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Synopsis






          A waddling, quacking, wandering duck whose feathers drip with human blood, leads Doc Turner to his most spine-tingling duel with death!
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          "OI, Meester Toiner! Look it vat ees here!" There was hysteric laughter in the boyish pipe shrilling from the front of the Morris Street drugstore, laughter—and fright. "Ah dock! Ah dock! Qveek! Come qveek!"




          "A dock! Abie, what on earth...?" The white-haired little druggist dropped an ointment-smeared spatula and whipped out through the prescription room door. His errand boy was staring at something on the floor, something that moved with a peculiar scraping sound. Abe's thick lips were twisted in a laugh, but his heavy-browed black eyes were scared.




          Doc Turner got past the sales counter that screened from him what the boy was looking at. "Good Lord!" the exclamation ripped from under the pharmacist's bushy white mustache. He stopped stock-still, and gazed unbelievingly at the queerest visitor the old drugstore had ever had.




          With the ludicrous dignity of its kind, a duck, a white duck, was waddling towards him! The flat-footed progression of its webbed claws, the perky poise of its little head and the grotesque disproportion of its huge, flat bill brought a quick smile to the druggist's face, a smile that vanished as quickly when, upon a sudden awkward swerve of the astounding fowl, he saw that its back and one side were stained by a crimson fluid that gleamed dully in the grimy light. "Good Lord!" Andrew Turner exclaimed once more, and knelt to the bird. "It's hurt, Abe. It's bleeding!"




          "Ain't I kin see dot?" the boy responded. "So mooch blood and eet kin valk yet!"




          "That is queer!" Doc snatched at the duck, and it scuttled away with ungainly agility. "There's at least a pint spilled."




          "Quack," said the duck, "quack, quack!"




          The pharmacist reached for the bird again, and once more it evaded him.




          "Close the door," he shouted. "Don't stand there gawking!" There was a peculiar tension in his voice and there was no longer any humor in his faded but still keen old eyes. "Help me catch it!"




          The boy moved into action, and the Morris Street pharmacy saw a strange sight as its usually dignified proprietor, a Hebraic countenanced small boy, and a wing-flapping, open-beaked waterfowl engaged in a scuttering, scrambling game of tag.




          And the duck taunted both of them with its "Quack—Quack-quack-quack" as it dodged, and turned, and scuttled among showcases and pyramided displays. White feathers, red-dyed, flew as the chase went on.




          At last the hard-pressed bird scampered into what looked like the dark safety of the telephone booth, and was cornered. A quick movement, and the druggist had the duck by the neck. Disregarding its struggles, an acid-stained thumb probed under the gory feathers, "Queer," Doc murmured. "There isn't any wound. This blood came from somewhere else. But it is fresh, hasn't started to clot yet."




          "Maybe from Lapidus' Kosher Live Poultry Market eet comes, hah?" Abe ventured.—Maybe anodder boid got away from de shochet und eets blood got on dees one."




          Turner shook his head. "On Friday night, Abie?" he said reprovingly. "Since when do the slaughterers work on the Sabbath eve? And besides, Lapidus' Market is two blocks away from here, down at the river front. I can't see how the duck could have come all that way without there being a parade of youngsters behind him. It's still early."




          ANDREW TURNER came honestly by his familiarity with the strange customs of Abie's co-religionists. That their poultry was bought alive by the ultimate consumer and killed according to ancient usage by duly ordained representatives of the synagogue hierarchy, and that no orthodox Hebrew would perform labor from Friday sundown to Saturday night, were as well known to him as the tenets of his own faith. Just as familiar was he with the penates of the half-dozen other alien groups who huddle together in the teeming warrens bordering Morris Street. For the slightly built, kindly old man had spent more years among them than he cared to think; long years of gentle, unassuming service to these bewildered strangers in a strange land.




          Fortunate for the dwellers in Morris Street that he did. And unfortunate, bitterly unfortunate, for certain individuals who saw even in the poverty of this city slum opportunity for unlawful gain at the expense of these poor. Andrew Turner did not confine his activities in his neighbors' behalf to the careful dispensing of pills and powders and mixtures, nor to the relief of ailing women and colicky babies. Not he, not the age-stooped, face-wrinkled, bright-eyed, indomitable "Doc."




          "Abie," he was saying now, pondering the gory duck, "get out my microscope from under the counter. And then put the Nastin's Coughex in the window. Something tells me I'm going to want to talk to Jack Ransom before long."




          As the boy shambled off to obey excitement danced in his dark eyes. The placing of the blue carton in the display window was a signal of adventure. It summoned a certain loose-jointed, squat and barrel-bodied garage mechanic from his duties, a carrot- topped, smiling young man whose swelling biceps were instantly at Doc Turner's command. And when that oddly assorted pair got together something was due to happen on Morris Street.




          Bright light gleamed from the polished brass tube of the microscope through which Doc Turner peered. Jack Ransom on one side, and Abe on the other watched eagerly as the druggist's long, almost transparent fingers delicately revolved a knurled wheel, making the last fine adjustment of the instrument. The duck quacked disapproval of the proceedings from a slatted box hastily improvised as its cage. In a beaker on the laboratory table one of its feathers floated, washed clean of the blood that stained it. That blood, having passed through many intricate processes, was now a droplet on the glass slide lying across the microscope's flat bed. Somehow it shone ominously red as a concave mirror reflected intense light through it from below.




          "I may be all wrong, Jack," the old druggist muttered. "All wrong. But you must admit it isn't every day that a duck waddles into a city drugstore. It is still more unusual for that duck to be covered with blood not its own. And..." he stopped.




          Tightening muscles made a ridge along the still firm angle of his jaw. A sudden tautness quivered in the aromatic atmosphere and an expectant hush seemed to muffle even the clatter of a passing "El train. "And the situation loses all humor," the words dripped slowly from Doc's thin lips, "when that blood is—from human veins!"




          Pent breath released made two flat plops. "Oi," Abie exclaimed. "Oi, mein Gott!"




          "Hell you say," Jack Ransom gritted. "Are you sure, Doc? Sure?"




          "Of course I'm sure." The old druggist turned brooding eyes to his young friend. "The agglutination test is infallible. I can even tell you that the gore came from a white man. The red corpuscles are characteristic. Besides, the fluid is arterial blood. I can explain it only by a sudden gush from a severe wound."




          "Good Lord, somebody has been hurt badly. We ought to call the police at once. They—"




          "Would laugh at us for our pains. No, Jack, it's up to us again. We've got to run this down."




          "But how are we going to start? Where did the thing come from?"




          "Lapidus' Kosher Poultry..."




          "Abe, for Heaven's sake keep your Lapidus out of this. I told you before someone would have seen it before it got as far as this!"




          "Look here, Doc. Maybe the kid's right. After all the market is the only place around here where there are live fowl."




          Turner drummed on the top of the prescription counter. "It doesn't sound reasonable. The place has been closed for hours now, otherwise I'd say the duck might have dropped off a truck coming from there."




          "We've got to start looking somewhere," Jack urged. He clamored for action; static deliberation over a problem did not appeal to him. "I'll get out the old bus and take a look around there."




          Doc arched shaggy gray eyebrows. "No holding you, is there? Well," he shrugged. "All right. It's pretty late, I'll close up and go with you. Abe, sweep up quick and get on home."




          "Aw chee, Meester Toiner. Ken't I go along. Maybe dere's somevun dere vot ken only talk Yeedish, hah? Maybe..."




          "No!" His employer's negative was flat, uncompromising. "You'll only make a pest of yourself." But this was hardly fair, as he knew. More than once the boy had proved himself exceedingly useful during the old pharmacist's exploits. But Doc and Jack Ransom had met with deadly danger before now in their adventures and a sixth sense warned the old man that peril lurked close by in this new affair.




          "Ai!" Abie sniffled. "Alvays you go mitout me." But as he turned away he winked at the crated duck. The bird winked solemnly back, and his flat bill opened to emit an understanding "Quack."




          FOG cloaked the East River, a smothering, murky blanket out of which came the melancholy hoots of blinded ships. Fog- tendrils reached their clammy fingers to the dark, deserted shore and seemed to clot more thickly around one wooden structure on a pier-end. Here the mist was thickened by a musty, pungent odor, a reek once smelled never to be forgotten, the foul stench of pent- up, crowded barnyard fowl.
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