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Synopsis






          The mysterious axeman came to America to accomplish the one kind deed which might help to balance the horror he had spread in a country ruled by the Devil. But his own brand of death overtook him—leaving Doc Turner to carry the blood-red torch!





          The Spider, January 1940, with "The Axeman's Necklace"
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          FROM behind the sales counter at the rear of his ancient pharmacy, Andrew Turner watched a tall man open the door to the street, hold it open as if hesitating whether to enter or not. The hurly-burly of a Morris Street Saturday night roared in; raucous cries of pushcart peddlers, the gabble of housewives chattering in a half-dozen tongues, the racketing thunder of an "El" train on the trestle that roofed this slum thoroughfare.




          A tiny muscle twitched in the white-haired pharmacist's cheek.




          The man was intent upon the scene outside, as reflected in the door's plate-glass panel. His raw-boned countenance was taut with terror.




          A long sigh quivered through the drugstore's dingy dimness. The man closed the door and started back towards Doc, between the ponderous-framed showcases that once had been painted white. He was half-stumbling as though he were very tired. Or as though fear had robbed his huge body of its strength.




          On the bare boards of a floor rutted by uncounted feet, his shoes made heavy, clumping sounds. They were thick-soled shoes, oddly shaped. His black ulster, buttoned to the neck, was too long, too wide-skirted, to have been styled in this country. His felt hat was black, wide-brimmed, high-crowned. What hair showed beneath its edge was gray, but the eyebrows and lashes were blonde, and the face, square in outline, did not belong to a man past his late thirties.




          The eyes, blue-irised and bloodshot, were those of one who has seen too much, endured too long. They were the eyes of one who is driven by some personal devil to a doom he sees but cannot escape.




          "Good evening," Doc said. His own eyes, themselves blue but faded by his long years, were expressionless. His right hand, long-fingered and sensitive, a dark net of swollen veins showing through its almost transparent skin, tugged at his bushy white mustache. Frail, a little stooped, he was dwarfed by the giant who had reached the other side of the sales counter and leaned against it for support.




          "Good evening. I—I am Kurt Boehn." The intonation was precise, cultured, but unmistakably foreign. "Kurt Heinrich Boehn." The man repeated the name with a curious emphasis, as though he expected it to be recognized; as though he expected it to evoke some definite, familiar reaction. It meant nothing to the druggist.




          "Yes, Mr. Boehn. And what can I do for you?"




          "I am informed that you are acquainted with all who live in this district." Near the left corner of his thin mouth was a purplish birthmark about the size of a rice grain, roughly heart-shaped. "It is so?"




          "Yes," Doc admitted. "I know pretty well everybody within blocks." This sort of questioning was nothing new to him. Enormous as is the city, those who come to it from across the sea seem instinctively to be drawn to the neighborhoods where their countrymen have gathered; to know that there they will find the friends and relatives who have preceded them. Friend, as he was, to the aliens of Morris Street longer than was comfortable to recall, it was a matter of course that such seekers be directed to Andrew Turner. "You are looking for someone?"




          "A maiden. Her name is Rose Levy."




          The old druggist peered sharply up into the face of his questioner. Levy. And the tall man was Nordic beyond any doubt; Aryan. "I know a number of families called Levy," Doc said, noncommittally. "Many of them have daughters called Rose."




          "The one I seek has no family. Her mother's name was Leah, but now she is alone in the world. She is seventeen, and her eyes are the soft black of the midnight sky. She was a child of ten, unformed, when I saw her last. Now she must be slender like the stem of the flower for which she is called, and more graceful."




          A strange way for a hunter to speak of his quarry. And yet... "Why are you looking for her?" Turner asked. "What do you want of her?"




          "I have come a weary way to give her—" The tall man checked as the hinges of the store door creaked behind him. "You are sure this will be good for my pain?" He had swiftly plucked a bottle of liniment from the pyramid to Doc's left. "I cannot afford to spend money on nonsense." He glanced over his shoulder at the two men who had entered. When he looked at Turner again, the ruddiness that had lain under his skin had gone, leaving it ashen. "Can I trust you?"




          "You can trust me," the pharmacist answered without the flicker of an eyelid. "I promise you that this will do what you ask." The shorter of the newcomers started leafing over the pages of a telephone book on the stand near the door. The other turned and stood looking out into the street. "It's well worth fifty cents." Both were heavily built. The backs of their thick necks were shaven, bluish.




          "I depend on you," Boehn said, passing the bottle to Doc—his other hand in the same instant throwing something across the counter.




          Turner wrapped the liniment while there ensued a strange, waiting silence upon which the tumult of Morris Street made no impression. Boehn exchanged a half-dollar for the package, turned and started out. He wasn't stumbling now as he went across the floor, straight to the door.




          The man at the phone book looked around. "Ach!" he exclaimed, gutturally. "Das ist...!" His fingers caught hold of Boehn's arm. "Otto! Look who is here. Kurt himself."




          Otto wheeled around. "Wunderbar!" The look of triumph in his thin-faced, narrow-lidded visage was masked at once. "We were chust phoning for you, Kurt. From der Verein is a special meeting called." He took Boehn's other arm in what was intended to be a friendly manner, but the ulster's fabric crushed under a powerful grip. "We are late."




          Doc snatched up a quart bottle of ammonia, started around the end of the sales counter. "Let us hurry, then," Boehn said. "I do not want our friends to wait." He seemed eager!




          The druggist halted, shrugged. The three strangers went out of the store. Marched, rather. They'd fallen into step—left, right, left, right—obviously through long habit. The door closed behind them, but Doc could still see them, marching straight through the shifting crowds on the sidewalk, marching between two pushcarts at the curb. They broke formation only when they reached a waiting sedan. The one called Otto sat in front, while the shorter man held the rear door open for Boehn.




          A woman stopped short on the sidewalk. She stared at Boehn, and her mouth gaped open as if with stunned surprise. The sedan's doors slammed closed and it surged away, but the woman remained stock-still. Her box-shouldered, shabby coat, the flower-trimmed small hat perched on her flaxen hair, were as foreign as Boehn's garb.




          Doc reached his store door, flung it open. "Frau Koenig," he called. "Please. I want to ask you something."




          She came around to him. "Ja, Herr Turner? What is?"




          "That man. The tall one with the black hat who just got into that car. You recognized him. Who is he?"




          The color that had returned to Gretchen Koenig's wan cheeks in the year since she'd come to Morris Street was now gone. She licked gray lips, answered in a husky, unnatural voice. "Kurt Boehn."




          "I know his name. I want to know what he is."




          "I know not what he is now. What for he is here. But in the old country, in the city where I come from, he was an official. Just before I left, he disappeared. There was hope that he had received that which he gave to so many, but I see it is not so."
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