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Synopsis






          Into Doc Turner's little drugstore came the haunted man who wanted to cheat Death. Doc showed him how to do it and, at the same time, the way to pay back the big-shot who had sent him to a living hell!





          The Spider, October 1938, with "The Witness From Hell"



        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          1






          THE man opened the door of the drugstore on Morris Street only far enough to let his scrawny frame squeeze in. He shut it at once on the noises of the slum thoroughfare; the raucous shouts of the pushcart peddlers, the polyglot chatter of aliens thronging the debris-strewn sidewalk, the rattle and pound of an "El" train. With a curious shambling swiftness, the man started back toward Andrew Turner, who was standing behind his sales counter at the rear of the store.




          The man's feet made a strange rustling sound on the time-grayed wooden floor. Doc Turner had the fanciful thought that the stranger was a dried and empty husk blown between the glass-fronted showcases by some unfelt wind. Some wind of fear, by the jitter in the wrinkle-lidded eyes, by the quiver of the hands.




          Frayed trouser-cuffs showed beneath the hem of a threadbare topcoat, and the shoes against which they rubbed were broken. A battered felt topped a face whose yellowish skin was drawn tight over bone. But some quality about the man told that this was no ordinary derelict spewed up out of the dark waters of poverty.




          In the drugstore's grimy light it was difficult to determine wherein this lay, except that it might be in a certain refinement of his fleshless features, in the long sensitive slimness of his palsied fingers, in the shadow of pride and arrogance that somehow clung to the way he bore himself.




          Turner had time only to note these matters, not to speculate about them, before the man arrived on the other side of the counter. His voice had the same dry rustle of dead leaves when he said, "If you will be good enough to show me some way to get out of here, unobserved from Morris Street, you will probably save my life."




          From beneath white, beetling brows, Doc's eyes—their blue faded by his long years but their keenness of sight and human judgment undulled—caught and held the other's. Then, "Come around the end of this counter," Doc said. "Behind this partition is a door that opens on Hogbund Lane."




          The man's sigh was an inhalation between thin colorless lips somehow sexless. He pushed at the counter to start into life again a body already at the limit of its endurance, moved in the direction the druggist had indicated.




          Doc was before him at the doorway over which a fly-specked cardboard sign warned, Prescription Department—No Admittance. The pharmacist pulled aside the curtain that closed the aperture. The man went through it and Turner followed him into the back-room, was close behind him when he stumbled and caught at the edge of the long, white-scrubbed dispensing counter, close enough to see the look of agonized despair on his face as he slid down along the counter front to the floor.




          All the man's desperate strength had run out of him in that gasping instant—all the stark will that had served instead of strength to keep him on his feet and moving.




          As he lay quite still on the floor of the back-room, it was impossible to judge how old he was. There was a gray frosting on the hair uncovered by the hat that had rolled away, but this might have been caused by the terror with which it was evident he had dwelt a long time, rather than by age. Except for the netted lids, closed now, his face was unwrinkled, but so tightly drawn a skin might not show wrinkles at any time of life. He was emaciated, but this, like the yellowish pallor painting him with the hue of death, might be due to malnutrition rather than to the slow desiccation of the years.




          The only thing about him of which Doc Turner could be certain was that this was a man deathly afraid...




          THE druggist stooped to his strange visitor, straightened again at the sound from outside of the Morris Street door opening and closing, of heavy feet thudding across the floor. He snatched a bottle from a shelf, wheeled, went out through the curtain past the sales counter's end, met the newcomer halfway down the length of the store.




          "Good evening," Doc smiled, entirely self-possessed, though this man was squat, burly, his brown derby shadowing the swarthy, rock-jawed face of a thug. "What can I do for you?" Somewhere on the way the bottle had lost its cork, so that it looked as though the pharmacist, disturbed while measuring out its contents, had absentmindedly carried it out with him.




          Spatulate, thick-nailed fingers flipped a lapel to afford Turner a glimpse of a nickeled badge. "I'm Inspector Carron of the Fire Prevention Bureau. I'm going to look over your premises back there."




          "Indeed?" Doc murmured, reaching for Carron's lapel and folding it over. "At this time of night?" The badge was genuine, there could be no doubt of it, but the druggist had no doubt also that its wearer's interest in his back-room lay in the man who sprawled unconscious there and not in any conflict with the city ordinances. "After ten?"




          "We're shorthanded and got to work overtime. What the hell's the diff to you?"




          Doc tugged at his bushy white mustache, his fingers trembling. "I'm bothered all day by inspectors from all kinds of departments." A little stooped, a stained alpaca coat loose about his feeble-seeming frame, his thatch of silvery hair ruffled, he appeared a badgered old man whose tones grew querulous. "Board of health, board of pharmacy, income tax department, narcotic squad, labor inspector, city sales tax auditor—there's no end to them. And now the fire department shows up in the middle of the night." His voice crescendoed to shrillness. "I'm not going to allow it. I tell you I'm not going to allow it. You can just march out of here and come back tomorrow, at a reasonable time."




          "Oh, yeah?" The inspector leered. "So you can cover up? What you got behind there you don't want me to see? A gas stove with a rubber-hose connection? A couple of five-gallon cans of benzene? I'm taking a gander behind that curtain, right now."




          Turner's cry, "No you aren't," was interrupted by a sweep of the fellow's big-thewed arm. It jolted the old man aside, and that quite naturally splashed over the fire department man's sleeve the contents of the uncorked bottle Doc held.




          "Look out!" Doc yelled shrilly. "Don't let that stuff touch your skin! It has! Good Lord! It has wet you already. Look!" He pointed a shaking finger at Carron's hand.




          The skin on which the liquid had splashed was stained by a brilliant and terrifying yellow, spreading rapidly.




          "Oh, my God!" the old druggist cried, snatching a handkerchief from his pocket. "If it reaches a ganglion...!" He was dabbing the handkerchief at Carron's hand with hysterical agitated clumsiness, but he was palpably careful not to let the liquid touch his own fingers. "And I haven't the antidote in the store."




          "Get away from me," the fire inspector howled, his face pasty under its blue-black film of short hairs, his eyes goggling at the yellow plague that was eating his hand. "Get away with that damn bottle before you spill some more of it." He snatched Doc's handkerchief, elbowed him away, started wiping frantically.




          Turner put the bottle on a showcase top, danced frenziedly about his victim. "Is it burning yet?" he shrilled. "Has it started burning you yet?"




          "Burning?" Carron's thick-lips, blue-white, twitched. "It's burning hell out of me!"




          "Oh, my heavens!" Doc's fingers went to his own mouth, jittered there. "It's gotten near the ganglion then—I'll call an ambulance. You've got to have treatment." He darted for the phone booth in the front of the store, got there, turned and came scuttling back. "Have you got a nickel? I've got to get a nickel to call the ambulance. Have you got—?"




          "Hell!" the inspector gurgled, and was lurching for the door. "I'll get a taxi."




          "Tell them it's Acidum Picricum," Doc screamed after him. "Tell them to use sodium thiophosphate. If only you're in time! You've got to hurry...!" The door slammed between him and the terror-stricken Carron, and then all Andrew Turner's excitement vanished.




          "A little psychology is a wonderful thing," he muttered, his white mustache moving in a mocking smile. "Picric acid is used to relieve burns. In this strength it wouldn't irritate a baby's skin." Then the amusement was gone from his wrinkled face and he was moving back to the curtain that screened off his sanctum sanctorum.




          OF all the restorative measures the old pharmacist had used, the most efficacious seemed to be the bowl of hot savory soup for which he'd sent a street gamin, and which stood now on his paper-cluttered desk—being slowly spooned by his patient.




          The latter drained the last of it. "Now," Doc Turner said, "suppose you tell me what this is all about."




          The frightened man raised his gaunt eyes to the old druggist. "I am profoundly grateful for all that you have done," he murmured. "But you will have to excuse me if I make no explanation. Quite frankly, I dare not." His hand was fumbling into a pocket of his worn trousers.




          "You can trust me," the old pharmacist insisted. "I have owned this store more years than I care to recall, and I have been far more than a druggist to the people around here. I have fought for them against the wolves that prey on the helpless poor, and have helped them when they had given up all hope. You are terribly in need of help, and I will give it to you gladly, if you will permit me."
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