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Synopsis






          THE dead man brought in his clutched fingers only a scrap of paper. Yet to Doc Turner it was a message, bloody and legible, that sent him on swift, weary feet to the house where fear sounded in twanging bow springs, and death prowled the darkened halls on silent feet.
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          THE door-latch of Andrew Turner's drug store rattled, as though the thin man he could see through the glass panel were having difficulty in opening it. "Abe," the white-haired pharmacist called. "Abe. Go get the door open. Something must be the matter with the lock."




          "Right avay, Meester Toiner," a piping shrill voice replied. The scrawny, hook-nosed little errand boy scuttled out from the back room, wiping hands on a grimy towel. "Baht eet vass all right a meenit ago."




          Doc concentrated his attention on wrapping three different sized bottles and a round, slippery can of Baby Powder. In all his long years he had never learned to manage that difficult task with any degree of ease. He got paper around the odd-shaped bundle, reached for string. The can seemed to take on a vicious life of its own, poked through a fold, skidded across the sales counter, thumped to the floor.




          In that instant Abie screamed!




          Turner's head jerked up. The door was open and the man was coming in—No!—was toppling in, head first! He hit the wood floor with a dull bump, rolled over on his back.




          Doc was around the end of the short counter, was pattering to the front of the store as fast as his old legs would take him. Abie stood rigid above the prostrate man, his swart face grey-filmed, his mouth open and rasping a soundless shriek. The druggist got to the grotesquely twisted form, dropped to one knee at his side. His hand, pushing down for support, went into warm, viscid liquid. He saw that it was blood, that scarlet, arterial blood was welling from a ghastly stab wound sliced through a shabby, frayed-edge jacket into the man's breast!




          "Get a roll of cotton, Abe!" Turner snapped. "And a bottle of peroxide. Quick!" The peremptory urge of his command galvanized the lad into movement, sent him trotting to the surgical goods case.




          Doc's slender, almost transparent fingers tugged at the buttons of the thin man's jacket, opening it. Beneath there was only skin, gruesomely reddened now by the outpouring life-fluid. The slit from which it came was neatly inserted between two ribs.




          But even as the druggist pulled the gaping edges of the wound together he knew that his ministrations would be futile. Already the wizened, unshaved face was pallid, glistening with the waxen hue of death. Blue eyelids fluttered; and bleared, red-threaded eyes peered out of sunken sockets.




          Momentarily a sightless film glazed those eyes, then they cleared, and glowing worms of fear crawled in their depths. The colorless lips moved. Doc bent close to catch the husked, almost inaudible words dribbling from between them. His own face was suddenly bleak, his own eyes stony, as he made them out.




          "The Whis—the Whisperer. Watch-out... He—Ohhhh!"




          A twisting spasm cut off the man's speech. His mouth was suddenly filled with blood; a red bubble formed on his lips, burst... Then he was flaccid, lifeless.




          "Here, Meester Toiner. Here ees de cotton." Abe was thrusting a blue-wrapped roll at Doc, and an opened brown bottle was spilling limpid liquid to the uncontrollable shiver of the small boy's other hand.




          The druggist looked up at him. "Never mind, son," he said gently. "It's of no use to him. Nothing will ever be of any use to him again."




          "What'sa da matt', Doc?" another voice, raucous, put in. "Is he deada?"




          Turner twisted, saw a leather-jerkined man standing over him, saw faces crowding the doorway. Faces alight with the morbid thrill that is almost the only relief to the poverty-stricken, drab lives of the denizens of the slum centering about Morris Street.




          "Get out, Tony!" Doc snapped, low-toned. "Get out and close the door."




          "Buta—buta I wanna a stamp."




          "Get out, I said." From under their bushy, white brows the druggist's eyes of faded blue clashed with the black ones above him. He hadn't raised his voice, this frail old man, but the brash one backed slowly away, backed out of the store, pulled the portal tight behind him. The pharmacist turned away.




          "Lock it, Abe. And then call the police. Tell them we want the Medical Examiner, not an ambulance."




          "Oi!" His first horror passed, the urchin's dark countenance was alive now with excitement, his eyes dancing. The child of the Ghetto is accustomed to violence, to brutal life and more brutal death. How otherwise could it be when, from the very moment he can toddle, he is put out on the street to relieve for the day the teeming, dark warren which by smug courtesy is called his home?




          "Wait." Doc's voice pulled the lad back, "Abe. Do you know this fellow? Did you ever see him before?"




          The youngster peered down at the corpse. The man had been tall and thin. Thin not by nature, as the bones painfully visible beneath his drawn, wan skin attested, but because meals had been few and far between for him. The still face, while dirty and unshaven, was not vicious. Weak, perhaps, but not criminal. There was a bruise high on one protruding cheekbone that somehow seemed startling against the pallor surrounding it.




          "No, Meester Toiner. No, I ain't seen him nowheres."




          "Neither have I," the pharmacist mused. "And between us we know pretty near everyone around Morris Street. Yet..." He checked himself. "Never mind, Abe. Go ahead and make that call."




          The boy scampered away, full of importance. This was not the first time he had called the police to the old pharmacy on Morris Street. Somehow excitement, violence and death seemed to swirl around the seemingly somnolent shop.




          Doc lifted wearily to his feet. "'The Whisperer'," he muttered under his breath. "Now whom could he have meant by that?"




          Still pondering, he plodded to a certain shelf and took down from it a bottle in a blue carton across whose faded face was printed the legend, Nastin's Coughex. He turned, moved slowly to the store's show window, meticulously placed the single bottle in the center of a display of hair-tonic cartons pinned together in weird arabesques. He turned back to the counter, and waited there for the howl of sirens, the bustle of blue uniforms and the half-interested, routine questioning by detectives and by the Medical Examiner—questioning that he knew would lead nowhere.




          Curious that he should bother with adjusting a window display while a murdered man sprawled on the floor in a pool of his own blood. And then again it was not so strange. For the placing of that bottle had nothing to do with the business. In fact, if a miracle should occur and someone should ask for a bottle of Nastin's Coughex Doc would be forced to tell him, sadly, that the preparation had been off the market for almost as many years as the old pharmacist had doddered about his store on Morris Street. That blue carton was meant for the eyes of one man, and one alone, Jack Ransom. A broad-shouldered, carrot-topped young fellow whose face was usually daubed with the black grease of his garage mechanic's trade, but whose brown eyes would flash eagerly at sight of that signal, and whose blood would run a bit more hotly in his veins at the prospect of swift action.




          And action there was sure to be when Doc Turner summoned Jack with that agreed-upon symbol. For this slight, age-bowed old man was more than druggist to the meek-eyed aliens in this back-eddy of a great city. He was guide to the strange ways of a strange land, cicerone, friend—and protector. Protector against the slimy crooks who prey on the helpless poor. The police? The micks and kikes and wops pay no taxes, have no votes. The police are practical.




          And so to the ancient pharmacist, the red-headed garage mechanic, and—Doc's commandments to the contrary notwithstanding—the sharp-faced, dirty-nosed errand boy, fell the task of drawing a deadline around the rabbit-holes of the slum, a deadline that only now and then a furtive criminal dared to pierce.




          DOC probed the surface of his prescription counter with an acid-stained thumb. Up front Abe busily mopped the floor from which the police had finally taken the body of the stranger, and in the street a stony-faced detective made futile gestures at questioning close-lipped foreigners who had seen nothing, nothing at all.




          "I'm certain," Doc said to Jack Ransom, "that he came here to warn me against something or someone, and that he was killed to keep that warning from reaching me."




          Jack shook his head. "I can't see that. What makes you think he didn't just make a dive for the nearest drug store, after he was knifed?"




          "This..." Doc fumbled in a pocket of his alpaca coat, fished something out. "This was clutched in his hand. I got it out and—forgot to show it to the police."
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