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CHAPTER 1


CALL ME CRUSHER






I had shed a skin the day of my capture. As always, the sloughing left me famished, so I curled up under a shady patch of creosote and eagerly awaited the first rodent to cross my path. Gopher was at the top of my list, though I was so hungry that I’d gladly have settled for even a nasty, gristly little shrew.


A rodent did not cross my path first that morning, however. A lower life form did: a human.


Humans are not difficult to detect. Their footfalls are thunderous. My best hope was to freeze and hope my camouflage would conceal me. The chances of this were good, human senses being so dull.



The creature approached. It was an oily, filthy, fleshy human child. It leaned forward, squinting with malicious eyes.


I was familiar with humans at this point only from afar, but even from there, I found them a pitiable species: scaleless, fangless, clawless, nearly furless, wingless, venomless, witless. I honestly didn’t understand how they had thrived so.


This particular specimen was notably on the plump side. Its face and limbs boasted a collection of bruises, scrapes, and scabs. Its splotchy pale skin, pink from the sun, showed beginnings of a slough of its own.


“Cool!” the kid whispered to itself. “Rattler!”


How I wished it were true. One well-aimed shot of venom and this story would have ended on the spot.


Humans often mistake gopher snakes for rattlesnakes, which is reasonable, considering that we happen to be dead ringers for them. This is a good thing when the naive human runs away screaming. It’s a bad thing when the human beats the gopher snake to a pulp with a stick. That’s when the expression “dead ringer” becomes only too apt.


I stopped playing dead and started playing rattlesnake. I shook my tail. Rattlers aren’t the only ones who do this; they’re merely the most flamboyant about it. Technically, a rattlesnake’s tail doesn’t even rattle. It buzzes. My tail rattles. I also started hissing my nastiest hiss. We gopher snakes hiss with the best of them.


The dumb kid moved in still closer.


“Nope, you’re a gopher snake,” it said.


I had to give it credit. That observation alone probably put it among the greatest minds of its species. Just my luck.


I redoubled my rattling and coiled up into an S. I may not be a rattler, but that doesn’t mean I’m an invertebrate or something. I’m big, strong, and mean—and, though not deadly to humans, my bite doesn’t exactly tickle.


Apparently I got this across. The kid turned and walked away. Alas, it returned a moment later brandishing a club of some kind.


The time had come to abandon playacting. It was time to flee. Fleeing is not something I excel at. We gopher snakes are the snails of the snake world.


The kid made a grab for me with a pudgy paw. I snapped at it, missing by only a hairsbreadth.


“That’s not very nice,” the kid said, stepping back, a smirk on its sweaty face.


Humans give me the creeps. They are so slimy.


I inched away. Forget being a rattlesnake. What I wished to be right then was a hare.



The kid dragged the end of the club through the dirt, slid it under my belly, and hoisted me off the ground. A snake has no greater fear than that of falling. It’s the lack of limbs. We can do nothing to prevent ourselves from flopping onto our ribs, and a snake is nothing but ribs.


The kid took advantage of my wooziness and gripped me behind the jaws with its finger and thumb. I wrapped my coils around its arm and squeezed. I hissed as I had never hissed before. I nearly scared myself.


“You got a good grip there,” the kid said. “Think I’ll call you Crusher.”


I gave the kid points for knowing I was a constrictor, but I docked it some points for laboring under the common misconception that constrictors crush. We don’t. We asphyxiate. We tighten around our victims until they can no longer draw a breath. Then we swallow them. Whole.


I was trying neither to crush nor to asphyxiate the human. I’m not dense. The kid was huge, not to mention unsavory. I was just holding on for dear life.


“Come on, Crusher,” it said, grinning. “Come see your new home.”


As if I had any say in the matter.














CHAPTER 2


SPEEDY





I had never been inside a human den before. It is well known in the desert that those who enter one rarely return to tell the tale.


The kid’s den was a big white box inside a bigger white box. My fellow prisoners and I were kept individually in small glass boxes with wire mesh roofs and dirt floors. I shared my cell with a small dish of water and the mesquite branch the kid had used to capture me. The prisoners in the other boxes were a tarantula, a desert tortoise, and an alligator lizard.


As reptiles, the tortoise and the lizard could have sent me messages telepathically, but they didn’t. Nor did they answer the messages I sent, such as What does the kid plan to do with us? and What’s with all the boxes? They didn’t stir. Perhaps they were hibernating. Or dead.


They weren’t dead, or hibernating. They were ignoring me. This I learned when the kid appeared with food and they slowly came to life. The kid deposited insects in the tarantula’s box, grubs and worms in the lizard’s, and various blackish greens in the tortoise’s. I tried again to communicate with the reptiles as they ate, but again, they didn’t respond. Were they snubbing me? True, snakes eat tortoise eggs and lizards, but was that an excuse for rudeness?


The kid approached me, holding a dead white mouse by the tail. I pressed up to the metal screen, hissing menacingly, daring the kid to open it. It’s one thing to scoop up a snake with a stick, another to approach an angry, cornered one. The kid didn’t open the lid.


“Go ahead and starve,” it said. “See if I care.”


I was already starving but knew I could go longer without food, for weeks if need be. I wondered if the kid knew this as well. I wondered what it would do if I never ate. Would it let me go, or would it watch me wither? If it had caught me to eat me, it would want me fat and healthy. I vowed to allow no rodent to pass my gullet, not even if the kid showed up with a fresh, plump, juicy gopher.


Before going to sleep that night on a springy, flat box, the kid shed some skin. It was then I learned he was male—what they call a boy. He slid on some fresh skins that he took from a box that he pulled out of a larger box. Humans are bizarre.


During the night I was awakened by the sound of my lid being opened, then quickly slammed shut again. The boy’s dead mouse landed beside me, its pink eyes staring at nothing. Had I been at death’s door, I would not have touched it. Who knew what had killed it? It had no scent of the world, only a strange, unmousy smell and the putrid odor of human.


The kid snickered. “Well, go ahead. Eat it.”


I nudged the cold, stiff mouse over into a corner behind some rocks and covered it with dead leaves, all in plain sight of my jailer. I wanted no mistake about what I thought of his offer.


In the morning the boy shed his nighttime skins and put on new ones. He then picked up a small, flat, black box, and all at once a terrible clamor arose. It emanated from a big, black box that the boy was staring at intently. He held another small box in his hands, which he stabbed at with his fingers, growing more and more irritable as he did so. This smaller box was gray with a long black tail and was attached to another gray box; this one also had a tail and was about the size of the tortoise. Its tail was connected to the back of the big, noisy, black box.


He calls the flat little box the remote, a telepathic voice informed me. The little box with the tail is the controller. It’s connected to the game console, which is connected to the teevee. The teevee is the big, noisy box.


I looked around and noticed that the tortoise’s head was out and he was looking in my direction.


The kid calls me Speedy, the tortoise replied. His idea of a joke.


Why does he stare at the big box? I asked.


It’s some sort of amusement. As are we, I’m afraid.


What do you mean by “amusement”? I asked.


You’ll see soon enough.


How long have you been here?


This is my third spring.


I’m sorry to hear that, I said.


It’s not so bad for me. I’m used to living inside—if you get my meaning. And I’ve never been one to move around much anyway. In here, I don’t have to hunt up my own meals. And I no longer have to worry about predators. Snakes, for example.


I let that pass.


Are you saying you don’t mind being a prisoner? I asked.


I don’t mind it as much as I used to. When the boy brings home a new animal, he’s very excited by it. He sits and watches it through the glass for long periods of time. But pretty soon he gets bored and starts tormenting it.


For example, he enjoys poking tarantulas with a pencil till they roll over and bite it. Their mandibles stick in the wood, which allows him to lift them up in the air. He snickers when they finally free themselves only to crash to the floor. The lizards he sometimes puts in big glass jars, then rolls them back and forth across the floor. He finds their panicky scrambling diverting. He used to like to overturn me and watch me try to upright myself. When he tired of this, he spun me on my shell, upside down. Fortunately, he tired of that, too.


He hasn’t tormented me, I said.


Yet, said the tortoise, and he pulled in his head.


I took this to mean that our conversation had ended.


I looked over at the kid staring at the teevee and for the hundredth time wondered, What does he want from me?


Amusement, the tortoise said from inside his shell. And company.










End of sample
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