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Synopsis






          Into Doc Turner's helpless, poverty-stricken neighborhood that monster came—crushing to splintered pulp the heads of his paralyzed victims. But Doc had fought for his beloved poor before—and he knew how to catch a killer with a corpse!





          The Spider, December 1937, with "Doc Turner's Killer Cure"
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          "ONCE, longer ago than I care to recall," Andrew Turner said, "I was becalmed with a friend in a fog so thick that even across our twelve-foot yawl we were only vague shadows to one another. The rest of the world was only a featureless grayness, but, all around us, we were aware, were hundreds of small craft like ours. We had no compass, and, swinging at anchor, had lost our bearings—yet we knew that the steamer from Boston was due to pass." He paused before continuing.




          "At any instant, from any direction, that steamer would come plunging out of the fog, a looming and certain death to any in its path. Only chance would determine which would survive and which be smashed. There was nothing anyone could do to avoid disaster... This thing is like that." His voice died slowly away.




          From under the white eaves of his shaggy brows, the old pharmacist peered apprehensively through his store door at the bustle of a Morris Street Saturday night. "A terrible death surges silently down upon us out of the sightless unknown. We know it will strike, but we do not know whom it will take. And there is nothing we can do about it—nothing at all."




          On the scratched and grimy glass top of an ancient showcase, Doc's gnarled hand curled slowly till it was a fist, blue-veined under yellow, almost transparent skin. It seemed to be throttling something evil—but it closed only on emptiness.




          "Hell, Doc!" Jack Ransom grunted, small muscles ridging the blunt line of his jaw, the youthful good humor of his broadly sculptured features masked by grim, smouldering wrath. "We've been up against some pretty tough propositions together, and we've licked them. We'll lick this one, too."




          "We have to." The weight of his years seemed to weigh more heavily tonight on Doc Turner's stooped, frail figure. "But how?" His blue eyes were more faded, his grizzled, bushy mustache more ragged. "How do we combat something that strikes without warning, without apparent reason, and leaves no trace behind?" But there was still about him a strange, indomitable quality that somehow had more of strength than all the swelling muscles of Ransom's squat, barrel-chested frame. "Three times—last night, the night before, and the night before that—his victims have been found in bed, no trace of anyone's having been in their rooms but their skulls smashed to a pulp of brains and splintered bone, and..."




          "I know," the youth breathed, thrusting spatulate fingers through the carrot-hued tangle of his hair. "I saw Rosa Galluppi..." He cut off, shuddering.




          "What did he want from that poor scrubwoman, Jack, troubling no one, having nothing, concerned only with her bitter struggle for bare existence? What does he want from my people?"




          "I don't know," the other groaned. "I can't understand—"




          THEY were silent for a long moment, gazing out at those for whom they had fought, so often and so well, against the human vultures who prey on the helpless poor.




          Under the "El's" sprawling trestle, the crowd was always shifting— yet always the same. There were collarless, thick-necked men, ungainly with the swollen joints and malformed bones of a lifetime's hard labor, unshaven, unkempt. There were shawled women, gaunt-faced, red-handed, bodies gross with unceasing toil. There were ill-clad, grubby youngsters who played with a feverish intensity as if aware how short was their time to play. There were hucksters, vending, with a sort of frantic desperation, the wares high-piled on their pushcarts, pyramids of fruits and vegetables scarlet and saffron and emerald in the glare of the electric lights strung above them that cast shadows strangely black, strangely misshapen.




          "They've given the unknown killer a name," Doc murmured. "The 'Crusher'."




          "The cops made a lot of noise, but they didn't get anywhere." There was a bitter twist to the corners of Ransom's mouth. "You'd think they'd put half the force into the district, after three killings like that. Maybe you can see police out there? I can't."




          "There's a championship prizefight on at the Colosseum, and the opera's opening tonight," Doc said. "The crowds at those places are made up of important people—people who have votes and pay taxes and can speak for themselves. They must be protected from jostling, traffic snarls, pickpockets. The dwellers on Morris Street have only their lives to lose—their utterly insignificant lives." He shook his head now.




          "This nut's up to us to crack, then, like the others have been," Jack said. "Well, Doc, you can do it. The Crusher's bound to make a slip—they always do. And then..."




          Darkness swooped into the store, black and complete! The doorway, the street outside—all went pitch-black with every light out!




          A scream rent the stunned silence—the beginning of a scream that at once was cut off by a sickening crunch. Then a thud shook the floor...




          LIGHT came back, flooding the scene the two had watched the instant before the blackout. There was light, but no sound and no movement in all they could see of Morris Street.




          It was as if a movie film had stuck in the projector, every figure frozen in mid-motion—a peddler's hand poised with a melon over the mouth of a paper bag, a boy's stick rigid above the sharpened clothespin it would in the next instant have sent flying, a bearded man's shoulders caught halfway in a racial shrug, a stake-sided truck still trembling minutely with the impact of its brakes. Everything was just as it had been, except for the gasping silence. Only one thing had changed.




          Just beyond the drugstore's threshold, a crumpled body lay upon the sidewalk. Its legs were jerked up under, its arms grotesquely twisted, its head... it had no head!




          Where that corpse's head should have been, a huge splatter was smashed into the flagstone, so flat that it was merged with the slate—a great splotch scarlet in the glare, and grey and gritty with white bits of ground bone that had once been a skull...




          "The Crusher!" a hoarse shout blasted the appalled silence, and was swamped by a hell of sound—of shrieks, bellowed curses, the crash of overturned carts, the hoot of auto horns and rush of terrified feet. Their owners were hurtling, panic-stricken, from that which had struck out of sudden blackness and might be at hand to select another victim, scurrying down cellar stairways, up broken-stepped stoops, seeking a roof overhead, or walls to shut out this terror.




          In an eye-blink of fear-filled time, Morris Street was emptied of almost all life, its length a clutter of spilled produce trampled to a formless pulp.




          "God, Doc," Jack Ransom exclaimed, on his knees beside that which moments before had been a living human and now was an inanimate nightmare, "it's Tony Liscano. This shopping bag—I saw him buying onions from that pushcart there just before it happened. After he got home from digging ditches all day, he went out marketing for his three motherless brats. Now, there won't be anyone to shop or cook for them..."




          "Jack," Turner's voice came sharply. "Do you see anything up there?"




          Ransom twisted. The little pharmacist was standing in the middle of the sidewalk, his head thrown back, eyes on the serrated edge of the "El" runway.




          "Where, Doc?"




          "Up there." Doc pointed slantingly, to where a high wooden pole came close to the railroad structure, an iron distributor box fastened to it, sagging cables running away from it to other similar poles along the street. "Doesn't there seem to be something crouched there, at the edge of the ties?"




          "Jingo," Jack ejaculated, "you're right! Maybe it's the..." The rest of what he said was drowned by the rumble of an approaching train. But he had leaped to his feet, was bounding across the walk to the light pole, flung arms and legs about it, climbed upward.




          He was moving like a maddened warrior-monkey now...




          A POLICE-CAR siren wailed in the distance, eerie as a banshee's howl. The racket of the approaching train was thunderous in the tenement-lined gut. The huddle of blackness, spotted by the druggist, had lengthened, was a blotch against the sky. An orange-red flash streaked from it. Gun-crack slapped Doc's ears and, halfway up the pole, Jack's hand was jolted away from the ladder-spike.




          His feet slipped from the spikes they had just found. He hung, his chunky form spasmodically jerking, by one hand. Gun flash reached for him again, its bark drowned by the train's roar. The Juggernaut crashed overhead, its yellowed windows sliding through the darkness. They racketed away, and now the silhouetted figure was gone.




          The cop's siren wailed again, nearer. Ransom was bunched against the pole, mounting again and evidently with tremendous effort. Doc Turner watched, his nails digging into palms, lips bloodless. A single dark drop splashed the sidewalk at the base of the pole... another. Jack reached the distributor box, clung to it, momentarily motionless. His one arm dangled limply from his side and it was from this that the drops came.




          "Jack," the druggist called, "come down. He jumped the train and got away. Come down and let me see how badly you're hurt."




          "One minute," the youth's reply floated down to him. "I've got to—" The sentence was checked as by a wince of pain, but, knees clamped about the pole, Ransom was reaching to the end from which he had been shot at. He seemed to be wrenching at something. Far up the street, two green lights appeared, headlights of the rushing radio car.




          "Down, Jack," Doc snapped. "The cops!"




          Ransom slid down the pole. His heels thumped the sidewalk, and he flung toward Turner, past him and into the store. The police auto roared up, skidded to a halt, its manhandled brakes squeaking. Burly men in blue leaped from the running-board.
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