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—Booklist (starred review)
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Oktav Hauke looked across the table at his wife. She had hardly touched her starter course. Indeed, she seemed to be more interested in rearranging the contents of her soup bowl than eating. Occasionally, however, she would raise a small dumpling or a morsel of sausage to her mouth. Then she would chew slowly, her jaw moving from side to side like a cow. The light from the gas lamp gave her complexion a sickly, yellowish pallor, and the unfortunate proximity of such a strong source of illumination exposed every flaw, crack, and crevice—particularly the row of vertical creases that occupied the space between her thin upper lip and nose. Her back was slightly hunched, and her head bowed forward, as though the weight of her ornate ruby necklace and matching pendant earrings were proving too burdensome for her withered neck to support.

Although still plush with the trappings of grandeur—Venetian mirrors, gilt flourishes, and marble statues on Doric plinths—the dining room of the Corvinus Hotel was well past its prime. These pompous effects and gestures did not mitigate a pervasive atmosphere of irreversible decline. Within a domed alcove, half concealed by an ostentatious arrangement of potted palm trees, was a pianist, playing Hungarian dances without the necessary zest. It was the same every night.

The waiter (for there was only one) interrupted his oscillations between kitchen and tables to stop, somewhat abruptly, next to Hauke’s wife. In heavily accented German he asked, “Is everything to your satisfaction, Countess?” It was a constant source of irritation to Hauke that his wife was routinely addressed before he was.

“Yes, thank you, Oguz,” the Countess Zigana replied, making a languid gesture that made the diamonds on her fingers flash with conspicuous brilliance.

The waiter bowed and turned to face Hauke.

“Herr Rác,” Hauke declared in his habitual inebriate drawl. “The best libamáj zsírjában in Vienna, without doubt.” He speared the last of his slippery goose liver.

The waiter smiled ambiguously and retreated.

“Aren’t you hungry?” Hauke asked his wife.

“Not very.”

Hauke observed his own reflection in a nearby wall mirror and couldn’t stop himself from admiring what he saw—the square jaw, the clear blue eyes, and the burnished mop of gold hair that three decades had failed to thin or tarnish. He was reminded of his old regimental nickname, Apollo. A faint self-satisfied smile played around Hauke’s lips. This smile, however, quickly vanished when he noticed—advancing behind his handsome image—someone he recognized.

A harried-looking man in a long gray overcoat stepped through the open double doors. He brushed some raindrops from his shoulders and scanned the lavish interior.

“Damn!” Hauke growled.

“What is it?” his wife asked.

The man spotted Hauke and approached with a purposeful stride. Like everyone else, he addressed the countess first. “Forgive me for intruding, but I have an urgent matter to discuss with your husband.”

“Not now, Tausig,” said Hauke. “Can’t you see we’re eating?”

“I’m afraid it can’t wait.”

Hauke folded his napkin and stood up. “Excuse me,” he said to his wife. Applying moderate force to the small of the man’s back, Hauke moved Tausig across the room and into the pianist’s alcove.

“We can’t speak here,” said Tausig.

“I don’t mean to hold a very long conversation.”

“You told me that you would be in Café Central tonight.”

“Did I? I don’t recall that.”

“I want my money back, and I want it now.”

“Keep your voice down, Tausig.”

Fortunately, the pianist had come to a middle section that required a pounding fortissimo.

“I’ll be ruined,” said Tausig. “I can’t wait any longer.”

“Tomorrow,” Hauke replied.

“You said that yesterday.”

“Yes, but things are different today.”

“How are they different?”

Hauke observed Herr Rác emerging from the kitchen carrying two plates. “Ah. The second course, if I’m not mistaken. I’m afraid I really must return to my table, or my steak will be ruined.”

As he moved away, Tausig grabbed his arm. “You’re not going to get my money tomorrow, are you?” said Tausig. “Or the day after?”

“Let go of my arm, Tausig.”

“You’re a liar and cheat.”

Hauke twisted his neck to show off the dueling scar on his left cheek. “Don’t push your luck, Tausig. If someone overheard your impudent remark, I would be forced to consider my reputation. Think of your wife and children.”

Tausig’s fingers relaxed. “You won’t get away with this.”

Hauke shrugged. “My conscience is clear. Incidentally, Tausig, your hair is wet. The concierge might lend you an umbrella if you ask politely.”

Tausig scowled and walked briskly toward the exit. Hauke smoothed a crease from his sleeve and returned to his table.

His wife said nothing. She was toying with her beef goulash, lifting noodles with her fork and letting them drop off again. The pouches of maculated flesh beneath her eyes seemed to gather shadow.

Hauke picked up his knife and fork and cut into his thick, rare steak with relish. Blood seeped out onto the porcelain; however, when he placed the strip of meat into his mouth, he found it to be tough and leathery. He then sniffed the sauce—too piquant, too peppery. The intemperate use of paprika and spices was a feature of Magyar cuisine that still disagreed with his digestion. Why couldn’t these people appreciate the simple virtues of an undressed steak?

“If you’re not very hungry,” said Hauke, “I’ll have your goulash.” He didn’t wait for his wife to give her consent. He simply reached across the table and swapped their plates. The countess didn’t protest. She examined her new meal for a few moments, and then used a spoon to scoop up some of the sauce. After testing it with the tip of her tongue, her expression showed approval, and she began to eat. The steak did not appeal to her, so she left it.

After ten minutes, during which not a single word was spoken, the countess sighed and said, “I’m tired.”

“Then go to bed,” Hauke replied without looking up.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. I’ll go to bed if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.”

Hauke watched her leaving the dining room. She looked unsteady, infirm, a thing made of cobwebs and dust, something that should not be held too close to a naked flame.

The goulash had been particularly good, and so was the Tokay wine. Hauke had drunk one bottle already. Even so, this did not stop him from finishing the second. He returned the plates to their original positions and ordered a third bottle of Tokay—twice as expensive as its full-bodied and velvety predecessors. He held his glass up to the light, swilled the contents, and considered his options.
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Detective Inspector Oskar Rheinhardt stepped down from his carriage and stared up at the commanding façade of the Corvinus Hotel. Instead of the customary stone caryatids, two Magyar warriors stood on either side of the entrance. Their strange headgear and armor made them look both threatening and magically exotic.

“They don’t look very friendly, sir,” said Rheinhardt’s assistant, Haussmann.

“One must suppose that this was the sculptor’s intention,” the inspector mused. “An odd decision, when one considers that a hotel’s principal function is to offer hospitality.”

On entering the lobby, they were greeted by the hotel manager, Herr Farkas. He was a slightly built individual, whose head seemed disproportionately large compared with the rest of his body. This was, in part, attributable to his dense black beard and enormous mustache, the ends of which had been trained into involute curlicues.

“This won’t be good for business,” said Farkas as they ascended a broad, red-carpeted staircase. “We’re already finding it difficult to maintain respectable profit margins. There hasn’t been as much patronage since the empress was assassinated, God rest her soul.” He crossed himself. “She used to recommend us to visiting dignitaries.”

“Really?” said Rheinhardt, showing polite interest. “I didn’t know that.”

“Guests don’t like to stay in rooms where people have died. I do hope I can count on your discretion, Inspector?”

“The security office cannot stop people from gossiping, Herr Farkas. The lady was an aristocrat. And this is Vienna.”

Farkas shook his head. “We were always fond of the countess at the Corvinus. Her bloodline can be traced back to the ninth century. She used to stay here every winter with the old count.”

When they reached the second floor, the manager led them down a hallway, the walls of which were hung with oppressive, penumbral landscape paintings. Eventually the men reached their destination, a door with a brass number seven fixed into the woodwork with screws. Farkas knocked three times, but there was no response, and it was necessary to employ a key to gain entry. “This way, gentlemen, please.”

They passed through a drawing room and a bedroom, and finally came to a halt in a spacious bathroom. The colorful tiles, decorated with Oriental sigils, were clearly intended to evoke the Ottoman Empire, and beneath two projecting faucets was a tub that appeared to be made from galvanized copper. Some silk undergarments had been dropped on the floor, next to an intricately molded stove.

The tub was filled to the brim. So much so that it must have overflowed when its occupant climbed in the previous evening. The surface of the water was still and reflective, but the submerged woman was clearly visible. She was in her late fifties, and her gray hair spread out around her face in a state of static suspension. Rheinhardt noticed that she was still wearing jewelry. “Who discovered the body?” he asked.

“Tinka,” Farkas replied. “The countess and her husband were in the habit of rising late. Tinka was bringing them their breakfast.”

“Husband, did you say?”

“Herr Hauke. The countess remarried after the death of Count Nadazdy.” Rheinhardt indicated that Farkas should continue. “Tinka found the door wide open. She called, but no one answered, so she went straight in. Herr Hauke was lying on the bed, asleep, and was still wearing his dress suit. Herr Rác, who waited on him last night, tells me that Herr Hauke drank three bottles of Tokay.” Farkas showed his disapproval with a frown that connected his eyebrows. “Naturally Tinka was curious as to the whereabouts of the countess. A trail of discarded clothes led to the bathroom. The poor girl ran down to my office immediately. She was so distraught, she could hardly get her words out.”

“Where is Herr Hauke now?”

“I don’t know. I told him that I was going to call the police and that he should probably wait here for you, but he seemed to find this suggestion …” Farkas paused for a moment before adding, “ridiculous.”

“What was she like, the countess?”

“A melancholy soul, although some would say that all Hungarians are melancholy. We don’t have your flair for frivolity.”

Haussmann glanced at his superior and rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Fortunately, the hotel manager was looking elsewhere. Rheinhardt leaned over the side of the tub. There were oval patches of discoloration on the woman’s arms and shoulders.

“Tell me, Herr Farkas, would you say that the countess and her husband were happily married?”

“They hardly spoke to each other,” Farkas replied. “At least, not in public. Some of the maids heard Hauke shouting a few times. And using foul language.”

“What? He was swearing at his wife?”

“I believe so. Yes.”

Rheinhardt went into the bedroom and opened the wardrobe door. One side was full of dresses, the other, suits. A chest of drawers contained some identification papers, money, and several pairs of gold cuff links. Rheinhardt continued questioning Farkas and learned a little more of the countess’s history. The hotel manager had obviously been very fond of her first husband, “the old count,” and he also mentioned a son who had died tragically young. Farkas had a tendency to digress, for the sole purpose, it seemed, of extolling the virtues of the Hungarian aristocracy.

“Thank you for your assistance,” said Rheinhardt, perhaps a little too abruptly. “A police photographer will be arriving shortly. I would be grateful if you would escort him up here as soon as he arrives.”

“Of course, Inspector,” said Farkas. “I’ll be in my office.”

He bowed with unexpected flamboyance and left the room.

“Well, Haussmann?”

“ ‘Melancholy.’ ‘Unhappy marriage.’ It looks like she took her own life.”

Rheinhardt nodded, but the movement was contemplative rather than affirmative. He made his way back to the bathroom and scrutinized the countess. The discolored areas of skin looked liked bruises. He took out his notebook and started writing.

“Ah, you must be the policeman.” It was an attractive voice, a resonant tenor.

Rheinhardt looked up and saw a handsome man in his mid-thirties addressing Haussmann. The man’s coat was hanging from his shoulders like a mantle, and he held a walking stick with a silver handle. Rheinhardt deposited his notebook in an inside pocket and called out, “Detective Inspector Rheinhardt. Security office.” He stepped into the bedroom and gestured toward his assistant. “This is Haussmann.”

“Oktav Hauke.” It hadn’t occurred to Rheinhardt that this gentleman might be the countess’s husband. He seemed far too young. “Forgive me,” Hauke continued. “I went out for a coffee and a stroll. I needed to clear my head. Is she still …” He pointed at the bathroom.

“In the bath? Yes.”

“Have you made the necessary arrangements?”

“Arrangements?”

“For her removal?”

“She will be taken to the Pathological Institute shortly. Please accept my condolences. I am very sorry.”

Hauke looked at his nails for a moment and said, “Thank you.”

“What happened, Herr Hauke?”

“Isn’t it obvious? She drowned herself.”

“Yes. But why?”

“Because she didn’t want to go on living, I presume.”

“Indeed. But why was that?”

Hauke shrugged. “It’s difficult to say. She wasn’t very communicative.”

“You must have some idea, Herr Hauke?”

“She hasn’t been happy for a long time. I sent her to see a doctor last year. It cost a great deal of money, and the treatment didn’t do her any good at all.”

“Did the doctor say she was suffering from a mental condition?”

“He said that her spirits were low.”

“And did he warn you that she might take her own life?”

“No. But it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had.”

“How was she last night?”

“Last night …” Hauke tugged at his chin, and his eyes seemed to focus on some distant point beyond the walls of the hotel.

“Herr Hauke?”

“Last night,” Hauke repeated. He smiled, almost bashfully, and as he did so, his dueling scar became more visible. “This is terribly embarrassing, Inspector. I’m afraid I drank an awful lot of wine last night; however, if my memory serves me correctly, she was much the same as usual, which is to say that she was disinclined to make conversation. Rather flat. Sullen. We had dinner together, and she retired early.” He grimaced and added, “I think.”

“You think?”

“To be absolutely honest, Inspector, it’s all a bit indistinct. Blurry. I must have come up later and just fallen onto the bed. I was still dressed when I awoke.”

“You didn’t enter the bathroom, then?”

“No, of course not. I was very drunk, but even in my inebriated state, it is quite reasonable to suppose that the discovery of a dead wife in the bathtub would have given me good reason to review my circumstances.” He seemed pleased with this droll remark. “If you’re arranging for my wife’s body to be transported to the Pathological Institute, then there’s no need for me to consult an undertaker just yet, is there? You see, I need to be at my club by two o’clock. Is that all right?”
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Professor Mathias switched on the electric light, and the autopsy table flared into existence. It seemed to be surrounded by an infinite darkness.

“Who is she?” asked Professor Mathias.

“The Countess Zigana Nadazdy-Hauke,” said Rheinhardt.

“A countess?” Mathias was obviously impressed.

“Yes. But not a very important one. I have been given to understand that her family lost much of its influence by the fourteenth century. Her first husband, however, was a minor noble with an estate located in the Transylvanian marches.”

When they reached the autopsy table, Mathias put on an apron and tied a neat bow at the base of his spine with practiced ease. “Naked, but for her necklace and rings.” Mathias stroked the countess’s wrinkled skin. “Did she drown in her own bath?”

“Very good, Professor,” said Rheinhardt. “She was found this morning by a maid at the Corvinus Hotel. Her second husband, a former cavalry officer, was asleep in the next room.”

“I’ll drain the lungs and perform the standard procedures,” said Mathias, “but you don’t need a pathologist to tell you how she died if she was found submerged in a bath.”

“The point of issue,” Rheinhardt replied, “is not so much the cause of death, but rather, the context.”

“I see,” said Mathias.

Beneath the harsh light, the countess’s body looked profoundly unattractive. She was horribly thin. Her white thighs were reticulated with purple veins, and her pubic hair was sparse and grizzled. Her breasts were flat, and the nipples so lacking in pigment that they barely showed.

Mathias traced two triangles on her face with his forefinger, one on either side of her nose. “Good bone structure. She would have been very pretty when she was younger, so don’t sneer.”

“I wasn’t sneering.”

“Yes, you were.”

Rheinhardt huffed, lit a cigar, and gestured at the areas of discoloration. “Bruises?”

Mathias picked up a magnifying glass and examined each in turn.

“Yes.”

“She suffered from melancholia. Her husband says she committed suicide.” Rheinhardt squeezed the upturned ends of his mustache to make sure that they were still sharp.

“But you think he held her down?”

“They were known to have had arguments. The maids at the hotel heard raised voices. Insults. And he is a man of singular peculiarity. He seemed completely unmoved by his wife’s death.”

“Well, it’s perfectly possible that these bruises were made by the husband. See here, the pattern is quite distinctive. This is where he grabbed her. The marks correspond with each digit.” Mathias demonstrated.

“And when were they produced?”

“The small hours of this morning. Or last night.” Mathias bit his lower lip. “Or sometime during the preceding two or three days.”

Rheinhardt exhaled a cloud of smoke. “You cannot be more specific?”

Mathias placed his magnifying glass down on the autopsy table. “No.”

Rheinhardt considered the old man’s answer and then said, “Professor, may I use your telephone?”
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Rheinhardt entered the General Hospital and walked briskly through its carbolic-scented thoroughfares until he came to the Department of Psychiatry. He found his young friend, Dr. Max Liebermann, sitting in a small, smoky office.

“I’m glad I caught you,” said Rheinhardt. “And thank you so much for waiting.”

Liebermann indicated the surface of his desk, which was covered with screwed-up balls of paper, textbooks, and academic journals.

“Not at all. I’m writing up a case study for publication. Or trying to, at least—an eighteen-year-old woman who believes that she is a varcolac.”

“A what?”

“A wolflike being that eats the moon.”

“Ah,” said Rheinhardt. He decided that this versatile monosyllable would have to suffice. “May I sit?” Liebermann cleared a space for him, and the portly inspector lowered himself onto a plain wooden stool. “I’d like you to interview someone for me.” Rheinhardt recounted what had transpired that morning and passed his friend some photographs. “Countess Zigana Nadazdy-Hauke. Age fifty-eight. She married her first husband in 1867. They had a son, Istvan, who died in a riding accident three years ago, and shortly after that, she lost her husband to scarlet fever. While visiting the thermal baths at Merano in 1902, she met Oktav Hauke, whom she married after a brief but passionate romance.” Rheinhardt handed his friend another photograph.

“Was this taken recently?” Liebermann asked.

“This morning.”

“Herr Hauke is very young.”

“Thirty-three.”

“There is some connection, no doubt, between the loss of the countess’s son and her subsequent marriage to a man of similar age.”

“Hauke says that she was suffering from melancholia and committed suicide. But there are bruises on her body and the marriage was not happy. Moreover, Hauke had been married twice before.”

Liebermann smiled. “To mature women of independent means?”

“Both of whom died prematurely. His first wife was the widow of a successful importer of leather goods, and her children, two daughters, contested their mother’s will. There was a whiff of scandal surrounding the proceedings, but the sisters’ challenge was not upheld. The second wife was also a widow. This time, a childless baroness.”

“How did you come by this information?”

“The newspaper archive.”

“Where can I find Hauke now?” Liebermann handed the photographs back to Rheinhardt.

“He’s still staying at the Corvinus. I have told him to remain there for the time being and not to leave Vienna.”

A plaintive cry resonated down the corridor. This was followed by footsteps and the rattle and chime of bottles on a cart. Liebermann was not distracted. “How did he live before he embarked upon his career as a fortune hunter? Do we know?”

“He was a cavalry officer. Honorably discharged after being shot in the leg during an operation in Serbia.”

Rheinhardt offered his friend a cigar. Liebermann took it, and they both smoked for a while.

“There was something about Hauke that troubled me,” Rheinhardt continued, “and it wasn’t until some time after talking to him that I was able to put my finger on it. He struck me as a callous, vain man, but his coldness and arrogance seemed to exceed the limits of normality. His lack of natural feeling was almost … pathological.”

Liebermann leaned back in his chair. “Such individuals have been written about since ancient times. Theophrastus, a disciple of Aristotle, wrote of unscrupulous men; Lombroso has described born criminals; and in England they speak of moral imbecility. But I am not convinced that a lack of conscience can be classed as an illness, as such.”

Rheinhardt was not inclined to be drawn into a philosophical discussion about diagnosis. He scrawled the address of the Corvinus on a scrap of paper and handed it to his friend. “If you could see Hauke tomorrow, I would be most grateful.”
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It was one o’clock in the morning. Oktav Hauke was sitting in a wingback leather armchair at his club, sipping a chilled Unicum. The spirit glass was frosted and contained a dark concoction that possessed an arresting, bittersweet taste. Hauke had developed a weakness for it since the early days of his marriage to the countess. In Hungary, Unicum herb liqueur was something of an institution and was supposed to have medicinal properties. Court physicians had been known to prescribe it as a remedy for ailing kings.

The flavor of the liquor revived memories of the countess’s castle and seigniory. It all belonged to him now. Unfortunately, he had rather neglected the maintenance of the castle, particularly the roof and plumbing, and as for the land, a great deal of it had already been sold off to service his debts. In fact, he wasn’t sure whether the countess’s estate represented an asset or a liability anymore. She, of course, had been blissfully unaware of their precarious financial situation. He had made sure of that. Don’t worry your pretty little head, he had said disarmingly. I’ll take care of things. And she had smiled and expressed her appreciation with a feeble squeeze of his hand.

Perhaps he should go back and sort it all out? Auction the contents of the castle? Write some more promissory notes? Getting away from Vienna would also serve another purpose. It would interpose a substantial distance between himself and idiots like Tausig, bourgeois parvenus who had been too easily impressed by his aristocratic connection and too eager to invest in baseless schemes and enterprises.

What had happened to all that money?

It was remarkable how much could be frittered away on a baize table, at the races, or by making opportunistic wagers with like-minded individuals. And there were so many other costly activities. Actresses and singers had such high expectations these days. They always wanted the very best. He had become accustomed to their wit and beauty, their modern outlook, their worldly “talents,” so much so that he would never again find the company of foolish shopgirls diverting—even less the painted harlots who loitered beneath the gas lamps of Spittelberg.

He was roused from his thoughts by Van Campen, a fellow club member who had relieved him of five hundred kronen only the other day.

“I am so sorry, Herr Hauke,” said Van Campen. “I just heard.”

“Well,” said Hauke, doing his utmost to simulate the manner of a man stricken by grief but bravely accepting the exigencies of fate. “There it is.”

“I never had the pleasure of meeting your wife, the countess,” Van Campen continued, “but I know that a light has gone out.”

“Indeed,” Hauke replied.

An awkward silence ensued.

Hauke took out his wallet and counted the notes inside. He cleared his throat and said, in a slightly higher register, “I was wondering: Would you be interested in giving me the opportunity to win back some of my losses?”

“At this sad time?”

“It’ll distract me. Think of it as a favor, an act of kindness.”

“Are you quite sure?”

“Yes. Quite sure. I’ve been sitting here thinking about the meaning of misfortune like a philosopher. What good does such thinking do? In the end, life has no purpose. But a game of cards …” Hauke raised himself from his seat, tipped the remainder of his Unicum down his throat, and looked eagerly toward the gaming room. “That is another matter!”
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Although it was past midday and the smells of fragrant preparations were rising up from the kitchen, Hauke was still in his dressing gown. He had not attended to his toilet, and his chin was covered in stubble. His hair was an unruly mass of blond curls, and his sclera were so inflamed, they might have been infected.

Liebermann introduced himself and explained that he was a colleague of Inspector Rheinhardt. There was a brief exchange of civilities, and Hauke gestured for Liebermann to enter. “Forgive me, Herr Doctor,” said Hauke, massaging his temples. “I have a splitting headache. If you mean to question me, might I lie down?”

“As you wish,” Liebermann replied.

He followed Hauke into the bedroom. Hauke climbed onto the mattress, made himself comfortable, and closed his eyes. Liebermann found a chair and placed it next to the headboard. He was quite accustomed to conducting psychoanalytic treatment sessions with supine patients, so he was not in any way perturbed by Hauke’s odd behavior.

After some preliminary remarks, Liebermann said, “Herr Hauke, did you dream last night?”

“What?”

“Did you have any dreams?”

“I don’t have dreams.” Hauke’s speech was slow and listless.

“Everybody has dreams.”

“Not me. I used to have dreams as a child, but they became less and less frequent as I got older. I don’t dream at all now. Anyway, what’s dreaming got to do with anything?” An eddy of peevish irritability animated his question.

Liebermann was forced to adopt a more conventional approach.

“I understand that your wife suffered from melancholia.”

“That is correct.”

“For how long?”

“For as long as we were acquainted.”

“You knew that her spirits were low, yet you still chose to marry her?”

“She seemed happy enough when we met, and very eager to please. I liked that. However, when we returned from our honeymoon in Monte Carlo, she was tearful and curiously passive.”

“You told Inspector Rheinhardt that you took her to see a doctor.”

“Yes. Alfred Sartorius. Do you know him? He has a practice in the ninth district. He gave her suspensions, recommended long walks, and talked a great deal. None of it did any good, and his bills were quite stupendous. If I’d know when I was younger what a doctor can get away with charging, I might have considered going into medicine myself.” Hauke drummed his fingers on the eiderdown as if he were getting bored.

“Did you know that your wife’s body was covered in bruises?”

“No. I didn’t.” The drumming stopped.

“How do you think she got them?”

“She probably got them from me.”

Liebermann waited, expecting Hauke to qualify this frank admission, but nothing was forthcoming. In due course, Liebermann spoke again. “When you say that your wife got the bruises from you, what do you mean exactly?”

“A few days ago we had an argument. A rather heated argument, as it happens. She lost control, and things became rather physical. It was necessary to restrain her in order to avoid an accident. I was thinking of her safety as much as my own. Afterward, she apologized and we made love. You know how it is with women.”

“What was the cause of your argument?”

“I had sold some of her jewelry. A pendant that had been in her former husband’s family for some time … a gold bracelet from Prague.”

“And she was angry with you?”

“No, I wouldn’t say she was angry with me. I would say she was furious.” Hauke emitted a low chuckle, but his expression did not soften.

“Why did you sell her heirlooms, Herr Hauke?”

“I needed the money.”

“What for?”

“To pay a debt.”

“To whom?”

Hauke dismissed the question with a wave of his hand and clearly felt no obligation to provide an answer.

“There was a substantial age difference, between you and the countess.”

“Twenty-five years.”

“And your previous wives were also older.”

“You know about them, do you?”

“Yes.”

“I have a particular fondness for older women. They have experience, good taste, considered opinions. They are less giddy than young girls, less irritating, and, of course, more established.”

“Established?”

Hauke opened his eyes and glanced at Liebermann. “Come, Herr Doctor, you know exactly what I mean.”
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After the young doctor had departed, Hauke shaved and got dressed. He was still splashing a rather heady cologne onto his face when there was a knock on the door. A bellboy was waiting outside.

“Herr Hauke?”

“Yes.”

The boy handed him a visiting card. Hauke took it and read the name Gernot Strub.

“He’s waiting for you in the lobby, sir.”

Hauke gave the boy a coin. “Tell him I’ll be down in ten minutes. Ask him to wait for me in the Mátyás lounge.”

The boy nodded, marched off, and began to run as he approached the stairs. Hauke closed the door and took a deep breath.

Gernot Strub was not like his other “investors.” He was a different kind of businessman, and on reflection, it had probably been very unwise to take his money. He had a neck the circumference of a tree trunk, a broken nose, and trafficked girls from Galicia.

Hauke pushed the curtain aside and looked down at the street below. A streetcar rolled by, and there was a steady flow of pedestrians on the pavement opposite the hotel. It did not take him long to make his decision. Hauke opened a drawer and collected together the few remaining items of his wife’s jewelry. He put on his coat, grabbed his cane, and hurried down the hallway. When he reached the first-floor landing, he paused to ensure that Strub was no longer waiting for him in the lobby.

Once out of the Corvinus, he took the first narrow side street and made his way to the train station, where he purchased a one-way ticket to Strass-Sommerein. At Strass-Sommerein he could catch the connection to Budapest, and from Budapest he could get to the marches and the relative safety of the estate.

As luck would have it, the Strass-Sommerein train was about to leave. Hauke congratulated himself on his good timing. He was about to get into a first-class carriage, when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned round and saw a youth whose sharp features were vaguely familiar.

“Herr Hauke?”

“We’ve met before, haven’t we?”

“My name is Haussmann. Inspector Rheinhardt’s assistant?”

“Ah, yes. Haussmann.”

“The inspector asked you to stay in Vienna.”

“Did he?”

“Most definitely.”

“Well, it must have slipped my mind.”

Haussmann gestured down the platform. “This way, please.”
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Rheinhardt and Liebermann were walking purposefully toward the Corvinus.

“He was trying to get away,” said Rheinhardt.

“That doesn’t reflect well on him, I’ll grant you that,” Liebermann replied.

“He was happy to leave Vienna without making any provision for his wife’s burial or repatriation. Extraordinary. She’s still lying in the Pathological Institute.”

“That Hauke lacks ordinary sensitivities is beyond question.”

“But you don’t think he killed her?”

They entered the Corvinus and presented themselves at the reception desk. Shortly after, they were received by the manager, Herr Farkas. “Welcome, Inspector,” he declared with open arms. “I have set a room aside for your use.”

“That is very kind of you.”

The manager then led them to a spacious office on the ground floor. It had a desk, several chairs, and a stove that emitted a stifling heat.

Rheinhardt and Liebermann began by interviewing the senior members of the staff and gradually worked their way down the hotel hierarchy. Most had had nothing to do with the countess and her husband, but those who had, commented on her sad mien and Hauke’s haughty indifference. The maids confirmed that there had been arguments, but no one had heard raised voices or a struggle the night of the countess’s apparent suicide. At eight o’clock, Liebermann and Rheinhardt went to the lobby in order to stretch their legs.

“We’re not getting much further, are we?” said Rheinhardt.

“No.”

“Then perhaps we can go now. I’m beginning to get hungry—and there’s a coffeehouse close by, where they serve divine mohnstrudel.”

Liebermann ignored Rheinhardt’s remark and asked, “How many people are there left to interview?”

“Four.”

“What about him?” Liebermann pointed to the bellboy.

“You’re getting desperate, Max.”

Liebermann beckoned to the youth, who ran over.

“Good evening,” said Liebermann. “I am Dr. Max Liebermann, and this gentleman here is Detective Inspector Oskar Rheinhardt of the security office.” The boy looked from one to the other with wide eyes. “What is your name?”

“Attila,” said the boy.

“I would like to ask you a few questions, if I may?” The boy nodded. “Do you remember the Countess Nadazdy-Hauke?”

“The old lady who died.”

“Indeed.”

“She wasn’t that old,” said Rheinhardt.

Liebermann threw his friend a withering look and returned his attention to the boy. “Did you ever speak to her?”

“Only once, sir.”

“When was that?”

“Saturday night, sir. The night she …” He made the sign of the cross in lieu of finishing his sentence.

“What was the time?”

“About nine o’clock, sir. I was going down the stairs. I’d taken a bouquet of flowers up to the third floor. Madame Delacroix, room fourteen. The countess was coming up the stairs as I was going down.”

“She was on the third floor?”

“No, sir. She was between the first and second.”

“What did she say to you?”

“Nothing, sir.”

Rheinhardt sighed. “But you just said you had spoken to her?”

“Well, I did,” Attila responded. “That’s true enough, sir. She didn’t reply.”

“What did you say to the countess?” Liebermann asked with gentle concern.

“I asked if she was all right.”

“Why was that?” The boy looked down at his shoes and seemed a little embarrassed. “Attila?”

“She … she was pulling faces.”

Rheinhardt and Liebermann exchanged glances. They both asked together, “What kind of faces?” The effect was quite comical.

“There was a girl who used to live on our street who used to do the same thing. Her face would jerk.”

“You mean a spasm. Like this?” Liebermann contracted the muscles on the left side of his face.

“Yes. Like that.”

“And what about the rest of the countess’s body?”

“She was shaking.”

“As if she were freezing cold? Or were the movements more violent?”

“No. She wasn’t cold.” Attila shook his head. “Her face was all shiny.”

“You mean she was perspiring?”

The boy merely repeated his initial observation. “Her face was all shiny.”

“So, Attila. You asked her if she was all right, but she didn’t reply?”

“No, sir. She didn’t.”

“Was that because she couldn’t reply?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“I want you to think very hard.”

“Some kind of seizure?” ventured Rheinhardt.

Liebermann beat the air several times to indicate that he wanted his friend to remain silent. “Attila, can you remember her eyes? What did her eyes look like?” The boy’s face was blank. “Recreate the scene in your mind. You are descending the stairs; she is coming up. She looks unwell, and you ask her if she is all right. You are looking directly at her. Now tell me. What do you see? Her eyes, what do they look like?”

Recollection illuminated Attila’s expression. “They were moving from side to side. It made her look shifty. She waved me away, so I didn’t stop.” After a moment’s reflection he added, “I didn’t do anything wrong, did I, sir?”

It was Rheinhardt who answered. “No, Attila. Your behavior was exemplary, and you have been very helpful.” He took a krone from his pocket and gave it to the boy.

“Much obliged, sir.” The boy bowed, clicked his heels, and returned to his post with a definite spring in his step.

Liebermann turned to face Rheinhardt. “I think you had better call Professor Mathias. I would suggest that he undertake an analysis of the contents of the countess’s stomach.”

“Why?”

“Tetanic spasm—hyperthermia—nystagmus. She was poisoned with strychnine.”
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The low winter sun cast long shadows on the pavement outside the coffeehouse. Gazing through the window, Liebermann observed the passage, from right to left, of a Hasidic Jew, a Carpathian peasant, and two middle-aged women whose hats were decorated with enormous ostrich feathers.

Rheinhardt sipped his aromatic türkische coffee before addressing his companion. “You were right. Strychnine.” Liebermann did not react, and Rheinhardt continued. “This is what I think happened. Hauke poisoned his wife’s food—or her wine, perhaps? She felt unwell, retired early, and died alone. When Hauke followed her up later, he removed her clothes and deposited her lifeless body in the bathtub.”

“Oskar,” said Liebermann wearily. “Hauke might be a moral imbecile, but he isn’t stupid.” Rheinhardt tilted his head, tacitly requesting that his friend elaborate. “How could he have known that his wife would decide to retire at exactly the right moment?”

“He might have told her to go to bed as soon as she started to exhibit symptoms. She suffered from melancholia and was, by all accounts, very passive—at least in public.”

“Very well. How could Hauke have calculated precisely how long it would take for the poison to kill her? The time it takes for strychnine to cause asphyxiation varies from person to person. The countess might have died on the stairs, or alternatively, she might have taken hours to die. In which case a doctor would have been summoned, and he would have almost certainly suspected poisoning.”

“Isn’t there a relationship between dose and effect?”

“Yes, but it is modulated by so many factors: age, weight, and general health.”

“A rough estimate may have served Hauke well enough.”

Liebermann looked out the window again. A black carriage with the Habsburg crest on the door rolled by. “Strychnine poisoning is such a horrible way to die. The victim remains conscious until the very end. There are more efficient ways of disposing of a wife.”

“He’s a monster. He wanted her to suffer.”

“I do not think he is that kind of monster. He is motivated by money, and inflicting an agonizing death, in this particular instance, was entirely surplus to his requirements. It introduced an unnecessary element of risk. I wonder …” Liebermann breathed on the window and drew a treble clef in the condensation with his fingertip. “Could it be that someone else—someone other than Hauke—wanted the countess dead?”

“I very much doubt it.”

“We know relatively little about her past.”

“True. But I think we know enough about her provenance and character to make some fairly respectable guesses. I would not say that she was a woman whose transgressions were of sufficient wickedness to merit such a vile end. She was a sad, tragic figure.”

“Then perhaps she was killed as a warning to Hauke?”

“Now you are being fanciful, Max.” Rheinhardt lit a cigar and pushed the box across the table for Liebermann. “I received a note from Commissioner Brügel earlier today. He wants me to be more decisive.”

“You mean he wants you to arrest Hauke.”

Rheinhardt opened his mouth and released a cloud of fulvous smoke. “Hauke didn’t do himself any favors by trying to abscond. And Haussmann tells me he spends all day and half the night gambling at his club.”

“Even so. Decisiveness requires decisive evidence.”

“I know that, and you know that,” Rheinhardt replied. “But I’m not sure that I can say the same for Commissioner Brügel.”
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Frau Albert was in her early thirties, but she looked older. Her dress was a washed-out gray, and her undisciplined hair was wiry and tangled. She sat on the opposite side of Rheinhardt’s desk, clutching a copy of the Illustrierte Kronen-Zeitung, a rather disreputable newspaper that appealed to those with a taste for scandal. Frau Albert had drawn a ring around the article that she wished to bring to the inspector’s attention. It was only a small piece, tucked away on page eight, but it contained all the relevant facts: marriage to a much younger husband, melancholy, suicide. Hauke was named, and described as “a dashing cavalry officer who had been decorated by the emperor.”

“He was originally courting my sister,” said Frau Albert. “But when my father passed away, he became more interested in my mother. It was obscene how he flirted with her. To be frank, I don’t think she was herself; the grief had made her mad. They married in secret, and when she told my sister and me, we broke off relations with her. My mother died abroad, in a village just outside Naples. He buried her there too—and very promptly, I imagine. She was supposed to have died from tuberculosis, but an Italian doctor will say anything if you pay him enough. Needless to say, we had our suspicions. When Herr Hauke returned to Vienna, we employed a lawyer to contest the will, but nothing could be done.” Frau Albert’s eyes brightened with anger, and she clenched her fists. “My father built up his fortune from nothing. He loved us dearly and would never have neglected our interests. I beg you, Inspector, please bring this fiend to book. He is a ruthless predator and must be stopped.”

Rheinhardt puffed out his cheeks and let the air out slowly. He wanted to say something measured and dignified, but nothing suggested itself. “God in heaven” was the best he could do.
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Commissioner Brügel had just finished reading Rheinhardt’s report. He was an imposing figure whose oversize muttonchop whiskers obscured most of his face. “Are there any other suspects?”

“None of the staff at the hotel had anything to gain from the countess’s demise,” Rheinhardt replied. “They are mostly Hungarian and doltishly loyal to the old families. A man entered the dining room and spoke to Hauke the night the countess died, but he couldn’t have tampered with her food without being noticed.”

“Who was he?”

“A gentleman named Pauli Tausig. He left Vienna with his family before we had a chance to interview him. It seems that he did so to escape creditors.”

The commissioner gathered Rheinhardt’s papers together, placed them in a buff folder, and said with blunt authority, “Arrest Hauke.”

“With respect, sir,” Rheinhardt began, “we can’t be sure that—”

Brügel did not permit him to continue. “This rogue probably murdered his first two wives. Let’s not let him get away with a third, eh?”

“Sir,” Rheinhardt tried again, “Hauke is a bad man. Of that, I am not in doubt; however, so far, all the evidence we have gathered against him is circumstantial. I believed every word that Frau Albert spoke. But none of her speculations can be proved.”

Brügel shook his head. “The countess will have relatives, and we must not forget that her first husband was a Nadazdy. As soon as these nobles learn that one of their number died in doubtful circumstances, questions will be asked. Rheinhardt, you don’t seem to appreciate the wider implications of this case.” Brügel gestured toward the large portrait of the emperor that hung behind his desk. “Hauke was a cavalry officer. Discharged with honors, no less. That won’t reflect well on the palace. Moreover, if we don’t arrest Hauke quickly, the Hungarians might allege that we were reluctant to do so. They will say that we value the liberty of our military heroes more than the life of a Hungarian countess. This could get very political.”

“Dr. Liebermann is not convinced that Herr Hauke murdered his wife.”

Brügel’s expression darkened. “I really don’t give a hoot what Liebermann thinks. He doesn’t have to deal with palace aides. I have the reputation of the security office to protect—and so do you!”
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“I beg your pardon?” said Liebermann into the mouthpiece of the telephone.

There was a long pause and the line crackled.

“I’ve had him arrested,” said Rheinhardt. “He’s in a cell at the Schottenring station.” Rheinhardt recounted the conversation he had had with Brügel that morning. When he finished, Liebermann grumbled something incomprehensible, the tone of which communicated his dissatisfaction. “Come now, Max,” Rheinhardt continued. “It was inevitable, really. I would have preferred to wait a little longer, but Brügel’s argument was not entirely specious. A pattern is emerging. And Hauke is incorrigible. Haussmann saw him yesterday afternoon at the Imperial, sharing a table with a mature lady of august appearance. She was wrapped in furs and dripping with diamonds.”

“Hauke might well have poisoned his first two wives, and I agree that he has few, if any, redeeming qualities; however, the fact remains that the evidence against him with respect to the poisoning of the Countess Zigana is purely circumstantial.”

“May I remind you that there is such a thing as convergent evidence.”

“Indeed, but it is no substitute for direct evidence.”

The silence that followed was long and uncomfortable. Rheinhardt did not want to argue with his friend, and tried to change the subject. “How is that academic paper progressing? You know, the one about the woman who thinks that she is a wolf and eats the moon?”

“It’s still not finished,” said Liebermann tartly. “Oskar, I’d like to see Hauke again.”

Rheinhardt sighed. “Brügel will object.”

“Then tell him I intend to get Hauke to make a confession.”

“Well, he’s not going to believe that.”

“Oskar, your powers of persuasion are second to none. I have every confidence in you.”

Before Rheinhardt could answer, the line went dead.
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Liebermann entered the cell and sat down next to Hauke, who was lying on a thin, grubby mattress that rested on a simple iron frame. A chamber pot was visible in the corner. Hauke turned his head slowly and raised his hand, delivering a lymphatic greeting. Liebermann waited, saying nothing, as he sometimes did with his patients. Eventually, Hauke cleared his throat and said, “I have been informed, Herr Doctor, that you are here today in order to extract from me a confession of guilt, by means of subtle psychological devices. Spare yourself the effort. A more efficient alternative would be to supply me with some good schnapps. That’ll loosen my tongue, I promise you.”

“I’m afraid that alcohol isn’t permitted. But I can offer you a cigar.”

Hauke extended his arm. “Thank you.”

Liebermann leaned forward and lit the end of the Trabuco. “I haven’t come here to extract a confession.”

“Then what are you here for?” Hauke inhaled deeply and coughed. “To ascertain whether or not I am of sound mind? Presumably it will be more difficult to put a noose around my neck if I am declared insane. Would you believe me if I told you that my maternal grandfather thought he was a pumpkin. They say it’s hereditary, don’t they—madness.”

“Well, they are probably mistaken.”

“Shame. I really do have two aunts in a mental institution.”

Hauke tapped some ash onto the floor.

“Why did you try to leave Vienna, Herr Hauke?”

“I wanted to avoid a character named Gernot Strub.”

“For what reason?”

“I owe him some money. Unfortunately, he is not the kind of man with whom one can settle differences easily. He is not very rational.”

Liebermann changed position and was momentarily distracted by the appearance of a cockroach from behind the chamber pot. “Did you poison your wife, Herr Hauke?”

“Which one, Herr Doctor?”

“Is that supposed to be amusing?”

“Mildly amusing, perhaps.” Hauke’s expression hardened. “No, Herr Doctor. I did not poison my wife.”

“Then who do you think did?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Why would anyone want to kill her? Can you think of a motive?”

“No one would want to kill her; she was entirely harmless.”

“What happened the night she died?”

“I have already had this conversation with Inspector Rheinhardt.”

“And when he questioned you, your responses were rather vague.”

“That’s because I couldn’t remember very much. I had drunk three bottles of Tokay.”

“Then let me recapitulate. You had dinner with your wife and she retired early. Later you followed, but you were so drunk that, on entering your bedroom, you collapsed. You did not regain consciousness until the next day, when the hotel manager, Herr Farkas, woke you up.”

“That is correct.”

“Why did your wife retire early?”

“I don’t know. She was probably tired. She was always tired.”

“There was a man who came to your table. I understand that the pianist overheard you quarreling.”

“Herr Doctor, Rheinhardt knows all about this.” Hauke sounded a little irritated. “The man’s name is Tausig. Pauli Tausig.”

“And you owed him money too?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“A significant sum.”

Hauke finished the cigar and, without looking, tossed the smoking stub aside. It landed next to Liebermann’s shoe.

“Herr Hauke, could Tausig have poisoned your wife?”

“Why would he do that?”

“To ensure your future cooperation.”

“That’s more Strub’s style than Tausig’s.”

“What did Herr Tausig say to you?”

Hauke’s brow furrowed. “Something about his business being close to ruin, I think. I honestly can’t remember.”

Liebermann consulted his wristwatch. He did not have unlimited time. “Have you ever been hypnotized, Herr Hauke?”

“No.”

“It is sometimes possible to recall things under hypnosis that would otherwise be entirely inaccessible. Would you permit me to hypnotize you, Herr Hauke?”

“If you think it will help, I am, as they say, completely at your disposal.”

Liebermann dimmed the paraffin lamp. “I want you to stare up at a fixed point on the ceiling. Where those two cracks meet will do. As you concentrate on that fixed point, you will find that your eyelids are becoming heavier and heavier.” Liebermann spoke softly, allowing his voice to become a soothing monotone. “You are feeling tired. You are sinking into a deep, deep, relaxing sleep.” After two or three minutes, Liebermann’s words began to take effect, and after ten minutes, Hauke’s eyes were closed and his breathing was shallow.

“Herr Hauke, you are sitting in the dining room at the Corvinus Hotel. It is the night of Saturday the third of February. What can you see?”

“Zigana.” Hauke’s lip curled. “Playing with her food.”

“What are your feelings toward her?”

“Revulsion. She is so … inert. I can’t stand the way she eats. She reminds me of a tortoise or a grub.”

“As you look at her, what are you thinking, Herr Hauke?”

“I’m thinking about her earrings.”

“What about them?”

“Their value.”

“What’s happening now?”

“I can see Tausig. He looks wet. It’s obviously raining outside. He comes to the table and apologizes to Zigana. I have to get him over to the piano in order to deal with him. He wants his money back. I let him believe that I am offended and that I will demand satisfaction. He hasn’t picked up a sabre in years, and I can see that actually he’s quite frightened. Before he runs off, I advise him to get an umbrella from the concierge. When I return to my table, the second course has already arrived.”

“What does your wife say?”

“Nothing. She lifts the noodles up and then lets them drop off her fork. My steak is rather tough, and I notice that Zigana’s meal looks rather good. I say, ‘If you’re not very hungry, I’ll have your goulash.’ And so, I reach across the table and swap our orders. She doesn’t object. She never does.”
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Rheinhardt had given Farkas no prior notice of their visit. Consequently, when the inspector and Liebermann arrived at the Corvinus, the manager was understandably surprised. “You want to interview them all now?” he exclaimed.

“Yes,” said Rheinhardt. “Herr Bodor, Robi Danko, and Herr Rác.”

The chef, Bodor, and his young assistant, Danko, were already in the kitchen. Rác had to be summoned. When they were all assembled, Rheinhardt positioned himself in the middle of the floor and said, “Thank you for your time, gentlemen. Once again, we are here with respect to matters pertaining to the sad demise of the Countess Zigana.”

“I read that the villain has been arrested,” said Bodor, a plump man with mottled cheeks and lank hair.

“That is true. Herr Hauke is being detained at the Schottenring station.”

“What a scoundrel,” said Rác. “To drown his own wife. It’s unspeakable. And she was such a fragile thing. The brute.”

“Indeed,” said Rheinhardt. “However, new evidence has come to light that suggests that we may have acted rashly. I am hoping that you”—Rheinhardt swept an inclusive hand around the kitchen—“may be able to help us clarify certain points at issue.”

“New evidence?” said Farkas. “What new evidence?”

Rheinhardt walked over to the oven and turned with unexpected grace on his heel. “Herr Rác, do you remember what Herr Hauke and the countess ordered to eat?”

“You mean, on that Saturday?” The waiter shrugged. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

“I do,” said Bodor. “The starter courses were soup and goose liver, and the main courses were goulash and steak. That’s right, isn’t it, Robi?” The chef looked at his assistant, Danko. “You made the mushroom sauce for the steak.”

The young man nodded but said nothing.

“Ah, yes,” said Rác. “Now I remember.”

Liebermann was observing the group closely. When Bodor had asked Danko about the mushroom sauce, the young man had glanced, ever so briefly, at Farkas.

The manager raised his finger to attract Rheinhardt’s attention.

“Inspector,” said Farkas, “you mentioned new evidence?”

“I did,” Rheinhardt replied. “That the Countess Zigana died in her bath is an indisputable fact. But she did not drown.” A penchant for histrionic gestures got the better of him, and Rheinhardt paused for effect. “She died as a result of respiratory failure.”

“She died naturally?” Rác sounded surprised.

“No,” Liebermann intervened. “She died because the muscles of her body—and particularly those necessary for the regulation of breath—had gone into spasm.”

“But why?” Rác persisted.

“Because of something she ate,” said Rheinhardt.

There was a short silence before Bodor exploded: “What? Are you accusing me of being negligent, Inspector? That is outrageous! Look at these surfaces, look how clean they are! All the food we serve at the Corvinus is fresh and of the highest quality. I go to the Naschmarkt every morning and select it myself from reputable stallholders!”

“You misunderstand me, Herr Bodor.” Rheinhardt offered an appeasing but rather fixed smile. “The countess did not die of food poisoning. Rather, there was poison in her food. Strychnine, to be precise.”

Liebermann watched Robi Danko shift uncomfortably. Again the youth glanced at Farkas.

The manager was impassive. He pulled at his thick black beard and said, “Are you sure, Inspector?”

“Quite sure.”

“Forgive me, Inspector,” said Farkas, “but I am rather confused. A few moments ago you seemed to be suggesting that Herr Hauke’s arrest might have been precipitate. Why so? If the countess was poisoned, doesn’t this fact represent further incriminating evidence against him?”

“No,” said Rheinhardt. “We do not believe that Herr Hauke poisoned his wife.”

Farkas appeared frustrated. “Then what do you believe?” He spun his hand in the air, inviting Rheinhardt to elaborate. “I would be most grateful if you would speak plainly.”

“Herr Danko,” said Liebermann, stepping forward and addressing the chef’s assistant. “Did you have any reason to dislike Herr Hauke?”

“No,” the young man replied.

“Did you ever speak to him?”

“No. He never came into the kitchen.”

“And yet …” Liebermann took another step forward. “And yet it was you who prepared his steak sauce.”

“The sauce was poisoned?” Bodor looked from his assistant to Rheinhardt, and back again.

“Yes.” Rheinhardt replied.

“How can you be so sure?” Bodor asked.

“There are ways,” Liebermann interjected, with studied nonchalance.

“This isn’t really making very much sense,” said Rác. “If Herr Hauke’s steak sauce was poisoned, why was it the countess who died? The Countess Zigana had the goulash!”

“No,” said Liebermann. “She didn’t. Herr Hauke swapped their plates around.” He took another step closer to the chef’s assistant. Danko’s hands had begun to tremble, and beads of perspiration had appeared on his forehead.

“Robi?” whispered Bodor.

The young man opened his mouth and was just about to speak, when Farkas suddenly moved. He opened the door, leaped out of the kitchen, and slammed the door shut. A distinctive combination of sounds followed: the scrape of two bolts and the loud click of a locking mechanism.

“Out of the way,” Rheinhardt shouted. He positioned himself centrally and kicked the scuffed wood several times, but the door did not yield to his violence.

“The door is reinforced,” said Bodor. “Because of the risk of fire. The guests must be protected. You won’t kick that door down.”

“In which case,” said Rheinhardt, addressing his fellow prisoners, “I would be most grateful if you would all join with me and shout ‘Help’ on the count of three.”
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Farkas dashed to his office, removed a revolver from the safe, and dropped the weapon into his coat pocket. He then grabbed his briefcase and exited the hotel through the tradesman’s entrance. Near the university, he stopped off at a firm of lawyers and asked the clerk for the senior partner’s card. The clerk was more than happy to oblige. When Farkas arrived at the Schottenring station, he placed the same card on the duty officer’s desk and said, “I have an appointment to see my client, Herr Hauke.”

“We were not expecting you,” the officer replied, placing his finger under the printed name and reading out aloud, “Herr Doctor Zamenhof.”

“Ah, my clerk neglected to inform you, perhaps.” Farkas lifted his briefcase into view and patted the soft leather. “I’ll be only a few minutes. A document to sign.”

The duty officer called into the shadowy depths of an adjoining room. “Franz? Your services are required.” A constable wearing a spiked helmet appeared. “This gentleman is Herr Doctor Zamenhof, Hauke’s lawyer. Could you show him downstairs, please?”

In the basement, the constable introduced Farkas to an attendant who made him sign a visitor’s book, before escorting him along a dimly lit corridor. They came to a door with a square panel set in it at eye level. The attendant slid the panel aside, peered into the cell, and shouted through the opening. “Wake up, Hauke. You’re always asleep. Your lawyer’s here to see you!” He then opened the door and ushered Farkas inside.

“It’s all right,” Farkas addressed the attendant. “There’s no need to wait with me. I’ll call you when our business is concluded.” The attendant nodded, walked away, and Farkas closed the door behind him. Hauke did not get up from the bed. He stretched his limbs, yawned, and turned to look at Farkas.

“Do you remember Margit?” said Farkas.

“I beg your pardon?” Hauke replied.

“Margit Székely.”

“I can’t say I do.”

“No, I didn’t think you would.” Farkas took the revolver from his coat pocket and aimed it at Hauke’s head. “Anyway, this is for her. For Margit. A bullet in the brain is far too kind for a contemptible devil like you, but it will have to suffice.” Farkas pulled the trigger, and a crimson mist filled the cell. Before the attendant could react to the deafening report, Farkas had cocked the hammer and the smoking muzzle was in his own mouth.
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Rheinhardt handed Danko another cigarette. The youth had forgotten to smoke the first. Between his motionless fingers, it had gradually turned into a wilting cylinder of ash. In due course, Danko stirred and looked into the inspector’s eyes.

“The cavalry officers were billeted close by—just across the border, but they would drink at the village tavern and mixed freely with the locals. Herr Farkas had known Margit all his life. She was sixteen, much younger than him, but I think he loved her. I suppose he was waiting for the right time—to propose, I mean. He didn’t tell me that, but …” Danko drew on the cigarette and released the smoke through his nostrils. “Hauke took advantage of her and she got pregnant. The regiment moved on, and Hauke was never seen again. Margit died during childbirth.”

“What happened to the baby?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

Somewhere in the Schottenring station, a clock was striking nine o’clock.

“Why did you agree to help him?”

“He was good to me,” Danko replied with a pathetically grateful smile. “I had a bad time of it, the winter before last. I even spent a month living in the sewers. He found me begging, just outside the hotel. He wasn’t angry. He didn’t try to chase me away, not like all the others. We talked about the old country, and he gave me a job. I started off as a bellboy, and when Bodor’s last assistant was taken ill, I took his place.”

Rheinhardt made some notes. When he looked up again, Danko was staring at him with moist, luminous eyes. “The poison. It was identified by … a pathologist?”

“Yes,” Rheinhardt replied.

“Herr Farkas told me that wasn’t possible.”

“Well, he was mistaken.”
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Liebermann lowered his hands onto the keyboard and began the final song of the evening. It was the Schubert setting of Friedrich von Matthisson’s “Voice of Love.” Rheinhardt’s lyric baritone was euphonious, tender, and achingly expressive:


Clouds of dusk floating fast

Along the purple skies

Hesperus looks with loving glances

Through the flourishing grove of limes.



The melody was sweet and innocent. How easy it was, thought Liebermann, for this emotion—universally celebrated in poetry by affectionate glances, nightingales, and starry skies—to become something dark and dangerous. He remembered his patient, the woman who believed herself to be a varcolac. Obsessive love was a comparable madness.

When the final chord had faded, Liebermann closed the lid of the Bösendorfer, and the two men retired to the smoking room. They sat in their customary places, Liebermann on the left, Rheinhardt on the right. Brandy was decanted and cigars lit with ceremonial efficiency. A fire had already been prepared by Liebermann’s serving man.

Rheinhardt leaned toward his friend. “The question I’ve been asking myself is this: How much did Farkas really know about the effects of strychnine?”

“He knew everything,” Liebermann replied.

“In which case, if the dinner plates had not been exchanged, and Farkas had succeeded in poisoning Hauke …”

“The investigation would have progressed quite differently.”

“Indeed. Farkas could never have got away with it!”

“I very much doubt that evading detection was ever his priority. He was beyond caring and did not fear punishment. He had become a monomaniac and wanted one thing and one thing only. A horrible death for Hauke.”

“And he was even prepared to sacrifice Robi Danko?”

“For a man in whose heart the fires of first love still burned fiercely, for a man who had waited more than a decade to exact retribution, Danko’s ultimate fate was of little consequence.”

Rheinhardt nodded and sipped his brandy. “It’s looking more and more likely that Hauke did murder his first wife. We’ve been following up some of the leads given to us by Frau Albert. I am inclined to believe—without compelling evidence, I grant you—that Hauke also murdered his second wife and would have, in the fullness of time, murdered the third.”

“Poor Danko.”

“Yes, I agree. It isn’t a very satisfactory outcome. I know that he was the one who actually did the poisoning, but he is also a simple and vulnerable boy who was clearly manipulated.” Rheinhardt sighed. “Now, if I hadn’t let you interview Hauke, we would never have found out about the exchanged dinner plates. Hauke would have been tried and very likely hanged. I don’t think he would have won much sympathy in court. In a way, one could argue that that would have been a more just result.”

“Well, yes. But …”

“I know. Civilization requires that we have due process rather than revenge. Still, I can’t help feeling sorry for the poor fellow. Danko isn’t evil. He’s just stupid and loyal. Whereas Hauke …”

Liebermann lifted his glass and rotated it to create a lattice of rainbows. “We are imperfect animals, Oskar. We cannot hope, given such unpromising and primitive material, to expect human affairs to resolve in an aesthetically pleasing manner. For that, I’m afraid, you must turn to fiction.”

They both fell silent and stared at the glowing embers, deep in thought.
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I

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR OSKAR RHEINHARDT—a portly gentleman with a turned-up mustache and world-weary expression—was standing on the sidewalk of a wide tree-lined road. The fog of the previous evening had persisted, and the buildings on both sides were only faintly visible as shadowy cubes, spaced apart at regular intervals. It had been a slow and perilous journey by horse-drawn cab, visibility deteriorating as they’d gained altitude. Indeed, they had only narrowly escaped involvement in a serious collision next to the Kaiser Pavilion.

Rheinhardt turned to address his assistant.

“Search the grounds, Haussmann. See if you can find anything.”

“But, sir …”

“Yes, I know that conditions are far from ideal,” said Rheinhardt. “Nevertheless …” The inspector removed a flashlight from his pocket and handed it to his disgruntled junior. Haussmann aimed the weak yellow beam at the cobblestones, revealing nothing but a slowly undulating blanket of fog. “Oh, very well,” said Rheinhardt, persuaded to reconsider the wisdom of his order. “You can accompany me. Perhaps it’ll lift later.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Haussmann, much relieved.

A figure emerged from the mist. “Who’s there?”

“Detective Inspector Rheinhardt and my assistant, Haussmann.”

“Good morning, sir. Constable Drasche.”

The young man clicked his heels. He was wearing a long blue coat and a spiked hat, and a sabre hung from his waist.

“How long have you been here, Drasche?” asked Rheinhardt.

“Three hours or thereabouts.”

“I’m sorry for the delay. The driver could barely see the road ahead of him. Who’s inside?”

“Frau Marcus, the housekeeper, and Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s doctor—Engelberg. Frau Marcus called him as soon as she found the body. He was here before I arrived. He’s not in a very good mood, sir.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“He didn’t want to be detained. Said he had patients to see.”

The horse was restive, and the driver jumped down from his box to give it some sugar.

“The dead woman,” said Rheinhardt. “Fräulein Rosenkrantz …”

Drasche anticipated the inspector’s question. “Yes, it’s her, sir. The singer.”

Haussmann’s sharp features showed perplexity.

“Have you not heard of Ida Rosenkrantz, Haussmann?”

“No, sir. She’s never sung at Ronacher’s.”

Rheinhardt shook his head. “Haussmann, she’s not that kind of singer! She’s an opera singer, a celebrated soprano. You’ll recognize her when you see her. Her image is in every shop window along Kärntnerstrasse.”

“Even my tailor has a signed photograph of Fräulein Rosenkrantz,” said Drasche. “He saw her in The Flying Dutchman and was smitten. I can remember teasing him about it.”

The restive horse—still nervous and unsettled—whinnied and stamped on the cobbles.

Rheinhardt pulled at his chin and emitted a low, pensive growl.

“Court Opera singers are only appointed after they have been approved by the palace. I strongly suspect that protocol demands that the emperor—or at least the lord chamberlain, Prince Liechtenstein—must now be informed of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s demise.”

“You intend to go to the palace, sir?” asked Haussmann, his eyes widening with alarm.

“No, of course not, Haussmann,” said Rheinhardt, a trace of testiness disturbing the otherwise pleasing fluidity of his baritone. “We must contact Commissioner Brügel, and it is he who will inform the lord chamberlain’s office. Come, Drasche, you had better show us the way.”

They passed along a perimeter fence of railings (each of which was topped by a fleur-de-lis) and entered a small garden, where a paved pathway led between two beech trees to the double doors of a white stucco villa. Some of the windows were separated by gilded panels, and a stylized statue of an eagle with angular outstretched wings perched above the entrance. All the ground-floor windows were illuminated.

Drasche opened one of the double doors and ushered Rheinhardt and Haussmann into the hallway. It was a bright space, with yellow wallpaper and floor tiles the color of eggshells. Directly ahead, a carpeted staircase rose up before dividing into two smaller staircases, each reaching the second floor on opposite sides of the building. The air was fragrant with a smell similar to that of blooming hyacinths.

“Ah, there you are, Constable,” said a man as he stepped over the threshold of an adjacent room. He was in his late fifties and wore a frock coat. “I really must protest.”

Before he could continue, Drasche indicated his companions and said, “Herr Doctor Engelberg, this is Detective Inspector Rheinhardt, from the security office.”

“Ah,” said the doctor, frowning. “You’ve finally arrived.”

“Progress was slow on account of the weather.”

“You will forgive me for neglecting to observe the customary civilities, Inspector, but I am obliged to make an immediate request. I have been here all morning, and many of my patients are expecting domiciliary visits. If I am delayed for very much longer, it will be impossible for me to see them all. Would you please take their needs into consideration?”

“You wish to leave as soon as possible,” said Rheinhardt. “Of course, that is perfectly understandable. I will endeavor to conduct our business swiftly. Where is Frau Marcus?”

“In the kitchen. I was just attending to her. She is very distressed.”

“Should she be left alone?”

“Perhaps not.”

“Drasche,” said Rheinhardt. “Would you be so kind as to sit with Frau Marcus?”

The constable took off his helmet and scratched his head. “I’m not very good at that sort of thing, sir—comforting women in distress.”

Rheinhardt sighed. “You don’t have to do anything, Drasche. Just sit with her. Allow her to communicate her feelings if she wishes. But if she is silent, respect that silence and do not speak merely for the sake of it.” Rheinhardt paused before adding, “And be sure to make her a cup of tea.”

“But what if she doesn’t want a cup of tea, sir?”

“Make her one, anyway. I can assure you that she will drink it.”

“Very good, sir.”

Drasche replaced his helmet, bowed, and departed with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm.

When Rheinhardt turned to address Engelberg, the doctor’s hostility had been replaced by surprise and mild-mannered amusement.

“Excellent advice, Inspector.”

Rheinhardt acknowledged the compliment with a slight tilt of his head. “And the body, Herr Doctor?”

“Upstairs.”

They began their ascent.

“What time was it when you received Frau Marcus’s telephone call, Herr Doctor?”

“Around seven-thirty.”

“And what time did you get here?”

“No later than quarter to eight.” Rheinhardt’s expression was skeptical. “I rise very early, you see. I was already dressed, and I live only a short distance away.”

When they reached the landing, Engelberg opened the first of several doors. “She’s in here.”

They entered a richly appointed bedroom where gas jets flickered within globes of smoked glass. A four-poster bed occupied a commanding central position, its heavy curtains tied back with gold cords so as to reveal a counterpane embroidered with a medieval scene: against a backdrop of peacocks and roses stood a noblewoman who was holding a standard displaying three crescent moons. At her feet sat a docile unicorn and a good-humored lion that seemed content to entertain a small white rabbit in the gap between its paws. Two purple stockings had been discarded on the pillows. The wallpaper was striped, burgundy columns alternating with green, with a repeated violin and laurel-wreath motif in raised silver.

Next to the window was a dressing table with a hinged oval mirror, on which several bottles, an amber-colored decanter, and numerous small mother-of-pearl boxes had been casually laid out. Scattered among these items was a tortoisehell comb, several brooches, and a curious totemic object made of hair and beads. Rheinhardt inhaled. The smell of hyacinths had intensified. He looked around and identified its source as a large egg-shaped pomander of fretted ivory; however, the inspector was also conscious of an acrid undertow. In the far corner he saw a wardrobe and beside it a washstand. Instead of the usual porcelain, the bowl and jug were made from a semitransparent turquoise glass, encrusted with jasper.

The overall effect of the room suggested luxury and abundance. Yet there was something distinctly dissolute about the décor. The gemstones and sumptuous colors tested the limits of aesthetic tolerance and awakened prejudices. Rheinhardt found himself thinking that he had entered not the bedroom of an operatic diva but a seraglio.

Engelberg crossed to the other side of the room and made a sweeping gesture. Rheinhardt and Haussmann followed, and as they rounded the bed, Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s lifeless form came into view. The dead woman was lying on her back, positioned within the rectangle of a Persian rug. It was a pleasing effect, possessing the compositional virtues of a painting. She was wearing a pink silk dress overlaid with a lacy décolleté trim. Her complexion was pale, and her plenteous auburn curls complemented a youthful face of exceptional delicacy. Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s eyes were closed, and the almost perfect ovals of her fingernails were tinged with a bluish hue. She was not wearing any shoes, and her bare feet projected out from a sufficiency of petticoats. On the floor, next to the rug, was a vial. Its stopper had rolled beneath a bedside table on which more empty bottles stood.

“Herr Doctor?” said Rheinhardt. “Did you move Fräulein Rosenkrantz when you examined her?”

“No. She remains exactly as found.”

“What about Frau Marcus? Did she move Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body?”

“I don’t think so. As far as I know she made no attempt to revive or resuscitate her.”

Rheinhardt stepped closer. “How did Fräulein Rosenkrantz die?”

“It would appear that she imbibed an excessive quantity of laudanum.”

“Intentionally?”

“That is certainly a possibility …”

“However?”

“I can think of no reason why she should have chosen to end her life. I take it you are aware of Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s reputation? She was at the height of her powers. There are few who can claim to have conquered the hearts of the music-loving public so decisively. We have been robbed of a singular talent, make no mistake.”

“When was the last time Fräulein Rosenkrantz had cause to request a consultation?”

“Only two weeks ago.”

“With respect to …?”

“A touch of neuralgia, but otherwise she was in excellent spirits. I can remember her talking excitedly about roles she expected to take next season.”

“So what are we to conclude, Herr Doctor? That her death was accidental?”

“That would be my opinion …” Engelberg’s sentence trailed off into silence. He sighed and began again: “That would be my opinion, were it not for the fact that Fräulein Rosenkrantz once needed the services of a psychiatrist. In the spring I arranged for her to see Professor Daniel Saminsky.” Engelberg paused before adding, “A colleague of some distinction. He once had the honor of attending the late empress, and has since been awarded the Order of Elizabeth.”

Rheinhardt twisted the horns of his mustache.

“What was the reason for the referral?”

“Globus hystericus,” Engelberg replied.

“Would you care to explain?”

“A hysterical phenomenon—typically the patient reports the presence of a lump in the throat that produces difficulty when swallowing. Physical investigations reveal no obvious obstruction, and the lump, or rather the perceived lump, is subsequently ascribed to psychological causes. Globus hystericus is not a diagnosis that we doctors commonly associate with suicide. And to the best of my knowledge Professor Saminsky’s treatment was effective.”

Rheinhardt walked over to the bedside table, picked up one of the bottles, and sniffed the pungent residue.

“Did you prescribe these tinctures?”

“No.”

“Then who did?”

“Professor Saminsky, I believe.”

“Didn’t you say that Saminsky’s treatment was successful?”

“That is correct. Nevertheless, he continued to see Fräulein Rosenkrantz for monthly appointments.” Engelberg raked his hand through his hair. “No doctor can be absolutely certain of a patient’s state of mind. If Fräulein Rosenkrantz was suffering from suicidal melancholia, it not only escaped my notice, it also escaped Professor Saminsky’s.”

Rheinhardt replaced the bottle.

“Herr Doctor, you say that Fräulein Rosenkrantz was fully recovered. Why, then, was she taking laudanum?”

“To hasten the onset of sleep. Difficulty sleeping was another of her problems. She has taken paraldehyde, sulphonal, potassium bromide, and a host of herbal remedies. The laudanum has nothing to do with her globus hystericus.” Engelberg patted his pocket and removed a cigar. “May I smoke, Inspector?”

“Of course,” said Rheinhardt, taking a box of matches from his pocket and courteously providing a light. “Herr Doctor, looking at Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body, does anything strike you as odd?”

“I’m not sure what you mean, Inspector.”

“Her position,” said Rheinhardt. “In the center of the rug.”

Engelberg shrugged and surrounded himself with a yellow nimbus of smoke. “Inspector, imagine, if you will, the following: Fräulein Rosenkrantz retires to her bedroom. She cannot sleep. She takes some laudanum but it has little effect. Those of a nervous character, as she undoubtedly was, are often less susceptible to soporifics.” He sucked at his cigar and flicked some ash into an onyx dish. “She waits, but remains incorrigibly awake. Becoming impatient, she drinks another vial. Although she feels the laudanum isn’t working, it most certainly is. She is no longer fully compos mentis. She cannot remember how much she has taken, and she is confused. In this disoriented state she takes yet more laudanum, and the dose is now fatal. She sits on the side of the bed and removes her shoes and stockings. As she bends down, she becomes dizzy. She slides off the bed and onto the floor. She rolls over, onto the rug, and closes her eyes.” Engelberg shrugged again. “It might well have happened like that, Inspector—an accident, a cruel tragedy of mischance.”

Rheinhardt lifted the counterpane and looked under the bed, where he saw a pair of brown leather ladies’ shoes. He then examined the coverlet more closely, searching for small indications consistent with Engelberg’s scenario. It was all very plausible, but when Rheinhardt looked again at Fräulein Rosenkrantz’s body, positioned so neatly within the rectangular limits of the Persian rug, he could not quash a nagging doubt.

“Thank you, Herr Doctor,” said Rheinhardt. “You have been most helpful.”

“May I leave now?”
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