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THE HOUSE OF KAA

Jack 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 someone was following him. If not someone—something! A black, misshapen, baroque giant. A flitting spectre.

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 I do know that the police are close to catching us in Bombay. There was an American operative on my trail for several days before I 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 I 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!”

GORGAN 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.
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