into a morganatic alliance with his own wife, Sophie von Chotek, who was thought to lack the right amount of royal blood to marry a Habsburg. A picture of her, holding their baby girl, also named Sophie, born just last July, sat in pride of place on his simple desk. Parenthood made Berthe feel an instant kinship with him.


  ‘I am very pleased, as well,’ she said. ‘And want to offer my thanks personally for your assistance in the von Suttner affair.’


  He nodded at this, waving her to take one of the brocade chairs in an intimate seating arrangement by an ornately carved marble fireplace surmounted by an Ormolu clock, matching candlesticks, and mirror, which revealed to Berthe that a strand of hair had come out of her bun on the trip to the palace. The Archduke’s plain desk and leather chair took up a distant corner of the immense space.


  ‘I appreciate your indulging my whim,’ Franz Ferdinand said once they were both seated. ‘Well, rather more than that,’ he added, ‘but at such short notice. And with a child to look after …’


  ‘Her grandparents are visiting,’ Berthe said. ‘They love to spoil her. She loves to be spoiled.’


  He smiled warmly at this remark. ‘Yes, family,’ he said. ‘One of life’s great joys. I feel I can be honest with you, Frau Meisner. Family seems more important to me than all the power a throne can bring, don’t you think so?’


  ‘For me, that is an academic question, Archduke. I do not have the burden or the honor of being in line for succession.’


  ‘Burden is exactly the word,’ he said. ‘Do I shock you?’


  ‘Not at all. Karl has often told me you have your own mind. An “original”, I think is the way he described you.’


  ‘Original,’ he repeated the term as if tasting wine. ‘I like that. I am quite different from the way my many critics see me.’


  ‘To be sure, otherwise why would you help to protect Frau von Suttner?’


  Another nod of his head. ‘I was a brash young man, of course. Bellicose and liking nothing better than to slaughter game animals at hunting parties. That set my reputation, I am afraid. But my Sophie has been a wonderful influence. I see things so differently now.’


  He looked off into the distance wistfully; Berthe was almost embarrassed for his confession.


  ‘You must excuse me. I did not invite you here to listen to my prattling. You have heard, of course, of the tragedy at the Stallburg this morning.’


  So that was it, Berthe thought. Are our missions once again aligned?


  ‘Of course,’ she answered. ‘In fact, I have undertaken a commission that may well be connected to that death.’


  Franz Ferdinand’s interest was instantly piqued, and Berthe recounted her own interest in the affair.


  The Archduke took this all in, not once interrupting her as she spoke, though it quickly became apparent that he too was aware of a possible scandal regarding the Lipizzaner breeding lines.


  When she finished, he smiled at her. ‘How fortunate for me, then, that you are already investigating this matter. Captain Putter left a note, you see.’


  She felt her pulse quicken. ‘What did he say?’


  ‘That death was the only way out for him, the only way to avoid shame. He was not more specific.’


  ‘But there must be a connection,’ she said.


  ‘It would seem so,’ the Archduke replied. ‘And that is why I summoned you—’


  ‘Karl, actually,’ she quickly corrected.


  He shook his head. ‘I like the way your mind works, Frau Meisner. Would you be prepared to accept my commission?’


  ‘To do what?’


  ‘To get to the bottom of this affair. The breeding scandal … the death of Putter. I fear it may cast a pall on this great land.’


  ‘There may be a conflict of interest, Archduke.’


  ‘I do not see that, Frau Meisner. We both want to get to the truth. It sounds as if your father-in-law has been taken advantage of. If that is the case, then the truth can only help, not hurt him.’


  She said nothing for a moment.


  ‘So, will you?’ Franz Ferdinand said. ‘Will you be my eyes and ears in this matter? It all goes to Piber,’ he added. ‘I am convinced of that.’


  Piber, in Styria, was, Berthe knew, home to a major stud farm for the cavalry of the Austro-Hungarian Army. It was also, if she remembered correctly, headquarters of Premium Breeds.


  Part Two


  Nine


  ‘I wonder …’ Gross suddenly said mid-bite of his breakfast kipferl.


  Werthen and Stoker exchanged glances. They had been speaking of inconsequential matters: the state of the weather (rather mild for this late in the year) and the level of culinary delights to be found at the Hotel Daniel (subterranean). But Gross’s non sequitur interjection ended such mundane pursuits, for it was patently obvious that the great criminalist was wondering about the case at hand and not about the quality of today’s kipferl.


  ‘Do share, Gross,’ Werthen prompted.


  ‘I had a loathsome sleep last night,’ Gross said. ‘Or rather non-sleep. I just kept going over and over in my head who I might have wronged that they should attempt such barbarous revenge.’


  Gross rubbed his large hand over his face. Werthen thought that he indeed did look the worse for wear this morning: grey smudged the bags under his eyes.


  ‘It may be some totally different motive, Gross—’ Werthen began, but his former mentor cut him off.


  ‘Of course it may. You don’t think I know that? Nonetheless, I was plagued all last night with a rogue’s gallery of faces that might have some reason to want to destroy my good name. Criminals, lawyers, and other supine forms of low life who may have been defeated by me in the past.’


  ‘I thank you for that,’ said Werthen, a former defense attorney himself and, as such, often routed by Gross.


  But Gross was, as usual, beyond paying attention to other mortals.


  ‘Why, Inspector Thielman himself might very well have laid all this on for me, tired of being the man Gross trained. Not a resonant legacy for a proud ex-military man. He has always been simply competent in his job, never a standout. Could he be harboring feelings of jealousy all these years? Who better to have left the trail of clues from my own writing at the scenes of these crimes than Thielman? He was the very man to request my assistance.’


  ‘Thielman?’ Werthen said with a degree of incredulity, but Gross charged on.


  ‘And so I wonder about others. And it just struck me that Herr Doktor Reininger of the Munich courts sent me a most unpleasant letter following publication of my Criminal Investigations. The fellow had the temerity to accuse me of pilfering his footprint analysis technique for my book. Footprints!’


  He nearly shouted this last word, which brought the muffle of voices and clacking of cutlery against china to an abrupt halt in the busy dining room. All eyes were suddenly on their table, and Werthen, as so many times in the past, felt compelled to somehow apologize or at least indirectly offer an explanation for Gross’s odd behavior.


  ‘Well, footprints do serve as the groundwork of investigation,’ he said rather more loudly than he usually spoke in public spaces. The pun brougtht a slight chuckle from Stoker, but was met by a contemptuous look from Gross.


  ‘Whatever is the matter with you this morning, Werthen? Has the country air quite addled your thought processes? This is no time for adolescent humor.’


  The eyes were still on their table and now Gross turned to the other diners.


  ‘Don’t you all have something better to chew on at breakfast than gossip?’


  After an awkward silence, the room once again returned to its normal hum of activity.


  ‘As I was saying,’ Gross continued, ‘Herr Doktor Reininger was most uncivil. I believe I saved his letter someplace.’


  ‘Gross,’ Werthen said, his cheeks still stinging as if Gross’s remark to him were an actual slap, ‘it is not often I remind you that you are a human. That, like it or not, you belong to human society and that there are certain codes of behavior. You speak of Herr Doktor Reininger’s incivility as if you are a foreigner to such behavior yourself.’


  Gross slapped a meaty hand down on the table top. ‘That is the Advokat Werthen I know and respect. Bravo for a stirring oration. Your apology is accepted.’


  Werthen was about to further complain, but finally gave it up with a disappointed shake of the head.


  ‘I am going to send a telegram to Munich this very instant. I want to know the whereabouts of our dear friend, Reininger.’ He rose abruptly. ‘Meanwhile, you gentlemen should finish your breakfast. We leave once I return from the telegraph office.’


  Gross stuck the unfinished kipferl in his jacket pocket, swilled down the remainder of the coffee, and stomped out of the dining room like a man well shed of bad company.


  ‘Is he always like that?’ Stoker asked, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes.


  ‘No,’ Werthen assured him. ‘Sometimes he’s worse.’


  They had booked a closed fiaker for nine thirty. It was now a quarter to ten and still no Gross. Werthen and Stoker sat in the carriage, each poring over the morning papers.


  The vampire angle still prevailed in several editions, while the right-wing press opted for Jewish ritual murders. However, some enterprising reporter had spoken with Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Vienna and author of Psychopathia Sexualis, the premier handbook on sexual deviation. Werthen knew the man well, as Krafft-Ebing had assisted them on more than one of their cases, helping to build a profile of the possible perpetrator from the very nature and specifics of the crime. In the current case of these Styrian murders, Krafft-Ebing opined – as quoted in Vienna’s foremost daily, Die Presse – that the perpetrator of these horrendous crimes displayed symptoms of ‘inversion’. The report went on, quoting the eminent psychiatrist: ‘Such brutal killings indicate that the killer, most probably a male, has a deep-seated neurosis, sexual in nature. However, the release of such a neurosis is apparently asexual. This means that the killer is able to keep his deviancy under control, to hide it from the world. Outwardly, he may appear the most mild-mannered of men. The police have their work cut out for them in this case.’


  Krafft-Ebing went on to note that often such individuals displayed an early proclivity to sadistic brutality toward domestic and farm animals, including mutilations, offering further quotes from Psychopathia Sexualis to prove his point.


  This reminded Werthen very strongly of the advice Krafft-Ebing had served up in the first case he and Gross had worked on together, a series of murders in the Vienna Prater for which the painter Gustav Klimt was so wrongfully accused.


  And one more thought: how had Krafft-Ebing gotten details of the killings? The local police had attempted to keep details of the mutilations from the press. But it was apparent that Krafft-Ebing knew something of the specifics of these hideous crimes.


  His thoughts were interrupted by Gross’s arrival. The criminalist threw the carriage door open in an apparent huff and got in, making the fiaker rock back and forth as he took his seat.


  ‘So much for Reininger,’ he said, gripping his hands together on his lap.


  Werthen feigned disinterest, staring blankly into his newspaper.


  Gross sighed dramatically. ‘I was able to make a trunk call to Munich at the railway station.’


  Still no response from Werthen or Stoker.


  ‘Well, don’t you want to know what I learned?’


  Werthen finally put down his newspaper. ‘I am sure you will inform us.’


  ‘Herr Doktor Reininger, despite his incivility, is not among the suspects. He died last year. Silly man, fell off an alp. What is a forensic scientist doing traipsing about in the mountains?’


  The fiaker took off with a jerk, thrusting Werthen back in his seat. Gross, seated across from him, took the newspaper out of his lap and found the article Werthen was reading.


  ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘A new cat among the pigeons.’


  It took a moment for Werthen to understand. ‘You gave Krafft-Ebing that information.’


  Gross looked pleased with himself.


  ‘And the reporter?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘I merely made a conjecture in a telegram to an editor I know. We cannot very well have half of Europe believing there are vampires in Styria or that Jews are committing blood rituals.’


  ‘Manipulating the press now, are you?’ Werthen said.


  ‘Someone must,’ Gross said. ‘And neatly done, too, I believe. But I must apologize, Stoker,’ he said, turning to the third passenger. ‘This rather takes the steam out of your promotional efforts.’


  ‘I am not sure I follow you,’ Stoker said.


  ‘But of course you do, man,’ Gross said. ‘If the press takes up the cry of a sexual deviant being responsible for these murders, then the vampire angle is gone and so is your Dracula connection. You see, my same editor friend advised me that he had been contacted by your agent or publicist, or whatever such a person is called, regarding a possible series of articles on the vampire murders.’


  Stoker had the good grace to redden in the cheeks at being caught out.


  ‘Now, far be it from me to suggest that you, Herr Stoker, having read in the early editions of the supposed vampire killings in Styria, fabricated the story of being followed in order to worm your way into this investigation. That, knowing Advokat Werthen and I often work together, you decided to employ our good friend as a bodyguard.’


  ‘How could I know that you were involved in the investigation?’ Stoker protested.


  ‘It has come to my attention that various newspapers reported my presence at the third crime scene.’


  Werthen looked on in stunned amazement that quickly turned to pique.


  ‘Is this true, Stoker? You hired me under false pretenses?’


  ‘No, none of it,’ he said.


  Werthen and Gross both stared hard at him and he finally relented. ‘Oh, all right. If you must know, I was bored senseless in Vienna waiting for the day of my speech. I do not know why my publicist brought me over so early.’


  ‘You’re a free man,’ Werthen said. ‘Why not just come down here on your own? Why involve me in this ruse?’


  ‘I feel a kinship to you gentlemen. You may not know it, but I was once clerk of court to the petty sessions. It was a position that took a degree of legal training. I traveled all round Ireland as a young man, organizing the courts, listening in on cases, advising the Justices of the Peace. It was a fascinating time, my first introduction to real life outside the cosseted home life of my family.’


  ‘Collecting fines and issuing beer licenses hardly qualifies you as an investigator,’ Gross said.


  ‘I apologize, to both of you. Sincerely, I do. But I was so eager to put my brain to some real use.’


  ‘Not the gentlemanly thing to do, Stoker,’ Werthen said, but he took some pleasure in the realization that Stoker had fooled Schnitzler, too.


  ‘Whoever said I am a gentleman? I am a writer. But I can be of assistance, a third pair of eyes. Just give me a chance.’


  Remembering Stoker’s observation that von Hobarty had an edition of Gross’s Criminal Investigations, Werthen thought maybe the Irishman had a point. Perhaps he could be of service and see things with fresh foreign eyes.


  Werthen looked at Gross. ‘Well?’


  ‘Well what?’ the criminologist said. ‘We can hardly throw the man out of a moving carriage. Besides, he is rather too large for that endeavor. In fact his size might come in useful.’ Then to Stoker: ‘Are you handy with your fists?’


  ‘I’ve been known to spar in the ring.’


  ‘Then it’s settled. Roles are thus forth reversed,’ Gross said. ‘You shall be our protector.’


  ‘But what of my commission?’ Werthen said. ‘I should be taking money under false pretenses.’


  ‘Not at all, Werthen,’ Gross said. ‘Think of it. Who is paying you to protect our Irish friend?’


  ‘Well, officially the Concordia, but it seems to be coming from Court. Prince Montenuovo.’


  ‘Precisely. And if you discover you have the time to aid in investigations of a heinous murderer, who would be benefiting?’ But he allowed no time for a response. ‘The empire, of course. To solve such horrendous crimes is a public service, indeed a duty to the state. False pretenses, pahhh.’


  Their initial stop was the village of Judendorf-Strassengel, about six miles to the northeast of Hitzendorf where they were lodged; a little over an hour by carriage. It was a pleasant hamlet set amid rolling hills with the fourteenth-century pilgrimage church of Maria Strassengel overlooking it like a watchman from atop a stony outcrop. It was just off the path of a trail up to the church where the body of the first victim, Fräulein Maria Feininger, had been found on Friday, the fourth of October.


  As their carriage was pulling into the main square of the town, a train came chuffing into the nearby station. They had not taken the train from Hitzendorf as it would have necessitated a trip via Graz, where they would have had to change trains and head north for this village.


  Even in the twentieth century, Werthen decided, there are times when a horse and the direction a bird flies make more sense than steam power.


  The train added a sense of bustle to an otherwise sleepy village. Among the cluster of buildings near the main square was a large and sparely modern construction, the Styrian Park Sanatorium. Recently built, it was one of many water-cure establishments that were fast making Judendorf-Strassengel and other small Styrian villages well-known spa destinations.


  Despite the town’s name, there were not many Jewish folk in the town any longer. Only a few shops and the cement works on the edge of town were Jewish-owned, as Gross had informed them en route.


  When Stoker queried him regarding the source of such information, Gross had merely cast a haddock eye his way and said, ‘It is common knowledge for those who read.’


  For those who read the Austro-Hungarian Statistical Yearbook perhaps, Werthen had wanted to say, but thought better of it. Gross was sure to chide him for not making that tome his bedside reading.


  The carriage stopped at the local gendarmerie headquarters quite near the little hill atop which the church stood.


  Sergeant Alfred Metzler was on duty. A bluff man, as round as he was tall, with a lazy left eye, Metzler was full of suspicion at the arrival of strangers asking questions, until he read the letter of introduction Gross carried from Inspector Thielman.


  ‘Felix vouches for you,’ Metzler said, handing back the hastily perused letter to Gross, ‘that’s good enough for me. But I don’t see the need for calling in fancy Viennese detectives.’


  ‘Actually,’ Gross said, ‘I am from Graz originally. Perhaps you know of my work as magistrate inspector, or of my textbooks for inspectors?’


  Metzler blew air through puffed lips. ‘Can’t say I do. You don’t talk like one of us.’


  Werthen held back the urge to clap the good man on the back.


  But Gross ignored the remark.


  Metzler screwed up his mouth in thought now. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said, looking with renewed suspicion at the criminologist. ‘Gross. Doktor Hanns Gross, would that be?’


  Now Gross began to puff up, exulting in advance at finally being recognized.


  ‘None other,’ he replied.


  Metzler rifled through a welter of papers atop a tiny desk and finally came up with a folded letter.


  ‘I was to give this to you if you came my way,’ Metzler said, handing the paper to Gross, who opened it eagerly.


  Werthen watched as Gross’s eyes scanned the message, at first showing surprise, but quickly followed by a squinting so fierce as to appear demonic.


  ‘That odious, carpet-chewing cretin,’ he thundered. Gross crumpled the paper into a ball and looked for a wastebasket into which to toss it. Seeing none, he thrust the crumpled mass into his jacket pocket.


  ‘Which carpet-chewer would that be, Gross?’ Werthen asked innocently.


  ‘Magistrate Lechner. A former colleague, and I use that world loosely. We were both investigating magistrates in Graz a decade and more ago. Seems Lechner has stayed at his post.’


  Gross said this with acid disgust, for he was a great critic of what he termed the professional bureaucratic class, even though he himself, as a professor at an imperial university, was part and parcel of that very class. Werthen remembered the man from his own time as a criminal defense lawyer in Graz. Lechner took the inquisitorial system to unexpected lengths, playing not only judge, jury, and prosecution, but also the ultimate determiner of the legal code, deciding what evidence could be permitted and what witnesses called on behalf of the defendant. With such weapons at his disposal, it was no wonder Lechner had the highest conviction rate in the province. Gross and Lechner had been oil and water; the criminologist at one point even penned a letter to the editor of the Graz Presse complaining of Lechner’s tyrannical judicial manner.


  ‘He has the temerity to order me back to Graz forthwith. Order. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, who does he think he’s talking to?’


  ‘As examining magistrate of the Graz region,’ Metzler chimed in, ‘he has the say so. I would catch the next train to Graz if I were you, Herr Gross.’


  ‘Doktor Gross.’


  ‘Otherwise I might have to bring you in myself.’


  ‘But why does Lechner want to see you?’ Werthen asked.


  Gross fumed for a moment longer, and finally shook his head. ‘It seems our friend, Inspector Thielman neglected to notify his superior that he was calling me in on the case. Lechner always was a territorial little ferret.’


  ‘A most interesting name,’ Stoker added, again turning philologist. ‘Lechner. Would that be at all derived from lechen?’


  The verb ‘to lick’ was used in all variety of less than salubrious descriptions of such bureaucratic types who curried favor by any groveling means necessary.


  Gross, however, was not amused.


  ‘There’s nothing for it, then. I suppose I must return to Graz.’ He focused on Werthen. ‘You will be able to carry on without me?’


  The implication of the question stung, but Werthen merely nodded assent.


  Metzler took out an old pocket watch as large as an unripe pippin, snapped the cover open and said, ‘You’ll just have time to catch the eleven-forty.’


  ‘Excellent,’ Gross said with dripping irony. He tipped his bowler to Werthen and Stoker. ‘Gentlemen, keep me informed of any progress you make. I shall be returning soon, or you can reach me at the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf.’


  The way Metzler looked at Gross as he said this made Werthen think there might very well be a third possibility.


  Ten


  After Gross had taken his leave, Werthen continued to talk with the recalcitrant sergeant, who reluctantly let it be known that the first victim, Maria Feininger, was the daughter of a local dairy farmer near town, and that she was contemplating joining the Cistercian nuns. Indeed, it was that plan which placed the poor young woman on the path that fatal Friday, for she was on her way to a meeting with one of the nuns at the church.


  Metzler, still looking upon them with suspicion, finally added, ‘It takes a crazy person to do to that young girl what he did. The locals are talking of blood rituals. A gypsy passed through a few days before the killing. A Jewish trader came through not long after, they say.’


  Werthen recalled the description of the wounds on the young girl: in addition to the multiple stab wounds, the left breast had been severed and other mutilations had been performed. All of this in the late afternoon. Werthen also recalled from the report he had read that this was the site where the datura seeds were discovered by one enterprising young policeman who at first took them for rabbit droppings on the girl’s gingham dress.


  They heard a train whistle, and the sergeant consulted his watch once again.


  ‘Two minutes late,’ Metzler said. ‘You friend will be on his way to Graz.’


  Leaving the gendarmerie, Werthen and Stoker determined first to have a look at the scene of the crime. The track leading up to the church of Maria Strassengel was nearby, and soon they were walking through dappled light as the autumn sun broke through the cloud cover and filtered through the fir trees along the path. Though the murder had happened almost three weeks earlier, the scene of the crime was still roped off, as Gross had advised. There were wooden stakes demarking the spot where Fräulein Feininger’s body was discovered by one of the nuns from the church who was taking an evening constitutional. According to the police report Werthen had read, the woman, Sister Agnes, had been walking in the woods below the church just before sunset at about six o’clock. She had spotted what she thought was a sheep kill. One of the local farmers kept sheep and they were forever getting loose and then were savaged by packs of grey wolves that roamed the foothills. But upon closer inspection, Sister Agnes was shocked to discover that this was no carrion, but instead the body of a dead woman. Finally making out the features of the young woman, Sister Agnes realized this was Maria Feininger who had been supposed to meet with her that very afternoon and had never shown up for the appointment.


  Werthen slipped under the rope barricade and made his way gingerly around the site, careful not to disturb anything. He was followed by Stoker.


  ‘What do we expect to find?’ the Irishman asked.


  A large black crow flew overhead and its cawing sound echoed in the wood.


  ‘Anything the local authorities overlooked,’ Werthen answered, but he had no idea what that might be.


  Suddenly a low-hanging branch by his face was shattered and the crack of a rifle sounded instantly thereafter. Werthen instinctively dove to the ground seeking cover as a second shot pinged off a nearby boulder.


  He was surprised to discover that he had automatically made his way behind a large spruce stump, its top charred by the lightning that had destroyed the tree.


  ‘It’s coming from that slope,’ Stoker, who was taking cover behind the boulder, yelled to him. ‘I saw the smoke with the second shot.’


  A third crack made them duck their heads.


  ‘I’m going to work my way around the back of the slope,’ Stoker said. ‘Throw your hat to the left when I tell you.’


  ‘No heroics, Stoker. I was hired to protect you.’


  ‘On a count of three, then,’ the writer hissed.


  ‘Stay in place.’


  ‘And let whoever it is come to pick us off? One—’


  ‘Do as I say, Stoker.’


  ‘Two.’


  ‘This is madness.’


  ‘Three.’


  Madness or not, Werthen did as he was bidden, and tossed his homburg to the left, drawing two rapid shots that went far wide of the intended target. He had not even noticed Stoker slinking off into the underbrush and could only make out a faint rustling of bracken now and again.


  Werthen kept his head down as two more shots rang out. Time dragged on interminably and he began to wonder if the last two shots had been meant for Stoker. He let another several minutes go by and then determined he must do something. Perhaps Stoker lay wounded on the slope.


  ‘Werthen!’


  The voice was unmistakable.


  ‘Where are you, Stoker?’


  ‘Up here. I’ve got him.’


  Werthen glanced to the slope and now saw Stoker waving down to him. He raced straight through the bracken up the slope, branches catching on his woolen trousers, not giving a thought to the usual throbbing pain in his right knee, an old wound.


  Once on higher ground, he found what appeared to be a makeshift hunting box. Stoker, legs spread wide, was holding a Steyr Mannlicher bolt-action rifle on a man sprawled out on the ground. There was a strong smell of schnapps coming from him.


  ‘Shoot me, you coward,’ the man said, his tongue thick from drink. A red welt in the shape of a rifle butt made an exclamation mark on his left cheek. ‘Kill me like you did my beautiful little daughter.’


  Werthen and Stoker looked at one another.


  ‘Herr Feininger?’ Werthen ventured.


  The man, laid out on the ground like a hunting trophy, glared at Werthen.


  ‘What’s it to you?’


  ‘Your daughter was Maria?’


  ‘Don’t use her name. Jews. Killers. Monsters.’


  ‘We did not harm your daughter,’ Werthen insisted. ‘We are here to find out who did.’


  ‘Always come back to the scene of the crime. That’s what they say.’


  ‘That’s why he was lying in ambush,’ Stoker said. ‘He figured the killer would come back to the scene, just like in the penny dreadfuls.’


  ‘We are here to help,’ Werthen said again. Suddenly this message seemed to get through to the father. He sat up, rubbing a finger over the bruised cheek, wincing.


  Then he broke down completely, weeping piteously. ‘She was my little baby,’ he moaned.


  Werthen went down on a knee beside him and put an arm around the man’s shoulder.


  ‘We will catch the killer. I promise you that.’


  They took Herr Feininger down the hill to a local gasthaus and put coffee into him until he was sober enough to provide some details about his daughter. The one valuable piece of information they gained was the name of Maria’s best fried: Dagmar Henninger.


  They left Herr Feininger in the gasthaus, and Werthen had the feeling that he would soon be turning from coffee to schnapps.


  As they walked toward the spa where young Dagmar worked, Stoker glanced at him.


  ‘Don’t you find it odd that any number of shots can be fired near the village and no one is suspicious?’


  ‘It’s not London, Stoker. People hunt here.’


  ‘But it is not exactly the wilderness, either, is it?’


  ‘Your point being?’


  ‘That path between the village and the church is not some desolate place. There must be a fair number of people who use it.’


  ‘It is the back way in to the church,’ Werthen said. ‘Most would, I assume, use the road that leads to the church.’


  ‘All right. Assume that is true. Then can we make any conclusion about the choice of victim? Was it just pure blind chance that put her in harm’s way?’


  ‘I do not believe in random violence, Stoker. There is method here despite the savagery.’


  ‘Is that instinct speaking or deduction?’


  ‘I am no statistician, but the likelihood of some young woman coming along the path that afternoon just where the killer was lying in wait is very low. More likely she was followed, that the murderer targeted her. Or he knew in advance what her movements would be that day. There is a connection between these crimes and once we find it, we find our killer.’


  Stoker seemed to mull this over as they approached the Styrian Park Sanatorium on the main square. Werthen figured there was a fair amount of money invested in this place, for the grounds were well kept, like a public garden in Vienna. Gardeners were busy at work tying down the rose bushes for the winter and putting a heavy layer of mulch over them against the coming frost. The day had turned warm and such precautions seemed curiously misplaced at the moment. Fountains still flowed, but those would also be covered soon. The three-storey main building was done in harsh modern lines; window frames and the façade had no decorative flourishes, making the edifice appear almost naked.


  Inside the glass front doors, the receptionist, a big-boned farm girl, eyed Werthen with suspicion when he asked to speak to Fräulein Henninger.


  ‘Who wants to see her?’ she said in a broad Styrian accent.


  Werthen presented the letter from Inspector Thielman that Gross had left with him. She read it, her lips moving as she did so, then handed it back.


  ‘What do you want to talk about?’


  ‘You are Fräulein Henninger?’ Werthen said.


  ‘Clever man,’ she said.


  Werthen felt his cheeks go red. ‘We understand you were a close personal friend of Maria Feininger.’


  The young woman tensed a cheek muscle. ‘That is so. Best friends since we were kids.’


  ‘Can you tell us if she had any concerns of late? Did she seem worried about anything, did she have any enemies?’


  ‘Maria wasn’t the kind that made enemies. She was a good girl. It’s those damn gypsies that came through town that week. One of them must have done it. Animals.’


  ‘Did she have other friends in the village? Someone else she might have confided in?’


  ‘Maria and me were close. She told me everything.’


  Stoker cleared his throat. ‘And I am sure she would want such a trusted friend to share any secret she had in order to catch her murderer. Anything, no matter how trifling it seems to you. It could have larger meaning.’


  She chewed the inside of her lower lip for a moment. ‘Well, if you must know, she was sort of engaged to a local boy.’


  ‘Sort of?’ Werthen said.


  ‘Intended like, you know. Thomas was Maria’s boyfriend for years. It was understood they would marry. But then Maria suddenly decided to become a nun. It broke his heart. It wasn’t as if she jilted him for another man, but Thomas took it hard.’


  ‘Does this Thomas have a last name?’ Werthen quickly asked. ‘And where can we find him?’


  Thomas Lucasz was in the baggage room of the local train station, just as Dagmar Henninger said he would be. He was a blond-haired, fair-complexioned youth who looked like a more likely candidate for his first Holy Communion than he did the wedding altar. His cheeks were rosy and eyes pale blue, and these squinted at Werthen as he requested a moment of the youth’s time.


  ‘Must be about Maria,’ Thomas said. ‘That was a real pity.’ He hoisted a large trunk onto one of the upper shelves of the baggage storage, a feat of strength that did not go unnoticed by either Werthen or Stoker. Young looking he might be, but not fragile.


  ‘I understand you two were engaged,’ Werthen said.


  Thomas smiled at the idea. ‘Engaged? We walked out together. But there were no banns read.’


  ‘So Maria’s decision to become a nun didn’t bother you?’


  ‘Why should it? I’m a good Catholic. More power to her.’ He managed to avoid eye contact as they spoke, organizing and reorganizing the stored luggage.


  ‘So you parted amicably.’


  ‘Best of friends,’ Thomas said. ‘I just hope you catch the creature who did this. It’ll be a Jew or a gypsy, I guarantee that. Some are even saying the vampires are at work again.’


  ‘As far as you know, Maria had no enemies?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘She wasn’t the type to make enemies.’


  There it was again, Werthen noted. Much the same as Dagmar Henninger had said.


  ‘You’ll excuse me for saying so, Herr Lucasz,’ Stoker broke in. ‘But you seem to be taking this all very calmly. From what we hear, you and Fräulein Feininger were a couple for a number of years.’


  Thomas set down a leather valise and rubbed his palms on the leather apron he wore.


  ‘I’ve had my time to grieve. A man’s got to look forward, not backward.’


  Stoker nodded. ‘Understood. But I have to tell you, I for one would be jealous and put out if my girl left me for the nuns. Doesn’t say much for your appeal to the ladies.’


  The blow was delivered so quickly that Stoker, who had spent time in the ring, had no chance to duck or block it. The youth’s fist caught him straight in the jaw and knocked the Irishman down.


  Realizing what he had done, Thomas dropped his fists and helped Werthen to lift Stoker to his feet.


  ‘Please forgive me,’ the young man said. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


  Stoker felt his jaw with his left hand and then flexed it, opening wide.


  ‘No damage done, I guess,’ Stoker said.


  ‘I need to get back to work,’ Thomas said. ‘There’s nothing else I can help you with.’


  They left the train station with Stoker still manipulating his sore jaw.


  ‘There’s a young man with anger beneath the skin,’ he said.


  Werthen appreciated Stoker’s ploy, baiting him to see how calm he really was about the death of his girlfriend.


  There was anger under the skin, to be sure, but Werthen had the feeling that Thomas was keeping something else back from them as well.


  Eleven


  That afternoon, after a hasty lunch and after learning that Sister Agnes – the nun who had discovered Maria Feininger’s body – was visiting another nunnery and was not available to be interviewed, Werthen and Stoker made their way by fiaker to Köflach, scene of the second murder. Annaliese Reiter was just eighteen, and worked at a small spa, the Köflach Bad Terminus, near town. Her body had been found in secluded woods near her place of employment. Apparently, she had been on her way home, taking a shortcut, after her shift at the spa. As with the other victims, she had died of multiple stab wounds, and her body bore signature mutilations. This time, the killer had cut off the right breast and seared a small circle into the flesh above this gruesome wound, blackening a round patch of skin at the sternum.


  Annaliese was not, like the other victims, a simple village girl, but was instead, as Werthen had read in the police reports, the daughter of artist parents who had escaped the claustrophobic streets of Vienna for the fresh air of Styria. They had moved to a small cabin at the foot of the Stubalpe about two miles from town with Annaliese, then fourteen, and her younger brother, Kurt.


  Stanislaus Reiter was a minor painter whose work Werthen had once seen in an exhibition of independent artists at a small gallery maintained by the Academy of Fine Arts. He specialized in portraits of artisans and laborers, not a very fashionable subject in a Vienna increasingly dominated by Jugendstil art. Since arriving in Köflach four years ago, he had assembled quite a rogue’s gallery of coal miners from the local pits. His wife, Petra, was a sculptor, originally from Germany. She worked in stone, carving small, fantastical animals such as dragons, centaurs, and mermaids. Their humble cabin was littered by the art work of both; a studio to the back of the cottage provided working space.


  The Reiters were sitting down to afternoon coffee when Stoker and Werthen arrived. Once Werthen explained their mission and produced the introductory letter from Inspector Thielman, Stanislaus welcomed them in and bid them join them in the freshly baked Bundt cake.


  Werthen was somewhat surprised. These two parents displayed none of the histrionics of Herr Feininger. Their daughter was dead less than two weeks, and here they sat making polite conversation and cutting extra slices of Gugelhupf for guests.


  ‘I do not wish to bring up painful subjects,’ Werthen began as both the coffee and polite conversation dwindled. ‘But I am sure you want to assist in bringing whoever is responsible for your daughter’s death to justice.’


  It was all that was needed to rip the calm façade off Petra Reiter: she dashed from the sitting room to what was apparently a bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


  ‘You must forgive my wife,’ Herr Reiter said after a moment’s pause. ‘This is not easy for her.’


  ‘Not easy for anyone, I am sure,’ Werthen said. ‘I cannot imagine the pain you feel, but I fear I must ask a few questions. Perhaps there was something overlooked when the gendarmes spoke with you.’


  ‘I will do my best,’ Reiter said, his bottom lip beginning to twitch. Werthen could now see the cracks in his bluff façade as well, marveling at the multitude of ways that people dealt with grief.


  ‘You know that there have been similar crimes recently in other parts of Styria?’


  Reiter nodded. ‘We read about the young girl near Hitzendorf. Vampires, indeed.’ He said this last bit with the scorn a city dweller has for the folkways of the country.


  ‘There seems to be a connection between them,’ Werthen said. ‘We are trying to find what that might be. Did your daughter know either of the two other girls, Ursula Klein or Maria Feininger?’


  ‘No. I’ve never heard of either of the unfortunate young women.’


  ‘Was your daughter a happy young woman, Herr Reiter?’


  The man seemed surprised at the question, but it also brought the trace of a smile to his lips.


  ‘Very much so, Advokat Werthen. She would awake always with a song. Like a bird. I used to call her my little skylark.’ He paused again, rubbing the bridge of his nose as if he wore spectacles. There was a long sigh. ‘Yes. A happy young woman with the whole world before her. She was saving money to go to art school in Vienna. She had talent, Liese did. Could draw rings around me.’


  ‘Did you notice anything out of the ordinary in the last few weeks or months? Any change of mood? Did she appear agitated at all?’


  He shook his head vehemently. ‘No agitation, only excitement. She’d been accepted at the Academy of Fine Arts. Set to enroll in the spring.’ He suddenly slumped over the table, face in his hands. ‘My God, who would do such a thing to my sweet girl?’


  ‘That is what we are determined to discover,’ Stoker said with a voice at once calming and authoritative.


  He made Werthen almost believe it.


  The front door to the cabin suddenly opened and a tall, good-looking youth strode in, crossbow in one hand and a brace of rabbits in the other. He looked at the tableau in front of him and his eager expression was immediately replaced with distrust.


  ‘What’s going on here?’ the boy said. ‘Father, who are these men?’


  Herr Reiter quickly regained his composure. ‘Kurt, these men are investigators helping to track down your sister’s murderer.’


  The youth placed his crossbow in a stand near the door, and took the rabbits to the trough-like basin that obviously served as a sink.


  ‘Why are you so concerned?’ he said. ‘The others weren’t. They acted like it was Liese’s fault for getting herself killed.’


  ‘I am sincerely sorry to hear that,’ Werthen said. ‘But we do care. We are trying to gather any information that might have been overlooked in the earlier interview with the gendarmerie.’


  ‘What’s to tell?’ Kurt said. ‘Liese went to work one day and never came back.’


  ‘Kurt.’ His father’s voice held both reprimand and decisiveness. ‘They have come to help. You will show common courtesy.’


  ‘Yes, Father,’ he said. ‘I am sorry that we do not have further information.’ But as he said it, Kurt locked eyes with Werthen and nodded toward the door.


  Werthen asked a few more inconsequential questions and then he and Stoker made to leave.


  ‘I will show them out, Father,’ Kurt said, and followed them out to the waiting fiaker.


  ‘What information do you have, Kurt?’ Werthen said.


  ‘I didn’t want my father to hear. He and Mother are barely coping as it is. They try to act brave in front of me, but I know how they feel. I swear, if I find who did this to my sister, I will kill him myself.’


  ‘What is it you know? Tell me and leave the vengeance to us.’


  Kurt looked back to the cottage to make sure that his father was still inside.


  ‘You should talk with Herr Paulus. The director of the spa where Liese worked. He wanted her for more than clerical duties, I can tell you that.’


  Werthen put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Thank you, Kurt. You will be hearing from us.’


  Berthe sat in the expansive director’s office of Premium Breeds in the little Styrian town of Piber. The walls of the office were covered in representations of Lipizzaner stallions in oil, water colors, and black and white photographs. Herr Maximillian Hohewart sat in an over-sized leather desk chair behind an empty terrain of rosewood desktop.


  ‘I must confess, Fräulein Meisner—’ he began, but she immediately interrupted.


  ‘Frau Meisner.’


  ‘Indeed. At any rate, I must confess that I am meeting with you only out of courtesy to the wishes of the archduke. If I had my way, women would remain in the home where they belong.’


  ‘Ah, then Herr Hohewart it is fortunate for me that you are simply a businessman with contractual obligations to the government and not the emperor.’


  This comment, rather than putting the fleshy little man with his obviously dyed Van Dyke beard in his place, instead flew rapidly over his bald dome. Hohewart was the sort, Berthe immediately assessed, who was much too fond of his own voice to bother listening to others.


  ‘I have business to conduct, madam. So perhaps we can …’ He rocked impatiently in his chair.


  ‘But of course. My line of questioning is quite straightforward. His Highness hopes that I might get to the bottom of this breeding scandal.’


  This Hohewart did hear, and blood rose immediately to his face.


  ‘What scandal would that be?’ he all but shouted.


  ‘The one involving –’ she now consulted her notes gathered from the journals of Theo Krensky – ‘the bloodlines of three different new sires introduced to the Lipizzaner stud over the past number of years. These include Siglavy Primavera, Tulipan Fantasca, and Maestoso Redux. The bloodlines of these three cannot be verified. I believe you are very aware of this mounting scandal, Herr Hohewart, as you were interviewed in regards to this by a very knowledgeable journalist.’


  ‘I can hardly be expected to remember every scrivener who comes my way, Frau Meisner. Is this journalist and his anonymous source the sole basis of your charge of scandal?’


  ‘I don’t remember saying anything about anonymous sources, but no, that is not all. There is also the unfortunate death by suicide of Captain Putter, the riding master at the Spanish Riding School. It appears that he left a note claiming that death was the only way out of his shame.’


  ‘Perhaps the man was a deviant. Shame can come in many forms. I have heard tales of a young boy Putter seems to have taken under his wing.’


  Berthe filed this away for later rumination. Now, however, she did not want to be derailed from her primary task.


  ‘In addition,’ she said, ‘Franz Ferdinand himself has heard of the possible corruptions of the bloodline. So, humor me, Herr Hohewart. Let us examine a notional situation.’


  ‘If such an incident occurred,’ the pompous little man said, ‘and I emphasize if, then neither I nor Premium Breeds could be held accountable. All negotiations on these new bloodlines were done through respectable intermediaries. If fraud were committed, it could only have been perpetrated by the breeders themselves. And their fraud was not subsequently discovered by our intermediaries. I cannot see how any of this would attach itself to Premium Breeds.’


  Berthe looked at him for a moment, very much wanting to deflate the man’s arrogance.


  ‘Once again, if that were the case,’ Berthe said, ‘I would assume this would be a matter for the courts to decide, not for the possible litigant.’


  ‘You speak as if you know your way around the law.’


  ‘My husband is in practice in Vienna.’


  ‘Meisner,’ Hohewart said to himself. ‘Advokat Meisner? Can’t say as I have heard of him.’


  ‘His name is Werthen. Advokat Karl Werthen. I kept my own name when marrying.’


  He looked at her grimly. ‘A modern woman, is it?’


  ‘But we are not speaking of my choice of name, Herr Hohewart. Rather, it is your business misalliances that are at issue.’


  ‘I thought we were having a notional conversation, Frau Meisner.’


  ‘Notionally, then, I should like to speak with these intermediaries you mentioned.’


  He shook his small, round head which his beard did nothing to elongate.


  ‘That would be difficult, you see, for they are no longer in my employ.’


  ‘Because of a notional scandal?’


  ‘Because I was dissatisfied with their field work.’


  ‘Perhaps you would be good enough to supply a list of names.’


  He sat, hands clasped over a protuberant belly, and thought about this.


  ‘Archduke Franz Ferdinand would, I am sure,’ Berthe prompted, ‘expect no less cooperation.’


  ‘I will see to the list. Leave an address with my secretary, Frau Czerny, where it might be sent.’


  Berthe smiled at this. ‘One more woman spared confinement to her home, I see.’


  Hohewart only squinted with incomprehension as Berthe left the office.


  Twelve


  Meanwhile, Werthen and Stoker had discovered that Herr Paulus had already left the spa for the day. Getting his home address from reception, they headed off to talk with the man. It appeared Paulus lived a few kilometers north in a small village. He had a modest home near the main square of the little town, a two-storey stucco affair in the traditional golden yellow favored by Empress Maria Theresa and now to be seen on houses and public buildings throughout the far-flung Austrian empire. The house’s window frames and door were painted in contrasting forest green, and the paint was new, Werthen observed. A small, tidy garden separated the house from the street; a pebble path led to the front door, next to which stood a wooden bench in the same forest green.


  Werthen could hear the joyful voices of children from inside before working the door clapper. Its sound immediately stilled the frivolity from within.


  A woman in her early thirties answered the door; she appeared out of breath and was tidying a loose strand of hair as she opened the door with her free hand. A handsome rather than pretty woman, she looked vaguely disappointed to see Werthen and Stoker on her doorstep.


  ‘Frau Paulus?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘Yes.’ A flicker of suspicion crossed her pleasant face, quickly replaced by a smile. It was as if she internally chided herself for such suspicion of strangers.


  ‘How may I help you?’ she asked.


  ‘My colleague and I are aiding the gendarmerie in its investigation of the death of Annaliese Reiter.’ He showed her the letter of introduction, but she merely glanced at it.


  ‘That poor girl,’ she said.


  ‘She worked for your husband, we understand.’


  She nodded. ‘A terrible thing.’


  Werthen knew she meant it. There was a deep well of empathy and human sympathy in Frau Paulus. Trained in the art of questioning witnesses, he had a sense for such things.


  ‘We stopped at your husband’s spa, but he had already left for the day. Would it be possible to speak with him?’


  ‘Of course.’ She looked from Werthen to the silent Stoker. ‘But where have my manners gone, leaving you out on the step. Please, come in.’ She led them into a small vestibule with coat hooks on the wall, a tall reed basket with several umbrellas stuck in it, and a half-moon table against the wall, a bouquet of dried statice in a pottery vase on top of it.


  ‘Henricus … Herr Paulus is in his study. He leaves work early one day a week to spend more time with his family, but usually spends it with reports and accounts up in the study.’


  She smiled as she said this, obviously proud of her husband’s work ethic.


  ‘I’ll let him know you are here,’ she said as she moved up the stairs briskly.


  Meanwhile, the owners of the gleeful voices Werthen had heard before knocking on the door had gathered in the doorway of a room giving off the vestibule. There were three of them and they ranged in age from a toddler with a runny nose and Indian feathers stuck in his curly hair, to an older brother who looked about school age and a still older brother of about eight or nine with so many freckles that he appeared to have just come in from the tropical sun with a violent case of sunburn.


  ‘Hello,’ Stoker said in English with a cheery Irish accent that sent the children scurrying back to wherever they had come from.


  ‘I see you have a way with children,’ Werthen said jokingly.


  ‘My son Noel didn’t much think so, either. You have children, Advokat?’


  Werthen felt a twinge of sorrow at the thought again of their lost child, but suddenly saw what a foolish sentiment that was in light of the fact that they had a beautiful and healthy daughter. There was no reason for grief.


  ‘Yes,’ Werthen finally answered. ‘My wife and I are fortunate in that regard. A little girl.’


  ‘Ah,’ Stoker said as if discovering a new continent. ‘Girls. Wonderful.’


  There came movement from the stairs and looking in that direction, Werthen saw Frau Paulus coming down the stairs followed by a man old enough to be her father. A tall, gaunt man, Herr Paulus was still dressed in coat and tie as if at the office. He took the stairs with a degree more caution than his younger wife and when introduced, produced a rather limp right hand that allowed itself to be shaken quite passively.


  Werthen wondered what his wife saw in the man other than a provider for the family. But the attraction between men and women was a mystery for him.


  ‘I understand you gentlemen have some questions about Fräulein Reiter,’ Herr Paulus said as his wife returned to the children. ‘May I inquire as to your authority in this? My wife mentioned something about you aiding the gendarmerie.’


  Werthen again pulled out the letter of introduction from Inspector Thielman, but this time close attention was paid to it.


  ‘I know Thielman, of course,’ Paulus said, handing back the letter. ‘A competent fellow. Surprised he felt the need to call in reinforcements. I thought it was a case of Jewish blood ritual. One must be ever vigilant.’


  Werthen did not respond at first, but felt himself forming an intense antipathy for this man, not a good thing preceding an interview. Paulus made no offer to move into another room and sit down, so Werthen got on with it standing in the vestibule like a tradesman.


  ‘There is scant evidence to support such a theory,’ Werthen said. Even though official confirmation had not yet returned from Professor Gruber in Vienna, Werthen decided to squelch this ugly rumor once and for all.


  ‘In fact, no blood was drained from the bodies. Instead it soaked into the clothing the young women wore. So perhaps we can move on to matters of fact rather than speculation. How long had Fräulein Reiter worked for you, Herr Paulus?’


  ‘I would say a little over a year. Capable young woman and quite dependable. Surprising, considering her antecedents.’


  ‘You don’t approve of her parents?’ Werthen asked.


  Paulus shook his head. ‘I must confess I have never understood art. I mean, what purpose does it serve? How can two adults with children in the home choose to spend their days doodling and carving strange, unsalable objects? I asked Fräulein Reiter once if her father might want to take on a little illustration work for the spa to be used on posters. That sort of thing. And she only laughed at the suggestion. She told me her father was an artist and not a graphic designer. But what is the difference, I ask you? The poor young girl was headed in the same direction, I fear. I tried to counsel her against such a choice, though.’


  ‘Then why hire her?’ Werthen said.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘If you so disapproved of the family she came from, why give Fräulein Reiter a job? Why believe she would be any different than her parents?’


  ‘Well, I believe in giving a person a chance. And she was a very personable young woman.’


  ‘Perhaps too much so,’ Werthen said, and Stoker shot him a questioning look.


  ‘What are you implying?’ Paulus asked.


  ‘That you made improper advances to the young woman,’ Werthen said, rather enjoying the fact that he did not feel the need to mince words with Herr Paulus.


  The older man looked momentarily outraged, then glanced to the doorway through which his wife had earlier passed.


  ‘Idle gossip.’


  ‘She told her brother.’


  The look of a hunted animal came over Paulus’s face.


  ‘What exactly did that reckless youth have to say?’


  ‘That you wanted his sister for more than clerical duties.’


  Werthen was not sure, but seemed to sense relief in Herr Paulus at this comment.


  The man quickly confessed. ‘It was at the company Christmas party. I had taken a glass too many of the punch.’


  He looked contrite.


  ‘I am not an evil man, Advokat Werthen. I just do not handle alcohol at all well. I did not repeat my clumsy approach nor did Fräulein Reiter hold it against me. She continued to work at the spa for another ten months. I would say that speaks for itself.’


  Neither Werthen nor Stoker bothered to interrupt this monologue.


  Paulus went on: ‘I should hope there would be no need to mention this to my wife.’


  Werthen ran a forefinger across his brow.


  ‘I see no reason for that, Herr Paulus. Just one final question. Do you know of any reason someone should wish to harm Fräulein Reiter?’


  ‘None,’ he answered immediately. ‘She was not the type of young woman to have enemies.’


  There it was once more, Werthen registered. Much the same description as given about the first victim, Maria Feininger.


  Out on the street again, Werthen was about to ask Stoker’s impression of Herr Paulus when he heard his name called out.


  He looked around in surprise: across the street Berthe was waving to him.


  When Gross finally returned to the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf, he was in a temper, for Magistrate Lechner had made him cool his heels in the outer office of the Graz Police Praesidium for a full two hours before deigning to let him enter his presence. And then the effete bit of ambergris spoke to him as if he, Dr Hanns Gross, renowned criminologist, were some meddling private investigator trampling Lechner’s crime scenes. The insufferable troglodyte.


  Gross, however, had given as good as he got.


  No. Better.


  Gross had eyed the thin reed of a man hunched over papers on his expansive desk, his hair freshly pomaded and a touch of what looked to be rouge at his cheeks to make him appear younger that his sixty years.


  ‘You have the temerity to criticize my crime-solving abilities,’ he all but shouted at Lechner. ‘You who could not detect a murderer at a public hanging.’


  Magistrate Lechner was normally an agitated sort, but this comment only made his natural proclivity worse. He rose from his desk chair, hands planted squarely on the desk in front of him.


  ‘You were always a pompous ass, Gross. Now you are simply a meddling pompous ass.’


  ‘And you, dear Lechner …’ But suddenly insults failed him; however, he recalled Stoker’s damn silly comment from this morning, and said, ‘You have always lived up to your name. That is how you ever achieved the mediocre advancement you now possess.’


  ‘I forbid you to assist in these investigations,’ Lechner thundered.


  Gross smiled. He enjoyed seeing the man in a rage. Perhaps a bit more along the same lines and apoplexy might ensue.


  ‘Last I knew, Magistrate Lechner, this was a free country. A monarchy perhaps, but one that follows the rule of law. As a professor of criminology and as a citizen of Austro-Hungary, I consider it my duty to lend a hand where it is sorely needed.’


  ‘You will at your own peril, Gross.’


  At which point a young uniformed police officer had suddenly appeared in the office, his face pinched with worry.


  ‘Is everything quite all right, sir?’ he said to Magistrate Lechner.


  But Gross gave the other man no chance to speak. ‘Everything is quite all right, sergeant. I was just making my position clear. If your magistrate has any further communication for me, he can reach me at the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf.’


  Leaving the Praesidium he felt a glow of satisfaction. His heart was racing, but that was to be expected. He looked at this pocket watch. Still time to make one more visit to the clinic before returning to Hitzendorf for the night.


  Thus, Gross did not reach his hotel until early evening. There he found a telegram awaiting him from the gendarmerie in Bruck on der Mur, home of Ursula Klein’s parents. The police there reported that the Klein family had no idea that their daughter was pregnant, nor who the father of the child might have been. The police also stipulated that the Kleins – fervent members of the local Evangelical congregation – were most definitely not Jewish, neither ethnically nor in terms of religion. Which eliminated the major motive for Hobarty to kill the young woman, Gross told himself as he folded the telegram and shoved it into his jacket pocket.


  This information made him cross, but not so that it took the edge off his appetite. Other guests were filling the dining room and Gross decided to have a fine dinner to top off a rather bizarre day.


  Awaiting the schnitzel he had ordered, he sipped on a Gumpoldskirchen wine.


  ‘Doktor Gross.’


  The familiar voice brought him out of his reverie.


  ‘Stoker. What are you doing back here?’


  ‘I might ask you the same,’ the Irishman said. ‘We thought you would be in Graz with your friend Lechner.’


  Gross merely puffed his lips at the suggestion.


  Stoker quickly explained the coincidence of encountering Werthen’s wife in Piber.


  ‘They seemed to be so happy to meet like that … Well, I felt rather a third wheel. They decided to spend a day or two in that region in a pension the advokat knew. So here I am, back in Hitzendorf. Here we both are. Shall we drink to it?’


  But there was no time for toasts, as at that moment Inspector Thielman entered the dining room of the Hotel Daniel in the company of two stout gendarmerie officers and marched right up to Gross’s table.


  ‘Doktor Gross—’


  ‘Good evening, Thielman. May I offer you a sip of wine?’


  ‘I regret to inform you that I am here on business. Business of a most unpleasant sort.’


  By now all the eyes of the gathered journalists were on their table.


  ‘What is it? Lechner has thrown another fit?’


  ‘It is my duty to inform you, Doktor Gross, that you are under arrest for the murders of Maria Feininger, Annaliese Reiter, and Ursula Klein.’


  ‘This must be a joke,’ Stoker said, attempting to stand, but a beefy hand pushed him back into his chair.


  ‘Not a joke at all,’ Thielman said. ‘Come with us, Doktor.’


  ‘No handcuffs? One does miss the drama.’


  ‘I told you this was no laughing matter,’ Thielman hissed as Gross rose to join them.


  ‘I am afraid you are going to have to disturb the love birds, Stoker. I may be in need of Werthen’s most able legal abilities.’


  ‘This is insane,’ Stoker said as Gross was marched out of the dining room.


  No sooner was the party out of the room than the journalists all made a dash for the telegraph and phones at the nearby railroad station, already composing the headline as they ran: ‘Noted Criminalist Arrested in Vampire Murders!’


  Thirteen


  The lovebirds, as Gross called them, were at the farmstead of the Pichler family, former clients of Werthen’s from his time as a criminal lawyer in Graz.


  Little had changed at the farmstead. The mother, Hannah, was still the solid anchor of the family, dressed in her perennial dirndl and apron and ministering to the wood-burning stove which still refused to draw properly, producing the occasional choking black fug of smoke. The father, Peter, had gotten smaller – if that were possible – over the last number of years since Werthen had seen him. Smaller and thinner, but no less hard working and laconic. And Eddie, their second child (their first, a daughter, had died of typhus just before her sixteenth birthday) was, at twenty-five, still the simple soul he had been when Werthen had defended him at the district court as a twelve-year-old.


  Werthen did not tell Berthe of the charges, only that Eddie, an adolescent at the time, had been wrongfully charged.


  ‘My first courtroom victory,’ Werthen joked.


  He had come for solace, for a sanctuary. After being separated from Berthe the past few days, Werthen suddenly saw how they were growing apart as a result of the miscarriage; a small family tragedy was dividing rather than uniting them. Each was coping with the loss individually. And it should not be like this, Werthen suddenly realized when he saw his wife on the street in Piber.


  He would not let it be that way any longer.


  So, the Pichlers.


  Werthen had stayed at their farmstead at the foot of the Gössauer Alps over many vacations from his time in Graz. The enthusiasm of the clan always proved a palliative to him, cleansing him of the evil memories experienced in the courtroom.


  Perhaps it would do the same for him and Berthe.


  Upon arrival, they sat in the smoky kitchen with Frau Pichler drinking cup after cup of strong coffee – Frau Pichler’s one vice – while the men tended the herd of milk cows.


  ‘We didn’t even know you married,’ she said as she poured yet another cup of the industrial strength brew, ignoring Berthe’s restraining upraised hand by the cup.


  ‘Yes, I guarantee we are married,’ Werthen said with a chuckle. It felt good to make small talk again. ‘And a beautiful young daughter to boot.’


  Frau Pichler made a great show of looking about the cluttered kitchen for said child. ‘But where is the little one, then?’


  ‘Her grandparents are looking after her,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Not the high and mighty von Werthens?’ the frau said, making Werthen smile.


  Berthe realized by this comment just how close her husband had been to this woman and her family, sharing such intimate feelings about his parents.


  ‘You’re not one of those progressive young women, are you?’ Frau Pichler said as she added another alder log to the stove. The afternoon had turned chilly; grey clouds were coming in from the west, over the alps.


  ‘I am proud to say she is,’ Werthen answered for her, taking his wife’s hand in his and making her blush for the first time in years.


  Frau Pichler nodded at this. ‘Good for you, then. A woman’s got to be her own person, too. Not just the good housewife.’


  Berthe wondered at this sentiment from a woman who appeared to be the über housewife, but she said nothing.


  ‘But you didn’t come here to listen to me prattle on. Why did you come?’


  ‘It’s been too long—’ Werthen began, but Frau Pichler interrupted.


  ‘Nonsense. Don’t tell me you’ve come to renew old friendships. You’re always welcome, Karl, of course. But there’s something else. I can sense it.’ She fixed Berthe with a penetrating gaze, no longer the good housewife, but now a shrewd judge of character. ‘What’s the problem, child?’ she asked Berthe.


  And now they both opened to the older woman, telling her of the loss of the baby. She listened to them impatiently, turning her empty coffee cup.


  Finally she blurted out, ‘Lord, and I thought it was something serious. You know how many children I lost before little Irmgard was born, bless her soul? It’s the way it is. Some babies just are not made right. They don’t go full term. Even after Irmgard I lost another two before Eddie came along. The horse threw you. So get back on the horse. You’re young.’ She focused on Berthe. ‘What are you, maybe twenty-five?’


  ‘Twenty-eight,’ Berthe replied.


  ‘Then you’ve got plenty of years of child-bearing ahead of you if you want.’


  At that moment Eddie and his father returned from the milking and there was more of a reunion as they demanded to know what great things the advokat had been up to. Berthe caught Eddie staring at her with his wide and rather empty eyes. He quickly looked away when she smiled. He was about Berthe’s age, but carried himself like an adolescent. A very large and hulking adolescent. He suddenly put a hand to his head as if suffering from a headache, but no one but she seemed to notice.


  Werthen was enjoying himself, feeling at home once again in the midst of the noisy Pichler family. But now he remembered the last time he had been here, in the summer of 1891 when he had brought his then fiancée, Marie Elisabeth Volker, to stay at the farmstead. It had been a long weekend and Werthen was able to take time away from his busy schedule at court. Mary – for she preferred the English pronunciation of her name – had fit right in, just like Berthe now. But it was that weekend he first noticed her shortness of breath as they hiked an easy level trail at the base of the mountain; that weekend that he first realized Mary was coughing quite a lot. But they had no time for such things; the precious days together were given over to plans for the future: the house they would buy in Graz, the legal practice that Werthen was working night and day to establish, the children they would have. Yet it all was unreal to Werthen at the time; his focus was his work. Mary seemed to understand. Only too late did he discover that the shortness of breath and cough were evidence; a good criminal lawyer should have put these threads of evidence together.


  Mary’s death less than a year later from tuberculosis had been a blow to him; the guilty feelings he experienced had made him move to Vienna and give up criminal law for six years, until Gross had dragged him back into the game. Werthen felt a sudden tear in his eye as the emotions of that time almost a decade ago flooded over him. He realized that his grief for little Bastian was a shared grief for Mary, and that now, miraculously, he knew he could put both of these sorrows behind him.


  Berthe gripped his hand. ‘Are you all right?’ she said. ‘You seem miles away.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘I am very all right.’ And he leaned into her, kissing her full on the lips to the immense pleasure of the Pichlers.


  After dinner Eddie took them out in the brisk twilight to the old, original farm building they rented out to hikers and other visitors to the region. As they entered the low front door, Werthen scraped his head on the lintel as he had so many times in the past. He had, in fact, made an unfortunate habit of this every time he had visited, for the old farmhouse was built low. For years it seemed he had a permanent scab at the very top of his head.


  When he’d asked Eddie about the reason for such low ceilings, the lad had only shrugged and said, ‘The old ones must have sat a lot.’


  Eddie wisdom.


  There were fresh sheets on the beds and they were cold to the touch when Werthen and Berthe finally crawled in. She snuggled next to him, pecked him on the cheek, and then sought out his mouth with hers.


  ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Werthen asked her.


  ‘You heard what Frau Pichler said. We have to get back on the horse.’


  Later, in the middle of the night, a series of shrill cries awoke them both. At first Werthen thought it might be a bird cry, but the only night predator in this area was an owl, and this was no owl hoot. Another series of wrenching screams had them up and out of bed, hustling into their clothes. On the way out, Werthen stopped by the wood bin at the door and picked out a heavy branch as a weapon, and then they dashed out into a night illuminated by a three-quarter moon, the earlier clouds now passed. They followed another scream toward the barn that stood between the old farmhouse where they were staying and the newer one. A slanting rectangle of yellow light poured out of the barn’s open door, and as they approached yet another plaintive scream shattered the stillness of the night.


  They reached the door and gazed within the barn, shocked and speechless at what they saw. Lighted in the glare of a series of kerosene lamps hanging from the rafters, the Pichlers – their backs turned to Werthen and Berthe – were dressed head to foot in blood-splattered oil cloth jackets and pants and black rubber boots, each wielded a long blade. Hanging low from a rafter in front of them was a pig, its throat freshly cut, and the blood flowing rapidly into a pail that Peter Pichler held up to the wound. They turned when they heard Werthen and Berthe approach, and smiled like idiots.


  ‘Pork roast tomorrow,’ Frau Pichler said, and her husband and son laughed as if it were the funniest of jokes.


  ‘Sorry we woke you,’ she said. ‘But we had to get this slaughter done before the full moon. The blood moon, you know. Bad luck to do it after.’


  Werthen and Berthe tried to feign interest in the subsequent draining of blood and cleaning of organs, but they were both shaken by the scene and its otherworldly, Bosch-like quality.


  Finally they returned to their beds and clung to each other like small children in a storm. Werthen had been particularly chilled by the professional manner in which Eddie used his blade, seeming to know by instinct where to cut and how deep. It brought back the case that introduced him to the Pichler family in the first place. Eddie had been accused of mutilating animals in the vicinity. But his parents had sworn alibis for him on each occasion when such an incident occurred. They also insisted that the poor young boy had no facility with a knife, that he was, indeed, mortally afraid of the blade. Using their sworn testimony, Werthen had argued successfully for the boy’s innocence.


  It seemed that Eddie had outgrown his fear of knives in the intervening years.


  Or had he?


  It had been a very long day, but before Werthen fell asleep he remembered sitting in the fiaker this morning waiting for Gross and reading the newspapers on the progress of their investigation. The Krafft-Ebing article in Die Presse came to mind and how that psychiatrist warned that sadistic brutality toward domestic or farm animals can serve as a warning sign for later homicidal brutality involving mutilations.


  Had he set a future murderer free? Had he unwittingly saved Eddie from the incarceration that the boy – and the rest of society – in fact needed and deserved? Not a pleasant thought.


  And there was something else, something that Frau Pichler had said, that sat annoyingly at the edge of Werthen’s consciousness. He could not conjure it up, could not tease it forward into his thoughts.


  It would come, he decided. Don’t force it; it will come. He had a dreamless four hours of sleep until the first crow of the rooster next morning.


  Fourteen


  Werthen and Berthe left in the morning, she back to Vienna to pursue the Lipizzaner investigation there, and he to Hitzendorf, his soul at rest about his connection with Berthe, but his mind in a turmoil over the various pieces of evidence he had gathered the previous day. In Köflach, Berthe caught the morning express into Vienna, while Werthen was forced to again hire a fiaker to drive him the eight or so miles back to the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf.


  He arrived in time to find Stoker at breakfast. As he made his way to their table, he felt the eyes of the gathered journalists on him, as if expecting some drama.


  ‘I was just preparing to track you down, Advokat Werthen,’ Stoker said, rising from the ruins of a boiled egg dripping down the side of a Gmundener ceramic egg cup, the orange-yellow of the yolk contrasting with the green swirls of the grüngeflammt pattern. Next to the egg cup lay today’s Grazer Tagblatt with a banner headline that screamed at him: ‘Prominent Criminologist Held in Blood Ritual Murders’.


  Stoker followed Werthen’s gaze. ‘Yes. They arrested Gross last night.’


  ‘Who? They’re insane.’


  ‘It was his old colleague, Thielman, on orders from Magistrate Lechner.’


  ‘I have witnessed professional jealousy, but this is absurd.’


  ‘Agreed, but Thielman had his orders. Your friend Gross seemed to think it quite a lark. Made jokes about handcuffs as they ushered him out.’


  Werthen was astonished. What could Lechner be thinking? The man would become a laughing stock when it was revealed that Gross had nothing to do with these murders. He couldn’t have, in fact, as he was in Czernowitz when they all took place.


  Then a moment of doubt suddenly crept in: Lechner was, as Werthen recalled, the most cautious and fastidious of bureaucrats, always making sure to please those above him, eager to elbow those on his level out of the way, and equally eager to step on fingers and toes of those below him as he made his way up the professional ladder. Yet he was punctilious in such efforts, never challenging those whom he was not certain he could not somehow defeat, always assured they could not come back at him later.


  What did Lechner know about Gross that he, Werthen, did not?


  ‘We must bail him out,’ Stoker said, bringing Werthen out of this reverie.


  He shook his head. ‘This is not England, Stoker. That may be part of your legal tradition, but not in Austria, not for capital cases, at any rate.’


  ‘We can’t just let him linger in prison.’


  ‘I do not intend to,’ Werthen said. ‘Finish your breakfast. We need to talk to Inspector Thielman.’


  In the event, Thielman was just finishing his own breakfast, as well, and a grim-looking repast it was: dried toast and hot milk. Something given to a teething baby or a man with a nasty gastric complaint. Serves him right, Werthen thought.


  ‘Inspector,’ Werthen said after they had been ushered into his office in the local gendarmerie. ‘What is all this insanity about Gross being a murderer?’


  Thielman cast a sour look his way, as if to say that such a question would only exacerbate his digestive malady.


  ‘A pure fit of pique on Lechner’s part,’ Werthen added.


  Thielman sighed and shook his head, putting a napkin over the steaming milk. ‘I am afraid, Herr Advokat, that this is neither a fit of insanity or pique on Lechner’s part. He says that he has solid evidence linking Doktor Gross to the crimes.’


  ‘And how was Gross supposed to have committed them? By telegraph? He was in Czernowitz at the time of the murders.’


  Another shake of the head from Thielman. ‘Afraid you are wrong there, Advokat. Magistrate Lechner places him in Graz since the second of October.’


  ‘What? Impossible.’


  ‘He had rooms at the Excelsior. That is, until he came here to Hitzendorf at my request.’


  ‘Wait. But then you knew he was in Graz when you summoned him?’


  ‘No. I wrote to him in Czernowitz requesting his assistance. I imagine someone there simply forwarded the message to him in Graz.’


  Adele, Gross’s wife, Werthen assumed.


  ‘Surely there is some explanation.’


  ‘Not from Doktor Gross,’ Thielman said. ‘You know how stubborn he can be.’


  ‘What possible motive—’


  But before he could put the question, Thielman answered, ‘Lechner suspects it is all about professional pride. It’s all to do with the English detective chap, what’s his name?’


  Werthen looked at Stoker for advice.


  ‘You can’t mean Sherlock Holmes?’ the Irishman said.


  ‘The very one. Lechner says Gross is trying to one up that fellow.’


  ‘But he is a piece of fiction,’ Stoker said almost in a whine. ‘And he was killed off by his author almost a decade ago.’ Stoker, however, knew only too well that Holmes was currently making a comeback with the serialization of The Hound of the Baskervilles in the Strand Magazine.


  ‘That is neither here nor there,’ Thielman said. ‘Magistrate Lechner reckons Gross committed these murders, leaving clues from his own book on investigations so that he could solve the crimes and become the most famous criminologist in the world.’


  ‘Do you believe that, Inspector Thielman?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘Doesn’t matter what I believe. It’s what those in a courtroom believe. And Gross is not helping himself by refusing to answer any questions.’


  Werthen could well imagine the high and mighty tone Gross was assuming.


  ‘Where is he being held?’


  ‘Karlau. Where else? The maximum security wing.’


  It was not until later that afternoon that they were allowed to visit Gross. Originally built as a Renaissance-style castle used by one of the minor Habsburg archdukes, Karlau was later adapted for a workhouse and then a prison, and contained few of the amenities of a modern penitentiary. Led down a long, dank, and dimly lit corridor by an aging warder, Werthen heard a flurry of activity in the darkness ahead of them.


  The warder turned his grizzled face to them, looking wraith-like in the light of the kerosene lantern he carried. ‘Breeds ’em big in here, they do. Rats as big as ferrets.’ He chuckled at this, spittle flying toward Werthen.


  The man now held the lantern out at arm’s length ahead of him and illuminated a swarm of the vermin and called out, ‘Könniggrätz, Könniggrätz, come here old son.’ Suddenly, out of the pack of rats lumbered a giant of a creature, almost as large as the ferret the guard mentioned. It stood fiercely on three legs, an ear missing as well as an eye.


  ‘The old warrior. He’s fought many a battle with other rats. Haven’t you now, my good son?’


  The man reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a crumble of sausage, tossing it to the enormous rodent. Könnigratz immediately secured the food, the other rats not bothering to challenge him as he took the morsel and scurried off into the gloom.


  They finally reached Gross’s cell near the end of the corridor. The jailor inserted a long, rusty key in the massive door, unlocked it, and slowly opened it to reveal Gross seated as if in yogic contemplation at the end of a narrow cot. The scene was lit by a single candle on a deal table. The criminologist looked up as they entered.


  ‘It took you long enough to get here.’


  ‘Good afternoon to you, too, Gross,’ Werthen replied.


  The jailor stood at the door like a porter waiting for a tip.


  ‘We will call you when we are ready,’ Werthen said. ‘Doktor Gross is hardly likely to attack us.’


  The man reluctantly withdrew.


  Werthen eyed Gross for a moment before speaking. He felt pained for his colleague. Such a fastidious man about his appearance, Gross was not faring well in captivity. They had taken his shoelaces, belt, and even his bow tie. His shirt was open at the throat and a nacreous wattle of flesh clearly showed in the pulsing candlelight. The bit of hair Gross still had on his head was also frizzled about his temples, and his eyes were puffy from lack of sleep.


  Finally Werthen said, ‘Now what is all this nonsense? Why won’t you tell them your reason for being in Graz all this month?’


  ‘Because they are cretins.’ He pronounced it as the French would, crétins.


  ‘That is not a defense, Gross.’


  ‘I have no need of a defense. I am innocent, as you well know.’


  ‘I know it. Mr Stoker here knows it. But a court of law knows only what it hears. You cannot seriously be considering staying in this dungeon until they decide to convene a court for you, can you?’


  ‘Hardly a dungeon, Werthen. Hyperbole does not aid our cause.’


  ‘Our cause? My cause, Gross, is discovering who butchered these young women.’


  ‘And your employer would be?’


  ‘To hell with employers. I wish to right injustice. Your advice to me, if you remember rightly.’


  Now it was Gross’s turn to cast the withering gaze. ‘An idealist now, is it? Good to hear, because capturing the killer is also my cause. In that manner you can prove my innocence. Ergo, my cause is your cause.’


  ‘You are maddening, Gross. Tell them what they need to know and get out of here so you can help. Your famous criminalistic talents are wasted in prison.’


  ‘Actually, this is the perfect place to exercise those talents, Werthen. It allows me to experience firsthand what those I have apprehended and sent to justice have experienced. This is what it feels like to be incarcerated. A bracing experience for someone involved in the criminal justice system. You should give it a try sometime, Werthen.’


  ‘All right. You have had your little fun, Gross. Now let us please speak in earnest of this matter.’


  ‘Oh, I am dreadfully in earnest, Werthen. I shall not tell Lechner and his ghouls of my movements while in Graz nor of my reason for being here. You know I did not commit these atrocities, Werthen. It is up to you then to prove who did. That is the only way to save me.’


  ‘Could he be guilty?’ Stoker inquired as they made their way out of the prison.


  Werthen considered the question for the millisecond it deserved.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then what do you propose to do, advokat?’


  ‘What smart men always do when in difficulty. Consult the wife.’


  At the train station awaiting the local to Hitzendorf, Werthen sent a telegram to Adele Gross in Czernowitz explaining her husband’s situation and requesting to know the nature of his business in Graz. He noted his return address as the Hotel Daniel, knowing that any communication would now take overnight as it was nearing early evening.


  Once back at the hotel, Werthen wished that Berthe had stayed. ‘Consult the wife,’ he had told Stoker. He would love to be able to consult his own at this moment.


  ‘More horseradish, Herr Sonnenthal?’ Berthe asked.


  For some reason this seemed to embarrass the young man; a red flush went upward from his throat to his smooth-shaven cheeks.


  ‘It’s absolutely delicious, Frau Meisner,’ the journalist said.


  ‘You must forgive Bernhard,’ Fräulein Metzinger said. ‘When nervous, he can be a master of non sequitur.’ She placed a reassuring hand over his and they smiled at one another in that way people do who are intimates.


  Berthe was momentarily surprised at this discovery and then quickly felt a flutter of elation for Erika. She so deserved a good man, she thought. And young Sonnenthal did indeed appear to be a good young man.


  ‘Just what line of work did you say you were in?’ asked Berthe’s father, Herr Meisner.


  And when Sonnenthal answered that he was a journalist, her father’s friend, Frau Juliani, began waxing eloquently on the Fourth Estate in the English manner, arguing without opponent on the need for a strong press and for the end of the infernal censorship.


  The more Berthe was around plucky little Frau Juliani, the more she liked her and the more she understood her father’s attraction to her. And attracted he obviously was, for he was spending much more time in Vienna in his small apartment than he was in the old family home in Linz. It had been almost twenty years since the death of Berthe’s mother. She was happy he could finally find some companionship.


  As these two couples chatted about the latest events, Berthe again mentally thanked Frau Blatschky for reminding her when she arrived from Styria this morning of the long-planned dinner party to introduce Erika’s new beau. Frau Blatschky had even planned out the menu of roast beef and potato dumplings. Berthe had learnt to rely on her housekeeper so much recently. In fact, from a fractious and contentious beginning – due to Frau Blatschky’s understandable resistance to a new woman in what she thought of as her household – Berthe and Frau Blatschky were slowly becoming good friends.


  Little Frieda had helped. The frau, the widow of a naval officer, doted on the child, for she was childless herself. Indeed her marriage had been so brief – wed on Wednesday and widowed by the next Tuesday – that the couple had barely had time to share a wedding bed. He was killed in action against the Danish navy in 1864 during the Second War of Schleswig. Her husband, Captain Manfred Blatschky, had died saving Rear Admiral Wilhelm von Tegetthof, head of the Austrian fleet, when their ship, the frigate Schwarzenberg, had caught fire in the Battle of Heligoland.


  Of course, Frau Blatschky was far too unassuming to offer such information; Berthe had learned of it only inadvertently through old editions of Die Presse consulted at the Royal Library searching for naval news dealing with a will Karl was assembling.


  Frau Juliani broke out into sudden laughter strong enough to bring Berthe’s attention back to the here and now.


  ‘Really, Herr Sonnenthal, the feuilleton cannot be blamed for all the ills of the modern newspaper.’


  ‘Can’t it?’ he said, suddenly impassioned. ‘Those senseless, breathless essays about nothing, serving only as a showcase for the writer’s linguistic pyrotechnics. I submit that the feuilleton has much to answer for, Frau Juliani. As Herr Kraus has said, “To write a feuilleton is to curl locks on a bald head. But the public likes such curls better than a lion’s mane of thought.”’


  Berthe liked Sonnenthal’s passion about his chosen profession; she also like the fact that he quoted from Karl Kraus, friend and sometimes confidante of her husband.


  ‘But Berthe,’ Frau Juliani suddenly turned to her, ‘if I may use your given name.’


  Berthe nodded with a smile at the woman.


  ‘You have been awfully quiet this evening. You must know we are all dying to hear of your current case and that of your husband. You have, of course seen the latest headlines?’


  She had not. No time for newspapers today.


  Frau Juliani was happy enough to impart the news of Doktor Gross’s arrest.


  ‘But that is impossible,’ she said. ‘There must be some mistake.’


  Herr Sonnenthal joined in. ‘My sources tell me it has something to do with rivalries in the world of criminology. That Doktor Gross committed the murders so that he might quickly solve them, blaming some innocent, and thereby gaining increased notoriety.’


  ‘What madness,’ she said. If this is what responsible journalists were saying, what must the gutter press be printing? She thought of Karl still in Styria; he must be frantic, she thought.


  ‘Gross is no killer,’ she said finally. ‘Boring and authoritarian and didactic and often humorless he may be, but a homicidal maniac, never.’


  The party sat in silence for a time until Erika finally asked her about the investigation into the Lipizzaner matter. Sonnenthal brightened at the mention of the journalist, Theo Krensky, who was investigating the scandal.


  ‘Krensky? I know that name. Wasn’t he the one who wrote that article a few months ago about the revival of the Styrian wine trade? Seems hardly the man to be taking on a real news story, but bravo for him if he has.’


  The party broke up early that night, and everyone, even the ever critical Frau Blatschky, deemed it a huge success.


  Upon departure, Berthe’s father leaned into her, whispering in her ear, ‘You do like her, don’t you?’


  A question she answered simply with a kiss on his freshly shaven cheek. She still could not get used to her father, industrialist and famed Talmudic scholar, without a beard.


  Fifteen


  Frau Gross’s telegram in reply came first thing Saturday morning. Opening it hastily, Werthen read: ‘See Doktor Gabriel Anton at the psychiatric clinic in Graz.’


  Werthen made excuses to Stoker – he had a feeling he might not want to share information that he received from this psychiatrist with the Irishman. This was obviously a personal matter, and one delicate enough for Gross to risk his own freedom to protect.


  He was in luck at the hospital, for Doktor Anton was on duty this Saturday at the Graz University clinic. As a full professor of psychiatry, Anton dressed in a formal suit rather than the usual white coat of the doctor. A tall, thin man, he wore a full beard and moustaches twisted upwards at the ends. Werthen caught up with him just as the doctor was about to make his rounds.


  By way of introduction, he showed Anton the telegram from Frau Doktor Gross.


  ‘It is not my aim to compromise any privacy issues between doctor and patient,’ Werthen quickly added. ‘But it is extremely important that I find out what Gross was doing here.’


  ‘Well, I hardly think it a secret. He is, in fact, a patient here.’


  Werthen was stunned for a moment. ‘A patient? When was this?’


  ‘Now.’


  Werthen shook his head. ‘But it can’t be …’ And finally he tumbled to it. ‘You mean Otto Gross, the son?’


  ‘Yes. A most able assistant, I must tell you. He has worked here for several months, but the poor young man suffers from cocaine addiction. Ever since his travels to South America as a ship’s doctor, he has been in the grips of that drug. I know there are those in the medical community who find curative effects in its use. It is so common that you can buy it in pharmacies for everything from toothache to sore throat. It is even found in some wines. But for me cocaine is a scourge worse than alcohol. Finally I convinced young Gross to allow me to help. To wean him of the drug, as it were.’


  Now Werthen had a better lay of the land. ‘I know the young man,’ Werthen said. ‘I wonder if it would be possible to speak with him.’


  Anton pursed his lips, thinking about it. Then he said, ‘A family friend you say?’


  ‘I am a colleague of his father. I have known Otto since he was an adolescent.’


  ‘He could probably use a visitor. His father had been here on a daily basis until about a week ago. More sporadically since then, though I believe he last visited about a night or two ago. At any rate, Otto is coming along nicely. The worst part is over for him. Now it is a matter of readjusting one’s priorities.’


  ‘So, could I speak with him now?’ Werthen said, eager to get to the bottom of things.


  ‘But of course. I was just going to pay him a visit.’


  Werthen followed the psychiatrist down a narrow corridor, noting with a touch of irony the fact that both father and son were incarcerated at the moment, one way or another.


  The doctor led him to a rather spacious room in the corner of the ward, with windows looking out onto a nearby park. Otto Gross was dressed in a flannel bathrobe and slippers, and was seated in an armchair near the window, a thick tome in his hand. Werthen could see, as he approached, that it was an edition of Beyond Good and Evil by Friedrich Nietzsche. The doctor left Werthen on his own at the door and the young man looked up as he entered the room. He appeared drawn and had obviously lost weight; his eyes were over-large and his nose beak-like in his thin face. However, there was still the same light in his eyes Werthen had seen when Otto was younger. He smiled as he recognized Werthen.


  ‘Advokat Werthen, whatever are you doing here?’


  Werthen almost responded, I might ask you the same, but thought better of it. ‘Your mother said I should check here.’


  ‘Check about what? The state of my addiction?’


  ‘No. The state of your father. Has he been here to see you?’


  ‘Daily from my admittance on the third of October,’ he said with a sigh. ‘I did not have the energy to tell him not to bother me.’


  Werthen did quick calculations. So Gross had, as Thielman told him, been in the area since the day before the first murder.


  ‘But he has not been so solicitous of late. A visit the day before yesterday. I assumed he must be on one of his fabulous cases.’


  ‘In fact he is,’ Werthen responded, and then he explained why he was there. Young Otto listened with a trace of amusement on his face.


  ‘The great criminalist on the wrong side of the bars. What a lark. It may aid in his humility.’


  ‘It is not his humility I am concerned with at the moment, Otto. More like his freedom. He refuses to give a reason for being in Graz at all.’


  ‘His misplaced sense of propriety,’ the younger Gross said. ‘I am sure he does not want it made public knowledge that his only son has a drug problem.’


  Werthen wondered if it were that simple; it was hardly a secret that Otto Gross had had his problems of various sorts.


  ‘But you say these murders were committed on the fourth, twelfth, and twentieth?’


  ‘Correct,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Well, I can attest to the fact that the old man was here with me almost the entire day and night of the fourth of October. Rather hard going for me at first adjusting to the lack of cocaine. He slept in this very chair. Or at least I assume he did. He was there at night when I finally went to sleep and there in the morning when I awoke. The other dates I am not so sure of. He visited, but not the entire day or night. We tend to get on one another’s nerves.’


  ‘Almost all day, you say,’ Werthen replied.


  ‘Well, my memory of the time is not that acute, as you might well imagine, but I believe he was missing for several hours from the afternoon to evening. I assumed he was visiting former colleagues.’


  It was a beginning, Werthen thought. Two dates were left open – Gross had no real alibi for those. But for the first murder there seemed to be a strong alibi. Lechner, of course, would point to the afternoon hours, the very time when the first victim, Maria Feininger, was murdered. But could Gross have possibly traveled to the small town, killed the girl, and then made it back to Graz in such a short amount of time?


  As Werthen was about to depart, Otto cast him a sardonic glance.


  ‘It is all his fault you know, my drug habit, my choosing to go my own way in life. That is what Herr Freud and company would say, at any rate. All brought on by childhood trauma. I once told a psychiatrist about this early childhood memory I have, perhaps my earliest. A friend came to visit and my father said to him, “Watch out. He bites.”’


  Otto Gross let out a high, piercing laugh. ‘Amusing, no?’


  From the university, Werthen traveled once again to Karlau prison to confront Gross with the truth about his reason for being in Graz.


  The same aged warder led Werthen along the dank corridor to Gross’s cell.


  ‘We must stop meeting like this,’ the criminologist said by way of greeting as Werthen entered.


  Despite this attempt at humor and bravado, Werthen could see more fault lines in Gross’s façade. Large pouches showed under his eyes; he had the haggard look of someone dealing with a grave illness.


  ‘I have been to the psychiatric clinic,’ Werthen announced.


  This did not seem to faze Gross. ‘Of course you have. You surely telegrammed Adele about my plight and she gave you directions to Doktor Anton. This was to be expected. It changes nothing.’


  ‘Gross, for God’s sake, you have to tell Lechner why you have been in Graz all this time. It is not shameful to have a son in hospital.’


  ‘Werthen, you disappoint me. Is that what you think? That I fear the publicity of having a drug addict for a son?’


  It was not at all what he thought, but Werthen was pleased that at least he had roused Gross, had gotten under his skin.


  ‘Isn’t it?’ he said innocently.


  Gross shook his head so violently, he made the loose skin at his neck quiver.


  ‘We never had much of a relationship, Otto and I. I was too busy with my cases and writing and research. But I refuse to use him now as my alibi. I refuse to break his trust.’


  ‘Otto was the one to explain your silence as trying to avoid public scrutiny. A “misplaced sense of propriety” he called it.’


  Gross sat on his bed, glowering at Werthen. ‘No matter. It is the least I can do for him after all the bad blood between us.’


  ‘Meanwhile, you sit in here helpless while innocent women may become victims of this madman.’


  ‘I was not aware that we had fully determined our killer’s mental capabilities, Werthen. Nor have I been sitting idly by. I have discovered something we should have realized days ago. When was the first murder?’


  ‘The day after you arrived in Graz,’ Werthen said meaningfully. ‘That fact is all too apparent to Lechner.’


  ‘Thank you for reminding me. But what date would that be. Humor me, Werthen. I have had much time on my hands in here.’


  ‘October fourth, and you know that well enough.’


  ‘Correct. And our second victim?’


  ‘The Saturday of the next week.’


  ‘Right again. October twelfth.’


  Werthen was tiring of this game, and then suddenly it dawned on him. He remembered Otto Gross reeling off the dates: You say these murders were committed on the fourth, twelfth, and twentieth.


  ‘You’re right,’ Werthen said. ‘We should have seen this earlier. Ursula Klein, victim number three, was killed on the twentieth. That means we are dealing with eight-day intervals. The first bit of pattern we have to these crimes.’


  ‘No,’ Gross corrected. ‘The second. The first is, of course, the mutilations to the bodies of the victims.’


  Which made Werthen wonder again about the whereabouts of Eddie Pichler on the days and nights in question, but he filed this concern away for later.


  ‘If that is the case, then the next killing could be—’


  ‘Correct, again, Werthen. On Monday, October twenty-eighth.’


  ‘We’ve got to stop him.’


  ‘You’ve got to stop him, Werthen,’ Gross said. ‘I am a prisoner.’


  ‘Voluntarily. Do your duty, Gross.’


  ‘You are wasting your time, Werthen. It is up to you to prove my innocence. Up to you to stop any further outrages.’


  ‘You are infuriating, Gross.’


  ‘So I’ve been told.’ And then he fixed Werthen with a look of absolute honesty and sincerity. ‘This is important to me, Werthen. Please try to understand. It may be my last chance to connect with my son.’


  A fool’s errand, Werthen thought. Both father and son had already grown too far apart. But, seeing the look on Gross’s face, he was not about to tell him that. He only nodded at the request.


  ‘Get to Thielman,’ Gross said. ‘Apprise him indirectly of the eight-day-intervals. Lead him to discover it himself and he will be a far better ally.’


  ‘You seem very adamant about this, Frau Meisner.’


  She sat across the café table from the journalist Theo Krensky. ‘I am.’


  ‘I mean, more so than if it merely involved some family presence in the matter.’


  ‘Is that a question?’


  Krensky, whom she had once again tracked down to his favorite café this Saturday afternoon, smiled at the comment. ‘You have your questions about my source for the Lipizzaner story—’


  ‘Which you appear none too eager to reveal,’ she reminded him.


  ‘And thus I have my own questions about your involvement in these matters. It would seem larger than that of a loyal daughter-in-law. Visiting Styria, bearding the ogre Hohewart in his office in Piber. That sounds more like a commission to me.’


  She began to see what might make Krensky a good journalist; he was a most perceptive young man.


  ‘If you must know, I do have a commission, from a person concerned about the status of the empire. The death of the riding master elevates matters to an entirely different level.’


  ‘So secretive. Who is this unnamed patriot?’


  ‘And your source?’


  ‘Ah, a trading game, then.’ He shook his head. ‘I think not. I have the advantage here. Your benefactor is obviously the Archduke Franz Ferdinand.’


  She could not control herself, feeling a blush of crimson go up her cheeks.


  He laughed at this. ‘So it is he. Excellent. You see, my advantage is that I was aware of the archduke employing your husband on other occasions. Such matters are difficult to keep secret in Vienna.’


  ‘Play fair,’ she said, but teasingly. ‘Now your source.’


  ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Later I will gladly reveal the name. But for now, I want this to be my story solely. My publisher has to run it now that the archduke himself is involved.’


  ‘Not necessarily,’ Berthe said. ‘The royal house has one ambition with this story and that is to make sure that it goes away. That it does not see publication.’


  ‘But it won’t go away,’ Krensky insisted. ‘I am traveling to Styria this very night to make sure of that. I will get to the bottom of Herr Hohewart’s Premium Breeds.’ Then he cast her a teasing smile. ‘Perhaps I will even contact my mysterious source once again.’


  Werthen included Stoker on his visit to Thielman late that afternoon. As Gross suggested, Werthen broached the subject indirectly, wondering out loud if there was any significance to the dates of the murders and suddenly Thielman discovered the eight-day intervals for himself.


  ‘My God, man,’ Stoker thundered, ‘that is genius. That surely means that the next killing could come on Monday the twenty-eighth.’


  ‘Excellent, Inspector Thielman,’ Werthen chimed in. ‘What precautions will you take?’


  ‘Are you mad, the both of you? Precautions? Should we shut down all of Styria on Monday on a hunch? Should we terrify the populace with dire warnings of more blood rituals or vampire attacks? Is that your idea of solid police work?’


  ‘Well,’ Werthen said finally, ‘what do you plan to do?’


  ‘As it is my free day, I will go fishing in the Grüner See, weather permitting.’


  Sixteen


  Monika Stiegl climbed the last steps to the ruins of Gösting Castle on the northwestern outskirts of Graz the next day, Sunday, October 27. The climb was steep and she was winded by the time she reached the ruins. There were not many other visitors around today, even though it was a Sunday. A cold front was moving in from the east and it was most definitely a day to be sitting near a warm fire sipping tea instead of plunging uphill in the frigid weather for half an hour. The sky was low and dark overhead. She hoped it would not rain.


  That silly Rainer, she thought. It was his romantic nature to schedule such an assignation. He loved the novels of Sir Walter Scott and obviously this ruined castle fit in perfectly with his imaginings of the Scottish Highlands; imaginings because he had never been there. But he promised to take Monika on their honeymoon. She would rather visit Paris, but she did not say so when he mentioned it, so utterly flabbergasted was she at the comment. He had yet to propose, but was already planning their honeymoon. That was Rainer for you: impetuous. Monika Stiegl liked to read and she enjoyed learning new words that she might use to surprise the other typists at Kleinman and Brothers, the pharmaceutical firm she worked for. ‘Impetuous’ was her new word for the coming week. She couldn’t wait to run it by her colleague, Hannah Vogel, always such a know-it-all.


  She pulled the note out of the pocket of her heavy winter coat, double-checking where she was to meet Rainer. ‘Lover’s Leap,’ it said, in funny little-boy type of block printing. A real tease was Rainer. She knew the tragically romantic legend of this spot, of course. Anna of Gösting was a young woman in the thirteenth century who was courted by two suitors, one wealthy and the other one, Heinrich, a common man whom she desperately loved. These two fought a duel over Anna, and when Heinrich was killed, she could not face life without him and jumped to her death from a cliff just below the castle walls. Monika Stiegl made her way around the back of the castle ruins toward the cliff, wondering what surprise Rainer had in mind. Was he finally going to propose properly?


  The sky was getting darker with clouds; there were no other visitors in sight in this part of the ruins. In fact she had seen only a solitary stroller in a long oilskin coat since she reached the top of the hill. She began to worry that Rainer had gotten the dates wrong. That would be just like him, so absent-minded he would forget his umbrella on a rainy day.


  ‘I am glad you came.’


  The voice made her spin around in surprise. But it was not Rainer. No. It was the solitary stroller she had seen earlier.


  ‘I … I don’t understand,’ she said.


  He winced at the words.


  A sense of fear gripped her suddenly. ‘Who are you?’


  There was no chance for her to scream as he slashed at her neck suddenly with a blade. The movement was so rapid she did not even feel the pain, only the warm rush of blood onto her muffler.


  Part Three


  Seventeen


  Werthen was dreaming of a recent lawn tennis match he had seen in Vienna featuring the British phenomenon, H.L. Doherty. It was often this way for Werthen: his waking life could be quite bizarre, but his dreamscape was generally very realistic, often a replaying of pleasant moments already experienced. Once again he was able to admire the wonderful grace of Doherty, now everyone’s bet to win next year’s Wimbledon Championships, as he seemed to float about the grass courts in the Prater, running down impossible shots, trading backhand for backhand with the best Austria had. His brother Reginald had taken the singles title the year before; now it was surely the other Doherty’s turn.


  A rapping at his hotel door woke him out of this reverie to the reality of a drizzly dawn. He threw on a robe and opened the door to his room. Inspector Thielman stood there, wearing the expression of an undertaker.


  ‘You were off a day,’ he said. ‘Get dressed quickly. There’s been another one.’


  It took them the better part of an hour to reach the crime scene by fiaker. They made the journey in silence, Thielman ignoring Werthen’s initial question about the identity of the victim. Werthen’s kidneys felt bruised and shaken by the time they arrived at Gösting Castle, for the driver did not spare the whip over the rutted country roads. There were members of the Graz gendarmerie on duty at the bottom of the hill to the castle and they let Thielman and Werthen pass as soon as they recognized the inspector.


  Thielman made surprisingly good time up the hill, and finally he was in a talkative mood.


  ‘I was not appraised of any identification in the early report I received. But it would appear the wounds inflicted are similar to those of our other three victims.’ Suddenly he stopped, turning to Werthen and fixing him with a hard gaze.


  ‘Magistrate Lechner is sure to be there. I would say that this proves Gross’s innocence despite his unwillingness to discuss his whereabouts at the times of the other murders. This surely will not please Magistrate Lechner. He will have to set Gross free. Plus he now has a fourth murder to contend with on his watch.’


  ‘You’re telling me to keep a low profile. To keep my mouth shut.’


  Thielman nodded.


  ‘Then why bring me along?’


  ‘Because I need a real investigator on this case. The very reason I called in Doktor Gross in the first place. I want you to go over the crime scene just like Gross would. Keep the plodding plough-boys-in-uniform off the evidence.’


  ‘Lechner will recognize me, surely. I lost a case in his court.’


  ‘He only remembers the lawyers he loses to,’ Thielman responded. ‘You stay out of the way, off the castle grounds until I can nudge the magistrate back to his office. He won’t like this weather. Bad for his lumbago. Lechner will be happy enough to hand this one over to me, just like all the rest. Better my head than his.’


  And with that the suddenly engaged and energetic Inspector Thielman once again plunged uphill toward the crime scene leaving Werthen to ponder the man’s true loyalties. At one point, Gross had Thielman on his list of suspects, masterminding these hideous crimes simply to outwit the great criminalist. Now it seemed Thielman was firmly in Gross’s corner.


  Werthen waited a quarter of an hour in the drizzle, watching his exhaled breath condensing into fog. He had the collar up on his coat and pulled his homburg down low over his eyes as Magistrate Lechner finally came down the path followed by a small retinue, passing him as if he were invisible.


  This procession made Werthen realize that he had completely forgotten about Stoker, leaving him on his own at the hotel without so much as a note of explanation.


  Werthen proceeded to the castle grounds now, moving toward a large huddle of officers, many of whom held umbrellas against the drizzle. He stood at the back of the crush for a time until Thielman caught his eye.


  ‘This way, inspector,’ he said, gracing Werthen with an official title.


  They had roped off an area of a few hundred square feet abutting the edge of a cliff at the back of the castle. In the middle lay a lump under what looked to be an oilskin coat.


  ‘Who covered her?’ Werthen demanded as he went under the rope barrier.


  Thielman, at his side, said, ‘They say it was on her when they arrived.’


  This made Werthen’s heart beat more quickly. That meant that the killer had covered the body. Their first bit of solid crime-scene evidence.


  Werthen and Thielman were careful to follow a row of boards that had been laid down leading to the body. Somebody was doing his job, Werthen figured.


  ‘Photographer?’ he said.


  ‘On his way,’ Thielman said.


  ‘We leave it like it is until he gets here, then.’ Gross’s first maxim for crime scene: never alter or pick up anything until it is photographed or entered in the report.


  But Werthen badly wanted to go through the coat, hoping to discover any link to their killer. Instead, he spent his time with a close examination of the ground surrounding the body, looking for footprints, for any piece of litter or detritus that might provide a clue. The grass was wet from the light rain that had begun early yesterday evening.


  ‘Someone has mucked about the crime scene, right?’ Werthen finally said.


  Thielman shrugged. ‘It’s inevitable. But how do you know?’


  ‘The early report you referred to, about the young woman’s mutilations. That means someone lifted the coat off the body already.’


  ‘Um Gottes willen,’ Thielman muttered. ‘The dunderheads.’


  Werthen nodded toward the corpse. ‘The coat is covering the face now. Is that how it was found, or did some constable cover it out of a sense of decorum?’


  ‘I’ll find out,’ Thielman said, walking the planks back out of the crime scene to the gathered officers.


  Werthen watched as Thielman talked to the group, and then one officer raised his hand and Thielman spoke to him closely for several minutes. The young officer tried unsuccessfully to avert his eyes from Thielman.


  Finally Thielman threw his hands up in the air and turned back for Werthen. At the same time the department’s forensic photographer came into sight lugging a camera bag, tripod, and a large box camera. Looking around at the gathered officers he shrugged and set down everything except for the small camera bag and then made his way inside the roped-off crime scene.


  ‘The officer says her face was covered when he arrived at the scene,’ Thielman said. ‘He lifted the coat to see if she was dead.’


  ‘Who reported the body?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘Caretaker. He cleans up on Mondays. People like to come and picnic on weekends. And no, he did not put the coat on her, nor did he so much as look at the body. Too scared. He’s still drinking rum tea at the inn at the bottom of the hill.’


  The photographer was a young man with an eager look to his face.


  ‘You forget something?’ Werthen said, indicating the photographic apparatus left behind.


  The photographer looked over his shoulder. ‘That? No. That’s for in case Magistrate Lechner was here. He’s a stickler for the old ways. If you don’t get a hernia carrying your equipment, you’re not a real photographer.’


  He reached inside his bag and pulled out one of the new Kodak Brownie models.


  ‘This’ll do.’


  And he set to work photographing the entire scene from a variety of angles, careful to stay on the planks and not disturb any of the victim’s clothing. It was as if he had read Gross on the subject.


  ‘You can take the coat off now,’ he told Werthen.


  Finally, he thought. Werthen leaned over the dead body and slowly lifted the oilskin coat off. He was not concerned with wounds at this point. Water was what he was looking for.


  Except for the blood, the victim’s own coat, face, and hair were dry.


  ‘You were right,’ he said to Thielman. ‘A day early. She was killed yesterday, before five o’clock.’


  ‘You might want to wait for the pathologist to make that determination, Werthen.’


  ‘Started raining last evening about five,’ the photographer said quite casually. ‘This lady’s hair and coat, they’re dry. Ergo, assuming she was covered by her killer, she died before the rains came.’


  ‘Exactly, young man,’ Werthen said, feeling suddenly like the wise old criminologist approving of a clever student.


  ‘Makes sense,’ Thielman allowed, but still sounded unconvinced.


  Werthen focused on the body now, allowing the photographer to complete his documentation before leaning over and peering at the wounds close up. Again there was the vicious slash at the neck, apparent cause of death. Also the disfiguration of breasts and the strange marking on the sternum. Unlike the others, however, this was a clear circle cut in the skin, but none of the skin was removed.


  ‘Mein Gott,’ Thielman groaned. ‘It’s like a pig to the slaughter.’


  And then suddenly several things at once clicked in Werthen’s brain. The gruesome scene at Frau Pichler’s with the family all joining in the slaughter of the pig the other night. And what Frau Pichler said that had been teasing Werthen’s mind since then: ‘We had to get this slaughter done before the full moon. The blood moon, you know. Bad luck to do it after.’


  The full moon. And an image also came to mind: the famous ten-foot grandfather clock at the Hotel Bristol where Werthen had gone to meet Stoker that first day. In addition to the time, the old clock displayed a circle of planets, a calendar, and the phases of the moon. The day Werthen went there, this last area displayed a circle on its end with the entire left half blacked in, signifying the first quarter of the moon from the day before.


  He looked at the scarring on the sternum of this latest unfortunate victim: a clear circle cut into the skin by some scalpel or razor-sharp instrument. He focused his memory; later he would need to check the reports of the other killings, but suddenly one thing seemed clear.


  ‘When is full moon this month?’ he blurted out.


  Both Thielman and the young photographer shot him questioning looks. Thielman simply pursed his lips in incredulity, but the photographer squinted in thought.


  ‘It was yesterday,’ he finally said. ‘I was hoping to get some night shots. Beautiful moon this time of year.’


  ‘The blood moon,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Exactly.’ A surprised look came over the young man’s face. ‘You don’ t think—’


  ‘I most certainly do,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Think what?’ Thielman said. ‘What mumbo jumbo are you talking about? Blood moon.’


  ‘Last full moon before All Hallow’s Eve,’ Werthen said. ‘And if you recall how phases of the moon are displayed on calendars, this peculiar circular scarring on our latest victim could be interpreted as the full moon. Other victims have had similar scarring, but with skin either burnt or cut off at half or all of the circle.’


  ‘Symbols for the new moon, first quarter, last quarter,’ the young man said.


  ‘What is your name?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘Morgenstern. Jacob Morgenstern, sir.’


  ‘Morgenstern, you’ve got a bright future ahead of you.’


  ‘Yes, quite,’ Thielman said. ‘Now perhaps you’ll be on your way and let the professionals get back to their work.’


  Morgenstern gave Werthen a smile as he obeyed this order.


  ‘It’s the schedule, Thielman,’ Werthen went on once the photographer was gone. ‘Not a random eight-day schedule at all, but the killings have followed the phases of the moon. I know for sure that this victim was killed on the full moon. Victim number three, Ursula Klein, was dispatched the day before I met Stoker. The hotel clock where he was staying displayed the first quarter on the day before. Ergo, Klein was killed on the first quarter. And I’d bet my inheritance that the first two victims also were killed on a moon phase.’


  ‘So not a day early, then,’ Thielman said. ‘Just the wrong schedule. But where does that leave us? Wait for the next phase of the moon? That must be in November sometime.’


  Werthen shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. But there is time to talk of this later. Now let us examine this coat.’


  They were in luck immediately with the label in the collar, for it showed that the coat was from Diebenkorn, a clothing firm in Graz. Werthen wondered how many such coats had been sold. By the looks of this one, it was already several years old. Little chance there would be a record from the store then of who purchased it. One thing it did tell them, however: their killer appeared to be a local.


  Werthen began digging through the pockets, searching for any scrap of evidence to prove ownership.


  ‘I don’t understand this,’ Thielman said. ‘Why leave the coat behind? Why give us any scrap of evidence? Can we even be sure the killer left it?’


  ‘He left it,’ Werthen said. ‘There is blood splatter all over the front. I am sure you’ve noticed.’


  Thielman examined the coat more closely now.


  ‘He couldn’t be seen with blood all over his coat, so he left it,’ Werthen said. ‘Like a talisman for us.’


  ‘So why now?’ Thielman went on. ‘What about the other killings? They were equally as bloody. Why haven’t we found any protective clothing left behind at those scenes?’


  ‘Fair question,’ Werthen said. ‘Tell me, what makes this crime scene different than the others?’


  Thielman thought about it for a time, sighed, scratched his cheek, and then finally said, ‘Proximity to a city?’


  Werthen nodded. ‘Exactly. The other murders occurred in more rural circumstances. Perhaps our killer even lives rurally. He could wear a backpack, stuff bloody outer clothing in the pack and make his way home after the killing without raising any suspicions and not so much concerned either about meeting lots of other people on the way. But here, near Graz, there is going to be more traffic. More possible witnesses.’


  Suddenly Werthen’s fingers touched a wad of paper deep in an inner pocket. He pulled it out and unraveled the balled up piece of paper to discover an old bank deposit receipt. Werthen’s fingers were trembling as he read the name scrawled on it: Leopold Finster.


  Eighteen


  Two hours later, using the citizen registry at the Graz district office, they tracked Finster to an address on Niesenbergergasse near the Elisabeth Hospital. So much for their theory about the killer living rurally.


  Finster, it turned out was a janitor at the nearby hospital, a fact that Werthen found significant when thinking of the availability of sharp blades needed for the killings and mutilations. At the hospital, however, they learned that Finster had called in sick today.


  ‘Very handy,’ Thielman said. ‘Worn out after yesterday’s exertions.’


  Werthen ignored this remark. ‘We’ll need some experienced officers.’


  It took another hour to assemble a team of ten men. Finster lived in a three-storey apartment house in the middle of the block on Niesenbergergasse across the street from a side entrance to the hospital. They had to control the exits; if Finster were able to somehow make his way out of the apartment building and across to the hospital, he could give them a merry chase through corridors and entryways that he was more familiar with than they were. Three men were left at the bottom of the staircase at the apartment building; there was no elevator. Another three were also stationed in the courtyard of the building in case he made a break for it out of his second-floor window. The other four officers accompanied Werthen and Inspector Thielman up the stairs to the door of Finster’s apartment. They moved quietly; each was armed but ordered to shoot only as a last resort and then to aim for the legs.


  Music came from inside the apartment, the sound of a piano. A Chopin étude, Werthen thought.


  Werthen nodded at Thielman, who rapped on the door. The piano music continued. Werthen raised his eyebrows and Thielman rapped louder this time, not with the knuckles but with the side of his fist. The music stopped; footsteps approached the door.


  ‘Who is it,’ came a frail female voice from inside.


  The registration card had noted that Finster, age fifty-six, was married.


  ‘Frau Finster,’ Werthen said through the closed door. ‘It is the gas department. There has been a leak reported and we are checking the connections in all apartments.’


  ‘My dear,’ the woman said and quickly unbolted the door. Opening it and revealing herself, she in no way resembled her voice. She was a large, vital looking woman in her forties, perhaps, in a housecoat and slippers. Amazement showed on her face when she saw the police officers behind Werthen and Thielman.


  ‘It takes the entire Graz police force to check the gas?’


  ‘Where is your husband?’ Thielman demanded.


  She looked automatically to a closed door behind her off the parlor. ‘Who wants to know?’


  But Thielman was not interested in answering questions. He shoved past the woman, the officers following him as they made their way to the closed door. Werthen was beginning to have a bad feeling about this. He stayed with the wife, explaining that they were making a routine check of the apartment house.


  ‘He’s sick. One of his migraines. What do they want with Poldi?’


  From inside the bedroom, Werthen heard Thielman’s booming voice and then a soft-spoken response. He let this go on for a time and then joined the others in the bedroom.


  Herr Finster was buried under a white mountain of eiderdown comforter, the curtains on the windows tightly shut. He looked frightened and bewildered at the same time.


  ‘He says the coat was taken several days ago. At the local café.’


  ‘It’s true,’ Frau Finster said, following Werthen into the bedroom. ‘His prized old hunting coat and somebody made off with it from where it was hanging at the local. You ask the waiter there, Herr Karl. He’ll tell you. Did you find it, the coat?’


  Finster’s story about the stolen coat did indeed check out; moreover, it was discovered, a bit too late, that Finster was working at the hospital all day yesterday, a ten-hour shift.


  Werthen decided to head back to Hitzendorf. He was feeling somewhat chastened by the Finster debacle and thought it was time to double-check the case files for the earlier killings to make sure about his theory of the phases of the moon providing the schedule. Awaiting him at the hotel was a telegram from Professor Gruber in Vienna, sent in his name as well as Gross’s. Reading the brief message was anti-climactic: as they had suspected, the quantity of dried blood in the clothing of the victims did indeed account for blood loss. There had been no ritual blood killings, no vampiric feasts. He doubted the newspapers would be interested in this story, however.


  Werthen met up with Stoker at the Hotel Daniel in time for a late lunch and filled the Irishman in on the events of the morning.


  ‘So was it meant as a tease?’ Stoker said.


  Werthen did not understand at first, too busy doing damage to a venison ragout.


  ‘Oh. The coat, you mean? You may be right. It does seem that it was planned. To steal the coat with some sort of identification in a pocket—’


  ‘Yes? Werthen?’


  An image flashed through his mind as he was speaking. So focused had he been on the oilskin coat that he had not paid sufficient attention to the victim and her raiment. But now he saw it plainly: the lining on one of the pockets of the victim’s coat had been pulled inside out as if someone had been digging about searching for something, just as he had been inspecting the pockets of the oilskin coat.


  ‘Werthen?’


  ‘Sorry. Just something I overlooked at the scene. I think our man might have given the victim a note telling her where to meet him and then took the note with him after killing her. He knows the victims somehow. These are not just random.’


  He explained about the pocket lining turned inside out.


  ‘On the strength of a bit of silk lining showing?’ Stoker was rightfully skeptical.


  ‘On the strength of intuition. But do not tell Gross.’


  Later that afternoon Thielman returned to town with a progress report on this latest murder.


  ‘Her name was Monika Stiegl,’ the inspector told Werthen and Stoker. ‘She was just eighteen. My god, what were the parents doing letting her gad about on her own at that age? She even had a job at Kleinman and Brothers in Graz. A pharmaceutical firm. She was what they call a typist.’


  Thielman all but spat this information out; the new woman was not for him.


  ‘I am not sure that working for a living led directly to her death,’ Werthen said, but Thielman was not in a listening mood.


  ‘The parents filed a missing persons report on her this morning when she failed to come back from an outing with her boyfriend yesterday. They were frantic, as you can imagine. The fellows at the morgue managed to clean up the body before viewing, sheet up with just the face showing. It was their daughter.’


  ‘And the boyfriend?’ Stoker said. ‘By your demeanor, it would appear he too had an alibi.’


  ‘Rainer.’ He consulted the notepad in his breast pocket. ‘Rainer Frank. A student at the university. Going to be a lawyer, he says. He is either the best actor I have ever seen outside the theater, or he was as devastated by the news of Monika’s death as were her parents. He knew nothing of her plans yesterday. Like Monika, he still lives at home, and he was there all day yesterday and last night studying tort law. Parents confirm it. As does a university friend, fellow named Mandel, who was studying with Rainer.’


  ‘So we have nothing to go on?’ Stoker said, sounding downcast.


  They were sitting in Thielman’s office at the gendarmerie. From the door came another and familiar voice.


  ‘On the contrary. We now are assured that the killer is playing with us. Leading us on a merry chase. The oilskin coat is the gauntlet thrown down to us to try and catch him.’


  Three pairs of eyes turned toward the door.


  ‘Gross!’ Werthen said. ‘You’re free!’


  Gross, looking rather rumpled still, stood beaming at them from the doorway. ‘They could hardly hold me now that the murders have continued while I was safe under arrest. Lechner was not present to wish me well, but I sensed him in spirit. I shall miss the rats, however.’


  ‘But how did you hear about the oilskin coat, Gross?’ Thielman asked.


  ‘One of your team happened to come to Karlau Prison. He was more than happy to regale not only me but the other warders with details of the raid on the evil Finster’s home, only to discover a pianist and a man crippled with migraine.’


  ‘It is good to see you, Gross,’ Werthen said, rising and moving to shake the criminalist’s hand. ‘We have no time to waste if my calculations are correct.’


  Now three pairs of eyes were turned on Werthen.


  ‘What have you been holding back?’ Inspector Thielman said.


  ‘Nothing,’ Werthen replied. ‘Stoker and I have simply gone more deeply into the idea of the murders being tied to the phases of the moon.’


  He quickly explained to Gross about his deduction at the scene of this latest outrage that the spherical mutilations on the sternums of the victims actually had to do with the four quarters of the moon.


  ‘I was able to check the earlier reports and photographs of Maria Feininger and Annaliese Reiter and I was correct in deducing that the circular wounds on those two are consistent with my theory. Feininger’s wound symbolizes the last quarter, Reiter’s is the new moon, Klein’s the first quarter, and Stiegl’s the full moon.’


  ‘Bravo, Werthen,’ Gross said, taking a chair and joining them. ‘But why the urgency? Perhaps the series of murders has been completed with the four quarters.’


  ‘You do not believe that Gross, nor do I,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Next month then it starts all over?’ Thielman said.


  Werthen shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Sooner than that.’


  ‘The completion of the blood moon?’ Gross said.


  ‘Exactly. I’m not a great one for folklore, but I seem to recall from the time I served as a criminal lawyer here in Styria that the populace has a particular way of celebrating All Hallow’s Eve. That the phases of the moon leading up to the thirty-first are just steps in time to the night of flying demons and wild men.’


  ‘It’s in the research I did also for Dracula,’ Stoker added. ‘The old beliefs of southern Europe when witches and evil doers are eradicated on the last of October. I concur with Advokat Werthen. Our killer is only building up to a crescendo on the thirty-first.’


  Nineteen


  Berthe was having trouble concentrating today. It seemed a frivolous waste of time to be sitting in front of an easel at Tina Blau’s studio at the Vienna Art School for Women and Girls in the Prater when she should have been following leads in the Lipizzaner matter. Or should have been assisting her husband in Styria with yet another gruesome murder.


  But there were, quite frankly, no leads to be following regarding the breeding scandal. She had come to a dead end there. And as for assisting her husband in Styria, it seemed there were already enough chefs in the kitchen with that, what with her husband, Stoker, and now Gross freshly released from prison. What a farce that had been; somebody should lose their position over that travesty. Or their pension.


  So, she had taken herself off to painting lessons this morning, hoping that by focusing on art instead of the case at hand, perhaps some other thoughts might come bubbling to the surface. However, it was not working out that way.


  ‘Distracted today, Frau Meisner?’


  She was indeed distracted, so much so that she had not even noticed Tina Blau moving to her easel.


  ‘A snow scene, I see,’ Blau joked as she examined the blank white canvas.


  ‘I should not have come today,’ Berthe said, embarrassed. ‘Sorry. I seem to have drawn a blank in a number of endeavors.’


  ‘Frau Mayreder tells me that you and your husband work in private inquiries. Is one of your cases proving a trial?’


  ‘Actually, more than a trial. It has become quite a headache.’


  Blau looked around to make sure the other women were working away diligently at their paintings, and then to Berthe she said with schoolgirl curiosity, ‘I don’t suppose you could tell me about it.’


  Berthe found herself smiling at the eagerness of this painter to be informed of the seamier side of life. ‘I don’t see why not,’ Berthe said. However, she tailored her story for public consumption, focusing on the mysterious suicide of the riding master at the Spanish Riding School instead of on the possibility of tainted breeding with the famed Lipizzaner stallions. After all, it was part of her commission for Franz Ferdinand that that part of the affair somehow be kept from public consumption.


  ‘It was such a sad thing,’ Blau said once Berthe had finished. ‘The poor man—’


  ‘Putter,’ Berthe added. ‘Captain Wilhelm Putter.’


  ‘Yes. He had done so much in his life, risen from quite unpromising beginnings. And to end like that. Tragic, really. What could bring a man to end his life so?’


  ‘That is exactly what I am trying to ascertain,’ Berthe said.


  ‘I have long had an interest in the Lipizzaner horses,’ Blau said. ‘It was my husband Heinrich who inspired me in that. He loved painting those horses. Even when we were living in Munich, he would come back periodically to Vienna simply to paint the stallions at the stables and at the morning exercises. I have quite a collection of those canvases still.’


  Berthe did not know quite what to say to this other than to make a polite ‘hmm’.


  ‘Seems so long ago, now,’ Blau said, caught in her own memories for a moment. Then, shaking herself out of these thoughts, she widened her eyes. ‘You must have found the article in the Arbeiter Zeitung interesting.’


  ‘Which article would that be?’


  ‘From yesterday. A sort of follow up by this young journalist. He wrote about the young protégé of Putter’s who discovered the body. A sad story, but inspiring, as well. The boy, an orphan, came from much the same origins as Captain Putter. He took the lad under his wing as it were. It seems they were quite inseparable for a number of months before the captain’s death.’


  ‘No, I haven’t seen it,’ Berthe said, growing suddenly excited again about the case.


  ‘I’ve got the paper here somewhere,’ Blau said. ‘I usually keep them for a week before disposing of them. The women sometimes like to have something to read during breaks.’


  Blau set off toward her office and returned quickly with yesterday’s Arbeiter Zeitung in hand.


  ‘Here we have it,’ she said, handing the paper to Berthe. ‘It’s the bottom article on the front page.’


  Berthe eagerly took the paper and was quite surprised to see that the article was penned by none other than Erika Metzinger’s young man, Bernhard Sonnenthal.


  ‘There is a ripple effect to death,’ the article began. ‘It touches not only the victim, but also those associated with him. In the case of the unfortunate suicide of Captain Wilhelm Putter, late riding master of the Spanish Riding School, the ripples have touched young Franzl Hruda, whom Captain Putter had taken in hand to train as a groom at the Stallburg. Putter’s death brought to an end the dreams of a young boy who wanted only one thing in life: to work with horses. “He was the only one who ever cared,” young Franzl told this reporter. “The only one to believe in me. We shared everything.”’


  Berthe stopped reading at that point.


  Two things were clear. Sonnenthal, who so loudly complained about feuilleton writers at dinner the other night, was coming perilously close to the borders of that genre with this article. That fact brought a smile to her face, for it made Sonnenthal more human somehow, less of a prig.


  The second thing that was painfully clear was that she needed to talk with Franzl Hruda immediately.


  By mid-morning she was at the Stallburggasse in search of the young boy. Sonnenthal’s article made it clear that Franzl was no longer working as a groom after the death of his benefactor, but that he continued to haunt the precincts of the stable and the riding school. It took her only five minutes to spot the youth, loitering at the corner of Stallburggasse and Bräunergasse, just a block away from her husband’s legal offices.


  As she approached him, he eyed her suspiciously.


  ‘I’m not doing anything wrong,’ he said.


  ‘I didn’t say you were,’ she replied with a smile. ‘I only want to ask you some questions about your friend, Captain Putter.’


  ‘You another journalist? Much good that story did me. Thought they might want to keep me on if others heard about me. All it did was make me what they call person non graded.’


  ‘Persona non grata,’ Berthe corrected, and then wished she hadn’t. But Franzl did not take it amiss.


  ‘That’s the one. Like they don’t want you around a place.’


  ‘Exactly. And they don’t want you around here simply because you have dreams of being a groom.’


  ‘A groom? Whoever told you that? I might as well have stayed at the butcher shop. Not a groom’s life for me. I wanted to train to be a rider. That’s what the captain was preparing me for. He’d say we have to take it step by step, let the others get used to me in the tack room, and then I’d graduate to leading the horses to and from morning training, and finally he would get me on the horses secret like till I could show them all what I could do.’


  ‘Sounds like a smart plan,’ Berthe said.


  A member of the riding school staff was eying them from the entrance to the stables.


  ‘You know, there is a place nearby where we could talk and it would be much more comfortable.’


  ‘You never answered me,’ Franzl said.


  Berthe shook her head. ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘If you’re a journalist.’


  ‘No. But I am gathering information like a journalist might. I am investigating the death of Captain Putter.’


  ‘He killed himself.’


  ‘I know. I just want to make sure why.’


  ‘You’ll excuse me. I mean, you look like a nice woman and all, but I don’t know that I can trust you.’


  ‘Why is that?’


  ‘Investigator, like an inspector with the police?’


  ‘No. Private. Private inquiries. A very powerful person hired me to discover the truth about Captain Putter’s death, and I am hoping you can tell me about that.’


  ‘Well, see, that’s what I mean about trusting you. Whoever heard of a female investigator?’


  She repressed a smile, leveling her eyes at him. ‘And whoever heard of an orphan boy becoming a rider at the Spanish Riding School?’


  This brought a tickle of laugh from the youth. ‘That’s pretty good. Where is this place you want to go?’


  ‘My husband’s office. It’s just in the next block, on Habsburgergasse.’


  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to eat there? My aunt says if I’m not going to find a job, then I can’t take food with me in the morning.’


  ‘I’ll bet we can find a shop along the way and get you something to eat. Sound good?’


  He nodded happily. ‘It was getting cold out here anyway.’


  Erika Metzinger was busy at the typewriter when they entered the office. Franzl was already gnawing at a bun stuffed with sausage, too hungry to wait for arrival.


  ‘Meet Franzl Hruda,’ Berthe said to Erika as they came in. ‘Your Herr Sonnenthal wrote about him.’


  Erika looked up in amazement. ‘I read about you,’ she said. ‘Nice to meet you, Franzl. My name is Erika.’


  ‘Yeah, I know. Herr Sonnenthal, he mentioned you.’


  Erika reddened at this. ‘He did?’


  ‘Yeah. He was sympathizing with me about how hard it must be for me to be almost on my own. Said how lucky he was to have a good person in his life like Erika Metzinger.’


  Erika was at a loss for words.


  ‘That is an awfully nice sentiment,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Yeah. I thought so, too,’ Franzl agreed.


  Erika remained silent as they moved on to the inner office.


  Berthe waited for Franzl to finish his bun and then an apple and a pear. For such a small boy, he had a very large appetite.


  ‘So, what do you want to know?’ he said, disposing of the tiny bit of pear core remaining.


  ‘Did Captain Putter’s mood change any over the time you knew him?’


  ‘That’s easy. Sure. The Monday before he died, a fellow came to see him and when the man left, the Captain looked like he’d seen a ghost. Sent me home early. Said the work was done for the day.’


  ‘Do you know what they talked about?’


  Franzl shook his head.


  ‘Can you describe this man?’


  ‘Yeah. A young guy with these blue eyes that look like the sky. And he was dressed funny for the city, like he was just out hunting.’


  ‘Krensky,’ she said aloud. Of course, she thought. He told me he had visited Putter two days before the death.


  ‘Don’t know his name.’


  ‘And that was all?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I mean, any other visitors. Anything else that might have disturbed Captain Putter?’


  The boy arched his eyebrows, then shrugged.


  ‘Anything might help.’


  ‘Well, just the same guy who was always coming to look at the horses.’


  ‘Who was that?’


  He shrugged. ‘I never heard his name. He wasn’t very tall, about the Captain’s height, but big, you know.’ He held his hands around his midsection to show a wide girth. ‘And hair everywhere but where it should be. Bald on top, but a funny bit of hair here and here.’


  He motioned to where a moustache might be and then to a narrow swath of hair from the lower lip down the chin.


  ‘And when was the last time this man came to visit?’


  ‘I’m not sure, he was at the stables so much. But I think it was the night before the Captain killed himself.’


  Berthe was pretty sure who Franzl was describing: it was the Van Dyke beard that Maximillian Hohewart sported. And she remembered that when talking with the director of Premium Breeds he had mentioned this young lad Putter had taken under his wing, imputing improper sexual motives to such a friendship. How could he have known about that without having been at the stables in Vienna recently?


  Why would Hohewart be talking with Putter the very night before the captain’s death?


  Twenty


  The Stiegls were still in shock on the Tuesday following their daughter’s murder when the team went to interview them. Frau Stiegl, a gaunt woman who wore her thinness like a martyr’s badge, sat stoically on a hardback chair at the kitchen table where Herr Stiegl had directed them.


  He made up for his wife’s spareness by his generous girth which gave his body an ovoid appearance. He had the unlined features of a man naturally jovial, for whom the world presented opportunities rather than threats.


  But now, with the loss of his daughter, he seemed cautious at every step, sitting on the edge of his chair as if it might collapse at any moment.


  Such was the impression Werthen had of the couple, at any rate.


  ‘But why would someone want to kill my baby girl?’ Herr Stiegl said, his voice choking on the words.


  ‘That is what we intend to find out,’ Gross reassured him. ‘Not only why, but who.’


  Gross waited a moment and then pressed on. ‘You assumed Monika was going to meet Herr Frank yesterday. Why was that?’


  ‘It’s what she told us,’ Herr Stiegl said. ‘Who else would she be meeting?’


  ‘They got along well, your daughter and Herr Frank?’ Gross asked.


  ‘They were a wonderful couple,’ the father said, but Frau Stiegl did not seem to share his opinion, shaking her head and muttering something unintelligible.


  They had decided before arriving that Gross should take the lead in this interview; Werthen and Stoker were to look for reactions, nuances, any bit of personal behavior that might shed light on the affair. The ‘language of the body’ Gross called it, making such minute observations of witness behavior part of his techniques for inspectors. And if the time came when Gross needed to talk to one of the parents alone, Werthen would gently escort the other to view the victim’s room.


  ‘Frau Stiegl? You have something to add,’ Gross finally said.


  ‘He was a midge,’ she said with distaste.


  ‘Pardon?’ Gross said.


  ‘A midge,’ she repeated. ‘A pesky summer insect buzzing around our daughter.’


  ‘Now Klara—’ Herr Stiegl began, but his wife cut him off with a look that would sour dessert wine.


  ‘He wasn’t worthy of her. Study, study, that’s all he ever did. And dream. A great dreamer. But where was the proposal? that’s what I asked. Where was the commitment?’


  ‘You’re being too hard on the boy,’ Herr Stiegl said. ‘Wanting to do well at university does not make him a murderer. Besides, he was home all day yesterday. Police say so.’


  ‘Exactly,’ she spat out. ‘Home. When he should have been there protecting our daughter.’


  Werthen and Gross exchanged looks. It was time.


  ‘Perhaps,’ Werthen said to the mother, ‘you could show us your daughter’s room. There may be some bit of evidence, some indication who she was really meeting.’


  ‘Police have already been through everything,’ she muttered. ‘Like a pack of wolves.’


  ‘Still,’ Werthen gently insisted, ‘they’re only human. They may have overlooked something.’


  She clenched her jaw, stood up, and left the kitchen without a word, leaving Werthen and Stoker to scamper behind her.


  ‘She was our only child,’ Herr Stiegl said by way of apology after his wife had gone. ‘Do you have any children, Doktor Gross?’


  Gross nodded heavily, thinking of his son Otto still being treated for drug addiction.


  ‘A son,’ he said. ‘I can understand how difficult this must be for you. But any information you can provide about your daughter, anything at all might help.’


  ‘It wasn’t Rainer,’ he said. ‘He really did love my daughter. But Klara is right. He is a dreamer. And a romantic. Monika told me he intended to take her to the Highlands of Scotland for their honeymoon. Only thing is, he forgot to propose marriage first.’ He gave a low laugh that soon turned into uncontrollable sobbing, his shoulders shaking, head buried in his hands.


  Gross said nothing, offering no consolation. Finally Stiegl sniffed hard and dried his eyes.


  ‘That’s why she figured it was Rainer when she got the note. Just like him to set up a rendezvous at the castle.’


  ‘There was a note?’ Gross tried not to sound too excited.


  Stiegl nodded. ‘Came in Saturday’s mail. She showed it to me, giggling at silly Rainer for writing it in a child’s hand. Telling her when and where to meet her on Sunday.’


  ‘From Rainer?’


  ‘Well, it wasn’t signed, but who else could it have been from? Who else would arrange such a place for a meeting, the maiden’s leap at Gösting Castle?’


  ‘Did you mention this to the police?’


  This brought a shake of the head from Stiegl. ‘I didn’t think of it at the time. It was all such a shock. I just told them she was supposed to be meeting her boyfriend.’


  ‘Do you still have the note?’


  Stiegl shrugged. ‘That was part of the game, see? Monika was supposed to bring the note with her to receive a prize. She thought Rainer finally meant to propose.’


  ‘So she took the note with her,’ Gross said.


  ‘She took the note all right.’ Then Stiegl paused. ‘But I think she left the envelope lying on the hall table where she opened it.’


  Both their eyes went to the hallway at the same moment. From where they were sitting, they could clearly see the bit of white envelope still on the small hallway table. Gross looked at his reflection in the mirror above the table; there was the barest trace of a smile on his face.


  After leaving the Stiegl apartment, they went to the Frank apartment to speak with Rainer Frank and ensure that he had not written a note to his sweetheart. An earnest young man with eyes that betrayed recent weeping, he assured them that he had done no such thing. He wanted only to get his hands on the maniac responsible for Monika’s death.


  They double-checked his alibi and then proceeded to Monika Stiegl’s place of work, Kleinman and Brothers pharmaceutical firm in the heart of Graz. There they spoke with the girl’s supervisor and learned that she did have a sort of competitive friendship with another typist, a young woman named Hannah Vogel. When Hannah was introduced, it was evident she was hiding something. She could not look them in the eye and was most eager to return to work.


  Werthen sensed that Gross was about to pounce, using his magistrate’s threatening tone to find out whatever she was holding back. And he also sensed that such an approach with this independent young woman would be counterproductive.


  ‘Perhaps we could have a word alone,’ Werthen quickly said to Hannah. ‘A coffee?’


  Gross shot him a scornful look as Werthen escorted Hannah out of the tiny office where they were speaking with her, the girl’s supervisor also in attendance.


  There was a café across the street from the pharmaceutical firm and there Werthen seated them at a corner table out of the traffic and away from other guests. He waited for the coffee to arrive and the waiter to be gone before he commenced.


  ‘You want to tell us something, I am sure. Monika was your friend …’


  ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I mean, it may sound cruel to say so now she is dead, but I didn’t really care for her. Not my type. She was too flighty. It was just that we worked together and she was about the only other young person with a semblance of intelligence. We used to have vocabulary contests. Every week a new word. But friends …?’ She shook her head.


  ‘Still, I am sure you would want to tell us anything that might help us track her killer.’


  Her cheeks reddened and she looked down into her coffee.


  ‘It is good that you are a typist, Fräulein Vogel. You would make a most miserable thespian or professional card player.’


  This brought a faint smile to her face.


  ‘Please,’ he said. ‘We need any help we can get.’


  ‘It may not be anything,’ she finally said. ‘And it makes me look like a rotten person.’


  ‘I am not judging your behavior. Really.’


  She took a deep breath. ‘All right.’


  And then she proceeded to tell Werthen about one day last week when, after work, she determined to follow Monika Stiegl.


  ‘You see what I mean? It makes me appear to be a real cat. But she was always so secretive about her beau. She would never introduce him, and I wondered if perhaps she did not even have one. She let it be known that she was going to meet him for an early dinner that day, and I was just too curious. I had to see if this boyfriend were real or a fabrication to impress her colleagues.’


  ‘What did you see, Fräulein?’


  ‘Well, I didn’t want to get too close to her, you know. I didn’t want her to know I was following her, so I stayed about a block distant and would stop when she did to look in shop windows. And after a couple of blocks of this, I noticed this other person across the street who appeared to be doing the same thing. He stayed at least a block away but seemed to be following Monika just like I was.’


  ‘He?’


  She nodded.


  ‘How long did this go on?’


  ‘Until Monika finally reached her restaurant. Her young man was waiting at the door for her and gave her a peck on the cheek. He was real, but no Prince Charming.’


  ‘And the man across the street?’


  ‘Oh, yes. He was there, as well. Paying special attention to both Monika and her young man. I left then. He sort of scared me the way he was looking at them.’


  ‘Did he see you?’


  ‘No. I mean, I don’t think he was expecting somebody else to be following Monika.’


  ‘Can you describe him?’


  ‘I didn’t get a good look at his face. He wore a hat with a wide brim, so his face was in shadow. He wasn’t a big man. Sort of middle sized. I don’t think you could pick him out of a crowd very easily. It was almost like he wanted to become part of the background. Medium weight, medium height. Sorry, nothing much more I noticed about him.’


  ‘I’m not sure what it shows,’ Gross said later as they were examining the envelope. ‘But it is the first real physical connection we have to the killer. The handwriting has obviously been disguised to resemble the unsteady penmanship of a child.’ In fact that writing seemed somehow familiar to Gross, but he could not tease out the link.


  ‘Even if the writing has been disguised,’ he continued, ‘there is the ink to examine and the envelope itself. Perhaps we can trace these to a stationery shop. And we also now have an inkling of how the killer may have lured the other victims. He managed to learn enough about each of these young women to fabricate notes that drew them to their deaths.’


  ‘That is a rather broad interpretation of the evidence, I would say, Gross.’ Magistrate Lechner sat at his desk at the Graz Praesidium where they had now set up an incident room for the killings. They were all playing on the same team, it seemed, and this was not simply because another murder had been committed while Gross cooled his heels in prison. After all, if Lechner wanted to press the point, he could claim that the criminologist had an accomplice or accomplices who carried out this latest act of savagery.


  No, it was more than that, Werthen knew. Following Gross’s release, Werthen had heard the rumor that Archduke Franz Ferdinand himself had intervened, sending a note to Lechner to stop being a silly ass and work with Gross and company to solve these atrocities.


  ‘We know positively of only this one situation,’ Lechner added. ‘The other families mentioned no such notes.’


  ‘Neither did the Stiegls initially,’ Gross said. ‘Perhaps we need to re-interview the others.’


  Lechner seemed less than impressed but said nothing. No one else was eager to fill the void either.


  Werthen eyed Lechner cautiously. He did not trust the man and figured he was just waiting for Gross to somehow step in it and make a fool of himself. He had to resist the impulse to reach across the desk and wipe off the rouge from the man’s cheeks. It made him look like a circus clown.


  Besides Gross, Lechner, and Werthen, there were also Inspector Thielman and Stoker gathered in the office. Lechner had only reluctantly accepted the presence of the novelist after hearing of the man’s legal training and his credentials as clerk of court to the Irish petty sessions. On the wall behind Lechner’s desk was posted a large map of the province of Styria and next to it a calendar for October, 1901.


  On the calendar, the dates of October 4, 12, 20, and 27 were circled. The map was also marked with the scenes of the four crimes: Judendorf-Strassengel, Köflach, Hitzendorf, and Gösting Castle. These formed an oblong rectangle to the north and west of Graz.


  The more Werthen gazed at the map, the more he wondered about the distances between the crime scenes. They seemed to fit a pattern.


  The distance between the first murder in Judendorf-Strassengel and the second in Köflach was a little over ten miles. Between Köflach and murder number three in Hitzendorf it was about eight miles. From Hitzendorf to the scene of the fourth murder, Gösting Castle, it was about five miles. The distance between crimes was decreasing. Did that mean that the next crime would be some distance less than five miles from the ruined castle? But in what direction?


  Or, by completing the quadrilateral, the distance between Gösting Castle and Judendorf-Strassengel was only three miles, which fit the pattern of decreasing distances between crime scenes. Could this mean that murder number four – closing the quadrangle – was the last?


  Wishful thinking. But was there anything to be learned by the locations of the murder? Were these connected in some way they could not yet discern?


  Gross broke the moment of silence in the room. ‘And there is also the information from the young typist,’ Gross reminded them. ‘That is how our killer was able to gather information. By following the victims.’


  ‘Hardly monumental information,’ Lechner said. ‘We cannot even be certain the man was following the Stiegl girl, or if the victim’s colleague is a reliable witness.’


  ‘I spoke with her,’ Werthen said. ‘She did not want to offer up the information as it would show she too was following Monika Stiegl just to get a look at her boyfriend.’


  ‘A man of medium height, medium weight.’ Magistrate Lechner shook his head. ‘Not much to go on.’


  ‘It is more than we had before,’ Gross said. ‘And as I noted earlier, it provides us with a kind of profile of this killer. Someone who takes the time to get to know his victims, thus, someone not known by them.’


  Another shrug from Lechner.


  ‘And let us not forget the profile we have from our learned colleague Professor Krafft-Ebing,’ Gross added. ‘Though these young women were not interfered with, theirs was still a deeply sexual crime committed by a person with a deep-seated sexual neurosis. He is, however, according to Krafft-Ebing, able to keep this sexual deviancy in check most of the time. But as a child or youth he may have displayed such impulses by mutilations of animals.’


  Werthen once again thought of young Eddie Pichler; a chill ran up his spine as he did so.


  ‘We should not forget one important fact linking these murders,’ Stoker suddenly said.


  Lechner cast a fish eye at the Irishman. ‘And that would be?’


  ‘Doktor Gross. The first three crime scenes contained clues straight out of his criminalistic writings. The killer even taunted him at one point with a note.’


  ‘By God, he’s right,’ Gross thundered. ‘I had quite forgotten about that note.’ And now he realized why the writing on the envelope to Monika Stiegl seemed familiar. ‘I will have to check this against the note that I kept in my hotel room, but I would swear they are very similar.’


  ‘And the fourth murder?’ Lechner asked. ‘How does that fit in with your theory?’


  ‘It proved Gross innocent,’ Werthen said.


  ‘One thing I am curious about, Lechner,’ Gross said. ‘How did you learn that I was already in Graz at the time of the first murder?’


  Lechner sat in silence for a moment, looking down at some papers on his desk. The coloring on his cheeks was suddenly redder.


  ‘There was an anonymous letter. The writer wanted the police to know that the famed Doktor Gross might be committing heinous crimes so that he himself could solve them and add to his fame. I discounted that until the writer included the name of the hotel you were staying at.’ He paused. ‘Really, Gross, all you had to do was explain about your son—’


  ‘How did you find out about that?’


  ‘Not much in Graz escapes my observation.’


  ‘And you have the letter still, I assume,’ Gross said.


  Lechner pursed his lips. ‘It must be filed somewhere,’ he said.


  ‘If it was to be used as evidence against me, I should hope so,’ Gross added acidly.


  ‘I will have my assistant find it,’ Lechner said. ‘Let me see that envelope from the Stiegls.’


  Gross handed it over and Lechner examined it front and back. ‘They are similar,’ he allowed finally. ‘I initially discounted the letter sent to me simply because of the primitive penmanship.’


  There was silence in the room for a time, and then Stoker spoke up.


  ‘As I said, Doktor Gross may very well be the linkage in all these murders. If the note sent to Doktor Gross matches the writing of these other two, then it proves the killer was directly attempting to implicate him.’


  ‘Which means,’ Gross said, ‘that our killer had bigger fish than myself to fry.’


  Inspector Thielman, quiet as a church mouse all this time in the presence of his superior, finally decided to add his voice to the discussion: ‘And if Advokat Werthen is correct, there will be another murder in just two days, on the thirty-first.’


  Twenty-One


  Berthe thought she was dreaming about a Lipizzaner stallion nickering to its handler, hoping to be fed. But she awoke in the middle of the night to realize it was actually a whimpering sound coming from Frieda’s bedroom.


  She got up quickly, put on a robe, and went down the hallway to her daughter’s room. Turning up the gas lamp, Berthe saw that Frieda was still sleeping. Perhaps it really had been a dream, she thought. But then suddenly her child twisted under the covers, emitting the pitiful whimpering sound she had earlier heard. Now Berthe saw that Frieda’s face was covered in sweat and that she had a red rash on her cheeks and neck. She put her hand to Frieda’s forehead and the child felt as if she were burning up.


  Frieda opened her eyes now and seeing her mother, she murmured, ‘Mama, I hurt.’ She grabbed her throat to show where the pain was.


  Berthe felt panic rising, but calmed herself, taking deep breaths. Bring the fever down, she told herself. That’s the first priority.


  ‘It’ll be fine, dear. Don’t worry. Mommy is here. I need to get a cool towel for your head. OK? You just lie back and I’ll be right back.’


  ‘No, Mama.’


  ‘It’s fine, Frieda. Mommy has to go for just a few seconds. You know how to count to five, right?’


  Frieda swallowed with difficulty and nodded.


  ‘Good, then. Just count to five. I bet I’m back before you finish. But you have to do it nice and slow, right?’


  Frieda’s eyes were big and frightened-looking now.


  Berthe ran to the kitchen, soaked a tea towel in cool water and was back just as Frieda was reaching number four.


  ‘There. I told you I could beat you.’ She forced a laugh and hoped that the concern she was feeling was not written on her face.


  The next morning, Werthen decided to follow his hunch about Eddie, and traveled to the Pichler farm once again. Either he had to lay his doubts about the young man to rest or take him into custody as a suspect in the murder of these unfortunate young women.


  He arrived at the farm mid-morning and was surprised to see very little activity going on outside. No one was in the barn or in the fields. The place had an eerie feeling, as if abandoned.


  He went to the front door and knocked. Frau Pichler answered it after a second round of knocking, a lock of hair misplaced from her bun and dangling into her face. She looked harried, as if she had not slept in days.


  ‘Sorry to bother you, Frau Pichler, but I was just wondering if I could see Eddie.’


  ‘How did you find out?’


  The question took him back. They must know of their son’s guilt, he surmised.


  ‘Is he here, Frau Pichler?’


  ‘Of course he is. You think we would send him to some filthy hospital to die.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Isn’t that why you’ve come?’ she said. ‘To pay your last respects?’ And then she crumpled into Werthen’s arms, weeping inconsolably.


  He returned to the Hotel Daniel midday after learning that young Eddie had the perfect alibi for the murder on Sunday. He could not have killed Monika Stiegl, for he was too busy dying himself. The grief-stricken Frau Pichler told Werthen in fits and starts that her only surviving child had fallen ill not long after he and Berthe had stayed at the farm. By Saturday the local doctor told them it was scarlet fever; by early Monday morning he was already in a coma. He died later that day, and now the body was still laid out waiting for the undertaker. Frau Pichler had been afraid that Werthen was that man and hesitated to open the door.


  ‘I don’t want them taking him away,’ she said through her tears. ‘Not to lie all alone in a cold pine coffin. Eddie always liked sleeping near somebody.’


  Werthen had made no attempt at explaining his visit; he simply listened to her sad story several times and then, when a neighbor came to visit bringing food, he made his escape in the fiaker he had waiting for him.


  ‘We’ve been looking for you,’ Gross said as he entered the hotel dining room at lunch time. ‘What have you been up to?’


  ‘Nothing of consequence,’ he said, still shaken by the visit. Poor Eddie. A simple soul after all. A brief life and a lasting sadness for his parents, now childless. What an awful thing it is, he thought, for a parent to outlive his child.


  Gross reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a telegram.


  ‘This came for you shortly after you left this morning.’


  Werthen suddenly did not want to take the paper, just as Frau Pichler had not wanted to answer the door that morning.


  ‘Take it, Werthen. It’s for you.’


  Werthen opened the envelope slowly, unfolded the telegram and read the cold, precise words.


  ‘Frieda taken ill. Doctor says scarlet fever. Please return at once. Father.’


  He stared at the words for several moments before he could understand them. He felt the paper slip out of his hand and he could only sit at the table as if in a dream.


  Gross picked up the telegram. ‘My God,’ he uttered after reading it. ‘We’ve got to get you on the next train to Vienna. Stoker, quickly now, to the train station.’


  ‘The investigation,’ the Irishman began, but stopped when Gross handed him the telegram.


  ‘Travel with him,’ Gross commanded. ‘He’s in shock and in no shape to be on his own.’


  It was late afternoon by the time Werthen, accompanied by Stoker, arrived at the Josefstädterstrasse. He was more in control now, though battling surges of panic. On the train from Styria, he had told Stoker of Eddie Pichler’s death and of his fear that Berthe was the carrier of the bacteria to their daughter, Frieda. He had to tell somebody, but made Stoker pledge not to repeat it.


  Frau Blatschky must have heard his key in the lock, for she was heading for the door even as he opened it. Her eyes were red-rimmed and this made him fear the worst.


  ‘Frieda,’ he said desperately. ‘Is she …?’


  Frau Blatschky sniffled, but shook her head vehemently. ‘She’s a fighter, our little Friedchen. They’re all in there.’ Frau Blatschky nodded down the hall to the child’s room.


  Werthen felt a sudden elation. She’s still alive, he thought. There is hope.


  The cook was right: they were all there, gathered around the bed. Berthe was on one side and his father, Emile von Werthen, was on the other, each patting one of Frieda’s limp hands lying on the comforter. Werthen’s mother sat in a chair at the foot of the little bed, and Doktor Weisman, the local internist, was also in attendance, closing a pocket watch and inserting it back into a vest pocket.


  Berthe looked up when he entered and her long face brightened.


  ‘Thank God you’ve come.’


  He went to her and held her tightly, feeling the breath of her sigh in his left ear.


  ‘I’m so afraid I might have brought this back from Styria,’ she whispered. ‘The doctor says there has been an outbreak there. Tell me I’m being silly.’


  He held her out at arm’s length, shaking his head. ‘You’re being silly.’ He looked her straight in the eyes as he said it. He had never lied to his wife before and hoped he would never have to again.


  He looked down at Frieda on the bed. She was sleeping fitfully and there was a red rash on her cheeks and throat. Don’t let her die, he thought. Please, don’t die.


  He felt a sudden wave of guilt at how he had grieved for their unborn son, all the while ignoring his wonderful living daughter. If she were to be taken away …


  But he could not even consider that.


  As he looked up from the bed his eyes locked on those of his father. He too had been crying.


  ‘She’ll make it,’ he said to his father who nodded, slightly at first and then more vigorously.


  He felt a hand at his arm and turned to face Doktor Weisman, an elderly man with a high voice.


  ‘We have controlled the fever,’ he said. ‘That’s important. But we’re not out of the woods yet. The next hours …’


  He trailed off as if fearful to give such a deadline.


  Werthen’s mother rose and went over to greet her son. She had never been a physically demonstrative woman, but now she clutched at her son like a life preserver.


  When they separated, Werthen noticed that she, unlike the others, had not been crying. As far as Werthen could remember, he had never seen her cry. She had even refused to weep at the grave of her son, Werthen’s brother Max, a victim of suicide.


  ‘We should take turns sitting at her side,’ she said to him. ‘The poor little thing needs some air in here.’


  She was right, Werthen realized. The air was close with so many packed into the tiny room.


  ‘Call me if there is any sudden change,’ Doktor Weisman said, gathering his medical bag. ‘It is in the hands of a higher power now.’


  Werthen felt helpless at this expression of faith. Or was it resignation to fate? For the first time in his life he wished he were a religious person; that he could draw strength from belief.


  Once the doctor left, it was decided that Frau von Werthen would sit with Frieda first.


  ‘The rest of you get something to eat.’ she admonished them. ‘You’ve scarcely eaten all day and it will be a long night.’


  They filed out of the room solemnly. Stoker was still standing in the entryway with Frau Blatschky, talking to her in low, reassuring tones.


  Dinner was a silent affair, so unlike the chatty evenings they all had shared around that table. Werthen persuaded Berthe to get some rest; she had been up all last night with Frieda. He went back to his child’s room to relieve his mother.


  ‘I want to sit a little longer, too,’ she told him.


  So they sat by the bed together, their eyes fixed on Frieda as she tossed and turned. Werthen had seen too much of death lately, and too many grieving parents. Freida could not die; he would not let her. He would trade places with her willingly.


  But there was no one with whom to make the bargain.


  ‘I watched my mother die,’ Frau von Werthen said, breaking the silence.


  ‘I’m sorry. How’s that?’ Werthen’s maternal grandmother had died about a decade earlier taking the waters at Baden, while his mother had been at Hohelände, the Werthen family estate in Upper Austria.


  ‘My real mother,’ she said. ‘She died when I was six. I stayed with her till the end. I loved her very much. My father, your grandfather, married again. She and I were never close.’


  ‘I didn’t know,’ Werthen said.


  ‘You weren’t meant to.’


  He wondered why she was telling him this now.


  ‘That is why I cannot cry. I had no more tears in me after Mother died. It doesn’t mean I don’t care, that I am not torn apart inside. But the tears no longer come. Not with Max, not with …’


  ‘There is no need for tears here, Mother. Frieda will live.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice carrying little conviction.


  Werthen’s mother finally left to return to their hotel with her husband and Werthen sat alone in the dark room listening to his child’s labored breathing. Toward midnight, Frau Blatschky came to join him, but he told her it was not necessary. He would sit with Frieda tonight; there was no chance that he could sleep anyway.


  And then he suddenly remembered Stoker.


  ‘Not to worry,’ Frau Blatschky said. ‘That nice young man went back to his hotel, as well, after dinner. And Berthe … Frau Meisner is sleeping.’


  ‘Good. Let her sleep. And thank you, Frau Blatschky.’


  ‘I would do anything for the little one,’ she said with real emotion.


  ‘I know. I know you would.’


  When she was gone, he focused again on Frieda’s breathing, counting the breaths per minute, making the act of respiration a talisman. She occasionally emitted a pitiful little moan, and he would stroke her hand or her hair. But she did not wake.


  He jerked into sudden consciousness, having fallen asleep in the chair. How long had he been sleeping?


  ‘It’s all right.’ Berthe was sitting beside him, wrapped in a comforter.


  ‘What time is it?’


  ‘About four. You should go to bed. I’ll stay.’


  He shook his head. ‘We’ll stay together. The three of us.’


  ‘The three of us,’ she repeated, gripping his hand.


  Twenty-Two


  In the morning Gross still had no word from either Werthen or Stoker. He could not stand inactivity; could not bear to think what might be happening with his dear friends in Vienna.


  So he plotted a course of action, focusing on the investigation. He had retrieved the taunting note left under his door the first day he was on the investigation and had handed it over to Inspector Thielman for safe-keeping. It was indeed a match for the writing on the envelope to Monika Stiegl and to the poisonous letter sent to Lechner, which the magistrate’s assistant had found.


  So, apparently these murders did have some personal connection to him. He refused to believe, however, that such atrocities had been committed simply to implicate him. There had to be a larger motive at work. There must be some connection between the victims, something that they had hitherto overlooked.


  And if Werthen were correct, tonight would see another death. He had to prevent that.


  He looked about the breakfast room in the Hotel Daniel; the number of journalists was dwindling now that the notion of a vampire at work or a blood libel had been laid to rest. Murders still sold papers, and murders of young women who were also mutilated sold even more. However, the morbidly sensational element had been taken out of the story and some of the journalists had simply moved on to other greener pastures. Gross did notice one new addition, however: an odd-looking young man dressed in lederhosen and hunting jacket who appeared to be after a mountain goat rather than a story.


  Over his kipferl and coffee, Gross ruminated on leads not yet examined. He would need to check with the families of the other victims to see if their daughters had received a letter shortly before their deaths. He should also interview the friends of the victims again, as that had been done initially by Werthen and Stoker, not himself. Perhaps there was more to be learned from them. Five minutes later he struck on another possible lead: the man who had discovered the body of the pregnant scullery maid, Ursula Klein.


  Neither he nor Werthen had ever spoken to him.


  Johannes Schmidt lived in a crumbling cottage to the north of the little village and not far from the von Hobarty estate. Gross had the local fiaker wait for him. As he rapped his knuckle on the weathered door, he gathered his thoughts. This visit was more a matter of dotting the ‘i’s than of anything else. Gross doubted Schmidt had any more to contribute than he had already done with Inspector Thielman, but one never knew.


  He rapped again with no answer and was about to give it one last try when a large hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around.


  ‘Who are you and what do you want on my property?’


  Gross looked into the rheumy eyes of a man that was perhaps five or ten years his senior. A tall, thickly built fellow, he would be an imposing enemy, Gross thought.


  ‘Herr Schmidt?’


  ‘Obviously. This is my place. The question is, who are you?’


  ‘Hanns Gross,’ he said. ‘Doktor Hanns Gross.’


  ‘Nobody’s sick here. Now get out.’


  ‘Not that kind of doctor, Herr Schmidt. I am a criminalist and former investigating magistrate in this district.’


  Schmidt raised an eyebrow at this. ‘Former? Fine, then goodbye again.’


  ‘I have been consulted by Inspector Thielman to aid in the investigation of Fräulein Klein. Thielman and I once worked together.’


  This information seemed to pacify the large man. His hands, formerly balled into fists, now relaxed.


  ‘My God, what a fine mess that was. Thought it was a joke at first. Couldn’t believe my eyes. That somebody would do such a thing to another human.’


  He ran his hand over his grizzled chin. ‘But I already told Thielman everything I know.’


  ‘Sometimes it helps to go over these things a second time. After the shock has worn off.’


  ‘It wasn’t shock. Made me sick. I threw up.’


  ‘Did you know the young woman?’


  ‘Not by name, no. But I’d seen her in the woods from time to time. She liked to take a bit of a walk, I guess. One time she was out hunting mushrooms. She never said anything about me being in Hobarty’s woods. That made her a good girl in my book.’


  ‘You were often in the woods?’ Gross asked.


  Schmidt cast him a shrewd look. ‘You say you and Thielman worked together. Old chums. Well then I guess he already told you about my little project.’


  ‘There was a feud mentioned between you and von Hobarty.’


  ‘Feud! More like a civil war. And you won’t catch me calling him “von”. Bought and sold, that title was. The short of it is, I once owned a good portion of the woods Hobarty now claims as his estate. This was before they threw him in jail for making a cabbage head out of that other minister. He never came down here much before then. Too much to do in the big city without taking care of his lands in Styria. Then, when they let him out of jail early, he comes roaring back here like he’s the local gentry and we should all be doffing our hats as he passed. I had a fine piece of land on the upland side of the estate, and he comes to me eager to buy it. Wants to plant wine grapes, he says. And it one of the best pheasant shoots around. Got the right soil, he says. Even brings some other city fellow with him, showing me soil marked in little jars. From my land! I told him to get the hell off of my property.’


  ‘You have a tendency to do that, Herr Schmidt, if you do not mind my saying so.’


  He laughed at this. ‘Yes. I like my privacy. You a drinking man?’


  The question caught Gross off balance. ‘I’ve been known to take a drop.’


  Schmidt moved past Gross, shoved open the door, then looked back at Gross, who had not moved.


  ‘Well, come on in. You’re so eager to ask questions. Might as well wet the vocal cords a bit. Never too early for a little sip.’


  Inside the cottage it was dark and there was a gamey smell. Schmidt lit an oil lamp on a simple deal table and suddenly Gross understood the smell. Every rafter contained a flotilla of rabbit hides, each in a different stage of drying. Schmidt pushed a chair out from the table for Gross and then went to a chest by an unmade bed. He lifted the lid, pulled out a bottle and two small glasses. Setting the glasses on the table, he uncorked the bottle and poured out two healthy drinks of a light golden liquid. The fragrance of prunes struck Gross’s nose.


  ‘Slivowitz?’


  ‘None other,’ Schmidt said, corking the bottle again and joining Gross at the table. He gripped the glass, which seemed very tiny in his big hand, and held it out to Gross. They clinked glasses and each threw back the brandy. Water came to Gross’s eyes, fire erupted in his throat. He blew air as if extinguishing a candle.


  ‘Good stuff, no? Double burned.’


  Gross was glad that he had taken it in one gulp. If it had been a sip, he would have had to risk offending his host by not finishing the punishing brandy.


  ‘More?’ Schmidt grabbed the bottle.


  ‘No, no. Many thanks. I have a long day of work ahead of me.’


  Schmidt nodded at this. He left his glass empty, as well.


  ‘So what happened to the land in question?’ Gross asked.


  ‘Hobarty got himself a bunch of fancy lawyers who traced ancient deed claims to prove that the uplands had never been in my family. Showed that it was part and parcel of the Hobarty estate. I should have taken his first offer. At least I would have gotten some compensation.’


  ‘Sounds rather unfair,’ Gross said.


  ‘I thought of taking vengeance by ruining the vines he put in there, but I can’t stand the thought of waste. I am a man of nature.’


  ‘So instead …?’ Gross prompted.


  ‘Well, I just took another part of that estate as my rightful property. Set up a hunting blind there, cut firewood, the lot. And things went fine with the old gamekeeper. Peter Kern, he was from the village and he never gave me any trouble about the little trade. He didn’t think it was very fair, either. So, you know, he just sort of didn’t see me. But then last year, about this time, maybe a little later, Hobarty up and fires Peter who had been at the estate half his life. Brings in this other fellow, Kupfer. Fritz Kupfer. Supposedly some distant cousin or something. And Kupfer, he doesn’t turn a blind eye. No, sir. He tears down my hunting blind, kicks me off every time he sees me cutting wood. So I took to poaching rabbits. The only kind of vengeance left for me.’


  Schmidt suddenly uncorked the bottle, took a swig from it, and slammed the bottle back on the table.


  ‘How I’d love to give that Kupfer a new face. Maybe a nose turned toward the east? Except that he’s already ugly enough with that birthmark of his in the shape of a boot right on his face.’


  Until then, Gross had been barely paying attention, assuming this was, as he had thought, going to produce nothing of interest.


  ‘A birthmark, you say?’ he asked, a sudden frisson of excitement passing through him.


  Schmidt nodded.


  ‘On the right or left side of the face?’


  Schmidt looked up at the rafters as he thought. ‘Left.’


  ‘About this long?’ Gross said, holding his forefingers about five inches apart.


  ‘That’s right. You know the guy?’


  ‘Maybe,’ Gross said.


  The ‘Italian’, they had called him back when Gross was an investigating magistrate because of the boot-shaped birthmark on the left side of his face. Like the boot of Italy on a map.


  Gross quickly ascertained that Schmidt could not recall seeing anyone else in the woods the day he found the body. He tried to control his emotions as he took leave of the woodsman and climbed into the fiaker.


  ‘The gendarmerie,’ Gross directed.


  As the carriage bounced over the pitted country road, Gross recalled his connection to the ‘Italian’ fifteen years ago in the Graz assizes.


  Franz Klapper was accused of poisoning two wives. Gross investigated and prosecuted the case, but won conviction only on a lesser charge of attempted murder of a third wife after the Marsh test failed to show any sign of arsenic in the decomposing bodies of the first two Frau Klappers. He was also suspected of a string of brutal murders in the neighboring province of Kärnten. Still, at the trial, the weasel-like Klapper vowed revenge on those who persecuted him.


  ‘Prosecuted, not persecuted,’ Gross quipped at the time. And now he remembered the look of absolute hatred the man shot him at the comment.


  How can I have forgotten that incident? Gross asked himself. Easily, he decided. After hundreds of such cases he pursued as an examining magistrate, the names, dates, even the deeds blurred. Only the patina of the foul side of humanity remained from those years; only the expectation of the worst in human nature.


  Reaching the Hitzendorf gendarmerie, he discovered Inspector Thielman on duty and asked assistance in tracking down a certain Franz Klapper.


  ‘What are you on to?’ Thielman said.


  ‘I’ll know when you make that inquiry.’


  Thielman shook his head at his old colleague, but finally complied with the request.


  A half an hour later, they received word from the authorities at Karlau Prison, the very penitentiary where Gross had been held, that Franz Klapper had been released from that prison last October after serving a fifteen-year sentence for attempted murder.


  The final bit of the communication proved to be the most important: Klapper had been remanded into the oversight of his relative, Herr von Hobarty, in Hitzendorf.


  ‘He had plenty of time to plan his revenge,’ Gross explained. ‘Fifteen years to read my works, to learn my crime-solving techniques, to make it appear that I was personally involved in these heinous crimes.’


  They were once again gathered in Lechner’s office in the Graz Praesidium, and the magistrate did not look convinced.


  ‘How many men did you put behind bars in your time, Gross? A hundred? Two hundred?’


  ‘Perhaps more,’ the criminologist allowed.


  ‘And none of those have sought vengeance.’


  ‘Many are still in prison, where they belong. Klapper was guilty of far worse crimes than I could convict him of. He should be serving a life sentence.’


  ‘All right,’ Lechner said, lifting his hands as if faced with a hopeless situation. ‘Let us say your theory is correct. But I believe you are forgetting something.’


  ‘And that would be?’


  ‘Your witness, the one following Monika Stiegl, made no mention of such an unsightly birthmark on the face of the other person following the girl.’


  ‘No, but then as Werthen reported, Fräulein Vogel said the man was wearing a wide-brimmed hat and that she could not make out his features. Presumably she would not have been able to distinguish a birthmark, either.’


  Lechner leaned back in his chair, his hands cupped over his stomach. ‘Do you think that von Hobarty has anything to do with this?’


  ‘As far as I can make out, Klapper is a distant relative to whom he is giving a second chance. No one is suggesting direct involvement from Herr von Hobarty.’


  ‘Bring Klapper in for questioning then if you are so convinced he is the killer.’


  ‘We could do that, magistrate,’ Inspector Thielman said. ‘But Doktor Gross has another idea.’


  ‘I am sure he does.’


  It had been a long day. Werthen napped off and on, but refused to leave Frieda’s room other than to relieve himself. He was not going to let her die; he was going to will her to live. With so little sleep, he actually believed that her fate was in his hands. He would not let her down.


  ‘You need to lie down, son,’ his father said to him at one point. ‘What good will you be if you become sick as well?’


  The words passed over him; they were sounds only. They had no meaning to him at this moment.


  Stoker returned from his hotel, telling Werthen that he needed to return to London immediately following his speaking engagement at the Concordia. Henry Irving, for whom he acted as agent, was opening in a revival of Coriolanus, and Irving expected him there for opening night.


  ‘He writes that he cannot speak a line of Shakespeare unless I am in the wings. Nonsense, of course, but theater folk are a superstitious lot.’


  Werthen thought he was speaking a foreign language; he had no conception of what the man was prattling on about.


  ‘Yes, fine,’ he said, and this seemed to please the fellow.


  Stoker made more polite noises and wishes for Frieda’s speedy recovery, but Werthen had already dismissed the man from his consciousness before he left the room.


  Berthe seemed to understand and did not disturb his watch. Doktor Weisman stopped by later in the afternoon, took Frieda’s pulse and temperature and clucked his tongue. He pulled back an eyelid and put a strong light to her eye. Frieda stirred but did not wake.


  Weisman sighed, gathered his equipment and made an elaborate performance of closing his medical bag.


  ‘I do not know what to tell you, advokat. Perhaps the fever was too high for too long.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘She is not responsive. I … I think—’


  ‘Papa. Papa. Wa-wa.’


  Werthen swung around and saw his child with eyes wide open and a look of concern on her face. Berthe, who had just then come into the room, put her hand to mouth.


  ‘But of course, darling,’ Werthen said. ‘A nice glass of water.’


  ‘I’ll get it,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Papa home,’ Frieda said.


  He sat on the bed and lifted her tiny body into his arms. ‘Yes, I came home. Just to see my little monkey.’ Her head against his chest did not feel as hot as before.


  Twenty-Three


  By the time it was dark, Gross, accompanied by two uniformed gendarme officers, had taken up position behind dense brush near the gamekeeper’s cottage.


  ‘You’re sure he is in there?’ Gross asked the younger of the officers, who had been in position since about four that afternoon.


  ‘I am, sir. I followed him from his rounds and he went straight back to the cottage.’


  ‘And he did not see you.’


  The young officer shook his head. ‘Not a peek, sir.’


  It was a chill evening with fog tracing the darkened branches overhead. They were armed, for Gross knew a man like Klapper would not come without a fight.


  Magistrate Lechner’s words hung heavy on him, for he planned to catch Klapper in the act, knowing how difficult it had been to convict the man of his vicious crimes before.


  ‘It is on your head, then,’ Lechner had said, finally agreeing to the entrapment plan. ‘If this backfires and someone else is killed because of your thirst for notoriety, then it is you that will be served up to the newspaper wolves, not I.’


  ‘We will be on his trail from the minute he steps foot outside of his cottage,’ Gross had countered. ‘Nothing will go wrong.’


  Though now, as he huddled behind the thicket of brush, he knew only too well how many things could go wrong with the plan. For a starter, Inspector Thielman was late.


  Lechner was wrong about motive, however; Gross was not after notoriety, but closure. Klapper would manage somehow to continue his murder spree unless drastic measures were employed; Gross knew this only too well from years before when prosecuting the man. Klapper was a careful one, and had covered his tracks at every step.


  ‘Why not simply search the man’s cottage?’ Lechner had advised. ‘He’s an ex-convict. He has no rights. And there must be some sort of incriminating evidence there. These have been bloody crimes. There must surely be traces of blood residue on his clothing or shoes.’


  Lechner was half right, Gross knew. There may well be traces of blood to be found. And the use of blood samples in forensics had taken giant steps in recent years. Only recently had Dr Paul Uhlenhuth, a German biologist, developed a test to distinguish blood from other substances and also to differentiate animal blood from human blood. This year Karl Landsteiner, a researcher at the Pathological-Anatomical Institute of the University of Vienna, had discovered that there were three blood groups. It was only a matter of time before there would be tests to determine the blood type of stains. However, Gross did not have time. For now, all that blood stains might prove was whether the blood were human or animal, and if human there was no way of disproving that it was Klapper’s own. Gross was not willing to risk warning Klapper of their interest in him over the possibility of such meager winnings.


  So, here they were crouched in the cold evening air in hopes of a miracle. There was one solace, however: Werthen’s telephone message for him late this afternoon at the Hotel Daniel let him know that Frieda was out of danger.


  There was a faint rustling in the brush behind them. Inspector Thielman finally joined them, sporting a small backpack; Gross had begun to worry about him.


  ‘Any sign of him yet?’ the inspector asked.


  Suddenly the front door of the cottage opened and there stood Klapper in his loden jacket and lederhosen, a shotgun slung over his shoulder. He shut the door behind him and moved off at a brisk pace down a forest path. The two gendarme officers, skilled trackers, took the lead, allowing Klapper a judicious head start. Gross quickly saw how difficult it could be to follow someone in the woods as compared to on a city street. Here there were no fellow pedestrians to join in for cover, no shop windows into which one could gaze if the target suddenly turned around, no alternate routes or possibility for secondary followers across the street. Here it was just one narrow path through the woods with not another person in sight. That meant they had to stay well behind Klapper, hugging the edge of the narrow path: if he turned around they would have a chance to quickly move off the path out of sight.


  But Klapper was not turning around. Instead he was plunging on into the gloaming like a man on a mission.


  They continued to follow Klapper for the next ten minutes, and now the nighttime sky instead of darkening was getting lighter. There was a pulsing yellow light ahead that Gross found strange. True, they were getting nearer the village of Hitzendorf, but that small grouping of houses could hardly account for such brightness. As they moved on, Gross could now hear numerous voices raised. There had to be a fire, Gross thought. It must involve several houses judging by the amount of light given off.


  He looked to Thielman, but the inspector shook his head. They did not want to speak and Gross had no idea what the shaking of his head meant, so that by the time they reached the source of the illumination, Gross was not at all prepared for what he was witnessing.


  Gathered in a field near the village was a group of at least thirty people, most dressed in black, though some few were attired in wild men clothing with fearsome masks with horns and protruding teeth, their bodies covered in animal hides. These wild men danced around an enormous pile of branches and hay that was burning quite fiercely. Gross could feel the heat of it twenty yards away.


  Of course, he thought. The All Hallow’s Eve celebration. And there was the stuffed witch dangling high above the flames. Suddenly one floating spark reached her homespun garments and the mannequin burst into flames to the cheering and howling of the crowd gathered around the bonfire.


  Gross was amazed at how much he had lost touch with the customs of his native province that he would forget this late autumn ritual.


  Meanwhile, Klapper merged into the crowd and was, for a moment, lost to sight. Gross, Thielman, and the two officers hurried toward the fire, less concerned now about not being seen than about losing Klapper. The fire seemed to be giving off a great deal of smoke, but then Gross realized this was not smoke at all, but fog rolling in like a curtain unfurled.


  ‘Do you see him?’ Gross shouted to one of the officers who shook his head. ‘We can’t lose him,’ he said helplessly. ‘He must have kept on going past the fire.’


  But on the other side of the fire, the path split in two. They could see nothing ahead on either path.


  ‘I’ll go with you, Gross,’ Thielman offered. ‘You officers take the other path. Find him.’


  Gross and Thielman plunged ahead into the foggy darkness. All the while Gross was chastising himself for not remembering the celebrations of All Hallow’s Eve. There would be ample possible victims about for Klapper tonight.


  Moving along the dark path, Gross stumbled over a root and Thielman helped him to his feet. They tried to move as quickly and quietly as possible, but Klapper, familiar with the environs, had the advantage over them. Gross carried one of the new battery-powered electric lights with him, but could not risk using it lest Klapper spot them.


  They moved on deeper into the darkness until they heard what sounded like a muffled human cry, a sound of surprise.


  They pushed on and soon, ahead on the pathway, they could see an object which turned into a kneeling man as they approached it in the fog and gloom.


  The kneeling man, who was indeed Klapper, heard their footfalls and looked up at Gross and then at Thielman.


  Gross’s eyes went from Klapper to another object spread out on the pathway. It appeared to be a body.


  ‘You’re under arrest, Klapper,’ Thielman shouted. ‘Put your gun down.’


  It was as if Klapper only remembered the shotgun when Thielman mentioned it. He made to take it off his shoulder, but with a rapidity that showed he had no intention of laying it down.


  ‘You bastard,’ Klapper shouted as he pulled the butt of the gun to his right shoulder.


  Gross was about to dive to the ground when two shots tore through the night; Klapper spun around and toppled over the body already on the path.


  Gross looked at Thielman. Smoke snaked out of the barrel of his handgun; his eyes were wide, his entire body shaking.


  ‘Him or us,’ he said. ‘I tried to shoot for the legs.’


  But Gross did not wait for explanations. He ran to Klapper and rolled him over onto his back. Even in the dark, he could see the wetness at the man’s chest. He put a finger to his carotid artery; he was dead. He turned on the electric torch he was carrying. In the unsteady light of the beam, he saw that Klapper had taken a bullet to the heart.


  A mess, he thought. A real mess. He did not want to look at the other body, but flicking the light in that direction gave him a shock. The victim was wearing heavy boots and lederhosen, just like Klapper. Not a woman, then. This provided him with a deal of relief. But still, another death that he could not prevent.


  Thielman was behind him. ‘Looks like we were too late. Another victim.’


  Gross was nodding. This second body looked familiar, dressed in hunting clothes not dissimilar to Klapper’s. Then he realized where he had seen the young man: this morning in the breakfast room of the Hotel Daniel. His throat was cut, like the other victims, but they had obviously come upon Klapper before he had an opportunity to perform any mutilations.


  Going through this young man’s pocket, Gross found a wallet with an identity card in the name of Theo Krensky.


  The two other gendarme officers hurried to the scene once they heard the shots, as did some of the spectators from the bonfire. These they pressed into service to carry the corpses to the local gendarmerie. Next to Krensky’s body lay a razor-sharp horn-handled knife obviously used to kill him. This Gross wrapped in his handkerchief; he hoped to get some fingerprints off the knife and this time he had the suspect – or at least his corpse – readily available for matching the prints.


  Then Thielman and he set off for Klapper’s cottage. Gross still expected to find nothing. In the event, however, they were rewarded within minutes of entering the filthy place. While Gross was busying himself in the cooking area, Thielman discovered a loose floorboard in the bedroom and hidden underneath it was a Ben Austrian cigar box. By the time Gross got to his side, the inspector was already investigating the interior of the box to find mementoes of Klapper’s crimes, a bit of bloody cloth, a brooch, and one grizzly prize: what appeared to be a human nipple.


  Gross had little doubt these could all be traced to the victims.


  There was also a bottle of ink and a pen with a fat nib in the same box. Gross imagined that after chemical analysis, the ink in that bottle and on the notes sent to him, Monika Stiegl, and Magistrate Lechner would also prove a match.


  This angered Gross. Once again he had been wrong in this case, counseling against searching the cottage for evidence instead of laying a trap for Klapper. But the Klapper he had known those years before would never have left such incriminating evidence about. Klapper had obviously become careless during the time he had spent in prison.


  It was late when Magistrate Lechner finally arrived at the Hitzendorf gendarmerie and viewed the bodies. Lechner shook his head.


  ‘You’re a lucky man, Gross.’


  Gross did not reply, but simply focused on the corpse of young Theo Krensky, whom he had failed to save.


  ‘I told you I would feed you to the media if you let another person die,’ Lechner said. ‘But this is hardly some helpless young virgin, now, is it? In fact, he was a member of the press himself, and not very beloved. As I understand it, he had been poking around the breeding program of the Lipizzaner stud. Not much of a loss. And now you have the dead culprit in hand and some very foolproof evidence to boot.’


  Another shake of the head before Lechner pronounced, ‘A very fortunate man, Gross.’


  When questioned in the morning, von Hobarty seemed genuinely shaken.


  ‘He was a relative,’ he told Gross and Thielman. ‘I was doing him a favor, trying to rehabilitate the man. He swore he was innocent of the crimes he went to prison for. I confess, I felt sorry for him. I had no idea he was a psychopath … a killer.’


  They were gathered in his library once again, but this time, humbled by the fact that he had been harboring a criminal, von Hobarty invited them to sit down and had his cook, Frau Anschitz, send up coffee.


  Gross was again impressed by the man’s vital appearance, something he had noted at their first meeting. He did not show his age, for his thick black hair and beard showed very little gray, and the brownish hue of his skin made him seem an outdoorsy sort.


  ‘As I recall,’ Gross said, ‘at our first interview you conjectured that these murders were the doings of “riff-raff”. I believe that was the term you used, implying either Jews or gypsies.’


  Von Hobarty did not so much as blink. ‘Your point being?’


  ‘Things are not always as they appear.’


  ‘If you are trying to embarrass me, Doktor Gross, do not bother. I engaged in verbal duels with far better orators than you while in Parliament. And I have told you that I am deeply sorry that I was responsible for bringing this man into our midst. He should never have been let out of prison. Had the investigating magistrate who prosecuted the case done his job, he would have been put away for life.’


  Gross felt his scalp go red and was sure von Hobarty knew it was he, Gross, who had prosecuted Klapper’s case.


  ‘One thing is unclear to me,’ Gross said. ‘You are a relative. Surely you knew Klapper’s true name, yet he went under an alias as your gamekeeper.’


  Von Hobarty shrugged. ‘Of course I knew his real name was Franz Klapper. But when he joined my staff, he said he wanted to put his old life behind him. Wanted a fresh start and a fresh identity. So he came up with the alias Fritz Kupfer and I agreed to it. I saw no harm in it at the time. In hindsight, however …’ He lifted his left hand palm upward as if to say hindsight deals in perfect vision.


  Inspector Thielman queried von Hobarty further about the movements of Klapper, his days off, and whether he had access to von Hobarty’s equipage. Meanwhile, Gross, examining the bookcase, saw a number of books on folklore just as Stoker had earlier noted.


  ‘Did Herr Klapper go in for books on folklore and folk customs?’ he asked.


  ‘He may have been a relative,’ von Hobarty retorted, ‘but I assure you our relationship was one of employer and servant. I hardly know what Klapper went in for in a literary way. Why do you ask?’


  ‘Just a thought,’ Gross said. The information about the distinctive mutilations – the quarters of the moon carved into the victims’ sternums – had still not been made public.


  ‘Now you mention it though, he did ask to borrow a book or two now and then,’ von Hobarty said, ‘but I hardly kept track of his reading preferences.’


  Which did not sound to Gross very much like a master-servant relationship, but he said nothing. Klapper was dead, caught at the scene of the crime; evidence of all sorts had been collected from his cottage. It was not part of Gross’s brief to make von Hobarty eat crow.


  Part Four


  Twenty-Four


  Werthen looked at the front page of the London Daily Telegraph that Gross had sent from Czernowitz. A note accompanying the page noted, ‘I had the feeling that our Irish friend would find a way to use this material.’


  The headline of the story below the fold read, ‘Austrian Sherlock Holmes at Work’.


  Berthe was sitting by his side on the leather couch in the sitting room, while seated at the Biedermeier table in a corner, Frieda was busily playing Mikado with Frau Blatschky. The cook was gingerly attempting to lift the prized blue stick from a bundle of other sticks dropped on the table, only to move nearby yellow and black ones, losing her turn.


  She muttered something that made Frieda laugh quite hysterically.


  ‘Stoker was pleasant enough,’ Berthe said. ‘He was quite helpful when Frieda was so ill. One can hardly blame him for doing what writers do.’


  ‘I suppose,’ Werthen said somewhat absently.


  Truth was, Werthen was feeling somewhat irritable. When Frieda miraculously recovered from scarlet fever, he felt that he had learned a vital lesson in life: that there was nothing so precious as family. Nothing else mattered.


  Yet here he was on a quiet family Sunday just a matter of weeks later, with Christmas approaching, and all he could think of was the Styrian affair.


  It had all ended so abruptly; not that he was displeased that the killer had been found and brought to a rough sort of justice, but that after working so hard on the case he had not been in on the finale. There was no doubt that Klapper was the killer. Even though there were no prints to be taken from the knife used to kill Krensky, he had been caught in the act with his last victim. And he was soon connected to the other crimes. Locals who thought nothing of the fact of von Hobarty’s gamekeeper being in their vicinity before his death suddenly came forward to announce that they had seen the man – and his unmistakable birthmark – on the day of the killings in their respective villages. Such are the vagaries of witnesses: expecting the unusual, they overlook the familiar. This was another Gross precept that Klapper had evidently internalized and used against the criminologist.


  Crime solved; still, Werthen wished he had been there on that final tracking.


  The Lipizzaner matter was another annoyance. With the death of Theo Krensky, that scandal was put to rest. The publisher of the Kronen Zeitung did not have Krensky’s research file, only his initial story. And without the source available to back up Krensky’s assertions, no one would publish. Berthe had tried to get the young man to share his source with her before his death, but to no avail.


  The Praesidium in Graz, Magistrate Lechner in particular, was satisfied with the theory that Krensky was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Though Klapper had only killed young women up to then, it was felt that he wanted to confound the police – and particularly Doktor Gross – by changing his modus operandi.


  Gross was immediately thereafter called back to Czernowitz where the new and rival sociology department seemed to be luring away his best criminology students; he made no comment about Klapper’s choice of a fifth victim, nor indeed about the resolution of the case. Otto, finished with his treatment, went back with his father for a brief visit.


  Werthen for one, however, found Krensky’s death awfully convenient for those involved in the Lipizzaner scandal.


  His worries found little support. Archduke Franz Ferdinand, so often in the past his champion, sought only to let the matter rest. And Berthe was only focused on Frieda, so relieved that the child had survived.


  As I should be, as well, he thought.


  ‘How about an outing to the zoo,’ he said, which suggestion elicited squeals of delight from all.


  Berthe had decided to stop the art lessons, but a phone call from Tina Blau brought her to the artist’s studio the following Monday. Blau had been rather vague about her request to speak with Berthe, who feared that she was in for a lecture on the importance of art and commitment. Arriving at the studio, she was thus pleasantly surprised by a request for a professional consultation.


  ‘It has been going on for several weeks now,’ Blau explained. ‘At first I thought these were merely accidents or perhaps the work of some small animals that might have gained access to the studio.’


  She pulled out a canvas from a wooden storage rack, turning it so that Berthe could see the front.


  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Obviously not the work of a squirrel, then.’


  A black ‘X’ had been scrawled over one student’s effort at a Prater landscape.


  ‘No,’ Blau said, shaking her head. ‘Frau Polster was quite indignant about it. She had put in quite a number of hours on this painting.’


  ‘What other sorts of mischief have there been?’


  ‘At first there was a broken window pane. I thought it the work perhaps of a bird or of some child with a penchant for rocks. I merely had it repaired. Then there was another broken pane a few days later. I had it repaired as well and there was nothing for a week or so. I quite put it out of my mind when one day I discovered a broken easel.’


  ‘Inside the studio, then,’ Berthe said.


  Blau nodded. ‘It could have been the result of an accident. Perhaps one of the students had broken it and felt so badly that she tried to cover it up. Then a few days ago I discovered a hole in one of the students’ paintings. Again, I looked for the simplest explanation …’


  ‘Or most innocent,’ Berthe added.


  ‘Yes, I suppose so. I mean, who wants to believe someone is consciously vandalizing one’s property? It could have been a small animal that gnawed through the canvas.’


  ‘You still have the painting?’


  Another nod from Blau. ‘And then came the defacement of Frau Polster’s painting.’


  ‘I will examine them later.’


  ‘Then you will help?’ She sounded awfully relieved.


  ‘Someone is, as you say, vandalizing your property. The police should be consulted.’


  Blau, normally so imposing, suddenly looked sheepish. Her face reddened and she looked down.


  Berthe smiled. ‘Which, by your downcast look, you must have already done. And they said …?’


  ‘They would look into it in due course.’


  ‘So you called me, thinking that meant the police would not bother with such a trifling matter.’


  ‘Frau Mayreder did highly recommend you … There is one thing more. This morning at the front door to the studio I found Fritz. A cat that is half wild but that I have fed for some time. Someone had killed him and placed the carcass just by the entrance. That vile act is what made me call you this morning.’


  ‘And I am glad you did because I do not find this a trifling matter. I see an escalating pattern here, someone crying out for attention, someone determined to cause damage for some reason. Do you have enemies, Frau Blau?’


  ‘Besides the art critics, you mean?’


  Berthe smiled. ‘Yes. Besides the obvious.’


  She shook her head. ‘For the life of me, I cannot understand why anyone would want to do this to me.’


  Berthe looked at the slashes of black on the canvas. ‘Perhaps this is not personal. Not directed at you, that is, but at the studio.’


  Werthen was at the office this morning. A new client, Herr Wiesenthal, a distillery owner, was involved in a complicated dispute over land in Upper Austria, and Werthen was up to his ears in deeds and survey maps of boundary lines.


  Franzl, their new office boy, brought in a mid-morning cup of coffee. Werthen had been initially skeptical about hiring the youth – the protégé of the dead riding master – not because he thought the child ill-suited to the work, but because of Erika Metzinger’s history. His secretary had earlier taken in a street urchin with traumatic results. However, this time it seemed to be different. Franzl continued to live with his aunt, and Erika, involved with the journalist Sonnenthal, was not becoming overly attached to him. Werthen felt a real affinity for the young boy, so eager to please and always drawing pictures of horses in his free time.


  He turned his attention back to the documents littering his desk, wishing that he had the excuse of an investigation so that he could hand the lot over to the capable hands of Fräulein Metzinger.


  At that very moment, his wife arrived, accompanied by an older, rather august looking woman. Though diminutive in height, the woman carried herself almost regally, wearing her graying hair in a bun atop her head, and dressed in a sort of smock-like coat, hardly warm enough for the chilly day. She had, Werthen further noted, the most penetrating eyes he had ever seen.


  ‘Karl,’ Berthe said in an excited tone, ‘I believe we have another case.’


  Bless you, he thought.


  Berthe introduced Tina Blau to her husband and, seated now around his desk, she further explained the incidents of vandalism that led Blau to ask for assistance.


  ‘You’re sure the cat did not simply die of natural causes?’ Werthen asked after listening carefully. ‘Perhaps it was in a fight or ate something that had gone bad?’


  ‘Its neck was wrung,’ the painter said matter-of-factly.


  ‘And the times when there was damage done inside, did you also discover any breakage of windows or broken locks?’


  Blau fixed him with her steely gaze letting Werthen know that she was aware of the power of her eyes.


  ‘I see what you are getting at, Advokat Werthen,’ she replied. ‘What the illustrated magazines might call an “inside job”, is that it?’


  ‘Along those lines, yes,’ he allowed.


  ‘Who has keys to the studio?’ Berthe asked.


  ‘Well, I do, of course. It is my working studio. But it is also part of the Vienna Art School for Women and Girls, and in that respect Frau Mayreder of course has a set of keys as does Herr Seligmann, the other director. But you cannot suspect—’


  ‘No,’ Werthen said forcefully, though he had learned too well from Gross that no one should be discounted as a suspect in criminal matters.


  ‘Who cleans the studio?’ Berthe asked.


  ‘I do, of course, but …’


  ‘Yes?’ Berthe said.


  ‘Occasionally, I employ a janitor to give it a thorough cleaning.’


  She was silent again.


  ‘Frau Blau,’ Werthen said gently, ‘we cannot help you unless you are absolutely forthcoming with us. I am sure you understand that.’


  ‘His name is Bachmann. Herbert Bachmann. But he’s been working for me for several years. I am giving his wife lessons in partial trade for his services. He is a good man.’


  ‘I’m sure he is, Frau Blau.’ Werthen smiled at her. ‘I have a suggestion.’


  They were in luck. Checking with Herr Seligmann, they discovered that he had lost his keys several weeks ago and had had to get a replacement set. That could explain how their vandal gained access so easily to Blau’s studio.


  Then, when informed of this new case and of Werthen’s plan to lay in hiding and catch the culprit in the act, Erika Metzinger happily volunteered to join in, as did her young beau Sonnenthal. He had done his military service and knew his way around weapons, so Werthen felt secure in loaning him the Steyr automatic pistol Gross had recently given him. Rosa Mayreder also demanded to participate after learning of the vandalism.


  Thus, they divided into two teams. Werthen, Berthe, and Tina Blau took the first night of watch, and Erika, Sonnenthal, and Frau Mayreder took the next. According to Blau there was no pattern to these events. She could not remember the exact dates of the various acts of vandalism, but they appeared to take place at random. They clearly were not connected with the days when the janitor Bachmann was at work. That would be too obvious if he were their villain. Thus, they would simply have to stand watch nightly until the culprit struck again. Werthen was not fearful of including the women in this, for whoever was committing these acts of vandalism was obviously a coward, Werthen reasoned. Otherwise he, or she, would confront Blau directly. With one man in each team, he was confident they could restrain the miscreant when and if they caught him in the act.


  By Wednesday, it was Werthen’s turn again, and he was wondering how good his idea had been.


  They were hidden away in the storage room off the studio which held a wealth of canvases from students, from Blau, and from Blau’s deceased painter husband, Heinrich Lang. It was uncomfortable and cold. They had learned from their first watch on Monday night that they needed to dress more warmly, but still with the building unheated at night it was most disagreeable. The storage room was so crammed with canvases that they could not fit in chairs, so they had to kneel or crouch on the hardwood floor when not standing.


  Taking up position earlier in the evening with the lights still on in the studio, Berthe showed great interest in one of Lang’s paintings and began a discussion with Blau, but lights out put an end to that.


  They had thought to bring a flask of coffee tonight, but by now the coffee had become tepid at best. Someday, Werthen thought, someone would invent a flask that kept hot liquids hot. He’d read about a British scientist who had created what he called a vacuum flask several years ago, but where was the commercial application?


  Werthen occupied his mind with such desultory thoughts for another hour and was about to call it a night when he thought he heard the click of a lock. He looked to Berthe and Blau and they nodded. They had heard it, too.


  Now came the sound of the front door creaking open and footsteps on the parquet. Werthen put his eye to the crack between the storage room door and its frame and squinted a sight line. He could see the uneven light of a hand-held electric light and finally caught a view of the man holding it. In his other hand the man gripped a large burlap sack. Stopping in the center of the studio by the upraised dais where the model would pose, he set down the light and began to empty to contents of the bag.


  Suddenly Werthen threw open the door of the studio and tripped the switch to the newly installed electric lights. He already had the Steyr automatic in his right hand as the vandal turned around in alarm.


  ‘Hold it right there,’ Werthen commanded.


  Berthe and Blau came out of the storage room behind him.


  ‘Herr Kleinwitz,’ Frau Blau exclaimed. ‘What on earth are you doing?’


  To Werthen it was all too obvious what the man was about. The burlap bag contained horse manure and he had been in the process of dumping it on the dais.


  Herr Kleinwitz was too startled to respond.


  ‘Answer her, man,’ Werthen ordered.


  ‘I … I …’ His eyes went from Werthen’s pistol to Blau’s outraged face. He took a deep breath and seemed to find a reservoir of courage. ‘Put that gun away, sir, and I will answer your question. I am no thug.’


  ‘You obviously know him,’ Werthen said to Blau.


  ‘Yes. He calls himself a painter.’


  Kleinwitz made an audile growl at this comment. ‘And you are single-handedly destroying Austrian art with this infernal school of yours. If women were meant to paint, they would …’ He searched for the apposite conditional, but in vain.


  ‘Would what, Herr Kleinwitz? Be born with a paint brush in the hand like you men?’


  ‘Very clever. But you know exactly what I mean. Painting is a man’s preserve. Be a weaver, if you like, or a clothing designer like Klimt’s mistress. Leave oil and watercolors to the men.’


  ‘And that is why you have been vandalizing these premises?’ Werthen asked incredulously. ‘Because you’re afraid of female competition?’


  This comment brought a laugh from Berthe and Blau, but Herr Kleinwitz sputtered an obscenity.


  ‘This school is an abomination. It misleads the fairer sex into believing they can be artists. It takes the woman out of the home, destroys marriages. It is a worse scourge than alcohol.’


  ‘Pardon my saying so, Herr Kleinwitz,’ Berthe said, ‘but I find you an odious little man with a contemptible mind and minimal talent.’


  ‘Who are these people?’ Kleinwitz demanded of Blau.


  ‘These people are my friends, Herr Kleinwitz. And now, you will be so good as to clean up the mess on the modeling platform or I will call the police. Trespassing is a crime, I am sure you know.’


  Werthen looked at her quizzically. They had not decided what they would do with the miscreant once he was caught, but Werthen surely did not want him to go free.


  Kleinwitz glared at Blau. ‘I’ll need a shovel.’


  ‘Your hands should do nicely,’ she replied. ‘You can finally use them for real work.’


  Another acid look from the vandal.


  ‘And I assume you also know that theft is a punishable offense?’ Blau added.


  ‘I stole nothing,’ he said.


  ‘The key, Herr Kleinwitz. The key to my studio.’


  ‘I found it.’


  ‘Yes. I am sure you did. While visiting Herr Seligmann’s studio, no doubt.’


  The look on Kleinwitz’s face told Werthen that Blau had got it exactly right.


  ‘And after you finish cleaning up, you can write notes to the owners of the paintings you defaced, apologizing for such barbaric behavior.’


  ‘Not on your life.’


  ‘Let’s just call the police,’ Berthe said.


  ‘No,’ Kleinwitz shouted. ‘I have a reputation to maintain.’


  ‘You should have thought about that before turning to crime,’ Werthen responded.


  ‘You may retain your spotless reputation as a “collaborative artist”, Herr Kleinwitz, after certain chores. And after agreeing to a further stipulation.’


  ‘What stipulation?’


  ‘You have a certain facility with flowers. I have noticed that in the paintings you have worked on for our modern-day Makart, the muralist Feklin.’


  ‘There is nothing wrong with collaboration, Frau Blau,’ Kleinwitz protested. ‘Even so great an artist as Rubens hired other painters to do the animals in his paintings.’


  ‘Quite right,’ she said. ‘So perhaps you could provide the same service for some of our great women artists in the making who do not have such a felicitous hand where flora is concerned. A series of workshops on such painting, for example.’


  ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea,’ Berthe said, sounding as if she really were excited about it. ‘So much better than a call to the police.’


  In the end, Kleinwitz had little choice but to agree to Blau’s terms. Werthen still felt it was a matter to be referred to the police, but he bowed to Blau’s decision.


  ‘Maybe we can even bring him into the fold,’ she said with a twinkle in her eye.


  It was almost dawn by the time Kleinwitz had cleaned his mess and composed his letters of apology and Werthen was anxious to get home and steal at least a few hours of sleep. But Berthe had a question for Blau.


  ‘That painting I was looking at. You mentioned it was from a photo. Would you happen to have that photo?’


  ‘I should,’ the painter said. ‘Heinrich kept all his studies in files organized by year. Is it urgent?’


  ‘Well, if you can find it easily …?’


  Blau indicated that she could, and meanwhile Werthen asked, ‘What’s this about?’


  Berthe nodded for him to follow her and went back into the storeroom, dug through one of the storage racks of paintings, and pulled out an oil work of a Lipizzaner stallion rearing up on its hind quarters. It was done in a quite elegant style, set in the Spanish Riding School with muted tones.


  ‘It’s a fine painting, but I don’t really see—’ he began.


  ‘Look in the background. Those two figures.’


  He had not noticed them before, so focused was he on the powerful steed.


  ‘Oh, yes. Now I see them. Two men.’ There was something familiar about one of them, the taller of the two.


  ‘If I am right …’ she said, and then trailed off as Blau returned, a photo in her hand.


  ‘Here it is. Heinrich was so meticulous about his work.’


  She handed the photograph to Berthe, who studied it for a moment and then handed it over to Werthen. He immediately recognized the taller man now: Herr Christian von Hobarty. He said as much.


  ‘And the other man?’ he asked.


  ‘Herr Maximillian Hohewart, director of Premium Breeds,’ Berthe answered. ‘How interesting that they should know one another.’


  ‘But this must have been taken, how long ago?’ Werthen said.


  ‘Ten years ago,’ Blau said. ‘It was one of Heinrich’s last paintings.’


  ‘Just about the time the Lipizzaner breeding scheme is supposed to have begun,’ Berthe added. ‘Interesting, no?’


  Twenty-Five


  Later that afternoon, after Werthen and Berthe had snatched about five hours of sleep, the two teams – minus Rosa Mayreder, who was attending a public lecture given by her architect husband – met at Werthen’s office accompanied by Tina Blau and young Franzl.


  Werthen explained to Erika and Sonnenthal about the capture of Kleinwitz and Blau’s fitting punishment, and then Berthe produced the photograph she had secured from Tina Blau.


  She showed Franzl this photograph first, asking if he recognized anyone in it.


  It took him only an instant to stub his forefinger at the likeness of Maximillian Hohewart.


  ‘That’s him. That’s the fellow came to see the captain the night before—’


  Berthe interrupted, saving him the pain of dredging up evil memories. ‘You’re sure?’


  ‘That’s him all right. Younger looking, but the same man. Had his nose in the air like he thought the sun shines only for him.’


  ‘I could not agree with you more, Franzl,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Why do you find this so significant, Frau Meisner?’ Blau asked. ‘They are simply two men attending a morning practice at the riding school.’


  ‘Not just two men, but obviously two privileged men. They are in the arena, not in the seats. One understands such special treatment for Hohewart, as he was at the time and continues to be a contractor for the stud. Herr von Hobarty on the other hand …’


  ‘An investor in Premium Breeds, then,’ Werthen said. ‘Like my father.’


  ‘A possibility,’ Berthe allowed. ‘But if so, then he must have been a very important investor.’


  Sonnenthal looked at the photograph now. ‘That is indeed Christian von Hobarty. He was at the height of his powers when this picture was taken. Before his infamous brawl in Parliament and jail term.’


  Werthen was impressed that one as young as Sonnenthal should be so conversant with political doings a decade old. But then of course the young man is a journalist, Werthen thought.


  ‘I’ll give him this,’ Sonnenthal said. ‘He has physically aged better than his race-baiting ideology.’


  ‘You know von Hobarty?’ Berthe asked.


  ‘I very much doubt it,’ Erika interjected, to which her young man cast a wan smile.


  ‘I have never had the “pleasure” of meeting the man, no. But the illustration of him in Krensky’s article shows him to be quite vital.’


  Werthen and Berthe exchanged looks.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ she said. ‘What article?’


  ‘I think I might have mentioned it the other night at dinner. The wines of Styria.’


  She nodded, recalling the dinner conversation now.


  ‘Von Hobarty has dedicated a fair amount of his property to vineyards and the development of premium wines,’ Werthen added. ‘The locals around Hitzendorf are none too pleased about it, as I understand. And the cost of the vineyard has eaten into the family inheritance.’


  ‘“From minister to vintner”. I believe that was the title of Krensky’s piece on von Hobarty. Saving our nationalist soul by producing fine wines at home so there would be no need to drink French “poison”. That sort of vitriolic drivel. I assume Krensky was desperate for cash to write such garbage.’


  ‘So Krensky knew von Hobarty,’ Berthe said.


  ‘One assumes so,’ Sonnenthal replied. ‘Some fellows might cobble together a story out of an assemblage of other dispatches, never actually meeting their subject. But from what I knew of Krensky that was not his style.’


  They discussed the matter for several more minutes. Sonnenthal was proving to be such a wealth of information that Berthe took a chance and asked him if he knew any journalists who were close to Krensky, to whom he might entrust his notes and identity of sources. But this drew an abject shaking of the head from the young journalist.


  ‘He was a true outsider. I never talked to him though I knew him by sight. He did not frequent the journalists’ cafés nor did he seek our company. Does he have family? Perhaps he entrusted them to his parents? I can pursue that for you if you would like.’


  Erika patted his arm at this, a silent measure of praise.


  ‘That would be most helpful, Herr Sonnenthal,’ Berthe said. ‘Thank you.’


  Meanwhile, young Franzl had left the inner office and was quietly now seated at Erika’s desk, drawing one of his beloved horses. When the five of them adjourned and as Sonnenthal and Tina Blau were taking their leave, Blau noticed the young boy hard at work. She went to the desk and peered over his shoulder.


  ‘That is really quite good,’ she said. ‘It almost reminds me of my husband’s work.’


  Franzl smiled up at her. ‘I can’t get the withers right, and the neck is—’


  ‘A trifle short,’ Blau said.


  ‘Exactly!’


  ‘Well, young man, you should come along to my studio one day with Frau Meisner and I could help you with that.’


  ‘Really. Are you a painter? An artist?’


  ‘There are those who might disagree, but yes, guilty on both counts.’


  They lay in bed that night, exhausted, but neither could sleep. Frieda, who had taken to sleeping with them since her illness, was in such a deep slumber it was as if she were hibernating.


  ‘Perhaps von Hobarty was Krensky’s source,’ Berthe finally said in a low voice, breaking the silence.


  They had tracked Krensky’s parents late in the afternoon. The couple lived in Hernals, and, despite his penchant for country garb, Krensky had spent his youth entirely in the city. The family had, two generations earlier, lived in Styria, which explained the dead journalist’s fixation with that locale. The parents had had almost a month to accustom themselves to the death of their only son, but were still obviously distraught and had no idea of the stories Krensky had been working on. He had left nothing in their safekeeping, and his room – for he had still lived with his parents – offered up no secrets, either. His parents allowed them to search it once Werthen explained the importance of the work their son had been engaged in, and the spartan room was quickly examined. A small bed and wardrobe and large typewriter on a deal table were the only contents. No file of notes, no notebook. Nothing but a well-thumbed Langenscheidt dictionary by the typewriter.


  ‘Why von Hobarty?’ Werthen said in equally quiet tones so as not to awaken Frieda. ‘If the photo of him and Hohewart has any significance, it would seem to imply a partnership there. That von Hobarty is an investor, perhaps even part of the scheme. Why would he confide in Krensky?’


  She sighed, sitting more upright in bed and drawing her wrap more tightly across her chest.


  ‘It was something Krensky said the last time I spoke with him. I was trying to pry the name of his source out of him, but he was being coy. Finally he said that he was on his way back to Styria to get to the bottom of Hohewart and Premium Breeds. And he added that he might even contact his mysterious source once more. Implication being that his source is in Styria. And now we know that Krensky and von Hobarty were acquainted with one another. That is clear by the wine article he published on von Hobarty.’


  ‘I repeat, why would von Hobarty be a source for the scandal if he were involved somehow in it?’


  ‘We don’t know that he is,’ Berthe said. ‘We only have a ten-year-old photo linking him with Hohewart. Perhaps there was a falling out. Or perhaps the photo records an accidental meeting between the two. Von Hobarty was a public figure at the time, a powerful man in parliament.’


  ‘Or perhaps we should not wake this sleeping dog. I am sure that would be my father’s advice.’


  The next day Werthen did something he had not done in several months: he went to the Café Central for a mid-morning coffee. Anything to get away from the infernal Wiesenthal land dispute. He had just settled in with coffee and this morning’s edition of the Neue Freie Presse, when he sensed someone standing by his table. He lowered the paper to reveal none other than Karl Kraus smiling sardonically at him.


  ‘Herr Advokat,’ Kraus said, ‘I have the feeling you have been avoiding me of late.’


  ‘Nonsense, Kraus. Sit down, sit down. Have you had coffee yet?’


  Kraus, dressed like a banker as usual, accepted the invitation. He seemed to have aged since Werthen last saw him. The curly head of hair was still there as well as the oval wire-rim glasses and the usual smirk, but there were also signs of wear and tear: wrinkles at the eye, a slight twitching of the left eyelid. And no wonder, for this self-appointed culture critic and grammar policeman almost single-handedly wrote, edited, and published his thrice-monthly journal, The Torch, uncovering the hypocrisies of the day, taking on the rich and powerful, and battling against societal stupidities. Kraus was democratic; he angered everybody.


  He also knew where the bodies were buried in Vienna. They had developed a symbiotic relationship in the past: Kraus supplied valuable information, Werthen served up possible fodder for articles.


  ‘What wonderful case are you working on, Advokat?’ He said this as he tipped a finger at a waiter. It was all he needed to do, for he was a regular at the Central and all the staff knew his penchant for a double mélange with a bit of hot chocolate and a dollop of schlag obers on top.


  Werthen, after first ensuring that this discussion was not for public consumption, described his recent work in Styria and the rather unsatisfactory resolution of both.


  ‘So you wanted to be in on the kill, did you?’ Kraus said, his eyes twinkling behind his glasses. ‘I kept myself and my publication well out of that tragedy. Blood libel and vampires. As if this were not the twentieth century but the fifteenth.’


  Werthen ignored this. ‘It seems we might have a new area of inquiry regarding the Lipizzaner matter.’ He explained about the discovery of the photo, tangentially mentioning the vandalizing of Blau’s studio.


  This made the diminutive Kraus squirm in his chair and clap his hands in delight.


  ‘Oh to see Kleinwitz shoveling shit with his hands! What a treat. What a wonderful life you lead, advokat. While I am stuck in my airless office beavering away at my next edition.’


  Werthen smiled at this comment and took a sip of his coffee.


  ‘It seems that our dear Herr von Hobarty has continued to place himself in the thick of things even after his fall from grace,’ Kraus said. ‘One of his servants so viciously killed and now his possible involvement with a breeding scandal. You will inform me when I can write about that one, please. Horses make for such titillating discussion.’


  ‘I sense a tone of sarcasm, Kraus.’


  ‘Not at all, Herr Advokat. The horse is at the heart of Austro-Hungary. It is the very metaphor for Habsburg rule. Dumb brute force that can, at times, be exquisite to look at. But why bother, Werthen? A man of your talents. Far better the debunking of a Kleinwitz. Or of a von Hobarty. You should speak with Herr Prochazka. I am sure he could provide some entertaining stories for you.’


  Werthen did not immediately recognize the name.


  ‘The former member of the Reichsrat representing part of Moravia in our auspiciously neutered parliament?’


  ‘You mean the man von Hobarty assaulted?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘The very one. He lives in quiet retirement in Sievering on the edges of the Vienna Woods. I believe he has turned from politics to painting.’


  Werthen thanked Kraus for this bit of information, but did not see how von Hobarty’s time in parliament could be relevant. Contracts for Lipizzaner breeding and the stud were, after all, a matter of ministerial largesse rather than political patronage. But it was something to file away for later.


  They talked a bit more about other Viennese scandals – which nobleman’s wife was carrying on an affair and which industrialist was approaching bankruptcy. It was the currency in which Kraus dealt.


  As he was taking his leave, Kraus seemed to remember something. ‘You know, I made the acquaintance of a fellow at the Concordia last month. Man named Stoker. He came to speak to us about British letters. Odd choice, I thought. An Irishman speaking of British letters, and one who writes about vampires, but there you have it. Said he knew you.’


  Werthen allowed that he did, but did not go into detail.


  ‘He seemed most agitated about events in Styria. Also said your little girl had been terribly ill. I do hope she is recovered.’


  ‘She is, Kraus, and I thank you for your concern.’


  ‘Take this for what it is worth, but I sense matters in Styria are not quite finished. A bit too conveniently tied up, don’t you think so?’


  With that, Kraus made his way out of the crowded café, nodding to various other regular customers as he went.


  Matters in Styria, Werthen thought. It was apparent Kraus was not referring to the Lipizzaner breeding affair.


  Twenty-Six


  On the way back to his office, Werthen thought some more about the photograph Berthe had uncovered. It did indeed appear to link Hohewart and von Hobarty. However the one argument mitigating against such an unholy alliance was the fact – as Werthen himself had already noted – that breeding contracts were not a matter of parliamentary influence but of ministerial preferment, in the case of the Lipizzaner stud, the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture. In which case, von Hobarty could not have been an agent of influence for Hohewart, the major reason for their collusion if indeed there had been any.


  It struck him however, as he neared Habsburgergasse 4 that von Hobarty may have had connections at that ministry, a friend in high places. Perhaps this actually was a matter of influence?


  Werthen smiled to himself as he approached the office. He had just found a way to avoid the maddeningly complex Wiesenthal land dispute, clearly a case better suited to the patient understanding of Fräulein Metzinger anyway.


  What was it Kraus had said at the café: What a wonderful life you lead, advokat.


  Yes, well, thank whomever for Fräulein Metzinger making that life possible.


  Two hours later, after handing off the Wiesenthal affair to Erika Metzinger and taking himself off to the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture on the Stubenring, he was not so sure about his wonderful life. His hands were dry and dusty and his nose uncomfortably stuffed from the dust on the files he had been going through at Department Eight, Animal Husbandry. He was not quite sure what he was looking for, and the white-coated archives assistant appeared as frustrated as Werthen himself. He had fetched file after file out of the labyrinthine archives, anything with reference to Hohewart, von Hobarty, or Lipizzaner in their abstracts in the catalogue, all to no avail.


  ‘It would help, Herr Advokat,’ the assistant, Herr Simonic, said in a broad, sing-songy Viennese accent, ‘if you could be a bit more specific about your specific research goal.’


  Werthen gave this petty bureaucrat a quick once over and decided, why not?


  ‘Actually, I am looking for any references to the breeding of the Lipizzaner stud, beginning a decade ago.’


  The man shot him a quizzical look, scratching at his cheek. ‘You mean the Premium Breeds contract?’


  Werthen tried to hide his surprise.


  ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘You seem to be familiar with that matter.’


  ‘I should say so,’ the assistant said proudly. ‘That was Baron von Grunfeld’s final action as department chief. In those days I was personal assistant to the chief.’


  He said the last bit with a note of rancor in his voice that Werthen now exploited.


  ‘Inner-office politics?’ he ventured. ‘You seem a capable sort.’


  A nod of the head from Simonic. ‘The new chief brought his own man with him. Wanted to “clean house” as he put it. As if we had soiled the place with our administration.’


  ‘And so you were demoted to archives librarian. That must have been difficult for you.’


  ‘Indeed it was, sir. But I am a loyal servant to his majesty. Far be it from me to complain.’


  Werthen had to bite his tongue to stop him from telling the man that was exactly what he was doing now. Instead he said, ‘Very good of you. I hope your loyalty has been duly noted … About Premium Breeds …?’


  ‘Yes, that was a stroke of luck, I can tell you.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘Well, the fact that outside breeding was urgently needed seemed to come out of the blue. The baron was preparing for retirement at the time and had little time to research such things. So when his good friend recommended Premium Breeds—’


  ‘Did this good friend have a name?’


  The assistant gave him the sort of look one reserves for slow learners. ‘But of course. Herr von Hobarty. You have been asking for records dealing with him for the past two hours.’


  The baron’s home was on Herrengasse, Lords’ Lane, a stately three-storey affair just a few houses away from the ‘Leaping Count’s’ house. Werthen half-expected to see Count Wilczek jumping from his second-storey window – his preferred means of exiting the house and the source of his rather unorthodox soubriquet. Some called him the ‘Jumping Count’, but Werthen much preferred ‘Leaping’. The eccentric count simply loved to bound whenever he could. It was said he also slept on the floor.


  But there was no self-willed defenestration today, and Werthen continued further down the street to Baron von Grunfeld’s address, rang the bell and was amazed to be ushered into the baron’s study with hardly a chance to introduce himself.


  The baron looked up eagerly from a blotter on his elaborate Louis Quinze desk.


  ‘It’s about time,’ he said peevishly. ‘I’ve been waiting the last quarter of an hour for the Large Blue.’


  ‘I beg your pardon, baron,’ Werthen said. ‘There must be some mistake.’


  ‘You didn’t bring the specimen?’


  Werthen cast a confused look at the baron.


  ‘My Maculinea arion, man! It will be the key to my entire collection.’


  Werthen now saw a butterfly splayed out on the blotting paper in front of the baron, its wings folded down under strips of paper.


  He nodded in understanding. ‘I believe you mistake me for another, baron. I am not a dealer in butterfly species, but rather a lawyer.’


  He quickly introduced himself, yet this did little to allay the baron’s displeasure.


  ‘What do you mean by impersonating another to gain access to my home? A lawyer, you say. You should know that is quite against the law, or at least a breach of decency.’


  ‘I assure you, Baron von Grunfeld, I had no desire to mislead you. I was simply ushered in here without the chance to introduce myself. In fact, I have just come from the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture archives where I was speaking with your former personal assistant—’


  ‘Simonic? Whatever were you talking to that fellow about? Good man, Simonic. I thought he retired.’


  ‘No, baron,’ Werthen said. ‘He is still at the ministry, though in a rather diminished capacity.’


  ‘Yes, I remember now.’ The red-faced, portly old man rubbed his Franz Josef side-whiskers. ‘The new minister took a broom to the place. Ahh, but we had good days there. So Simonic set you on me, did he?’


  ‘Not exactly,’ Werthen said. ‘You see, I am interested in the dealings of Premium Breeds, and discovered that you were instrumental in arranging their contract with the Lipizzaner stud.’


  ‘Well, of course I was. Myself and my good friend, Christian von Hobarty. Between us, I believe we helped to save the stud. In-breeding, you know. One sees the results of it in horses and in the Habsburg chin.’ He chuckled at his small joke. ‘Why is that of interest to you? Pardon the observation, but you hardly appear the horsey type, Advokat Werthen.’


  ‘Nor am I,’ he replied. He made rapid calculation and decided to improvise. ‘A client of mine, you see, is interested in investing in Premium Breeds and I am researching the project for him. This client intends to invest rather heavily.’


  ‘Well, bully for him and a good prospect it is, too. Since garnering the Lipizzaner contract, it is my understanding that Premium Breeds has done quite well for itself internationally. The Habsburg imprimatur at work.’


  ‘That is interesting to hear, baron, and very good of you to share the information, I am sure.’


  ‘But do not imagine that I took advantage of my select position to benefit myself or heirs. No. I am not among the investors. Not because I did not want to, I can tell you. But a man has to have ethics, no?’


  ‘I agree whole-heartedly. Herr von Hobarty on the other hand …?’


  The baron shook his head. ‘Never asked, but doubtful. That is not the reason he brought Premium Breeds to my attention. The man is a real patriot. He wants the best for his country.’


  ‘You are long-time friends?’


  ‘Yes, you might say so. We share much the same political outlook, as I am sure you do, Advokat Werthen. Yours seems to be a good, strong German name.’


  By way of answer, Werthen only smiled at this remark.


  ‘Have you met von Hobarty?’


  ‘In fact I have,’ Werthen allowed. ‘On an unrelated matter.’


  ‘Quite a man,’ the baron spluttered. ‘A fine example of the German male. There is breeding for you.’


  Werthen decided to end the interview before he told this pompous, antiquated old bugbear some home truths about his ideology and about his hero, von Hobarty. But before he left, he had one more question.


  ‘Did you know Herr Hohewart before these negotiations?’


  Baron von Grunfeld shook his head. ‘The fellow from Premium Breeds, you mean? Never met him before in my life. But if von Hobarty vouched for him, that was good enough for me. Seemed the sort a man could trust.’


  Meanwhile, Berthe was busily opening a packet that had come in today’s mail, addressed to her and with a Vienna postmark. It was about the size of a legal folder, and when she finally opened the packing paper, she was not surprised to see that it was in fact a folder. The surprise came when she opened it and found a typed note along with several other typed pages. She quickly read the accompanying note:


  Krensky asked that this should be dispatched to you in the event of his death.


  A Friend.


  She felt her heart quicken as she looked from the note to the typed pages. These detailed minutely the phony Lipizzaner breeding regimens that Krensky had described to her when they first met at his café. Dates, locations, breeds; all were there. Obviously these were transcriptions of his interview with his source, the person who was revealing the truth about the scheme. But not a mention of the identity of this mysterious source, and without that, what good were these details?


  She looked again at the typed pages, noting that the ‘e’ was out of line, somewhat raised above the baseline, and that the lower case ‘p’ key needed a cleaning, for the loop of the letter was obviously gummed with ink, creating a dot-like bowl rather than a circular one. Its descender was also feathered from similar ink accumulation.


  Wonderful, she told herself. But such observations are not going to get to the identity of the source.


  Later at dinner they spoke of the day’s activities.


  ‘You don’t think this Baron Grunfeld could be the mysterious source, do you?’ Berthe asked.


  Werthen almost choked on his knödel at this question. ‘Most assuredly not,’ he managed after clearing his throat.


  ‘Then we are back where we started.’


  ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘We do have these typewritten sheets. They are evidence in and of themselves. Krensky could hardly have invented these other breeders.’


  ‘But as you yourself said, this information is available at the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture. As a journalist, he could have gotten the names from the archives. Maybe he had a grudge. Maybe he wanted instant fame as a journalist.’


  ‘But he is not going to find evidence of falsified bloodlines at the ministry.’


  ‘He could have fabricated those,’ Berthe said, continuing to play devil’s advocate though she did not believe it herself.


  ‘Or maybe all this about the breeding is true and Krensky was killed because he knew too much,’ Werthen said. ‘The police were much too eager to believe in the theory of Klapper wanting to change his modus operandi to further baffle them. But even if that was the case, I still think that Krensky’s death was far too convenient.’


  Twenty-Seven


  Death was in the air. Next morning Werthen answered an early morning telephone call.


  ‘You might want to come back to Styria.’ It was Inspector Thielman. ‘There’s been a … death.’


  Werthen was aware of Thielman’s careful choice of words.


  ‘A death. Who?’


  ‘Hohewart.’


  Werthen quickly consulted the copy of Imperial Rail they kept by the telephone. He was in luck. There was a Saturday morning Graz express at nine thirty with a connection to Köflach. He went back to the bedroom to tell Berthe of the call and summons. She was cuddled in bed with Frieda, but disappointment registered on her face at this news. He could hardly blame her; this had been her investigation initially.


  But she made no protests. Instead she very sensibly asked, ‘Is it murder?’


  ‘Suicide, apparently. But I get the feeling Thielman has doubts.’


  She considered this. ‘Well, good he called you, then. Be safe. Telephone us if you can.’


  He leaned over the bed and kissed them each in turn. The most precious humans in his life.


  He focused on today’s news in the Neue Freie Presse on the journey southward, trying to keep his over-active imagination from running away with itself. In the event, however, he should have settled for imagination, as the news today dealt largely with the debate in the Imperial Council – the parliament for the western part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire – over emergency decrees regarding the ‘immigration of foreign congregations’ into Austria. By ‘foreign’, the ministers of course meant Jewish. And there were a number of members in the council who wanted to outright ban further immigration of Jews into Austria. The newspaper supplied a lengthy transcription of the debate, and Werthen followed the back-and-forth dialogue for two pages until his eyes hurt. Finally he tossed the paper aside in disgust and watched the rain against the window turn to snow by the time the train reached Mürzzuschlag. When they got to Bruck on der Mur, Werthen realized that he had not dressed warmly enough, for the snow was already piling in drifts at the side of the tracks.


  The train arrived several minutes early in Graz, but Werthen still made his way briskly to track twelve, eager to board the train for the short run to Köflach, some twenty miles to the west. He stopped first, however, at a stand near his platform and bought a pair of hot wurst and semmeln for a hasty lunch. He was happy to find the local train heated and he sat in relative comfort to Köflach, where he hired a fiaker for the last leg of his journey. It was just past two in the afternoon when the fiaker arrived at the village of Piber, and Werthen got out at the door to Premium Breeds.


  He was amazed when Dr Hanns Gross opened the door for him. The two shook hands warmly.


  ‘I thought you were still in Czernowitz,’ Werthen said.


  Gross looked somewhat abashed at this comment. ‘The son,’ he said, wincing. ‘He’s back in the clinic. I traveled with him.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that, Gross.’ Werthen had wondered at the wisdom of having Otto visit his parents after his treatment. The relationship between father and son was hardly conducive to rehabilitation.


  Gross suddenly brightened. ‘I had Thielman contact you once I heard of the death.’


  It seemed that Gross, after delivering his son to the care of Dr Anton in Graz, had decided to take his old room at the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf. Gross was a creature of habit, to be sure, but Werthen thought this decision not to stay at a hotel in Graz might also have been motivated by a desire not to risk running into Magistrate Lechner again and having to deal with him. It was Thielman who informed Gross of the death of Hohewart that morning.


  ‘You might be interested to see the crime scene,’ Gross said with the hearty enthusiasm of an oenologist at a wine tasting.


  Werthen followed the criminologist into the front office of Premium Breeds and through it to Hohewart’s inner office, where Inspector Thielman, a local gendarme officer, and a rail of a man in a morning coat were gathered. Werthen and Thielman exchanged pleasantries.


  ‘Is this who we were waiting for?’ the thin man said. He sat stiffly in one of the straight back chairs; a black leather satchel at his feet like a puppy waiting to be petted.


  Werthen immediately assumed he was the medical examiner, and his supposition was proven correct when Thielman introduced him as Dr Kastner. The man did not bother standing when introduced.


  ‘You’ve kept us waiting long enough. My wife is planning an afternoon tea for Mayor Kümpel.’


  Gross smiled at the complaint. Then to Werthen: ‘The good doctor has been kind enough to delay his investigation of the body until your arrival. I told him what a valuable colleague you are and how perceptive you can be at a crime scene.’


  ‘There is no crime,’ Dr Kastner scoffed. ‘This is an obvious act of suicide.’


  ‘Be that as it may, Dr Kastner,’ Thielman intervened, ‘it is still best to be sure before we go messing about with the body.’


  The examiner merely shook his head at this.


  Until now, Werthen had been able to avert his eyes from the body of Hohewart, slumped over his desk, a pool of dried blood at one side of his head.


  ‘The cleaning lady found him this morning,’ Gross said to Werthen as they approached the desk. ‘She swears she touched nothing. The gendarme officer on the scene –’ Gross nodded at the young officer also gathered in the room – ‘also avers he left the scene just as it was when he arrived. Hohewart was last seen alive yesterday evening at a local restaurant where he usually dines. So that places time of death anywhere between about nine last night to six this morning when the cleaning lady arrived. Do I have that right, Thielman?’


  ‘Indeed you do,’ Inspector Thielman said.


  ‘And you will know more exactly when you finish with this charade and let me get on with my work,’ Dr Kastner said.


  ‘Now,’ Gross said, turning back to Werthen and ignoring Kastner’s comment, ‘let us examine together and see if you find what I believe I have discovered.’


  Forcing himself to look at the dead body, Werthen could see at first only that this looked very much like a suicide. A pistol – a Steyr-Mannlicher 1900, if he was not mistaken – lay on the desk next to the right hand. Werthen breathed deeply and approached close enough to examine further. The man’s head was supine on its left side, providing a clear view of the entrance wound on the right. This was star-shaped with burn marks surrounding it, indicating the gun was held close to the head upon firing, consistent with suicide.


  He felt a momentary nausea, but again forced himself to look further. The top of Hohewart’s head exhibited one edge of the exit wound, with fragments of bone jutting out and pink spongy matter as well. Again, consistent with suicide, as it indicated the trajectory of the bullet was upward. If the wound was self-inflicted, Hohewart would have held the gun at such an angle.


  ‘It looks like suicide so far,’ Werthen said, hoping his voice did not quake.


  ‘See what I told you?’ Dr Kastner interjected.


  ‘So far,’ Gross repeated. ‘There are, however, certain discrepancies.’


  ‘Such as?’ Kastner challenged.


  ‘Such as a suicide note. One generally leaves an explanation, an apology, a plea for forgiveness before committing such an extreme act.’


  ‘Generally,’ Dr Kastner, said, ‘but not always. Hardly proof.’


  ‘Agreed,’ Gross said, which brought a satisfied smile from Kastner. ‘But there are two other damning irregularities.’ This cleared the smile from the medical examiner’s face.


  ‘First,’ Gross said dramatically, as he moved to the left side of the corpse, ‘notice the man’s left sleeve.’ The arm was dangling at the victim’s side, and Kastner, along with Thielman, now approached the body in order to get a good look.


  ‘Upon first examination,’ Gross continued, ‘I noticed that the shirt sleeve of the left arm is not as long as that on the right.’


  ‘Which simply means that Hohewart had asymmetrical arm lengths,’ Kastner muttered. ‘Bravo. Half the population has the same condition. Hardly a reason for suicide.’


  Gross smiled at the comment; Werthen noticed a certain glee in the expression. He also noticed a configuration of writing materials on the desk and thought he knew where Gross was going with this.


  ‘The arm may indeed be of a different length,’ Gross allowed. ‘But I rather think the sleeve length is due to a garter being in place.’


  At this, he gently pulled up the serge of the man’s suit jacket to reveal that indeed Hohewart was wearing a sleeve garter on the left arm, just above the elbow.


  ‘Wonderful,’ Dr Kastner said. ‘What does that prove?’


  Thielman coughed once, but that was as much comment as he was prepared to make. Werthen got the feeling, however, that he too understood Gross’s line of deduction.


  Gross looked squarely at Kastner as he spoke. ‘My sense is that Herr Hohewart was not the sort to wear ready-to-wear shirts. Rather, I imagine he had his shirts meticulously tailored at Wiebold’s establishment in Graz, or perhaps even Knieze in Vienna, which establishments would get his arm lengths exactly right in the tailoring, obviating the necessity of sleeve garters. Nor do I expect, were I to examine the right arm, that a garter is in place there.’


  ‘Why not look?’ Kastner asked.


  Another smile from Gross at this comment. Without a word, he moved to the other side of the corpse and pushed up the right jacket sleeve, careful not to reposition the arm on the desk. He made no comment at the lack of garter on that arm, but simply nodded his head.


  ‘Still,’ Kastner said adamantly, ‘what does this prove?’


  ‘Herr Hohewart did not wear a sleeve garter because his shirts fit him poorly,’ Werthen interjected, finally losing patience with Kastner’s carping attacks. ‘One therefore wonders what the purpose of the single garter on the left arm was.’


  ‘Precisely, Werthen,’ Gross said. ‘Now you can see why I wanted the advokat in attendance.’ He said this like a proud schoolmaster speaking about the top grades his student had earned.


  ‘Please do not keep me in the dark,’ Kastner responded with heavy sarcasm. ‘Share your brilliant insights.’


  Werthen had the feeling that Kastner and Magistrate Lechner must be friends; their egregious personalities were so similar.


  ‘Hardly brilliant,’ Gross said. ‘Anyone with a bit of reasoning power could come to the same conclusion. The garter is generally worn by those who do figures or a fair amount of writing in order that their sleeves not be dirtied by ink traces. That is one damming irregularity.’


  Kastner was about to speak, but an upheld hand from Gross silenced him.


  ‘The second irregularity is the pen that I see in this holder.’ Gross was indicating a cut crystal inkwell on the desk that doubled as a pen holder. Next to it lay a leather covered ink blotter and a brass letter opener. Gross lifted the pen out of its holder, and squinted at it like a diamond merchant in Rotterdam.


  ‘The nib of this pen is most definitely rounded. Do you not find this significant, Dr Kastner?’


  ‘Why should I? I simply want to get on with my business, which is to have this body removed to the morgue in Graz.’


  ‘You might also notice the configuration of the desk set, Gross,’ Werthen added.


  ‘Excellent, Werthen,’ Gross said, looking at the writing objects and understanding immediately the importance of their placement. ‘Three damming irregularities, then. One, the garter worn on the left sleeve, not the right. Two, the rounded nib of the pen, which is essential for left-handed writers so that, as they go from left to right on the page pushing the nib along, they do not tear into the paper with a sharp point. And third, as Advokat Werthen so correctly points out, we have the location of the desk set convenient to the left hand of the victim. All of which points to the fact that Herr Hohewart was left-handed.’


  ‘Once again, Dr Gross, I wonder at what any of this proves.’


  ‘To put it plainly, it proves that Hohewart was murdered. He was left-handed, yet he apparently decided to shoot himself with his right hand.’


  Kastner’s eyes went quickly to the corpse in front of him, and the pistol lying on the desk by Hohewart’s right hand.


  Werthen decided to stay at the Hotel Daniel along with Gross. It was late afternoon when they arrived and the snow had not let up. Werthen once again rued the fact that he had not brought warm enough clothes and vowed to find a shop in the morning where he could purchase a suit of long underwear. The hotel’s small saloon where they repaired for a bracing tea with slivowitz was crowded with locals still in town for the Saturday market. There were no tables and they finally found a place at the bar and were able to catch the attention of the harried server.


  They were just enjoying the fragrance of the hot drink when a large hand clapped Werthen on the shoulder. Turning, he found himself face to face with Herr Feininger, father of Maria, the first victim, who had obviously travelled from Judendorf-Strassengel for the market. As their last meeting had been none too amiable, Werthen was not pleased to meet up with the man.


  ‘Advokat Werthen, if I remember correctly,’ Feininger said by way of hello. His words were slurred and there was a strong flatus of drink from him. Werthen shot Gross a look to put him on guard.


  ‘Herr Feininger,’ Werthen said with a nod.


  The man seemed to straighten himself as if for physical action. Werthen too steadied himself in case the fellow suddenly lashed out at him.


  ‘I am happy to meet with you again. I have felt poorly about … well, about the last time. You proved a real gentleman not to report me to the gendarmerie. I thank you for that. And I thank you and your colleague –’ he nodded in Gross’s direction – ‘for tracking down that animal Klapper or Kupfer or whatever his real name was.’


  ‘Klapper,’ Gross said.


  ‘His death was too easy.’


  Werthen caught himself automatically agreeing with this sentiment, and wondered how far any of us are from the primitive need for revenge rather than justice.


  ‘I wasn’t myself, you see.’


  ‘It is understandable, Herr Feininger. You were grieving for your daughter.’


  ‘Yes, but it was more than that. I thought the girl was on the wrong path, that she somehow brought death upon herself.’


  ‘I don’t follow, Herr Feininger,’ Werthen said.


  Gross sipped at his Jäger Tee, leaving this discussion to Werthen.


  ‘Well, it was the money, you see. More than she usually made at the spa. I thought some man was leading her astray. But she must have been saving it up. How could I ever suspect my daughter of carrying on?’


  Werthen felt the sort of catch in his stomach that inventors must get when first glimpsing the idea for a new machine. Gross was now also very much paying attention to the man.


  ‘Your daughter had suddenly come into money, you mean?’ Werthen asked.


  The man nodded. ‘A bit. Quite a bit for folk like us. But like I say, she must have just been saving it up over time.’


  ‘I understood that she worked at home, in your dairy.’


  ‘She did the early morning milking to be sure, but after that she went to work at the local spa. Had done for the past few months.’


  It was the first Werthen had heard of this job.


  Victim number two, Annaliese Reiter, had also worked at her local spa in Köflach.


  ‘I can’t see why you would want to go digging into that again,’ Inspector Thielman said next morning when Werthen and Gross went to speak with him.


  Werthen had found some long underwear finally in the local hardware shop, but now he was about ready to settle for being cold again. The woolen undergarment was itching him to the point of distraction.


  ‘It is the first connection we have found between the victims,’ Werthen said.


  ‘No,’ Thielman said calmly. ‘The first connection is that they were all killed and mutilated, and that their killer was Franz Klapper, now deceased.’


  ‘Advokat Werthen may be on to something, Thielman,’ Gross said. ‘After all, we never did establish a motive for the crimes.’


  ‘He was psychotic,’ Thielman said. ‘He didn’t need any more motive than that.’


  ‘Lots of deaths around here lately,’ Gross added.


  Thielman shook his head. ‘Oh no, Gross. You’re not going to tie in Hohewart’s death to these earlier murders. Those cases are closed, end of story.’


  Gross just smiled at him.


  ‘Why bring this to me anyway?’ Thielman complained.


  ‘Well,’ Gross said, ‘we thought that if we were going to start asking questions again, it would be nice to have some standing.’


  ‘Gross! Lechner would have my liver for breakfast if he found out I was sponsoring you two again.’


  ‘Just a simple letter indicating that we are assisting with inquiries. In case anyone asks.’


  ‘Absolutely not, Gross.’


  ‘But you do need our assistance with the Hohewart matter. You were the one to tell me about the death.’


  Thielman reddened at this reminder, as if Gross were making an implicit threat.


  Ten minutes later they walked out of the Hitzendorf gendarmerie, each carrying a letter from Inspector Thielman.


  The inspector called out to them as they left, ‘If he finds out, I’ll say you forged them.’


  The ‘he’ was obvious: Magistrate Lechner.


  Twenty-Eight


  They split duties: Werthen would head for Judendorf-Strassengel while Gross would begin the investigation of Hohewart’s death.


  They had discussed matters for hours the night before. Was there a connection between all these deaths? Klapper’s final victim had been the journalist Krensky who was attempting to make the Lipizzaner breeding scandal public, and Hohewart was at the very center of that scandal.


  ‘Can we be absolutely certain Hohewart’s death was murder?’ Werthen had asked at one point.


  ‘Death is the only absolute certainty, Werthen. For our purposes, reasonable certainty will suffice. A man in such extremis as to take his own life is not going to risk botching the job by using his non-dominant hand.’


  ‘Then who benefits?’


  ‘If it has to do with the Lipizzaner matter,’ Gross said, ‘then there are any number of people. Disgruntled investors, misguided patriots, perhaps even a government minister who might not like the feel of egg on his face. But it could also have nothing at all to do with horses. Perhaps Hohewart was a Don Juan? A cuckolded husband, then. Or gambling debts left unpaid. People are killed for many reasons.’


  They shared a fiaker as far as Judendorf-Strassengel, and from there Gross continued alone to Köflach to speak with Hohewart’s secretary. They arranged to meet later at the Café Styria in the main square of Köflach.


  Werthen, after suffering from the scratchy long underwear for most of the morning, was happy enough now that he was wearing it. The wind was howling down the valley as he descended from the coach at Judendorf-Strassengel.


  It was Sunday and Werthen was unsure who he would be able to speak with today, but took his chances, heading toward the main square and the modern three-storey building of the Styrian Park Sanatorium. Such establishments, he figured, must be open on the sacred Sunday, and he was right, he discovered as he drew near the entrance. Better yet, Dagmar Henninger, Maria Feininger’s best friend, was on duty at the main desk.


  Werthen wished her a good day and she looked at him closely, trying to place him.


  ‘The main offices are closed today,’ she said. ‘Sales people come on Mondays and Tuesdays only.’


  This was the second time in several days that Werthen had been mistaken for someone in sales. Perhaps it was time to buy a new tie?


  ‘Not in sales, I fear. Werthen is my name. Advokat Werthen. We talked before, about your friend Maria.’


  ‘Right. You’re the one from Vienna. You got your man. Not that it does Maria any good.’


  ‘No, that is true. It’s a terrible thing when a young person dies. All of her life in front of her …’ He paused, then: ‘You didn’t tell me she worked here as well.’


  She shrugged her big, farm-girl shoulders. ‘You didn’t ask.’


  ‘Or that she had an unusual bit of money lately.’


  ‘That I wouldn’t know about. Couldn’t have been from here, though. You’d think they were all Jews the way they pay you.’


  Werthen let the remark go. Should he be happy or sad that she obviously took him for a gentile, someone with whom she could share her anti-Semitism?


  ‘Did she work here long?’


  ‘A few months. I got the position for her. The management was looking for someone to do cleaning up and Maria was tired of pulling cow teats all day long. A perfect match.’


  ‘Did she like her work?’


  ‘She wasn’t one to complain.’


  Out of the corner of his eye Werthen caught a glimpse of someone leaving the side of the building. The man looked familiar, tall and gaunt with the gait of an old man. Then it came to him: Herr Paulus, director of the spa where Annaliese Reiter worked.


  Fräulein Henninger followed his gaze.


  ‘Anything else? I do have work to do, you know.’


  ‘That was Herr Paulus,’ he said.


  She nodded. ‘You are a bright one. Should be a lawyer.’


  He had a great desire to reach across the desk and slap her. Instead, he smiled at her asinine joke.


  ‘Is he connected with the spa?’


  ‘He’s regional manager. Runs both the Köflach Bad Terminus and ours. Now …’


  ‘Of course. Get back to work. Wouldn’t want the management to dock your pay.’


  Thomas Lukasz was also at his post at the train station. The young man immediately remembered Werthen.


  ‘Alone today, I see,’ he said.


  ‘Yes. My colleague did not want to risk another run in with your fist.’


  Thomas blanched at this.


  ‘Only teasing,’ Werthen said. ‘He’s back in England.’


  ‘But he spoke German.’


  Werthen did not bother trying to explain the concept of learning a foreign language for this literal-minded youth.


  ‘I have another question for you about Maria.’


  ‘They caught her killer.’


  ‘I know. This is just personal curiosity. Her father says she had more money than usual just before her death. Do you know anything about that?’


  ‘She worked at the spa. I didn’t want her to. Told her I could support us both on my earnings here. But she sort of laughed at that.’


  ‘Did you notice her spending more than usual?’


  He shook his head. ‘But then for the last few weeks we didn’t see much of each other. She was making plans.’


  ‘To become a nun.’


  A nod. ‘But I thought that was strange. I mean, we were both Catholic. Everyone is. But she never said anything to me about having a vocation. And then all of a sudden she was going off to a nunnery. I guess that’s why I exploded with your friend. It wasn’t right. She belonged with me, not with Jesus.’


  ‘I remember her very well,’ Sister Agnes said.


  Werthen was seated in the presbytery of the church of Maria Strassengel, finally managing to speak with the woman who had discovered Maria Feininger’s body and the person with whom the young woman was supposed to meet the day she was killed.


  ‘She was a sweet young girl. Not the sharpest tack in the box, mind you, but willing and kind.’


  ‘Her young man, Thomas Lukasz, did not think she was the sort to become a nun.’


  She smiled. ‘Well, he wouldn’t now, would he. After all, she was leaving him for a life in the Church. But he was right in a way. It was surprising to me when she announced her intention of becoming a nun. I was prepared to talk her out of it, you know.’


  ‘Why is that, sister?’


  ‘She intimated once that she wanted to enter the convent because she did not feel worthy of her young man. She felt ashamed.’


  ‘Ashamed of what?’


  A sigh. ‘Well, that we will never know, I am afraid. We were scheduled to discuss that the very day she was killed.’


  Frau Czerny, Herr Hohewart’s secretary, lived in a modest flat in the center of Köflach. There were four cats that shared the small apartment with her, one of which was currently wrapping itself seductively around Gross’s right shoe and shin.


  The criminologist resisted the temptation to kick the flea-bearing feline, figuring that might not be the best way to get information from the older woman.


  ‘Herbert is the friendliest,’ she said, a fracture of a smile on her heavily powdered face.


  For a moment Gross thought she was referring to her deceased employer, then remembered his name was Maximilian. He looked at the cat spreading hair on his woolen pant leg.


  ‘He loves a bit of a scratch behind the ears,’ Frau Czerny said.


  But there were limits to what Gross would do to secure information.


  ‘Then, so as far you know, Frau Czerny, there were no close relatives.’


  ‘None that I met, and I served with Herr Hohewart for a number of years. One of my boys, I liked to call them.’


  Her eyes were red-rimmed; he had arrived not long after a cry, apparently. Apparently also, Frau Czerny was the devoted sort of secretary who put work ahead of family, for on the massive sideboard, which took far too much space out of the tiny sitting room, there was an extensive photo gallery, but not one picture of a human. No indication of a husband or any children ever in her life. No time for them. Just row after row of cats neatly framed and, by the looks of them, freshly dusted.


  ‘And did Herr Hohewart have close friends … of either gender?’


  ‘Other than his wife, none that I know of.’


  ‘But you said there were no relatives.’


  She looked flustered for a moment and he regretted the edge to his voice.


  ‘Like a brother or sister, I meant.’


  ‘I didn’t know he was a married man,’ Gross said. ‘Nobody mentioned.’


  ‘It was a sadness for him. She’s been hospitalized for the better part of a decade.’ Frau Czerny swirled her forefinger at her temple. ‘Not right up there, poor woman. Has a suite of rooms in the psychiatric clinic in Graz.’


  The same as his own son, Gross thought ruefully. But he forestalled any further painful thoughts by focusing on the interview at hand.


  ‘That must have cost a bit of money.’


  ‘Oh, her relatives can afford it, I assure you. Regular steel barons and with all sorts of rich friends to boot. Herr Hohewart was a lucky man to marry into that family. It made his career. But sad, too.’


  ‘And she has been hospitalized for almost a decade, you say.’


  Frau Czerny gave him a cunning look. ‘I see what you are getting at. But Herr Hohewart was much too busy for domestic dalliances. Not that he did not get up to some antics. Wild oats and all that.’


  ‘He was in his fifties, I believe,’ Gross said. ‘A bit old for sowing wild oats.’


  She ignored this, plunging on with her memories. ‘Yes, he was a silly boy sometimes, but such a wonderful businessman. We worked together like a charm, you know. He valued me.’


  ‘And male friends?’


  ‘I’m sure I wouldn’t know. Outside of business hours, we did not see one another.’


  Gross found it odd that she had an opinion on Hohewart’s female encounters, but none at all for men. But then everything about Frau Czerny seemed a bit odd, from her hair style – two long braids that were far too young for her – to her choice of beverage to offer him – Underberg, digestif bitters, in the early afternoon.


  ‘Enemies?’


  ‘Herr Hohewart? Hardly. He was beloved.’


  ‘By whom?’


  But again she ignored him. ‘He was devoted to his work. Many is the time he would call me in to work on Sunday if there were important contracts to be completed.’


  ‘You were aware of his dealings with the Lipizzaner stud, I assume.’


  ‘That was his pet project from the time I began working with him. He took care of it personally.’


  ‘All of it?’ Gross asked. ‘Communications, contracts?’


  She nodded, then took a sip from her thimble-sized drink of bitters.


  Which made sense, he figured, if the breeding contracts were not legitimate.


  ‘I simply do not understand why he would kill himself,’ Frau Czerny said. ‘He had so much to live for.’


  ‘As I told you, Frau Czerny, he did not kill himself. That is why I have come to talk with you.’


  ‘Herr Hohewart was not the sort to be murdered, I assure you. There was never a trace of impropriety about him.’


  Gross stopped himself from rolling his eyes; however, a sigh escaped before preventive measures could be put in place.


  But Frau Czerny was not paying attention to him. Instead, her gaze had wandered to a large, orange tabby cat making its way up the brocade curtains of the one large window in the sitting room, paw over paw, its claws digging into the fabric.


  ‘Now Siegfried,’ she said in a cooing tone. ‘I have told you time and again not to climb the curtains. Silly boy.’ She got up and lifted the cat from the material, its paws swiping at her as she did so.


  Her comment made Gross pick up on something she had said earlier.


  ‘You said that Herr Hohewart was one of your “boys”. Did you have other employers?’


  ‘Of course. For many years I was private secretary to a very important man in the field of politics. A patriot if there ever was one. But of course the Habsburgs had to find a way to discredit him, to ruin his career.’


  Gross began to see the lay of the land. ‘Christian von Hobarty?’


  ‘Indeed, yes.’ She beamed at him. ‘Another one of my boys. When he was sent to jail for that altercation—’


  ‘I believe a fellow minister was beaten senseless.’


  ‘Perhaps he deserved it, speaking as he did to Herr von Hobarty.’


  ‘What was said between them?’


  ‘You’ll have to ask Herr von Hobarty about that,’ she said. ‘I do not go about telling tales out of school.’


  ‘And so that is how you came to work for Herr Hohewart?’


  Another curt nod. ‘When Herr von Hobarty was indisposed, he was kind enough to suggest me to Herr Hohewart.’


  ‘So they were friends? Male friends.’


  ‘I suppose. I never really gave it much thought.’


  ‘Did Herr von Hobarty come to the office?’


  ‘Oh yes. He was instrumental in obtaining the Lipizzaner breeding contract with the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture. He would drop in from time to time.’


  ‘And when was the last time you saw him?’


  ‘Herr Hohewart?’


  ‘No. I meant von Hobarty.’


  She looked toward the ceiling as she thought. ‘I really cannot recall. But we often saw him.’


  Then her eyes shot to the door where one of the cats was hunkering.


  ‘Herbert! Naughty boy. We do that outside.’


  Werthen arrived at the Reiter’s cabin later that afternoon. He was again in luck, for the parents were not there, taking a walk instead in the fresh snow. Annaliese’s brother, Kurt, was alone, polishing his prized crossbow. It was he Werthen wanted to talk with at any rate.


  ‘Can’t see why you want to stir things up again,’ the young boy said. ‘They got the one who killed her, more’s the pity. I wish it had been me had a chance to do him.’


  ‘It is not a matter of stirring things up, as you say. I was just curious to know if your sister had come into a bit of money before she died.’


  The boy shot a glance at the new crossbow in the stand by the door.


  ‘She did, didn’t she?’ Werthen insisted.


  ‘What of it? Annaliese got a raise at work.’


  ‘That explains it then,’ Werthen said. ‘A good worker deserves a good income.’


  ‘She gave me the two crowns for my crossbow. She was a good sister. The best. I would have done anything to save her. Anything to avenge her.’ A good-looking boy, Kurt suddenly looked at Werthen with the cunning of a hunter on the track of prey. ‘You don’t think this Klapper fellow killed her, do you?’


  He did not know how to answer that.


  Werthen left before the parents returned, plagued by the thought that there was something more Kurt Reiter knew that he was not sharing.


  ‘This is not the same friend, is it, Advokat Werthen?’


  ‘No. This is my colleague, the renowned criminologist, Doktor Hanns Gross.’


  Frau Paulus nodded her head sideways at this, as if it might mean something to her or to indicate that she was at least impressed with the title.


  As with the last visit, Herr Paulus was tucked away in his study working on matters to deal with the spa. Or, as Werthen now knew, the two spas he managed. The children carried on their noisy game from a room just off the front vestibule.


  ‘I will get him for you, then, shall I?’ she said cheerily.


  Werthen and Gross had met as arranged at the café in Köflach, where they had discussed their mutual discoveries. These included the fact that both Maria Feininger (according to her father) and Annaliese Reiter were in possession of extra money at the time of their deaths and both had been employed at a spa managed by Herr Paulus. Werthen also imparted the news from Sister Agnes that Maria had not been a very religious girl; shame seemed to be driving her to a nunnery. Gross had considered these and then apprised Werthen of his own information, culled from Frau Czerny, namely the further connection between Hohewart and von Hobarty and the story of the mysterious words that drove von Hobarty to beat the Czech minister. As they were so close by, it was natural that they travel the few miles to Piber and interview Paulus once again. Annaliese’s brother Kurt seemed to think that his sister’s new-found wealth was due to a raise at work. Paulus should be able to shed some light on that, at the very least.


  The sound of descending footsteps made Werthen swing around to see Herr Paulus and his wife coming down the stairs.


  Greetings were made and Frau Paulus smiled at Werthen. ‘I’ll leave you men to it, then.’


  She entered the room where the children were playing and there was a joyous shriek let out from one of the young ones.


  ‘I thought we had settled matters last time we talked,’ Paulus said as soon as his wife was out of earshot. ‘And now you bring another stranger into my home …’


  Werthen handed him the new letter from Thielman, knowing that a man like Paulus needed the whip of authority in order to cooperate. Paulus read this with the same close attention he had the earlier one and then handed it back as if returning someone’s filthy handkerchief.


  ‘How could the death of Annaliese Reiter have anything to do with this latest tragedy?’


  ‘And Maria Feininger,’ Werthen added. ‘You neglected to say last time that you were acquainted with her, as well.’


  ‘Hardly acquainted,’ Paulus said.


  ‘Or that you work as manager of the Styrian Park Sanatorium in Judendorf-Strassengel as well at the Bad Terminus.’


  ‘One assumes you were aware of my positions. You seemed to know so much about my private life.’


  ‘Did you know Maria Feininger?’ Gross suddenly said with all the gravitas of a former magistrate.


  Paulus turned to him, clearly hearing the tone in which the question was put.


  ‘By sight. She was recommended by the receptionist.’


  ‘Fräulein Henninger,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Yes. And she proved adequate in her service. I have very little contact with employees of that level.’


  ‘Had either or both of the young women received a raise in wages around the time of the deaths?’


  This question seemed to affront Paulus. ‘Now look here, advokat. I have been very patient with you. I explained my slight indiscretion with the Reiter girl. That should be an end of it. I resent you persecuting me, and at my home.’


  At that moment, Frau Paulus stuck her head out of the door to the inner room. ‘Tea anyone? I should have asked before.’


  ‘No,’ Paulus said with animus. ‘The gentlemen are just leaving.’


  Another strained smile and she ducked her head back in, quickly closing the door behind her as if afraid that one of her energetic children might wriggle out of the opening.


  Werthen stood his ground, gazing at the door and then back to Paulus, as if to remind the spa manager of what he did not want his wife to know.


  ‘Gott im Himmel,’ he finally spluttered. ‘No, as far as I know, there have been no raises given in the past year.’


  ‘And you would know, Herr Paulus?’ Gross asked.


  ‘Of course I would. I’m the manager. I approve any such changes in expenditures.’


  ‘And these two young women,’ Gross continued, ‘did they have any special admirers at their respective spas? These things sometimes happen. An older client or patient becomes besotted with the help. Especially if they are young and attractive.’


  ‘We do not allow such fraternization, I assure you. Had I heard of any such irregularities, the young woman in question would have been terminated. And now, gentlemen, if you please.’ He ushered them toward the front door.


  Once they were outside and the door was closed brusquely behind them, Gross and Werthen looked admiringly for a moment at the little garden that Frau Paulus – obviously she and not her husband – had fashioned in the front.


  ‘Interesting choice of words, don’t you think, Werthen?’


  He nodded at Gross, for it had sounded odd to him, as well. ‘Terminated,’ Werthen said. ‘Not how I would describe dismissing an employee.’


  Twenty-Nine


  Berthe was early for her appointment with the archduke. She waited in the Marble Hall of the Lower Belvedere, where Franz Ferdinand lived and worked during the colder winter months. The two-storey hall was drafty; she could see the snow-covered grounds outside the tall windows. High overhead, the ceiling fresco depicted Prince Eugene of Savoy, the original inhabitant, as Apollo. Gazing upward, Berthe grew dizzy with the swirling mass of celestial putti, floating angelic, dimple-thighed ladies, and defiant warriors in bright blues and rose.


  An army officer who introduced himself as Lieutenant Petschner finally came for her.


  ‘We spoke not long ago on the telephone,’ she said.


  ‘Yes. I remember, gnädige Frau. I regret I was no longer on duty to greet you that day.’


  He seemed a pleasant young man, but his form of address made her feel suddenly very old.


  Lieutenant Petschner led her through the Marble Room to an interior suite of offices where a number of officers seemed to be busy at desks, each with a telephone and some of which even had typewriters upon them, seeming so out place among the gilded columns and tapestries on the walls. This was a different route than she had taken when visiting Franz Ferdinand before, but finally she reached his corner of the room and he greeted her heartily.


  They made small talk for a time; he had heard of her child’s illness and asked after Frieda by name. It seemed there was little that transpired in Vienna without the archduke knowing about it.


  ‘And now, what is this urgent business you referred to on the phone?’ he asked.


  She opened the large handbag she carried today and removed the Krensky file she had received in the mail the previous Friday. That and the murder of Hohewart, director of Premium Breeds, convinced her that Franz Ferdinand would once again open the investigation into the alleged Lipizzaner breeding scandal.


  He took his time reading the file. When he handed it back to her, he said, ‘This is rather what we had heard before.’


  ‘Yes, but here it is all written down with dates and names of breeding houses.’


  He shrugged; she imagined his stiff red collar on his military tunic must scratch with such a gesture.


  ‘It still means little if we do not have corroboration.’


  ‘I thought the murder of Herr Maximillian Hohewart would lend some credence to these allegations.’


  ‘Not unless we discover the killer had some connection to the Lipizzaner matter.’


  This comment deflated her. She obviously wore her disappointment on her face.


  ‘I am sorry to be so discouraging, Frau Meisner. I, too, want to get to the bottom of this, but we need hard proof to do so. We need Herr Krensky’s informant.’


  ‘There have been other developments in addition to the death of Director Hohewart.’ She quickly explained about the picture they had discovered linking Hohewart to Christian von Hobarty; the fact that it was Hobarty who had secured the breeding contract for Premium Breeds; and the connection, finally, between Hobarty and Krensky, who had once interviewed the former member of parliament for an article on Styrian wines.


  ‘You have been busy,’ the archduke said with a smile. ‘Von Hobarty … And you suspect him then of being the source of the story?’


  ‘There is the connection to Krensky.’


  ‘The young man must have interviewed any number of people during the course of his brief career.’


  ‘Not someone so connected to Premium Breeds and the Lipizzaner stud,’ she protested.


  He considered this. Finally: ‘Motive?’


  ‘You think Hobarty killed Hohewart?’


  He shook his head at this. ‘I mean motive for making such a scheme public.’


  She had considered this, but had always come up with more reasons against such a possibility than for.


  ‘I know it does not sound rational. When all is said and done, von Hobarty was the one to help secure the Premium Breeds contract with the Imperial Ministry. If Premium Breeds were discredited, you would think he would want to avoid any publicity, anything that might bring disrepute to his name. And if he were part of the scheme, financially gaining from it, there would be an even stronger reason not to want it made public. Or if he were an investor—’


  ‘He isn’t,’ Franz Ferdinand said, pushing a hefty ledger book across the desk to her. ‘After hearing of Hohewart’s death, I had the finance minister bring a copy of the Premium Breeds investors’ list and went through it. You are free to examine it, but I would surely have remembered von Hobarty’s name if I had seen it.’


  ‘Well, then …’


  ‘Perhaps he is a simple patriot,’ Franz Ferdinand said. ‘Perhaps his involvement with Premium Breeds was purely innocent, and then, when getting word of a breeding fraud, he chose to do the right thing.’


  ‘Why not just go to the police, then? Or to the Imperial Ministry for Agriculture? He may be out of politics, but von Hobarty must still command some respect.’


  ‘You have given this some thought,’ he said.


  She sighed. ‘Not enough, apparently.’


  ‘Well, enough to convince me there is reason to re-open the matter. Perhaps I should investigate the finances of Herr von Hobarty a little more closely.’


  She sensed an eagerness in Franz Ferdinand for such an investigation: Von Hobarty with his German leanings and his knack for stirring up race animosity had been a thorn in the side of the Habsburgs for decades.


  ‘Meanwhile,’ Franz Ferdinand said, ‘can you not think of any new direction your investigations should take?’


  She was about to answer in the negative when suddenly she remembered something.


  ‘What an idiot I am. I forgot completely about the list.’


  Franz Ferdinand looked perplexed. ‘What list might that be?’


  ‘When I interviewed Herr Hohewart, he told me that negotiations on these new bloodlines were all done through what he called respectable intermediaries. I asked to speak with these people, but Hohewart indicated he had dispensed with their services as he was dissatisfied with their field work, whatever that meant. He had no addresses for them, but promised to have his secretary send me a list of names. I hardly expected him to carry through with it, and when it came I admit to surprise. But then Krensky was killed and the Lipizzaner scheme was put on a back burner, so to speak. I simply filed the list away.’


  ‘Well, we are moving things back to the front of the stove, Frau Meisner. It is time you unearthed that list. Perhaps I can be of service in tracking down those mentioned.’


  Later that afternoon back at the Josefstädterstrasse flat, she went through her files and quickly discovered the letter sent from Hohewart’s secretary, Frau Czerny. The list was not long, just ten names, none of which were recognizable to Berthe.


  There was, however, something familiar about the typing itself. She looked closely at it, then fetched the Krensky file sent to her and placed a sheet from those notes next to Frau Czerny’s list of names. The similarities were unmistakable. The lower case ‘e’ on both was out of line, somewhat raised above the baseline, and that the lower case ‘p’ key likewise needed a cleaning, for the loop of the letter was obviously gummed with ink, creating a dot-like bowl rather than a circular one. The descender of the ‘p’ key was also feathered from ink accumulation in both these samples.


  The same typewriter had been used to write both Krensky’s file and this list of names from Herr Hohewart’s office.


  Meanwhile, in Styria, Doktor Hanns Gross was also examining a written document, this one sent from London and forwarded by his wife from Czernowitz:


  My Dear Doktor Gross,


  I hope this finds you well and that you will forgive my writing in English. Speaking German is quite a different matter from writing it, and for one who makes his living by the pen, I find I have too much ego to use language – any language – less than professionally.


  Perhaps you have seen my article in the Telegraph. If so, I hope you do not take it amiss. In fact, you should take it as an homage rather than subterfuge. But if you did take offense, I believe the contents of this letter may prove to have some remedial effect.


  I have a young friend by the name of Aleister Crowley. He travels in what one might call esoteric circles, most interested in matters of the mystical and occult. An interesting chap and most convincing about his magical experiences. At any rate, Mr Crowley and I correspond regularly; he is currently abroad once again, traveling in the East. We have been discussing my recent travels in Austria in our letters.


  The long and short of it is that Crowley mentioned a most bizarre dinner to which he was invited when he also was in Transylvania not long ago. He found himself at a ceremonial dinner of the Bathory Circle held on August 24 – the anniversary of the death of the Blood Countess, who had been bricked up in a small suite of rooms at Cachtice Castle following her trial in 1611. It seemed the celebratory rites at this dinner included speeches by relatives of the clan condemning the ‘false’ accusations against the countess. Crowley further notes that the master of ceremonies of this auspicious occasion mentioned a distant relation of the Bathory clan who settled in Styria, but now refused to use his real surname.


  Does any of this sound familiar to your, Doktor Gross?


  Once again, I hope this finds you and yours in fine health. Please give my regards to your colleague, Advokat Werthen and to his delightful wife the next time you see them. I do hope his young daughter recovered from her illness.


  I remain yours very truly,


  Bram Stoker


  Werthen, reading over Gross’s shoulder, finished at about the same instant as the criminologist.


  ‘What do you make of that, Werthen?’


  ‘I am amazed.’


  ‘Quite so. The man sounds more than a little smitten with Frau Meisner.’


  ‘My God, Gross. Stoker reveals a Bathory link to Styria and all you can say is—’


  ‘Levity, Werthen. One must never forget its power, even at the most crucial moments.’


  Werthen felt a bit of a fool for falling for Gross’s little joke, but he still found nothing frivolous about this information.


  ‘It seems patently clear who this distant relation might be,’ Werthen said. ‘Stoker assumed as much with his theory of the anagram of Hobarty for Bathory.’


  ‘One can hardly blame the man or his forebears for changing their name from that of the infamous Blood Countess,’ Gross said.


  ‘Klapper did the same thing,’ Werthen said. ‘According to von Hobarty, he changed his name to Kupfer in order to get a new start. But if Klapper were also a distant relation, then wouldn’t he know of von Hobarty’s real name?’


  ‘It is possible,’ Gross said. ‘But it rather depends what side of the family Klapper was from. I, however, have a different question regarding this information. What is this false accusation the letter speaks of?’


  ‘I shouldn’t wonder that Bathory descendants would want to say the countess was actually innocent,’ Werthen said. ‘Barbaric crimes she was convicted of.’


  They were both silent for a moment, oblivious to the chattering evening crowd of travelers gathered in the Hotel Daniel dining room.


  Finally Gross spoke again. ‘Perhaps Herr von Hobarty can enlighten us about this.’


  ‘But before he does,’ Werthen interjected, ‘I would like to visit a certain Herr Prochazka in the Sievering district of Vienna.’


  ‘Ahh, the Czech parliamentarian assaulted by von Hobarty. You suspect he might have something valuable to tell us?’


  ‘Karl Kraus does, and now Frau Czerny also adds her enigmatic remark. So, yes, I would like to hear the reason for their altercation before we meet again with Herr von Hobarty.’


  Thirty


  Werthen took the early morning train to Vienna and then hailed a fiaker to take him to Josefstädterstrasse.


  God, how he loved this city. The smell of coal fire was in the air, and snow was standing several feet high in the parks. Butcher wagons were making deliveries to restaurants and inns along the way; street vendors were doing a brisk business with roasted chestnuts and potatoes.


  When he arrived at the flat, Frau Blatschky fussed over him, taking his coat. He was eager to change to his warmer one and get rid of the itchy long underwear. In his wardrobe, he had a set of long underwear made of angora; he would also change into that, for the weather had turned colder, even here in Vienna.


  ‘You look like you could use a nice second breakfast,’ she said as he placed his homburg on the hat tree in the entryway.


  ‘Yes, please,’ he said. Truth was, he had not even had a first one, so eager had he been to catch the earliest train north.


  Berthe was in the sitting room with Frieda and shot him a warm smile when he entered.


  ‘Dada,’ Frieda squealed.


  ‘Hello, monkey.’


  ‘You are just in time,’ Berthe said. ‘I was on my way to the law office. Erika’s been the mainstay there for over a week, and I figure she could use a break or at least a helping hand with accounts.’


  ‘Nice to see you, too.’ He smiled back at her.


  ‘You look awfully pleased with yourself,’ she said, holding out her arms for a hug and kiss.


  ‘As a matter of fact, I am.’ He sat down on the divan next to them, holding Frieda in his lap, and quickly explained the numerous discoveries he and Gross had made in the last few days.


  She took it all in, not saying a word for several moments. ‘My, my. Quite some developments.’


  But she wore the face of a Cheshire cat herself.


  ‘All right,’ he finally said. ‘Out with it.’


  ‘Such a perceptive man. Yes, I too have made discoveries.’


  When she described the similarity in the typography between the Krensky file and the list of names sent by Frau Czerny, Werthen felt his heart quicken.


  ‘We’ve got to notify Gross. He needs to interview Frau Czerny again now we know she was once in the employ of von Hobarty.’


  ‘Yes,’ Berthe said. ‘But shouldn’t we be sure, first? Why not visit the Krensky’s again and check the typewriter we saw there. Make sure it doesn’t have the same irregularities.’


  Werthen beamed at her and then whispered quite audibly in Frieda’s ear.


  ‘That is why I love your mother so. She is brilliant.’


  Frau Blatschky poked her head in the door to the sitting room.


  ‘Gabelfrühstuck is ready,’ she said.


  Werthen did not have to be asked twice. He set Frieda down next to her mother and went to the dining room where he gratefully dined on two perfectly boiled eggs, a fresh semmel with a thick coating of butter and a dollop of Frau Blatschky’s own quince preserves, all served along with an aromatic pot of her best coffee. Heaven.


  By the time he had finished and returned to the sitting room, Frieda was happily playing with Frau Blatschky.


  ‘Ready?’ Berthe said. She had coat and gloves in hand.


  ‘You’re leaving for the office now?’


  ‘No, silly. I am leaving with you. This is too good to miss. But hadn’t you better call first?’


  In his haste to return home, Werthen had quite forgotten about such niceties as appointments. Happily, Herr Prochazka was listed in the directory. The man’s housekeeper answered the telephone and then turned over the request to the former parliamentarian’s private secretary, Herr Heller, who was able to secure an appointment for them.


  Before leaving, Werthen took the time to finally change out of the bothersome long underwear, track down his softer angora pair, and then retrieve his heaviest winter coat out of the back of the wardrobe. This had a fur collar that Werthen had once found an affectation, but that now made him sigh with relief as he snuggled into it.


  They had not bothered trying to telephone the Krensky apartment, for they knew from earlier experience that the Krenskys had no telephone service. In this, they were hardly an exception: only one out of ten private residences in the city was connected.


  They went to Hernals first, figuring that the good hausfrau, Frau Krensky, would be at home of a Tuesday morning, cleaning house or getting a hot meal ready for when Herr Krensky, who worked as a joiner, would be home for lunch.


  In the event, they were correct. Frau Krensky, a mousey little woman with a large mole on her left cheek, was surprised and seemingly suspicious that they should be back again.


  ‘It is just a technicality,’ Werthen said apologetically. ‘We should have taken care of it on our last visit. It’s your son’s typewriter, you see. We need to check it against another document.’


  ‘I see.’ She said this as if she did not at all. ‘Come in, then. I’m in the middle of cooking.’


  They could smell onions in oil. ‘It won’t take but a moment,’ Werthen added.


  ‘Well, you know your way there.’


  They made quick work of it, comparing a page of Krensky’s notes with a fresh sheet of paper rolled into the machine and typed upon. Berthe picked out the letters on the machine. The result was clear: Krensky’s typewriter was most definitely not used for the file Berthe had received in the mail.


  On their way out, Berthe went to the stove. ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ she said sweetly to Frau Krensky. ‘It smells so good.’


  ‘Just a gulasch.’


  ‘You must tell me the recipe,’ Berthe said.


  The two women chatted for a time, and soon Frau Krensky seemed to lose her distrust.


  As they were leaving, Berthe suddenly asked her, ‘The police were here, weren’t they?’


  Frau Krensky stared at her in amazement. ‘However did you know?’


  ‘Your son’s room. There are hardly any personal effects there.’


  ‘Yes. He left it in a real mess, too.’


  ‘Was he in uniform?’ Berthe asked, smiling.


  ‘My husband says we are not to speak of that. The officer warned us …’


  ‘In plain clothes, then,’ Berthe said.


  Frau Krensky nodded.


  ‘And why were you to keep quiet about this visit?’


  ‘The officer made quite a to-do about it being a secret operation.’


  ‘I don’t suppose he showed you his badge, did he?’


  She thought. ‘He waved something official looking at me when I opened the door. This was just after Theo’s death. I assumed it must be the police.’


  ‘And did this officer take anything away with him?’


  ‘He had a satchel full, but wouldn’t tell us what it was.’


  Werthen badly wanted to pose a question, but did not want to intervene. It was Berthe that Frau Krensky had opened to. But he needn’t have worried. Berthe asked it for him.


  ‘Can you describe this man?’


  She stirred the gulasch, taking her time about this question. Finally she turned and faced them.


  ‘He was a funny looking little man, actually. All fleshy with a bald head and one of those beards, you know.’ She made a V with both hands at her chin.


  ‘A Van Dyke beard?’ Berthe offered.


  ‘That’s the one. And you could see it didn’t match the bit of hair left around the sides of his head.’


  ‘Dyed?’


  Frau Krensky shrugged. ‘But he spoke like he was the emperor.’


  Berthe thanked Frau Krensky and they left, the smell of the gulasch wafting down the stairs after them.


  They descended the stairs in silence, and at the front door Werthen could no longer hold it back.


  ‘Well done! That was amazing.’


  ‘It was, wasn’t it? And top honors to Frau Krensky. She described Herr Maximillian Hohewart to a tee.’


  Before heading for their meeting in Sievering, Werthen and Berthe found a post office with a telephone exchange – not an easy venture in Hernals – and placed a call to the Hotel Daniel in Hitzendorf.


  It was lunch time, after all. Werthen knew he could count on Gross’s stomach and that he would be partaking of lunch at the hotel. Still, it took several minutes for the operator to connect him, and then several more before Gross could be tracked down.


  Once connected, Werthen explained to him about Berthe’s discovery regarding the typological similarities between the Krensky file and a list received from Frau Czerny, but Gross seemed more annoyed at the interruption of his meal than excited about a new lead.


  ‘You will speak to her?’ Werthen said.


  ‘Of course I will,’ spluttered Gross. ‘Now let’s be done with this before my pork gets cold.’


  Werthen was left with a scratching sound that he imagined must be the ultimate music of the spheres, and then the operator came on the line once again to inquire if he was finished.


  Sievering – though it had become annexed to Vienna almost a decade earlier – still had the appearance of a country village. The parish church stood in the middle of the square, and snow-covered vineyarded hills swept up from it like mountainous foamy waves. Herr Prochazka’s villa was on the outskirts of the village, its back edged up against an open field, the Vienna Woods lying just beyond. You could smell the snow out here, and wood smoke was also in the air.


  He assumed it was the same housekeeper who had taken their earlier call and who now greeted them at the front door and bustled off for Herr Heller, as she announced.


  Herr Heller was a man of middle age who wore a suit of clothes fashionable twenty years earlier. By the looks of his girth, he also dined quite well at chez Prochazka.


  ‘Advokat Werthen.’ He extended his hand and at the same time looked curiously at Berthe.


  ‘My wife,’ Werthen said by way of introduction. ‘The historian.’


  At this, Herr Heller raised his head. ‘Ahh.’


  He had clearly not expected a female historian; it was Werthen’s story that he was representing a historian who wanted to write a true picture of the Reichsrat in the previous decade.


  ‘Quite so,’ Herr Heller said, obviously deciding that it was proper that this female historian should be accompanied by her husband.


  ‘Herr Prochazka is waiting for you in the library. You are fortunate. Today is a good day for him.’


  Neither Werthen nor Berthe had a chance to inquire as to the meaning of this comment, for Herr Heller turned on his heel and moved off with alarming speed, an athleticism quite belied by his appearance.


  They followed behind him as he led them a chase down one corridor after the other, working their way to the back of the villa. Stopping in front of tall double doors at the end of the hall, Herr Heller rapped his knuckles.


  A small, reedy voice from within called out, ‘I am in order.’


  Berthe and Werthen exchanged bemused looks as Heller ushered them into a room that was far more painter’s studio than library: though one of the walls bore bookcases, many of these were filled with small canvases of all sorts of wildflowers, all done in the most meticulous detail as if for a botany guide. The back wall of the room had been almost totally replaced with huge windows giving onto the snow-covered field and woods beyond.


  In front of the window a diminutive man impeccably dressed in a velvet jacket and ascot sat in front of an easel, and pecked at a canvas lodged thereon with a rigger brush.


  ‘Sir, the historian has arrived. Frau Werthen.’


  ‘Meisner, actually,’ Berthe said, approaching the man at the easel. ‘You do lovely work. So filled with detail but also with a deep emotion.’


  Herr Prochazka looked up at Berthe at these words. ‘You think so? How wonderful. And you are a historian? The world is changing, is it not?’


  ‘Very much so,’ Berthe said. ‘But not fast enough for some of us.’


  This brought a chuckle from Herr Prochazka. He put down the brush. ‘Sit. Sit. Herr Heller, tell Frau Winter to bring tea. It is tea time, isn’t it?’


  Herr Heller was about to reply when Berthe said, ‘It is always time for tea, sir.’


  ‘This is a wonderful woman, Heller. I tell you. If they had women like you in my day, I wouldn’t be a lonely old bachelor now. Frau Meisner? I expect you’ve got a husband off some place.’


  ‘Actually, he is right over there.’


  She pointed to Werthen who had wisely remained by the door, letting his wife pave the way.


  ‘Lucky man. But don’t dawdle over there by the door like a student afraid to enter the master’s room. Enter. Enter.’


  Herr Heller gave Werthen a glance as he left as if to say ‘humor him’. Actually, Werthen felt that it was Heller who needed the humoring.


  They joined Herr Prochazka by the window, bringing up two sturdy chairs.


  ‘So you want to hear about the doings in parliament, eh? Those were the days, I can tell you. Battled the Germans with words and sometimes our fists.’


  ‘Actually, it was the latter I was most interested in,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Well, you are in luck then. I am sure Heller told you so, as well. That this is a good day for me. He’s right. Some days I cannot even remember my own name.’ He swept his hand in front of his eyes as if dizzy. ‘All fogged up. And all the fault of that blasted von Hobarty.’


  ‘He was sent to jail for beating you, wasn’t he?’


  ‘Not long enough, I guarantee that. He could’ve killed me. The man’s a maniac when riled.’ Another low chuckle. ‘And I knew how to rile him, that was for sure.’


  ‘What was your argument about?’ Berthe asked.


  ‘Argument? Hardly an argument. More a bit of name calling. Yes, those were the days.’


  He seemed to drift off for an instant.


  ‘Herr Prochazka?’ Berthe said.


  Just then the housekeeper brought in the tea things, and Berthe did the honors, filling three cups. ‘Sugar?’ she asked Herr Prochazka.


  ‘Never touch it. Takes my bitter edge away.’


  ‘About the name calling,’ she prompted.


  ‘Yes. Like overgrown school children we were. The Moor. That’s what we called him.’


  ‘Von Hobarty?’ Werthen asked.


  At this, Herr Prochazka gazed at him as if only then realizing he was present.


  ‘Yes, yes. Hobarty. Von. Damned silly bit of affectation. Pardon the rough language. But he is no more an aristocrat than my gardener.’


  ‘Why the “Moor”?’ Berthe asked.


  ‘You don’t know the story?’ He looked honestly surprised at their ignorance. ‘Ah, but then I suppose you young ones wouldn’t. Ever met the man?’


  Werthen nodded.


  ‘Notice anything about his coloring?’


  ‘He seems the outdoor sort. His skin is well tanned.’


  This brought an outright laugh from the Czech. ‘Tanned indeed. His grandmother was a black. An Ethiopian princess, so they say. The grandfather met her while training as an engineer in the lesser parts of the world. A damned romantic tale it was, both of them going against their families. Hers did not want any pale sort of fish in their lineage any more than his wanted Nubian blood in theirs. Story is, she died in childbirth, and the bereaved widower moved away from Transylvania to Austria. Started a new life in Styria working as an engineer and made a packet of money on the railroads. Added the ‘von’ and tried to hide the past. His son, von Hobarty’s father, barely showed his African heritage. Got married to a local belle and had one son before she too died in childbirth. I suppose von Hobarty himself never married because of that curse of death in childbirth. Or maybe he was too frightened that the offspring might be a lot darker than expected. Quite a shock for the man who preaches the master race and the necessity for controlled breeding.’


  ‘The Moor,’ Werthen repeated. ‘No, I don’t imagine he would want to risk having a black child.’


  Thirty-One


  That same afternoon, after finishing his lunch of pork shank, cabbage salad with caraway seeds, and freshly grated horseradish, Gross took a coach to Köflach to speak once again to Frau Czerny. He slept most of the way, having done a bit of damage to a bottle of Riesling along with lunch.


  He was in no mood for cats today, so when Frau Czerny, nonplussed by his return visit, directed him to a comfortable armchair in her sitting room and repaired to the kitchen to make coffee, he gave the first feline to approach his trouser leg a swift kick. Message delivered.


  During her absence he also had time to snoop about the room and was quickly rewarded by the discovery of an Underwood No. 5 front-striking typewriter under a massive tea cozy sort of canvas dust guard. He struck the lower case ‘e’ and ‘p’ keys onto a scrap of paper he found in his pocket; the typological anomalies described by Werthen over the telephone were very similar to what he now saw on the paper before him. Too late, he discovered he was typing on the back of a letter he planned to have delivered to his son at the Graz clinic.


  Frau Czerny returned to the accompaniment of the dull clinking sound of cups and saucers knocking against one another on the tray she carried. No digestif bitters today, thank God; though he could have profited by some after his heavy lunch. Gross made no move to conceal his interest in the typewriter.


  ‘It is my little baby,’ she said, placing the coffee tray down on a side table. ‘A gift from Herr Hohewart. Such a thoughtful man.’ She sniffed as she said this.


  ‘You often took work home?’


  ‘There was just myself in the office all those years. What will become of Premium Breeds now? But yes, I often took correspondence home to work on. The pussies like the clacking of the keys.’


  ‘I believe you typed up a list of names to send to one Berthe Meisner following her interview with your employer. That would be late last month.’


  ‘I may have done. There were so many letters …’


  ‘It bore the return address of Premier Breeds.’


  ‘Well, then,’ she said prissily, ‘it must have come from me. Herr Hohewart was helpless with a typewriter.’


  ‘Yes,’ Gross agreed. ‘Pen and ink were more his style, we have discovered.’


  Frau Czerny obviously did not know how to respond to this, so remained silent.


  She poured the coffee and Gross was subsequently surprised that it was quite drinkable. She did not appear the kind of woman to know how to boil an egg let alone brew a decent cup of coffee.


  He set the cup down and looked at her with his stern courtroom look.


  ‘I do not think you have been quite forthcoming with me, Frau Czerny.’


  ‘How could you say that? I have told you all I know of Herr Hohewart’s work.’


  ‘Yes, but when asked about any recent contacts with your former employer, Herr von Hobarty, you were rather evasive. In point of fact, you met with him quite recently. He had you type up some notes for him, didn’t he? Names, dates, and addresses of breeders and breeding schedules, for example.’


  ‘I never read the communications. I merely transcribe.’


  ‘So you did type the document for Herr von Hobarty.’


  She pursed her lips, her cheeks turning red. ‘If you say so.’


  ‘I do, madam. I do.’


  ‘There was nothing wrong with my doing so. It was not on office time, I assure you.’


  Despite what Werthen had said about wishing to speak with Herr Prochazka before meeting with von Hobarty again, Gross could not wait. He found von Hobarty an insufferable blowhard and wanted badly to see how he would react to the fact that Gross knew that it was he, von Hobarty, who wrote up and had typed the notes that supposedly had come from Krensky. He decided to save speculations about the man’s Bathory lineage for later, after he’d had more time to discover the veracity of such claims and to mull over their significance if true.


  Said notes were damning enough, according to Werthen, so it could not be that von Hobarty was trying to tamper with evidence in order to invalidate the Lipizzaner investigation. In point of fact, it seemed increasingly that von Hobarty was the source of Krensky’s information.


  So, what could the man’s motive be?


  Gross intended to find out.


  He did not bother to call ahead, not wanting to give the man an opportunity to prepare some fabrication.


  It was late afternoon by the time Gross drew near enough the von Hobarty estate to once again see the imposing spires and parapets of the castle over the tops of the surrounding forest. Dusk was falling early this last week of November as the winter solstice approached. That thought took Gross momentarily back to the gruesome series of murders committed by Franz Klapper and to his bizarre use of phases of the moon to time his crimes. All set as a test for Gross – one which he had failed.


  That realization still rankled. That a man of Klapper’s insignificance should be able to outwit the greatest criminologist of his day … Three a.m. thoughts, indeed.


  Von Hobarty was at home this late afternoon, and was no less haughty than he had been on previous occasions.


  ‘Not more questions about Herr Klapper, I hope,’ he said as Gross was ushered into the chilly climes of the library by a liveried footman. The same footman had been in working clothes last visit. Herr von Hobarty himself was dressed in white tie and tails. The sparkling white of tie and shirt contrasted acutely against the deep brown of his face and the black of his prodigious beard.


  ‘No, not about Klapper. But I see I have interrupted you.’


  ‘A small formal dinner that starts later. A few friends.’ Von Hobarty lifted his hands palms up as if to show what a trifling matter it was. ‘What is it you need, Doktor Gross?’


  ‘You are familiar with Frau Czerny?’


  ‘Familiar? Damned odd way to put it. She used to work for me. I secured the good woman her present … well, former now, position with Hohewart.’


  ‘Yes,’ Gross said. ‘So she told me. A hard-working woman it would seem. She often takes work home at night. Correspondence to be typed. That sort of thing.’


  Von Hobarty cast him a quizzical look.


  ‘Is there a question hidden somewhere in that statement, Doktor Gross?’


  ‘Would you say that Frau Czerny is an honest sort?’


  ‘As the day is long.’


  Looking through the library window to the gloaming at half past five, Gross was not so sure this was the most apposite comparison.


  ‘Then, if I were to tell you that Frau Czerny avers that you had her type up a document for you, the same document which was later sent to Frau Berthe Meisner under the guise of a packet from one of Theo Krensky’s friends—’


  ‘I would say that she is telling the truth.’


  The complacence with which this was stated took Gross aback for a moment, at a loss for words.


  ‘Is that so shocking, Doktor Gross?’


  ‘Surprising, not shocking.’


  ‘That I sent those notes or that I admit to it?’


  ‘Both.’


  ‘It should not be. I am a patriot.’


  ‘Whatever does that have to do with it?’


  ‘It is my patriotic duty to stop this breeding fiasco before it goes any further. Before the brand of Lipizzaner is completely and utterly sullied.’


  ‘You act out of pure motives, then?’


  ‘I confess to a feeling of guilt in the matter, having introduced Herr Hohewart at the Imperial Ministry of Agriculture. It was partly on my say so that they adopted his services.’


  ‘That was unfortunate. You knew him well?’


  ‘The minister?’


  ‘Hohewart.’


  ‘Long enough. I thought I could trust the man. After all, he was of good, strong German breeding. But …’


  ‘You were wrong.’


  ‘Yes,’ von Hobarty admitted. ‘Is that what you have come for, Doktor Gross, to hear me admit my mistake?’


  Gross said nothing for a moment, and von Hobarty filled in the silence.


  ‘You see I met young Krensky when he was writing a series of articles on Styrian viniculture. Upon discovering the misdeeds at Premium Breeds, I thought that young journalist might be just the one to bring such a story to light.’


  ‘But why not simply go to the ministry yourself? Surely you still have access to powerful people.’


  Von Hobarty looked down at his desktop as if unable to look Gross in the eye. After a pause, he looked up.


  ‘Well, that is what others might have done. But I make a further confession to you. I wanted to distance myself from these events as much as possible. I had hoped to keep my name out of it altogether. With the death of Krensky, it seemed that the matter had been buried. I did not want that to happen, so I assembled the information I had originally given to Krensky and sent it to Frau Meisner, as Hohewart had told me she was in the employ of none other than Franz Ferdinand himself. I felt this would stir things up again.’


  ‘Oh, it has,’ Gross said.


  ‘I still hope to keep my name out of the scandal, but realize that might not be possible now.’


  Gross said nothing, merely nodding his head in agreement.


  ‘And now, Doktor Gross, perhaps you will share information with me. Did the gendarmerie ever determine how Klapper chose his unfortunate victims? It has been preying on me of late that I might be somehow responsible.’


  ‘You, sir? In what way responsible?’ Gross asked.


  ‘I do not really know. But an idle word here or there spoken and misunderstood. The man was, after all, an obvious psychotic.’


  ‘But you had no knowledge of several of the victims.’


  ‘True. But there was the unfortunate Fräulein Klein who was in my employ. I actually attempted to have the local gendarmerie drive her off, something Inspector Thielman refused to do, of course. Perhaps Klapper learned of this. And Herr Krensky was, as you now know, an acquaintance of mine.’


  ‘I doubt, Herr von Hobarty, that anyone shall ever know the mind of a man like Klapper. I would, however, not unduly burden yourself with feelings of guilt.’


  ‘Well, hardly guilt. More a matter of wishing to put a final punctuation on the matter.’


  Von Hobarty said this in such an overbearing manner that it immediately erased the bit of empathy Gross had been feeling for him.


  Von Hobarty now rose, standing tall and straight behind his desk, to announce that the interview was over.


  ‘By the way, Herr von Hobarty. Where were you on Friday night last, sometime after nine o’clock?’


  ‘I was not in Piber killing Herr Hohewart, if that is what you want to know. I was here, catching up on accounts, looking through the viniculture catalogues for new cuttings, and finally, going through these.’


  He picked a sheaf of papers off his desk and held them in front of his face. ‘Letters of application from over twenty qualified men to take Klapper’s position.’


  ‘Why not Johannes Schmidt? I’m sure he would be a better employee than an enemy.’


  Von Hobarty pointedly ignored this suggestion. ‘And now, Doktor Gross, if you do not mind. I must open the wine for dinner, give it plenty of time to breathe.’


  The same liveried footman saw Gross to the door and his waiting fiaker. Just outside he saw the plump visage of the cook, Frau Anschitz, walking up the drive.


  Gross tipped his hat to her. ‘Evening,’ he said pleasantly.


  As she approached, he could see vapor bubbles coming from her mouth; she had a thick shawl wrapped around her shoulders and in her hand she carried a basket full of leafy greens.


  ‘Well, if it isn’t the famous detective,’ she said. ‘And where is your handsome young friend?’


  ‘Attending to other matters,’ he said. ‘A cold evening for a stroll.’


  ‘Ahh, the new girl is a complete goose. Forgot to go to the hothouse earlier for salad makings. You want something done right, you do it yourself.’


  ‘And I am sure you want to see things done right, Frau Anschitz, don’t you?’


  ‘What are you on about?’


  ‘It is just that I have been wondering. You see, my young friend, Advokat Werthen, told me about your little conversation. That Fräulein Klein was not the first young girl employed by this household to find herself in trouble. You told Werthen that the others had simply been shipped off. One assumes the pregnancies—’


  Slanting her head to the left, Frau Anschitz gave him a stern look. ‘What business is it of yours, anyway? That crazy Klapper did it, did them all. Over and done with. Talk of it now is mere gossip.’


  ‘True,’ Gross allowed. Then he smiled wickedly. ‘But gossip can be fun. Humor me.’


  This brought a sly smile from the cook.


  ‘Why wasn’t Fräulein Klein simply sent away like the others?’ Gross asked again.


  ‘He tried. But Ursula was in love. Can you imagine that? In love and was not going to be shipped off to an angel maker. She wanted the child. Even if she could not have him –’ she nodded toward the castle – ‘she would have the baby.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘I am happy someone does. Never could understand the to-do about love. Most overrated emotion I can think of. Now, a hearty appetite, there’s something close to my heart.’


  And with that, she was off, skirting around the front entrance to the kitchen door on the far side.


  Gross was happy to rest his backside in the fiaker once again, and began looking forward to dinner at the Hotel Daniel. He was of a mind with Frau Anschitz about appetites.


  As his fiaker joggled down the snowy path, Gross thought about the young woman who so loved von Hobarty that she refused to abort their love child. It gave him something to mull on, a metaphorical aperitif for his forthcoming dinner.


  But what did all of this have to with a horsebreeding scandal?


  Thirty-Two


  Kraus was very meticulous about adding the three cubes of sugar to his double mélange with a bit of hot chocolate and schlag obers on top.


  Using the minute spoon lodged on the saucer, he carefully stirred in the sugar.


  Werthen watched this with impatience: Kraus playing thespian when all he, Werthen, wanted, was a bit of information.


  They were seated at the Café Central, where Kraus had agreed to meet. It really did not suit Werthen who was far more comfortable at the stodgy old Café Frauenhuber where he could always count on the professional services of Herr Otto. But Kraus was obviously in need of the see-and-be-seen atmosphere the Central so benevolently provided. Tables full of literary groups dotted the potted-palmed terrain.


  The waiter brought Kraus’s mid-morning snack, a poppy seed bun drizzled with vanilla cream sauce. The rich scent of it was unappealing to Werthen at this time of day. He took a sip of his own unadorned kleine Braune.


  Kraus had a first bite of the poppy seed bun, then licked the sauce off his fork.


  ‘Now what exactly was it you wanted to know about our friend?’


  ‘Origins,’ Werthen said succinctly in the vain hope this would inspire the same brevity in Karl Kraus.


  ‘That, I believe, is a tale to tell. Granted, I have heard variations on the theme, but the standard melody line is that there was an untoward marriage a couple of generations ago.’


  ‘An Ethiopian princess,’ Werthen offered.


  ‘Quite good, Advokat. You have been listening to coffeehouse gossip. Bravo for you. Do you know the entire tale then?’


  ‘I am searching for corroboration, I suppose.’


  ‘True, all true. Von Hobarty is known as the Moor for good reason.’


  ‘How do you know it is not mere malicious gossip, this strain of the Negroid in the von Hobarty bloodline?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘For one, I researched the files for residency registrations and births. I traced the man’s forefathers all the way back to Transylvania.’


  ‘Whatever for? A story for Die Fackel?’


  Kraus took another dainty bite. ‘Insurance, I suppose. In case his race-baiting friends came after me one fine day. Fortunately, I have never had to use this information. I would have felt odd doing so. Some of the continent’s finest writers have similar blood in them – Alexander Dumas for one.’


  ‘And Pushkin. I believe his grandfather was also of Ethiopian descent.’


  ‘You do surprise me, Werthen. You know, of course, that von Hobarty is also a Bathory?’


  Werthen nodded. ‘Or so I have heard.’


  ‘Truth. Not idle gossip. Once more confirmed by the empire’s seemingly endless need for documenting its citizens. The Bathorys of Hungary were not too welcome by the populace after the affair of the Countess Elizabeth Bathory. Most of them took what belongings they still had and decamped to the hinterland of Transylvania. Von Hobarty’s grandfather was a bit of an adventurer, by all accounts. Thus, the Ethiopian princess. Quite a handsome woman, it is said. It’s why Christian von Hobarty turned to Pan-Germanism, of course. Self-hatred of his own mixed race, one assumes. And why he hates the Habsburgs so much.’


  ‘I don’t follow,’ Werthen said. ‘Why the animosity for the Habsburgs?’


  ‘Why, they impoverished his family. Took all the Bathory’s Hungarian holdings as punishment for the supposed crimes of the countess.’


  ‘Supposed?’


  Kraus emitted a quite inelegant snort at this. ‘You do not actually believe the woman killed some six hundred young girls, do you? Wherever could she find that number of victims in her remote region of Hungary? No, Werthen, it was all fabricated by the Habsburgs to take the Bathory land and to diminish their power in Hungary. That family had become famous saving Hungary from the Ottoman Turks. They were more respected than the Habsburgs, and that is something that your everyday Habsburg tyrant cannot tolerate.’


  ‘And you think this family history played on von Hobarty enough to make him do anything in his power to embarrass the Habsburgs?’


  Kraus nodded vigorously, cutting into the poppy seed bun with his fork once more. ‘His raison d’être, my friend.’


  Even to destroying one of the symbols of Habsburg power, their famous Lipizzaner horses, Werthen thought.


  Meanwhile, Berthe was having her own tête-à-tête with Archduke Franz Ferdinand, bringing him up to date on what she, her husband, and Gross had recently learned. Franz Ferdinand seemed particularly interested in the manner in which Berthe was able to track the forged Krensky notes back to Christian von Hobarty. Gross had informed them of the man’s admission last night as they spoke by telephone, informing each other of new developments.


  ‘Quite clever,’ Franz Ferdinand said when Berthe finished her account. ‘Though I highly doubt von Hobarty’s story that he is acting out of a sense of patriotism. He is no friend of the Habsburgs, I can tell you that. Far more likely that he engineered the entire breeding scheme in order to embarrass them.’


  He said this lightly, as if it were a fabulous assertion, but Berthe was beginning to think it might not be far off the mark.


  She also noted his curious use of the pronoun ‘them’ instead of ‘us’. Being shoved aside eternally by his uncle Franz Josef and forced into a morganatic marriage by the court chamberlain, Montenuovo, had obviously taken a toll on the archduke and his sense of belonging.


  ‘And I am afraid I have nothing so fine to share in return,’ Franz Ferdinand said, picking up a report on his desk. ‘Not one indication of investments in Premium Breeds by von Hobarty. Not even the hint of a profit turned by his intervention in securing the breeding contract. The only odd thing I discovered in his finances is that he is the owner of two spas in Styria. Can you fathom it? The great defender of Germanity, a mere concessionaire.’


  She had to laugh at the thought. From what Karl had told her about von Hobarty, he was a man most definitely hoist on his own petard. He would hardly want the world to know he was a common businessman.


  Werthen, when he learned this bit of information from Berthe at lunch, was not so amused as she had been.


  ‘Let me see,’ he said, looking at the report she handed him and the names of the spas.


  The urgent tone of his voice made Berthe spill the spoonful of cream of cauliflower soup that was halfway to her mouth.


  ‘This could change things.’


  ‘I only know that I will need to change my dress,’ she said, dabbing with her napkin at the stain in her lap.


  ‘Hoppla!’ said Frieda, who, seated in her high chair, was joining them for lunch.


  ‘Yes, your mutti made a big oops,’ Berthe said.


  ‘It’s the one connection we have between victims,’ Werthen said, ‘discovering that both Maria Feininger and Annaliese Reiter were employed at spas. And now we learn that von Hobarty owns both of those spas.’


  ‘I don’t see what that has to do with the breeding scandal,’ Berthe said.


  ‘Nothing,’ Werthen replied. ‘But might there be a motive for von Hobarty wanting to get rid of these two young women? He surely had reason to want the Klein girl out of the way. And both Maria and Annaliese had extra money at the time of their death. Remember that Maria told the nun about her shame. Von Hobarty is a womanizer. Maybe he used his spas to recruit young women for …’


  He looked at Frieda, reluctant to use a word his daughter might enjoy repeating. But Berthe understood his intent, nodding.


  ‘Perhaps it was more than a simple exchange of money for services,’ Berthe said. ‘Maybe they were blackmailing him.’


  Werthen considered this for a moment. ‘Maybe.’


  ‘We were looking at von Hobarty only in regards to the Lipizzaner matter,’ Berthe said, ‘but now it’s as if we are re-opening a murder investigation.’


  ‘Mooda,’ Frieda mimicked.


  When contacted by telephone later in the afternoon, Gross was also intrigued by this new information.


  ‘This does put things in a new light,’ the criminologist boomed down the line. ‘I need to talk to the victim’s families.’


  ‘Kurt Reiter,’ Werthen said. ‘We should to talk with him again. I had the feeling he was holding something back.’


  ‘And Herr Paulus,’ Gross said, making Werthen wonder if he had heard his advice about the brother.


  But he could add his own seeming non sequiturs: ‘What of the other deaths?’


  Werthen had had time to think rationally: three of the deaths attributed to Klapper would have benefited von Hobarty; but two would not. Especially the death of the journalist Krensky, knowing now that von Hobarty most probably wanted the Lipizzaner scandal to be made public.


  ‘We shall deal with those when we come to them,’ Gross said impatiently.


  ‘And what of Klapper’s involvement? Do you think he actually was the killer?’


  Gross paused on the other end of the line. Then: ‘I do not fancy Herr von Hobarty cutting up bodies like that. No, Klapper was the killer. But now we have a new question. Who directed him?’


  Something was bothering Gross, nagging at him ever since his visit to von Hobarty yesterday. There had been numerous revelations as a result of that interview; it was difficult to tell which had left him with this unsettled feeling.


  Gross contemplated this unease as he partook of his meal of crepe-like Palatschinken stuffed with curded cheese and raisins; he dwelled on it as he took a stroll in the chill evening air under a full moon that illuminated the snowy fields all around in blue light, his cigar trailing wisps of redolent smoke behind him. He continued to probe it like a sore tooth through his nighttime bath and on into bed as he attempted to concentrate on the Meditations. However, this usual bedtime reading was not having its intended effect: Marcus Aurelius’s injunction to maintain one’s focus and avoid distraction was, ironically, being circumvented by one such distraction.


  He read on, bravely, stoically: If thou art pained by any external thing, it is not this that disturbs thee, but thy own judgment about it. And it is in thy power to wipe out this judgment now.


  ‘Verdammt!’ Gross said aloud, closing the book disgustedly and setting it back on the bedside table. It was like reading Swahili tonight.


  But wait, he thought. Not the thing but my own judgment.


  And then he had it. The bit that had eluded him, that seemed odd.


  Yes. Things were indeed fitting a pattern.


  He gave an enormous sigh of relief, turned down the gas lamp, and was sleeping like a baby within two minutes.


  Thirty-Three


  Berthe and Werthen traveled by the first train to Styria. It was where things began; it was where they would finish.


  Berthe’s father, Herr Meisner, and his friend, Frau Juliani, traveled with them; they agreed to take care of little Frieda when the parents were otherwise occupied. Berthe could not stand to be away from her child, a feeling made even stronger as a result of the girl’s recent illness. Yet she could equally not tolerate being left behind at this point of the investigation.


  Sitting on her grandfather’s lap, Frieda was greatly amused at the sights out the window of their carriage. Her first time on a speeding train, she was taking it all in like a parched nomad stumbling upon an oasis. Frau Juliani was also quite enjoying the trip, Werthen thought. It had not taken too much convincing to persuade either of them to accompany the family.


  Werthen had booked rooms at the Daniel once again, and it was there he had the fiaker take them from the central station in Graz.


  Gross was just returning to the hotel when Werthen and company arrived.


  ‘Ah, Werthen,’ he said jovially. ‘En famille, I see.’ He tipped his hat at Herr Meisner and Frau Juliani and patted Frieda’s head as one might a lap dog.


  ‘You sound awfully pleased with yourself, Gross. What have you been up to?’


  ‘Time will tell, Werthen. Time will tell.’


  ‘And cryptic,’ Berthe added. ‘A combination that means no one good, I fear.’


  Gross nodded at Berthe, his cheeks rosy from the cold.


  ‘Come to be in on the kill, Frau Meisner?’


  ‘Most assuredly,’ she told him.


  ‘Where first?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘The restaurant,’ Gross said. ‘A nice hot wurst and schnapps is in order to face the rest of the day.’


  ‘I don’t understand what this is about,’ Stanislaus Reiter said after allowing Gross and Werthen into the small studio at the back of their cabin outside of Köflach. Berthe had stayed with Petra Reiter to see what she could discover there.


  ‘I assumed it was all over and done with. That Klapper animal …’


  ‘Yes, Herr Reiter,’ Gross said solicitously. ‘Herr Klapper is certainly the killer. However, there are some loose ends that it would be nice to understand. You must forgive me, I am a criminologist and I want to learn from this unfortunate incident. It may help others in the future.’


  It would hardly do for them to admit to Reiter that they were thinking of opening the investigation again, Werthen knew. He and Gross had agreed on this tactic instead.


  Reiter stood in front of a canvas portraying shirtless workers on hands and knees scraping a wooden floor in an apartment in preparation for refinishing. The scene seemed awfully familiar to Werthen, but he could not immediately place it.


  ‘Ask away,’ the artist said, turning back to his composition and adding a daub of paint to the shoulder of one of the brawny workers.


  ‘It has come to our attention that one of the other victims was also employed at her local spa. I believe you told my colleague here, Advokat Werthen, that your daughter knew none of the other victims.’


  ‘That is correct,’ Reiter said, not bothering to turn around.


  ‘And she was planning to attend art school in Vienna in the spring?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘That can be costly,’ Gross said. ‘Your paintings must sell well.’


  This brought a guffaw from Reiter, who now turned to face them.


  ‘As you can see, I am a most unfashionable artist. I even find myself shamelessly stealing the themes of others. No, gentlemen, I am not a successful salon artist. This piece of artistic impersonation in front of you is for a firm of parquet installers in Graz. Monsieur Caillebotte is no longer alive to protest such plagiarism. But it will keep us in food for the next few months.’


  ‘Then how was your daughter intending to pay for her tuition and expenses?’


  ‘She worked hard at the spa. Like I told the advokat before –’ nodding at Werthen – ‘she saved her money. She had a dream.’


  The door to the studio swung open and there again was the son Kurt to interrupt the interview.


  ‘What’s going on here?’ he said. ‘And who is that woman with mother?’


  ‘Hello, Kurt,’ Werthen said. ‘Good to see you again.’


  ‘These gentlemen were asking some questions about Liese’s finances for art school.’


  ‘What business is it of yours?’ Kurt said angrily.


  ‘I do not believe we have met,’ Gross said, offering his hand.


  ‘And we are not going to, either,’ Kurt said. ‘Now, out of here. You have pestered my family enough. Just leave.’


  Werthen did not want to do it, but he had to make the youth understand he would reveal information the boy did not want his father to hear.


  He said, ‘But I thought last time we talked—’


  It was enough to make Kurt set his jaw. ‘Let me handle this, Father. Perhaps we can speak outside, gentlemen,’ he said less aggressively.


  Herr Reiter made no protest, and turned back to his painting as they left.


  Outside Kurt took Werthen’s arm in a vice-like grip and pulled him away from the studio and cabin.


  ‘I don’t know what you’re about,’ he said, ‘but I told you everything I know last time you were here.’


  Werthen freed his arm, looking the youth squarely in the eye. ‘I don’t think so. I think you know something about your sister that you desperately want to keep from your parents. And it is not just that Herr Paulus at work might have made advances, or that she gave you the money to buy your crossbow. What is it?’


  Kurt’s right jaw muscle flexed. He looked about to speak, but then thought better of it.


  ‘Last time I was here you asked me if I had doubts about Klapper being your sister’s murderer.’


  Kurt looked at him with more interest now.


  ‘I didn’t answer you then, but now I will. I and my colleague –’ he gestured towards Gross – ‘the criminologist, Doktor Gross …’ Gross tipped his hat at this introduction. ‘We are beginning to suspect that there may have been someone who put Klapper up to these murders. Someone who stood to benefit from some of the deaths at least.’


  ‘Who? I’ll kill him myself.’


  ‘Easy, Kurt. You can help us most by telling us everything you know.’


  No one spoke for several instants. Finally Kurt sighed.


  ‘I caught her burning the clothes.’ He looked off in the distance as he spoke as if unable to look them in the eyes as he told them his story. ‘I couldn’t understand what she was doing burning perfectly good undergarments. She started to cry when I asked, and then I looked more closely at the fire pit and saw the stains.’


  He sniffed as he spoke.


  ‘Blood?’ Werthen asked.


  He nodded, sniffing once more. ‘She said there was this man who fancied her and had been willing to pay her handsomely to spend the night with him. And I shouted at her then. I didn’t mean to, it just came out.’


  He turned to look at them now. ‘I told her she wasn’t some sort of prostitute. How could she have done such a thing? She cried even harder then and I felt awful. I didn’t know what to say. Finally she stopped crying and told me how desperately she wanted to get back to Vienna. To study art. To never have to look at an alp again. She hated it here. I guess I never realized how much. You see, for me, it’s the perfect life.’


  ‘Who was this man, Kurt?’


  He shook his head violently, staring at the ground now. ‘She wouldn’t tell me. All she said was that if she had not gone with him, she would have lost her job.’


  ‘And was it your idea to blackmail him?’ Werthen asked.


  He looked up in amazement. ‘How did you know?’


  ‘It was your secret guilt, right? You couldn’t tell anyone about that, could you?’


  ‘No.’ More shaking of his head. ‘Never. I was trying to find out who it was … maybe he was the one who killed my sister. Then they caught Klapper … You won’t tell my parents, will you? It would kill them to know she had gone with this man for money.’


  ‘She was forced into it,’ Gross said. ‘She was not at fault, but the man who compelled her to his bed. She gave no hint as to his identity?’


  Though they both now had a very good idea who it must be: if Annaliese’s job were threatened if she had not complied with the man’s wishes, that would seem to point directly to von Hobarty.


  ‘No.’


  ‘How was the blackmail arranged?’ Werthen asked.


  Again the play of the muscle in Kurt’s jaw. ‘Paulus. Her supervisor. He was the go-between, according to Liese.’


  ‘Was she alone in this?’ Gross asked.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Was there another young woman involved from another spa?’


  ‘Liese didn’t say anything about another girl, but then she wouldn’t have mentioned anything if I hadn’t caught her burning her clothes. Was she murdered, too?’


  Werthen nodded.


  ‘What was her name?’


  ‘Feininger,’ he said. ‘Maria Feininger.’


  Kurt cast his eyes to the sky as if it were an effort to think. ‘No, I never heard of her. She have family?’


  ‘Just a father.’


  ‘Good,’ Kurt said. ‘Fewer people to cry.’


  The sun had gotten stronger in the sky as the day progressed and now the snow was melting, turning the road into a gooey mess.


  As they set off in the waiting fiaker for the Köflach Bad Terminus, Berthe told them that she had learned very little from Petra Reiter, only that her girl was an artist at heart and that she had been desperate to return to Vienna.


  ‘Was it selfish for us to move the family here?’ Frau Reiter had said as Berthe was leaving.


  Werthen in turn shared Kurt’s information with Berthe en route, letting her know that her surmise about the blackmail was accurate.


  ‘Von Hobarty, obviously,’ she said after considering this a moment. ‘The employer. And he must have also forced Maria Feininger with the same threats. Was she part of the blackmail scheme?’


  ‘The brother had never heard of her.’


  ‘Even so,’ Berthe reasoned, ‘whoever had Annaliese killed would probably be concerned that if one girl would blackmail him, another might also in the future.’


  Gross had been surprisingly quiet during the trip. Now he broke his silence. ‘Seems extreme to me. If von Hobarty is such a renowned womanizer, why would he bother to pay extortion money to keep quiet what is already publicly assumed? A possible black baby is one thing, but dalliances with the hired help …?’


  ‘Just like a man,’ Berthe grumbled.


  ‘No offense meant,’ Gross said. ‘I too find it reprehensible someone should use their position of power to coerce sex from a young woman. But to have them so horribly murdered to cover it up? It rather beggars my imagination.’


  ‘Maybe it is the Bathory curse at work,’ Werthen postulated. ‘If the stories of the Blood Countess really are true, then perhaps such proclivities can be inherited.’


  ‘Like blue eyes or black hair?’ Berthe said with a hint of sarcasm. ‘Karl.’


  ‘A thought only,’ he said. ‘What is your theory?’


  Berthe eyed them both coldly. ‘Von Hobarty might have peculiar tastes in sex. Something that he did not want aired in public.’


  Werthen felt his face go red and saw that Gross, too, had to look away in embarrassment.


  ‘Well, it is a possibility, and you two do not have to become so pained and patriarchal at the suggestion. I mean, we are only animals.’


  They rode on in silence until reaching the Bad Terminus. As Gross said, they needed to be sure about the man’s identity and it appeared Paulus could give them that verification.


  That is why it was such a disappointment when the receptionist at the Köflach spa told them that Herr Paulus and his family were vacationing in Italy.


  ‘A long overdue break for him,’ the woman said. ‘He works so hard.’


  The receptionist was able to secure for them the hotel where the family was staying in Rome. It proved to be of lesser quality – Werthen was unsurprised in such a show of frugality on the part of Paulus – and was not on the telephone. In the end, they sent off a telegram asking the identity of the man for whom Herr Paulus had procured the two young women. Included in this was the subtle threat of letting his wife know of the despicable services he had performed.


  They had been through much together, and yet Herr Meisner had never before suggested that he and Werthen use one another’s first names. Now, however, after an afternoon caring for Frieda, Berthe’s father shocked the table.


  ‘Could we please dispense with formalities?’ he said, addressing his son-in-law sitting across from him in the dining room of the Hotel Daniel. ‘I know it is long overdue, but would Joseph and Karl be acceptable?’


  ‘Very much so,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Excellent,’ Herr Meisner said.


  ‘Most gratifying,’ Gross said.


  ‘And when,’ Berthe said teasingly to the criminologist, ‘are you going to suggest I call you Hanns?’


  Gross did not blink. ‘When you become my daughter-in-law, Frau Meisner. I am not a great one for informality. But if you prefer, you could address me as Gross.’


  Frau Juliani seemed to take great amusement at this comment; it was not altogether clear that Gross was being ironic.


  ‘Well, Doktor Gross,’ Herr Meisner said, ‘I assume you are going to dazzle us at any moment with your insights.’


  ‘What insights might those be?’ Inspector Thielman said, standing suddenly at their table.


  No one had noticed him approach and the unexpected voice made the assembled sit up suddenly. Freida, mistaking his uniform, cooed, ‘Conductor.’


  ‘No, honey,’ Berthe said. ‘He’s not a train conductor. This is a police officer.’


  ‘Fissur,’ Frieda said.


  Thielman did not seem amused, Werthen noted.


  ‘Pull up a chair, Inspector Thielman,’ Gross said.


  The inspector nodded and joined them. ‘I repeat, what insights, Gross?’


  ‘I am not sure I have any just yet.’


  ‘No discoveries about Hohewart?’ Thielman said. ‘No secret enemies?’


  Gross shook his head.


  Herr Meisner picked that moment to join in. ‘I thought it was this von Hobarty fellow you were looking at, Karl.’


  Thielman looked at Werthen. ‘Looking at him for what? Hohewart’s death? You must be insane.’


  ‘Actually, we had not gotten that far yet,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Just how far have you gotten? I knew I shouldn’t have let you talk me into giving you letters of introduction again. Magistrate Lechner will have me posted to Croatia if he finds out about this.’


  No one spoke for a moment, and Thielman repeated his question. ‘How far have you gotten? Are you going to tell me that Klapper didn’t kill those people? We were there for the last victim. I shot the man.’


  ‘In point of fact,’ Gross said, ‘we did not see him kill Krensky. We saw him leaning over the body. Klapper’s fingerprints could not be discerned on the knife found at the scene.’


  ‘So Klapper didn’t kill those women?’


  ‘I didn’t say that.’ Gross smiled at him. ‘In fact I am quite sure he did.’


  ‘I am glad to hear that,’ Inspector Thielman said.


  ‘One wonders, however,’ Gross said as the waiter was finally bringing their dinners, ‘who might have influenced him in the killings.’


  Thielman’s face went red at this, but he said nothing while the plates were being handed round; everyone partaking of the nightly special, chamois lung gulasch over buckwheat grits, or Heidensterz.


  Once the waiters left, Thielman said, ‘Influenced the killings. In other words you think someone was behind it all?’


  ‘It would appear so,’ Gross said. ‘Perhaps you would care to explain, Advokat Werthen. I have an appointment with a chamois.’


  At that, Gross began tucking into his meal, not waiting for the others to join him. Werthen did as requested, filling Thielman in on the evidence they had thus far gathered, much of it seeming to give von Hobarty motive for murder.


  ‘And the Stiegl girl?’ the inspector asked.


  ‘Misdirection, just as we theorized before,’ Werthen said.


  ‘And Krensky?’ Thielman said. ‘From what you tell me, von Hobarty would surely not want him dead.’


  ‘Yes, that does present difficulties,’ Werthen said.


  ‘Any theories of your own?’ Gross suddenly asked, putting his fork down for a moment and taking a large quaff of Schilcher rosé, its bottle bearing a picture of a white Lipizzaner horse. Gross poured an extra glass and handed it to his former colleague.


  Thielman sniffed the rosé, took a sip, and sighed. ‘Speculation only, I hope you understand.’


  Gross nodded. ‘But of course. A speculative game over dinner.’


  ‘Perhaps Krensky’s death and Hohewart’s are connected.’


  Gross brightened. ‘My thoughts exactly, Thielman.’


  ‘Connected?’ Berthe said. ‘How so?’


  ‘Well …’ Thielman rubbed his chin, finally taking off his kepi and laying it on the table. ‘If we assume von Hobarty wanted Krensky very much alive to inform the world of the Lipizzaner scandal, then of course it makes no sense he would put his creature Klapper on him. Thus, someone else must have killed the journalist, someone with motive, someone who wanted to silence him.’


  ‘Hohewart,’ Berthe said.


  Thielman nodded, seeming to Werthen for the first time not to be the sort of bumbling time-serving bureaucrat he had hitherto appeared to be.


  ‘And if Hohewart killed Krensky,’ Thielman continued, ‘that would in turn give von Hobarty motive to kill Hohewart, who was making it awfully difficult for him to get his story out.’


  ‘Excellent, Thielman,’ Gross said. ‘I never thought you had it in you.’


  Thielman winced at this, but quickly recovered. ‘Must be my years of associating with you, Gross,’ he said with a smile. ‘But again, this is like a parlor game. Speculation only. I would advise you to let this sleeping dog remain firmly asleep. Von Hobarty has powerful friends.’


  ‘But inspector,’ Herr Meisner, said, ‘surely you cannot be advising Doktor Gross not to pursue this investigation simply because von Hobarty is well connected?’


  Thielman finished his wine, put his kepi back on his nearly bald pate, and rose. ‘I should let you people get on with your dinner in peace,’ he said. ‘You might keep me informed about your activities, Gross.’


  He did not wait for a response, but turned on his heels and left the dining room.


  ‘What a rather disagreeable man,’ Frau Juliani said.


  Thirty-Four


  The next day Gross went to the telegraph office first thing in the morning to check on word from Herr Paulus in Rome.


  ‘I think it is time we paid Herr von Hobarty a visit, don’t you, Werthen?’ Gross asked as he returned, telegram in hand. ‘And I think Inspector Thielman might also be interested.’


  In the event, Thielman was eager to join them. ‘I was going to suggest something along those lines myself.’ He hoisted himself out of his chair at the gendarmerie office. ‘The wife not accompanying you today?’ he said to Werthen. ‘Just as well. Von Hobarty might feel constrained in front of a female.’


  ‘Why the change of mind?’ Werthen asked.


  ‘I had a chance to sleep on it,’ the inspector said. He turned to Gross, waiting at the door, a dour look on his face. ‘You know me. A stubborn old mountain goat,’ Thielman said. ‘But I come around in the end.’


  As they mounted a fiaker in the main square, a tall figure wearing a backpack emerged from behind a sycamore where he had been waiting. He called to another fiaker in the square, and set out after Gross and company.


  Von Hobarty was none too pleased to see the trio of men his valet ushered into the library, Werthen and Gross in front and Thielman bringing up the rear. The room was smoky as if the chimney were not drawing correctly, and the mullioned windows were partially open.


  Von Hobarty sat at his desk and looked up irritably. ‘I thought we had concluded any business we might have the other day, Doktor Gross. And Thielman, I hope you are not encouraging these two with their snooping about. One would think you all had something better to do with your time.’


  ‘They don’t need any encouragement,’ he said and then uttered a faint laugh. ‘No, they’re eager enough without me.’


  ‘What do you mean by this, Thielman?’ von Hobarty said looking suddenly startled. ‘Put that thing away.’


  Werthen and Gross both turned to see Thielman in back of them, his policeman’s Steyr automatic in his hand.


  ‘Really, Thielman …’ Werthen began but Thielman quickly wagged his gun at him and Gross.


  ‘Over to the desk,’ he ordered. ‘With von Hobarty.’


  Werthen looked at Gross, but there was no alarm on the criminologist’s face. Rather, there was a trace of a smile on his lips.


  ‘Now!’ Thielman barked the command.


  ‘Careful, Thielman,’ Gross said. ‘The servants might hear. Then how to explain all this?’


  ‘Shut your mouth. The door is locked. I just saw to that. By the time anybody can get in, the three of you will be dead. You two –’ he nodded at Gross and Werthen – ‘shot by crazy von Hobarty here, and you, von Hobarty, I personally dispatched.’


  ‘Have you lost your wits, man?’ Von Hobarty looked more amazed than frightened.


  ‘Quite the contrary,’ the inspector said.


  ‘You won’t get away with it,’ Gross said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’


  ‘What is going on here?’ Werthen finally found his voice. But then things suddenly became clear to him. ‘You’re the one, aren’t you? Gross suspected you from the start. Always the inspector and never the magistrate.’


  ‘Close your mouth, advokat.’


  ‘You’re right, Werthen,’ Gross said. ‘The telegram from Paulus decided it for me. It wasn’t von Hobarty who was being blackmailed, but Hohewart, a silent partner in the spas.’


  ‘Paulus?’ von Hobarty said. ‘You mean my manager? The fellow’s in Italy, I thought.’


  Gross nodded. ‘The wonders of modern telegraphy.’


  ‘And what is this about blackmail?’


  ‘You really should tell him, Thielman,’ Gross said.


  ‘You’re the clever criminologist, Gross. Let’s hear your theories.’


  Gross shook his head. ‘No theories,’ he said. ‘Simple facts. I started to actively suspect you the night of Klapper’s death. You arrived late at the watch on his cabin but never bothered with an explanation. I assume that was when you were killing Krensky. And then when we tracked Klapper and found him over the already dead body of the journalist, Klapper looked up, saw me and then saw you. But it was you he was addressing when he said, “you bastard”. There was the anger of betrayal in his voice. And then you shot him. You said you were going for his legs. Not so, Thielman. You were always a good shot and that was too close to miss.’


  ‘Not bad, Gross. Amusing, in fact. Why not continue?’


  ‘It all started with Hohewart and his peculiar taste for virgins. But when one of his victims, Annaliese Reiter, turned out to have some needs and dreams of her own and began blackmailing him, he was desperate. It was imperative his wife’s powerful and well connected family not find out. They could ruin him. So he turned to you for help.’


  Thielman smiled at this. ‘And why would he do that, Gross?’


  ‘Because you owed him. Because he had brought you in early to the Lipizzaner breeding scheme, paid you handsomely to cover his tracks with officials, I suspect. He wanted his problem taken care of and you obliged. You knew Klapper was here. The chief warder at Karlau Prison where Klapper had been held notified you that he was released in your area. I checked on that personally. And you would have remembered Klapper’s telltale birthmark at any rate. You played him. Once you discovered that I was in Styria again, that part was easy. But one thing I have not worked out. Humor me here. How did you find out I was in Graz?’


  Thielman uttered another of his choking laughs. ‘That’s the beauty of it. I just saw you one day leaving the hospital in Graz. I followed you to your hotel. I found out about your son’s treatment. It was all easy. After all, I am a policeman. I am allowed to be nosy.’


  ‘Ahh,’ Gross said. ‘That explains it. Serendipity at work in the world.’


  ‘Thielman, I order you to put that gun away.’


  ‘You’re no longer in the ordering business, von Hobarty.’ He aimed the pistol at the man’s head.


  ‘But we should continue,’ Gross urged. ‘Once you discovered I was here, then killing those poor young girls became mere sport for you. You convinced the deranged Klapper that he could get even with me for sending him away to prison, and by leaving certain clues behind, disfiguring the bodies, and drafting several messages you could try to outwit me, embarrass me, compromise me, perhaps even have me convicted of the crimes. You hate me that much, do you?’


  ‘You are an arrogant swine, Gross. I have waited many years to tell you that.’


  ‘Then why not just tell me that and save all the bloodshed?’


  ‘Continue. I am enjoying this.’


  ‘So you had Klapper kill those two unfortunate girls. The Reiter girl because she was blackmailing Hohewart and the Feininger girl simply because she might join in. Ursula Klein was an attempt to implicate Herr von Hobarty.’


  ‘You animal,’ von Hobarty muttered.


  ‘You yourself led me to that conclusion,’ Gross said to von Hobarty. ‘A casual remark from you teased my mind for days until I finally remembered what you had said. You told me that you tried to get Thielman here to take care of the problem of the Klein girl for you. Well, he did, but not in the way you were intending. Her death put you straight into our sights though as the one person to benefit. But once I knew that Thielman was also aware of the situation …’


  ‘Pleased with yourself, aren’t you, Gross,’ Thielman said bitterly. ‘But I had you running around in circles with those mutilations. I especially liked the two marks I left post mortem on the Klein girl’s neck. Started a real vampire craze, that did.’ Then to Werthen: ‘And you, I had you feeling like the great detective at the Stiegl crime scene.’ He let out a high laugh.


  Werthen shivered at this; the man was more insane than Klapper.


  ‘I confess to being confused by those,’ Gross admitted. ‘The Stiegl girl was pure misdirection, of course, but then Krensky was another murder with a possible motive.’


  ‘That journalist threatened my retirement fund,’ Thielman said. ‘He had to be stopped. I arranged for the meet while you were waiting for Klapper to come out of his cottage on All Hallow’s Eve. An easy kill.’


  ‘I wondered about you being late that night while waiting for Klapper to come out of his cottage. I assume you also planted the incriminating evidence under the floorboards in Klapper’s bedroom. Simple enough to do with me in the kitchen and you alone in the bedroom at first. I also assume you carried the cigar box in that back pack you wore that night.’


  Thielman nodded at this with smug satisfaction. ‘They were Klapper’s trophies, mind you. He just kept them better hidden.’


  ‘And Hohewart?’ Werthen said.


  Thielman smiled proudly. ‘That was good, wasn’t it? Once I found out you were back in Graz,’ he said to Gross, ‘I just couldn’t help playing with you again. I led you to the conclusion of the faked suicide.’


  ‘Hoping again it would all tie back to von Hobarty,’ Gross said. ‘But you had motive for that murder, as well, right?’


  ‘I do not like being pressured by anyone. He had threatened to expose my involvement with the Lipizzaner matter if I did not kill the Reiter girl. I waited patiently for my opportunity to pay him back for that.’


  ‘And the unfortunate Captain Putter of the riding school?’ Werthen asked.


  Thielman shrugged. ‘Why not satisfy your curiosity? It was Hohewart. He told the man the whole breeding scandal would be blamed on him for not paying close enough attention. Told him to do the honorable thing. Hohewart did not like loose ends.’


  He sighed. ‘But this is now becoming tedious. I think we have had enough revelations. Time to die.’


  He leveled the gun at Gross who did not make a move. Just then, through the open window came a whooshing sound and Thielman’s forehead spouted a red flower of blood with a steel crossbow bolt at its very center. He dropped the gun in a clatter on the wooden floor and slowly sunk down to his knees and then toppled forward.


  Werthen moved to the fallen man, but could see immediately that he was dead.


  He looked up to see young Kurt Reiter peeking through the open window. ‘I told you I would get the man who killed my sister,’ he said.


  They shared glasses of brandy to settle their nerves. Kurt explained how he had used the last of his sister’s money in order to hire fiakers and follow Gross and Werthen, and eventually they had led him to von Hobarty’s estate. He had overheard everything through the open window.


  ‘Well, you saved our lives, young man,’ von Hobarty said.


  Werthen looked at Gross. ‘If you already suspected Thielman when we came here, how could you let us be drawn into a trap like this? We could all have been killed if not for Kurt.’


  Gross smiled at this. ‘Not quite, Werthen. You see, coming back from the telegraph office in the train station this morning after collecting the message from Paulus, I stopped by the gendarmerie. Thielman was not yet in, but his weapon was hanging from a rack near his desk. I got the sergeant on duty to look for some evidence bags, and meanwhile I took the bullets out of his gun.’ He reached into his pocket and displayed a fistful of cartridges. ‘It was the only way I could think of. There was no hard evidence.’


  ‘That makes me feel better,’ Werthen said, picking up Thielman’s gun and playfully pulling the trigger as he aimed at the ceiling. The gun went off with an ear-splitting bang, and debris fell from the damaged ceiling.


  Gross stood red-faced, brandy in hand, as plaster rained on his head.


  Epilogue


  All four candles were lit on the huge advent wreath hanging down from the ceiling of the art studio. Christmas was only two days off, and there was a festive air to this art show, featuring the work of Tina Blau’s students, foremost among them the equine paintings of young Franzl Hruda.


  The sun was out, glinting off the snow in the Prater and filling the aula of the studio with warm light.


  The gathered guests were enjoying hot punch and Christmas cookies, served by none other than the painter and former vandal, Herr Kleinwitz, who had been converted to the notion of having women in the arts after teaching some of Blau’s talented and rather attractive pupils. The guests were speaking in polite, low murmurs as they examined the paintings. Berthe even had one on display, Werthen noted; a somewhat tortured picture of an espaliered apple tree with fruit, but bare of leaves.


  ‘My Rembrandt stage,’ she joked in his ear. He loved the feel of her warm breath on him.


  Frieda was running about quite indecorously, playing tag with Berthe’s father, while Frau Juliani shook her head in mock disgust at such frivolity. Werthen’s parents had been unable to come; his father had a sinus infection and was laid up at their home at Hohelände in Upper Austria, being waited on hand and foot by his wife, Werthen imagined. He, Berthe, and Frieda would pay a visit to his parents after Christmas. But Werthen’s father had sent his personal thanks for taking care of the Lipizzaner affair. Not exactly the resolution he or Berthe had been seeking, however.


  Gross, too, was missing from this little get-together, back at his post in Czernowitz where he continued to battle the upstart sociology department while waiting to hear if his appointment to the University of Prague would finally be approved. No mention of his son, Otto.


  This quiet, comfortable affair suddenly took a turn for the more formal when Werthen spied out the window a large touring car pull up in front of the art studio and none other than Archduke Franz Ferdinand emerge from it.


  The guests went silent as he entered, along with several aides. He carried a bouquet of hothouse roses, which he presented to Tina Blau, and then he approached Werthen and Berthe.


  ‘The best of the season to you,’ he said, nodding to them both, and then thinking better of it, taking Berthe’s hand and kissing the air an inch above it.


  ‘How good of you to come,’ Berthe said.


  ‘I could hardly refuse such a fine invitation.’


  One of Franzl’s horse paintings had been printed up for the formal invitation.


  ‘And where is this miraculous young artist?’


  Werthen led him to Franzl, looking awfully shy and much smaller than the canvas he was standing next to.


  ‘Herr Hruda,’ Franz Ferdinand addressed the boy with great formality. ‘I must congratulate you on two counts.’


  The boy continued to stare at the archduke as if struck dumb by his presence.


  ‘First is your art. These are wonderful paintings of our fine Lipizzaners. A testament to your skill and our stables.’


  Berthe and Werthen exchanged glances. The upshot of all their hard work had been that the Lipizzaner matter was buried. With Hohewart dead, it was felt that von Hobarty was an unreliable witness. But at least Franz Ferdinand had mounted a full-scale investigation into the affairs of von Hobarty, promising to make life very difficult for him if he ever breathed a word of the breeding scandal. The one bit of justice done was that ‘Herr Hobarty’ now had the ‘von’ stripped from his name.


  What the emperor gives, the emperor can take away.


  ‘Yes,’ Franz Ferdinand continued, ‘your paintings demonstrate the strength and vigor of the Lipizzaner line, the symbol of Habsburg Austria.’


  Werthen had the feeling that this last part was added for his and Berthe’s benefit.


  Franz Ferdinand shook the boy’s hand.


  ‘Please, sir,’ Franzl said, his voice cracking. ‘You said there were two things to congratulate me for.’


  Franz Ferdinand threw his head back and laughed. ‘So I did. So I did. Marvelous boy. Yes. The second is your most patriotic of Christian names. I salute you, Franz Josef Hruda!’
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