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Synopsis






          It was an eerie, blood-chilling procession Doc Turner saw in the night—fiends marching in single file to attend a murder. Somehow, Doc had to find a way to break up that racket that made a cash profit out of men who died on the cross!
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          IF a certain piece of filter paper, four inches in diameter, had been perfect, Death might have held High Holiday on Morris Street without let or hindrance.




          The filter paper was the one Doc Turner set over the orifice of the slope-sided, inverted glass cone of a percolator, tamping down above it exactly the right quantity of fine-ground wild cherry bark intimately mixed with just as exact a quantity of sugar. First thing in the morning he had hung this contraption above a half-gallon graduate and poured into the percolator a quart of distilled water.




          All day the water seeped through the ground bark and sugar, dissolving the sugar, extracting from the wood the healing elements a beneficent Nature had matured there, dripping, ruby-glinting now, drop by slow drop through the filter paper at the bottom and into the graduate.




          A younger, and more impatient, pharmacist would have laughed at Andrew Turner had he seen this. He would have boiled up the sugar and water and bark to concoct this syrup of wild cherry in an hour—or, more likely, ordered a gallon from some manufacturer. Listening, Doc's thin lips would have moved in a faint and tolerant smile beneath the bushy white droop of his mustache. In a rare, talkative mood he might have explained that he trusted no one but himself to compound the medicaments he had, for more years than he cared to remember, dispensed to the slum-dwellers.




          At midnight the old druggist extinguished the electric bulbs in his display window and those that shed a somewhat grimy luminance over the shelves and showcases of his ancient store. His slight, feeble-seeming figure stooped, aquiline countenance deep-lined with weariness and age, hair a silken-white aureole—he shuffled toward the store's back-room to bottle the syrup that must now be ready. Then he would go home to a well-earned rest.




          He went through the shabby curtain in the partition doorway, turned left to the long, white-scrubbed dispensing counter, and halted in dismay.




          The filter paper at the bottom of the percolator had split, and on top of the liquid in the graduate, that should be clear and red and shining, now floated a scum of ground bark.




          Not much had gone through, perhaps a quarter-ounce, and once more the younger pharmacist of whom we have spoken would have skimmed this off and let it go at that. But once more this was not Doc Turner's way. He knew that a microscopic particle or two of the bark, unnoticed, might give the preparation a bitter tang. So, sighing, he got down another graduate from its peg over the sink, and a big funnel. He folded many layers of clean gauze in the funnel, and poured the cough syrup into the funnel to strain.




          The syrup was very thick. It would take two hours or more for it to run through. Doc Turner sighed again. He shuffled out through the partition. Not bothering to put on his lights again, he picked up the cane-bottomed chair on which his customers sat to wait for prescriptions, carried it out in front of the street door and seated himself to wait.




          THE sidewalks were emptied of the chattering, shawled housewives that had thronged it through the day and evening, of the bare-headed, collarless, swarthy aliens. The pushcarts that had lined Morris Street's curb were gone, though their debris of rotted vegetables and pulped fruit still cluttered the cobbles of the gutter, odoriferous to Turner's wide, flaring nostrils. Overhead sprawled the trestle of the "El," a black and brooding roof for the slum thoroughfare. A block down a sanitation truck rattled.




          Doc dozed...




          Perhaps his sleep was dreamless. Perhaps he dreamed of some adventure on behalf of his people—some foray against the human coyotes who prey on the helpless poor. Many such he had made, for he was far more than druggist and friend to the poverty-stricken, bewildered aliens of Morris Street. At any rate, when he came awake in the smooth, unstartled manner of the old, in his sluggish veins was the sense of something wrong —deadly wrong.




          Morris Street was unpeopled and desolate, the drab tenement facades, the dusty-windowed stores, dark—the only light the feeble glow of the street lamps.




          There was another light, down at the corner where earlier the sanitation truck had been! A hazy luminance, it wavered curiously across the sidewalk, fitful and somehow ominous.




          It spread wider, like a hesitant pool—and abruptly was blotched by such a shadow as made Doc think that he must still be in the grip of a nightmare. The incredible shadow of a cross it was, askew and swaying, and the angle made by one of the shorter arms with the shaft was filled in by the silhouette of a bent, grotesquely malformed figure.




          The head of the cross itself came into view, slanted, and then the slanted cross-arms, and bent and staggering under the heavy weight of the shaft he bore on his shoulder, was the figure of a man.




          The steel pillars of the "El" stalked between Doc and that vision, and the blue-white glow of a street lamp lay on the stained bricks of a slum-warren. Save for these things he might have been looking at something that passed twenty centuries ago —at an Agony that once was borne in a city called Jerusalem.




          The cross wavered for an instant, turned, and was moving again. It was coming, very slowly, toward where the old druggist stood frozen within the entrance doorway of his store. It was fashioned from heavy beams, he could see now, and though its farther end dragged along the sidewalk it was hard to believe that any one man could have the strength to carry it.




          The man who carried it, bent almost double beneath its weight, was naked to the waist, and his feet were bare. Doc could make out his face only as a pallid oval, but there were dark streaks on that paleness, and they seemed to dribble from a dark something that circled the man's brow.




          On either side of the bearer of the cross a yellow flower blossomed in the dark. They were flames flickering atop tall, white tapers, and the tapers were carried by two whose tall forms were robed in black, and whose faces were hidden by flaps depending from black hoods. There were other lights behind them, of candles borne by other figures—a growing single file of figures that turned the corner to follow behind the cross-bearer and his hooded companions.




          Those in that long file were not hooded nor robed. They were naked to the waist and bare-footed...




          THEY came on slowly, and in silence, and so utterly incongruous to their mundane surroundings that Andrew Turner could not quite believe that he saw them, could not quite make himself believe that the strange procession was real.




          This was still coming on, slow and relentless. Doc could see now that the men who marched in single file were bent a little forward from the waist. They seemed to be holding their tapers in their left hands, for the flames were steady, while the right shoulders of the silent marchers appeared to jerk in a curious slow cadence with the slow, silent tread of their feet—and with the slow flap, flap, flap that did not belong to the night-noises of the city—and somehow was frightening.




          Doc could see the face of him who was bent under the cross more clearly now. It was drawn and gaunt with suffering. The dark streaks on it glistened now, and there could no longer be doubt of what they were, for Doc could see that they came from wounds in the man's brow made by the barbs studding the crown he wore.




          There was something other than agony in the man's face. There was a curious look of exaltation and joy...




          He stumbled as he came to the curb, and would have fallen had not the hooded figure to his right moved and caught the cross with a black-gloved hand and briefly taken some of the weight from him. They were crossing the street now. In moments they would come opposite the drugstore's doorway and spy its owner.




          The realization prickled Doc's skin with a sudden chill panic, so that he stepped backward through the open door and closed it swiftly, soundlessly, between him and the night. The door was wood-framed glass, so he could still see through it.




          Rays from the candles flickered on the glass, and the candlelight wavered on the cracked sidewalk outside, and then the head of the procession was framed by the door, and went by. The first of the followers appeared, and went by, and Andrew Turner saw why it was that the man was bent a little forward, and what made the flap, flap he had heard. His throat went dry with horror.
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