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Medusa Washes Her Face
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These three short stories are bonus scenes from Crown of Serpents. While they didn't make it into the final draft, they can be fun short reads about Medusa with author insights into the behind-the-scenes process that went into making this book.
You can read these short stories now at the following link: https://storyoriginapp.com/universalbooklinks/0a8b5312-d021-11ee-a957-97adf915cff0
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Chapter One


It is always important to remember one’s origin, and mine was grounded in the mud. 
Mud might as well have been our family crest. Mud was pliable, dark, unpredictable. That was what we aspired to be. Mud was permanent, too. It outlasted everything it touched. My oldest sister, Sthenno, always told me to think of mud whenever I felt lost or afraid.
Ever since my earliest memories, whenever I tried to get my grounding, I thought about mud and traced a mental path back to my home and my family and myself. And right now, “home” was in a dark, muddy cave in the land of Eternal Night. “Family” was me and my two sisters and the constant stench of fish and sweat they exuded. 
And “myself” was...
I didn’t know, and at that point, all the other thoughts in my brain ground to a halt. It didn’t matter what I was or who I was. Knowing the truth wouldn’t change my reality. And my reality was this: I was a monster, a snake-headed gorgon named Medusa. I’d been alive and then dead and was now alive again with no memory of who had brought me back or how. And ever since I came back, I’d felt different, like I’d put on someone else’s shoes by mistake and had gotten stuck wearing them.
My sisters were away for now. Thank goodness. Sthenno was the largest of us and the oldest, and she delegated our work and made the judgments. Euryale was the middle child and did everything Sthenno willed. I was the youngest, and in the old days, that meant I was left out of their adventures. Now I felt more involved than I wanted to be.
Second to mud on my hierarchy of the universe came stone. Not rock like the carbonated walls of our cave—smooth stone, carved stone.
I was looking at stone right now. Any stranger wading into our murky backyard would think that he stood in the middle of a forest of pale gray formations. Then he would see the features, and then—no, there was never any then after that. We killed explorers before they had a chance to ask questions.
Die first, ask questions later, as I could imagine Sthenno moralizing if the issue ever came up.
I was a gorgon. That was my proper identity. That was the only real identity I could claim for myself, and I should have known better than to disdain it. Even if I lived in a cave and my sisters were snake-crazed monstrosities, I did have a home and family. I had a friend, too, a wayward nymph named Onyx who was acting as my nursemaid for the duration of my recovery from being dead.
Onyx was with me now, in fact. Even I couldn’t see her easily in the dark. She moved about like a wraith in a black robe, placing her finger under the chin of an adventurer who had frozen himself in my gaze.
“You haven’t been kissed in a long time,” she said to the statue, leaning forward seductively and not even noticing me. “What was your name? I’ll bet even the gods were jealous of you at some point. Actually, I guarantee it. That’s how bad things happen, you know. You mortals take one step too far and get carried away in your pride, in your growing technologies and abilities.”
She spoke every word like she was seducing him, actively trying to make love to the petrified man while relating to him the story of his own destruction.
I drew near and watched in silence. “Are you going to kiss him already, or what?”
Onyx was a virgin nymph, but no one would have guessed it. Her fall happened after Artemis had asked her to be one of her companions, and she made up a story on the fly about being in love with a fisherman near our own shores. When Artemis had asked further questions, Onyx had run down here and asked for help from me and my sisters. Artemis never followed, and Onyx proceeded to move in. She said Poseidon had given her protection against our usually fatal spell and she enjoyed the privacy of the deep.
Now she straightened and twisted her hair into an improvised braid. “Don’t be silly. Anything more than flirtation is a waste of time.”
“I wanted to know if I should be concerned,” I said. “What’s his name?”
“He looks like an Agathon, don’t you think?” she asked. “Or an Agron, or something with an A.”
“Apollo?”
She slapped a hand over her mouth in mischievous delight. “You’re doing spanking today, I see. Have you had anything to eat?”
I tensed. Ever since I’d been brought back, several weeks or months ago, I hadn’t been able to kill anything. Even the snakes in my head had been more docile than ever. And not killing meant not eating. Also unemployment—a topic I would rather not think about. “I came to ask you about that, actually. Where’s breakfast?”
Onyx wiped her hands in the air dramatically. “Eaten. Mine, at least.”
“Onyx…”
“I’m not your maid. You’ve been up and about just fine the past few days, and I’m pretty certain that if you’re hungry, you can find something to eat yourself.”
“I’m not ready yet.”
“Maybe if you lie down and open your mouth, a spider will crawl inside,” she said with a sneaky grin. “Come on. To the river.” Onyx moved away from the statue unceremoniously.
I followed her to the river that ran through our property. We had an island of our own. It was always dark here, even in the middle of the day. No one knew why. The gods liked it better that way. I imagined that we lived in a cave deep underground, but sometimes I could see the constellations glittering overhead on a moonless night. We weren’t under a cave. We were under a curse.
The water around our island, including the stream that cut through the middle, was dark and muddy and always smelled like seaweed and rot. It was good for two things only. One was the constant flow of fish and eels it brought in. The second was to wash off the stench of fish and body odor when used for bathing and replace it with an earthier scent. I hadn’t taken a single bath since my resurrection. My natural odor made the bile build up in my throat, and I wondered if I had become delicate.
True gentility lingered beyond my reach. There were only a few who were allowed actual delicacy and refinement. There were the Olympians on their marble thrones with clouds floating around them. Then there were the wealthier mortals, who had built palaces of their own and lived in a similar state to the Olympians, with marble columns and entertainment and an array of fresh wines to drink.
Then came the lesser gods, the demigods, the traders and sailors living off of smaller fortunes, the commoners with boiled water and hunted meat, the peasants with their smokestacks, the destitute, the cursed, and then us: the monsters. We were not allowed delicacy.
Onyx pinched her nose together before submerging herself in the frigid water ahead of me. I didn’t need to submerge myself. I could see down here far better than she could, and even now I spied a few wiggling life forms exploring my waist and legs from where I stood.
When she resurfaced, her right hand was holding a wriggling brown eel little more than an elver. “Fresh as we’re going to get it,” she said proudly, releasing her nose at last. “Here, take it.”
I swallowed. “An eel? What happened to carp?”
“I guess they’re not in season. Unless you’d rather take a look,” she said.
The eel had eyes. All the fish we got from our river had eyes, but in this moment it was like I was seeing them for the first time. They were stupid eyes, animal eyes without any intelligence behind them. But they were alive and frightened, and when I looked at them something pinched me from the inside.
Onyx held the wiggling thing in front of me. It was small, little more than the length of a finger, but it had too much life in it for me.
“I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I can’t do it. Could you kill it for me?”
“What’s wrong? You’re strong enough to snap it,” she said.
“It’s wiggling,” I said. “It just looks like it’s suffering right now, and I...”
“And you woke up with a conscience this morning like a good little girl,” Onyx chided. She snapped the eel under the head. Then she ripped the eel in half unceremoniously and gave it to me. “Forget it. We don’t want you to be good. We want you to be strong. Remind me not to be so nice to you later.”
I accepted the bottom half without comment and looked at the pale meat inside. This felt wrong. This felt so wrong. Why did I hate this so much? I wrinkled my nose. “Does this smell all right to you?”
“Smells like eel.”
“No, I think there’s something else.... Maybe he ate something?”
“It’s a ‘he’ now?” asked Onyx.
“I just don’t feel like eel. Maybe mackerel, or carp, or something else.”
“Squid?”
“Sure.”
“Eat the eel and I’ll get you one.”
One of these days I’d have to kill Onyx if only to keep her from torturing me like this. I had never understood how I possibly could have had a stronger sense of right and wrong than she did. Right now she took a bite from the middle of her half, and I almost retched watching. 
Was this my life now? Forget the “now.” This was always my life. This had always been my life. This would always continue to be my life until the end—either the end of the world or the end of me.
Onyx took another bite. I nibbled the meat from my eel half and dropped the rest behind my shoulder when she wasn’t looking. Onyx liked to suck when she ate. She reveled in the disgustingness of our lives down here and now let the juice drain down her chin like she wanted to bathe herself in a pool of eel fluid.
When she finished, she dropped her half of the corpse into the water. “Are you full?”
My empty stomach chose that moment to rumble. “Yes. Stuffed. Couldn’t eat more if I wanted to.” At least the last part was honest. “You know, I’m thinking of going out there. Stretching my legs and finding a beach somewhere. You know, the kind of beach with white sand and white shells and children playing under the white sun... and just sitting out there. For hours. That would be so fun, wouldn’t it?”
“After turning everyone to stone?” Her eyes glittered with her own devious plan.
“No,” I said. “I’d cover myself up, you see. Wear a hat to hide my eyes so that no one would look into them by accident.”
“What would you do when they saw you, though?” asked Onyx. “You’d look like a scraggly swamp creature compared to those people. And smell like a whale. And the snakes would get curious, and they’d probably want to kill you on sight anyway because clearly, you’re not a lonely woman on the path to visit estranged family. You’d have to look like me if you wanted to go anywhere.”
It was true. Onyx was one of the most beautiful individuals I’d ever seen. She had slick, blue-black hair that fell in a natural A-line around her shoulders, full breasts, round silver eyes and lips that, when she wasn’t thinking anything in particular, fell into a sensuous pout. It was no wonder men were warned against falling in love with nymphs. 
“I don’t suppose I could carve your face off and wear it as a mask,” I suggested.
“I don’t see why you don’t just appreciate what we have here,” she said, stepping deeper into the river. “Mystery. Privacy. And all the hunks a pair of girls like us could ever hope for.” She waved her hand around the statues. “There’s a lot of power in a place like this. We can do anything we like and get away with it. There aren’t any rules down here, and I find the freedom exhilarating.”
I didn’t respond to her right away. Instead I looked at the statues all frozen in horror. I heard the way they’d screamed when my sisters and I had turned them to stone. And I imagined what would happen if one of them had decided to wake up just then, to spring back to life and find himself here in a cave of blackness with all these others and me. 
This was where my imagination took a wrong turn. I should have pictured myself intimidating the heroes, fighting them and freezing them back. I should have imagined my ultimate victory over them.
But apparently, the practical side of my brain was still petrified. I returned to a favorite daydream of mine and pictured one of the statues coming back to life, an attractive prince with dark hair. He would be frightened, and I, like any gorgon worth her salt, would close in on him and tell him that it was all over. Then he would lower his sword. He wouldn’t look at me. If I was going to kill him, I would need to do it the old-fashioned way. And I would tell him that I didn’t need to kill him. That maybe we could talk first, and he could tell me about life in the more civilized parts of the world.
After that, we’d sit together over a mackerel dinner and he’d show me how to build a fire and cook the meat before eating it.
I needed to give him a name if I wanted to imagine anything further. I glanced at him again and ran through my list of preferred names. Timothaeus. Timothaeus with curly dark hair and a strong, jutting chin, who would tell me that he was never afraid of me and wanted to take me back to his own palace in Argos.
I formed the name on my lips slowly, staring at the figure I’d used for my mental model. I could almost see the life returning to him this moment.
“Medusa?”
Onyx had moved some steps in front of me and now stood on the drier mud on the shore. I picked up the hem of my raggy, stain-ridden linen robe and followed her out. “Sorry, I was just thinking.”
“What about?”
I turned my head to look back at Timothaeus. “About those men. You don’t suppose that any of them could come back to life, do you? The same way I did?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Onyx. “I’m pretty sure your divine rescuer wanted to bring you back and none of the others.”
“You’re right,” I said. But that was another problem. No one knew who my rescuer was. After my last foe, a hero named Perseus, had frozen me with a mirror, he had severed my head and carried it with him back to his palace. Someone had stolen my head back, patched it onto my body, and then resurrected me as easily as repairing a cracked piece of pottery.
No one knew who brought me back. Clearly it was one of the gods, or one of their equals. No one else would have had the power to reverse my own magic, which I had always considered permanent. I woke up here on this very shore and crawled into the cave where I lived, and my sisters carried me to bed instantly.
That would have been the end of it if I hadn’t been so bent on finding an interpretation. I wanted to think that it was a sign, that I had a guardian out there, that someone was watching me from a distance and cheering me on, and that in the end of it all, I’d be able to rise from these depths and find my real purpose in life.
I was still following behind Onyx. If I didn’t say something soon, she’d pry further. And I couldn’t open up to her about my actual concerns as it was. “What’s on your mind?” I asked.
She hugged her arms in a slight shiver. “Your sisters,” she said. “They’re coming back. If you’re there to greet them, they might be nicer to you than usual.”
She stepped aside to let me enter. She was right, of course. I could smell their sweat and the rot in their breath as they approached, even if they were too far gone to see or hear. And if they found me out here, they’d try to engage me in something I’d sooner forget.
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Chapter Two


I wore only one outfit, a single linen robe that had originally been dusty blue in color. At least that’s what I assumed. I hadn’t seen it new. I’d plucked it off an unlucky shipwreck victim a couple years ago and had worn it every day since. 
Like me, the robe had been turned to stone when I had stared into the mirror. Now I felt like I was bonded to it somehow, despite the unraveled hems and the dramatic brown and red stains from my daily encounters with mud and blood.
My robe was losing its shape. The threads holding it together had surrendered their efforts to nature, and I’d never tried putting a belt around my waist to keep it in place.
Now, while I waited for my sisters to return from their escapade to the shore, I looked down at my waist and pinched the linen closer together. I wasn’t that ugly, was I?
Onyx forgot herself during her arguments. She didn’t consider that I didn’t see myself as a hideous monster, despite the obvious facts of my existence. Often I thought of Onyx and myself as half-sisters or something, sharers in a similar fate. She might have been the more beautiful one, the more tragic one, but she and I were alike in spirit.
When she stated how I’d look like a swamp creature compared to the villagers, I’d ignored it at the time. But now the words resurfaced and made me shiver. The image lingered like a rotting corpse in the back corner of my brain, and I wasn’t sure how to proceed.
“All that hassle and not even a meal,” a booming female voice said from outside the cave.
“Except the rats. Let’s not forget about the rats,” said its shrill companion. “Unless it eats them. Do you think it could eat rats, Sthenno?”
My sisters.
I froze in place and let my robe drop from my hands. I needed to look busy for when they came in, so I glanced around for a quick task to occupy myself with.
We had a single room in here, a dark chamber lit by one torch that was always under the threat of blowing out with a spare breeze. The three of us shared a single bed, a large mattress stuffed with a medley of hay and seaweed and whatever else we could find. It was sticky from spilled food and the juices of meals eaten on its surface long ago. There was a large pot and the promise of a soup in the future. Euryale used the pot for something once, a concoction or potion to help with a toothache, and she had never cleaned it out.
On the matted and partly dried mud that made up the floor, my eyes lit on a few scattered fish bones for meals. I bent over and started to collect them, picking up the bones one by one and stopping now and then to wipe my hands on my dress and stretch to ease the tension in my lower back.
“And there you are, Medusa! Out of bed, I see. Your strength returns.”
I straightened to face my sister Sthenno. She was twice my size in both height and girth, with green-black snakes growing from her scalp and a simple sheet tied around her chest for clothes. Behind her trailed in Euryale, who brought in a puddle of mud that was muddier than our mud floor. Euryale held an unidentified fish in her hands, dead but uneaten. I remembered that I was still hungry.
“So, what have you been up to?” asked Sthenno. She liked to start her sentences with “so” sometimes, and the habit grated on me. “Eating alone today?”
She was looking at the fish bones in my hand.
“No,” I said. “I saw them on the floor and thought I’d clean them up. Toss them into the river.”
I knew at once that the truth was a mistake. My sisters looked at each other and more than one snake hissed at the sentiment. It was amazing that we could look at each other—that our petrifying gazes hadn’t frozen us long ago. Even though we couldn’t look at our own reflections without turning ourselves into stone, we had companionship.
Euryale giggled. Despite being older than me, Euryale was smaller. Well, shorter by a good inch or two. She was rounder than either of us, and her squat stature had a way of making her appear a slightly different species. “Cleaning, is it?” she asked. “And whose idea was that? Our resident nymph, Onyx?”
My cheeks stung with the sudden attention. “I’ve been inside a lot lately,” I said. “Since I’ve come back. And the filth here is getting to me. Do we need it to be this messy?”
“We’re gorgons. We don’t clean,” said Euryale. The way she pronounced our station made me wince. GOR-gons, like she wanted to emphasize everything terrible about us that she could. The gore. The grossness. The terror people felt when they encountered us. Worse, she pulled her lips up when she pronounced the s at the end to hiss, possibly in an imitation of her snakes. This action exposed her two front teeth between her fangs and the gap between them.
Sometimes I was glad that people who saw us never lived to tell the tale. I couldn’t look that terrible, could I? Like them? I could feel my own fangs poking over my lower lip, and in that moment I hated what I was. “We could clean if we wanted to,” I said. “Cleanliness has nothing to do with who we are.”
Euryale snorted.
Sthenno crossed her arms and adopted the pose of an Olympian matriarch. She would look very good with gray hair right now, and a posse of half-divine spawn standing at attention to carry out her next command. “So you have some loose energy rattling around in your skeleton and decide to do some redecorating in our absence, is that it?” she asked.
“Guilty,” I said.
Sthenno extended her hand, and I surrendered the fish bones. She dropped them on the floor. Well, not dropped them so much as she scattered them. She sowed them like she expected them to take root and grow into full fish if we left them there long enough. This was her way of telling me she did not want me to pick them back up later. “And now you’re making excuses? I know what you need. You need a day out in the sun.”
I blinked in wonder. Had I heard her right?
I said nothing at first because I wasn’t sure if I had understood her in context. I fantasized about my daydreamed beach and sitting there on the clean white sands under a cloudless sky. Then I pictured Sthenno sitting next to me lecturing on the beauty of the murky depths in front of us, and Euryale automatically agreeing with everything she said while sucking on a spare fish bone. The dream faded.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“We found a prize on our expedition and brought it back home,” she said. “A flying horse. Flying, with the wings of a dove. Go see for yourself—either this creature means something to the gods, or he’s the genetic misfit of the century.”
“A horse? You captured a horse?” I moved to the entrance of the cave automatically. There it was, a majestic stallion who raised his head in my presence. The animal didn’t glow, but he was the wrong shade of ghostly white for a place this dark. I restrained myself from jumping and spooking him.
At first, I saw nothing unusual about the horse except for his color. He was beautiful, and seeing him trapped down here made me shiver. He must have come from an ever-flowering pasture. He must have eaten the golden apples of the gods.
I extended my hand. “Hey, there. It’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you.”
The horse snorted and whinnied, raising his giant wings high over his head.
I covered my mouth with my hands. This wasn’t a horse—not in the conventional sense. He was intelligent. Like us. He could see right through me, and the fact that I hadn’t turned a sentient creature into stone meant that he was protected by a stronger force than me or my sisters. I turned and ran back inside, where my sisters gathered around our cave opening in eagerness to see my reaction.
“What do you think?” asked Euryale. “It’s a plump one, isn’t it?”
I wet my lips before speaking. “What is that? What are we doing with that horse?”
“Someone abandoned him out there,” said Sthenno. “I figured we would appreciate him more.”
“Appreciate him? He belongs to someone,” I said.
“I told Sthenno to bring him back,” said Euryale. “He’ll make good leverage someday, don’t you think? Whenever his master appears? Someone out there misses him.”
Sthenno cleared her throat. “The horse can wait, but I thought you might like to see it. Medusa, Eury and I found some new traps near Senapo.” said Sthenno. “Now that you’re up on your feet, you need to jump back into the action as soon as you can.”
I knew what she was asking for now and I didn’t want to give it. I hated this. I hated having to rebel like this, having to say no. I’d hoped until now that after my recovery, Sthenno and Euryale could have their own lives and I could have mine just as soon as I’d figured out what mine was. “You want me to go steal for you?”
“And take care of anyone who catches you in the act,” she said.
She clacked her fingernails together when she spoke. Sthenno’s hands were longer than mine or Euryale’s, and her knuckles stuck out enough to give each of them a separate shape. Her nails were long as well and looked more like claws than common nails. “You can take one of them. I don’t care which. If you want, I could send Eury over to flip one of their boats. You can take the first one to fall, and as far as everyone else will know, he never got back up to begin with. An innocent drowning. It’s not about morality. It’s about following the course of nature.”
Sometimes I felt that the weight of Sthenno’s role got to her head. She saw herself as a guardian, as a protector of the way things should rightfully be. A goddess in her own right. And nothing was more important to her than her crusade of enforcement.
I tapped my chest delicately. “Do you think I even care about the morality?”
“You’re the one who asked about stealing,” she said, and her fat nostrils flared to become even fatter. “I know you think you’ve been subtle, but we all know you’re not the same sister we lost back there. You’ve gotten soft. Only half alive, as it were. And if we do nothing to harden you up, you’ll mope down here until the end of the world, and what end could torture you worse than that?”
Euryale stepped to the side. She was chewing on a bite she’d taken from the side of her fish. “The skin’s rubbery,” she said. “I hate when that happens. What do you think, Sthenno?” She held the fish forward like an offering.
Sthenno took the animal without even looking at our sister and took a bite out of it, and then she handed it to me. “So we all know you’re hungry,” she said. “You’ve eaten nothing but seaweed the past few weeks, and your skin sags off your bones because of it. A little rubber and blubber will do you good.”
My stomach crawled at the sight. I took the still unidentified fish and nibbled at a whiter part of the meat until they relaxed. Then I handed it back to Euryale. “Here. You finish it. I tasted nothing suspicious.”
Euryale stepped away with her prize, sucking and smacking her lips between bites.
Now Sthenno and I stood alone together. “I think you’re right that I need to get out there more,” I told my older sister. “And I plan to do that. But not just now, or for one or two quick errands. I’ve decided I’m going to move away.”
I didn’t know what made me say those words. Until that moment, I hadn’t planned anything at all. I balanced myself on the balls of my feet and watched the eerie glare in Sthenno’s eyes as she considered the statement. There was something back there, a dark and terrifying force, the magic that had turned countless men to stone. That had brought me to stone as well. I was more sensitive to it now that I was back. My sisters’ eyes hurt when I saw them.
“To move away?” Sthenno asked.
Move away. Move away would have been fine. Why did she insist on including the “to” in there?
“That’s right,” I said, digging my toes into the mud for a firmer hold. “I’m going to Argos. I’ll find a patch of unclaimed territory and make it my lair,” I said.
Again with that look.
I glanced away. “I mean,” I added, knowing that I needed to add something if I wanted to lessen her judgment, “we’ve already done everything we can around here. We need to diversify our portfolio. Everyone knows that the kingdom of Argos is the future. That’s where all of tomorrow’s heroes will come from. I thought if maybe we spread out and had different patches to live in, we could stifle them.”
Now Sthenno’s lips parted in a toothy grin. Her teeth were much straighter than Euryale’s but had visible traces of rot, and I always wondered if she would lose them one of these days despite her natural immortality. “Medusa, you might still have a good brain in there after all,” she said. “You’re absolutely right. Eury, did you hear that?”
Euryale looked up from her now mostly-eaten fish. Her bite marks dotted it in a random pattern from head to tail. She licked her lips and curved her tongue deftly around her fangs. “Right. We’ll need a portfolio of diverse heroes to eat patches from. Count me in.”
It was close enough. Sthenno began clacking her nails together again and traipsing across our room as her plan took hold. Or my plan. She’d taken to it so strongly that I’d forgotten that it came from my lips first. “So we’ll go to Argos together. Rise up and take one-tenth of their population. When they retaliate in fear, we’ll spread to three corners of the land and close in until we reach the palace. This is beautiful.”
“Only doing my best,” I said, tilting my head to the side in a modest bow.
“We’ll leave at once and scout the terrain. Eury, you can go tell that nymph to join us if she still wants to tag along. Medusa, I know a current that can get us there in minutes. Come with me right now, and we can find a good landing spot.”
I turned to Euryale just in time to see her pop the fish’s entire head in her mouth and enclose her lips around it with a satisfied hum. What had I done? We’d always lived in this cave. Leaving it was unholy. It was a breach of ancient tradition, and I couldn’t believe that my sisters agreed to go along with it.
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Chapter Three


“Are you serious about this?” I asked as Sthenno and I approached the river. “About leaving our cave? Moving to Argos? Are we really considering that for our future?” 
My sister licked her index finger and held it in the air to test the wind current. “Why, did you think I enjoyed stagnation?”
“I thought you’d say I was being rash.”
Sthenno’s navigational skills spoke for themselves. Her wings spread wider than mine or Euryale’s, and once she caught a current in the right direction, we flew without interruption. It would be flattering to say that we traveled like birds, soaring through the skies to reach the oceanside—but our abilities only hovered near the grotesque. We dipped below the water for a stretch and then hovered around it. Droplets and bubbles combined to make our view a kaleidoscope of the elements spinning and sputtering until we made an occasional pause to adjust our direction.
“There’s nothing rash about initial research. We’ll scout it out and see how far we can get,” she said. “No commitment.”
Sthenno and I darted over and under the water as we moved. She tugged my hand every so often to determine a new direction, and I followed her with blind trust.
We could hold our breaths indefinitely when we traveled. I didn’t understand the mechanics. Sometimes I felt like my oxygen intake came from my snakes, which were possibly enhanced with tiny gills I couldn’t see. Sometimes
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