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The

House
of

Kaa

By
RICHARD B. SALE

Scotland Yard thought it strange that the firm of Gorgan & Wilkins imported only regal
pythons. But no law was being broken. And they thought it very strange when the Cobra, a
lone avenger from India, suddenly appeared in London. But the Cobra had once helped
them, so there was no investigation. And the greatest surprise of all was the appearance of
Deen Bradley of the British Intelligence—who had an amazing plan to offer.

ACK KIRK, whose profession had
never been anything but sordid
murder, paused before the dreary
brownstone house on Rokor Street. He
glanced all about him in a wary and

frightened sort of way.

He could have sworn that some one
was following him. If not someone—
something! A black, misshapen, baroque
giant. A flitting spectre.
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Kirk had seen a shadow—only for an
instant.

Then the shadow had disintegrated like
the whispering dissipation of a gliding
ghost.

Kirk shook his shoulders and blamed it
on his imagination. He went slowly up the
short flight of stairs in the front of the
house and glanced at the sign over the
door. It read:

GORGAN & WILKINS—REPTILE
IMPORTERS

Quickly, Kirk pulled a key from his
pocket, inserted it in the lock, and opened
the door. He entered with alacrity,
slamming it after him.

The main hall was dark as pitch. But
Kirk knew where he was going. He
ascended the long, creaking staircase to
the second floor of the dreary place. A
solitary light on the second floor led him
to a door marked “Office.”

He rapped sharply four times and
entered.

Three men were in the room. He
recognized them as Maxie Gorgan, John
Wilkins, and the man from India,
Wentworth Lane. They had been talking
but now they looked up at him.

“Sit down, Jack,” Gorgan smirked.
“Lane here is reporting on our—ah—

Indian  importations.”  He  grinned
knowingly.

Kirk smiled and sat down. Lane bit his
lip angrily.

“You can be as sarcastic as you like,
Maxie,” he snapped, “But I tell you it’s so.
I don’t know about this end, but | do know
that the police are close to catching us in
Bombay. There was an American
operative on my trail for several days
before | left for London. You know, the
one we checked on.”

““What do they suspect you of?”
Gorgan leered. “Maybe they think you’re

maltreating snakes!” He laughed harshly.
“Listen, Lane, you’re an agent for a
company. You’re an importer of reptiles
from India.”

“But the trouble is—the only reptiles |
ever import to you are regal pythons. It’s
damned suspicious.”

“If you’re afraid—" Gorgan began
coldly.

Lane leaped to his feet, his eyes
blazing.

“You want me to deny I am. Well, I’'m
not lying for anyone. And you can’t make
me! I am afraid! And I’'m going to get
out!”

ORGAN eyed Wilkins surreptitiously

and nodded. Kirk, watching the
proceedings, was mildly amused. He failed
to see what had gotten Lane’s wind up so.
Lane had been a good reliable man on the
Bombay end.

“Just a second, Lane,” Wilkins purred
softly. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’ve
misjudged you. We don’t want you to
quit.”

“No,” Gorgan added with a trace of
acerbity, “you can’t quit.”

“Well, I’'m going to nevertheless,”
Lane declared stridently. His voice
lowered as he leaned forward. “Did you
ever hear of the Cobra?” he whispered.

Gorgan and Wilkins looked dumb.
They shook their heads.

“Did you, Kirk?”

Jack Kirk smiled amusedly.

“Yeah,” he replied. “Sure, I’ve heard
of him. Some sort of a guy who thinks
he’s a public avenger. Goes around alone.”

Lane nodded. “That’s he—the Cobra.”

“But he’s supposed to be in India,”
Kirk was enjoying this baiting Lane. “You
know how those yarns get around the
underworld. The last thing they had on
that guy was when he put down the
Persian uprising in Bombay. Last month, |
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think.”

Lane said, “Yes, last month. And we
started this business last month. It was all
right when we got away with those
emeralds and that Mahar diamond. |
thought the whole layout was foolproof.
But | haven’t felt right since | shipped the
Kubij opal to you. That’s a damned
unlucky stone. It belonged to Sarankh, a
rajah of the Hindustan country. | hired
three dacoits to steal it, paid them well,
and sent the stone through the customs
with our regular snake freight.

“Right after that, this American
detective came around and asked a lot of
queer questions. But we have a good front
with this reptile-importing set-up and | got
around him.

“Then the Cobra stepped in—and |
was so upset over the affair that | took the
first and fastest boat here to see you. | tell
you, a child could guess the answer from
the fact that the only snakes we ship are
pythons!”

Wilkins laughed. “Don’t be an ass!”

Jack Kirk leaned forward. “What’s this

about the Cobra, Lane?” he asked
frowning. “What happened?”
“The three dacoits | hired,” Lane

explained soberly, “were found dead the
day before | left for London—dead from
cobra venom! And there were tiny darts in
their throats!”

“Darts?” Kirk echoed, feeling his own
throat in dread.

Lane smiled mirthlessly. “Yes, darts.
The mark of the Cobra. A dart in the throat
covered with noxious cobra venom. That’s
how the devil gets his name.”

“Listen,” Gorgan snarled, “don’t let
him hypnotize you, Jack. This Cobra stuff
is crazy! I’ve had enough of this cock-and-
bull yarn, Lane. You’re welching and
you’re taking the easiest way out. There’s
nothing wrong. The Kubij opal will arrive
tomorrow with our python shipment.”

“l tell you, I’'m afraid!” Lane cried.
“I’m quitting, Maxie. I’m getting out. |
don’t want any money from the jewels. |
want my life. You can split my share
among the three of you.”

Maxie Gorgan rose steadily to his feet.
His voice was icy and sinister. His hand
stole stealthily inside of his coat.

“You can’t quit this game, Lane,” he
warned.

Lane looked at him coolly, evenly.

“You heard me, Maxie,” he replied
fearlessly. “When the Cobra steps in—I
step out. And that’s final.”

The three shots from Gorgan’s pistol
sounded like one. Three hot slugs buried
themselves in Lane’s chest like lightning.
Lane stared at Gorgan’s tense face in
stupefaction. His lips moved soundlessly.
He struggled bravely to speak. Blood
poured from his mouth. His legs sagged,
and he fell forward on his face, crashing to
the floor with an ominous thump. He did
not move after he hit.

Kirk wet his lips and put out the
cigarette he had been smoking.

“God, Max!” Wilkins exclaimed in
horror. “You shouldn’t have done it!”

Gorgan shrugged and put his gun back.

“It’s his own funeral. | told him. We
can’t afford to have a welcher, Wilky.
There’s too much money involved.
Besides, there’s only a split of three now,
and dead men tell no tales. Kirk—get rid
of this stiff. Use the car outside. Dump
him out at Yorkshire.”

Kirk sighed.

“Okay, chief,” he said.

ACK KIRK did not notice the black

sedan which followed him and his
macabre burden through Surrey. Kirk was
intent upon the operation of his vehicle,
since even the slightest accident would
incur the intervention of police. And with
a dead man to be explained, Kirk was
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taking no chances.

The black car trailed him tenaciously
out past Surrey into the suburbs of
London.

Nor could Kirk see the figure at the
wheel of the mystery car—a dark
incongruous figure, covered by a black
cloak, its face concealed by the dark
shadows of the turbid night.

To a prowling cat, whose green eyes
might have pierced the darkness, the
hawklike features of Deen Bradley would
have been discernible. Deen was an
operative of the Bombay Department of
Justice. High-foreheaded, dark-skinned, he
had black eyes which glittered coldly like
ebony diamonds, hard, unemotional. He
had no mustache. His face was thin and
sharp. His lips, narrow and straight-lined.

He handled the car with natural
dexterity, never shifting his cobra eyes
from the red tail-light of the cadaver-car
before him.

At Yorkshire, Kirk left the main
highway and swerved to the right. Deen
followed quickly, stepping down on the
gas.

The American suddenly saw the brake-
light of the other machine flare into being.
Kirk slowed momentarily and, as he did
so, a limp bundle tumbled lifelessly from
the rolling car.

Then, Kirk sped away with amazing
alacrity, his engine roaring sonorously into
the night.

The fog drifting across the open
countryside swallowed the lights of his
car.

Deen slammed his brakes to the floor
of the sedan, and the automobile skidded
perilously to a halt. Beside it, in a ditch,
lay the bundle which had been thrown
from Kirk’s car.

Deen leaped from the sedan and ran
forward. He found a man, bleeding
profusely and unconscious. He bent down

and lifted up the fellow on his right arm.

The face of Wentworth Lane stared at
him, eyes sightless and horrible.

“Zah!” Deen muttered in repugnance.
“So it is murder, too!”

He grasped the wrist of the
unconscious Lane and felt for a possible
flicker of life.

Instantly he jumped to his feet and
dashed for the sedan, carrying Lane in his
arms. His strength was astonishing. He
carried Lane, who was heavy-set, as
though the latter was a child. Carefully he
laid the wounded man on the cushions.
Then he hopped agilely into the front seat
and pressed the accelerator to the floor.

Twenty minutes later, Lane was on a
white-enameled operating table in the
Yorkshire hospital while two doctors bent
over him, working furiously to save his
life. Deen stood by, anxiously waiting.

Presently one of the doctors looked up
and shook his head.

“He’s dying.”

Deen frowned. He asked, “There is no
chance?”

“None. | don’t see how he keeps alive.
Two bullets through his right lung. A third
against his spine. It’s miraculous!”

The dying man gasped paroxysmally.

“Can he be made to talk?” asked Deen.

The doctor shrugged dubiously. He
turned to a nurse.

“Adrenalin,” he snapped.

He leaned over the naked chest of
Lane and drove a hypodermic syringe into
the flesh directly over the heart. Then he
emptied the contents.

Momentarily, there was no visible
result.

Then Lane’s staring eyes gained the
power of sight and recognition. They
glanced around furtively. Finally they
rested on Deen’s dark face.

“You—"

“Yes. It is I. From India. | followed
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you. Quick, you must speak. You are
dying.”

Lane coughed rackingly.

“Gorgan,” he muttered whisperingly.
“Pythons—code word is—House of
Kaa—"

His lips had hardly stopped moving
when he sighed. His body relaxed.

The doctors made preparations to
transfer the corpse into the mortuary for
identification and signing of the death
certificate. With the American to establish
identity—

But when they glanced around for him,
Deen was gone.

That night, the police found the
cadaver of Jack Kirk in Rokor Street,
London. Kirk was sprawled crazily in the
gutter—dead. Protruding from his throat
was a small dart, about a half an inch long.

The chief medical examiner found that
Kirk had died as the result of the violent
neurotoxic destruction of cobra venom.

And throughout the underworld of
London, a dire, foreboding wail echoed—a
wail that spelled the nemesis of criminals.

The Cobra had come to England!

kc ELL, what are we going to do?”
Commissioner Marshall asked
sharply.

Inspector Ryder shrugged. The two
men were sitting in the commissioner’s
office at the C. I. D. headquarters in
Scotland Yard. In Marshall’s hand was the
coroner’s report on the Jack Kirk murder
the night preceding.

“Id suggest nothing,” the inspector
said with a flip of his hand. “The
department has been after Kirk for two
years. He was a killer. One of the few
English bandits who carried and used a
gun. He was working for that Gorgan-
Wilkins reptile firm over on Rokor Street.
There’s something damned queer going on

over there, too. As far as I’m concerned,
chief, I’d let it go.”

“You mean—drop the case entirely?”

“Yes, sir.” Ryder leaned forward.
“We’ve had excellent reports about this
Cobra from Bombay headquarters. It was
he who brought those Persian renegades to
justice after they murdered Kilgore, one of
the C. I. D.’s best men.”

“l remember that,” Marshall nodded.

Ryder grimaced. “We owe him a good
turn. Commissioner—I don’t know who or
what the Cobra is. But | do know that he
gets results because he goes outside of the
law. He saved me a lot of trouble getting
Kirk. And there must be a reason. | wager
that important business has brought the
Cobra to London.”

“Very well,” the commissioner sighed.
“Drop investigation.”

At that moment, there was a knock on
the door. An attendant looked in. “Mr.
Bradley to see you, sir.”

“Send him in.”

The door opened, and the dark-
skinned, hawk-faced Deen Bradley walked
in.

“Happy to know you, Bradley,”
Marshall exclaimed, rising and shaking
hands with sincere enthusiasm. “Meet
Inspector Ryder. Bradley is one of the best
in Bombay, Ryder.”

“l know,” the inspector said. “Thanks
for helping us out on that Kilgore case
down there.”

“1 did very little,” Deen replied softly.
“In reality, you should thank him who
calls himself the Cobra.”

“That’s a coincidence I” Marshall
cried. “Your Bombayan avenger happens
to be in London. Did you read it? The Kirk
affair.”

“The commissioner’s called off an
investigation,” Ryder remarked, eyeing the
American keenly.
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Deen nodded without a trace of
emotion, said: “Very wise.”

“But what brings you here?” Marshall
queried. “Bombay cabled me to watch for
you and give you any aid you asked.”

Deen sat down and pulled a peculiar
greenish cigarette holder from his pocket.
Slowly, he inserted a cigarette in it and
lighted it.

“For the last month,” he began, “there
have been strange robberies in India along
the eastern coast. Emeralds and diamonds
of priceless value have been purloined by
hired dacoits. Most notorious was the
recent theft of the Kubij opal of the Rajah
Sarankh.”

“We heard of that,” put in Ryder.

“All these jewels are being exported
from India,” Deen continued. “Somehow
they are being smuggled out—past the
customs officials. More paradoxical—they
are being smuggled into England past the
watchful scrutiny of your revenue officers
here.

“l resolved to investigate. It was no
general sneak-thief job, 1 knew. It
appeared to be an international imbroglio,
carefully planned and executed. A jewel
ring. | tracked a Wentworth Lane to
London to lead me to the lost jewels. Last
night, he too was murdered—by his own
cohorts.”

“But how can these jewels get into
England past the customs?” the inspector
demanded. “They are very rigid, you
know.”

“True, they are rigid,” Deen
murmured. “But do the customs men cut
open the bellies of regal pythons to look
for stolen jewels?”

Ryder stared at the American,
dumbfounded.
“Good Gad!” he cried sharply.

“Smuggling by snakes! You mean, then,
that Gorgan-Wilkins reptile outfit is the
center of the ring! They import nothing but

pythons. And they hardly ever sell any of
the snakes. The reptiles just disappear. |
checked that when | first became
suspicious of that company.”

“You see,” Deen explained, “it is very
simple. The jewels are stolen in India by
hired dacoits. Then, securely wrapped,
they are placed in food which is
swallowed by the pythons immediately
prior to shipment. Since a big snake takes
ten to eighteen days to assimilate and
digest its food before throwing off waste,
the seven-day sea trip to London is
completed within that time. When the
snakes arrive, they are killed and the
jewels recovered from the stomach!”

“Amazing!” breathed the
commissioner. “We’ll arrest them at
once!”

“No.” Deen’s voice was clear and

firm. “You must not arrest them yet. You
must help me. We will need evidence—the
Kubij opal, perhaps. And | have a simple
plan.”

AXIE GORGAN eyed John Wilkins

thoughtfully as the latter paced the
floor of the House of Kaa in Rokor Street.
Wilkins was highly excited and nervous.
He had been smoking incessantly.

“You’re acting like a kid,” Gorgan
muttered.

“l can’t help it, Maxie,” Wilkins said.
“This thing’s getting my goat. First you
knock off Lane—"

“Keep your mouth shut!”

“Aw, no one can hear us. Anyway,
Lane dies first. Then Kirk, after dumping
him, is found dead right outside with one
of those damned poisoned darts in his
throat. 1 wouldn’t give a hang, Maxie, if it
weren’t for that Cobra story that Lane told
us before you rubbed him out.”

“You’re getting scared over nothing,”
Gorgan said. “Suppose this guy who calls
himself the Cobra is on to us. What of it?
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He’s outside the law, isn’t he? And he’s a
lone wolf, isn’t he? And above all,
remember, he’s a man—a single man. And
he’ll have to come to us. He can’t go to the
police. One man. | can handle him,
Wilky.”

Wilkins shook his head.

“I’m leery. Suppose they’re on to the
shipment we got today. The pythons.
They’re here, aren’t they?”

“Yeah,” Gorgan growled. “And when
you lose those jitters, we’ll go down and
get the Kubij opal.”

“l don’t like it, Maxie,” Wilkins
protested. “The whole organization is shot.
With Kirk gone, who’s going to fence the
jewels after we melt them down? With
Lane gone—who’s going to take over the
Bombay end of the business?”

The doorbell at the front of the house
jingled stridently.

A deep pall of silence covered the
office. Gorgan’s hand crept inside his coat
and brought out an ugly automatic. He
waved Wilkins away and went to the
window.

A solitary man was standing before
them. A tall, gaunt man with piercing
black eyes. No one else was in sight.

“Let him in,” Gorgan said curtly.
“Keep him covered all the time. Lock the
door after you. Hurry!”

Wilkins complied nervously and went
downstairs.

He presently reappeared behind Deen
Bradley who entered the office smoking a
cigarette, that same peculiar green holder
held tightly between his teeth. He bowed
to Gorgan.

“Sit down,” Maxie said, nodding to a
chair.

EEN seated himself and smiled

mirthlessly. “You may remove that
finger from the trigger of your gun,” he
purred. “I am unarmed.”

Gorgan flushed guiltily and his eyes
narrowed. He lifted the pistol from his
pocket and laid it on the desk in front of
him, his right hand still curled around it.

“Frisk him, Wilky,” he said.

“l did before,” Wilkins replied. “No
gun, Maxie.”

Gorgan nodded. He said, “Okay, then.
What do you want?”

Deen shifted the cigarette holder to the
corner of his mouth. “I know you killed
Lane,” he said quietly.

Instantly Maxie Gorgan hurled himself
to his feet and glowered at the American,
the heavy Luger held tensely in his hand
and aimed pointblank at Deen’s skull.

“No need to fire,” Deen said jocosely.
“l could never prove it.”

Gorgan hesitated, eyeing Deen warily.
He sat down and fingered the trigger of the
gun longingly.

“Who in hell are you?” he spat, “and
what do you want? You’d better get down
to business, mister. You’re due for a slug.”

“My name is Sam Trent,” Deen
replied. “I want to cut in.”
“Cutin?”

“l know that Lane and Kirk were cogs
in your jewel-smuggling organization,”
Deen said. “Since they are defunct, the
necessity of engaging a capable man to
assume charge of the Bombay
headquarters is imminent. | learned all this
from Lane. | saw, in India, that his courage
was dissipating, that he would attempt to
withdraw, so | followed him to London.
Zah! There you have it. You need a man. |
am he.”

“You know a helluva lot for a
stranger,” Gorgan exclaimed belligerently,
both disturbed and interested. “Maybe—
since you’re so smart—you also know the
code word?”

Gorgan expected to catch Deen there.
He paused triumphantly and his gun rose
to a level with Deen’s’ chest.
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“But, of course,” Deen said mildly.
“House of Kaa.”

Wilkins leaped to his feet like a shot.
He cried, “Kaa! He knows it, Maxie. He
must be straight. Lane would never have
trusted him. How else could he have
gotten hold of that? Kirk didn’t even
know. It was between Lane and you and
me. For telegraphic correspondence to
assure identification.”

“So Lane told you,
mused.

“Yes.”

“You know about the—business, t00?”

“You refer to the shipping of the
jewels in the pythons—"

“Okay.” Maxie held up his hand. “You
know all right.” He turned to Wilkins.
“This may be a cross. | don’t see how, but
it may be. Better check him,”

Deen smiled. “And how do you
‘check’ me?”

eh?” Gorgan

ORGAN regarded him coldly. “Lane

told us more than once about a
Yankee dick at the Bombay office who
was always asking questions. We
anticipated the guy might try something.
His name is Deen Bradley. Maybe you’re
on the level. Maybe you’re not. Wilkins—
check those fingerprints he just left on the
chair.”

Deen frowned as Wilkins hurried
forward and sprinkled a quantity of
grayish powder on the spot where his hand
had rested.

“You see,” Gorgan said, grinning
evilly, “Lane sent me a copy of that Yank
dick’s prints from India. We were taking
no chances.”

Deen’s lips were a thin, bloodless line.
The green cigarette holder stiffened
between his teeth. Wilkins opened a file
drawer and brought out two photographs.
Carefully he compared them with the
marks on the arm of the chair.

“The same, Maxie!”

Gorgan sighed, relieved. “I thought so.
| thought if | prattled on a little, he’d leave
his prints somewhere. So you’re Deen
Bradley, the famous Bombay operative,
eh?” His voice snapped into a vicious
snarl. “Well, you’re on your last case!
You’re through. What do you think we
are—pulling a raw stunt like this?”

Wilkins  was  trembling
excitement.

“What are we going to do, Maxie?” he
demanded.

Gorgan smiled without humor.

“We’ll take him down into the snake
room. We’ll put him in the pit and let him
make friends with the big boy. The thirty-
foot constrictor. The one we haven’t fed
for three weeks. Let’s see how a rat can
fight a python. And then we’ll get the
Kubij opal from the new shipment and
take it on the lam. This business is all
washed up, Wilky. We’ve made enough
out of it.”

Gorgan rose, his pistol ominously
steady in his hand. “Okay, Deen,” he
growled. “Keep ahead of me. If you make
any funny moves, this lead bites you
instead of the snake.”

Deen rose silently, his immobile face
void of expression. He left the office,
Gorgan’s automatic prodding painfully
into his back. They descended the stairs.

The descent took them into the cellar
of the house, which Deen noted, was not
damp at all, the floors being amazingly
desiccated. Before a huge metal door, the
two men stopped him. Wilkins accepted
the proffered pistol while Maxie unlocked
the door. It swung open. Gorgan snapped
on the lights. They entered, leaving the
metal door unlocked behind them.

Deen stared in astonishment at the
room. It was enormous, the entire breadth
of the house above. In the center of the
room was a pit, about twenty feet deep. It

with
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was lined with opaque glass and was
empty. An iron railing surrounded it. Near
the railing, on the far side, was a large
packing case.

“A pretty showroom, isn’t it?” Gorgan
leered. “Watch!”

Deen gazed into the bottom of the pit,
fascinated. Gorgan went to the wall and
pulled down a short lever. The glass
partition on one side began to rise.
Instantly there was a sickening slithery
scrape. The macabre head of a huge
serpent slid out of the compartment in the
wall to wind a path across the bottom of
the pit, shaking the kinks and curls out of
its great length. It was orange-brown and
repugnantly thick. It raised its terrible
snout, hungrily searching.

“He wants living food,”
growled alarmingly.

He moved threateningly on Deen while
Wilkins still held the pistol in Deen’s
back.

With a lightning blow, Deen twisted
around and cracked Wilkins on the side of
the jaw with fearful strength. The punch
clipped the man cleanly, eliciting a
resounding crack. Wilkins fell like an ox.
The pistol dropped from his nerveless
hand as a red welt flamed on his chin.

Gorgan

EEN dived for the gun, conscious of
Gorgan behind him.

He felt a ringing blow on his head, as
Gorgan slashed down his clenched fists
like a lunatic. It stunned him momentarily.
He fell dazedly on his side and struggled
courageously for the pistol.

Maxie Gorgan reached it first. He
lifted it and fired.

The slug ripped through Deen’s coat
and buried itself in the opaque glass of the
snake pit behind the detective.

Painfully, Deen strove to raise himself,
hanging precariously to the iron railing at
his back.

Gorgan raised the gun quickly for a
second shot.

“Walt!” Deen called breathlessly.

Gorgan hesitated, then relaxed his
trigger finger still holding the heavy
automatic at Deen’s head. “What do you
want? Talk fast!”

Deen nodded dejectedly.

“l admit defeat,” he said in a low
voice. “I have failed and therefore deserve
to die. But before you kill me, I have one
last request to make.”

“What is it?”” Gorgan snapped.

“I would like to smoke a last
cigarette,” Deen replied. “Surely you can
not deny a doomed man that courtesy?”

A crafty look narrowed Gorgan’s eyes
as he threw a surreptitious glance at the
glass pit and the huge python. He lowered
the gun and nodded.

“Okay,” he said. “Go ahead.”

Deen rapidly felt in his pockets for his
odd greenish cigarette holder. He found it
and placed it between his teeth. Then he
found a cigarette and started to make a
pretense of lighting it.

Simultaneously, Gorgan sprang
forward when Deen’s head was slightly
turned, and with almost preternatural
strength, shoved the detective through the
railing, hurling him cruelly into the glass
pit.

Deen turned a complete somersault
and landed thuddingly on his feet at the
bottom. He turned. The regal serpent was
not three feet away from him, its elliptical
eyes regarding him with sinister austerity.

Meanwhile, Gorgan, certain that the
detective was safely in the python pit,
turned savagely to John Wilkins who had
recovered from Deen’s furious blow and
was struggling to regain his feet.

“Your ace is in!” Gorgan snarled at
him. *“You’re through, Wilky. This is just
the chance I’ve wanted. Lane dead. Kirk
dead. The dick with the python. And
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now—you! There’ll be no split on the
jewels. They’re all mine, mine!”

Crackling like a madman, he aimed the
deadly Luger.

Wilkins gaped at him in horror and
shrilly screamed.

Crack! Crack!

Jagged blue holes appeared in Wilkins’
forehead as red blood poured copiously
down his neck where the two bullets
ripped his skull to pieces on the way out.

His legs collapsed suddenly, even
while his eyes rolled sightlessly at
Gorgan’s smoking gun. He fell—right into
the glass pit and on top of the python’s
back!

The great reptile reared up in pain and
shock. Its terrible head slashed around in a
razor like strike and knocked Wilkins’
dead body clear across the bottom of the
pit from the force of the blow. The curved
rows of fangs bit into Wilkins’ clothes.
They were not venomous but chewed into
the cadaver viciously.

The two crushing loops of the
serpentine phantasmagoria fell over the
dead man, encircled him, and began to
contract, the muscles rippling comberlike
beneath the scaly skin.

It was a horrid spectacle—a python
crushing a dead man.

Deen stood by, unhurt, watching the
gruesome scene in lethargic fascination.

Suddenly, above him, he heard a harsh,
bitter cry. Gorgan had watched his plans
go awry. Wilkins’ corpse had diverted the
snake from the detective. The snake would
try and swallow the cadaver but would get
no further than the head, since it is
impossible for any living constrictor to
gulp down a man because of the width of
the shoulders. He would have to kill Deen
himself.

Bestially, Gorgan flung up the pistol.

Deen was taken almost unawares. He
saw the ugly black nozzle of the automatic

draw a bead on his eyes. With the alacrity
of a bullet, he hurled himself to the floor
of the pit. Simultaneously, the gun spat
flame and death.

The slug tore Deen’s coat and crashed
against the glass of the pit, crumbling the
glass and leaving irregular footing against
the side of the wall.

EEN had lifted himself on his hands,

half-kneeling. The peculiar green
cigarette holder was between his teeth
again. It was held taut, stiff against his
gleaming white teeth.

Gorgan was pulling the trigger of the
pistol frantically but the lead was going
wild, breaking down the glass of the pit.

There was a piercing, whistling hiss
like that of an angry, hooded hamadryad.

Gorgan was suddenly transfixed. His
eyes bulged maniacally. A purplish
cyanotic color pervaded his flesh. His lips
moved jabberingly but uttered no sound. A
thin trickle of blood coursed slowly down
from his throat, from a minute hole
directly above his jugular vein. A tiny
black hole—a dart-hole.

Gruesomely, Maxie Gorgan fought
against the powerful nerve-destroying
cobra venom which was seeping through
his blood stream and tearing the vortex of
his vasomotor system and lungs to shreds.
His breath came in agonizing, sobbing
gulps and each one was filled with
inhuman pain. His face slowly grew black
as the toxin destruction grew greater.

For a second, his voice gained
audibility.

“You—" he rasped, a death rattle
sounding in his throat—"the Cobra . ...”

He fell forward into the pit, smashing
down on his face and rolling over on his
back, dead.

Deen climbed out of the pit where the
python had swallowed the head of Wilkins
and was fighting to engulf the man’s
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shoulders, an impossibility. He stepped on
the scant indentations of broken glass
which the bullets had created.

The sound of axes tearing wood
floated down to the cellar. He glanced at
his watch. True to the hour, the police—as
he had outlined in his plan with Ryder and
Marshall—were raiding the gloomy House
of Kaa.

Inspector Ryder burst into the pitroom,
almost at the same instant, service revolver
in hand. He surveyed the wreckage of the
pit and whistled in horror. Quickly he put
a hot bullet through the skull of the regal
python. He gazed down and saw the
noxious dart imbedded in the upturned
throat of Maxie Gorgan.

“The Cobra!” Ryder exclaimed.

“Yes,” Deen said. “The Cobra saved
my life. Quick, may | have your
revolver?”

Ryder regarded Deen keenly. The
green cigarette holder in Deen’s hand
caught his eye. For the time being, he said
nothing. He handed his gun over.

Deen went around the pit to the
packing case which stood next to the
railing. He found a hammer and ripped the

top unceremoniously off the base. There
were three more pythons within, all small
specimens, from six to ten feet in length.

One had a small white piece of
adhesive tape on the back of its head.

Fearlessly, Deen reached in and
yanked the snake out with both his hands.
Holding one hand behind the neck, he laid
the snake on the floor, placed the gun
against its brain and pulled the trigger. The
snake thrashed slightly and was still.

Then, opening a knife, the detective
slit open the belly, cut away the fatty
tissues and lacerated the stomach.

When Deen stood up, a gleaming,
dazzling flash of red fire struck Inspector
Ryder in the eyes.

“The Kubij Opal!” he cried.

“Exactly,” Deen murmured. “The case
is over.”

Ryder eyed the green cigarette holder
in the detective’s other hand.

“But what of the Cobra?” he asked.

Deen hastily pocketed the holder. His
eyes twinkled.

“The Cobra disappeared just before
you came in.”



