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          A HOLLOW EARTH STORY

        

      

    

    
      DAY 1. JULY 12, 1889

      I would be fooling myself if I said that I stayed in the hollow earth alone only for the view. But the view is unmatched, and I have explored much of the outer earth with blue skies above during the day and stars at night.

      Down here there is no darkness with the central sun, the earth’s burning core, above and unmoving. Here you can see the concave surface of the land curving up before your eyes covered in verdant green, speckled with active volcanos, rivers, and broad lakes. It is a beauty I cannot find adequate words to describe.

      I limped out here to this view—I am still recovering from my first adventure down here—after seeing Jules Verne carried off in one of Gustave Eiffel’s horrific coal-smoke spewing, earth-drilling, coffin-sized contraptions. His precious La Taupe, his Mole. This drill-snouted, clockwork driven device another sign of Eiffel’s engineering brilliance, the same tool he used to drill this, the first direct path from the outer Earth into the inner.

      And while his Mole can make the journey in two days, it is two hellish days trapped in its rumbling stinking belly. I detest confined spaces and could not bear the thought of being trapped again in its belly.

      Verne was wounded much worse than I and as he laid in that contraption and as we said our parting words, he held his prize, the golden Scepter of Khufu, clutched to his breast like some ancient pharaoh in his sarcophagus. The scepter was why he came down and why I was sent to rescue him. Gustave Eiffel had nearly bankrupted the Hollow Earth Society drilling this tunnel while building his magnificent Parisian tower above it as cover.

      At sixty-one, old Verne may be, but a hardier man have I rarely met. My mind spins that in his younger days, his long journey down into this realm was cleverly turned into a popular work of fiction, Journey to the Center of the Earth, and used to fund the Hollow Earth Society and Eiffel’s tower and tunnel.

      In truth, gazing upon Verne’s visage, his white beard and wrinkled face but still glittering eyes, made me think that though this adventure nearly cost him his life, he would have not traded it for anything. I too want to live a few days longer as I had in my own youth, in the wilds, sucking the marrow out of these brief years God has given us. I have passed that dreaded threshold of men of adventure, my fortieth year has come and gone, and I dare not pass by an opportunity like this.

      These thoughts passed through my mind as I breathed deeply of the warm, humid air and took in the view. One of the hollow earth’s fierce thunderstorms was gathering at the edge of my vision, right where the curving surface of the inner planet disappeared into the hazy atmosphere, zig-zagging lighting putting on a display right behind a volcano that was spewing red gouts of lava into the sky.

      I am here for the view, to keep my middle-aged years lively, and to avoid being trapped in the Mole. But mostly I am here because I have always loved a good adventure.

      I would have tarried longer, but a few of this land’s foot-long cockroaches passed close by. Verne’s stinking concoction of a repellant seemed to be working, the insects giving me wide birth, but I did not want to test it.

      As I slowly walked back to the remaining Mole, I shook my head. These are dangerous lands and I am the only man here now. My wounds were caused only by the cockroaches and forty-pound rats and I know there are far greater dangers down here.

      Upon returning, I eyed the Mole and its modestly padded interior. I may not be returning to the surface, but I must sleep, and the Mole is the only safe place. I got in, propped open the hatch with the metal cane Eiffel gave me, and covered my face from the sun with my hat—a fine waterproof Stetson Boss—and I said aloud to myself, “Marco Walker, you are a fool.”

      And that I am, but I am my own fool.
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        * * *

      

      DAY 2. JULY 13, 1889

      You may be having trouble imagining our planet as hollow on the inside, wondering how if a man can stand on the outside of the Earth’s crust and look up into the sky held there by gravity, then how can he also stand on the inside of the earth’s crust and look up at the pale yellow of the central sun.

      I am not a scientist, but Eiffel explained that there is an extraordinarily dense latticework of metal he calls gravitinium that runs through the center of the earth’s crust and this is what produces Newton’s mysterious gravity and also makes the crust strong enough for the earth to be hollow. The burning core of the earth, the central sun, is suspended in the nexus of the gravitinium’s pull, providing light and warmth.

      I find science fascinating, but what I know is that my feet are held firmly to the ground on the outside of this planet as well as the inside.

      When I first arrived several days ago, I found the boot tracks of Jules Verne and immediately followed. I did not scout the area so focused I was on my mission, but today I made up for that.

      As I walked a careful circle around the area, a fine grassy valley at the base of a steep mountain, I found what I least expect. Tracks.

      But not tracks of some beast, overlarge like the other creatures I have seen here. No. I found the track of a man’s bare foot in the moist soil, hard to see through the abundant grasses. A foot half again as big as my own.

      I squatted down and listened, the raucous noise of the distant forest ever-present, occasionally punctuated by the sharp trumpeting cry or a distant roar of creatures I was not eager to meet.

      I tracked the bare footprints back towards the forest. They were spaced far apart, but that would be because of the creature’s generous gate, not because it was running. It took its time, it walked out until it had a clear view of the camp. It stood there, mostly still, only a few stray footprints, and then it calmly returned. It must have observed me while I slumbered in the Mole.

      And in my heart I knew what creature this was.

      A man or a beast, I cannot say. I first saw it in the forest while I gathered wood for the raft I made to retrieve Verne’s lost scepter. The creature was big with brown hair all over its body. For a moment our eyes met, and my heart fluttered in my chest for I had encountered many eyes in my adventures, but none like these. They were wild like and animal, yet wise like a man after a long and fulfilling life.

      It was only a moment this man-beast and I locked eyes, but it appeared to have followed me back.

      The creature was curious about me just as I was curious about him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DAY 3. JULY 14, 1889

      I know Verne’s adventure down here was altered a good deal before becoming Journey to the Center of the Earth, even so if I were using it as judge for these lands, I would expect to find ancient creatures, Dinosaurs even, but a man-beast I was not expecting.

      I know the Egyptian and other ancient cultures had made their way down here through extinct volcanos and natural caverns, but the danger and the multi-month arduous nature of the trek had limited the number of visitors and I doubted any would have chosen to stay.

      But this was not a man as I know men to be and not an ape as I know apes, but something in between.

      I became obsessed with finding him. In part, I will admit, that to put such a discovery next to the name of Walker would be pleasing, but also because of the threat he and his kind might represent to me and the other explorers soon to come.

      And what if this creature was more man than beast? What dangers could he help us avoid, what lives could he save?

      I decided an act of good will might be the right way to start this. It would be a week until the Mole that returned Verne to the surface would return with supplies and longer until any more men came down… or women. I was hoping to get to meet the great archeologist Gertrude Bell and the incomparable Annie Oakley, both members of the Hollow Earth Society.

      I trekked to the forest to harvest a long, straight limb from one of the trees there. I did not enter the forest very far, for I feared it yet. Verne promised me they would send an elephant gun down with the next shipment and then I would have the confidence to explore further. He also told me there were, indeed, dinosaurs down here, but that they were few and far between, but this provided me with scant comfort.

      It was hot, thirsty work. The sun, it is always straight above you like high noon on the equator. It does not move. It does not waver. There is no night, there is no day, there are no seasons. This, I feel, will be one of our greatest challenges adapting to this strange land.

      The plants here all must obey this unmoving sun, the tallest plants enjoying the eternal light, the shorter ones subsisting on eternal shade.

      I dragged the limb back to where the man-beast had waited and watched. I tied a cloth sack filled with some dried meat to the top along with a bright ribbon. I then planted it in the ground and went about my business.

      To me this seemed to be a good way to say hello.

      For the record, I should state that I am not an anthropologist and could not tell you if such a gesture is foolhardy or wise.
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        * * *

      

      DAY 4. JULY 15, 1889

      The verdict is in on my attempt to reach out to the man-beast. It was a resounding failure.

      I greeted this “day,” like I do all days here, by gratefully escaping the confines of the Mole, donning my Stetson, and going behind a stand of low bushes where I had dug a latrine. As I did what we all must do from time to time, I heard a commotion on the other sides of the Mole towards the forest. A soft grunting and then a cry and the sharp sound of something snapping.

      I froze, not daring to make a sound or a move, not even to pull up my pants. This was my man-beast, I was sure, my offering having lured him in, but for some reason he found it unacceptable. As I squatted there a piece of the branch I had attached the offering to flew over my head.

      I drew my Colt 45 and slowly rose, not caring if my pants were pooled around my ankles.

      The creature was much closer than when I had seen it last. He was enormous, eight feet tall, at least. He was covered in brown fur from head to foot like an ape would be, but with a face that was like that of a lightly bearded man with a skin tone a shade or two darker than my own olive.

      He was leaning over the mole sniffing it with what looked to be a mix of caution and curiosity. The Mole, I can tell you, stunk of coal and oil and Verne’s reeking roach repellant.

      I did not raise my gun, but I pulled the hammer back and that caught his attention, those strange
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      DAY 11. JULY 22, 1889
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