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      The melancholia that descended on me was quite surprising.

      I, Marco Walker, had achieved what few men or women of adventure ever had. I was living in the hollow earth, spending my time under the unblinking central sun, daily discovering things in this strange, dangerous, verdant, volcano-filled land that I had never imagined even a few short months ago.

      Gustave Eiffel at the behest of the Hollow Earth Society had sent me down here to rescue Jules Verne who had gotten stranded during his quest to retrieve the golden Scepter of Khufu. This prize was desperately needed to make the finances of the Society whole again and keep the hollow earth a secret. Funds had run dry after Eiffel’s daring drilling of a direct path to the hollow earth while he built his marvelous tower above it.

      And rescue the hardy Verne, I had, and fallen in love with this strange world within a world.

      In the months since, I had slowly established a livable space here, a raised hut that could keep me safe from the plentiful cockroaches that were a foot long and the ubiquitous and always voracious rats that weighed at startling thirty-five pounds or more.

      I had found food beyond the French Army rations I was supplied with and even a kind of friendship with Nekta, the highly intelligent creature that lives down here that must be descended from those that the legends of the Yeti and Sasquatch are based upon.

      The central sun never moves, so there is no night, and my work here is exhausting, but this is what I live for. And given that I had passed forty years of age, a most feared marker for men of spirit and adventure, and found myself still full of vigor and on this unmatchable adventure, I had nothing to complain about and no reason for melancholia.

      It was not the isolation. I have always more needed the open sky and a bounty of unknowns to keep me happy. And besides, I had Nekta to keep me company occasionally and had recently taught her how to play checkers, of which she was quite the natural, besting me more often than not.

      My raised hut was in a verdant swath of grassland below one of the great volcanic mountains that dominate this land with thick forest on each side.

      That morning, I spent time sitting in my modest hut rereading my journal trying to discover the source of this dreaded melancholia, flipping from page to page, reading of my adventures and the marvels that I had found. But there was nothing until I noticed the date. November 25, 1889. It was nearly Thanksgiving and I had forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      These are my personal journals, not what I have been sending to the surface as part of my work for the Hollow Earth Society. My journals and plant sample go up and supplies come down in Eiffel’s most clever contraption he calls “La Taupe” or “The Mole.” It is an extremely claustrophobic, coal-powered and clockwork-driven contraption that both dug the tunnel through the Earth’s crust and conveyed me here. Nekta is not part of those journals as they did not warn me of intelligent life down here and I await a frank discussion with Monsieurs Eiffel and Verne before revealing anything about her.

      And since I must not assume what will survive of these journals, I will take pains to describe this most unique environment that I find myself in.

      First. We are on the inside of the earth so the land curves up and there is no horizon per se.

      That said, because of the extraordinarily dense metal called gravitinium in the middle of the Earth’s crust, one’s sense of gravity is perfectly normal here.

      Second. The atmosphere is much thicker than on the outside and very moist. While there is no horizon, when there is a view, the concave curve of the land disappears into the mist in a most spectacular way.

      Third. The central sun at the center of the earth while small is quite close, leaving the temperature warm and fairly constant. And since the sun never moves, it affects everything. No nocturnal animals. Plants that need full sunlight have to be taller than their competitors. And this land, which acts as something like a terrarium, is extraordinary fecund and verdant.

      My raised hut sits near the mouth of the tunnel Eiffel’s Mole dug through the Earth’s crust in a swath of grassy land, a valley below an extraordinarily tall mountain, at least the height of Everest I estimate. Not more than a century or two ago, that mountain was an active volcano and burned away the forest along this swath of land. Tall trees stand as sentinels on either side of the grassy swath but none have invaded yet.

      After realizing what I needed was to celebrate Thanksgiving, I gathered my pack, my machete, and my trusty Colt revolver and set out to gather what humble foods I could to create myself a Thanksgiving feast. For this year there was much to be thankful for.

      First, I hiked into the foothills of the mountain, careful to watch the skies for the vicious pterodactyls and the ground for the huge feline I had encountered up here previously. By a small creek I dug up some tubers that tasted like a cross between a potato and a turnip. One was enough seeing how a single one of these weighed at least three pounds.

      I put it in my pack and followed the creek until I found the bushes I sought with bright red berries the size of a grape. These were not cranberries, to be sure, but they were tart and the closest match I was likely to find. I could cook them with some of my precious sugar and make something worth eating.

      From some deciduous trees clinging to the mountain I gathered some nuts. They were rather bitter but edible when roasted.

      Very sadly, there would be not pumpkin pie, but my feast was shaping up. Mashed tubers. Tart berry sauce. Some hard bread from the French Army rations. And while I heard the sound of many birds in the jungle and saw them flying overhead from time to time, I had seen no large fowl as of yet. The fresh meat I ate most was the ubiquitous and vicious rat, which was not as unpleasant as it sounds.

      Once I made it safely back to my raised hut and thought about the solitary Thanksgiving feast I would prepare with these foodstuffs, my melancholia returned, and much worse than before.

      A feast is meant to be shared, especially this one that occurs on this very American holiday. Even though I had spent much of my time away from my country of origin, ever since the ending of the Civil War which I fought in as a young man, I have found it to be the most laudable of holidays and have partaken of it no matter where my adventures took me.

      I have celebrated with James Chapman in South Africa. With John Muir in the wilds of Alaska. But celebrating it alone seemed to be wrong and not in keeping with the wonderful spirit of the day.

      It was after that dreaded Civil War that Sarah Josepha Hale was able to convince Abraham Lincoln that our torn nation needed a national day of thanks. And of that I could most hardily agree. I may have been considered a young man when I fought in that war, but I was still in my teens, and at the end of the war where our fine country fought itself, I was not young in spirit in the least. After a strife like that a nation and her people need to give thanks for what it has. As did I.

      And I have found that no matter where I am in the world, that if I but explain the rationale behind the holiday, that I have many merry companions in giving thanks.

      At this, I thought of Nekta and my melancholia lifted. Most assuredly she could understand the need for feasting and giving thanks!

      She lived in the forest, exactly where I did not know, but once while high on the mountain, I had seen a tendril of smoke in a small open area of the forest some miles to the east. I was a well-experienced explorer and tracker so I could surely find her and then I would share this holiday with her.

      It was too late in my “day” to set out, but I attacked the rest of my chores with a vigor I had not had in weeks.
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      I set off after breakfasting with a pack containing several days’ rations, my trusty Colt Peacemaker on my hip, my machete—you can go nowhere in the hollow earth without one—and the telescoping metal cane that Gustave Eiffel had told me to keep close at all times down here.

      I eyed the gray sky above me. I could not see far, being in this valley as I was, but I could discern no building storm. A fine rain had fallen an hour ago and the air smelled moist and was very refreshing.

      The hollow Earth has terrifically violent thunderstorms and this metal cane has drawn the lightning away from me and saved my life. It was scarred now and the handle was warped a bit, but a better companion for this land there could not be.

      I paused at the edge of the valley, the verdant grasses, ferns, and occasional bushes growing higher than my waist. I had found some grasses that yielded a nutty grain that was edible and reminded me of barley but had yet to fashion a bread worth eating.

      My pause was not because I feared death itself, for I had danced with it many times. Nor was it because I was no longer sure of my mission; it was to celebrate Thanksgiving with another. I paused, as is wise when facing the unknown, and checked in with my head and my heart to make sure this was the best path forward for me.

      I gazed at the line of trees in front of me. The trunks were six feet or more across with smooth gray bark. The mighty trees were three hundred feet tall and quite straight with small leaves that were not present until the tops of the tree where they sought direct contact with the light of the central sun.

      I could feel it in my gut, that most potent mixture of excitement and fear. This was my path, of that there could be no doubt. I took a deep breath and strode in.
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        * * *

      

      My mission was much harder than it might seem at first. I had seen Nekta exit the jungle more than once. I had tracked her in the grassy valley before we met when she was watching me. And she always exited the forest in a different spot.

      While I knew roughly where her encampment was likely to be, there was no trail I could follow and no landmark to guide me.

      Under the canopy of the forest, things changed suddenly and dramatically. While the light of the central sun is blunted by the moist air, in the forest it is suddenly like the twilight that never comes in this land.

      The grasses are gone but the oversized ferns remain as well as a collection of bushes, mosses and other small plants that can thrive in the dim light.

      The monstrous gray trees have thick vines dangling down that use the trees’ height to spread themselves out and I
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