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      THIS IS AN EEL.
    
  


Just an ordinary eel.

But even ordinary eels are extraordinary. In fact, even ordinary eels are animal superheroes.

Did I hear you say, “But aren’t eels just long, slippery, slimy fishy-things that . . . hmm . . . Is there anything more to know?”

You bet your buttons there is! Imagine this: While this eel was just a baby half as big as your pinkie finger, she swam 300 million times the length of her body. If I’m doing my math right, and if you’re about four feet tall, that’s the same as you traveling all the way to the moon!

“Impossible!” you say.

I say, “You don’t know eels.”

But you will.

 






Meet Olenka


MEET OLENKA, AN ORDINARY EEL. Olenka may be plain, slimy, and the color of mud, but never, ever underestimate an eel like Olenka. Eel superpowers include:

 


[image: A diagram of Olenka the eel, pointing out her eel superpowers such as oxygen skin, wall crawling, slimetastic safety shield, double invisibility, shape-shifting, supersecret lair of the abyss (That means a top-secret deep-sea hideout), globe-spanning grit, ocean-stealth submarine mode, fourt-nostriled navigation, and the magnetic head.]

 

So sit back and hold on tight, because Olenka is going to amaze you. I promise. In fact, Olenka’s life is so unknowably extraordinary, eels have bamboozled the smartest scientists for thousands of years. You see, Olenka isn’t just superpowered—she is also very good at keeping secrets.

Are you ready? Allow me to introduce OLENKA, MIGRATING MISTRESS OF MYSTERY.


The Eel of Mystery

THE FIRST THING YOU NEED TO KNOW about Olenka is that she is mysterious. Deeply mysterious. Of course, all animals have at least a dash of secrecy—scientists don’t know everything about every creature. But Olenka and her family, the European eels, are truly, weirdly, deeply, fantastically mysterious. No doubt about it.

European eels live in European rivers and rivers throughout the British Isles, Scandinavia, parts of Russia, and North Africa. Nothing mysterious there. But where do baby European eels come from? Nobody really knows. Where do they go at the end of their lives? Ditto.

Scientists can draw a big circle on a map where they think Olenka was born, and she was probably born from an egg, because that’s how other eels do it. But nobody really knows for sure, because no one has ever found a European eel egg. Ever. Can you believe it?

People have known about eels since the beginning of time. So how can it be that no one, not even among the best scientists in the world, has ever found an eel egg? It’s very strange. I call it THE GREAT EEL MYSTERY. And this is just one of Olenka’s many mysteries. There are mysteries at the end of her life too, and mysteries deep inside her brain, and a very large, very bad mystery that might swallow eels into darkness forever.

But let’s forget about all that for now. Let’s start in the middle of the story and talk about what we do know about Olenka.


Extraordinarily Ordinary




 

WHAT MAKES OLENKA ALL THE MORE MYSTERIOUS is how very ordinary she seems for most of her life.

Here she is at home in her ordinary river. It’s a pretty river, north of Saint Petersburg, running through a quiet part of the Russian countryside. The river is not too fast, not too slow, with just the right amount of mud at the bottom.

Olenka is a nocturnal predator, which means she lazes her days away, curled up in her burrow at the bottom of the muddy river. Then, by moonlight, she gobbles snails, little fishes, bugs, and worms. It all seems perfectly, pleasantly ordinary, doesn’t it?


And it gets more unexcitingly ordinary. Olenka has spent eighteen years here without moving more than 100 yards (90 meters) in either direction. If you lived nearby, you could have visited her every day for eighteen years—every day for 6,574 days!—and found her exactly where she’d been the day before.

 


[image: An illustration of an eel showing her length; she is approximately 2.5 feet or 76 centimeters.]

 


Her back is an ordinary fishy-brown color. Her belly is fishy yellow. She’s about two and a half feet long (76 centimeters), which is not too big and not too small. In fact, everything about Olenka is perfectly, plainly, boringly ordinary.


I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I’ve made a mistake, that I’ve confused ordinary Olenka with some far more exotic eel. Like the false moray, which glows neon green under a full moon. Or the Japanese dragon moray, with its nostril horns and polka dots.

But I haven’t made a mistake. Olenka may seem humdrum, drab, and boring, but don’t be fooled by this quiet homebody. Soon she’ll decide it’s time. Nobody knows how or why she decides, but when she does, she’ll become one of the most mysterious animals on earth. That time is coming soon, I think. While we wait, let’s meet Olenka’s family.
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