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Synopsis






          In the crime-shot murk of Morris Street, where alien tongues mingled, Doc Turner could count up to three in any language—and fight the Living Death and the Scroll of Ancient Tortures at the drop of a hat.




          The Spider, December 1936, with "Death Set-Up in Yellow"
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          ANDREW TURNER'S fleshless lips tightened under his bushy white mustache. A muscle twitched in his age-seamed face and his frail, stooped figure was abruptly taut. His veined eyelids drooped to hide the sudden flare in the faded blue orbs beneath them.




          "That's queer," the old druggist muttered. "Damned queer."




          In the deepening dusk, Morris Street presented its usual picture of bustling activity. Along the slum thoroughfare shawled housewives chaffered with leathery countenanced, hoarsely abusive pushcart hucksters. Grimy, half-clad urchins screechingly escaped certain destruction under the juggernaut wheels of rushing traffic. A homecoming Sicilian laborer breasted the swirling throng, and two long-bearded old men plodded their ancient path toward the sunset minyan in the synagogue on Hogbund Place.




          On the other side of the debris-strewn gutter, a van-like truck stood against the curb, Yee Gow Steam Laundry lettered in gilt on its high green side. From the doorway of his dusty pharmacy Doc Turner had been idly watching a stocky Chinese in overalls carry one huge white bundle after another into a steamy-windowed shop across the sidewalk. He had been only half aware of the Oriental and his shouldered burdens...




          Until a bundle had moved, grotesquely, as though it contained something alive!




          The truckman vanished into the dim obscurity within the store. Dim figures moved briefly among half-seen shadows. Then the Mongolian was out again. He sprang, amazingly lithe for his muscle-bound bulk, to the truck's driving seat. The great vehicle lurched, roaring, into instant motion.




          The nostrils of the old pharmacist's big nose flared, momentarily, as if through the familiar reek of decomposing refuse, of burned gasoline and sweaty, unwashed bodies he had detected the odor of some circumstance obscurely evil. A vague excitement stirred within him.




          Maintaining the appearance of a casualness now entirely counterfeit, Turner stared at the shop across the street. Relic of the tree-shaded suburban road Morris Street had been when he first came to it, more years ago than he cared to recall, a two-story, ridge-roofed wooden structure was crushed between two tall tenements. Between the upstairs windows that were blinded by black shades never raised, over the door through which the weirdly animate bundle had been carried, a square, red signboard creaked from a rusted iron bracket. Ching Foo Laundry, read its faded legend.




          Even in this neighborhood of aliens the dweller in that ramshackle structure was set apart in a singular isolation. Micks and Heinies, Polacks, and Wops, Jews and Gentiles were united in a common distrust of "th' Chink."




          Perhaps it was some trace of that racial heritage of hate and fear that brushed Andrew Turner's spine with an unaccustomed feathery chill. Perhaps it was instinct, the strange sixth sense he had acquired through years of battling the criminals who prey upon the very poor, that ridged his grizzled jaw with sudden determination. At any rate, before the Yee Gow truck had rumbled a hundred yards he was trotting across the street.




          A BELL jangled, somewhere in the shadows, as he pushed through Ching Foo's door. A crudely carpentered counter blocked Doc's progress just inside.




          They were, after all, nothing but two cloth-wrapped batches of linen, wet-washed and delivered for finishing. It was some trick of vision, some illusion of the dusk, that had made him think one had moved on the truckman's bowed-down shoulder. Some flicker of the fading light seeping through the "El's" network, perhaps.




          Two! The old man remembered that three bags had been carried into the shop. Distinctly he recalled seeing the Mongol cross the sidewalk three times. Where was the third...?




          "Hallo." Ching Foo shambled through a curtained aperture in the partition. "Good mo'ning."




          "Good evening."




          The Chinese was tall, thin almost to the point of emaciation. His oddly skewed eyes glittered, two points of black light in the gloom. His sweat-wet undershirt clung to his yellow skin, and the sleazy black stuff of his pantaloons fluttered about his long legs. The straw sandals he wore flap-flapped on the bare wood of the floor so that it seemed that not one but two men shuffled toward the counter.




          Or had Doc actually heard the footfalls of someone else, behind the partition? Of someone who stood now, just inside that curtain, silently listening?




          "What can do foh you?" The grimace of the sallow lips must have been intended for a smile. "Mebbe send to youh dlugstoh acloss stleet foh washee?"




          "No." Nothing remarkable in Ching Foo's knowing who he was. "I want to find out how much you charge, first." But why, when it was evidently so difficult for him to express himself in English, had the Chinese ventured upon so long a sentence? "I thought I might be able to save money." Was it to identify Doc to someone else?




          "Shoo you save money. Eight cents pound, fi' cents foh shiht."




          "Cheap enough. I'm paying ten and eight. No wonder you're so busy. There's a lot of pounds in three big bundles like you just got from the steam laundry."




          "No tlee. Two." The face Doc scanned with unobtrusive keenness remained an inscrutable yellow mask, utterly expressionless. But the black glitter blinked out in the almond orbs, as though a membrane had dropped over them to hide some sudden alarm. "Two. See." The hand that waved to the bundles on the floor was curiously like a claw...




          And at the tip of one pointed nail there was a tiny scarlet spot! Like a drop of blood.




          DOC shrugged, in dismissal of a subject that held only desultory interest. "I'll think it over, Ching Foo. I hate to make a change, but the way my business is, I have to watch every penny. I'll let you know."




          "Do velly good wash, i'on." The other wasn't ready to let him go. "You come inside, I show." A portion of the counter hinged back to the yellow man's thrust. He darted through the opening. "I got velly fine shiht jus' finish." The saffron claw caught the druggist's upper arm.




          "Not now. I've got to get back to the store. I left it alone, and..."




          "You come." The hold on his arm tightened. Doc tried to jerk away from it, failed. Ching Foo was dragging him through the opening in the counter, was dragging him toward the black curtain. There was incredible strength in the skinny, long-nailed fingers, in the stringy body that had seemed a bag of skin and bones ready to fall apart at an unduly rough touch.




          A shudder quivered through the pharmacist's feeble frame, more of repugnance for the Oriental's clammy-cold nearness than of fear. He snatched at the long table, dug heels into the splintered floor, succeeded in stopping the swift rush toward the mysterious precincts behind the partition.




          "What..." he gasped. "What...?" and choked off as he saw the black curtain belly outward, forming itself to the contours of an unseen shape.




          There was someone else, then, and he was coming to aid Ching Foo. Doc couldn't fight two of them. A yell for help formed in his throat...




          "Vot ees?" The thin, piping exclamation cut through the jangle of a bell, far back. "Meester Toiner! Vot ees mit you?"




          The Chinese's clutch relaxed, permitting Turner to twist to the open entrance door. An undersized, swarthy youngster gaped open-mouthed in its embrasure, his hair a kinked, tight ebony cap for his skull, his features darkly Semitic. Behind him there was the crowded turbulence of Morris Street. Familiar faces, familiar things, were only six feet away, not distant by eons of time and space, as an instant before they had seemed.




          "Abie!" Never before had Doc been quite so glad to see his snuffling, shrewd little errand boy. "You brat!"




          "I come beck from sahper und de store's full mit customers und you ain't dere. Somevun tells me dey seen you come een here."




          "I was just talking to Ching Foo about giving him my work. He wanted to show me how well he can do it." Doc wheeled unexpectedly, swept aside the curtain. This was his chance, with the door open, with Abie to summon aid if it were needed, to see what was behind it. And who.




          Ching Foo made no effort to stop him.




          The room beyond the partition was very large, but no living being stirred within it. There was a clutter of ironing boards, tables, piles of laundry, a charcoal brazier on which flat-irons heated. Broken-paned, grimy windows made gray oblongs in a wall at the rear as fading light seeped in through them from the alley behind. They were striped with iron bars red with rust.
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