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          I. — THE STRANGLER


THE raucous tones of the radio flooded the room:


"—the saturnalia of extortion and murder that has so long ravaged Halesburg must stop," it was blaring. "It shall stop, if the decent people of our fair city will aid me. The sadistic, ruthless racketeer who masks himself under the name of the Strangler trembled when an aroused citizenry swept me into office with the command, free us from terror! He saw the imminence of his doom when the legislature of Massikota placed in my hands the one weapon I need to defeat him. He cowers now in his lair, shaking, afraid. Mr. Strangler: whoever you are, wherever you may be, your end is at hand!"


A gasp of indrawn breath ended the speech, but the odd quiver of fear that had underlain its orotund bravado lingered in Kitty Brian's ears. That fear seemed to have seeped into the very house, seemed to hang about the girl; a chill, miasmic shadow which the living room lights could not dispel...


"You have been listening to an address by G. Harold Corbett, district attorney of Hale County. This is WKUP, the voice of the Halesburg Courier. A short interlude of organ..."


Switch-click cut off the announcer's unctuous accents and silence smashed down, a brooding silence somehow pregnant with threat. Kitty's fingers tightened on the embroidery hoop they held. This was silly, this nervousness, this mood of chill apprehension that tortured her. Childish! Just because she was alone in the house for the first time since Dad's death. She'd have to learn to live alone. She couldn't stay in Uncle Frank's house forever, kindly solicitous as he was...


Sudden auto brakes, shrieking, pulled her startled glance to the shaded window. Skidding tires squealed. Running footfalls crunched on the gravel path and the frantic pound of the knocker on the entrance door echoed through the house.


Apprehension of midnight disaster struck color and warmth from Kitty's cheeks. Uncle Frank! Had the Strangler's killers...? But he wasn't mayor any longer. The futile fight had been taken from him... She was out in the hall, was unbolting the great oak portal.


The man's face was livid, contorted, his slight body taut, quivering. Words spewed from him in a thin terror-squeal. "Mr. Brian. I got to see him. Do you hear me? I got to..."


"But he isn't here," the girl gasped. "He went to New York..."


Her words jolted him back, as though they had been physical blows. "Then I'm done for," he groaned, "The Strangler..."


The rest was lost as he whirled, and catapulted down the path between black masses of shrubbery, toward the vague shape of a curb-parked roadster.


Motor-roar thundered, drowning the pound of his footfalls. As he reached the sidewalk a dark sedan hurtled around the corner. Something snakelike writhed from the careening vehicle's open window, flicked to the fleeing man's neck. He leaped—was jerked—into mid-air, soared grotesquely to crash on the roadway. He was a thudding black bundle bouncing, skidding, plunging horribly in the wake of the rushing murder-car.


The horror vanished, far up the glimmering midnight stretch of Halesburg's Pershing Boulevard. Kitty Brian's fingers tore at her neck as if the Strangler's noose were clamped about its whiteness to choke off the scream that sliced her chest, rasped her throat, and would not come. It had not happened! It could not have happened!


Could not? How many times had it happened already, in the past terrible year? How many times had the noose of the Strangler's killers garotted the throats of those who had refused his extortionate demands, of members of his own gang who had obscurely offended him, of witnesses to the flicking, lethal swoop of his executioner's loops...


TERROR surged, a nightmare flood in Kitty Brian's veins. Was she marked now for the inevitable death that had terrorized Halesburg so long? In the instant the black sedan had swept around the corner, the roadster's headlights had sprayed through its windshield and spotlighted the visage of the killer. The brutal, apelike countenance was ineradicably limned on the screen of her memory—and she had recognized it!


But Martin Glatow could not know it! Engrossed in his crime he could not have seen her. If Kitty kept silent the Strangler would never know what she had seen. If she shut the door, and went to bed, and was surprised in the morning to read of another body found, somewhere, with the red mark of the lethal noose around its neck, she would be safe.


But if she told? No one had ever lived to appear in court against a servant of the Strangler. No one at all—no matter how the police had tried to protect them, how secret their identity had been kept...


"... It shall stop if the decent people of our fair city will aid me!" It seemed as if the radio had spoken again, with Hal Corbett's shaken, earnest appeal. Kitty Brian turned. An invisible viscid fluid seemed to cling to her limbs so that she had to use all her strength to reach the telephone. But her voice was clear and firm as she spoke into the transmitter's black maw.


"Give me Harold Corbett's home, operator. And hurry. Hurry!"


LIGHT, its source artfully concealed, glinted cheerfully from the chromium fittings of the air-conditioned car. The staccato clacking of track joints, underneath, did its best to tell Kitty Brian that each minute of the train's smooth speed added another to the thousand miles stretching between her and terror. A thousand miles—but dread was still a hard, cold lump in the girl's chest, a queasy, slow creep of febrile chill in her veins. Dread that had accompanied her furtive flight across dawn-dreary fields, that had ridden with her the eternal, fearful day, that whispered now in the rush of speed-wind against the night-darkened panel of the window beside her.


She shrugged lower in her seat, tried to focus her attention on the magazine the news-dealer had sold her, but the print blurred into a mass of illegible grey as the nape of Kitty's neck prickled with the eerie, frightening feel of eyes upon her, of watching, inimical eyes.


But she did not again spin around in a futile attempt to trap the watcher. Each such attempt had been met by rows of inscrutable faces utterly disinterested in her. This time she caught herself in time. Yawning, she picked up her pocketbook from the seat, fumbled in it, pushed aside a tiny, pearl-handled pistol, extracted a red-enamelled powder compact.


The girl snapped open its lid. Her face in the small mirror was pert, downy-skinned. The chestnut nimbus of her hair softly fringed a high, white brow. But beneath it apprehension, unforgettable horror, peered from the tawny lambency of her long-lashed eyes. Lifting the glass as though to inspect the results of her ministrations she captured a reflection of the passengers behind her.


They swayed slightly, keeping time in a queer jiggling sway with the motion of the speeding train. The shoulder of a tired-looking mother supported her small daughter's blonde curls. A broker's billowing rotundity crushed his pince-nezed, professorial-looking seatmate, and their contrasting countenances were both dazed with the half-stupor of the long journey. Kitty's hand moved a bit. Across the aisle two schoolgirls chattered and behind them a man in a navy-blue suit was absorbed in a book...


Or was he just pretending to be absorbed? A pulse pounded in Kitty's temples and the compact dropped from nerveless fingers into her lap. From under the man's drooped eyelids she had caught the glint of a covert gaze fastened on her, of a steel-grey, baleful scrutiny stealthily sinister.


Breath hissed from between the girl's teeth and despair squeezed her heart with cold fingers. She'd been a fool to think that she could escape the Strangler. A pitiable fool. The grim, inevitable doom, through which he had fastened his tentacles on terror-haunted Halesburg to drain it dry, reached out a thousand miles to close upon her. Nowhere was there any safety for her. Truce for the moment, perhaps, in the train; but when the turbulent, terrifying immensity of New York had swallowed her his emissary would strike...!


How? With the noose that was the Strangler's favorite weapon? Or with a hail of lead that on occasion his underworld retainers had felled their victims with? Chattering machine-gun lead—there had been that massacre in Courthouse Square when a dozen policemen had been mowed down so that the one cringing youth they guarded might be kept from the witness stand... No use to appeal to the police. Even if they believed her...


"STAMFORD," a brakeman bellowed. "Stamford. Next stop New York."


Next stop—only a half-hour more and then—what? Only a half-hour to think. To devise some way of escape. Not for nothing did she bear that name, Brian, proud heritage of an ancestry whose fighting fame still lived in the sagas of old Ireland. Her pallid countenance frozen into an expressionless mask, she racked her brain for some plan, some inkling of a plan...


"Papers!" The train was moving again and the news-vendor's raucous shout echoed from behind her. "Late New York papers. Last chance for California and Massikota papers, delivered by airplane. Find out what's happened in your hometown since you left."


Kitty twisted about. "Have you got the Halesburg Courier?" she called, her clear voice flinging impulsive defiance at the man in the blue suit.


His head came up. His slitted stare sought her face, flickered away. He was a stranger to her, and some queer feminine quirk darted the thought through Kitty that under other circumstances she might have regretted that. There was strength in his flat-planed, youthful visage; an intriguing hint of the out-of-doors in his bronzed skin, in the tiny weather-wrinkles raying from the corners of his eyes. Then a puckered scar; a blue, healed bullet-furrow slanting from nose-bridge to his ebony hair, to remind her that he was a hired killer of the underworld, a paid dispenser of murder...


The train-vendor's bulk came between them. "Here's your Courier, miss. Fi' cents."


Her own picture was boxed on the paper's front page and above it black headlines screamed:


THE STRANGLER STRIKES ONCE MORE


ROPE MURDER WITNESS VANISHES


Kitty's burning glance stabbed along the swollen, bold-faced type-lines.


Servants returning from holiday find empty house... No marks of forcible entry... No clues... Ex-mayor Francis Brian, uncle of kidnapped girl, is in New York, cannot be reached... Police net thrown out, radio cars patrol all roads.


And then:
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