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Synopsis






          Doc Turner had mixed many a nasty brew for his ailing wards on Morris Street. Perhaps that's why, when the balance swung between life and love or death and agony, he remembered a chemist's secret to turn the crime-fixed scales...
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          A FINE drizzle of cold rain had driven Morris Street's usual midnight stragglers to the bleak shelter of their poverty-stricken warrens. The gaunt trestle of the "El" stalked, gray and somehow sinister, over deserted, rubbish-strewn cobbles. On wet-black sidewalks, the wide-spaced glimmer of dim street lamps' luminance was undisturbed...




          Andrew Turner, plodding wearily homeward after one more long day in his ancient pharmacy, felt the chill strike through his shabby overcoat to penetrate the marrow of his tired, old bones. Tiny droplets of moisture hung in his bushy white mustache. Stooped, frail, feeble-seeming, he was a lonely shadow slipping through the slum night.




          Door-hinges creaked, abruptly, from a high-stooped vestibule between two store-fronts. Light splashed across the concrete just ahead of Turner, and a burly form pounded down the steps.




          "Jack!" the old druggist exclaimed. "Jack Ransom! What are you doing here?"




          "Doc!" The broad-shouldered youth halted. "You just closed up shop?" Despite the rain, his hat was jauntily askew on his carrot-haired head and, lithely poised on spread, columnar legs, his great body swaggered. "Fine time for a young fellow like you to be getting to bed!"




          Turner's faded eyes peered at the scabrous house-number, twinkling with secret amusement. "All right," Turner replied, smiling. "You don't have to answer—but that's where Ann Fawley boards, isn't it?"




          "Yeah." Ransom's freckled countenance was split, suddenly, by a sheepish grin. "Yeah. We—we've been to the movies."




          "So that's why I haven't seen you lately!" Doc chuckled. "You seem to have found more than a gang of drug-sellers on that last little adventure of ours."




          "I found the dearest, sweetest little..." The old man didn't hear the rest of Jack's rhapsody. His thoughts had glimmered away to the past—to a past when rustling elms had lined Morris Street, instead of the smudged, iron pillars of the "El". Ann's grandmother, Madeleine Carstairs, had been the "dearest, sweetest little..." to him, then, her tiny, elfin face enshrined in his heart. A stubborn, tragic misunderstanding had lost her to him for many lonely, dreary years. Only a month before, he had found her again, untouched by the greed and sordid crime that surrounded her, and almost at the moment of that reunion she had died. Mercifully, too, for it was the vile plot of her son and grandson to debauch the children of Morris Street with narcotics that had brought Andrew Turner to her. The old man had been their nemesis, as he had been the nemesis of so many other slinking wolves that attempt to prey upon the helpless poor to whom he was counselor, guardian and friend.




          That single glimpse of his lost love had been the old druggist's only reward, that hail and farewell, and the bequest of her granddaughter to watch over. To the stalwart youth who had fought shoulder to shoulder with him that night, who was his right hand in the adventures by which they had drawn about Morris Street a deadline the underworld feared, another reward seemed about to come...




          "God bless you, Jack," the old druggist whispered. "Bless you both!" He laid a fragile, almost transparent hand on the other's arm. "And bring you better fortune than I..."




          A SCREAM cut across his trembling voice, a muffled scream shrill with terror and with pain. The two whirled to the sound. It came again, slicing through the very door out of which Jack had just exited.




          "Ann!" The youth blurted. "Ann!" And hurtled away from Doc, making the high stairs in a single leap.




          More slowly, but with an agility astounding for one of his years, Turner plunged after him into the flickering dimness of the gas-lighted lobby. Jack's feet pounded heavily on the steps which climbed to fetid obscurity before him, and there was no other sound. Ominously, there was no other sound but that hurried thumping.




          Doc pattered up the long, dark ascent. The stench of forgotten meals, of sweaty, unwashed bodies was rank in his nostrils—the foul odor of poverty's abode. A door slammed open, somewhere above.




          "Jack!" That was Ann's voice! Thank God it was Ann's voice. "In there. It came from in there!"




          Doc reached the landing, and the girl was a slim, fairylike figure in the yellow glow of a doorway, the light behind her a halo-like nimbus in her hair. She was pointing across the narrow space to another paint-peeled door against which Ransom's squat form bulked, tugging at a resisting knob.




          "It's—locked!" the youth gasped. "Locked...!"




          The rattle of his efforts stopped, was succeeded by a faint, far-off moan. Vague as it was, the sound was compact with anguish, with suffering.




          "Get in!" Doc blurted. "We've got to get in."




          Jack lurched back from the portal, catapulted against it. His shoulder struck. There was a thud, a splintering crash. The shattered leaf flew open and Ransom pounded through, struggling to regain his balance.




          Doc went past him, into darkness which stunk queerly of acids, of acrid, stinging chemicals. He blundered against a wall where the narrow passage curved, veered to follow it. His groping hand touched rough fabric, clutched it. An unseen fist battered the side of his head, pounded him, half-stunned, to his knees. A rectangle of lighter black appearing suddenly ahead of him was blotched by a darker black, shapeless something.




          Ransom plunged past Doc. The air that pistoned out of the room ahead was sickly-sweet with the smell of chloroform. A window screeched in its sash...




          From Doc's right, a quivering groan sounded, ended in a liquid blub horribly suggestive of blood in a tortured throat.




          The old man was on his feet. His eyes, accustomed to the dark now, made out an opening in the wall beside him. He fumbled in his pocket, found matches, struck one. The flame spurted, steadied. Its light flickered through the doorway, glinted in the twisted, macabre glass and porcelain of chemist's paraphernalia. It caught on the verdigrised hook of a gaslight bracket jutting from the wall—just within the entrance.




          Doc got his hands up to the chandelier. It popped into luminance which filled the small chamber. Movement under a cluttered table pulled the druggist's gaze down to it—and breath hissed from between his suddenly icy lips.




          HIS long years had shown him human agony in many forms, but this...! He leaped to the table, slashed shut a pet-cock on half-gallon bottle within which a syrupy liquid swayed. His livid gaze darted among the cluttered array of containers. He snatched up two of them, was down on his knees alongside the writhing, cadaverous form whose wrists and ankles were lashed to the table's four legs. The man's shirt was torn open. On his naked chest, where the contents of that bottle had dripped through a slashed hole in the tabletop, fierce blisters splotched the quivering skin, blisters whose edges were white but whose centers were already black with the char of flesh burned by sulphuric acid.




          Ammonia-smell reeked in the air as Doc spilled the contents of one of his bottles on those ghastly weals. Oil gushed from the other in a pitiable attempt to soothe those terrible burns.




          "No use!" It was a mere flutter of sound. "Listen..."




          The breathed words jerked Turner's attention to the man's contorted features, to the hollow, sunken cheeks a straggly gray beard did not mask—to the blue lips writhing in agony. There was recognition in the pain-darkened eyes staring at him, agonized appeal.




          "Daphne!" It was evident that the tortured man's soul hesitated only to husk that name. "Take care...!" And then: "Under third board. Add sodium hypochlorite. Five point two grams. All... to Daphne. Will you...?"




          "Yes, Eufrastes. Of course I will take care of Daphne. Of course...!"




          Doc didn't say any more. If he had, the man would not have heard it. He would never hear anything more in this world.




          "He got away, Doc!" Jack's voice rasped. Ann was a wide-eyed, small figure beside him. "He got down the fire-escape and... What the Hell?"




          "Hell is right." Turner came wearily erect. "A fiend from Hell tortured him to death."




          "Tortured...? What for? There isn't a stick of furniture in the place except what's in here and a big bed inside. What did he have...?"
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