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          Synopsis




          The Morris Street firebug was not concerned with the torture-deaths which accompanied his ghastly work. But Doc Turner, suffering for each new death, vowed that he who lit the murder torch must die!
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          DOC TURNER switched out the lights of his drugstore on Morris Street, leaving a tiny nightlight hanging over the cash register, and moved wearily to the door. Outside he fumbled in his pocket for the key.




          Furtive movement in a dark doorway across the rubbish-strewn street caught his eye. He pretended to be intent on locking his store door but was watching a reflection in the glass panel before him; a slouching figure which darted down chipped tenement steps and scuttled, ratlike and silent, past a darkened store- front to melt into the gloom.




          Doc tensed. "Queer," he murmured. "I wonder..."




          Somewhere a deep-toned bell bonged twice in the night silence.




          The old man twisted the key in the lock and started away for his solitary room, his foot-thuds loud in the stillness. A window screeched open in a warped casing, and a woman screamed: "Fire! Madre de Dios! Fire!"




          Doc's thin fists clenched. "Another!"—he groaned—"God in Heaven!" He whirled to the red-painted corner lamppost, his clawed fingers ripping at a brass hook projecting from a red box. The alarm-bell was strident above the screams of the woman at the open window.




          "Fire—Fire!"




          Andrew Turner hurtled across the gutter, sprang up the low stoop down which the prowler had scuttled only minutes before. He swiftly pulled the inner vestibule door open.




          Flame burst out at him, red flame, roaring. Heat exploded in his face. He slammed the door shut, but not before he had seen the red streamers soaring up tinder-dry wooden stairs, up sagging, grease-filmed bannisters. Not before he had gotten one whiff of an acrid, pungent odor that was not smoke-smell.




          Doc staggered down the stone stoop to the sidewalk edge. Above him, all up the side of the doomed building, white shapes leaned from open windows; screaming, shrieking in a polyglot pandemonium. He looked at the spidery, rusted fire escapes that crawled up the side of the building, and his face went bleak. Women, fat, unwieldy and clumsy-footed; long-bearded old men; tiny children scarcely able to toddle on level ground, must descend those rickety perpendicular ladders.




          A far-off fire-siren wailed mournfully. The distant clangor of a bell hammered brazen alarm. The air quivered with the marrow- chilling panic of that most awful of human nightmares. Fire in the night!




          The escape platforms were crowded, packed with white-clad, shrieking forms. Above it all came the thin, helpless wail of an infant. Doc could see its little arms flailing. The wizened father held it under one arm like a bag of potatoes; with the other hand he clung monkeylike to a rung of the ladder, his nightshirt flapping ludicrously about his scrawny legs.




          A police-whistle piped. All along Morris Street heads poked out of windows, shrieking. At the nearer end of the second-floor platform, night-garbed figures clotted, and someone cursed. "It's ge-shtuck," a guttural voice yelled. "Mein Gott! Der ladder's ge-shtuck!" The final link in the escape-path, the bottom ladder drawn up to clear the sidewalk, was immovable, its fastenings rusted tight!




          Doc's eyes searched, saw a newsstand, padlocked, on the corner. He got to it, got hands on it. Where he found the strength in his slight body was a mystery, but he pulled, tugged, shoved against the flimsy structure till its roof was a few feet under the lowest landing of the fire escape. Hysterical refugees leaped to it, then jumped to the street.




          Glass shattered and sharp pointed splinters rained down.




          Doc's head twisted up. A long tongue of fire licked out from a top floor window, along the topmost landing. A single form was a black image against the red glare for an instant, then, flaming, it leaped to the flimsy railing, sprang outward, a human firebrand tumbling end over end through red glare. It struck a projecting girder of the "El" structure, bounded off, crunched sickeningly on the asphalt below. A vast, horrified exhalation burst from the still-crowded fire-escape landings.




          Rumbling, thunderous sound filled Morris Street; red headlights crashed past him. A gleaming long monster of red and silver was in front of the burning building. Ladders were magically everywhere, rising like long-necked prehistoric monsters. Rubber-coated figures swarmed gnome-like up their rungs even as they rose. Motors banged and popped like a roll of musketry. Water spurted as wrenches twirled; hose snaked across the sidewalk.




          A stentorian voice shouted, "Start your water, Forty- three!"




          Andrew Turner thought of the slinking figure he had glimpsed, of the kerosene smell. His face was bleak and very grim as he watched the holocaust.




          THE daylight straggling into Doc's store was no grayer than his features; and his eyes were very old, very tired as he supported himself by his elbows on a showcase to which his back was turned. A battalion chief in wet white rubber was talking to a heavy-jowled civilian near the telephone booth at the door, and the rumble of their voices came clearly back to him.




          "What the hell's the matter with the marshal's office?" the fireman growled. "Third touch-off down here this week and you haven't done a thing."




          The other's florid face grew two shades darker. "What can I do about it, Brady? We haven't got a sniff of a clue. We usually break these cases by third-degreeing the landlord, but Reggie Vandam ain't buyin' arson, an' there ain't one poor slob in these houses that's got insurance."




          Chief Brady scowled. "Maybe it's a bug, Murphy."




          The fire marshal's eyes narrowed. "A pyromaniac," he said slowly. "I don't think so. These jobs haven't got the earmarks of a nut's work. But what anyone can get out of them has me stumped. If..." He twisted as the telephone booth behind him opened and a tall man slid out and made for the door. "I've got to scoot." Murphy and the battalion chief exited to the street. Then the store-door opened and an undersized urchin entered.




          "Oh, so here you are, Abie!" Turner frowned.




          The errand boy thrust a newspaper at his employer with a grimed hand. "Look it," he said. "Peectures from de fire, dey got it alreddy."




          "Get the broom and sweep up." The druggist took the sheet from Abe, turned and spread it on the counter. Below the black headlines across the top of the page, the old pharmacist scanned the double-headed text, phrases leaping out at him:




          Another four-alarm incendiary fire... Three members of the Wishniewski family, living on the top floor were wiped out, leaving a bewildered three year-old girl orphaned and alone... The charred body of a man, found behind a locked door on the second floor, was identified by a blackened ring as Anton Pavlos, a lodger... A week's reign of terror has spread panic among the poverty-stricken inhabitants as further tragedies are feared...




          Doc's long, almost transparent fingers crushed the paper as he read. These people were his wards, dazed-eyed aliens who looked to him for comfort, for aid, for advice in their slow adjustments to the strange customs of a strange land. More than once he had fought off the wolves that prey on the helpless and the poverty- stricken; fought them grimly, relentlessly. And now, once more, dark menace hung over Morris Street, threatening the lives of his people, this time with the most fearsome of deaths.




          Against this threat the resources of a city, the skill of experts, were helpless. What could this frail, white-haired little druggist do that was not already being done? "Abie," he called. "Get the Nastins' Coughex and put it in the window."




          The boy pulled dirt and crumpled papers out of the telephone booth with his broom. He leaned the long handle against the frame, crossed to a shelf and took down a blue carton. "Oi. Meester Toiner," he whined. "Ve ees got it anodder case, hah?"




          The urchin adjusted the blue box to one side of a pyramid of blood tonic. This was a signal, he knew, that Doc Turner wanted to see young Jack Ransom, the brick-topped garage-mechanic from around the corner. It was a signal, too, of trouble for any who would prey upon the denizens of Morris Street.




          Abe turned back to his broom, shoved the accumulated debris along the floor and behind the sales counter at the rear. He moved almost wearily.




          "What is it, Abe?" Doc asked him gently. "You seem out of sorts. What's bothering you?"




          Abe looked up, pushed grimy fingers through his shock of tight-curled, black hair. "Jeemy Wishniewski, vot got boined, was my freindt, Meester Toiner. I dun't feel so good." A single tear trickled alongside his nose.




          "I'm sorry, Abe. I—" Doc stopped and turned to the sound of the opening door.




          The tall man who had delayed Marshal Murphy entered. He went into the telephone booth, came out almost immediately. "Hey," he grunted, fastening eyes of a pale, indeterminate color on the druggist. "I dropped a paper in here. Anybody find it?"
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