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Author's Note




I am indebted to the men and women of the
Carinthian Landeskriminalamt who were enormously obliging and
accommodating in helping me understand the Austrian Police and
Judicial systems. Any and all errors of procedure and function are
solely mine.

 


The Landeskriminalamt (LKA) in each Austrian
Province is responsible for investigating all serious crimes. It is
the equivalent of the British C.I.D. or the Bureaus of
Investigation in U.S. states.

 


LKA Cobra is an acronym for Police Special
Forces units who deal with major incidents such as acts of
terrorism.

 


Carinthia is one of the nine Provinces
(states) of Austria. Some of the place names in this story are
real, some are fictitious. All the people are fictitious, and any
resemblance to anyone living or dead is purely coincidental and not
intended.

This one is for:

Sheila - who makes it all happen

Hansi - The Cop's Cop

Lisa - The Muse


Chapter 1

Heimo
Kapeller paced the austere marble corridor in front of the Chief
Prosecutor's department and weighed his chances. They were not
good. Someone once said that stupidity is the only capital crime -
time and place of execution unknown. In his own mind, he stood
convicted.

He hoped he'd discovered a trail that would
lead to the man he needed to convict. But he'd allowed Mehringer to
become aware of his probing, and that had been clumsy as well as
stupid. His obsession was swamping his objectivity. At the end of
the hallway, he uncurled his hands and blotted them on his trouser
legs, then started the return journey.

The heavy oak door of the Prosecutor's
office swung inward, and the opening filled with the prodigious
bulk of Greta Gabler.

The Secretary offered him a tiny smile.
'They are ready for you, Chief Inspector.'

Heimo retrieved his hat and strode through
the door, pausing to peck the woman's cheek. 'Nice perfume,
Greta.'

She glowed pink and giggled. 'You're
terrible, Heimo.'

'I must be or I wouldn't be here.'

She touched his arm. 'It might not be so
bad. Walter doesn't seem too concerned.'

Heimo shrugged and produced a twirl. 'How do
I look?'

'Quite dignified except for the cigarettes
in your pocket. Give them to me.'

He handed them over, then opened the inner
door to the Chief Prosecutor's office. As he stepped in, he
wondered who had dreamed up this kangaroo tribunal, and why they
were airing an internal police matter in the Justice Building.
Walter Meierhofer, his boss, didn't enforce discipline with any of
the usual administrative methods. He verbally clawed a miscreant up
one side and down the other, levied a punishment, and that was the
end of it. Mehringer must have pulled strings to set the state's
legal wolfpack on his track.

But he knew if he allowed his disdain to
show, he might get his buttons ripped off and his sword broken. And
all for nothing.

Unlike the utilitarian cubicles occupied by
journeymen prosecutors, Albert Friesacher's high ceilinged
workplace attempted a certain shabby grandeur. On Heimo's left,
Friesacher's massive Gothic desk squatted like a malevolent toad. A
silk Austrian flag on one side and an extra-large photograph of the
Republic's president on the other testified to the status of the
occupant. The Chief Prosecutor himself was not in evidence.

A threadbare oriental carpet divided the
room into two sections. On the right, a vast black conference table
posed with the usual decorations of paper, pencils, water and
glasses. Heimo stalked to a straight-backed chair ten feet from the
table, then turned to look at the satisfied face of Brigadier
Herbert Augustin, the head inquisitor.

A woman Heimo had never seen sat on the
left. She held herself upright, her hands hidden beneath the
polished wooden table, and appraised him through black-framed
glasses. Two piles of legal folders and law books massed before her
like small battlements, and a tape recorder light blinked on one
side. He smiled, hoping he looked confident rather than dry-mouthed
and tight chested.

Augustin, the head of the Provincial Police
force, sat in the center of the table. He leaned forward and his
eyes raked the Chief Inspector. A smile flittered across his face,
and he shook his head just once. Heimo seldom saw him except at
ceremonies. But the Brigadier was an adroit political animal, and
Heimo suspected the man had received pointed suggestions from
Mehringer regarding the disposal of trouble.

Colonel Walter Meierhofer lolled next to
Augustin. He attempted to repress theatrical yawns while twiddling
one of the pencils. Meierhofer understood the political labyrinths
as well as Augustin, but he had an analytical brain rather than the
Brigadier's sly cunning.

Augustin grunted, 'Sit.'

Heimo sat, wriggled about, straightened his
creases, centered his hat on his lap, then looked up. The
performance appeared to have worked - Augustin ground his teeth.
The woman pushed a button on the tape recorder and murmured into a
microphone.

Augustin said, 'This disciplinary hearing is
being conducted here rather than in the LKA offices to avoid any
suggestion of prejudice or unfairness. I hope you appreciate that,
Kapeller.'

'Absolutely, sir.'

And of course, it's harder for the other
officers to find out what's going on.

'This young lady is Ms. Neuroth', Augustin
said, waving a flipper to his right. 'She is a new Prosecutor on
the staff, and I have asked her to assist in the proceedings to
ensure all legalities are observed, and to produce a verbatim
transcript. Questions?'

Heimo had several, including the first name
of Ms. Neuroth whose butterscotch blonde hair interested him. But
he shook his head. 'None. At the moment.'

'To proceed then. You are in breach of
numerous regulations and policies with regard to your investigation
into the murder of Matthias Skolnik. You went off on some tangent
and started harassing Vice Governor Mehringer. I still don't
understand what the hell you were doing. Do you have any
explanation?'

Heimo had given this some thought. His
options were limited. If he vomited up the whole story, he'd be out
on his ear. If he lied or made up a tale, he would just open
another can of worms. So he opted to go with "least said, soonest
mended".

'No sir.'

Augustin's eyes almost disappeared in folds
of fat as he stared at Heimo. 'Nothing, huh? I'm not buying it.
Nobody in his right mind goes after an important official without a
reason. Did you think he had information about the Skolnik
murder?'

'It was a mistake, sir. I followed a trail,
and it went in an unfortunate direction. I never spoke to the Vice
Governor or accused him of anything.' Much as I wanted to.

Augustin shook his head like an elephant
bothered by a fly. 'Well it's not bloody good enough. You violated
procedures in a dozen different ways, and nothing to show for it.
You've stepped way over the mark.'

Heimo nodded and glanced at Walter who
concentrated on his pencil eraser.

Augustin said, 'I will now ask Ms. Neuroth
to cover the main points of the internal investigation.'

The woman stood up and Heimo liked what he
saw. Dressed in the inevitable black power suit with a bright slash
of Hermes at her throat, she looked crisp and confident. She also
looked like a lawyer about to take a witness apart.

She said, ‘Good morning, Chief Inspector. I
believe we can dispense with most of the formalities. If you have
questions or comments, I would ask you hold them until I have
finished my presentation.'

She picked up a thick orange folder from the
pile and extracted the top sheet. ‘During the course of your
investigation into the murder of Mr. Skolnik, you talked to the
victim’s friends, family, and business associates, and you
dissected his finances. According to your notes, one of your
officers found a set of transactions in the victim’s company
accounts that did not seem related to his business activities. You
thereupon took control of this aspect of the investigation and
tried to trace them.'

She peered at him over the top of her
glasses, and her eyes were blank. ‘According to Colonel Meierhofer,
you suspected the transactions were bribes disguised as business
expenses. Up to this point, everything was quite in order, although
it is not clear why you suspected bribery. Thereafter, details
become vague.'

Too polite to say, 'missing entirely.'

‘I now approach the issue from the opposite
direction. Mr. Mehringer, the Provincial Vice Governor, asked the
Chief Prosecutor to look into your conduct of the case. He told Mr.
Friesacher your investigation seemed to be probing into areas well
outside your remit, and you were asking inappropriate questions of
people who had nothing to do with the murder enquiry. The Chief
Prosecutor advised Governor Mehringer the Service cannot become
involved in police procedural matters unless there is clear
evidence you violated the law. But he agreed to contact the
Brigadier and to stay abreast of developments.'

Friesacher was also aware extra-legal
proceedings like this tribunal were dangerous, open to
misinterpretation and not defensible if anything went wrong. Heimo
wasn't surprised he'd decided to be elsewhere.

Neuroth cleared her throat. ‘At the
direction of Mr. Friesacher, I reviewed all the information
provided by the police, including your notes and those of your
investigative team. I found no evidence you had any reasonable line
of enquiry into the affairs of government officials or other
prominent people. Please explain what you were doing.' Her voice
sharpened and she gripped the file, eyes boring into him.

Augustin leaned forward, and Walter stopped
the pencil acrobatics.

Time for some nettle-grasping. 'We found a
small book containing financial entries that were not reflected in
the business accounts. They seemed to be regular monthly payments
in identical amounts, but the information associated with them was
coded. So we followed up.'

Neuroth paused, as though calculating.
Augustin's color rose out of his tight collar, and he started to
resemble underdone pork. Walter froze.

'And what did you find?'

'First, we had to figure out what the codes
stood for. Skolnik used a simple substitution cipher, and when we
cracked it, we found that the codes were names. We began contacting
those people.'

Neuroth said, 'Continue please.'

This was not going to become any more
pleasant. He took a breath and stared at Augustin. 'We asked the
people we contacted about receiving regular payments from Skolnik.
Each denied receiving any money, and all but one denied even
knowing Skolnik. Add that up and it looked like bribery.'

'Why assume bribes? They could have been any
type of transaction that Mr. Skolnik wanted to account for
separately.'

'Because of who the money was paid to.
Because there were no associated records of invoices, delivery
notes, exchanges of goods and services in the formal accounts like
you find in a legitimate business. Just money going to certain
people whose names he recorded in code, who had no other definable
connection to his business. The same amounts to the same people
every month. But maybe he was keeping track of his golf bets.'

Neuroth looked taken aback and Augustin
gurgled. Walter's jaw worked as if willing Heimo to shut up.

Neuroth said, 'Why then was none of this in
your notes? Why didn't you open a bribery investigation if you
thought that was occurring? And why not tell your superiors what
you had found?'

He looked at her but said nothing. Then her
eyes widened as she caught on. He said, 'No legal proof. That's
what I was looking for when everything stopped.'

Augustin surged to his feet. His color
deepened from red to purple. 'You do not, I repeat, do not start
investigations on your own authority,' he roared. 'We have
procedures and protocols that must be observed by all officers,
particularly Chief Inspectors. Your conduct is disgraceful!'

Heimo wondered if the old boy was going to
have the heart attack everyone expected. The man sank back into his
chair and Walter returned to meditating on his pencil. Ms. Neuroth
looked like she wanted to be somewhere else.

She said, 'Very well, to conclude, it
appears you have violated no laws. You may have failed to follow
required procedures, but that is a matter for internal police
discipline. Unless there are any other matters pertinent to this
enquiry that is all I have.' She sat down.

She'd done it rather well. Augustin wanted
to rant, but the window had closed.

Heimo had one question. ‘Have you reported
to Mehr...to Vice Governor Mehringer yet?'

‘No', she said, 'the formal report can only
be produced after we finish this proceeding. I will complete the
relevant documents and send them to Brigadier Augustin. It's his
decision as to what to do, including whether or not to give the
information to the Vice Governor.'

‘Someone left a message for me this morning.
Said they were going to "cash in my chips" if I was still around.
Came through the switchboard at the Governor's office. Any idea who
it was or what that means?'

Augustin froze as Heimo stared. The lawyer
and Meierhofer were looking at the Brigadier as well.

Augustin cleared his throat several times.
‘I cannot see the relevance of the question. If you are implying
either my office or the Chief Prosecutor would discuss information
before completion of this enquiry, I repudiate any such
allegation.'

Neuroth cocked her head to one side. Then
she looked at Meierhofer to see if he had any questions. But the
Colonel had choked after something went down the wrong pipe, and he
coughed with a sound like ripping canvas. He waved a negative hand
in her direction. ‘Are there any further questions?'

A tiny rhythmic squeak from the ceiling fan
punctuated the silence. ‘I believe we are concluded.'

Augustin grunted. 'Not quite. I am leaving
it to Colonel Meierhofer to decide on the exact measures to deal
with this unprecedented breach of professional discipline.' He
glanced at Meierhofer. 'But I expect them to be severe. Is that
understood?'

Walter turned and looked at Augustin for a
long moment. Augustin, without being aware of it, leaned back.
Walter's voice was as flat as the table. 'Severe. Of course,
Brigadier.'

Augustin stood up and glared at Heimo. When
he spoke, his voice dropped to a hiss. 'You are relieved from the
Skolnik investigation. Stay away from it, all the people involved
in it, and do not trouble or approach the Vice Governor for any
reason. Or I will have you dismissed.'

Heimo rose to his feet, clicked his heels in
the best Prussian manner, executed a precise military left-face and
marched toward the door. Meierhofer’s rumble followed him. ‘My
office in fifteen minutes.'

Ms. Gabler’s office door opened a half
second before he reached it, but he threw a "Sir" over his shoulder
before passing through.

Greta scrutinized him, her broad face
creased with anxiety. 'How was it?'

He spread his arms. 'As you can see, every
shot missed because I am armored in truth and beauty.'

She giggled. 'God, Heimo, where do you come
up with that stuff?'

'I have no idea. My mouth and brain often
operate with different scripts. Anyway, I won't know until I talk
to Walter.'

She frowned. 'Watch your back, young man.
They are not squeamish about ways and means to deal with
enemies.'

He bowed. 'They better bring lunch. Might
take 'em awhile.'


Chapter 2

Heimo
leaned against his Audi and lit a cigarette. Two deep,
lung-destroying draws burned it down to the filter. He ground the
butt under his heel and lit another.

The muscular April sun bathed the parking
area in heat, welcome after a long, frigid winter. Heimo shrugged
out of his leather jacket and tossed it on the rear seat. Basking
usually settled him, but not today. Sweat prickled his back.

He reckoned they couldn't cashier him - no
laws broken. But they could sanction him in other ways that would
hamstring his ability to recover. Demotion, transfer, fines,
reprimands. He'd never catch Skolnik's killer, or have a chance to
nail Mehringer, if he lost command of the Homicide Division.

And he'd forced Walter into a box. Mehringer
and Augustin wanted to demonstrate their power to limit
investigations and protect their friends. If Walter didn't land on
him with both feet that message would not penetrate the police
organization and the witch hunt would go on.

Heimo glanced at his watch. Time to find out
just how deep he'd stepped in it.

He strode through the main door of the LKA
headquarters. Three of his colleagues in the lobby gave him the
same raised-eyebrow query, but he shook his head. They would hear
about it almost as soon as he did.

The smell of fresh coffee wafted out of the
canteen, and he wanted a cup. But coffee required savoring time and
a benign view of the universe, and he had neither. Bringing a mug
with him might look a little too offhand as though he was taking a
reprieve for granted. He always considered nuances when
interrogating suspects, but he'd never applied the technique to
himself. He walked up the stairs, took a deep breath, then knocked
on Walter's door.

'Come!'

A blue haze fogged the room. Walter, leaned
back in his chair with his feet on the desk, a cigarette in one
hand and his mobile phone in the other. He glanced up at Heimo and
poked the cigarette at the sofa.

He turned his attention to whoever was on
the phone, and said, 'I have no problem with that, but make sure
the evidence is nailed down, and I mean all of it.' He listened a
moment. 'Good enough. Regards to Maida.' He thumbed the phone to
disconnect the call and swung his feet down.

Heimo sat on the edge of the hard sofa, back
straight and hands gripping his knees. He and Walter locked eyes
for an awkward second.

Walter said, 'I've ordered the firing squad
to unload their weapons.'

Heimo tried a grin, but it never got a
proper start and dropped away.

Walter leaned back and regarded his
subordinate for several moments without speaking. Heimo took it,
but his guts started twisting.

Finally, Walter stretched his neck. 'Smoke
if you want to.'

Heimo nodded and lit one.

Walter said, 'I have to admit you surprised
me. There are umpteen ways to get information on potential bribery
and blackmail, and you seem to have avoiding using any of them.
I've seen the evidence and talked to your team, and I understand
why you figured Skolnik was bribing someone. But I can't figure out
why you made such a mess of it.'

Heimo blew out a lungful of smoke. 'I don't
understand it either. I just needed to talk to the people listed in
the book to check if they had any connection to Skolnik's murder.
The fact that he'd coded the information made me suspicious. And
the first two I called were obviously lying, so I charged ahead.
Next thing I knew, people with the wrong kind of pull were using
it.'

'OK. But you still had time to back off and
cover your butt. You didn't. When I got dragged into it, I had no
idea what the hell you were doing. They must have thought I'd lost
control.'

Heimo closed his eyes. 'I know. I feel like
an idiot.'

Walter was silent for a few moments. 'Have
you got something on Mehringer? Or are you trying to clean up the
province by yourself?'

The ice thinned to millimeters. 'Nothing
specific. Until the lid blew off, I wasn't sure he was even
connected to the people on the list. But like I said in that circus
this morning, I never contacted him or made any accusations.'

If Walter noticed he'd only answered half
the question, he said nothing.

'I've thought about that. Maybe they tipped
their hand. For Mehringer to intervene when a friend's toes got
stepped on is understandable if unethical. But Augustin seemed to
be stuck on the idea you were after the man himself. You hadn't
mentioned him specifically, so I'm wondering why he felt
threatened.'

Heimo knew why, but he shrugged, feigning
ignorance.

Walter gazed into the middle distance for a
minute. 'I'm suspending you for three months without pay. Not what
I want as it leaves me with just two Homicide detectives. But if I
don't do something ugly, Augustin will climb on my back and make it
worse. Gunther and Sigi have everything they need to continue with
Skolnik?'

Heimo's throat tightened, but he nodded.

'OK. Get out of town for a while. Tell the
team what's happened, then take off for a week or two and let
things settle.' He bent to his paperwork.

 


 


Three months. Doing what? Kicking himself in
the ass and wallowing around in how unfair it all was? No one had
changed the rules to the game - he'd just forgotten them. He could
tell himself he wouldn't make the same mistake again.

That was five seconds gone.

He shoved through the door to the Homicide
office. The desks were empty, but he saw Inspector Sigrid Brumnig.
She'd brewed coffee with the new espresso machine and was staring
into the cup as though it had released a vision.

'Morning Sigi', he said. 'Could you brew me
a cup?'

The big blonde detective started and turned
to look at him. A slow, warm spread across her face. 'Heimo, how
are you? Did you eat 'em alive?'

Heimo stared out the window. 'Not quite.
Tried, convicted, and sentenced.'

Her mouth dropped open. 'For what, for
Christ's sake?'

Heimo grimaced. 'Acting like a rookie,
screwing it up sideways, dumping the boss in the shit.'

'I don't get it. What happened?'

He hated to damage her respect, regardless
of how little he deserved it. 'I lost contact with reality, Sigi.
It's what happens when you start to think this job is about
catching bad guys. That's only ten percent. If you forget that, the
other ninety percent bites you.'

He turned back to the window. 'So I'm
suspended for three months.'

She stared, forgetting the coffee going cold
in her hand. 'It's crap, Heimo, political crap.'

Heimo squared up. 'I'm not thrilled about
it, but I deserve it. I had no business following that trail like I
did and dropping everyone in it. Dumb and dumber. Anyway, you and
Gunther are in the hot seat now. Where is the fair-haired boy?'

'He went out to that warehouse Skolnik
owned. Wanted to try to get something out of that gorilla that
calls himself a logistics manager. Slim hope, but we've got nothing
else.'

'Did Halegger's boys have another go at
finding the bullet?'

Sigi sipped from her mug and said, 'Yuck.
Yeah, they went through the area with a sieve, but came up empty.
He still can't be sure that's where the shooting occurred because
the ground is so torn up.'

Heimo grimaced. 'And Alex?'

Sigi looked annoyed. 'He apologized when he
came in. Said he forgot.'

'Do you believe him?'

'Hard to tell.'

Alex Lampl had been in Homicide for two
months. As a trainee, he only conducted investigations under
supervision. But he wasn't supposed to need supervision to be the
night on call officer. Heimo had known for a month that Lampl
didn't have what it took to be a detective. But getting rid of him
would not be easy.

Heimo shook his head. 'I don't think I'll
deal with him today. Gunther knows the drill.'

Sigi turned to pour her cup out and brew two
new ones. Heimo thought about Skolnik for a few minutes, trying to
see a thread they'd failed to follow, some piece of evidence they
hadn’t examined to death. But nothing lit up.

Sigi brought a fresh coffee and handed it to
him. She was as tall as he was and she searched his eyes. 'You
going to be OK?'

He shrugged. 'Sure. A nice long
vacation.'

'No bull, Heimo, I know you. You'll eat
yourself up with nothing to do.'

'Not much choice is there.'

'We'll keep you in the loop. No one else has
to know. And if we come up with anything new, or any new cases,
we'll talk to you.'

He considered that, worried they'd be in
trouble if anyone found out. After a while he said, 'Thank you. I
mean it.'

He turned away, feeling his eyes pucker, and
sat down to clear away mounting paperwork.

The coffee gradually disappeared along with
the stack in his in tray, but Gunther hadn't returned. Sigi would
pass on the news and Gunther would call him later. He washed out
his cup, waved at Sigi and said he'd see her around. Her set, angry
face followed him out the door. There was a sliver of comfort when
someone shared your pain, but it was a meager thing to hold to.

He headed out to his car trying to think of
something worthwhile to do with his now empty day. But no job - no
purpose. Pathetic.

He owed his father a visit and today was as
good a time as any. Erich Kapeller seemed to be more irascible
every time Heimo dropped in. He groused about Heimo wasting his
life as a cop, complained that his other son Hugo never visited
him, and found fault with everyone he came in contact with.
Fighting with the old man about something trivial and meaningless
would complete Heimo's day.

He threw his jacket into the car and lit a
cigarette. Maybe it was time to quit smoking again. If he went
three months, he might kick it for good. Or drive himself around
the bend.

Three minutes later, his mobile phone, which
he'd left in his jacket, buzzed. He ignored it. It quieted after
ten rings, then started up again. He stubbed the cigarette out and
fished around in the pocket.

'Kapeller', he said without looking at the
screen.

'Get your ass up to my office.'

The phone went dead, and Heimo glanced up to
see Walter staring down at him from the second floor. What bloody
now, he thought? Mehringer already calling to find out why he
hadn't been canned?

He walked back into the building and climbed
up to Walter's office. He could hear part of a conversation his
boss was having before he got there.

'They're just leaving. ETA is thirty
minutes.' Walter dropped the phone into its cradle. Heimo stood in
the doorway, and Walter contemplated him, rubbing his jaw. 'I have
a small dilemma. Perhaps you can help me.'

Heimo narrowed his eyes. Walter could
sometimes be maddeningly oblique. 'Say the word.'

'We have a body. Discovered by a farmer in
the hills above Sittersdorf. Halegger and his people are on the
way. First report indicates it's a homicide. The question is,
should I put you in charge of the investigation?'

Heimo balled his fists but kept his voice
low. 'I screwed up the last time, but I don't make a habit of it.
Why shouldn't I investigate?'

Walter took a slow breath. 'Because the
cause of death may be the same as Skolnik - shot through the back
of the head.'


Chapter 3

The
unmarked police car turned off the main highway and climbed a farm
road into the forest. Although the surface had once been tarmac, it
was now cracked and buckled, and the edges were coming away from
the center strip in substantial chunks. A thick overhang of pine
and larch shadowed the lane and prevented the sun from doing its
work.

Gunther Schalk wrestled the BMW over the
bumps, dodging the worst potholes. Heimo crouched in the passenger
seat considering possibilities. The deaths of Skolnik and the new
victim had to be related. The province recorded only two or three
shooting deaths in any single year. Two in two months with the same
MO was beyond coincidence.

Heimo and his team had never solved the cui
bono problem because Skolnik's death apparently benefited no one.
The man had fingers in several unsavory pies, and connections to
half the criminal characters in the province. But whenever the
detectives identified a likely suspect, the suspect had an
unshakable alibi, an unfathomable motive, or both. Heimo and
Gunther spent an entire week researching contract killers because
the murder looked like a professional hit. They came up empty.

If the same killer was still in business,
this time he might have made a mistake. And, at the back of his
mind, Heimo knew if he nailed the murderer he could clear his own
slate.

Five hundred meters up the hill, they
rounded a hairpin curve and saw crime scene tape stretched across
the lane. A patrol car was wedged up against the bank, and a
uniformed officer stood in front of it, thumbs hooked in his
equipment belt. He raised a hand to halt them.

He walked to the driver's side and nodded
when he recognized the Homicide inspectors. 'Morning. I'll pull the
tape back. The farm is about three hundred meters further up.'

Gunther said, 'Thanks, Klaus. Is the doc
here?'

'About ten minutes ago. The Forensics team
got here just before him. There's a limited amount of parking in
the farmyard because we've taped off most of it.'

Gunther eased the car up the track which
deteriorated to dirt. They emerged into a clearing and had their
first view of the farm. It lay on a level space perhaps one hundred
meters square, with two broad fields running away from it down the
hills to the left. Three buildings clustered around a stained,
muddy concrete pad. On the left stood an old two-storied house, its
ancient yellow plaster flaking off, but crowned by a glossy new
tile roof. Opposite the house, a vast wooden barn sagged and
appeared to be sliding reluctantly downhill. A machine shed filled
with rusty equipment accompanied the barn. The unmistakable aroma
of pig shit overlay everything.

Crime tape stretched from the corner of the
barn to a rotted fence post, isolating the inhabited area. Halegger
had parked the Forensics van next to the side of the house, and the
pathologist's small Volvo tucked in behind it. Another uniformed
officer, this one female, pointed to a space by the van.

The officer came over and saluted as they
got out. 'Hello, sir. Afraid there's not much in the way of
parking.'

Heimo said, 'No problem, although it would
be more convenient if people died close to parking lots. Were you
and your partner first on scene?'

'Yes sir, we were about five kilometers from
here when the station called. They told us old Trautheim, he's the
farmer, had found a body. And he said it had been shot. So we came
up as careful as we could and parked down where the first tape is.
Then we blocked everything off.'

Heimo nodded. 'Good, notice anything
unusual?'

'Not a thing and we did look. The only marks
were from the farm tractor. When we got here, Albert, he's the
grandson, was waiting on it. He told us the old man was still up
the hill.'

'And no one went back until the Forensic
people arrived?'

'We didn't, sir, but Inspector Cervinka did.
He walked up that cut over there.'

Heimo stared at her for so long she started
to color. Gunther, digging the sterile gear out of the car,
stopped. Heimo kept his voice level and said, 'Why is Inspector
Cervinka here?'

The officer shifted to her other foot and
looked at Heimo's jacket. 'He was with us when we got the call,
sir. We were giving him a lift to St. Martin. He said to wait while
he went up. Albert showed him the way.'

Heimo recovered. 'Thank you. You've done a
good job. We'll get suited up and wait for the word from
Forensics.'

She threw an uncertain salute that stopped
before it reached her hat and moved back to her post. Heimo swore
and went to put on his coveralls.

Gunther finished slipping on his over-boots
and said, 'Cervinka's a horse's ass, but he knows better than to
contaminate a crime scene.'

Heimo grunted. 'Maybe he thinks he's got
fairy feet instead of clodhoppers. If he's buggered anything up, I
will have a large piece of him.'

'Could be he hasn't heard you're still in
circulation and reckons it's his chance to move up a notch.'

'Not while I'm alive.' Heimo's voice
flattened. He had no sense of humor where Cervinka was
concerned.

As soon as he zipped up the coveralls, his
phone, which he'd left in an inside pocket, buzzed. He fought
through three layers of clothes and pulled it out. The caller ID
said Halegger.

'Hi, Karl. We're down at the farm ready to
come up.'

'Hello, Heimo. We're just about finished.
This is not where the victim died, so there isn't much to do.'

'Is Cervinka up there?'

'He is. I've made him stand on a stump - a
small one. He hasn't done any damage. Hang on a minute.' Heimo
heard voices in the background. 'OK, come on up. We're done with
most of the area.'

'On our way.'

The officers trudged across the farmyard,
acquiring smears of mud and dung on their pristine white suits, and
made for a rutted track at the edge of the forest which wound up
into dappled green. It was a steep climb, and they were blowing by
the time they reached the top.

The track leveled out after winding round a
bramble patch, and they found themselves in a small circular
clearing festooned with more crime scene tape. The tree canopy
thinned and sunlight stippled the ground in irregular patches. Four
men in white coveralls carrying plastic bags surveyed the ground,
pausing here and there to collected tiny bits. Several large cases
of equipment lay splayed open. Just inside the edge of the cordoned
area, a stout man with a huge mustache stood on a stump about forty
centimeters off the ground, shifting from foot to foot and looking
annoyed. On the right, seated on a pile of cut and trimmed logs, a
stubble-whiskered man in a checked shirt and a young lad in a blue
hoodie observed the proceedings with interest.

One of the white suited figures knelt on the
ground near a small stream. Another detached himself and walked
over to Heimo.

Chief Inspector Halegger pulled up his
visor, revealing a pencil mustache under a pair of rimless glasses.
'Hi, guys. Afraid we can't tell you much. Victim is a white male.
Doc confirms he was shot in the head and the bullet exited through
the right eye. Probably the cause of death, but he can't be sure
because the body has been buried somewhere for a while, then ended
up in the water. We think it was upstream, then washed out in the
rains and floated down here. Doc won't even guess at a time of
death except it was more than a day ago and less than a year. Not
much help.'

'Lovely,' said Heimo. 'Always nice to start
an investigation with lots of hard facts. Any idea of the victim's
age?'

'Middle aged, say between thirty and sixty,
which should narrow it down.'

Gunther grinned. 'Only leaves about ninety
percent of the male population.'

Halegger nodded. 'Anyway, you might as well
come over. There's nothing here to help us except for the corpse,
although we've done the ancillary stuff. Took two partial prints,
but I'm not hopeful we'll get much from them. I'll have one of my
people work up stream and look for the burial site. The farmer says
it's not too wide for the next hundred meters, so maybe we'll get
lucky.'

Heimo and Gunther ducked under the tape and
squelched through the mud to the figure kneeling next to a lump.
The man stood and turned as they approached, pulling his mask off
and peeling the suit's hood back.

Dr. Otto Wassnig was compact, with a bald
red dome and green granny glasses perched on the end of a stubby
nose.

'Hello Heimo, Gunther. We meet again.'

Heimo said, 'Morning, Doc. Karl says it's a
dead person, but you won't commit yourself farther than that.'

Wassnig grunted. 'About right. I'll know
more when I do the autopsy. Because he was buried, then lay in the
water for some time, most of the normal indicators of time of death
are useless. Unofficially, the bullet went in about two centimeters
to the left of where the spine joins the skull, and it came out at
the top of the right eye socket. But it could be a post-mortem
injury, and something else killed him. Although why anyone would
shoot a corpse is beyond me.'

Heimo thought 'copycat' and clamped his
teeth. He sincerely hoped that wasn't the answer.

Wassnig moved to one side. Gunther went
around to the feet, Heimo to the head, and they peered at the body.
The face, fish-belly white and smeared in mud and detritus, bore a
passing resemblance to a man. Enough debris had been brushed away
to show the exit wound and a clean-shaven skin. The sodden clothing
was black and filthy, although they could see a button- down shirt
and tie, and maybe a business suit.

Heimo shook his head. He never quite got
used to the idiocy of people who thought they could solve their
problems by killing someone. He squatted and studied the face, but
there was no tug of recognition.

'No ID I suppose?'

'Nothing on the outside, but I can't search
inside his clothes until I get him on the table. Might be something
in the inner pockets.'

'Jewelry, watch?'

Wassnig said, ‘You're thinking robbery?
Doesn't look like it. No rings, but he's wearing a Rolex.'

'Not homeless then. OK, thanks Otto. Are you
doing the PM straight away?'

'No, I have one other to do first. I'll try
to get to him later today. Call you when I'm ready to start. We'll
take him to Ebendorf since the other is already there.'

He and Gunther trudged back to the center of
the clearing. Heimo glanced at Cervinka, who by this time had
descended from the stump, but still stood inside the crime scene
talking to one of the technicians.

'Would you mind getting rid of that asshole?
I'm not in the mood for his crap.'

Gunther nodded. 'No sweat. I will be kind
but firm, and I won't kick him unless I need to.'

Heimo grinned. 'I'll talk to the farmer, so
I'll have my back turned.'

They split and Heimo walked over to the pile
of logs where the two sat. The farmer fired up a pipe that looked
older than he was. His grandson's eyes were as wide as saucers.

'Good afternoon, sir. I'm Inspector
Kapeller. I need to ask you a few questions.'

The old man looked at him but said
nothing.

'I know you've answered some of these
already. Can you describe what you did this morning, why you were
up here and how you discovered the body?'

Trautheim studied Heimo for a while, then
nodded. 'Me and Albert come up 'bout ten on the tractor. Needed to
cut up these logs and shift 'em down to the wood store. We was just
gettin' started when Albert thought he saw somethin' over by the
stream. Went over to have a look and the next thing I know'd, he's
wading out. I got down off the tractor and went to see what he was
doin.' That chap was caught in the eddy where that big pine sticks
out.'

'And you pulled him out onto the bank?'

'We did. Looked like he might be gettin'
ready to float away.'

'When you called the police station, you
told the dispatcher the man had been shot in the head. He's covered
in mud. How could you tell?'

Trautheim glanced at his grandson who was
following the conversation like a tennis spectator. 'I sent Albert
back to the tractor and told him to call you boys. When we pulled
this feller out, I seen his eye was missin', so I turned him over.
That's when I seen the hole. Seen a lot of 'em, so I know'd what it
was.'

Heimo frowned. 'A lot of them? Where?'

Trautheim's head slumped for a long moment.
When he spoke, his voice sank to a low monotone. 'Durin' the war.
Way the Nazis executed partisans. Always a pistol shot in the back
o' the head.'

Albert's mouth opened, and he stared at a
grandfather who had become a stranger. Heimo shook his head. It was
easy for his generation to forget how often savage armies had
contested this ground in the last two wars.

'I take it you've not seen any strangers up
here.'

Trautheim, still gripped by memories, looked
up. 'No, not through the farm. But they is other roads up this
mountain. One is 'bout a kilometer east of here.'

Heimo scanned the clearing. 'Thank you. If
anything else comes up, we'll call you. Inspector Halegger and his
people will finish here as soon as possible, then you should be
able to get back to work.'

Trautheim grunted. Albert put his hand on
his grandfather's arm, his face full of questions. Heimo left them
to it.

Cervinka had disappeared. Gunther stood by
the track talking to the red-faced, sweating mortuary crew. He
turned and said, 'They think they can get the body down on....' He
gestured at an odd-looking piece of gear that seemed to be a cross
between a gurney and a shopping trolley.'

He looked up. 'Too thick to use the
helicopter. Trees'd tear up the corpse.'

'OK, let's head back to the shop and get
things organized.' He grinned. 'And we'll try to sort this one
without treading on any more big toes.'

Gunther rolled his eyes and snorted.


Chapter 4

Heimo
knocked on Walter's door and pushed it open when he heard the deep
bellow. On his desk were four stacks of paper. Heimo wondered if he
shuffled them like so many decks of cards.

'Ah, the great detective. Have you made an
arrest yet?'

He threw a mock salute. 'As soon as I get
your OK. And a name and address.'

Walter leaned back and put his feet up on
the lower desk drawer. 'What have you got?'

Heimo ran through the information from the
crime scene. 'With no ID, there's not much we can do except go
through the motions. Wassnig hopes to have the autopsy done this
evening, and Halegger has two partial prints. With luck, we might
know more in a few hours.'

'Any idea how he got up there?'

'Nothing solid. Best bet is one of the
tracks near the farm. Halegger reckons the body didn't float far
because the stream is narrow and meanders around a lot. One of his
men is working upstream along the bank looking for a grave, and
another is investigating a track a kilometer east of the farm. I
expect they'll find indications, although how useful they'll be is
anyone's guess. We'll start on the preliminaries.'

Walter waved him off and said, 'And I will
try to turn four big piles into one little pile. Have fun. And
Heimo.'

Heimo stopped in mid-stride.

'Stay away from Mehringer even if you find
his fingerprints on the murder weapon.'

Heimo's eyes tightened, but he nodded.

He returned to the office and briefed the
team. 'OK, first jobs. Alex, check missing person reports from
Austria, starting with the most recent, and see if anything matches
the victim. If you don't get a hit, contact the Slovenian and
Italian liaison people. Sigi, you start the house to house. There
aren't many farms around there, so it shouldn't take long. Use the
local boys if you need help and tell Forensics you're in the area.
Gunther, you're the command post for the moment. I'll talk with a
couple of the other departments and see if they have anything that
might relate to this. Questions?'

The heads shook in unison.

'A few thoughts. Anyone on the list of
Skolnik's known associates who might fit the vic's
description?'

Sigi said, 'I had a quick look and found
several, but the description is too sketchy to do more than keep
them in mind.'

Heimo nodded. 'Good. To belabor the obvious,
either the victim was killed somewhere else, then hauled up the
hill, or he met his killer there. Can't do anything with the first
one without more information. The second idea assumes the killer
and the target needed to meet somewhere private. The victim's
wearing what looks like a business suit, so I don't think he went
out in the woods for a stroll. That means someone decoyed him up
there and almost certainly someone he knew. It also implies the
meeting was supposed to be short. And they must have really needed
privacy to go so far out of town. Ideas?'

Gunther smoothed his sparse hair. 'Makes
more sense than transporting a body. Lot of problems with that.
Blood in a car, weight of the body, someone hearing the shot,
etcetera.'

Sigi said, 'True, but if it's a decoy, then
there's two vehicles to deal with. The killer drives up, then the
victim drives up and gets shot. What does the killer do with the
guy's car, and how would he get back to pick up his own?'

Heimo agreed. 'Problems any way you look at
it. Just keep it in mind. Let's get on with it. Gunther, I'm hoping
Karl will get something from those partial prints. Can you chase
him up?'

'Will do.'

'And call me when they assign the
Prosecutor. I'm hoping it won't be Haffner.' Anna Haffner, an
elderly lawyer detested by investigators because her main concern
was producing letter-perfect reports, seldom prosecuted violent
crimes.

Gunther grinned. 'Don't think Friesacher is
dumb enough to put her on it. I'll check with Walter in thirty
minutes if he hasn't called.'

Heimo glanced at Alex Lampl, and said,
'Alex, a word please.'

Heimo took Lampl into a small room adjoining
the Homicide office that they sometimes used for off-the-record
interrogations. He pointed to one chair and took the other
himself.

The junior officer's forehead glistened, and
he ran a finger around his collar.

Heimo looked at him for a few moments.
'Presumably, you understand you screwed up. What happened?'

Lampl leaned forward. 'God, I'm really sorry
Heimo. I checked the duty roster the day before, then I just forgot
about it. When I got home, Kendra kind of jumped on me, and we had
a bit of a thing. Then the kids came home, and...I just
forgot.'

'Where were you during the evening?'

Lampl looked confused. 'Home.'

Heimo shook his head. 'The duty officer
tried your home phone twice. No answer.'

Lampl rubbed a hand over his mouth. 'I was
home, honestly. The house phone is in the bedroom, but the door was
closed. The kids were playing video games, and the TV was turned
way up, so I just didn't hear it. Kendra was still upset, and that
distracted me. If I hadn't forgotten about being on call, I'd have
had the radio with me. Believe me, I'm really upset about
this.'

As full of holes as Swiss cheese. 'We have a
major investigation starting. I need everyone doing their job. You
get one more chance to show me what you've got. Clear?'

'I won't let you down - that's a promise.
I'll get straight onto those missing person reports.'

Heimo nodded toward the door. Lampl jumped
up and shot through it.

You had to trust your people just like
soldiers had to trust their squad mates. He'd have to watch
everything Lampl did until the investigation finished, and he hated
the idea.

He walked down the hall and realized he
hadn't had a cigarette in several hours. Perhaps investigating
murders was good for your health.

He headed for the Drugs division. The
homicide's details would be discussed during the following
morning's general briefing but talking to his colleagues now might
trigger a memory that matched his victim.

He stuck his head into his opposite number's
office and said, 'Gottfried around?'

The section's duty officer looked up. 'Hi
Heimo. No, he's over at the Justice Building. Can I help?'

'Hope so. We've got a white male shot
through the back of the head. Looks like he was wearing a suit.
He's been dead for a few days, and the MO looks the same as
Skolnik. Anybody on your list gone AWOL recently?'

The inspector shook his head. 'No one I'm
aware of. Most of the dealers are not suit-wearing types, but it
could be someone higher up the food chain. Get me a better
description and we'll try to match it.'

'Fair enough.'

The White-Collar Crime detectives told him
the same story - no obvious connection between their investigations
and the homicide.

The initial stages of a homicide case were
often this way. Without hard data, it was difficult to get started.
Heimo tried to relax and settle back into the harness of
routine.

He pulled his phone out of
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