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Summary: Two days ago during rush hour terrorists released twenty five gravid black 
mambas into Grand Central, and into the subway beneath. Amy’s a herpetologist from the 
Museum, and Charlie’s the track inspector. They went into the subway looking for mamba 
eggs, and they’ve captured a live adult and a newborn… 

 

*Pages are from the middle of the story.* 

 

As the police cruiser rolled up Madison Avenue Amy leaned against the open window, 

letting the fresh air wash over her. She wondered if she could ever ride the subway again. The 

cop cut into the park at 79th St and Belvidere Castle flew by on the right. They came out on the 

west side with the Museum’s imposing facade directly in front of them. Her graduate student was 

waiting on the loading dock with a transport cage. Amy thanked the officer, who was clearly 

anxious to leave, and together they brought the two mambas upstairs to her lab. 

Her student transferred the baby into a terrarium, and Amy took the adult over to a large 

plexiglas box in the corner. Two pincer tongs similar to her snake stick were set into the plastic 

along its front, allowing the contents to be manipulated from outside. There were access ports on 

each side, a small one on the left and a much larger one on the right. She placed the bagged 

snake inside and locked the lid. On the side with the small port a squat silver cylinder with a 

purple band read Isoflurane. She pushed in the lock, twisted the dial on top to 2%, and waited. 

After about ten minutes the snake lay still, and she prodded it with one of the tongs. There was 

no response, so she pushed the neck of the bag out through the small access port and cut it off 

with a pair of trauma shears. Then she closed the port and shook the big snake out of the sack 

with the other tong. It fell in an anesthetized heap on the bottom of the box. Indeed it was there: a 

tiny metallic button on the rear of the mamba’s head. Amy turned the dial down to 1% and went 
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over to a rack by the X-ray table. It held an assortment of plexiglas tubes of various sizes and 

lengths. She selected one three feet long, about four inches across, and returned to the box. One 

end of the tube was closed and the other had an adapter that fit perfectly onto the large access 

port. Amy opened the port and attached the tube, then waited a few minutes for the isoflurane 

vapor to equilibrate. Using one of the tongs she gently picked up the mamba’s head and fed it out 

to the end of the tube. Wheeling the whole assembly over the to X-ray table, she positioned the 

mamba’s head under the cone. She took a straight-down shot, then wheeled the cone around for a 

lateral. When it flashed onto the screen a few seconds later Amy let out a little chirp of surprise 

and stepped closer. She brought up the magnification and called the graduate student over. 

They both stared at the image in silent amazement for a second, then her student pointed 

and said “What’s that?” 

On the lateral view a tiny wire filament descended from the button into an area Amy 

knew was the snake’s midbrain. Her jaw fell open as its purpose dawned on her. What have they 

done? she thought.  

As she said this Charlie was parked in the city planner’s office, nursing a third cup of 

coffee in front of a microfiche reader. He’d pulled all the plans for the Times Square shuttle and 

the Lex going back sixty years, and was perusing them one by one. There were a lot of them, and 

it was slow going. Finally, just before midnight, he saw something that made him put the coffee 

down and lean in to the viewer screen. 

Under his breath he said, “Oh Christ!” and reached for the phone. 

(New Chapter) 

Museum of Natural History New York City Wednesday June 27th 11:45pm 
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The phone rang in Amy’s lab and she picked it up. 

“Dr. Martin…” 

“Amy, it’s Charlie. Glad you’re still there. I’ve found something, and you’re not gonna 

like it.” 

“Yeah, same here. I think I know why it attacked you. Bring what you’ve found and 

come up to the door on 81st. The guard’ll let you in.” 

“Alright, see you in a few,” Charlie said. He hung up and hit the print button. Twenty 

minutes the police escorted him onto the FDR and they headed towards the Museum. He left his 

car at the loading dock and the guard brought him up to Amy’s lab.  

She nodded a greeting and said, “Thanks for doing that Charlie.” 

“Sure. I brought some printouts…you need to see this,” he said and patted the folder 

under his arm. 

Over in the corner the baby mamba searched its terrarium for a way out. Its greenish 

belly caught his eye as it pressed against the front pane, and he went over to look at it. Oblivious 

to the half inch of glass, as he approached it still reared up and displayed its black mouth. 

Leaning closer he could see the tiny drops of venom hanging off its little fangs. He recoiled with 

a frightened grunt. He’d never realized how deathly afraid of snakes he was until now. 

Amy called him over. She was seated at a large computer display and said, “Take a look 

at this Charlie.” 

On the screen was the X-ray image of a snake’s skull with the button and its dangling 

wire filament. 

“What’re we looking at?” he asked. 

“I’m not certain yet, but I have a pretty good idea. I’ll have to sacrifice it to be sure.” 
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“Sacrifice it?” 

“It means kill it, Charlie,” she said quietly, “dissect it.”  

“Good,” he snorted. Still staring at the screen he asked, “So what’s your idea?” 

“I think this wire might be an electrode, and from its location I’d say it’s in the 

midbrain.”  

“Uh-huh…so?” 

“So,” she said, “that part of the brain contains something called the amygdala. It’s where 

aggressive behavior gets triggered. We have one too, an evolutional leftover from our reptile 

ancestors.” She pointed to the screen. “If somehow this is stimulating its amygdala, that could 

explain why it attacked you instead of fleeing.” 

“Wait a minute!” Charlie said excitedly, “cops told me one of the attackers had 

something looked like a little remote!” 

“Makes sense,” she said, “they wouldn’t wanna trigger it until after the release. I think 

I’m right, but I’ll know for sure once I look at the slides.” 

“Slides?” 

“Histochemical analysis of its brain tissue will confirm my theory.” 

Charlie rolled his eyes a little. “So when ya gonna kill it?” 

“Charlie, the only place that has antivenin for a mamba bite is in Arizona. I called them a 

little while ago to see if I could get some. They said the attack used up what little they had, and 

asked me to milk this one so they can make more.” 

“Milk it? Like a cow?” 

She smiled. “Not quite. It means collect their venom.” 

He turned to her with a shocked look. “How the hell do you do that?” 
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“It’s not that hard actually: you stretch a latex glove over a jar and make them bite 

through it. The venom’s automatically expelled and collects in the jar.” 

“Sounds pretty dangerous!” 

“Yeah, not very hard but it is kinda dangerous. Lots of people’ve been bitten that way. 

S’gotta be done though: without it we can’t make the antivenin, then people die. Untreated a 

mamba bite is 100% fatal. So right now getting that venom’s more important than proving my 

theory.” 

“You gotta keep it alive then?”  

“Couple days, yeah. I’ll get enough so they can sequence the antigenic portion, then CDC 

can bioengineer a big batch.” 

“Huh?” He gave her a blank look. 

“Use it as a template to make more,” she said, “now what do you have to show me?” 

His puzzled look vanished, replaced by a dead serious one. He pulled a printout from the 

folder he carried and showed her. 

“They put that wall up in 1972 when they laid a new wider track for the Times Square 

shuttle. You saw it’s a little damp down there so once the wall was up they figured they needed a 

drain. They shoulda connected it to the street drainage system but for some reason, probably 

budget, they didn’t. If they had those little snakes woulda ended up in the East River, and they’d 

probably be killed by all the commercial traffic. This drain connects to an old sewer line, and 

that’s bad, Amy. Really bad. How long can one of those things hold its breath?” 

“I’m not sure, but most snakes can go a couple minutes. Their oxygen need is much less 

than ours. Why?” 
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“When I saw this I called a friend of mine works for city sanitation. He told me all city 

sewer lines built since 1935 have to have baffles to prevent backflow. This one doesn’t; it was 

built before then. Tunnel guys didn’t care, no one’s down there anyway. From that drain it’s 

about a two minute swim to the main outflow for the Hyatt.” 

Wide-eyed, she asked, “What’re you saying? They can get into the hotel?” 

He looked at her for a long moment. “The lower floors…probably, yeah.” 

“Oh shit…!” 


