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Cobra

Teeth

By M. SMALL

A strange story of double-dealing, blackmail and murder
in Shanghai

the window of the native med-

icine shop enjoyed the Shanghai
midsummer heat. Ah Sam, the propri-
etor, lay in his long wicker chair drowsily.
fanning his porky body, naked to the
waist. He idly watched a buzzing fly on
the dirty window. Had he known the
danger that was approaching he would
have shortencd his midday rest. No cus-
tomers would be abroad in such weather
and anyhow Ah Sam’s income did not
depend upon casual buyers attracted to
this lonely alley by the ugly hooded cobra
in the sunlit window. His livelihood
came from a dark business carried on with
p fox-eyed, seafaring men of
all races and of all colars. Not too much
business, not too many accomplices; for im-
Pprisonment, ruinous fines, and sometimes
even death was meted out to caught
opium smugglers. Only the vindictive
eyes of the old serpent had witnessed the
huge sums that often chaaged hands in
that dingy, cobwebby shop, and serpents,
like dead men, tell no tales. Since all
men venturing within had not been so
wise as the crafty cobra, not a few had
been dead men before they could get out
of the datk, evil-smelling alleys of the
Hongkew district of Shanghai.

Since Chinese medicine shops often dis-
plaged reptiles, scorpions, centipedes,
gruesome arrangements of bones and pre-
served viscera in their windows to draw
trade, so Ah Sam’s cobra gave his place
of business the desired tone of respect-
ability and proclaimed to the authorities
the legitimacy of his business.

Ah Sam aroused himself with a start as

ONLY the slimy, sluggish cobra in

unsc

a ricksha pulled up at the door. With
fear in his heart he recognized the huge
newcomer who kicked the ricksha coolie
and lurched into the shop. He well knew
his visitor’s unsavory reputation—unsa-
voty even in the underworld of Shanghai.
He was the Eurasian known to the dens
of the port dties as Jake. He was never
in one city long enough to be caught but
he never left any city without full pock-
ets. Jake had inherited his size and his
daring from his Portuguese sailor father
and his slant, cunning eyes from his
mother, who in her day had been a noto-
rious singsong girl on the waterfront.

Before Jake spoke Ah Sam knew that
the Eurasian had ferreted out some facts
about him that would spell his ruin if he
could not act quickly and thoroughly. He
was aware of the powerful ring behind
Jake which operated among Chinese
merchants throughout Oriental ports. He
remembered two of his friends they had
ruined.

Ah Sam instantly became the smiling,
suave Chinese merchant anxious to show
and sell his wares. He pulled out a
drawer containing bottles, jars, and pack-
ages of pungent herbs and queer animal
concoctions:

“Master wantchee buy pills, wantchee
look-see- i

Jake did not allow him to finish but he
pushed him ronghly back and handed him
a card on which three Chinese characters
were written. These three characters
were more feared by prosperous Chinese
than the loss of their souls. They meant
ruin or death and often both. Ah Sam’s
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expression did not change as he innocent-
ly replied:

“Ah Sam no savvy. What Master
wantchee buy?”

Jake fixed his cruel, bloodshot eyes
upon the Chinese until the merchant
shrank back against the wall.

“You dirty yellow rat! You know
what I came here for!” Jake looked
around the tiny room with the one door
and the one window ocrupied by the co-
bra. In the center of the room stood a
rickety counter. On the counter were
some tiny sales and a greasy abacus for
reckoning accounts, A dusty cabinet held
the extraordinary stock in trade. A string
of dried herbs was festooned over the
window; an infant's skult and a cat’s skel-
eton glared at each other on the cabinet;
over the counter hung a fong, thick string
of small animal vertebre aad reptile jaw-
bones retaining an occasional fang. In
spite of its weird equipment, it was a
bumble shop, but Jake knew far too mudh
to be deceived by outward appearances.

The Burasian was a man of little speech
and he spoke oaly three words, but each
of these rang out in the still, expectant air
of the shop like three pistol shots: “Ling
Mei Chi/” Then he laughed an unholy
laugh and shook a fist in Ah Sam’s face.

‘There was something so blood-curdling
about Jake's mirth that the cobra in the
window was disturbed. It swished a rest-
less tail and Aopped about in the narrow
confines of its cage. Its glinting, men-
acing eyes became even more glowing and
vindictive. At the words “‘Ling Mei Chi"
Ah Sam trembled and leaned against the
wall. However, his mind was working
fast and furiously. He had known Ling
Mei Chi well. Ling had been a fabu-
lously wealthy silk merchant of Hong-
kong. Gradually and mysteriously he had
lost his entire fortune and then he had
been found cruelly snd horribly stain
across the bay at Kowloon.
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AxE watched the effect of his last three
words on Ah Sam and was pleased.
Then he leaned heavily on the wobbly
counter and spoke two more in Chinese:
“Five Thousand!"

Ah Sam thought of his accounts in the
Bank of India and in the Bank of China.
They were in strange contrast to this
humble place of business. His pass-
books were not kept here; they were in a
modern safe in an office building near
the Garden Bridge. A thick joint of
bamboo—the Chinese cash register from
the time of Yao and Shun—held a few
stray coins, the week’s income from the
shop. While the shop receipts did not
suggest affluence, the mansion on Tibet
Road just back of the Race Course was
pointed out to envious Chinese from the
provinces as the residence of the great
Cantonese broker, Wong Heung Kong.
Here lived his old wife who had bomae
bim only daughters—ugly creatures like
their mother—and his young
wife. She was the mother of his idofized
Pao Pei that he had waited so long for.
Ah Sam thought of his four-year-old som,
affectionately nicknamed “Little Cirass.”
He must ac wisely and quiddy if he were
to save himself and Little Circus from
ruin. He picked up the bamboo money-
container and shook it:

“All Ah Sam hab got. Master makee
mistake. Maybe he wantchee other man.”

Jake leaned more heavily on the coun-
ter as he reached for his hip-pocket. Ah
Sam stepped back and the counter swayed.
The halfbreed regained his balaace. This
time he did not speak but he reached over
and drew a cold, damp finger slowly
across Ah Sam’s throat.

The Chinese knew his danger and he
paled beneath his yellow skin. He would
not be the first man put out by Jake's
gang after patting with huge sums of
hush money. Loss of business, loss of
home, loss of reputation, separation from
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Little Circus, Men had even faced the
firing squad or kaelt before the behead-
ing-sword for such crimes as his. He had
more than once seen the ghastly results
on the execution ground. He tried again
as he stalled for time:

“Poor medicine shop Ah Sam no hab
got five thousan’ dollar.” He again shook
the bamboo joint. Ah Sam well knew
that Jake's blackmailing funds never
came from primitive bamboo money-con-

tainers. They came rather from the marts

where men talk in tens of thousands and
not in brass cash.

Jake wasted not one word in reply, but
he towered threateningly over the mer-
chant. Ah Sam glanced at the string of
bones and fangs now directly over Jake's
head. With no further loss of time he
reluctantly opened a pouch on his girdle.
He pulled out a roll of bills and began to
count slowly and sadly in Chinese. Jake's
waty eyes were upon his every move.

"Ten——twenty—fotty ﬁve—ﬁfty—scw

iohty-fi
ty- six. Hcakq)t the money / well out of
reach of Jake's greedy hand.

“Ninety-six dollar hab got this side,
Master.”

‘The old cobra, disturbed fron: his si-
esta, thrashed about in his window. A
cobra’s siesta can not be interrupted with
impunity. Jake cast an uneasy glance ia
its direction and leaned further over the
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Jake's greed for the money in sight
made him soon lose interest in snakes
and their accessories. He demanded the
money vehemently and profanely. The
Chinese rapidly estimated distances. Then
he pretended to hand over the cash but
snatched it back as the halfbreed made a
grab for it. The counter toppled and
Jake would have fallen with it had it not
been for the string of animal bones above
his head. The cord was strong and Jake
righted himself. In one hand he held
the ninety-six dollars and in the other
were two drops of blood from two tiny
punctuces. The latter he wiped uncon-
cemedly on his trousers, the former he
anxiously counted to be sure there were
no discountable notes in the roll.

The shopkeeper spoke with the solici-
tude of a host and the fine courtesy of
the East:

"Velly velly solly, Master.
hab got old age.”

Ah Sam no longer shrank against the
wall. He was expansive. He was mag-
nanimous. He was jubilant. He had
saved his sizable bank account, his flour-
ishing business, his good reputation and
his sleek skin.

Jake did not look up from his examina-
tion of the bank notes. It would be an
easy matter now to keep on bleeding his
vicim. ‘The small sum of ninety-six dol-

Counter

tickety counter. The room was far too lars had only whetted Jake's appetite for
small for a blackmailer, an opium smug- fmore. Th" time he spoke three words
gler and a serpent. The E was 2nd d to his @

anxious to get his money and be out of  “Five Thousand! QUle'"

that slimy, creepy atmos . The string Ah Sam was all affability. “Can-do,

of reptile fangs touched his forehead and
he shrank from their damminess. Ah Sam
was quick to see his tormenter’s uneasi-
ness.

“Maskee, old snake teeth all same
fashion one piece stone, No can hust,”
Ah Sam glibly lied as he stepped further
back with the roll of bank notes.

an-do, Master.” He cheerfully acqui-
esced as he put on his cotton jacket.

The Eurasian was too busy with his
money to hear Ah Sam slip out of the
door and snap the fatch from the outside.

The merchant was very happy as he
trudged along the blistering Shanghai
streets. Cobra fangs he well knew re-
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tained their venom indefinitely. He
knew, too, that the poison was quick to
act, for he had tried out one of these
fangs on a stray cur last week. He had
laughed long over its sufferings and con-
tortions. He was certain Jake would at-
tempt o escape through the live cobra’s
window, and the door and the lock were
strong. Shanghai was ia the middle of
the “great heat,” so he knew the alley
would be deserted until late 2fternoon.
The little matter of the latch could be
fixed up easily before the police arrived.

Ah Sam was a kind, gentle man, so he
gave the beggar at the back door of his
office building a silver coin.

WHEN the pompous Wong Heung
Kong later emerged from the

front door of the same office building a
shining limousine and liveried chauffeur
were waiting to whisk him badk to his
mansion on Tibet Road, where he was
due for a romp with Little Circus.

The next moming few residents of
Shanghai were interested in the small
paragraph at the end of the police reports:

An inquest will be held comotrow before His
Mujesty’s. Coroner over the body of Jake Goa-
2ales, residence unknown. The ly was found
by the police early this morming in the shop of one
Ah Sem in an alLy of the Hongkew districe. 1t
appears that the deceased in attempring to rob the
shop was bitten by the cobra in the window. Near

icim was found a foll of $96.0 in foreign
bank aotes. Thete was cvery indication that the
cobra had not only saved the poor shopkeeper a
lifetime’s sayings but had also brougac a notorious
criminal o justice.




