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Synopsis






          Prison gates open in faraway Leavenworth, and Doc Turner gets an invitation to die!
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          THE shadows in the old drugstore on Morris Street bulked more blackly than usual along the shelving and between the grimy showcases, and the wee-hour silence seemed to brood with a queerly ominous hush. A night-owl "El" train pounded past outside, its clatter serving only to emphasize the quiet and to leave behind an added sense of pregnant dread. Behind the locked and bolted door of the ancient pharmacy the only light was a pallid beam that lay heavily, flat on the bare and splintered floor.




          The thin layer of light seeped out from under the dirt-stiff curtain that during the day screened Andrew Turner's prescription room from the profaning gaze of his customers. Behind that curtain, raw luminance glared from an unshaded, pendent bulb; glinted from row upon row of bottles and little labeled boxes, and edged with its harshness the silver hair and stooped shoulders of the little old man seated at an ancient roll-top desk. Paper rustled, the scratch of a pen rasped the stillness, and a sigh quivered on air redolent with mysterious pungency of long-ago-dispensed decoctions, infusions, strange herbs and odoriferous drugs.




          Doc Turner's gnarled, almost transparent hands blotted the check he had been writing, ripped it from its page. A few deft motions, and it was pinned to a white sheet headed "Statement of Account"; folded, slipped into an already stamped and addressed envelope, and added to an already tall pile of its fellows. The old druggist sighed again, jotted a few figures in the stub column of his checkbook, made a swift calculation, and noted the balance. A faint smile moved his bushy white mustache only slightly. "Two dollars and forty-three cents," he muttered. "After more than forty years. But they are all paid. I don't owe a cent." His age-bleared eyes strayed across the desk-top to where a flat, shiny automatic held down a newspaper clipping and a scribbled Government postcard. "All right, Mr. Wendell P. Logan, I'm ready for you."




          His low voice was flat, grim; the smile was gone and his grayish face was set in stern, uncompromising lines. Suddenly one had a sure impression of strength, of hidden power that belied the age-shrunk, feeble body of the man. One knew, in that moment, how it was that the old druggist was a mighty tower of strength to the bewildered-eyed, otherwise friendless aliens crowding the teeming warrens of Morris Street. One knew, too, why the word had gone out, through the burrows of the human rats who prey on the defenseless poor, that it was safer to steer far clear of the poverty-stricken slum Doc had served for so many weary years. There were those who had ignored that warning; some of them ate now at the long, silent tables provided by the State for its unwilling guests—and others would never eat again. Andrew Turner's acid-stained thumb had drawn a line around his neighbors' homes, and his exploits had broadcast to the slimy crooks of a great city the edict, "Keep out!" Doc's Deadline, they called it, and it had been a veritable line of death for more than one two-legged jackal.




          The bong of a far-off tower-clock came vaguely into the muted drugstore. Once. Twice. The druggist's frail form tensed. He reached slowly across the desk, his fingers closed on the butt of the automatic, pulled it closer. The card and the clipping came with it, lay in front of him. He seemed to be waiting, taut as a piano string, for something. He was waiting for something—he was waiting for death.




          A furtive noise sounded out in the store front, the stealthy scrape of fabric against wood. Doc did not seem to hear it. He was reading the newspaper item for the hundredth time; the one-inch, inconsequential squib that had been buried on an inside page to fill out a too-short column, a delayed filler not worthy of immediate publication:




          "LEAVENWORTH—Friday (U.P.)—A Presidential pardon today liberated Wendell P. Logan of Greater City from the Federal Penitentiary here. Logan was serving a five-year sentence for violation of the Harrison Narcotic Act."




          THAT was all, but when Doc had chanced on it this morning, the cooling blood had pulsed a little faster in his veins and his thin lips had twisted in bitterness. Wendell P. Logan was free again, after six short months. He was a sanctimonious man of seeming wealth who had plied his devil's trade under guise of a philanthropic interest in the Morris Street Settlement House.




          Logan was free—but olive-skinned, frank-eyed young Angelo Liscio mouldered in a suicide's grave because he had dared to defy the master dope-seller. Logan was free, but dozens of the youth of Morris Street were dragging out shaking-limbed, dull-eyed, hopeless lives because he had debauched them to line his pockets with gold. Only the devotion, the subtle strategy of the old druggist had put an end to that black career; only the mechanical ingenuity and fighting ability of broad-shouldered, stalwart Jack Ransom and the quick-witted shrewdness of little Abie, the Semitic errand-boy. All three had come close, very close, to death before Logan had been laid by the heels. And now—the great gates of the prison to which they had sent him had opened and Wendell P. Logan was a free man once again.




          These thoughts had scarcely had time to flit through Doc Turner's old head when the morning mail had arrived. Bills, ads, and a postcard—the one that lay now in front of him. A postcard across which neatly formed, miniature letters snaked with a cold menace that no broad scrawled strokes, no sketched skull and crossbones, could have conveyed.




          My very dear Doctor:




          I find myself at last in a position to settle the debt I owe you. With interest. The total should be sufficient to relieve you of worry for the rest of your years. I shall arrive late Monday night. Please be in your store to meet me.




          Wendell P. Logan.




          An innocent enough appearing message. Yet a chill wave had rippled up Doc's spine as he perused it, and the blood had drained from his lips. For the bland, ingratiating words could have only one meaning: "I am coming to kill you," they said. "Get ready."




          Somehow the brazen effrontery of the thing, the assured naming of time and place, had invested the threat with a dread inevitableness that had pierced even the old pharmacist's fatalism. "I am coming to kill you and I am not afraid to let you know because nothing you can do will save you."




          And so Andrew Turner was waiting in the familiar back-room of his store to keep a rendezvous with death. But first he had set his affairs in order with the meticulous care that had characterized all his business life. If, indeed, he were to die tonight, no one would suffer for it. No one, that is, except his people, his neighbors—all those half-bewildered wops and kikes and squareheads to whom he had shown the only kindliness in a strange, cruel land. If Doc had schemed some answer to Logan's challenge, it was for their sake, not his own. His race, come what might, was nearly run, and he was tired, very tired. But, if he were to go, there would be no one, no one at all, to take his place in their bleak lives.




          THE distant tower-clock bonged the half-hour. The vibrations of the stroke died away, but Doc's head jerked to the curtained doorway as incautious footfalls thudded toward it. A hand, clutching a bulldog revolver rippled the curtain's edge, swept it aside. And a squat, big-shouldered form burst through.




          "Hell, Doc," Jack Ransom growled. "It's a frost. Logan's bluffing, or he's tumbled to my laying for him in the phone booth. Maybe he lost his guts doing that stretch. Anyway, he's not showing up."




          Turner's cheeks flushed with momentary anger, then the red faded away. "Impatient, Jack? Well, I can't blame you. You'll learn how to wait soon enough. Too soon, perhaps. But you're wrong. I'm as sure as I am you have red hair that the attack on me will be made before dawn, though I don't know how. Never mind, though. Wendell P. would never have walked into as simple a trap as the one you've just spoiled. I told you that before. He has too much brains for that, and he's had plenty of time to work out a plan. When he strikes, it will be from some unsuspected quarter, like the rattlesnake that he is."




          "Judas Priest! How's he going to get at you without coming in here, short of blowing up the building?"




          "No, that won't be the way, nothing as brutal as that. He's shrewd, that man, shrewd and cruel. He..." Turner stopped suddenly, froze. A steel-lined door bisected the shelving at the back of the prescription room, a bolted door, and something was scraping underneath it...




          The white corner of an envelope showed, then its full oblong. Jack exploded into action. A frantic leap took him to the portal, two jabs of his heavy-knuckled, freckled hand shot back the bolts. "Duck, Doc," he yelled. The door was open and he was through, swallowed by the back maw of the alley beyond. The door clanged shut behind him.




          The old man had not moved. But he was staring at the white rectangle on the floor, just inside the threshold, staring at it as if it were in verity the reptile to which he had just compared Logan. In the light-glare he could see the writing on it, could see that it was in the same copper-plate chirography as the postcard on his desk. He could read what the tiny letters said.




          Andrew Turner, Esq.,




          Address...




          What was there about the thing that was striking fear into the old druggist's fighting heart, crawling fear such as never yet had come to him? He didn't know; he couldn't have known, and yet he was afraid—deathly afraid.




          Apparently he had not yet moved when, minutes later, the door popped open again and Jack shouldered in. The younger man thumped the bolts back into place, turned. His broad-planed face was lined, his eyes smouldering, and his thick nostrils expanded and contracted with his breathing. "Lost him," he grunted. "He was at the alley-mouth by the time I got out. When I got there the street was clean. It wasn't Logan, and I didn't dare go further for fear it was a ruse to separate us."




          Doc looked at him bleakly, almost disinterestedly. "No," he said in a flat, dull tone. "It was no ruse. Logan sent me his calling card, that is all. His calling card and a little note."
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