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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Joe Rodriguez, at five-eleven, weighed just shy of a hundred and seventy pounds, and 
almost none of it was fat.  

Beside him stood his partner, Tom Flaherty. Tom, six-feet-one, weighed maybe a hundred 
and sixty if he let his unruly red hair grow really long and then soaked it.  

Before them crouched a thickset lizard about fourteen inches in length, weighing in at 
maybe two pounds. 

The lizard, outweighed by a hundred and sixty-five to one, was winning the standoff, hands 
down. 

Hard beside the lizard lay the reason Joe and Tom stood here in the cage room of the 
biology department at Arizona State University. Dr. Victor Corello, director of the Venomous 
Animals Research Institute, VARI to the cognoscenti who worked there, lay sprawled on the 
cement floor turning blue. 

Gary Collier, a slight, skinny, bearded man in his early twenties, hefted a metal stick with a 
pincher on the end of it. “That is exactly where the Heloderma was when I came in. As I called 
the police it moved a couple feet; it was up against his armpit there when I came back.” Collier 
nudged the Gila Monster into its new position closer to the corpse. “About here.” 

Collier seemed the classic grad student found on every campus. He wore sweats and cheap 
running shoes. He didn’t let his scraggly beard grow wild, but neither did he trim it well. He’d be 
bald in twenty years; his hairline was beginning to recede already. His intensity made Joe 
uneasy. 

“So it was out loose like that?” Joe knew six different ways to kill this chunky lizard, but he 
wasn’t certain how to tackle the little beast without harming it. 

“That is correct. Anything more?” Collier looked at Joe, at Tom, at Ron Reynolds, the 
medical examiner, hovering ten feet away. 

Ron glanced at Joe and shook his head. 
Collier dipped the metal stick down and, by means of a trigger on its handle, grabbed the 

lizard around the neck with the pincher. Joe expected him to just lift up the lizard with the stick, 
but he didn’t. He merely pinned it down. Casually, Collier leaned over, gripped the Gila 
Monster’s neck and picked it up by hand. 

“Why did ye not use the stick all the way?” Tom asked. 
“Might hurt him. He’s pretty heavy to hang from the snake stick if you don’t have to.” Collier 

stood erect with the beaded lizard held firmly; his thumb and first finger wrapped around the 
creature’s bulky neck, and his other three fingers, arranged on either side of one stubby foreleg, 
held the lizard’s body. “Ever examine one up close?” 

“Cannot say I have.” Cautiously, slowly, Tom reached out and ran his fingers down the 
gorgeous black and coral beaded skin. “Much softer than I’d expect. And dry. Not slimy at all.” 
He touched a fingertip to the lizard’s stubby foot. “Wicked sharp toenails!” 

“A number.” Joe pointed. “Is that a number I see?” 
“They’re all numbered. This one’s 156. So we can track the venom. You know, the venom 

equals that of a rattlesnake for toxicity; well, some species of rattler.” Collier looked at Joe. “You 
want to touch it?” 

Joe could have said truthfully, I’ve eaten them. But killing a Gila Monster had been illegal in 
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Arizona since the early ‘50s and Joe was thirty-one. No need to explain that twenty years ago 
his father used to take him out for a week at a time, simply living off the land, finding food and 
water in what most people call a desolate waste. When you’re subsisting in a desert, Gila 
Monsters are just another source of protein. 

Instead he said, “I have before. Thanks.” He thought a moment. “It isn’t as active as you 
would expect. I assume that’s because it’s in captivity?”  

Collins smiled. “They’re like kids. Some are sluggish, and others are hyperactive.” 
Tom again ran his fingers across that glorious beaded skin. “Cold. I realize they be cold-

blooded, but can they cool themselves below room temp?” 
Joe frowned. He wrapped his hand around the firm, fat tail and held it. He gently pressed the 

belly. The creature was no longer chill, but its skin did not warm up beneath his touch. “Number 
156 seems cooled deliberately, Mr. Collier.” 

Collier studied it. “Don’t know why it would be, but now that you mention it, it’s pretty cool in 
my hand here.” He looked at Joe, puzzled, then at Tom. “Seen enough?” No response. He 
walked over to a glass terrarium perhaps three feet by eight feet and lifted the hinged plywood 
lid. With a gentle flick of the wrist, he dropped the Gila Monster in among its two dozen or so 
brethren. 

Tom asked, “None of the others escaped?” 
“That wasn’t an escape. They don’t get out of there, ever. It was released. Taken out.” 
“Be ye certain?” 
“I’m certain. Sometimes some scorpions get out…” Collier gestured toward a cabinet of 

covered grey drawers. “And there’s crickets and cockroaches all over, but not herps. No lizards, 
no snakes. We make sure.” 

Joe looked around. “And everything in this room is poisonous?” 
“Just about.” 
From earliest infancy, Joe was a person of the outdoors. His Yaqui grandfather and father 

both took him out into the desert, teaching him the ways of the past, instilling in him a love for 
this Arizona country of his ancestors. Joe knew rattlesnakes and Gila Monsters intimately in 
their native habitat, as well as the plethora of harmless snakes and lizards. You automatically 
kept your hands and feet out of places you couldn’t see. You automatically listened, not just for 
rattlesnake rattles but for whispered rustles on the ground. You automatically paid attention to 
the trail before you. Joe maintained a healthy respect, though not bordering on fear, for the 
poisonous fellow dwellers of his desert. 

To Tom, Joe knew, all these poisonous creatures were academic. Curiosities. Born and 
raised in snakeless Ireland, he cruised through life blissfully unaware of danger at his feet. 

Two freestanding banks of cages stood in the middle of the room. There must be forty cages 
in the block, each maybe two by two by two feet. Stacked and shoved back against the walls 
were other cages, terraria, and chests of drawers. Along the right-hand wall stood lab tables 
laden with esoteric equipment, and above them cabinets and shelves with still more stuff. Boxes 
and microscopes were the only things Joe could identify. The whole place, with its stark grey 
non-decor, gave him the willies. 

Doug Hakamura came through the door. “I think we got about all of it, Joe. Ron; can you 
think of anything else?” 

Tom cleared his throat. “Gretchen’s not on this one at all, aye?” 
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“Nope. We’ve got four people out with stomach flu. She’s stuck in the lab.” 
Ron chimed in, “But she’ll be on it this afternoon. I’ll have a lot of toxicology stuff for her. I 

want her doing the venom determination, if we have a venom here.” 
Joe studied Tom’s gaunt profile, intrigued by the Irishman’s hesitant tone of voice. 
“‘Scuse me, Joe.” A uniformed officer named Frank Waller and inevitably nicknamed Fats, 

filled the doorway. “There’s a young lady, a Ruth Houser, who says she belongs in here.” 
Joe looked at Gary Collier. 
“She’s one of Dr. Corello’s doctoral students.” Collier waved a hand. “Expert toxicologist, 

herp specialist. If anyone belongs in here, she does.” 
The Gila Monster having been vanquished, Ron knelt on the floor to bag the body. 
Joe waited until the gurney carrying the body was headed for the door. “You can let her 

through now, please.” 
Almost instantly, a startlingly attractive girl appeared in the doorway. She was built well and 

arranged well. She wore her long hair, a unique color somewhere between strawberry blond 
and medium brown, swept up and back into a gentle bun. Loose spit curls dropped down in front 
of her ears. She certainly knew how to clothe so shapely a body: her skirt ended a couple of 
inches above her knees and she had tied the tails of her rayon blouse in a knot at the front, so 
that her bellybutton peeped out demurely. She turned luminous green eyes first to the bag going 
out the door and then to Collier. He shrugged helplessly. 

“Did you check the cages?” she snapped at him. 
“No. Didn’t think of it.” 
She stepped forward with nary a glance at Tom and Joe, and hurried to the banks of cages. 

Joe walked three steps in order to keep her in view. She peered into each cage in turn, moving 
rapidly down the rows, a head count, no doubt, no different from the head count that jail guards 
conduct periodically. 

Her check completed, she glanced into each cage and terrarium along the walls. Only then 
did she pause to acknowledge Joe and Tom. She licked her lips. “I’m sorry. I was rude.” 

Joe smiled. “No apology necessary. I can say ‘hello’ anytime. I’d much rather know for 
certain that these things are all home safe. Joe Rodriguez, Tom Flaherty.” 

“How do you do.” She smiled wanly. “Still, there’s no excuse for rudeness. The campus 
scuttlebutt said something really hot was out loose. I was afraid it might be the Boomslang. And 
we just got in a new Bothrops.” 

“Gila Monster.” 
Her face went flat. “You’re kidding! They aren’t…it can’t be. Oh, that’s silly!” 
Tom looked at the snake handler. “Mr. Collier. Ye’ll be around a bit yet, aye? We’d like to 

talk to ye some more.” 
“Theoretically, I’m here till five. But with your lab people locking me out so long, it’ll be 

midnight. Sure.” 
“Let’s pretend we’re efficient,” Joe suggested. “Ms. Houser. We’ll need your statement as 

well. We...” 
“I wasn’t here. I just got here.” 
Joe turned on the smile again. “This isn’t a ‘Where were you on the morning of’ session. We 

need facts, the more the merrier, so we glean them from everyone involved. Lots and lots of 
talk.” 
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She frowned, her voice hesitant. “Doesn’t sound very efficient.” 
“But it gets the job done.” 
Tom stepped forward with his native exuberance. “Meself shall mercilessly grill the youthful 

Ms. Houser here, whilst yerself terrorizes our Mr. Collier, aye?” 
“Okay by me. By ‘terrorize,’ do you mean I’m not supposed to take him over to the union for 

a Pepsi?” 
“Right. However, if ye do, sit him down so that he must look upon your own homely phizz 

and cannot ogle the passing ladies.” 
Joe watched Tom escort Ruth Houser out and down the hall and pondered the reactions of 

these two to Tommy’s nonsense. Ruth plainly didn’t understand it a bit and Collier let it slide 
right by without a smile. Both no doubt were in shock over the sudden death of their professor. 
Joe didn’t expect guffaws, but neither did he expect the total lack of humor these two displayed. 
From the cartoons on the office doors in this building, and the contact he had with other people 
in the sciences, Gretchen in the forensics lab not the least of them, he knew that most science-
oriented people enjoy a wacky, arcane, and well-developed sense of humor about the world. 
Gary Collier stood shuffling from foot to foot, more or less at a loss.  

Joe waved at random around the room. “What would you have been doing now, had we not 
roped off the room?” 

“I’d clean snake cages, sift the poop out of the Heloderma terrarium, milk the scorpions. All 
the mundane little maintenance things.”  

“Milking scorpions is mundane?”  
“Around VARI it is.” 
“Go ahead and do your work while we talk, if you wish.” 
Collins smiled, sort of. Apparently cleaning the Gila Monster cage was first on the agenda. 

He picked up a slotted kitty-litter scoop and propped the plywood cover open. 
Joe watched the lizards move about as Collier worked. None of them came remotely close 

to scaling the glass walls of the terrarium, though some of them curved themselves part way up, 
their hind feet and thick tails on the cage floor. Collier said escape was impossible; Joe would 
tend to agree. 

Joe got out his notebook. “Tell me about Victor Corello.” 
“If you were a conservative white male who believes that guts, guns, and God made 

America great, you stood a chance of getting on his good side. I said ‘a chance.’ Anyone else, 
no chance.” 

“Bigoted.” 
“To put it mildly. No one in the world except Vic Corello knew the whole truth about 

absolutely everything.” 
“Somewhat opinionated.” 
Collier dropped the plywood lid back down. “We called him the Ayatollah Corello.” He 

smirked. “Does that tell you anything?” 
“What was his opinion of you?” 
“Dirt.” Collier picked up a snake stick shorter than the one he’d used before and headed for 

the freestanding bank of cages. Collier peered into a cage, opened it, and stabbed with the 
stick. Nonchalantly he dragged out a fat, sluggish little rattlesnake and dropped it into a tall 
plastic bucket. He clamped the lid on the bucket and began tidying up the cage. 
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He continued, “I hold tightly and fondly to certain basic precepts of the human condition. 
That guns are the curse of the modern race and should be banned across the board. That the 
ACLU serves a vital function by protecting human rights. That ninety percent of the money this 
government spends should be going to domestic social programs. Et cetera, et cetera.” 

“Diametrically opposed to all Corello believed.” 
“You got it.” 
“Which is the majority opinion in this department, yours or his?” 
Collier snorted derisively. “His. This is a redneck campus like you wouldn’t believe.” He 

stopped and frowned at Joe. “You already know that, surely. Why did you ask? Do you think...?” 
He paused and let it go. 

Which way should he take this? Joe hesitated a moment, weighing options. “Mr. Collier, if 
you were conducting an investigation into the death of Victor Corello, where would you start?” 

“I have no idea. It’s not my field.” 
“Speculate, please.” 
Collier was still frowning. “This isn’t anything like the way they do it on television.” His face 

softened; Joe could almost watch Collier’s mind get caught up in the game. “I suppose...” His 
voice trailed off and he started over. “I guess I’d start with associates and family, the inner circle. 
Find out who had it against him the most. Might not be where I’d end, but I guess that’s where 
I’d start.” 

“So you’d be assuming an inside job. Not some stranger off the street.” 
Collier stared unseeing at the white plastic bucket by his feet, totally absorbed in the puzzle. 

“Yeah. Right. It’d have to be someone with a key to this room.” 
“Corello had a key, of course. He could have let his attacker in, let in anyone.” 
The kid bobbed his head. “Right. Still wouldn’t be a stranger. We’re pretty careful about who 

rates carrying a key and who gets in here. An animal activist nut decides to liberate all these 
poor caged critters, and bingo, we have some seriously hot stuff out loose, all of it accustomed 
to human presence, all primed to bite somebody.” He shook his head. “Has to be someone in 
the department.” 

“Are there persons in this department who would entertain enough rancor to off him?” 
Collier burst out laughing. “I love the way you said that. Entertain rancor. Yeah. There isn’t 

anyone in this department who didn’t. Nearly everyone here might even say he got his just 
deserts.” He chuckled. “I’d love being an investigator, but no thanks. There are too many 
suspects.” 

“By whom would you be employed, were you investigating?” 
“By…” Collier stopped cold. “Tempe Police. Or campus cops. You said you were from 

Phoenix. All these people here today are Phoenix cops. Why are you guys here?” He stared at 
Joe as he had stared at the bucket. Joe gave him the time. He brightened into a smile of sorts. 
“Those Lakeside murders in the south end…the Tempe police are stretched too thin and the 
campus cops can’t handle something this big. Is that it?” 

Joe nodded pleasantly. “Very good, Mr. Collier. You see? You think clearly and quickly. I 
value highly what you have to offer because you work on a basis of fact, not speculation. Not 
feelings. Two and two. Four.” Joe did not mention that he was using this approach to get 
Collier’s mind, suspicious only moments ago, working on other things so that his answers would 
be more unguarded and spontaneous. Nor did he mention that he wanted on Collier’s good 
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side, and flattery is the smoothest, easiest means to that end. 
Smugly, proudly, Collier lifted the white plastic bucket and thumped it on the floor. He 

popped the lid and with his stick extracted the snake. He returned it to its cage and closed the 
door. 

“Why did you shake it up?” 
“Two reasons. Disorient it so it’s not waiting when I open the lid. And if it happens to be 

crawling up the side of the bucket, that drops it back to the bottom before I take the cover off.” 
“So we can pretty much assume that if something is out loose, it’s deliberate. That ordinary 

precautions are more than adequate to prevent an accident. An escape.” 
“Have to be.” Collier waved toward a big glass case against the wall. “Cascabel. Mexican 

Green Rattler. Its belly at the widest part is seven inches in diameter. In diameter. We’re talking 
about a twenty-two-inch girth. Picture that little hummer waiting for you some morning when you 
open the door.” He walked to another cage. “Rhinoceros Viper. Over there, a Boomslang; very 
bad news. We have three mambas. Everything you ever heard about them is true. Two genera 
of cobras. And we just received the Bothrops over in that quarantine cage. Fer-de-lance. They 
don’t come any nastier.” 

“Why the zoo?” 
“Research. Venom comparisons. Antivenin studies. The ones in those environmentally 

controlled cages, and some in the cages in the hall, are all endangered. We’re doing 
microhabitat studies, trying to get them to breed in captivity.” 

“Various graduate students are conducting these studies?” 
“And some of the profs who like to play with the toys.” Collier leaned thoughtfully against a 

cage Joe wouldn’t get within a yard of. “What do you automatically think when you come across 
a venomous snake? ‘Kill it,’ right? They haven’t been studied. They certainly haven’t been 
protected. And yet they hold important secrets for us. No one has ever really looked at them.” 

“The key to some medical breakthrough, that sort of thing?” 
“If you must measure these animals by that tired old yardstick, ‘Is it useful to man?’ Frankly, 

I’m sick of it. It doesn’t matter whether it’s useful to man. It’s a thing of beauty in its own right. It 
has value whether it’s useful to us or not. It’s part of the complete picture of life on earth. You 
can’t kill this element of the picture and wipe out that little item without ruining the picture.” 

Collier stopped suddenly. He looked almost embarrassed by his ardent outburst. In silence 
he turned his efforts to the next cage. 

“Your motivations are obvious. You’re working to preserve creatures that deserve protection 
and appreciation and aren’t getting it from the world at large. What were Corello’s motivations 
for being here? Can you speculate?” 

“Easy spec.” Collier grimaced. “To enlarge the Corello name. He worked with this stuff 
because it’s sensational. Didn’t give a rip about the animals themselves. Just their headline 
impact. You do a paper, and then a popular book based on the paper, and a couple startling 
articles for popular national magazines, and your name becomes a household word. Well, more 
than most of us. People love to hear about this stuff, as long as they don’t have to get close to it 
themselves. He was going to do a video. A video, for crap sake!” 

“He was playing on morbid fascination?” 
“That’s it exactly. Look at Phil Osada. He just published a monograph on Tantilla nigraceps. 

Little tan snake about this long, with a black head.” Collier spaced his fingers nine or ten inches 
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apart. “Put a black-headed snake on display between a couple rattlers and nobody notices it. 
But that little black-headed snake is rarer and more of a curiosity than any rattler. Does Osada’s 
name show up in the papers?” Collier blew a raspberry. 

“Mr. Osada studies snakes for their own sake, in other words.” 
“Right. And so do I. But not Corello.” 
“How about Miss Houser?” 
“Ruth?” Collier paused in his work. “I don’t know. She’s dedicated. Completely dedicated. 

She’s done some excellent things already, and she’s just getting started. She’s going to be 
dynamite in a few years. Major, major researcher. But her deepest reasons? I couldn’t tell you. I 
don’t think Ruth knows either.” 

He thumped the white bucket on the floor and the rattler inside it buzzed a vicious warning. 
Joe’s muscles tightened and his skin tingled. He tried to imagine working in this place. Every 

instinct in him recoiled at the idea. He thought about the chain of events that had brought him 
here. His lieutenant, Jerry Hocks, avoided any milieu not paved with asphalt. Jerry was a city 
man to the core, and he substituted his own whims about the desert for any real understanding 
of it. When Tempe asked Phoenix Metro for a little interagency help, the lab especially, Jerry 
had instantly put Joe and Tom and Doug Hakamura’s unit on it. Snakes mean desert. Joe is a 
desert man. Therefore, send Joe. 

Besides, Joe was expendable. When he was partially crippled a few years ago, the 
department lawyers became antsy. After a year of getting back, Joe was meeting all the specs, 
still qualifying on all the courses. On paper he was a hundred percent. But he knew and Jerry 
knew and the department knew that his right arm and right leg were nowhere near a hundred 
percent. He compensated. Jerry and the lawyers wanted him to get off the street, push him 
gently out of harm’s way. Their harm. But to sit downtown and shuffle paper all day instead of 
getting out, matching wits, meeting people? No way, Jose. 

In fact, Joe loved the fieldwork, the getting out. Except this time. Collier dumped the snake 
back in its cage. Its tail chirred menacingly. 

This time Joe felt nothing but a deep, dismal foreboding about this whole sinuous, slithery, 
venomous mess.  


