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THE SNAKE

 

Once upon a time, there lived a Snake in a Forest. She was so sly and evil that even large animals were afraid of her. 

Nobody loved her, and why would they? She wouldn’t spare anyone, young or old, who would come her way. 

For a long time the Snake didn’t care. 

But one day, as she saw a Deer’s family hastily running away as they caught sight of her long body among rotten leaves, she asked herself, “Why do they hate me so much?

Yes, it’s true that I hunt and kill, but that’s what any predator does–a wolf, a bear, a fox, even a hedgehog. And yet, nobody hates them as much as they hate me.

Is it because of my venom? But is it easier to die torn apart by sharp claws and fangs than to be killed by poison?”

She thought and thought, but couldn’t understand. Maybe it was all about her looks? Bald, scaly, cold … not like others–fluffy or covered with soft feathers. 

The Snake decided to change herself so that she could be loved. “I will take off my ugly skin,” she told herself, “and grow myself a nice fur coat! And if it doesn’t work, I can give up the venom—maybe that will work, after all.” 

So she did. She squeezed herself into a narrow gap between two  joined trees so tight that she could hardly breathe and started to peel off the skin. 

It is not easy to become a new animal: The skin, alive, a part of her body, would rip off only through blood and pain.

But the Snake was determined to go all the way and at last freed herself from her abominable garment.

Only she didn’t have time to grow a new coat. As soon as predators smelled blood, they rushed to it from all around the Forest, and after learning what had happened to the Snake, the rest of the animals joined them. Had one ever seen such a sight: The fearsome Snake lying helplessly in a puddle of her own blood like piece of useless rope. Instantly did they forget their quarrels—both hunters and hunted ones— and all together attacked the Snake.

At that moment, the Snake was happy she still had her venom. Whatever pain she felt, she wasn’t going to die without a fight, with hares and mice, who but yesterday raced away from her horrified, jeering over her death.

She pulled together all her remaining strength, strained her aching bare muscles and–whoosh!– splashed her blood into the enemies’ eyes, bit everyone she could reach while they were distracted, slipped between the paws and hooves, and hid in the first empty den she could find. 

“No,” she thought, half-unconscious, as the den was filling with her hot blood. “I will not wish for a delicate soft coat anymore. My new skin will be invisible in the grass and impossible to tear with claws; my fangs will be always full of venom. But my main weapon will be hatred. From now on, I will kill not for food or protection, but for hatred alone. I will hunt you day and night, and you will be afraid of me not because of my bare skin or nasty hissing, but because if I see you I will kill you for sure.”

And as soon as her body healed, the Snake crept out of the den and became the curse of the Forest. Filled with hatred from tongue to tail, afraid of nobody, winning by cunning where she couldn’t win by force, she was a night’s terror and day’s horror for any animal—and no one could stand up to her.

***

There was a Sun in the Forest. Bright, warm, it floated low in the air over a glade covered with dandelions in the middle of the Forest and was giving its warmth to everyone who needed it.

At night animals especially loved to gather around it to find a shelter. Enmity and violence would disappear near the Sun, everywhere its rays could reach. Those who sought protection would come here to sit quietly without fear of enemies.

The Snake was a rare guest on the Sun’s glade, though she loved warmth. The Sun seemed too bright to her, and she disliked being next to the prey and not attacking. She much preferred to wait at the edge of the glade until an animal stepped into the dark forest beyond the Sun’s power, having forgotten its caution and not having time adjust its eyes to the darkness—then the Snake would have what she wanted.

But when the Snake had decided to take revenge on the Forest’s animals, she made a plan: She would take the Sun from them.

And this was what she did. One day, when the Sun was alone and all the animals were busy—grazing, collecting food, hunting and being hunted, making love and caring about their children—the Snake crawled to the Sun and leaped on it, encircling its round body with her black rings. 

At first, the Sun’s heat almost scorched her, so that she hissed with pain. But she didn’t let the Sun out of her embrace.

The Sun didn’t want to hurt anyone, even the Snake, so it quenched its heat. Now the Snake felt only a pleasant warmth. She tightened the rings and fell asleep.

***

At night the animals came and couldn’t understand what had happened. The Sun dimmed, and there was not enough warmth and comfort for everyone anymore. Brawls started between large and small animals, and for the first time in ages—as long as the oldest animals could remember—blood was shed on the Sun’s glade.

An angry Bear tried to pull the Snake off the Sun, but fell back when she attacked him quicker than an eye could
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