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Part One

The Ideal Suspect





1

THE ITALIAN LUNGED FORWARD. He was a small, lean man, but very
muscular. Any disadvantage he suffered because of his lack of height
was amply compensated for by his sharp eye and astonishing speed.

Liebermann successfully deflected the foil's thrust but lost his
balance. He was unable to produce a counter-attack and his opponent
advanced yet again. The tip of the Italian's foil came perilously close to
the protective quilting over Liebermann's heart. Recovering his
footing, Liebermann chose to make a passé – darting behind the
Italian and taking a few steps backwards. A trickle of sweat slid down
his hot cheek. The Italian shrugged and walked away, flexing his foil
in a gesture of indifference. After a few paces he swung around and
adopted the preparatory stance, his chin tilted upward in an attitude
of arrogance. Liebermann edged forward.

The Italian seemed to relax, his foil wilting a little in an apparently
weaker grip. Liebermann noticed the subtle change and struck. A
violent brassy clang was followed by the shriek of scraping metal: the
Italian's foil yielded, offering no resistance. Liebermann congratulated
himself, believing that he had taken his opponent by surprise – but the
concession was merely tactical. The Italian's blade deftly flicked around
Liebermann's, displacing it with a powerful grazing action, and, once
again, the tip of his opponent's foil effortlessly penetrated Liebermann's
defences. Liebermann retreated, executing a series of deflective
manoeuvres that barely contained the Italian's renewed fierce attack.

They circled each other, occasionally touching blades in glancing
contact.

'You should have anticipated my froissement, Herr Doctor,' said the
Italian gruffly. He tapped his temple and added: 'Think, Herr Doctor!
If you do not think, all is lost.'
Liebermann examined the blank oval of Signor Barbasetti's mask,
eager to observe some mark of humanity – a conciliatory expression
or the glimmer of a smile, perhaps. The mesh, however, was
impenetrable.

Their foils clashed again – blades flashing in a shaft of earlymorning
sunlight. A swarm of lazy dust motes was sucked into a
miniature cyclone of displaced air.

Barbasetti produced a feint, switching from one line of attack to
another, forcing Liebermann to draw back. However, the young
doctor retained his composure and made a move that he intended
should fail, thus provoking a predictable and powerful thrust from
Barbasetti. Liebermann dodged and struck the forte of the Italian's foil
as he stumbled past – Barbasetti almost lost his grip.

'Bravo, Herr Doctor,' Barbasetti laughed. 'An excellent falso!'

'Thank you, signore.'

Barbasetti came to a halt and lifted his blade, scrutinising it closely.

'Please excuse me, Herr Doctor.'

Barbasetti walked to the other side of the drill hall and pressed the
hilt of his foil against the surface of a battered wooden table. He then
hung a small iron weight from the tip and watched the metal blade
bend. Its gentle curvature elicited an equivocal grunt from the
watchful Italian.

'Is everything all right, signore?' Liebermann asked.

'Yes, I think so,' Barbasetti replied. The Italian raised himself up,
marched back, and warned his student: 'En garde.'
Immediately they were engaged, Liebermann's foil sliding along
his opponent's blade until the hand guards crashed together. The
fencing master pushed and Liebermann was thrown back: he landed
awkwardly, but was nevertheless able to execute an impressive flying
parry.

Barbasetti disengaged.

'Much better.'

Liebermann noticed that the button at the end of his foil was
trembling – he was feeling tired. After his lesson, he would have
coffee and croissants in the little coffee house close to the Anatomical
Institute. He would need something in his stomach to keep him
going . . .

'En garde!' Barbasetti barked again. The Italian had noticed that his
student's mind had begun to wander. Liebermann was astonished by
the fencing master's insight.

Again their blades connected, and the plangent clatter of
contending steel filled the hall. Liebermann thought that Signor
Barbasetti was tiring too. His pace had slackened slightly and his
movements were less balletic. The Italian deflected Liebermann's
lunge, but failed to resume his guard. Observing the exposed chest
protector, Liebermann recognised a rare opportunity. Excited by the
prospect of victory, he raised his foil, ready to strike.

But the blow was never delivered.

His body froze, paralysed by the inexplicable pressure that he felt
against his heart. Dropping his gaze, he contemplated the tip of Signor
Barbasetti's foil, which had found its home precisely above the
intercostal space separating ribs five and six.

Barbasetti pushed, and the cold steel curved upwards.

'I don't understand,' said Liebermann.

'You were not concentrating, Herr Doctor,' said the Italian. 'Such
an error would certainly lose you a competition . . . and of course, in
some circumstances, your life.'

Barbasetti lowered his foil and then raised it in salute.

Liebermann returned the gesture politely. In spite of the fencing
master's dramatic declaration, the young doctor was ashamed to find
that he was still thinking of the little coffee house near the Anatomical
Institute: crisp flakes of buttery pastry, a pot of plum jam, and a cup of
very strong black coffee.
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR OSKAR RHEINHARDT followed a path that led
upwards through wooded parkland. He glanced over his left shoulder
and saw part of the Schönbrunn palace through the trees. It was a
bright cold morning and the rotting leaves were crisp with ice. They
made a satisfying crunch beneath his boots.

Rheinhardt had not been to the zoo in years. As he progressed he
was reminded of the time when his daughters were very little – a
time when he had been a frequent visitor. He remembered Mitzi's eyes
widening at the approach of a lion and Therese, laughing at the
chattering monkeys. The memories flooded back, happy memories, as
bright and colourful as a picture book. Rheinhardt smiled inwardly,
but his recollections were shadowed with guilt and regret. Being a
detective inspector was encroaching more and more on his personal
life. If he wasn't investigating, there was always the paperwork – the
endless form-filling and report-writing. How could he possibly find
time to take his daughters to the zoo?

A cast-iron gate loomed ahead. As he approached, he recognised
the spindly wide-spaced gold lettering that curved over the
archway: Tiergarten. Beneath it stood a stout man in a long winter
coat. He was smoking, pacing, and occasionally stamping his feet.
When he caught sight of Rheinhardt he stopped and waved – a
somewhat redundant signal as Rheinhardt was in no danger of
missing him.

'Thank God you've come,' the man called out, stepping forward
and taking a few steps down the slope.

Rheinhardt smiled and felt obliged to quicken his pace.

'Herr Pfundtner?' The man nodded. 'Inspector Rheinhardt.'

They shook hands.

'Thank you for coming so quickly,' said the zoo director. 'Please,
this way . . .' He set off at a brisk pace and immediately started talking.

'I've never seen anything like it. I can't think who would have
done such a thing. It's appalling. So utterly senseless that I can hardly
believe it's happened.' Pfundtner raised his hands in a gesture of
incomprehension and shook his head. 'What am I to do? We'll never
be able to replace Hildegard. We'll never find such a fine example of
Eunectes murinus again! She was a favourite of the emperor's, you know.
He'll be devastated.'

The two men marched past the tiger enclosure. One of the beasts
lumbered towards them, pressing its nose up against the bars.

'What time did it happen?' asked Rheinhardt.

'Seven o'clock,' said Pfundtner.

'Exactly?'

'Yes, it was feeding time.'

'A keeper was present?'

'Yes, Herr Arnoldt. Cornelius Arnoldt. He was knocked
unconscious.'

'While feeding the animal?'

'No, while preparing the food in an adjoining room.'

The tiger's throat rattled. A deep, gurgling sound, like water
pouring down a drain.

'Do you know Herr Arnoldt?'

'Yes, of course, I'm familiar with all of my keepers. He's an
excellent fellow.'

'So the intruder struck Herr Arnoldt and took the keys?'

'Yes.'

'Then he let himself into the pit?'

'Quite so,' said the director.

The Tiergarten was arranged like a bicycle wheel, with pathways
radiating like spokes from a central hub. All the buildings were painted
mustard yellow, just like the adjacent palace, a consistency of colour
that commemorated the zoo's earlier existence as the royal menagerie.
They were heading in the direction of the central octagon, an elegant
structure decorated with ornamental urns and braided bas-relief.

'What time do you open?' asked Rheinhardt.

'I'm not sure that we should. Not today. My staff are too . . .
distraught.'

'It would be a shame to disappoint your visitors.'

'Quite so, Inspector, quite so. Like you, we too have a duty to
perform.'

'And a very important one. My family and I have spent countless
happy afternoons here in the company of the animals.' Rheinhardt continued:
'I have two young daughters.' His addendum hung in the air.
The director turned to look at his companion and, smiling faintly,
said: 'We do our best, Inspector.'

'Quite so,' Rheinhardt replied, mischievously appropriating the
director's verbal tic. Somewhere, in a distant corner of the zoo, an
unidentified creature, most probably an exotic bird, cawed loudly.
Beyond the central octagon the two men veered to the right, finally
approaching their destination.

They entered the reptile house through a door at the rear of the
building. The atmosphere was warm and humid, in sharp contrast to
the icy air outside. A tall zookeeper was standing in the narrow
hallway next to an open door.

'This way, please,' said Pfundtner. The keeper pressed his back
against the wall, allowing the director and Rheinhardt to pass. The
door opened out from a small room, the occupants of which formed an
odd tableau. A second keeper, with a bandage around his head, sat on
a wooden chair. Next to him stood a sober-looking gentleman in a dark
suit (clearly the doctor responsible for the bandage) and to their left
was a white slab on which several animal carcasses were laid out.
Rheinhardt was dimly aware of an arrangement of pelts – one of them
lying in a circular pool of blood.

'How is he?' asked the director, nodding towards the injured
keeper.

'Much better,' said the doctor, resting a hand on his patient's
shoulder. 'A little concussion – but that's to be expected. A few days'
bed rest and he'll be in fine fettle.'

Rheinhardt stepped into the room: 'May I ask Herr Arnoldt some
questions?'

'Of course,' replied the doctor. 'But I'm not sure he'll be able to tell
you very much. He's suffering from retrograde amnesia.'

'Which means?'

'Memory loss,' the doctor explained. 'Most people lose some
memory after a head injury – usually the memory of events leading
up to the point where they lost consciousness.'

'But how much?'

'It varies, but Herr Arnoldt can't remember much more than
getting up this morning and eating his breakfast.'

'Is that so?' asked Rheinhardt, directing his question at the keeper.

Herr Arnoldt attempted to stand.

'No, Herr Arnoldt,' said the doctor, applying a gentle pressure to
the keeper's shoulder. 'Please remain seated.'

Herr Arnoldt dropped back into the chair and looked up at
Rheinhardt.

'I can remember getting up this morning . . . eating some eggs and
pickled cucumber.'

'And anything else?' asked Rheinhardt.

'No . . . the next thing I remember is waking up here . . . on the floor.
And Walter . . . Walter helping me'

'Walter?'

'That's me,' said the keeper outside. 'Walter Gundlach. I was on
my way to the hyena enclosure when I noticed the door at the back
had been left open. It's usually locked, so I stuck my head in to take a
look. Herr Arnoldt was lying on the floor.'

'Where?'

'Half his body was where you're standing, the other half sticking
out into the hallway.'

'There's no blood on the floor,' said Rheinhardt. 'Has someone
cleaned it up?'

'There was no blood,' said the doctor. 'There were no lacerations.
It seems that Herr Arnoldt was struck on the back of the head with
considerable force – but not with a weapon.'

'Then with what?'

'A clenched fist . . . the forearm, perhaps.' The doctor pointed at his
patient's neck. 'The cervical area is tender and badly bruised.'

'You didn't notice anything else?' Rheinhardt asked Gundlach.
'Anything unusual?'

The keeper shook his head.

'No . . . I made sure that Herr Arnoldt was comfortable and then I
called the director.'

Rheinhardt turned to face the doctor again.

'Is Herr Arnoldt's memory loss permanent?'
'It's difficult to say. Some people recover their memories – others
don't. We'll just have to wait and see.'

'But what is the likelihood?' asked Rheinhardt insistently.

The doctor looked down at Herr Arnoldt, narrowed his eyes, and
pressed his lips together.

'There is a fair chance,' said the doctor.

Like most medical men, he seemed reluctant to give a definite
answer.

Rheinhardt surveyed the circle of faces surrounding him: the
doctor, the director, the unfortunate Herr Arnoldt, and his gangly
colleague who was looking in from the corridor. They all seemed to be
expecting him to say something important. Feeling slightly uncomfortable,
Rheinhardt said: 'Where is the . . .' He found himself unable
to articulate the word 'body' and hesitated as he searched for a more
appropriate alternative. 'Herr Pfundtner, where are the remains?' It
seemed a reasonable compromise, neither too anthropomorphic nor
too disrespectful.

The director gestured towards a second door, next to the heap of
furry carcasses.

Rheinhardt turned the handle and pushed it open. The air that
escaped was laden with a strange pungent odour. He stepped over the
threshold and examined his surroundings. He had stumbled into a
primeval world. The pit resembled a large bowl, one with earthen sides
that were scattered with rocks and tropical vegetation. A single
stunted tree leaned its crooked trunk out over the depression, which
was filled with dark stagnant water. Colonies of algae floated on the
surface, creating an emerald archipelago. On the other side of the pit
was a featureless wall, over which members of the public might peer.

Rheinhardt could hear the director standing behind him,
breathing heavily.

'Who has been in here this morning?' asked Rheinhardt.

'Myself,' said Pfundtner, 'and Herr Gundlach.'

'What about you, Doctor?' Rheinhardt called back. 'Have you
taken a look in here.'

'No, Inspector,' said the doctor. 'I've been rather preoccupied with
the health of my patient.' His sounded irritated.

Rheinhardt looked back at the director. 'Where do we go?'

'Over there,' said Pfundtner, pointing.

'Please follow me very closely, Herr Pfundtner. Try to tread on the
rocks rather than the soil.'

'Why?'

'Footprints.'

Rheinhardt negotiated the shallow slope, using the rocks like
stepping stones. He felt them sink a little under his weight, making his
progress unsteady. The pit was horribly humid, and beads of sweat had
begun to trickle down his cheek. As he rounded a large sandy boulder
he caught sight of the animal. Even though he knew what to expect,
he found himself surprised by the bizarre spectacle.

The snake was enormous – a mythical beast, a sea serpent or
basilisk. But, its dimensions were exaggerated still further by the odd
way in which the creature had been mutilated.

'Hildegard,' said the director.

Rheinhardt thought that he detected a slight catch in the director's
voice. He did not find it difficult to sympathise with his companion.

The snake had been cut into three sections: head, trunk, and tail.
These body parts were ordered correctly, perfectly aligned, and
separated by gaps of approximately one metre – they had been
arranged in a curve that followed the arc of the water's edge. The effect
was striking and curiously aesthetic. Taken together, the three
segments were longer than a tram. The central section had a diameter
wide enough to accommodate a small child.

When the two men had completed their descent, Rheinhardt
clambered onto a large rock near the snake's head. Hildegard's eyes and
nostrils were set high up on her flat pointed skull, and a delicate forked
tongue protruded from between powerful jaws that had been propped
open with a small stone. The device seemed to serve no purpose
other than artistic effect. Her skin was green – the same shade as the
water – and mottled with black egg-shaped patches. Rheinhardt was
fascinated by the textured surface, each scale a tiny blister of jet or
obsidian. The snake's innards were revealed in vivid cross-section
where the central segment had been cleanly sliced.

'Extraordinary,' said Rheinhardt. 'Quite extraordinary.'

'It must have been a madman,' cried the director. 'A lunatic
escaped from Am Steinhof.'

The soil around the water's edge was light brown and stained with
dark splashes of ophidian ichor.

'Is it a python?' asked Rheinhardt.

'Good heavens, no,' said the director. Hildegard is – was – an
anaconda, a water boa.'

'Non-venomous?'

'Quite so. Eunectes murinus is a constrictor. In the wild murinus lies
submerged under water and grabs prey as it arrives to drink.'

'Then it kills by asphyxiation?'

'Yes, or by drowning. The jaws are very strong. It can hold a large
animal down with relative ease.'

'How large?'

'An adult deer would not escape those jaws. Large anacondas like
Hildegard have even been known to kill big cats – like jaguars.'

'What about human beings?'

'Some attacks have been confirmed, but it is an exceedingly rare
occurrence.'

Rheinhardt contemplated the snake's enormous size. He only just
stopped himself from uttering 'What a monster! ', fearing that he would
hurt the director's feelings.

'How long is Hildegard?'

'Nearly nine metres. Pythons grow longer, though they are not so
heavy.'

'Even if one knew that anacondas rarely attack human beings,
entering her domain would still have been a daunting prospect.'

'Quite so,' said the director yet again. 'But the villain would never
have been in any real danger. This pit has been Hildegard's home for
over twenty years. She is–' The director corrected himself. 'She was
accustomed to human company – which almost always signified the
arrival of food. In spite of appearances, she was a very docile creature.'
Rheinhardt scratched his head.

'Herr Pfundtner, have any of the keepers reported seeing anything
irregular – a patron acting suspiciously, or showing excessive interest
in Hildegard?'

'No. Besides, Hildegard had so many devoted admirers that it
would be difficult to say.'

'What about persons who might bear the zoo itself some grudge?
Do you know of any?'

'Inspector, we are the most well-loved institution in Vienna.'

'Indeed, but I was thinking that perhaps you might have dismissed
a keeper, who–'

'No!' interrupted the director. 'No one has been dismissed. And
relations between the board of governors and the keepers have always
been excellent. You mark my words, Inspector,' said Pfundtner,
pointing his finger at the mutilated anaconda. 'This abomination is the
work of a madman!'

'You may well be right, Herr Director,' said Rheinhardt, taking his
notebook from his pocket. As he did so, the door to the snake-pit
opened and Walter Gundlach appeared.

'Inspector – your assistant is here.'

Rheinhardt called out: 'All right – I'm on my way.' Then,
turning to Pfundtner, he added more softly, 'Remember, Herr
Director, tread only on the stones.' Then he dropped his empty
notebook back inside his coat pocket.

The two men made their way back up the slope, occasionally
stretching out their arms to keep their balance. When they reached
the door the director politely allowed Rheinhardt to go through first.
The doctor was still standing next to his seated patient. Walter
Gundlach gestured Rheinhardt towards the hallway, where young
Haussmann, the inspector's assistant, was waiting. He looked flushed
and was breathing heavily as though he had been running. Without
saying a word, Rheinhardt joined his junior, and they walked along
the corridor until they could speak without being overheard.

'Please accept my apologies, sir. There was a–'

Rheinhardt did not want to hear any excuses. Haussmann was
only a little late. He was disinclined to reprimand his assistant and so
cut his apology off with a question: 'Do you know what's happened
here?'

'No, sir. I left the security office as soon as I learned of your
whereabouts.'

Haussmann took out his notebook and waited for the inspector to
speak. His pencil hovered over the blank paper. Rheinhardt's baggy
eyes suddenly sparkled with a playful light.

'The victim is a nine-metre female – approximately 250 kilos. She
is known only as Hildegard and is said to be a personal favourite of the
emperor.'

The young man stopped writing and looked up at his superior.

'You are joking, sir?'

'It's a snake, Haussmann – a snake!'

'A snake?'

'An anaconda, to be precise. Death was probably instantaneous
after decapitation. Subsequently the intruder mutilated his victim by
cutting off her tail. He gained entry into the snake-pit after knocking
out one of the keepers, Herr Arnoldt. He's the poor fellow with the
head bandage. Get a police photographer down here at once and
prepare a floor plan. Take impressions of the director's shoes and those
worn by the two keepers – Herr Arnoldt and Herr Gundlach –
then see if you can get a cast of any prints in the snake-pit. Herr
Arnoldt has lost his memory, but the doctor says that there's a fair
chance it will return. I'll try interviewing him in a couple of hours: he
might have more to say by then.'

The assistant looked up from his notebook.

'This is all very unusual, sir.'

'Haussmann, you have a gift for understatement.'

Rheinhardt turned and began walking towards the exit.

'Sir?'

'Yes, Haussmann?'

'Where are you going?'

'To inspect the perimeter fence for damage.' Rheinhardt paused for
a moment and then added, 'Oh yes, and see if you can find a murder
weapon. If it's here it'll be easy to find. Something large I suspect – an
axe or some sort of sword.'

After the stifling heat of the reptile house the fresh morning air was
a delight.
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THE DINING ROOM WAS large and grandly decorated. An ornate
chandelier hung from a high ceiling, and one of the walls was
dominated by an intricately carved Biedermeier chest. It was a massive
piece of furniture that stood almost as high as the cornicing.
Liebermann – a man whose aesthetic preferences were decidedly
modern – found its involutions too fussy and its stolid virtues dull.
On the opposite wall was a large canvas by a popular landscape artist
depicting trees and a distant horizon of snow-capped peaks. It was
blandly titled Vienna Wood.

Since his engagement to Clara, Liebermann had found himself
eating with the Weiss family at least once a week. Whenever he chose
to visit Clara, Jacob or Esther (Clara's parents) would invariably insist
that he stay for supper. Dining with the Weisses was not as exacting as
dining with his own family – which was always a somewhat tense
affair – but it represented, nevertheless, an obligation that was
beginning to pall. In addition to Clara and her parents, several other
members of the Weiss family were present: Clara's adolescent sister
Rachel, her older brother Konrad and his wife Bettina. Konrad and
Bettina's two infant sons – Leo and Emil – were asleep in a bedroom
upstairs.

The company had just finished the main course, which consisted of
boiled beef with green vegetables, and the servants were clearing the
plates.

Clara was in full spate.

'You will never guess who I saw yesterday – Fräulein Stahl.
Outside Lobmeyr's. I haven't seen her for ages – apparently she went
to Franzenbad this year, although she didn't have a single good thing
to say about the place.'

'Where did she stay?' asked Esther.

'The Hotel Holzer. She said that the people there were very
stuck-up.'

'Yes, I'd only go to Meran now,' Jacob proclaimed. Turning to
Liebermann, he spoke more softly. 'We went there in the summer, of
course.' Then, addressing the table at large, he added: 'A much nicer
atmosphere. I don't know why we've never been before. The grapes
were particularly good.'

'Fräulein Stahl said the water in Franzenbad tasted disgusting,' said
Clara. 'Even so, she was made to drink buckets of the stuff because her
doctor – what's his name – Rozenblit – thinks she has a weak liver
and he believes the waters of Franzenbad are particularly good for
such complaints. Do you know him, Max? Rozenblit?'

'No,' said Liebermann. 'I'm afraid I don't.'

'Max,' said Clara, a trace of exasperation creeping into her voice.
'You never know any of the society doctors!'

'He will,' said Jacob, smiling. 'Given time – won't you, my boy?'

Liebermann smiled patiently at his host: 'Perhaps, Herr Weiss.'

'Rozenblit advised Fräulein Stahl to consult the doctors at
Franzenbad,' continued Clara, 'who prescribed a special diet of cabbage
and dumplings and she had a mineral bath every day. But she said the
evenings were very boring. The main street had one hotel after
another and the whole place was lifeless after eight o'clock.'

The conversation stopped as the cook arrived with a monumental
Emperor's pancake. Soft lumps of fragrant batter had been piled high to
form a massive yellow pyramid, the slopes of which were sprinkled
with generous snowdrifts of castor sugar. A kitchen maid followed,
carrying two bowls: one filled with a thick maroon plum stew and the
other with a spiralling conch shell of stiff whipped cream. Jacob
complimented the cook, a sentiment that was echoed around the table.

When the conversation started again, Bettina enquired if Fräulein
Stahl was still being courted by Herr Bernhardt, the famous
entrepreneur and, slowly, talk flowed from incipient romances,
through society engagements, to the forthcoming wedding of the
couple present.

'Have you decided where the ceremony will take place?' asked
Bettina.

'The Stadttempel,' said Clara.

'How wonderful,' Bettina exclaimed, 'I love the Stadttempel –
the ceiling . . . with its gold stars.'

'Very romantic – and we're having the dress made by Bertha
Fürst,' said Esther.

'Clara,' said Bettina, 'you'll look stunning.'

'And me . . .' said Rachel. 'I'm going to have one made, too.'

'Well,' said Jacob, 'we'll see–'

'But you promised, father!' said Rachel, her face beginning to
colour.

'I promised you a new dress. I didn't promise you a Bertha Fürst
dress.'

'Oh, father,' said Clara, appealing to him with wide eyes. 'Rachel
must look her best on the day too.'

Jacob groaned.

'Oh, very well then – a Bertha Fürst.' He leaned towards
Liebermann and said under his breath, 'See what I have to put up
with.'

Rachel clapped her hands together and her face radiated joy.
'Thank you, father,' she cried. Then, getting up, she ran around the
table and threw her arms around Jacob's neck, kissing his cheek.

'Enough now,' he said, theatrically shaking her off with mock high
dudgeon.

Rachel skipped back to her chair.

'You won't regret it, father,' said Clara, more seriously. 'She'll look
like a princess – won't you, Rachel?'

Rachel nodded and slipped a forkful of whipped cream into her
mouth.

Further discussion of the wedding was continued after coffee had
been served. Herr Weiss was quick to declare: 'Gentlemen, perhaps
we should retire to the smoking room?'

When Liebermann stood, Clara looked up at him, took his hand
and pressed it to her shoulder. It was a small gesture, but one that was
full of affection. Her eyes glittered in the candlelight and her lips
parted a little, showing a row of straight white teeth. Unusually, Clara
had let her hair down. It was dark and undulated in glossy waves
around her face. Liebermann's fingers lingered in her gentle grip as he
left the table.

In the smoking room, Jacob Weiss distributed cigars and brandy.
He stood by the stately grey-marble fireplace, an arm resting on the
mantelpiece. Occasionally he would flick the ash from his cigar into
the fire's flames. The two younger men occupied deep leather
armchairs, facing each other across a Persian rug.

They discussed politics for a while: the appalling cant to be found
in the columns of the Deutsches Volksblatt, the mayor's vanity, and how
the deep cultural divisions in the empire seemed to be getting worse,
rather than better.

'I heard a good joke the other day,' said Jacob. 'You know that the
parliament building has chariots on the roof – and they all point in
different directions. Well, some wag I was talking to said that they are
becoming increasingly recognised as a very good symbol. Everyone
inside the parliament building wants to go a different way. And, you
know, it's true – things are falling apart. I don't know what's going to
happen.'

'People have been saying much the same thing for years, father,'
said Konrad. 'And nothing changes.'

'Ah, but things do change. And not always for the better.'

'You worry too much.' Konrad stubbed out his cigar and consulted
his pocket watch. 'Excuse me. If you don't mind, I think I should check
the children.'

'And you say it's me who worries too much?'

Konrad smiled at his father and left the room.

'Another cigar, Max?' Jacob offered.

'No, thank you.'

'Then another brandy, surely.'

Jacob moved away from the fireplace, filled Liebermann's glass, and
sat down in Konrad's vacant chair.

'I saw your father the other day,' said Jacob. 'We met for coffee at
the Imperial.'

'Oh?'

'We had a long talk.' Jacob exhaled a stream of blue smoke. 'He
wants you to take over his business one day – you know that, don't
you?'

'Yes.'

'But you're not keen.'

'No. Unfortunately I have no interest in textiles or the retail
industry. I intend to remain in medicine.'

Jacob pulled at his chin.

'He seems to think that you'll find it difficult – financially, that
is. After you're married, I mean.'
Liebermann sighed.

'Herr Weiss, it's true, my position at the hospital is a very junior
one at present. However, one day I hope to gain an academic position
at the university, and I am confident that I will be able to build up a
large practice.'

Jacob laughed: 'God only knows there are enough mad people in
Vienna to keep a man in your profession busy.'

'My father is always–' Liebermann was about to say something
indelicate but he changed his mind. 'I fear that in some ways I may
have disappointed him.'

'Who? Mendel? No, he's very proud of you, very proud. It's just
. . . he wants you and your family, God willing, to be safe.' Jacob rapped
his knuckles on the chair arm to underscore the virtues of security.
'Our generation is less . . .' He searched for the right words. 'Less at ease
than yours – less confident that we can rely on the world to treat us
kindly, or fairly.' Liebermann shifted uneasily at Jacob's use of the
word us. 'That's all it is. No, my boy, he is very proud of you – and so
are we.'

Whereas Liebermann's father Mendel wore a long beard, giving
him the appearance of a hierophant, Jacob sported only a small curled
moustache. His hair had receded a little, revealing a high forehead, and
a pair of small oval-lensed glasses rested on the bridge of his nose. He
could still be described as a handsome man.

'You know, Max,' Jacob continued, 'we've never had a professional
in the family before.' Again, he drew on the cigar and exhaled a nimbus
of smoke. 'I had hoped that Konrad might be a doctor or lawyer, but,
to be honest, I don't think he's got the brains. That's why he ended up
with me, in the same business. There it is, none of us are satisfied with
what we get – isn't that always the way?' He smiled benignly and
took a sip of his brandy. 'The thing is, Max, I wanted you to know that
I understand how important medicine is to you. And after you and
Clara are married . . . should you experience any problems – financial
problems – you can always come to me if you require help. I'd much
rather see my daughter married to a distinguished university professor
than to a fellow tradesman, if you know what I mean.'

'Herr Weiss, that's very kind of you, but–'

Jacob Weiss held up his hand – an abrupt and decisive salute.

'Please don't mention our little discussion to Mendel, or to Clara
for that matter. This is just between me and you.'
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THE DESK WAS COVERED WITH papers and official forms. On one side sat
Rheinhardt and, on the other, Haussmann. Although it was only early
in the afternoon the light was already failing.

'You couldn't get a cast?'

'No, sir.'

'Strange . . . the soil was quite soft.'

'He obviously trod on the stones, sir.'

'But when he was arranging the snake's body parts, he must have
stood in the soil at the water's edge.'

Rheinhardt examined a close-up photograph of the dead anaconda.

'The only impressions I found were those of the director and the
two keepers; however, these marks here . . .' Haussmann pointed to a
curving ridge close to the snake's head. 'They suggest that the
perpetrator may have tampered with the soil.'

'He erased his tracks?'

'Yes, sir.'

Rheinhardt turned one of the sharp points of his moustache
between his thumb and forefinger.

'Which, if true, implies that our villain is familiar with our new
detection methods.'

Haussmann nodded.

The ensuing silence became prolonged as the two men puzzled
over the evidence.

'Sir?'

Rheinhardt looked up.

'Did Herr Arnoldt's memory return?'

'No. I interviewed him at the zoo and paid him a visit yesterday
evening but he had nothing new to add. The doctor still thinks there's
a possibility something might surface, given time. But I'm not
optimistic.'

Icy flakes had begun to settle on the window panes.

'It's started snowing,' Haussmann said softly.

Rheinhardt turned and glanced at the taupe-and-ash sky before
confirming Haussmann's observation with a staccato grunt. Conscious
of the fact that he may have seemed less than fully attentive, the
assistant detective asked his superior a question: 'Do you think there
was a motive, sir? Or is this just the handiwork of a madman?'

'The latter, I imagine.'

'Then perhaps we should consult your friend Doctor Liebermann?'

'Indeed. It's certainly odd enough to arouse his curiosity.'

Rheinhardt cleared a space on his desk, opened a drawer and
removed a form which he placed in front of him. Smoothing the paper
with the palm of his hand, he sighed and said: 'Well, Haussmann, I
now have the unenviable task of writing my preliminary report. You
will excuse me.'

Haussmann stood. As he did so, the telephone rang. Rheinhardt
answered and identified himself, but said little as the attenuated voice
of the caller crackled in the earpiece. The inspector's expression
changed from disgruntlement to concern, and then to shock.

'Good God!' he whispered.

Haussmann sat down again.

Rheinhardt reached for his pen and scrawled an address on the
report sheet.

'I'll leave immediately,' he said, and replaced the phone's receiver.
He did not, however, get up. Instead, he stared at the address, his
eyebrows knitting together.

'Sir?'

Rheinhardt stirred, and looked across the desk at his assistant.

'Haussmann, something terrible has happened in Spittelberg.' His
voice was tight with suppressed emotion.

'A murder?'

'No,' said Rheinhardt. 'A massacre.'
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