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            The Rescue of Jules Verne

          

          A Hollow Earth Story

        

      

    

    
      A world within our world. A secret tunnel hidden under the Eiffel Tower. A small central sun at the center of our planet warming those lands in the hollow earth. Seas with no horizon because of the concave nature of those lands. Adventures beyond the imagination of the modern man at the dawning of the twentieth century.

      All these things would have sounded preposterous when the little man approached. I was in Paris for the 1889 World’s Fair looking at the mighty tower that Gustave Eiffel had just erected, his graceful iron girders rising up into the air. This appeared to be the pinnacle of engineering, a bar which mankind would have to strive mightily to top. Eiffel had a hand in the glorious Statue of Liberty that overlooked my home and now this. I was hoping to find a chance to meet him.

      The people swirled about me, glorious smells from the food stalls tantalized me, and there was laughter in the spring air as I stood on the Champ de Mars staring at Eiffel’s tower. Four iron feet set broadly apart forming a sensible square, graceful arches between those mighty legs. The four edges of the tower slowly thinning and sweeping up to a glorious point over a thousand feet above me.

      “Beautiful, no?” he asked, his breath smelling of garlic, his body of sweat. I barely glanced at the short man, noticing that his waistcoat was not buttoned and he had no hat to cover his unruly shock of red hair. He was badly in need of a barber and overdue for a bath.

      I grunted and kept staring at Gustave’s mighty achievement.

      “You are Marco Walker, no?”

      That got my attention and I met the little man’s hungry eyes.

      “Monsieur Eiffel asks for the pleasure of your company, if you will but follow me.”

      He then walked away without a backward glance. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth or to shy away from an adventure, I followed him.
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      Gustave Eiffel was well dressed with his greying hair unruly, his beard trimmed, but not well trimmed, and his clothing expensive but a tad dirty. He looked to be a man that had too much to do. His eyes, though, are what drew me in. He had the look of a man who was constantly tired, but such intelligence. We sat in a great hall beneath the tower, the curved roof and iron girders echoing the design of the base of the tower above us. I had passed through a hallway full of large portraits, some I recognized. Jules Verne, the writer, Theodore Roosevelt, the governor of New York, Gertrude Bell, a well-known archeologist.

      “Where did the dinosaurs go to?” Eiffel asked across the great wooden table from me as he poured wine for both of us. “Or, for that matter, where did they come from? How many religions speak of a realm underneath us? Hell, Purgatory, Naraka. What of lost lands like Agartha, Shamballa, or Atlantis?

      “What if each of them had a bit of truth in them, and each of those bits speaks of the same truth? What if there was a world within our world from which all those legends sprang? What if I told you there was a society that has been secretly exploring these realms for millennia?”

      He waited, his breath coming fast, smelling of tobacco, and his cheeks flushed from the effort.

      “I’d say you were mad,” I replied with a broad smile, taking a sip of his marvelous wine.

      Eiffel told me many preposterous things that afternoon. Things I scoffed at. Things that I didn’t believe. Things that all turned out to be true.

      The pictures in the hallway were all members of this Hollow Earth Society. They saw themselves as the guardians and protectors of the land inside the earth. Eiffel’s tower had been built as a cover for the tunnel they had dug all the way through. Before the tunnel, the only way down were natural caverns that were dangerous and took months to traverse, and survival was a hard thing to secure.

      “The Earth’s crust is 650 to 800 kilometers thick, and sandwiched at its center is an eight-kilometer-thick band of dense metal,” Eiffel said. “It is an element harder than a diamond and denser than anything we’ve ever seen, the stuff of stars it must be. There are several natural holes in this layer, one of them right beneath us.”

      I shrugged, not convinced. “You still haven’t explained gravity. How the earth can be hollow. How this central sun can be in the middle of our planet and we don’t just fall into it.”

      He sighed as if tiring of teaching a dunce of a pupil. “It’s this band of metal,” he said, waving his wineglass at me with such enthusiasm that he slopped some of the red liquid on the table. “It makes the earth strong enough to be hollow. It is so dense it generates the bulk of the gravity that affects us here on the surface, as well as in the hollow interior, which is why we call it gravitinium. But we must not debate this, my friend. Before long you will experience how there is no gravity within this band, or more specifically, gravity is canceled out when you are in it, and how your feet will hold to the inner surface of our planet.”

      They were desperate. The tunneling had been much more expensive and much more difficult than they thought. They needed funds very soon or they would lose control over the tower, and the tunnel, and thus the hollow earth. To address this crisis, Jules Verne had ventured into the hollow earth alone, and after three weeks had not returned.

      “Let me prove this to you,” Eiffel said. “I will show you the tunnel and the machine that dug it.”
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      Eiffel’s tunneling machine stank of coal smoke, belched steam, and was entirely too small. The outside was some four feet in diameter and the inside was barely half of that. He told me the hole had to be as narrow as possible, “It is 700 kilometers long, after all.” The machine was twelve feet long, either end had a cylindrical rotating nose with teeth he claimed were diamond tipped, and the sides were lined with metal gears on short arms so that it could slow its fall during descent or use them to climb up.

      It is the twin of the machine that drilled the great long tunnel. He called it “La Taupe,” or “The Mole.” He said there was always digging to be done, what with how either direction from that dense metal core strata was up and dirt would accumulate. The cursed machine was like a coffin inside and only carried one person.

      “Down to the core will be easy and fast,” he said after explaining the controls to me; a series of levers, a hole to peer in to see out the front of the craft, and tubes to breathe through to minimize the coal smoke. “Perhaps eight hours, no more, and very exciting. Up, I am afraid up is quite tedious; my little mole is a good climber, but not fast.”

      I held myself steady, but just looking at that machine made me sweat, the idea of locking myself into it was terrifying. This crazy Frenchman wanted me to strap myself into a coal-fired, steam-driven coffin and ride it all the way to what he claimed was a hollow Earth below our feet and then face unknown challenges in a violent and primitive land trying to rescue a man and secure a treasure he didn’t know was there so that the Hollow Earth Society could survive. And I was violently claustrophobic, although I hadn’t told him that.

      “So, in the morning?” he asked with a grin.

      I swallowed and nodded.
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      “I know what a man like you fears,” Eiffel said with a small smile over our sumptuous dinner of roasted, stuffed duck, stuffing, creamed vegetables, and chocolate soufflé for dessert. And more wine, of course. “It is what a man like me fears.”

      I gestured for him to continue, chewing slowly on the delicious duck.

      “We don’t fear death or failure. We don’t fear pain or loneliness.” His tone became hushed as he leaned towards me. “We fear that our greatest achievements are behind us, that the creeping infirmities and indifferences of age will reach us and make us small.” His breath smelled of the strong wine we had been drinking.

      I bit my lip and nodded. He was right, for how was I to equal my time with James Chapman in South Africa or exploring China with Francis Younghusband, much less my youth fighting in America’s Civil War. I had passed forty years of age, a most feared marker for men of spirit and adventure.

      “I see it in your face, Monsieur Walker,” he continued. “What I offer is nothing less than the greatest adventure known to mankind.”
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      When morning came, I was far from ready to crawl into that contraption for two days. My palms were sweating and my heart racing just at the thought of it.

      Eiffel patted the metal shell of his mole and said, “Your challenge is beyond difficult. Jules Verne—I am sure you must have heard of him—was on a mission of the utmost import. I would have preferred that we mounted an expedition, moved people and equipment down slowly, taken our time, but I am afraid our position is most desperate financially. Jules insisted that he go alone and the second mole be held in reserve in case of desperate need, which brings us to you, Monsieur Walker. In six months, we will have two more moles built, we will have established a base camp, but that will be too late for our great Hollow Earth Society.

      “Your being here in Paris, now, is like a sign from God. If anyone can find him in this wild land below our feet, you can.”

      I smiled, still not quite sure this wasn’t some kind of elaborate hoax, and studied Eiffel’s face. He was a man carrying a burden, that was clear, and fatigue was written in his sallow, sagging skin, but I knew there was more he wasn’t telling me, more that I would need to know if there was truly a hollow earth and I was to survive it.

      “And what was Mr. Verne’s mission?” I asked.

      Eiffel’s faced darkened and he gestured up. “This great tower above us was built here as a cover for our tunneling efforts. We had to do it quickly and drained all of our resources.” He got up and walked to the sloped tunnel that the mole stood in front of. That tunnel quickly curved straight down, the cool air pouring out of it ruffling his hair. “It is essential that we retain possession of this tunnel and this knowledge. The knowledge of a hollow earth in the hands of less temperate men than us could be disastrous.”

      The mole room also had portraits of the members of the Hollow Earth Society. He walked to the photograph of Jules Verne where he was posing in front a model of the Nautilus submarine. “Some of his stories contain more truth than one would suspect,” which brought to mind The Journey to the Center of the Earth. Eiffel sighed again and pulled a cigar from his pocket, bit one end off, spat it on the floor, and lit it, grey smoke curling up towards the ceiling.

      “There is a well-known set of tunnels under the Great Pyramid of Giza. It is believed that the pharaoh Khufu built the pyramid, in part, to hide and control the passageway to the hollow earth. Jules went seeking some of Khufu’s treasures which
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