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Synopsis






          Why did the slum-folk of Morris Street cringe at the sight of beautiful Nanya Karista? Doc Turner understood their fear only after the tired old druggist had tracked Nanya to the lair of the Old Ones—where the dread witchcraft of savage jungles held full, hypnotic sway!
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          THE frail beauty of Nanya Karista was incongruous with her slum surroundings. It was like a delicate spray of Queen Anne's Lace, Doc Turner thought, in a field overgrown with weeds. A brief smile brushed the lips under his silvery mustache. He was pleased with the fancy that came to him as his faded blue eyes watched the girl across the street. Strange, lovely, Nanya Karista...




          The old druggist had never before realized how much there was in common between Morris Street and some steaming equatorial jungle. The shadows of the "El" on the dusk-darkened cobbles might well be cast by towering tropic foliage. The jungle's garish colors were matched by the yellows of the lemons piled on the pushcarts lining the curbs, the crimson of the tomatoes, the brilliant greens of the spinach and lettuce and cabbage heads. The hucksters' cries were as raucous as the squawks of parrots and macaws. The polyglot chatter of the alien crowd was like the jabber of a monkey troop.




          In the moment before he had glimpsed Nanya Karista come out of Hogbund Lane, Doc Turner's broad forehead had been lined deep with troubled speculation. The sixth sense born of his long years of befriending the friendless people of this slum had warned him that the black pall of some new dread hung over them. He was standing before the door of his ancient pharmacy in the hope that some chance word overheard, some impulsive confidence from one of the many who loved and trusted him, might give him a clue to its source.




          But the stocky, swart-complexioned men plodding wearily homeward from factory or ditch, the shawled housewives bargain-hunting from cart to cart, had greeted him only briefly and hurried on. It was precisely this furtive haste, this obvious avoidance of talk with him, that confirmed Doc's feeling of something wrong, deadly wrong, on Morris Street.




          He had lived among, served, these people for too many years, had abandoned too often his role of pharmacist to battle the many schemers who prey upon the helpless poor, not to know their habits. They had brought here from the four corners of the earth different folkways, but in one they were all alike. Threatened, afraid, they hugged their fear to themselves and no one not of their own kind, not even Doc Turner, could penetrate the curtain of silence they drew over their dread.




          Across the street, Nanya Karista reached the curb. Doc gasped!




          Without a moment's hesitation, the girl had stepped out into the stream of hurtling trucks and cars!




          A monstrous van loomed toward her. Its headlight blaze glared full on her and to Doc Turner Time seemed suspended so that he might see and remember of every detail of the girl's beauty before it was smashed to extinction.




          Tall for a woman of the slums, she was made to appear taller by the white folds of the skirt that flowed to the ground from a tight velvet bodice that, black as midnight, clasped the firm, lovely curves of young womanhood.




          Her hair was a misty, blue-black cloud framing cameo-sharp, tiny features, sensitive, wistful, her skin unblemished, so white, so transparent as to seem aglow with some inner light. Long, black lashes veiled her eyes as she glided through that roaring tumult, apparently oblivious of her peril.




          BUT the driver of the huge van catapulting at her was not oblivious. An incoherent shout burst from his suddenly gray lips as he fought steering wheel and brake to stop his juggernaut before it should crush the girl. An "El" pillar inches from the van's mid-side, a beer truck on its left, made it impossible to swerve it.




          He could not check the vast momentum in time. He could not save Nanya. But she could save herself! In front of her, to her right, a quick-thinking chauffeur had twisted his sedan broadside to the traffic, had cleared a space into which she could leap—




          Lost in dreams, she did not see it. Or refused to.




          Brakes screeched. Someone screamed. Something dark flashed from that other sidewalk across the van's hood, now inches from her, struck her, bowled her into that cleared island of safety! The van rumbled over the place where she'd been, and she was hidden from Doc Turner by the beer truck, surging across his line of vision. But not before he had seen the big brown mastiff disentangle itself from the flurry of white and black that was the girl it had saved from certain death.




          Doc darted to the curb, squirmed between two pushcarts. Nanya Karista glided out from behind the beer truck, gutter dirt marring the folds of her skirt, a gray fleck of dog-slaver on her black bodice, her white, small face as composed as though nothing had happened.




          "Nanya!" Turner exclaimed. "You little fool." His hand trembled a little as it took hold of her arm, drew her to the sidewalk. "What were you trying to do? Kill yourself?"




          "No." There was a girlish sweetness in her low accents, and a slurring of the syllables told that she was speaking a language not native to her. "I do not try to kill myself. That is forbidden. But," she shrugged, "if it happen—"




          "You little fool! Aren't you afraid of death?" Doc cried, and in that moment was aware that instead of pressing curiously around, the throng on the sidewalk was retreating, so as to leave them alone in the center of a yard-wide vacant circle.




          The long, black lashes lifted. The old druggist looked into eyes that were deep wells of dark distress. "Yes," he heard. "I fear to die. But more I am afraid to live."




          "You're wha—?"




          "Are yuh all right?" The hoarse bellow that blanked out Doc's exclamation belonged to the burly, dungaree-clad driver of the van. "Cripes, girlie!" He was still shaken, his heavy jowls pallid beneath their stubble of unshaven beard. "Are yuh all right?"




          Nanya's lashes veiled her eyes again. "I am not hurt."




          "Cripes!" The fellow pulled the back of his hand across his brow, wiping the cold sweat from it. "Cripes, that was a near thing. If it hadn't of been fer that dog—"




          "That dog deserves a Humane Society medal," broke in the gray-headed, dignified owner of the sedan that had slewed sidewise to give the girl her chance for life. "And I intend to see that he gets one. Whom does he belong to? Where is he?"




          There was a crowd now about the druggist and the girl, but it was made up of truck drivers and riders from the passenger cars. Not one of them belonged on Morris Street. "Who saw what became of him?" the elderly man asked. "One of you must have seen where he went to."




          Surely at least one of them must have, but the faces were blank. "He was an ugly brute." A woman in a mannish suit shuddered a bit, and Doc could not blame her, recalling the massive head he had glimpsed, the bristle of black hairs about the slavering muzzle, the red-glowing eyes. "I'd be frightened to death if I met him on some lonely road."




          "I'll bet the little lady here thinks different," the van's driver chuckled. "Huh girlie? Yuh watched where he went, didn't yuh?"




          Turner felt a quiver in the arm he held. "He went back where he came from," Nanya murmured. "Where none of you can follow."




          And then a policeman was shoving in among the crowd, bellowing, "Come on, you guys. Come on, get back to your wagons and get them moving. You've got Morris Street jammed up a mile each way. Come on. Let's go!"




          The knot of strangers broke, scattered, and Doc was alone again with the girl, in the center of a strange isolation ringed by the slum people's oddly wary eyes. They seemed at once fascinated and afraid.




          "What did you mean by that, Nanya? What you said about the dog?"




          "Nothing. I mean nothing. I only talk foolish words." Turner knew she lied. "Please let me go." She tugged to free herself. "Please. You do not have to be afraid for me. They will not ever let me die."




          "THEY!" He held her tightly and there was excitement in him that he hoped did not show in his face. "Who are 'They?'" Was there some connection between this girl who was afraid to live and that which threatened the people of Morris Street? "How can they keep you from dying when your time comes?"




          "If They can send a dog from nowhere to push me from under wheels that would kill me," there was awe in Nanya's breathed tones, "is there anything They cannot do?"




          "Nonsense!" Doc snorted. "You can tell that to fools, but I am a man of science."




          "Yes." It seemed to him that there was a note of pity in the girl's low voice, and a note of warning. "You are a man of science and your science teaches you that some things cannot be. But the world is more old than your science, and there are things in it your science do not know. There is good in it more old, and there is—" she hesitated, found the word, "evil more old, more strong than the powers your science gives you. Do not ask to know too much, because you may find out things it is not safe to know."
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