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Synopsis






          Doc Turner believed that ballots and not bullets should rule the destinies of the downtrodden immigrants he had taken under his protective wing—but Doc was ready to meet crooked politicians at their own game!
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          A LURID light wavered through the big plate-glass windows of the dusty drugstore on Morris Street. It tinged the dingy, once-white fixtures with a flickering, scarlet glow and lent unaccustomed color to Andrew Turner's wrinkled countenance, painting his white hair, his bushy mustache, with fitful red.




          There was a prescription slip in the old pharmacist's gnarled, almost transparent hand, but he made no move to go back through the curtained entrance to his back room to compound it. He stood quite still; a frail, faded figure behind the sales counter at the store's rear, and gazed out through the open front door with a faint smile edging his thin lips.




          There was pride in that smile. There was pride in Doc Turner's eyes of faded blue. There was love in them too, the wistful love of a lonely old man for a winsome maid who was the living, warm souvenir of an ancient heartbreak long buried in the mist of might-have-been.




          He could see her, over the heads of a crowd close-packed on the corner sidewalk outside. She seemed somehow ethereal in the crimson flare of campaign torches lashed to the sides of the banner-bedecked moving van on whose tail-board she stood.




          "You're going to vote for a President next Tuesday," Ann Fawley's clear accents rang out. "You're going to vote for a Governor. Those are big offices, important offices, and I hope you will think carefully about them. But you're going to vote for candidates for another office too, a dinky little office way down at the bottom of the ballot. And that one is just as important, maybe more important, to you."




          They were of the very poor, those who listened to that speech.




          "The Judge of the Small Claims Court," Ann spoke, "is just a little judge. The wealthy people over on Garden Avenue never even heard of his court. But it is to that court we on Morris Street must look for protection against the wolves who prey on the poor. Against the installment racketeers, and the loan sharks, and the grasping landlords who take your money for insect-infested, filthy flats whose toilets are in the halls. We can't afford lawyers. We must depend on the man who sits on that court's bench for justice. If he isn't honest..."




          "What's de matter wid Jedge Corbin?" a raucous voice bawled from somewhere on the outskirts of the crowd. "Ain't he honest?"




          Ann twisted to the heckler. "No," she cried. "He's owned body and soul by Leader Lasding, and Fat Tom Lasding sells Corbin's decisions to the highest bidder."




          "You're a liar," a yell came from the other side of the throng, "you—"




          The obscene epithet evoked a gasp from the crowd. Doc went white with fury. But before he could get around the end of the sales counter, a carrot-haired youth lurched out of the truck's interior to the girl's side.




          "Who said that?" Jack Ransom roared. "Who...?"




          "I did," the unseen insulter bawled. "Want ter make somethin' outta it?"




          "FIGHT!" an excited urchin squealed.




          "Fight!" Fifty voices took up the cry. Ransom jumped down, splitting the throng with his burly shoulders. Running across the floor, Doc saw the crowd surge avidly toward the impending battle.




          The movement of the crowd left an open space in front of the store door in which a third, unregarded man lifted a flailing arm to hurl something at Ann Fawley.




          Only the feeble old druggist saw that, and the appalling realization flashed to him that the heckling interruptions, the forced brawl, were being staged to give opportunity for this one thing. There was no time to yell a warning, nor would it be heard above the mob's excited shouts. His old muscles, lent a fleeting instant of explosive power by the stark knowledge that only he could save Ann, fairly catapulted him to and through the door. The edge of his bony hand chopped the man's bulging biceps, jolted the round projectile from the fingers that had not quite loosed it.




          A bestial countenance spun to Doc, its cracked lips snarled back from rotted, foul fangs. Red-rimmed, piglike eyes glared into his—and calloused, numbing knuckles smashed into his face.




          The blow pounded the little old man back against the corner of the window frame, pounded whirling, black vertigo into his reeling skull.




          Almost at once his vision cleared. The fellow who had struck him was gone. One or two of those on the fringe of the crowd were turning, as if they had just become aware something had happened behind them, and a mangy dog was sniffing at a spattered lump of pulp on the sidewalk at his feet.




          It was an orange. It was only a rotted orange, and he... The cur flung itself backward, emitting a shrill, staccato series of agonized yelps! It was clawing at its nose, was twisting its body in writhing torture.




          Doc was down on his knees, was peering at the orange. His silver head bent to it, but he was careful not to touch it. Almost unnoticeable against the bright red-yellow of the fruit, he made out a dusting of yellow powder.




          "Dad!" a lilting, fresh voice exclaimed, edged with fright. "Dad Turner! What happened? Are you hurt?" A light hand touched his shoulder.




          "Nothing." Doc's reply was calm, steady. "It's just that someone was about to throw this rotten orange at you, and I knocked it from his hand." He scrambled erect, straddling over the smashed orange to keep anyone from touching it. "Where's Jack?"




          "Right here, Doc." The burly garage man, who had been Doc's companion on many a foray against the enemies of Morris Street's helpless denizens, pushed through the crowd. "The sonuvagun beat it when he saw I meant bus—"




          "Jack!" the old man interrupted. "Take Ann home and make her stay there."




          "I won't go home," the girl blurted. "I'm going to Hogbund Place."




          THE corner of Doc's mouth twitched. "You've been having so much fun that I haven't wanted to hurt you by telling you how little good your speechmaking does. But now that Lasding's thugs have opened up... Ann, dear, right in my store here I have swung a hundred votes to Al Taylor for every one you've influenced."




          "Of course you have. With your marvelous influence over these people you've made the election a fight instead of the usual machine runaway. But my few votes may be just the ones to decide it." She was terribly in earnest. "I can wash off the garbage, but I can't—"




          "You would not have been able to wash off this garbage, Ann." A quick glance showed Doc that the crowd's attention was focused on the dog, whose gyrations had carried it to the gutter. His voice dropped low. "If it had hit you, and only a drop of its juice had spurted into your eyes, you would be in the dark now. You would be blind!"




          The eyes of which he spoke widened till they stared at him in horror. Ann's white throat worked, but her suddenly pallid lips made no sound.




          It was Jack who exclaimed, "What do you mean? What's in it?"




          "Cantharides, son." The old man pointed a shaking forefinger down at the spattered fruit as he whispered the word. "It's filled with powdered cantharides, stuff that's as biting, as corrosive to the delicate membranes of the eye as any acid. And it can't be neutralized, as an acid might be."




          The blood drained from Jack's bronzed countenance.




          "No," Ann Fawley whimpered. "No one could be so—fiendish."




          "Listen to that dog howl, if you doubt me. He sniffed only a little of the stuff into his nose. Fat Tom Lasding is desperate. He thought Taylor's candidacy was a joke, but he's afraid now his candidate will be licked, and he'll stop at nothing to prevent that."




          "You said my speechmaking wasn't doing any good. If that's so, why should he have me attacked?"




          "Because it was the easiest way to get at me."




          "Ann!" Jack's spatulate fingers closed on the girl's arm. "Come on. You're going home, quick as I can take you."




          "No!" She wrenched away from him, her eyes blazing. "That's just what Lasding wants." Her little chin thrust out, tiny but square and determined as Jack's own. "In spite of what Dad says, Fat Tom is afraid of me. He wants to silence me. But he won't." She twisted and sprang, gracefully as a bird, to the van's tail-board, whose torches had burned out. "Drive to Hogbund Place, Charley," she called. "Hurry. We're late."




          The truck roared into motion, lurching away from the curb. Ransom sprinted, swung himself up to its rear.




          Doc Turner was left alone on the sidewalk.
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