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SYNOPSIS




In a snow-shrouded European city, a sudden and brutal crime unsettles students, professors, and investigators alike. Their only clue is a strange silver hatchet that seems to reappear in the most unlikely circumstances. As tension rises, those drawn to the object find themselves caught between rational explanations and an eerie sense that something darker is unfolding. Curiosity becomes danger as the mystery tightens around everyone involved.
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NOTICE




This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.




Names from foreign languages will be preserved in their original form, with no translation.




 








The Silver Hatchet




 




On the 3rd of December 1861, Dr. Otto Von Hopstein, Regius Professor

of Comparative Anatomy of the University of Buda-Pesth, and Curator of the Academical

Museum, was foully and brutally murdered within a stone-throw of the entrance to

the college quadrangle.




Besides the eminent position of

the victim and his popularity amongst both students and townsfolk, there were other

circumstances which excited public interest very strongly, and drew general attention

throughout Austria and Hungary to this murder. The Pesther Abendblatt of

the following day had an article upon it, which may still be consulted by the curious,

and from which I translate a few passages giving a succinct account of the circumstances

under which the crime was committed, and the peculiar features in the case which

puzzled the Hungarian police.









"It appears," said that very excellent paper, "that Professor von Hopstein left the University about half-past four in the afternoon, in order to meet the train which is due from Vienna at three minutes after five. He was accompanied by his old and dear friend, Herr Wilhelm Schlessinger, sub-Curator of the Museum and Privat-docent of Chemistry. The object of these two gentlemen in meeting this particular train was to receive the legacy bequeathed by Graf von Schulling to the University of Buda-Pesth. It is well known that this unfortunate nobleman, whose tragic fate is still fresh in the recollection of the public, left his unique collection of medieval weapons, as well as several priceless black-letter editions, to enrich the already celebrated museum of his Alma Mater. The worthy Professor was too much of an enthusiast in such matters to intrust the reception or care of this valuable legacy to any subordinate; and, with the assistance of Herr Schlessinger, he succeeded in removing the whole collection from the train, and stowing it away in a light cart which had been sent by the University authorities. Most of the books and more fragile articles were packed in cases of pine-wood, but many of the weapons were simply done round with straw, so that considerable labor was involved in moving them all. The Professor was so nervous, however, lest any of them should be injured, that he refused to allow any of the railway employees (Eisenbahn-diener) to assist. Every article was carried across the platform by Herr Schlessinger, and handed to Professor von Hopstein in the cart, who packed it away. When everything was in, the two gentlemen, still faithful to their charge, drove back to the University, the Professor being in excellent spirits, and not a little proud of the physical exertion which he had shown himself capable of. He made some joking allusion to it to Reinmaul, the janitor, who, with his friend Schiffer, a Bohemian Jew, met the cart on its return and unloaded the contents. Leaving his curiosities safe in the store-room, and locking the door, the Professor handed the key to his sub-curator, and, bidding every one good evening, departed in the direction of his lodgings. Schlessinger took a last look to reassure himself that all was right, and also went off, leaving Reinmaul and his friend Schiffer smoking in the janitor's lodge.




"At eleven o'clock, about

an hour and a half after Von Hopstein's departure, a soldier of the 14th regiment

of Jäger, passing the front of the University on his way to barracks, came upon

the lifeless body of the Professor lying a little way from the side of the road.

He had fallen upon his face, with both hands stretched out. His head as literally

split in two halves by a tremendous blow, which, it is conjectured, must have been

struck from behind, there remaining a peaceful smile upon the old man's face, as

if he had been still dwelling upon his new archeological acquisition when death

had overtaken him. There is no other mark of violence upon the body, except a bruise

over the left patella, caused probably by the fall. The most mysterious part of

the affair is that the Professor's purse, containing forty-three gulden, and his

valuable watch have been untouched. Robbery cannot, therefore, have been the incentive

to the deed, unless the assassins were disturbed before they could complete their

work.




"This idea is negatived by

the fact that the body must have lain at least an hour before any one discovered

it. The whole affair is wrapped in mystery. Dr. Langemann, the eminent medico-jurist,

has pronounced that the wound is such as might have been inflicted by a heavy sword-bayonet

wielded by a powerful arm. The police are extremely reticent upon the subject, and

it is suspected that they are in possession of a clue which may lead to important

results."
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