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    My Uncle Makes a Great Discovery

Looking back at everything that's happened to me since that crazy day, I can barely believe it's real. My adventures were seriously wild, and I'm still kinda blown away thinking about them.
My uncle was German; he’s my mom’s sister’s husband, an Englishwoman. He was super attached to me, being an only nephew, so he invited me to study with him in Germany. His place was in a big town, and he was a professor—like, philosophy, chemistry, geology, mineralogy, and a ton of other "-ologies."
One day, I’d been hanging out in the lab—my uncle was out—and I suddenly felt famished. I was about to wake up our old French cook when my uncle, Professor Von Hardwigg, burst in through the front door and ran upstairs.
Professor Hardwigg, my uncle, isn't a bad guy, really. But he’s got a temper and he's totally original. Dealing with him means doing exactly what he says. Barely had his heavy footsteps echoed through the house than he yelled for me.
"Harry—Harry—Harry—"
I rushed to obey, but before I could get to his room, practically leaping down the stairs, he was stomping his foot on the landing.
"Harry!" he shouted, all frantic. "Are you coming up?"
To be honest, at that moment, I was way more focused on what we were having for dinner than any science problem. Soup sounded better than soda, an omelette was more tempting than math, and an artichoke was worth more than any amount of asbestos.
But my uncle wasn’t the type to be kept waiting, so I put aside all the smaller stuff and showed up.
 He was seriously smart. Most people who know a lot share their knowledge, like vendors selling goods, to help others and benefit society. Not my awesome uncle, Professor Hardwigg. He studied, burned the midnight oil, and dug into massive books just to keep all that knowledge to himself.
There was a good reason why my uncle didn't show off his smarts much: he stammered. When he was trying to explain stuff about space, he's get stuck and talk about the sun, moon, and stars in a way nobody could understand. Honestly, when the right word didn't come to him, he’s just use a really strong adjective.
Science has tons of names that are super hard to say—they sound like Welsh town names. And my uncle loved using them, so his stammering got even worse. Sometimes he’s just give up and wash down his frustration with a glass of water.
Like I said, my uncle, Professor Hardwigg, was a total genius, and a really great relative. I was close to him, both because I loved him and because I had a stake in his life. I was super invested in everything he did, and I hoped to be almost as smart one day. I rarely missed his lectures. Like him, I was into mineralogy more than anything else. My goal was to really understand the earth. Geology and mineralogy were our whole thing, and we smashed tons of rocks, chalk, and metal with our hammers.
 We usually had lab stuff—steel rods, magnets, glass tubes, and bottles of acid—around more than food. My Uncle Hardwigg was known to sort six hundred different rocks by how heavy they were, how hard, how easily they melted, the sounds they made, their taste, and even their smell.
He was always writing to the big shots in science. So, I was basically always getting letters from Sir Humphry Davy, Captain Franklin, and other seriously impressive guys.
But before I get into what my uncle wanted to talk to me about, let me tell you a bit about what he looked like. You’re gonna see a totally different picture of him later, after everything crazy that happens.
My uncle was fifty; tall, skinny, and wiry. Big glasses hid his huge, round eyes, and his nose? People joked it looked like a file. Seriously, a compass would go haywire just being near him.
The real deal? Tobacco was the only thing that was really drawn to his nose.
He also had this habit of taking steps like a yard at a time, clenching his fists like he was about to punch you, and when he was in one of his moods, he wasn’s the easiest person to be around.
Oh, and he lived in a really nice house, on a really nice street—the Konigstrasse in Hamburg. Even though it was in the middle of town, it felt super rural—half wood, half brick, with old-fashioned gables. It was one of the few buildings that survived the big fire back in 1842.
 I mean a really nice house—old, kinda shaky, and not exactly cozy by today’s standards. A house leaning a bit and practically daring to fall into the canal. Seriously, the perfect spot for an artist to paint. You could barely even see it for all the ivy and this huge, awesome tree over the doorway.
My uncle was loaded; his house was totally his, plus he had a serious private income. But honestly, the best thing he owned was my cousin, Gretchen. And there was the old cook, me, the young lady, and the Professor—we were the only ones living there.
I was obsessed with rocks and minerals—seriously, nothing beat a good pebble. If my uncle hadn’t been so stressed out, we’d have been the happiest family ever. Seriously, to show how impatient Hardwigg was, I swear he’s get up at four AM every morning to yank leaves off the plants in the drawing room to make them grow faster!
Okay, so I’m done describing my uncle. Now, let’s talk about what happened when I met him.
He was waiting for me in his study—it was like a museum, packed with every natural thing you could imagine. Mostly rocks, though. I knew every single one, 'cause I'm the one who cataloged them. My uncle, though, seemed totally lost in a book. He was a huge fan of old editions, giant copies, and one-of-a-kind stuff.
"Amazing!" he shouted, tapping his forehead. "Amazing—amazing!"
It was one of those yellowed-page books you hardly ever see anymore. To me, it didn’t seem that special. But my uncle was totally hyped about it.
He loved the cover, how clear the letters were, and how easy it was to hold open. He repeated out loud, like, a bunch of times, that it was really, really old.
 To me, he was totally stressing over nothing, but it wasn't really my place to say so. Instead, I acted super interested and asked what it was all about.
"It's the Heims-Kringla by Snorre Tarleson," he said, “the famous Icelandic writer from the 12th century—it's a legit and accurate story about the Norwegian princes who ruled Iceland.”
I asked what language it was in. I was hoping it was translated into German, at least. My uncle got super offended by the thought and said he wouldn’t spend a single penny on a translation. He was stoked to have found the original in Icelandic, which he called one of the most amazing and straightforward languages ever—even though its grammar was the most complex anyone had seen.
"Like, as hard as German?" I asked, trying to be subtle.
My uncle just shrugged.
“At least the letters are kinda hard to read,” I said.
“It’s a Runic manuscript, the language of Iceland's original people, invented by Odin himself!” my uncle exclaimed, annoyed that I didn’t know.
I was about to make a silly joke when a tiny piece of parchment fell out of the pages. Like someone starving grabbing a piece of bread, the Professor snatched it. It was about five inches by three and covered in the most bizarre writing.
The lines shown here are an exact copy of what was written on the ancient parchment—and they're seriously important because they got my uncle to go on the wildest series of adventures ever.
My uncle stared at the document for a bit and then said it was Runic. The letters looked like the ones in the book, but what did they actually mean? That’s exactly what I wanted to know.
 I was pretty sure the Runic alphabet and dialect were just made up to confuse people, so I was stoked to find out my uncle knew just as much about it as I did—which was basically nothing. Seriously. The way his fingers were shaking made me think that, though.
"Still," he mumbled to himself, "it's old Icelandic, I'm sure of it."
And he totally should have known, because he was like a walking, talking dictionary. He didn’t brag like some know-it-all, claiming to speak two thousand languages and four thousand idioms from all over the world, but he did know the important ones.
I'm honestly wondering how far my uncle's intensity might have taken him, if the clock hadn't struck two, and our old French cook hadn't called out that dinner was ready.
"Ugh, dinner!" my uncle groaned.
But I was starving, so I headed to the dining room and grabbed my usual spot. I waited three minutes out of politeness, but no sign of my uncle, the Professor. I was totally surprised. He's usually all about a good meal. It was peak German luxury—parsley soup, a ham omelette with sorrel, veal stewed with prunes and oysters, amazing fruit, and bubbly Moselle. He skipped our feast to obsess over that dusty old parchment. To clear my conscience, I ate for both of us.
The old cook and housekeeper was freaking out. After all that effort, it was a total letdown that my uncle wasn't at dinner. Watching me demolish the food, she started to get worried. What if my uncle showed up later?
 Suddenly, just as I finished the last apple and the last glass of wine, I heard a crazy voice in the distance. It was my uncle, totally yelling for me to come over. I practically jumped—his voice was so loud and intense.
The Mysterious Parchment

“I’m telling you,” my uncle practically yelled, slamming his fist on the table, “it’s Runic—and it holds some seriously cool secret, which I need to figure out, no matter what.”
I was just about to say something when he cut me off.
“Sit down,” he said, super intense, “and write what I say.”
I did what he asked.
“I’m gonna swap out the Runic letters for our alphabet,” he explained. “Then we’ll see what that does. Now, start writing and don’t mess it up.”
He started dictating, and the result was totally gibberish:
mm.rnlls esruel seecJde sgtssmf unteief niedrke kt,samn atrateS Saodrrn emtnaeI nuaect rrilSa Atvaar .nscrc ieaabs ccdrmi eeutul frantu dt,iac oseibo KediiY
Without even letting me finish, my uncle grabbed the paper and stared at it like it was the most amazing thing ever.
“I’m dying to know what it means,” he said after a long pause.
I had no clue, and he didn't expect me to—he always answered his own questions.
“It’s like a secret code!” he exclaimed. “Unless, of course, the letters are just random. But why would someone go through all this trouble? Maybe I’m about to make a huge discovery!”
Honestly, I thought it was all a waste of time. But I kept that to myself—my uncle got really cranky easily. All this time, he was comparing the book with the parchment.
“The manuscript and the smaller document were written by different people,” he said. “The code is way newer than the book; it totally proves I’m right.” [“It's a rock-solid proof,” I thought.] “The first letter is a double M, which wasn’t even added to Icelandic until the twelfth century—that means the parchment is two hundred years later than the book.”
It all sounded pretty convincing, but to me, it was just a bunch of guesses.
 "Looks like someone wrote this in the book," Professor Hardwigg said. "Now, who owned it? That's the next big question. Maybe, if we’re lucky, it’s written somewhere in here."
With that, he took off his glasses and grabbed a magnifying glass, checking the book carefully.
On the flyleaf, there was what looked like an ink blot, but when he looked closer, it was a line of writing, faded by time. That's what he was looking for, and after a while, he made out the letters:
"Arne Saknussemm!" he shouted, super excited. "That’s not just an Icelandic name, it’s a learned professor from the 16th century, a famous alchemist!"
I nodded to show I was listening.
"These alchemists," he continued, "Avicenna, Bacon, Lully, Paracelsus—they were the smartest people around. They made crazy discoveries. Maybe this Saknussemm, my relative, hid something amazing on this piece of paper? I think this code has a serious meaning—and I need to figure it out."
My uncle was pacing around the room, totally hyped.
"Maybe," I said quietly, "but why hide it from everyone if it's a good discovery?"
"How should I know?" he asked. "Didn't Galileo keep his discoveries about Saturn a secret? But we’ll see. Until I crack this sentence, I won’t eat or sleep."
"Uncle—" I started.
"You neither," he added.
I was glad I’d eaten a ton earlier that day.
"First things first," he went on, "there has to be a clue. If we find that, the rest will be a breeze."
I started thinking hard. Skipping food and sleep wasn’t looking great, so I decided to give it my best shot. My uncle kept talking to himself.
 "Figuring it out isn't that hard," I said. "This document has one hundred and thirty-two letters—seventy-nine consonants and fifty-three vowels. It’s close to the ratio you see in most southern languages. Northern dialects are way heavier on consonants, though."
"So, we can pretty confidently say it's a southern dialect," he finished.
Nothing made more sense.
"Alright," Professor Hardwigg said, "let's trace the language."
"Like Shakespeare said, 'that is the question,'" I quipped, trying to be funny.
"Saknussemm," he went on, "was a seriously smart guy. Since he didn’t write in his native tongue, he probably wrote in Latin—like most scholars did back in the sixteenth century. If I’m wrong, we’ll try Spanish, French, Italian, Greek, even Hebrew. But I really think it's Latin."
That threw me for a loop. Latin was my absolute favorite subject, and it felt wrong to think this weird text was connected to Virgil's world.
"Probably some rough Latin," my uncle added, "but still Latin."
"Yeah, probably," I said, not wanting to argue.
"Let's dig into it," he said. "Here’s a jumble of one hundred and thirty-two letters, just thrown on the page, no order. You're gonna see words made up of just consonants, like mm.rnlls, others with mostly vowels—like unteief, the fifth one—and oseibo at the very end. It’s a crazy mix. It looks like it's arranged according to some math thing. Maybe a sentence got written out and then scrambled up—a code where some number is the key. Okay, Harry, show me what you got—what’s that number?"
 I couldn't give him a clue. My mind was totally somewhere else. While he was talking, I'm glancing at the portrait of my cousin Gretchen, wondering when she's coming back.
We were engaged, and we really loved each other. But my uncle, who never even thought about stuff like that, was clueless. Without realizing I was zoning out, the Professor started reading the crazy cryptograph every which way, following his own weird theory. He shook me back to reality eventually, and had me write down one attempt.
I just handed it over. It said:
mmessunkaSenrA.icefdoK.segnittamurtn ecertserrette,rotaivsadua,ednecsedsadne lacartniiilrJsiratracSarbmutabiledmek meretarcsilucoYsleffenSnI.
I could barely keep from cracking up, but my uncle? He totally lost it. He slammed his fist on the table, stormed out of the room, out of the house, and then just took off running. He disappeared pretty quickly.
An Astounding Discovery

"What's up?" the cook called out, popping into the room. "When's master gonna eat dinner?"
"Never."
"And supper?"
"I dunno. He says he’s not eating anything else, and neither am I. My uncle’s decided we’re both fasting until he figures out this crazy inscription," I replied.
"You’ll starve to death," she said.
I kinda thought the same thing, but didn't wanna say it, so I sent her on her way and started doing some sorting. But no matter how hard I tried, I kept thinking about that dumb manuscript and, like, pretty Gretchen.
I thought about heading out a few times, but my uncle would’ve been majorly ticked if I left. After an hour, my assigned task was done. Now what? I lit my pipe. Like every student, I loved tobacco, so I plopped down in the big armchair and started thinking.
Where was my uncle? I could picture him tearing down some lonely road, waving his arms, talking to himself, slashing the air with his cane, and still obsessing over those weird hieroglyphs. Would he find a clue? Would he come home in a better mood? While those thoughts were running through my head, I picked up that awful puzzle and tried every possible way to arrange the letters. I grouped them in twos, threes, fours, and fives—nothing made sense. Except that the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth letters spelled "ice" in English; the eighty-fourth, eighty-fifth, and eighty-sixth, the word "sir." Then, I thought I found the Latin words rota, mutabile, ira, nec, atra.
“Seriously? There might be something to my uncle’s idea,” I thought.
Then I thought I spotted the word luco, which means “sacred wood.” Later, in the third line, I thought I made out labiled, a perfect Hebrew word. And finally, the syllables mere, are, mer—French.
 It was enough to totally freak you out. Four different sayings crammed into one crazy phrase. What did ice, sir, anger, cruel, sacred wood, changing, mother, are, and sea even have to do with each other? The first and last might make sense if you were talking about Iceland, like a sea of ice. But what about the rest of this wild jumble of letters?
I was seriously fighting against something impossible; my brain felt like it was on fire; my eyes were burning from staring at the paper; the whole ridiculous bunch of letters seemed to jump around in front of my eyes in a bunch of tiny black clumps. I was tripping out—I was suffocating. I needed air. Without thinking, I started fanning myself with the document, then I saw the back, then the front.
Can you imagine my shock when I flipped the thing over and the ink had bled through, and I could totally make out Latin words, like craterem and terrestre?
I cracked the code!
It hit me like a bolt from the blue. I had the key. All you had to do to understand the document was read it backwards. All of the Professor’s brilliant ideas were right; he’s told me correctly; by pure luck, I figured out what he wanted so badly.
You can only guess how stoked I was—my eyes were spinning, and I was shaking so bad I couldn’t even make sense of it at first. But one look would tell me everything.
"Let me check this out," I muttered to myself, taking a deep breath.
I laid it out on the table, ran my finger over each letter, spelled it out—I was so hyped, I read it out loud.
The horror and shock that hit me were unreal. I felt like I’d just gotten punched in the gut. Could it be true? Did I really read the terrible secret, and had it really happened? A person actually did—what?
Nobody alive should ever know.
 "No way!" I shouted, jumping up. "My uncle isn't finding out about this crazy secret. He’s totally capable of going on that wild journey. Nothing would stop him, seriously. Worse, he’s gonna make me go with him, and we’re toast. But no, this is just insane."
I was losing it, totally freaking out.
"My uncle’s already a little off," I yelled. "This would break him. He might stumble onto it somehow, and then we’re both done for. I wish this awful secret would just disappear—let the fire bury it forever."
I grabbed the book and papers, ready to toss them into the fire, when the door opened and my uncle walked in.
I barely had time to put the things down before he was right there. He looked super focused. He was clearly thinking about that creepy parchment. Probably figured something new out on his walk.
He sat down in his chair and started doing some math. I watched him, super nervous. My skin was crawling as it seemed like he was about to crack the secret.
I knew his calculations were pointless now, since I’d already found the only clue. He kept at it for what felt like forever – three whole hours – without saying a word, not even looking up, just scribbling, erasing, and calculating. I knew eventually he’s gotta find the right phrase. There’s only so many ways you can mix up letters. But it could take years.
Still, time went by; night fell, the street noises stopped—and he kept going, not even hearing our cook when she called us to dinner.
I couldn't leave him, so I waved her off and finally dozed off on the sofa.
 When I woke up, my uncle was still at work. His red eyes, his pale face, his tangled hair, his sweaty hands, his flushed cheeks—it all showed how rough he's been battling something crazy, and how exhausted he was from that long, sleepless night. Seeing him like that made me feel sick. Even though he could be tough on me, I loved him, and my heart ached for him. He was so fixated on one thing that he couldn't even get mad! All his energy was focused on one point. And I knew that saying just one little word would end all his suffering. I just couldn’t say it.
My heart was still pulling towards him, though. So why was I staying quiet? For my uncle’s sake.
"Nothing's gonna make me say anything," I mumbled. "He’s gonna want to follow in the footsteps of the others! I know him. His imagination is like a total volcano, and for the sake of geology, he’d sacrifice his life to make discoveries. So I’ll stay quiet and keep the secret I found. Telling it would be suicide. He’d rush to his own destruction, and drag me along with him.”
I crossed my arms, looked away, and smoked—decided never to say a word.
When our cook needed to go to the market or run an errand, she found the front door locked and the key gone. Was this on purpose? Surely Professor Hardwigg didn't mean for the old woman and me to become martyrs to his stubbornness. Were we supposed to starve? A scary memory popped into my head. Once we ate scraps for a whole week while he sorted some collectibles. Just thinking about it gave me the jitters!
I was hungry and saw no way to get breakfast. But I stuck to my decision. I’d starve rather than give in. But the cook started to really lay into me. What was I gonna do? She couldn't go out, and I couldn’t.
 My uncle kept counting and writing; he seemed totally lost in his own world. He didn't even think about food or drinks. Before I knew it, noon had passed. I was starving, and the house was empty. The cook had even eaten the last slice of bread. This couldn’t go on. But it did, until two o'clock, and I felt awful. I started thinking the whole document was ridiculous. Maybe it was just a huge prank. Besides, someone would definitely stop my uncle from trying anything so crazy. On the other hand, if he did try something so out there, I wouldn’t have to go with him. Another thought helped me decide. He’s probably just gonna make the discovery himself, and I’d starve for nothing. Being super hungry, this seemed like a brilliant idea. I decided to spill everything.
Now I had to figure out how. I was still thinking about it when he got up and grabbed his hat.
“What! You’re gonna go out and trap us in here?” Never!
“Uncle,” I started.
He didn’t even seem to hear me.
“Professor Hardwigg,” I yelled.
“What,” he snapped, “did you say?”
“What about the key?”
“What key—the key to the door?”
“No—the key to those awful hieroglyphics?”
He looked at me over his glasses, and jumped at the look on my face. He rushed over, grabbed my arm, and studied my face closely. His whole look was a question.
I just nodded.
He shrugged, totally shocked.
“I’ve made a really important discovery.”
His eyes were flashing with excitement. His hand was raised in a warning gesture. We stared at each other for a moment. It’s hard to say who was more hyped.
“You’re not saying you actually understand that mess?”
“I do,” I blurted out. “Look at the sentence you dictated.”
 "Well, it means absolutely nothing," was the angry reply.
"Nothing if you read it left to right, but listen—if you read it right to left—"
"Backwards?!" my uncle shouted, totally gobsmacked. "Oh, clever Saknussemm! And I’m just a dummy?!"
He grabbed the document, stared at it with wide eyes, and read it aloud like I had.
It said this:
In Sneffels Yoculis craterem kem delibat umbra Scartaris Julii intra calendas descende, audas viator, et terrestre centrum attinges. Kod feci. Arne Saknussemm
That weird Latin, when translated, says:
Descend into the crater of Yocul of Sneffels, which the shade of Scartaris touches, before the kalends of July, daring traveler, and you’ll reach the center of the earth. I did it. ARNE SAKNUSSEMM
My uncle practically jumped out of his skin with excitement. He looked amazing, like a whole new person. He was bouncing around the room, stoked and happy. He knocked over tables and chairs, tossed books everywhere, and finally, totally wiped, he collapsed into his armchair.
"What time is it?" he asked.
"About three."
"Guess my dinner didn't do much for me," he said. "Bring me some food. Then we can go, like, right now. Get my bag packed."
"Why?"
"And yours," he continued. "We’re leaving now."
You can imagine how freaked out I was. But I decided to play it cool. My uncle only cared about science, so I figured I could reason with him. Seriously, the idea of going down to the center of the earth was totally nuts. I decided to bring it up after we ate.
My uncle was now majorly annoyed at the cook for not having dinner ready. But my explanation worked, and she managed to get enough food to satisfy our huge appetites.
 During dinner, my uncle was totally vibing. He cracked some of those weird jokes that only smart people get. But as soon as dessert was done, he called me to his study. We each grabbed a chair on opposite sides of the table.
"Henry," he said, in a soft, friendly voice, "I've always thought you were super clever, and you did me a huge favor I’m never gonna forget. Without you, this amazing, incredible discovery wouldn’t have happened. So, it's my duty to insist you share the credit.”
“He’s in a good mood,” I thought. “I’ll let him know what I think about glory real quick.”
“First things first,” he continued, “you gotta keep the whole thing totally hush-hush. There's no more jealous group than scientists. A ton of people would jump on the same track. Either way, we’ll be the first ones to make it.”
“I doubt you’ll have a ton of competition,” I replied.
“A seriously smart scientist would be stoked for the chance. We’d have a whole flood of people following Arne Saknussemm if this document got out.”
“But, seriously, isn’t this paper probably fake?” I asked.
“The book we found it in proves it’s real,” he replied.
“I totally get that the famous Professor wrote it, but I think he was just messing with people,” I answered.
The words were barely out of my mouth when I regretted saying them. My uncle glared at me with a dark, gloomy look, and I started to worry about where this conversation was going. But his mood flipped quickly, and a smile replaced the frown.
“We’ll see,” he said, with a firm tone.
“But what’s all this about Yocul, and Sneffels, and this Scartaris? I’m clueless about them.”
 "That's exactly what I'm getting at." My uncle said, "I just got this map from my friend Augustus Peterman, over in Leipzig. It’s on the third atlas from the second shelf, series Z, plate 4.”
I got up, went to the shelf, and came back with the atlas he pointed out.
“This,” he said, “is a really good map of Iceland. I think it’s gonna clear up all your questions, issues, and doubts.”
I leaned over the map, hoping for something different.
We Start on the Journey

"See, the whole island is made of volcanoes," said the Professor, "and pay close attention—they all have the name Yocul. It's Icelandic, and it means glacier. In a lot of the tall mountains in that area, volcanic eruptions come out of ice caves. That's why they call every volcano on this crazy island that."
"But what does Sneffels mean?"
I didn’t think I’d get a real answer to that. I was wrong.
"Follow my finger to the western coast of Iceland. You see Reykjavik, its capital? Now follow one of its tons of fjords or arms of the sea, and what do you see below sixty-five degrees latitude?"
"A peninsula—shaped like a thighbone."
"And in the middle of it—?"
"A mountain."
"That's Sneffels."
I was speechless.
"That's Sneffels—a mountain about five thousand feet high, one of the most amazing ones on the whole island, and definitely going to be the most famous in the world, because through its crater we’re going to reach the center of the Earth."
"No way!" I said, totally shocked.
"Why no way?" Professor Hardwigg asked, sounding super serious.
"Because its crater is full of lava, burning rocks—like, endless dangers."
"But if it’s extinct?"
"That would change things."
"Of course. There are like three hundred volcanoes all over the world—but most of them are extinct. Sneffels is one of them. It hasn’t erupted since 1219—it basically isn’t a volcano anymore."
What else could I even say after that? Yeah—I thought of another thing.
"But what about Scartaris and the kalends of July—?"
 My uncle thought really hard. Then he dropped a serious answer. "What seems confusing to you is clear to me. This phrase alone shows how specific Saknussemm is with his directions. Sneffels mountain has tons of craters. He’s careful to point out exactly which one is the way into the Earth’s core. He lets us know, to help us out, that around the end of June, the shadow of Mount Scartaris falls on that one crater. There's no room for doubt."
My uncle had an answer for everything.
"I get all your explanations," I said, "and Saknussemm's right. He found the way to the Earth’s center, he pointed it out correctly, but to think he or anyone else followed up on that discovery is just crazy."
"Why do you say that?"
"All science, both the theory and the practice, shows it’s impossible.”
“I don’t care about theories,” my uncle snapped.
“But everyone knows that heat goes up one degree every seventy feet you go down. That gives you an idea of the heat in the center. Everything that makes up the Earth is glowing hot; even gold, platinum, and the hardest rocks are melted. What would happen to us?”
“Don’t freak out about the heat, kid.”
“How come?”
“Neither you nor anyone else really knows what the Earth’s inside is like. All the new experiments are proving the old ideas wrong. If there was that much heat, the top layer of the Earth would explode into nothing, and the world would be over.”
We had a long, kinda nerdy, but actually pretty interesting discussion, which ended with him saying:
“I don’t believe in the dangers and difficulties you, Henry, are making up. The only way to know is like Arne Saknussemm did—go see for yourself.”
“Okay,” I said, finally giving in, “let’s go see. But how we’re supposed to do that in the dark is another question.”
 “Don’t sweat it. We’ll handle this, and a bunch of other stuff too. Plus, as we get closer to the center, I’m betting it’s gonna glow—"
“Anything’s possible.”
“And now that we’re totally on the same page, not a peep to anyone. Our success hinges on keeping it on the DL and moving fast.”
That’s how our unforgettable meeting wrapped up, and it totally lit a fire in me. Leaving my uncle, I felt like I was possessed. Getting to the Elbe, I started to think. Was everything I’d heard actually real? Was my uncle serious, and could you actually reach the inside of the earth? Was I getting played by a loon, or was he some seriously brave dude with a huge vision?
I was kinda eager to bounce. I was worried my excitement would fizzle out. I decided to pack up right away. But then, like an hour later, heading home, my feelings had totally flipped.
“I’m tripping,” I shouted. “It’s a dream—I must have imagined it.”
Just then, I ran into Gretchen, and I gave her a big hug.
“So you came to meet me,” she said. “That’s so sweet. But what’s wrong?”
Well, there was no point in beating around the bush, so I told her everything. She listened with wide eyes, and she couldn’t say anything for a few minutes.
“Well?” I asked, a little nervously.
“What an epic journey! If only I were a guy! A journey worthy of the nephew of Professor Hardwigg. I’d consider it an honor to tag along with him.”
“My dear Gretchen, I thought you’d be the first to freak out about this crazy idea.”
“Nah; quite the opposite, I’m stoked. It’s amazing, incredible—an idea worthy of your dad. Henry Lawson, I’m jealous.”
That pretty much sealed it. The final nail in the coffin.
When we got to the house, we found my uncle surrounded by workers and movers, who were packing things up. He was yanking and hauling on a bell.
 "Where have you been? Seriously, what were you doing? My bag isn't packed—my papers are a mess—the tailor didn’t bring my clothes or my gaiters—and I can't find my carpet bag key!"
I stared at him, totally lost. And he was still pulling on the bell.
"So, we're really going?" I asked.
"Yep—absolutely! But you go out for a walk? Unfortunate kid!"
"And when do we leave?"
"The day after tomorrow, at sunrise."
I didn't hear anything else. I bolted to my room and locked the door. There was no doubt about it now. My uncle had been busy all afternoon. The garden was full of ropes, rope ladders, torches, gourds, iron clamps, crowbars, alpenstocks, and pickaxes—enough to load ten guys.
I barely slept a wink. I was woken up early the next day to hear that my uncle was set on this, no changing his mind. My cousin and my fiancée were just as serious about it as her dad.
Next morning, at five AM, the post chaise was waiting. Gretchen and the old cook got the house keys. We barely paused to say goodbye and took off on our crazy adventure into the center of the Earth.
First Lessons in Climbing

In Altona, a suburb of Hamburg, is the main station for the Kiel railway—that's where we were headed to the shores of the Belt. Twenty minutes after we left, we were in Holstein, and our carriage pulled into the station. They hauled out our heavy luggage, weighed it, slapped on labels, and tossed it into a huge van. We grabbed our tickets, and right at seven o'clock, we were sitting across from each other in a first-class carriage.
My uncle didn't say a word. He was too busy checking his papers, including that famous parchment, and some letters from the Danish consul. Those were supposed to get us an intro to the Governor of Iceland. I just looked out the window. But it was kind of boring—we were passing through flat, but pretty, countryside. Three hours later, we arrived in Kiel, and our bags were immediately transferred to the steamer.
Now we had a whole day to kill—a delay of about ten hours. That really ticked my uncle off. We didn't have much to do but wander around the cute town and bay. Eventually, we got on board, and at half past ten, we were steaming down the Great Belt. It was a dark night, with a strong breeze and choppy seas. All we could see were occasional fires on shore and the flash of a lighthouse here and there. At seven in the morning, we left Korsor, a little town on the western side of Seeland.
We hopped on another train, which got us to the capital, Copenhagen, in three hours. We barely had time to grab a snack, and my uncle was already rushing off to hand over one of his letters. It was to the director of the Museum of Antiquities, who, knowing we were tourists headed to Iceland, did everything he could to help us out. One tiny hope kept me going. Maybe, just maybe, no ship was going to such a far-off place.
 Ugh, a little Danish schooner, the Valkyrie, was setting sail for Reykjavik on June second. The captain, M. Bjarne, was on board and kinda surprised by how energetic and friendly his future passenger was, shaking his hand. A trip to Iceland was just routine to him. My uncle, though? He thought it was a huge deal. The sailor totally took advantage of the Professor's excitement and doubled the fare.
“Be on board Tuesday morning at seven,” said M. Bjarne, handing us our tickets.
“Awesome! Totally amazing! Fantastic!” my uncle said as we sat down for a late breakfast. “Fuel up, kid, and we’re gonna hit the town.”
After we finished eating, we went to Kongens-Nye-Torw; to the king’s palace—it was gorgeous; to the beautiful bridge over the canal near the Museum; to the massive memorial for Thorwaldsen with its weird naval sculptures; to Rosenberg Castle; and all the other must-see spots—none of which my uncle even noticed, he was so caught up in his plans.
But one thing caught his eye—a super unique steeple on the Island of Amak, which is the southeast part of Copenhagen. My uncle immediately told me to head that way, so we hopped on the steam ferry that runs on the canal and soon reached the famous dockyard.
First, we walked through some narrow streets where we saw tons of galley slaves in crazy colored pants—grey and yellow—working under strict bosses. Finally, we got to Vor-Frelser's-Kirk.
The church itself wasn't that special. In fact, the Professor was only interested in one thing: its steeple. It started from a circular platform and had an outside staircase that spiraled all the way to the top.
 “Let’s go up,” said my uncle.
“But I’m totally not a tower climber,” I said. “I get dizzy, like, a lot.”
“That’s exactly why you should. I want to fix that bad habit.”
“But, seriously—"
“I said come on. What’s the point of wasting time?”
It was impossible to argue with my uncle’s orders. I gave in with a groan. After paying a fee, a verger handed us the key. He wasn’t exactly thrilled about the climb. My uncle immediately showed me the way, practically sprinting up the steps like a kid. I followed as best I could, but as soon as I was inside the tower, my head started spinning. No way I was an eagle. The ground was good enough for me, and I never had this urge to fly. Things were okay until I got to about 150 steps and was close to the platform, when I felt this blast of cold air. I could barely stand, so I grabbed the railings and looked up. The railings were flimsy enough, but nothing compared to the ones around the crazy winding staircase, which looked like it went all the way to the sky from where I was.
“Alright, Henry.”
“I can’t do it!” I yelled, totally freaking out.
“You’re a scaredy-cat, huh?” my uncle said, without a shred of sympathy. “Get up there, I said!”
There was no way to respond. But the cold air was messing with my nerves; the sky, the ground, everything was swirling. My legs felt like jelly. I crawled on my hands and knees, pulling myself up slowly, like a snake. Then I just closed my eyes and let him drag me.
“Look around,” my uncle said, his voice serious. “You might have to look down into some deep stuff. This is great practice.”
 Slowly, shivering like crazy, I opened my eyes. What was this? I looked up first, at the icy, fluffy clouds. They looked frozen in place, while the steeple, the weathercock, and me and my uncle were zooming along. Way off to one side was a grassy field, and on the other, the sea glowing with light. The Sund—we call it the Sound—was past Elsinore, packed with white sails that looked like seagull wings. To the east, I could just make out the Swedish coast. It was like a total magic show.
I was super out of it, though, and there was nothing I could do. I had to get up. Despite my complaining, my first lesson went on for a good hour. When I finally touched solid ground, almost two hours later, I felt like a super old, creaky dude, bent over in pain.
"That's it for today," my uncle said, rubbing his hands together. "We'll start again tomorrow."
No way around it. My lessons went on for five whole days. Finally, I climbed up, feeling pretty good, and could look down into the depths without even blinking—and even enjoyed it a little.
Our Voyage to Iceland

The time to leave finally arrived. The night before, Mr. Thompson hooked us up with the warmest letters of introduction for Baron Trampe, the Governor of Iceland, M. Pictursson, the bishop’s second-in-command, and M. Finsen, the mayor of Reykjavik. My uncle practically squeezed their hands, he was so excited to meet them.
On the second of the month, at two in the morning, our luggage was loaded onto the ship Valkyrie. We followed, and the captain showed us to a tiny cabin with two bunk beds—not super breezy or comfy, to be honest. But, you know, scientists gotta rough it.
"So, are we looking at good weather?" my uncle asked, sounding super smooth.
"Perfect wind!" Captain Bjarne replied. "We'll be out of the Sound and sailing with all sails up!"
A few minutes later, the schooner caught the wind and started moving, with every sail out. An hour later, the capital of Denmark seemed to disappear into the waves, and we were pretty close to the coast of Elsinore. My uncle was stoked; I was just feeling bummed and kinda expected to see Hamlet’s ghost.
"Total legend," I thought. "You’d probably be all about this journey. Maybe even follow us to the center of the Earth to sort out your problems."
But no ghost—nothing—showed up on the old walls. Turns out, the castle’s way newer than Hamlet’s time. Now it's where the keeper of the Sound lives, and over fifteen thousand ships from all over pass through every year.
 The castle of Kronborg faded into the foggy air, along with the tower of Helsinborg rising on the Swedish coast. The schooner really started feeling the breezes of the Kattegat now. The Valkyrie was fast, but with any sailboat, you're always dealing with some uncertainty. We were carrying coal, furniture, pottery, woolen clothes, and a bunch of corn. As always, the crew was small—just five Danes doing all the work.
“How long do you think the trip will take?” asked my uncle.
“Probably around ten days,” replied the skipper, “unless we run into some northeast gales near the Faroe Islands.”
“Either way, it shouldn’t be a huge delay,” said the impatient Professor.
“No worries, Mr. Hardwigg,” said the captain. “We’ll get there eventually.”
As evening came, the schooner passed Cape Skagen, the northernmost point of Denmark. We crossed the Skagerrak during the night—sailed along the tip of Norway through the channel of Cape Lindesnes, and then hit the Northern Seas. Two days later, we weren't far from the coast of Scotland, somewhere near what Danish sailors call Peterhead. Then the Valkyrie cut straight for the Faroe Islands, between Orkney and Shetland. Now, the ocean waves were really hitting us, and with the wind changing, we had a tough time making it to the Faroe Isles. On the eighth day, the captain spotted Myganness, the westernmost island, and from that point on, we headed straight for Portland, a cape on the southern shores of the island we were going to.
 The trip was totally uneventful, honestly. I handled it okay, but my uncle? Major seasick! It was embarrassing, even for him. This mal de mer kept him from grilling Captain Bjarne about Sneffels, how we’d communicate, and how we'd get around. He had to put all those questions off until we actually arrived. Basically, he spent the whole time in bed, moaning and stressing about the trip ending. I wasn't feeling bad for him, though.
On the eleventh day, we spotted Cape Portland, and Mount Myrdals Yokul loomed above it – we could see it super clearly because the weather was good. The cape itself is just a giant pile of granite, standing alone against the Atlantic. The Valkyrie stayed away from the coast, heading west. Everywhere we looked, there were tons of whales and sharks. After a while, we saw this huge rock sticking out of the ocean, like a massive archway where the waves crashed through with crazy force. The Westman islets seemed to pop out of the water; they were so low you barely saw them until you were practically on top of them. From then on, the schooner turned west to round Cape Reykjanes, the western tip of Iceland.
My uncle was so bummed, he couldn’t even make it up to the deck because the sea was so rough. So, he missed the first glimpse of the Land of Promise. Forty-eight hours later, after a storm that pushed us way out to sea with no sails, we saw land again. A pilot hopped aboard, and after three hours of seriously tricky sailing, he got the schooner safely anchored in Faxa Bay, just before Reykjavik.
 My uncle came out of his cabin looking totally drained—pale, gaunt, but buzzing with excitement. His eyes were wide with pure joy. Pretty much the whole town had come out to see us dock. Honestly, most of them were just expecting some new stuff to arrive on the regular ship.
Professor Hardwigg was super eager to ditch his place—he called it his hospital. But before he did, he grabbed my hand, led me to the quarterdeck of the schooner, put his arm around me, and pointed inland with the other hand. He was showing me the northern part of the bay, where this huge, two-peaked mountain rose up—a double cone covered in snow year-round.
“Check it out,” he whispered, totally awestruck, “Mount Sneffels!”
Then, without saying another word, he put a finger to his lips, frowned, and headed down into the small boat waiting for us. I followed, and within minutes we were standing on the soil of mysterious Iceland!
We barely made it onto the shore when this really well-dressed guy showed up—looked like a military officer. Turns out, he was just a civil servant, a magistrate, the governor of the island—Baron Trampe. The Professor knew exactly who he was dealing with. So, he handed him the letters from Copenhagen, and they had a quick chat in Danish. I didn’t catch a word, obviously, since I don't speak Danish. Later, I heard that Baron Trampe basically put himself at the Professor’s disposal.
 My uncle was totally welcomed by Mayor M. Finsen. He was just as decked out in military gear as the governor, but also just as chill and laid-back, you know? M. Pictursson, his right-hand man, was out of town on some church thing up north. So we had to put off meeting him. But honestly, it was totally worth it 'cause M. Fridriksson was there—he’s a natural science professor at the college in Reykjavik. Seriously smart dude. He only spoke Icelandic and Latin. So when he started talking to me in Horace’s language, we just got each other. He was the only person I really connected with the whole time I was on this island.
His house had three rooms, and he let us use two. We were all set up with our stuff in like, an hour. The amount of luggage we had totally blew the simple folks in Reykjavik's minds.
"Now, Harry," my uncle said, rubbing his hands together, "if things go well, the worst part is over."
"What do you mean, the worst part is over?" I asked, super confused.
"Exactly. We're in Iceland. All that's left is to go down into the earth."
"Okay, yeah, you’re kinda right. We just have to go down—but for me, that's not even the issue. I'm wondering how we're gonna get back up."
"That's the easiest part, and it doesn’t even worry me. We gotta move fast. I'm heading to the library. Maybe I'll find some manuscripts from Saknussemm. I'm definitely gonna check them out."
"While you’re doing that," I said, "I'm gonna wander around town. Wanna come?"
 "I'm just not feeling it with this topic," my uncle said. "What is interesting to me about this island isn't what's on the surface, but what's underneath."
I nodded as a reply, tossed on my hat and fur-lined cloak, and headed out.
It wasn't hard to get lost in Reykjavik's two streets, so I didn’t even need to ask for directions. The town's on a flat, marshy plain, squeezed between two hills. A huge lava field borders it on one side, dropping down in terraces towards the sea. On the other, there's Faxa Bay—really big—with the massive Sneffels glacier looming over it to the north. The Valkyrie was the only ship anchored there right now. Usually, there were a couple of English or French gunboats hanging around to keep an eye on the fishing. But they were out on duty.
The longest street in Reykjavik runs along the shore. Merchants and traders live there in wooden huts built with wooden beams, painted red—basically log cabins, like you'd find way out in the American wilderness. The other street, further west, leads to a little lake between the bishop’s house and other folks who aren’t in business.
I quickly saw everything I needed to see about these streets—they were kind of a drag. Here and there was a patch of faded turf, like a really old, worn-out rug. And sometimes you'd see a tiny kitchen garden with potatoes, cabbage, and lettuce—so small they looked like they were from Lilliput.
 I found the public cemetery right in the middle of the new shopping street, fenced off by an earth wall. It wasn’t huge, but it looked like it could last for ages. From there, I headed to the Governor’s house—it was basically a shack compared to the Mansion House in Hamburg, but still a palace next to the other Icelandic homes.
Between the little lake and the town was the church, built in a simple Protestant style, using stones thrown up by volcanoes. I’m pretty sure the red tiles blew off in strong winds, which was a real bummer for the pastor and the whole congregation.
Up on a hill nearby was the national school, where they taught Hebrew, English, French, and Danish.
My tour was done in just three hours. Honestly, I left feeling kind of bummed. No trees, no plants—just volcanic peaks everywhere. The houses were made of turf and earth, more like roofs than actual houses. But, thanks to the heat, grass grows on the roofs, and they cut it for hay.
I didn’t see many people during my walk, but I did run into a bunch on the beach, drying, salting, and loading codfish—the main thing they export. The guys looked strong but kind of heavy, with fair hair like Germans, but a really downcast look. They seemed like exiles, way above Eskimos on the ladder of life, but I thought they were way more unhappy. Having all those feelings and then being stuck inside the Polar Circle? Rough.
 Sometimes they’d burst out laughing, like, really hard, but they never smiled. Their clothes? Think a rough black wool capote—that’s called "vadmel" in Scandinavia—a big floppy hat, red serge pants, and some leather tied with string for shoes, basically a tough moccasin. The women looked kinda sad and gloomy, but they had decent faces, just not much expression. They wore a dark vadmel bodice and skirt. When they were single, they’d wear a little brown knitted cap over braided hair. But once they were married, they’d cover their heads with a colorful handkerchief, then tie a white scarf over that.
Conversation and Discovery

I got back, and dinner was ready. My awesome relative totally crushed the food—seriously, he was hungry! His shipboard meals had left him feeling empty inside. The food was more Danish than Icelandic, nothing special on its own, but our host was so generous, it made it way better.
The conversation shifted to science, and M. Fridriksson asked my uncle what he thought of the public library.
"Library, huh?" my uncle said. "Seems like a bunch of random, useless books and a ton of empty shelves to me."
"What?!" M. Fridriksson exclaimed. "We have eight thousand volumes—super rare and valuable stuff—some in Scandinavian, plus all the new releases from Copenhagen!"
"Eight thousand volumes, seriously—where are they?" my uncle asked.
"Scattered around the country, Professor Hardwigg. We Icelanders are big on learning, even if we live out here. We think books shouldn't be locked away, but shared. So our library books get passed around—they might not even make it back to the shelves for years."
"So, what's there to see when tourists come?"
"Well, tourists have their own libraries. Our priority is making sure everyone, even the working class, is super educated. Luckily, Icelanders just love learning. Back in 1816, we started a Literary Society and Mechanics’ Institute. We've got tons of famous scholars as honorary members. We publish books to teach our people—they’ve really helped our country. Let me ask, Professor Hardwigg, would you like to be an honorary member?"
 My uncle, who was already a member of practically every literary and scientific group in Europe, totally went along with M. Fridriksson’s friendly wishes.
“And now,” he said, after tons of thanks and good vibes, “if you could just tell me what books you were hoping to find, maybe I could help out.”
I kept a close eye on my uncle. He paused for a bit, like he didn't want to say anything; talking openly might reveal his plans. But after thinking it over, he made up his mind.
“Well, M. Fridriksson,” he said, sounding totally chill, “I was really hoping to find some works by the brilliant Arne Saknussemm.”
“Arne Saknussemm!” the Professor from Reykjavik exclaimed. “You’re talking about one of the most important scholars from the 1500s, a seriously cool naturalist, a legendary alchemist, and an amazing traveler.”
“Exactly.”
“One of the top guys in Icelandic science and literature.”
“As you say, sir—"
“A man who was seriously impressive.”
“Yeah, totally, but what about his writings?”
“We don’t have any.”
“Not even in Iceland?”
“Nope, nothing in Iceland or anywhere else,” the other replied, looking bummed.
“Why’s that?”
“Arne Saknussemm got persecuted for heresy, and in 1573 his books were burned in Copenhagen by the executioner.”
“Awesome! Seriously cool!” my uncle mumbled, totally surprising the nice Icelander.
“You said, sir—"
“Yeah, yeah, it all makes sense now. I get it. Everything’s explained, and I finally understand why Arne Saknussemm, shut down and forced to hide, had to disguise his amazing discoveries under a super-confusing code—the secret—"
“What secret?”
“A secret—" my uncle stammered.
“Did you find some crazy manuscript?” M. Fridriksson asked.
 "No! no, I got carried away with excitement. Just a random thought."
"Perfect, sir. But seriously, you should check out the island's mineral wealth before you leave."
"The thing is, I’m running super late. So many experts have been here already."
"Yeah, yeah, but there's still so much to do," M. Fridriksson exclaimed.
"I think so," my uncle said, his eyes sparkling with a secret smile.
"You have no idea how many unknown mountains, glaciers, volcanoes are just waiting to be studied. I can show you one, right from here. See that on the horizon? That’s Sneffels."
"Oh yeah, Sneffels," my uncle said.
"One of the weirdest volcanoes around—people rarely visit the crater."
"Is it dead?"
"It's been extinct for like five hundred years," he replied quickly.
"Well," my uncle said, digging his nails into his skin and squeezing his knees together to stop himself from jumping up with joy. "I’m seriously thinking about starting my research with a look at the geological secrets of Mount Seffel—Feisel—whatever you call it."
"Sneffels, my dear sir."
That part of the conversation was in Latin, so I understood everything. I could barely keep a straight face seeing my uncle being so sneaky about his excitement. Honestly, his fake grimaces to hide his happiness made him look like a whole new Mephistopheles.
"Yeah, yeah," he continued, "your idea is awesome. I’m gonna climb to the top of Sneffels, and if I can, I’ll go down into the crater."
"I’m really bummed," M. Fridriksson added, "that my work will totally stop me from joining you. It would have been fun and useful if I had the time."
 "No, no, a thousand times no," my uncle exclaimed. "I really don't want to mess with anyone's chill. But seriously, thank you so much. Having someone as smart as you around would’ve been super helpful, but your job comes first, you know?"
Our host totally missed the irony of what he was saying.
"I'm all for your project," the Icelander continued after a bit. "It's a great idea to start by checking out this volcano. You'll find tons of interesting stuff. First things first, how are you planning on getting to Sneffels?"
"By sea. I'll cross the bay. It’s definitely the quickest way."
"Totally. But it’s still not gonna happen."
"Why?"
"We don’t have a boat available in all of Reykjavik," the other replied.
"So, what do we do?"
"You'll have to go by land along the coast. It’s longer, but way more interesting."
"Then I’ll need a guide."
"Definitely; and I happen to have your guy."
"Someone I can trust?"
"Yeah, he's an inhabitant of the peninsula where Sneffels is. He’s a really clever and dependable dude, you’ll like him. He even speaks Danish like a Dane."
"When can I meet him—today?"
"Nah, tomorrow; he won’t be here before then."
"Tomorrow it is," my uncle said with a big sigh.
The conversation wrapped up with compliments all around. During dinner, my uncle learned a ton about Arne Saknussemm, the reasons behind his weird, coded document. He also realized his host wasn't coming with us on our adventure, and that tomorrow we’d have a guide.
The Eider-down Hunter—off at Last

That evening I took a quick walk along the shore near Reykjavik, then crashed early on my bed of rough planks—seriously, I slept like a rock. When I woke up, I heard my uncle talking loud in the next room. I jumped out of bed and went to see what was up. He was chatting in Danish with a really tall dude, like seriously built. This guy looked super strong. His eyes, which popped out from a huge head, had a simple, almost innocent face, but they seemed really quick and smart. He had long hair, like, shockingly red, falling over his athletic shoulders. This Icelander looked agile, though he barely moved his arms—definitely not into all that hand-waving you see down south.
Everything about him gave off a chill, calm vibe. He wasn’t lazy, but he just seemed totally at peace. He was the type who didn't expect anything from anyone, worked when he felt like it, and nothing could shock or upset him.
I started to get a read on his character just by watching him listen to my uncle's wild, passionate ramblings. While my uncle was going off, sentence after sentence, he stood there with his arms crossed, totally still, not reacting to any of my uncle's gestures. To say No, he’s just shake his head left to right; when he agreed, he's just give a tiny nod, so slight you could barely see his head move. He was stingy with his movements, seriously.
Looking at him, I would have never guessed he was a total beast of a hunter. His vibe wasn’t exactly intimidating to wildlife. So, how did he even catch anything?
 My surprise dialed back a bit when I realized this chill, serious dude was just an eider duck hunter—the down's how Icelanders make most of their money, you know?
Early summer, the female eider—a cute duck, for real—builds her nest among the rocks of the fjords—those are narrow gulfs in Scandinavia—and Iceland’s got 'em everywhere. She lines the nest with the softest down from her chest right away. Then the hunter or trader shows up, takes the nest, and the poor bird has to start all over. It’s like that until all the eider down’s gone.
If she can’t find any more, the male steps up to see what he can do. But his down isn’t as soft, so it’s got no value, and the hunter doesn’t bother taking his nest lining. The nest gets finished, eggs are laid, chicks hatch, and next year, it’s eider down harvest time again.
Eider ducks never pick steep, tricky spots for their nests—they go for sloping, low cliffs near the sea. So the Icelandic hunter can run his business pretty easily. It’s like a farmer who doesn’t have to plow, sow, or harrow—just collects the crop.
This serious, thoughtful, quiet guy—as calm as an Englishman in a French play—was named Hans Bjelke. He came to see us because M. Fridriksson recommended him. He was gonna be our guide. It hit me that if I’d searched the whole world, I couldn't have found someone more opposite to my uncle, who’s always so extra.
 They totally got each other, though. Neither of them even thought about money—one was down to take whatever came his way, and the other was ready to give anything asked. So, you can imagine they figured out an agreement pretty quickly.
The deal was, he's take us to the village of Stapi, which is on the southern side of the peninsula of Sneffels, right at the bottom of the volcano. Hans, our guide, said it was about twenty-two miles, and my uncle thought that would take about two days.
But when my uncle realized they were Danish miles—eight thousand yards each—he had to chill out a bit. Considering the rough roads we had to deal with, he figured it’s gonna take eight or ten days.
We got four horses ready for us. Two to carry the gear, and two to carry my uncle and me. Hans said there’s no way he’s riding on any animal. He knew every inch of that coastline and promised to take us the quickest route.
His deal with my uncle wasn't just about getting us to Stapi. He was gonna stay on for all the time needed for my uncle’s research, for a set salary of three rix-dollars a week—that's fourteen shillings and twopence, minus one farthing, in English money. But the guide had one condition—he wanted the money every Saturday night, or his deal was off.
We set a departure date. My uncle wanted to give the eider-down hunter a little extra, but he shut him down with one word—
"Efter."
Which, when you translate it from Icelandic to English, means—"After."
Once the treaty was done, our awesome guide bounced without another word.
 "A seriously cool guy," said my uncle; "he just has no idea the huge role he’s about to play in world history."
"So, you’re saying he’s coming with us?" I asked, totally surprised.
"To the center of the earth, yeah," replied my uncle. "Why not?"
We had forty-eight hours left before we headed out. Sadly, all our time was spent getting ready. We put everything we had into packing—instruments on one side, weapons on the other, tools here, food there. We had four main groups.
The instruments were top-notch:
1. A super accurate Eigel thermometer, going up to 150 degrees. Honestly, I thought that wasn't nearly enough—or too much. Way too hot if things got really intense—we’d be toast! But not enough if we needed to check the temperature of springs or molten metal.
2. A manometer using compressed air, to measure the air pressure at sea level. A regular barometer might not cut it—the pressure would probably increase as we went deeper.
3. A Boissonnas chronometer from Geneva, set to the Hamburg meridian. That's what Germans use, like the English use Greenwich and the French use Paris.
4. Two compasses: one for direction, the other to measure the angle.
5. Binoculars.
6. Two Ruhmkorff coils. They’d give us a really good, portable, and reliable way to get light using electricity.
7. A brand-new voltaic battery.[1]
 A thermometer (thermos, and metron, measure); it’s a tool to check the air’s temperature. A manometer (manos, and metron, measure); shows how dense or thin gases are. A chronometer (chronos, time, and metros, measure); a fancy way to say a really good watch. Then there’s Ruhmkorff’s coil—it makes super-strong electric currents. It's a copper wire coil covered in silk, wrapped around another wire coil. A quick jolt of current from a battery makes it glow with bright light. The battery and wire are in a leather bag you strap to your shoulders. The lantern’s up front, so you can see even when it’s pitch black. You could even wander into flammable gases or underwater—it’s safe! H. D. Ruhmkorff, a smart chemist, came up with the induction coil. He snagged the French prize of £2,000 in 1864 for his awesome electric invention. A voltaic battery, named after Volta, uses metal plates and salty liquids to make electricity flow.
We had two rifles and two six-shooters. I couldn’t figure out why we needed them. I didn’t think we’d run into any wild animals or unfriendly locals. My uncle was just as obsessed with his weapons as he was with his instruments, and he was super careful about his supply of fulminating or gun cotton—guaranteed to work in any weather, and way more powerful than regular gunpowder.
 We had two pickaxes, two crowbars, a silken ladder, three iron-shod Alpine poles, a hatchet, a hammer, a dozen wedges, some pointed pieces of iron, and a bunch of strong rope. Seriously, the whole thing was a lot, especially when you realize the ladder was three hundred feet long!
Then we had to figure out food. The hamper wasn't huge, but it was decent. I knew that with concentrated meat and biscuits, we’d have enough to last six months. My uncle only brought Schiedam for drinks. No water at all. Luckily, we had a ton of gourds, and he figured we’d find water and fill them up as we headed down. My worries about the heat, the water quality, and even if we'd find any water, didn't really register with him.
To give you the full list of what we brought—for anyone else thinking of doing this—we also had a medical kit with everything you’d need for cuts, breaks, and bruises. Lint, scissors, lancets—basically, a collection of seriously creepy tools. Plus, a bunch of vials with ammonia, alcohol, ether, Goulard water, aromatic vinegar, you name it—every possible drug you could think of. And, of course, all the stuff for the Ruhmkorff coil!
My uncle also stocked up on a bunch of tobacco, a few flasks of really good gunpowder, boxes of tinder, and a belt stuffed with notes and gold. There were six pairs of waterproof boots in the toolbox.
“My boy, with gear like this, boots like these, and this kind of setup,” my uncle said, totally stoked, “we can definitely go far.”
 It took a whole day to get everything sorted. That evening, we had dinner with Baron Trampe, plus the Mayor of Reykjavik and Doctor Hyaltalin, Iceland's top doc. M. Fridriksson wasn't there, and I later learned he and the governor were clashing over some island admin stuff. Basically, I didn’t understand a single thing anyone said at dinner—it was like a semi-official thing. My uncle just wouldn't stop talking, though.
The next day, we were done. Our awesome host totally made my uncle, Professor Hardwigg, happy by giving him a killer map of Iceland—super important for a mineralogist.
Our last night was a long chat with M. Fridriksson, who I really liked—especially since I didn't think I'd ever see him or anyone else again. After that chill hour, I tried to sleep. No luck. I tossed and turned all night, only catching a few cat naps.
At five AM, I woke up from the only decent stretch of sleep I’d had by the loud neighing of horses under my window. I quickly got dressed and headed outside. Hans was putting the final touches on our stuff, doing it quietly and efficiently—seriously impressive. My uncle was giving him a ton of directions, but Hans totally ignored him.
By six o'clock, everything was ready. M. Fridriksson gave us a really warm handshake. My uncle thanked him from the heart, speaking Icelandic.
I threw in a few of my best Latin phrases and gave him all the compliments I could think of. With that friendly duty done, we headed out and hopped on our horses.
 As soon as we were totally ready, M. Fridriksson stepped forward. For a farewell, he called after me, quoting Virgil—words that felt seriously made for us, travelers heading off to an unknown place:
"Et quacunque viam dederit fortuna sequamur."
("And whichsoever way thou goest, may fortune follow!")
Our Start—we Meet with Adventures by the Way

The weather was overcast but settled when we kicked off our crazy, risky journey. No sweltering heat or soaking rain—perfect tourist vibes, honestly.
Riding through a new place was seriously my jam, so the start of this whole thing was pretty awesome for me.
I was totally feeling the rush of traveling, like a life of pure fun, freedom, and getting what you want. My mood was soaring so fast, I started to not even care about what used to seem like a nightmare trip.
"Seriously," I told myself, "what’s the worst that could happen? Just a trip through a weird country, a climb up a crazy mountain, and if things go south, a descent into a dead volcano’s crater.”
There was no way Saknussemm had done anything more than that. The idea of a secret gallery or underground tunnels into the Earth? Totally bonkers—just a fever dream. I’d do whatever was needed, no sweat.
I made up my mind right before we left Reykjavik.
Hans, our ridiculously good guide, led the way, walking with a steady, fast pace. Our two horses, carrying the gear, followed along on their own—no need for whips or spurs. My uncle and I brought up the rear, looking pretty good on our sturdy horses.
Iceland’s one of the biggest islands in Europe. It’s got thirty thousand square miles and around seventy thousand people. Geographers split it into four parts, and we had to cross the southwest quarter, which they call Sudvestr Fjordungr.
 Hans, when he left Reykjavik, followed the coastline. We went through scraggly, bare meadows, trying their hardest each year to show a bit of green. They almost never pulled it off—mostly just a dull yellow.
The sharp peaks of the rocky hills were hazy on the horizon, through the thick fog. Every so often, a flurry of snow would pop out in the morning light, while some tall, pointy rocks would disappear into the grey clouds, their tops sticking out like broken reefs rising from rough water.
Now and then, a rocky outcrop jutted down, barely giving us room to pass. But our horses seemed totally familiar with the area, knowing exactly which way to go. My uncle didn’t even have to nudge his horse along—whipping, spurring, or talking didn't do a thing. Showing any frustration was just pointless. I couldn't help but grin seeing him look so huge on his little horse; his long legs sometimes grazing the ground made him look like a six-legged centaur.
“Good beast, good beast,” he’s saying. “Seriously, I’m starting to think Icelandic horses are the smartest animals around. Snow, storms, impossible roads, rocks, icebergs—nothing stops ‘em. They’re brave, steady, and reliable; they never mess up, never slip. I bet you anything that when we have to cross a river or fjord—and I’m sure we will—you’ll see him go right in without hesitation, like an animal that can live in water, and make it safely to the other side. But we can’t rush him; we gotta let him do his own thing, and I promise we’ll hit our ten leagues a day between us.”
“Maybe,” I replied, “but what about our awesome guide?”
 “I’m not worried about him at all,” she said. “Those kinds of people just push forward without even knowing what they’re doing. Look at Hans. He barely moves, so he can’t get tired. Plus, if he did complain about being tired, he could borrow my horse. I’d get a major cramp if I didn't get some exercise. My arms are good—but my legs are getting a little stiff.”
We were moving pretty fast the whole time. The land we were in was basically a desert already. You'd see a lone farm here and there, a single shack, or an Icelandic house made of wood, dirt, and lava bits—looked like people begging on the side of the road. Those sad little huts made us feel so bad, we almost wanted to give money to everyone. There aren't any roads here, paths are practically nonexistent, and even the little bit of plant life we saw just covered up any signs of people passing through.
But this part of the province, just a few miles from the capital, is considered one of the best and most populated in all of Iceland. So, what must the other, more remote parts of the island be like? After traveling about half a Danish mile, we hadn’t seen a single farmer at his door, not even a shepherd with his crazy flock of sheep.
We only saw a few stray cows and sheep now and then. So, what should we expect when we get to the rough areas—the places all messed up from volcanoes and stuff happening underground?
 We'd figure it all out eventually. But looking at the map, I noticed we were avoiding a lot of that rough terrain by sticking to the coastline—it was pretty winding and desolate. Really, the whole volcanic thing happening on the island, and everything that went with it, was all concentrated inland. There, layers of rock stacked on top of each other, basalt eruptions, and lava flows had given the place a seriously weird reputation.
I wasn’t expecting what we found when we got to the Sneffels peninsula, though. It was like a total mess of nature’s leftovers, a seriously chaotic scene.
About two hours after we left Reykjavik, we arrived at this small town called Aoalkirkja, which basically meant “principal church.” It was just a few houses—not even a village, really, like you’d find in England or Germany.
Hans stopped for about half an hour. He shared our simple breakfast, said “yes” and “no” to my uncle’s questions about the road, and when my uncle asked where we’d spend the night, he was as short with his answers as always.
"Gardar!" he just said.
I looked at the map to see where Gardar was. After a close look, I found a small town with that name on the edge of the Hvalfjord, about four miles from Reykjavik. I showed it to my uncle, and he made a really dramatic face.
"Just four miles out of twenty-two? It’s basically a quick walk."
He was about to say something to the guide, but Hans just walked ahead of the horses, totally unfazed, like he always was.
 We’d been riding across those endless, sandy prairies for three hours. We had to go around Kollafjord—it was an easier, shorter route than trying to cross the gulfs. Not long after, we rolled into Ejulberg, a place with community rules. The clock would've struck twelve if any Icelandic church could afford a clock, though. Those churches are pretty much like the people here—they do without watches and don’t even miss ‘em.
Here, the horses could finally chill and grab a snack. Then, we followed a skinny strip of shore between tall rocks and the sea, getting us to Aoalkirkja of Brantar without stopping. After another mile, we hit Saurboer Annexia, a little chapel on the southern side of Hvalfjord.
It was four in the afternoon, and we’d covered about twenty English miles—that's four Danish miles.
The fjord was about half a mile wide. Waves were crashing against the pointed rocks. The gulf was surrounded by these massive, rocky walls—a huge cliff, three thousand feet tall, with layers of brown rock, mixed with reddish tufa. I wasn't trusting those horses to get us across a choppy stretch of water. Riding over saltwater on a tiny horse just seemed crazy.
“If they’re actually smart,” I thought, “they won’t even try.” “Either way, I’m trusting my own brain more than theirs.”
But my uncle was not in the mood to wait. He spurred his horse forward, heading for the shore. His horse went right to the water’s edge, sniffed the incoming wave, and backed off.
 My uncle, who was, honestly, just as stubborn as the horse he was riding, insisted on him making the move he wanted. This attempt was met with another refusal from the horse, who just shook his head. Then came a bunch of yelling and a good whack with the whip, followed by kicks from the horse, who tossed his head and heels and tried to buck his rider off. Finally, the little pony, splayed out his legs in a stiff and ridiculous pose, slipped out from under the Professor’s legs, leaving him standing with both feet on separate stones, like the Colossus of Rhodes.
“You awful animal!” my uncle yelled, suddenly a pedestrian—and as mad and embarrassed as a cavalry officer who’s been thrown from his horse.
“Farja,” said the guide, giving him a friendly tap on the shoulder.
“What, a ferry boat?”
“Der,” answered Hans, pointing to the boat—"there."
“Well,” I said, totally stoked about the info; “so it is.”
“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” my uncle snapped; “why don’t we just go?”
“Tidvatten,” said the guide.
“What’s he saying?” I asked, super confused by the delay and the back-and-forth.
“He says tide,” my uncle translated for my benefit.
“Oh, duh, I get it—we gotta wait for the tide.”
“For bida?” asked my uncle.
“Ja,” replied Hans.
My uncle scowled, stomped his feet, and then followed the horses to where the boat was.
I totally understood and was on board with needing to wait before crossing the fjord, for that moment when the sea is at its highest point and the water’s calm. When neither the tide’s coming in or going out, the ferry boat isn't in danger of drifting out to sea or crashing on the rocks.
 It wasn't until six in the evening that things finally clicked. My uncle, me, and our guide, plus two boatmen and four horses, all piled into this super weird, flat-bottomed boat. I'd gotten used to the steam ferries on the Elbe, so these boatmen and their long oars felt like a seriously slow way to get around.
We were in the fjord for over an hour, but eventually, we made it across without any drama.
About half an hour later, we rolled into Gardar.
Traveling in Iceland

It should'a been night, seriously, even way up there at the sixty-fifth parallel. But honestly, the constant daylight didn't even faze me. It's Iceland, right? June and July, the sun just doesn't go down.
The temp, though? Way colder than I thought. I was freezing, but even that wasn’t as bad as being totally famished. So, a hut opening its doors was seriously a lifesaver.
It was just a regular peasant's place, but the hospitality? Top-tier, like a king's palace. As soon as we showed up, the owner came out, shook our hands, and basically told us to follow him.
We did. It was impossible not to. A long, dark, kinda creepy passage led into the house—built with rough-hewn beams. It gave access to every room. There were four: the kitchen, a workshop where they did the weaving, the family’s sleeping room, and the best room, where they especially welcomed guests. My uncle, who’s super tall, kept bumping his head on the ceiling beams—ouch.
We got shown into our room—a big space with a hard dirt floor and a window with sheep intestine “glass”—not exactly see-through.
The beds were just piles of dry hay stuffed into two long red wooden boxes, decorated with Icelandic writing. I was not expecting to be so comfy. There was one downside: the smell. Dried fish, rotting meat, and sour milk all mixed together? Not a vibe for my nose.
 As soon as we ditched our bulky travel outfits, our host's voice called us to the kitchen—the only place Icelanders ever make a fire, no matter how freezing it is.
My uncle, totally down, rushed to accept this super welcoming invite. I followed.
The kitchen chimney was old-school. A big stone in the middle of the room was the fireplace, and there was a hole in the roof for the smoke to escape. It was basically the kitchen, living room, and dining room all rolled into one.
When we walked in, our awesome host acted like he hadn’t seen us, came over formally, said something that means “be happy,” and kissed both our cheeks.
His wife followed, said the same thing with the same formality, then the couple, putting their hands on their hearts, bowed deeply.
This amazing Icelandic woman was the mom of nineteen kids, who were rolling, crawling, and walking around in a ton of smoke coming from the fireplace in the middle of the room. I’d spot a fresh, white head and a kinda sad look peeking at me through the haze.
My uncle and I were totally vibing with everyone, and before we knew it, there were three or four little ones on our shoulders, some on our boxes, and the rest hanging around our legs. The ones who could talk kept yelling "saellvertu" in every possible way. The ones who couldn't just made a bunch of noise.
 The concert got cut short—supper was announced. Our guide, the eider-duck hunter, strolled in after making sure the horses were fed and settled. He just let them wander and graze on the sparse, green stuff in the Icelandic plains. Not much to eat, really—just moss and some super dry, not-so-nutritious grass. Next day, they were ready and waiting outside the door, way before we were.
“Welcome,” said Hans.
Then, totally chill, like a robot, he hugged the host and hostess and all nineteen of their kids, without a whole lot of feeling.
Once that was done and everyone was happy, we all squeezed around the table—twenty-four of us, pretty crowded. The lucky ones just had two little ones on their laps.
But as soon as the soup hit the table, everyone got quiet, even the Icelandic babies. Our host piled our plates with lichen soup made from Icelandic moss—not bad, actually. A huge piece of fish floated in sour butter. Then came some skyr, like curds and whey, with biscuits and juniper-berry juice. We drank blanda, skimmed milk mixed with water. I was starving, seriously hungry, so for dessert I polished off a big bowl of thick oat porridge.
Once the meal was over, the kids vanished, and the grown-ups sat around the fireplace. It had turf, heather, cow dung, and dried fish bones on it. Once everyone was warm enough, everyone scattered, heading to their own spots. Our hostess offered to take off our socks and pants, that’s just how they do things in Iceland. But we politely said no, so she left us to our bed of dry hay.
 The next morning, at five AM, we said goodbye to those super-hospitable farmers. My uncle totally struggled to give them enough cash.
Hans gave the signal to roll.
We barely got a hundred yards from Gardar when the landscape changed. The ground started getting swampy and boggy, making it tough to move. To our right, the mountains stretched on forever, like a massive, natural fortress—we were basically hugging the edge. We kept running into streams and little rivers, and we had to ford them without getting our stuff wet. As we went further, it felt more deserted, but sometimes we’d catch glimpses of people in the distance. Once, a sharp turn brought us close to one of those figures, and I instantly felt grossed out by this huge, shiny, hairless head with nasty, revolting wounds showing through their clothes. These poor folks never asked for anything; they just bolted. But Hans was quick enough to give them a friendly "saellvertu."
"Spetelsk," he said.
“A leper,” my uncle explained.
Just hearing that word felt icky. Leprosy, this awful disease that’s almost disappeared thanks to modern medicine, is still common in Iceland. It’s not contagious—it's hereditary—so these folks can’t get married.
 These lepers really didn’t make our trip any more fun, and the whole scene was just incredibly sad and lonely. The last bits of grass seemed to be dying right under our feet. Not a tree in sight, except for a few tiny willows, about the size of blackberry bushes. Now and then, we’d see a falcon soaring in the grey, misty air, heading towards warmer, sunnier places. I couldn't help but feel super bummed out. I sighed for my own homeland and wished I was back with Gretchen.
We had to cross a bunch of little fjords, and finally got to a real gulf. The tide was high, so we could just go across and reach the village of Alftanes, about a mile further.
That evening, after crossing the Alfa and the Heta rivers—packed with trout and pike—we had to spend the night in a deserted house, the kind you’d expect to be haunted by all the fays from Scandinavian stories. The King of Cold had totally moved in and made his presence known all night.
The next day was just…nothing special. Always the same damp, swampy ground; the same boring, even look; the same sad, repetitive scenery. That evening, having reached halfway through our trip, we slept at the Annexia of Krosolbt.
For a whole mile, we were walking on nothing but lava. They call this kind of ground hraun. The crumbled lava on the surface looked like huge ship cables stretched out flat, or sometimes piled up in heaps. It was like an endless field of lava flowing from the nearby mountains—all extinct volcanoes, but you could still see what they used to be. Here and there, you could see steam rising from hot water springs.
 We didn't have time to really check things out, though. We had to keep moving, ASAP. Soon, the soft, swampy ground was back under our horses’ hooves, and we kept running into little lakes every hundred yards or so. We were heading west now; we’d basically circled Faxa Bay, and the twin white peaks of Sneffels were rising into the clouds, less than five miles away.
The horses were really picking up speed. The tricky ground wasn’t slowing them down anymore. I’m not gonna lie, I was starting to feel it—major fatigue. But my uncle? He was solid, like he’s been since day one. I gotta say, I was impressed with both the Professor and our guide; they treated this whole rough trip like a casual stroll!
Saturday, June 20th, around six in the evening, we finally made it to Budir, a cute little town right on the coast. And that’s when the guide asked for his payment. My uncle settled up right away. It was Hans’s family—his uncles, his cousins—all German, who offered us a place to stay. We were super welcomed, and I really would’ve loved to chill with them after all that travel, without overstaying our welcome. But my uncle wasn’t feeling tired at all, so there was no chance. Even though it was Sunday, I was back in the saddle.
The ground was weird again, like the mountains were messing with it. Granite was popping out of the earth, looking like the roots of an old oak. We were hugging the base of the huge volcano. My uncle’s eyes never left it; he was gesturing, staring at it with this kinda intense, challenging look—like he was saying, "That’s the giant I’m gonna take down.”
 After four hours on the road, the horses just stopped right in front of the Stapi presbytery.
We Reach Mount Sneffels—the "reykir"

Stapi is a town with thirty huts, built on a huge lava plain, totally exposed to the sun—it's reflecting off the volcano. The little houses stretch out along a small fjord, surrounded by a basalt wall that’s seriously unique.
Basalt is a brown rock, formed from volcanic stuff. It takes on really regular shapes, which are wild to look at. Here, Nature was going geometric, working like a human—like she used a plumb line, a compass, and a ruler. Other times, she makes huge, artistic messes without any order—you see weird cones, messed-up pyramids, and crazy lines. But here, she was trying to teach a lesson in regularity, like she beat the architects of ancient times. She built a super-strict order of architecture, something neither Babylon nor Greece ever topped.
I'd heard about the Giant's Causeway in Ireland and Fingal's Cave in the Hebrides, but I'd never seen a real basalt formation up close.
What we saw at Stapi really gave us a feel for how amazing and beautiful it could be.
The wall of the fjord, like almost the whole peninsula, was made of a bunch of vertical columns, about thirty feet tall. These perfect stone pillars supported a roof of horizontal columns, kind of like a half-vaulted ceiling over the sea. Every so often, below this natural basin, we saw oval openings where waves crashed in, sending up sprays of foam. Some banks of basalt, ripped away by the waves, were scattered around like the ruins of an ancient temple—ruins that always look new, even though storms have been raging over them for ages!
 This was the final stretch of our trip. Hans had guided us faithfully and smartly, and I started to feel a bit more chill when I thought he's still coming with us.
When we stopped in front of the Rector's house—a tiny, cramped place, not cute or comfy like his neighbors’—I saw a dude shoeing a horse, hammer in hand, leather apron tied around his waist.
"Be happy," said the eider-down hunter, using his national greeting in his own language.
"God dag—good day!" replied the other, speaking perfect Danish.
"Kyrkoherde," said Hans, turning around and introducing him to my uncle.
"The Rector," repeated the Professor; "looks like this good man is the Rector, and isn't afraid to get his hands dirty."
While they were talking, the guide told the Kyrkoherde what was going on. The good man stopped what he was doing and let out a yell, and a super tall woman, almost a giantess, came out of the hut. She was at least six feet tall, which is saying something around there.
My first thought was total freakout. I thought she was coming to give us the Icelandic kiss. But I didn't have anything to worry about, because she didn't even seem that into welcoming us into her house.
The guest room was seriously the worst part of the presbytery. It was small, gross, and just plain off-putting. But we didn't really have a choice. The Rector wasn't about that usual warm and old-school hospitality thing. Not at all. Before the day was even over, I realized we were dealing with a blacksmith, a fisherman, a hunter, a carpenter—anything but a clergyman. Gotta give him credit though, we caught him on a weekday; he probably looked better on Sundays.
 These poor priests get a seriously lame salary from the Danish government, and they collect just one-fourth of the tithe from their parish—not even sixty marks current, like, about L3 10s sterling. So they have to work to live, you know? Honestly, we quickly realized our host wasn't big on being polite.
My uncle pretty much figured out the kind of guy he was dealing with. Instead of a smart, learned scholar, he found a boring, rude peasant. So, he decided to kick off his big expedition ASAP. He wasn’t worried about being tired, and he planned to spend a few days in the mountains.
We got everything ready to leave the very next day after we arrived at Stapi. Hans hired three Icelanders to replace the horses—they just couldn’t carry our luggage anymore. But when these awesome islanders got to the bottom of the crater, they were supposed to head back and leave us on our own. That was the deal before they’d even agree to start.
This time, my uncle kinda spilled the beans to Hans, the eider-duck hunter, and let him know he planned to keep exploring the volcano as far as possible.
Hans listened coolly, then just nodded. Going there, or anywhere else, to bury himself in the earth’s core, or hike over its peaks—it was all the same to him! As for me, I was having a blast with the travel stuff and kinda forgot about what was coming. But now, I was about to face reality again. What were we gonna do? Bail? But if I really wanted to ditch Professor Hardwigg, it should’a been in Hamburg, not at the foot of Sneffels.
One thought, more than anything, started stressing me out: a seriously scary thought, and one that could totally freak someone out, even someone as chill as me.
 “Let’s think this through,” I said to myself. “We’re climbing Sneffels mountain. Okay. We’re going to the very bottom of the crater. Cool, I guess. Others have done it and didn’t die.
“But that’s not the whole story. If there’s actually a way to go down into the dark, underground depths of Mother Earth, if that unlucky Saknussemm really told the truth, we’re totally lost in a maze of underground tunnels inside the volcano. And we don’t even know if Sneffels is really extinct. What proof do we have that an eruption isn’t about to happen? Just because it’s been sleeping since 1219, does that mean it’s never going to wake up?
“If it does wake up, what happens to us?”
Those were some serious questions, and I thought about them a lot. I couldn’t even sleep without dreaming about eruptions. The more I thought about it, the less I wanted to be turned into ash.
I couldn’t take it anymore. So, I decided to tell my uncle the whole thing, but in a super sneaky way, like a totally crazy idea.
I found him. I told him my worries, then stepped back to let him cool off.
“I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, super calmly.
What did he mean? Was he finally listening to reason? Was he going to scrap his plans? It felt almost too good to be real.
But I didn’t say anything. I really wanted to let him think things over. After a bit, he spoke up.
 "I've been thinking about it," he started again. "Ever since we got to Stapi, my mind's been practically all about the big question you asked me—because acting without thinking would be totally unwise and inconsistent."
"I totally agree, Uncle," I said, feeling a little hopeful.
"It's been six hundred years since Sneffels last spoke, but even though he's quiet now, he could speak again. New volcanic eruptions always have signs beforehand. I’ve studied the people around here, checked out the ground—and I’m telling you straight, Harry, there won’t be an eruption anytime soon.”
I was stunned and couldn’t get a word out.
"You don't believe me, do you?" my uncle said. "Follow me."
I did it without really thinking.
We left the church and the Professor took a path through a gap in the basalt rock, way from the sea. We were soon in open country—if you could call it that, since the whole place was covered in volcanic stuff. The land looked totally flattened under huge rocks—trap, basalt, granite, lava, everything volcanic.
I could see steam rising everywhere. These white clouds, called "reykir" in Icelandic, come from hot springs and show how active the ground is. Seeing all this, I felt even more worried. So I was super surprised when my uncle said this.
"See all this smoke, Harry, my boy?"
“Yeah, sir.”
“As long as you see it like that, you don't have anything to worry about from the volcano.”
“But how can that be?”
 "Be sure to remember this," the Professor went on. "When an eruption's coming, those bursts of steam get way more active—then they just vanish during the actual eruption. The elastic fluids, they don't have the pressure anymore, so they go inside the crater instead of escaping through cracks in the earth. If the steam acts normal, if it's not getting more intense, and if there's no weird, heavy air and no wind, you're safe from an eruption anytime soon."
"But—"
"That's enough, kid. When science speaks, you listen."
I headed back to the house, feeling totally bummed and defeated. My uncle had just crushed me with his science stuff. Still, I had one last hope: once we were at the bottom of the crater, there’s no way to go any deeper without a tunnel or something. And that's it, no matter how many Saknussemms there are.
I spent the whole next night with this creepy feeling hanging over me! And after some seriously messed-up stuff, I found myself way down in the earth, suddenly shot out into space, like a chunk of eruptive rock!
The next day, June 23rd, Hans was waiting for us outside the church, cool as a cucumber, with his three helpers loaded with food, tools, and gear. Two poles with iron tips, two guns, and two big game bags were set aside for my uncle and me. Hans, who never forgot the smallest detail, had thrown in a huge skin full of water, on top of our water bottles. That gave us enough water for eight days.
 It was nine in the morning, and we were finally ready to roll. The rector and his seriously large wife—or maybe she was his housekeeper, I honestly couldn't tell—were at the door to see us off. They looked like they were about to give us the standard Icelandic goodbye kiss. But then, total shocker, they handed us a massive bill. Seriously, they even charged us for using the guest house, which was honestly the grossest place I'd ever been in. The couple totally ripped us off, like a shady Swiss hotel owner, and the price made us feel like we were being punished for their hospitality.
My uncle, though, just paid without a word. A guy who’s set on a trip to the Earth's core isn’t gonna argue over a few bucks.
Once that was settled, Hans gave the go-ahead, and a few minutes later, we were outta Stapi.
The Ascent of Mount Sneffels

The massive volcano—the first part of our crazy experiment—is over five thousand feet tall. Sneffels is the end of a long chain of volcanic mountains, totally different from the rest of the island. One thing that’s wild about it is its two huge, pointy peaks. From where we started, it was impossible to see the real shape against the grey sky. All we could make out was this huge dome of white, dropping down from the top of the giant.
Starting this huge thing totally blew me away. Now that we were actually doing it, I really started to believe it was real!
Our group looked like a procession. We walked in a single line, with Hans, this super chill duck hunter, leading the way. He calmly led us along these skinny paths where two people couldn't even walk side-by-side. Talking was basically out of the question. It gave us more time to think and check out the insane beauty of the place around us.
Past this crazy basalt wall of the Stapi fjord, we were trekking through this fibrous turf, with just a little bit of grass growing on it—leftover from the old swampy peninsula. This huge pile of stuff would keep Iceland warm for a whole century! This massive turf pit, measured from the bottom of some ravines, is often at least seventy feet deep, and you can see layers of black, burned-up rock mixed with thin streaks of porous sandstone.
The view was seriously epic, and it totally felt empty and deserted.
 Being a true nephew of Professor Hardwigg, and even though I was totally stressed and worried about what was coming, I checked out the massive collection of cool rocks and minerals in this huge natural history museum. Thinking back to what I’d been studying, I went over the whole geological history of Iceland in my head.
This crazy, unique island probably popped up from the ocean not too long ago. Like those coral islands in the Pacific, it might even still be rising, super slowly.
If that’s really the deal, its origin can only be one thing—constant action from underground fires.
That was a major win.
If so, if that’s true, forget the theories of Sir Humphry Davy; forget the old writings of Arne Saknussemm; forget my uncle’s claims of discovery—and our whole trip!
It’s all gonna fizzle out.
Really into the idea, I started looking around more closely. A serious study of the ground was needed to prove or disprove my idea. I took in every detail and started to get how things had happened before it was even formed.
Iceland doesn't have any normal soil—it's made up entirely of volcanic rock. That's a bunch of stones and rocks with tiny holes. Long before volcanoes even existed, it was a solid block of tough rock, pushed up slowly from the sea by forces inside the earth.
But the underground fires hadn't broken free yet and covered the surface with hot lava.
Sorry for this quick, kinda nerdy geology lesson, but you need it to understand what happens next.
 Later on, a massive crack had to have been carved diagonally from the southwest to the northeast of the island, and through it, the volcanic crust gradually flowed out. Then came this wild phenomenon – it wasn't violent, but the outpouring was huge. The molten stuff, blasted from deep inside the earth, spread out slowly and calmly, creating huge, flat plains, or what they call mamelons or mounds.
That's when the rocks called feldspars, syenites, and porphyries showed up.
Naturally, this overflow made the island get deeper. You can imagine how much elastic stuff piled up in the center, especially when the crust started to cool and there were no other ways out.
Eventually, even with the super-thick, heavy crust on top, the force of the gases below got so intense that they pushed up the whole thing, creating giant shafts. That's how the volcanoes suddenly appeared, followed by the craters bursting out at the top.
The first stuff happening when the island was forming was basically eruptions. But soon after, the volcanic activity really kicked in.
Through these new openings came a ton of basaltic stones, which covered the plain we were walking across. We were stepping over these heavy, dark grey rocks, which had formed into six-sided prisms as they cooled. Way back, we could see a bunch of flattened cones—basically, they used to be fire-spewing mouths.
 Once the volcanic eruption calmed down, the volcano, whose power grew with those old, dead craters, just let the lava flow freely. And all the cinders and pumice stone scattered down the mountain looked like messy hair on a Bacchante’s shoulders.
Basically, that’s how Iceland came to be. Everything comes from those crazy, deep fires, and thinking the center wasn't still molten, super hot, was just plain nuts.
And that's settled (Q.E.D.), so why even try to go inside the earth? Seriously, what a ridiculous idea!
I gave myself that pep talk while we were traveling, and it really helped. I felt way better about our mission, so I headed toward old Sneffels, ready to take on the challenge.
As we went on, the path got tougher and tougher. The ground was rough and sketchy. The rocks crumbled under our feet, so we had to be super careful not to fall.
Hans just strolled along like he was on Salisbury Plain. Sometimes he’d vanish behind huge rocks, and we’d lose sight of him for a sec. Then we’d hear a sharp whistle to let us know where he was.
He’d randomly stop to grab rocks and pile them up in little stacks, just so we wouldn’t get lost on the way back.
He had no clue about the journey we were about to take.
Still, it was a smart move, even if totally pointless—but I'm not getting ahead of myself.
 Three hours of total exhaustion, just walking and walking, had only gotten us to the base of the huge mountain. That should give you an idea of what we still had ahead of us.
Suddenly, though, Hans yelled, "Hold up!" – basically, he signaled us to stop. A quick breakfast was laid out on the lava rocks in front of us. My uncle, who was just Professor Hardwigg now, was so ready to go that he wolfed down his food like a total goofball. This break for food was also a chance to rest. The Professor had to wait for his super chill guide, who didn’t signal for us to leave for a whole hour.
The three Icelanders, who were just as quiet as their buddy, didn’t say a thing; they just ate and drank quietly and seriously.
From this first real leg of the trip, we started climbing up the slopes of the Sneffels volcano. Its awesome snowy peak, which we started calling it, seemed really close because of how mountains play tricks on your eyes; but seriously, how many long, tiring hours would pass before we reached the top? What crazy exhaustion we’d have to deal with!
The rocks on the mountainside, not held together by soil or roots, kept giving way under our feet, tumbling down into the plains like mini-avalanches.
In some spots, the sides of this massive mountain were so steep that it was impossible to climb straight up, and we had to find ways around these obstacles.
Anyone who's done mountain climbing knows how tough it was. We often had to help each other out using our climbing poles.
 I gotta say, my uncle was like, totally glued to my side. He never took his eyes off me, and he was always there to give me a solid hand. He was strong, lean, and seemed to have endless energy. Plus, he had this amazing sense of balance – he never stumbled or messed up. The Icelanders, even with heavy loads, climbed like pros.
Looking up every now and then at the top of that huge volcano, Sneffels, it seemed totally impossible to reach the summit from that side. Unless the angle got less steep, that is.
Luckily, after an hour of crazy exhaustion and some serious gym moves that would’ve tested an acrobat, we hit this massive ice field that went all the way around the base of the volcano. The locals called it the tablecloth, probably for the same reason people in the Cape of Good Hope call their mountain Table Mountain, and their roads Table Bay.
Here, to our surprise, we found a real staircase made of stone, which made climbing way easier. This weird staircase was, like, totally volcanic. It was formed by a river of stones thrown up during eruptions – the Icelanders call them stina. If that river hadn’t been stopped by the mountain's shape, it would have flowed into the sea and made new islands.
But it worked great for us. The slopes got steeper for a bit, but these awesome stone steps—not as tough as the ones at the Egyptian pyramids—were the only way we could keep going.
 Around seven that evening, after seriously grinding up two thousand of those rough steps, we found ourselves looking out over a kind of jut or projection of the mountain—basically, a solid base that the cone-shaped crater, like, really relied on.
The ocean stretched out below us, over three thousand two hundred feet down—a seriously epic sight. We’d hit the zone of eternal snow.
It was freezing—a sharp, intense cold. The wind was blowing crazy hard. I was totally wiped.
My awesome uncle, the Professor, could see my legs weren’t gonna make it any further, and honestly, I was just done. Even though he was super eager, he sighed and decided we needed to stop. He called over the eider-duck hunter. But that guy just shook his head.
“Ofvanfor,” he said.
“Looks like,” my uncle said with a bummed expression, “we gotta go higher.”
He turned to Hans and asked him why he was being so firm.
“Mistour,” the guide replied.
“Ja, mistour—yeah, the mistour,” one of the Icelandic guides practically yelled, sounding totally freaked out.
It was the first time he’s spoken up.
“What does that weird word even mean?” I asked, feeling anxious.
“Look,” my uncle said.
I looked down at the plain below and saw a massive, insane cloud of pulverized pumice, sand, and dust shooting up into the sky like a huge tornado. It was like those scary dust devils people see in the Sahara desert.
 The wind was pushing it straight towards the side of Sneffels we were on. This thick cloud blocking the sun cast a deep shadow on the mountain's slopes. If this sand spout hit us, we’d totally be destroyed, crushed in its grip. This crazy phenomenon, super common when the wind whips up the glaciers and sweeps across the dry plains, they call it "mistour" in Icelandic.
"Hastigt, hastigt!" our guide yelled.
I didn't know Danish, but I totally got that he wanted us to hurry up.
The guide spun around, leading us towards the back of the crater, while we climbed a little.
We followed fast, even though we were totally beat.
Fifteen minutes later, Hans stopped so we could look back. That huge whirlwind of sand was spreading up the mountain towards where we’d planned to stop. Huge rocks were flying up, tossed around like during a volcano. Luckily, we were a bit out of the wind's way, so we were safe. But for our guide’s smarts and knowledge, our bodies would’ve been tossed around like dust from a random meteor.
Hans didn’t think it was a good idea to spend the night on the bare cone. So we kept going, zigzagging. The fifteen hundred feet left to climb took us at least five hours. All the turns and dead ends, the endless marching, made that short distance feel like three leagues. I’d never felt so miserable, tired, and drained in my life. I was about to pass out from hunger and cold. Plus, the thin air was really messing with my lungs.
 Finally, around eleven at night—it was seriously dark up there—we made it to the top of Mount Sneffels! Despite being totally wiped, I had to stop before heading into the crater for the night. I just had to see the sun rise at midnight, on the day of the shortest day of the year.
The sight of those ghostly, pale rays hitting the island below, sleeping soundly, was unreal.
No wonder people fly all the way from England to Norway just to see something like this. It's totally magical.
The Shadow of Scartaris

Our supper was gone super quick, and everyone just kind of did their own thing inside the crater. The bed was rock solid, the shelter wasn’t great, and the whole situation was rough—lying out in the open air, five thousand feet up!
Still, I slept better that night than I had in ages. Seriously, not even a dream. That’s the power of what my uncle called “wholesome fatigue.”
The next morning, when we woke up under a bright, gorgeous sun, the air was freezing. I hopped off my granite bed and joined the others to check out the insane view that spread out below us.
I was standing on the highest point of Mount Sneffels’ southern peak. From there, I could see most of the island. That weird optical illusion you get at high altitudes made the coast look higher, while the middle part looked lower. It wasn't totally crazy to think a giant painting was laid out before me. I could see deep valleys crisscrossing everywhere. I could see cliffs like the sides of wells, lakes that looked like tiny ponds, ponds like puddles, and rivers that seemed like little streams. To my right were glaciers upon glaciers, and tons of peaks topped with wisps of smoke.
All those mountains rising and falling, with their snowy tops looking like foam, reminded me of a super choppy ocean. When I looked west, the ocean was right there, huge and amazing, like an extension of those fluffy hills.
It was impossible to tell where the land ended and the sea started.
 I got this weird, intense feeling, you know? Like when you look down from a really high hill. But this time, I wasn't even a little nervous, I’d gotten used to those awesome views.
I totally forgot who I was and where I was. I was just vibing with this huge, epic feeling, not even thinking about how crazy my daring was about to get. But then, the Professor and Hans showed up, joining me at the top of the peak.
My uncle pointed west and showed me this hazy cloud, like a faint outline of land rising from the water.
"Greenland!" he said.
"Greenland?" I asked.
"Yep," my uncle said, always explaining things like he was lecturing. “We’re only about thirty-five leagues from that amazing land. When the ice breaks up every year, polar bears float over to Iceland on the ice. But that's not the big deal. We're on top of Sneffels – the real deal – and here are its two peaks, north and south. Hans will tell you what Icelanders call this place.”
My uncle looked at Hans, who just nodded and said one word, like always.
"Scartaris."
My uncle gave me this super proud look.
"A crater," he said. "Get it?"
I totally got it, but I couldn’t even speak.
 The crater of Mount Sneffels was like an upside-down cone, a huge opening that looked to be half a mile across. You couldn’t even guess how deep it was. Just imagine what it must have been like when it was full of fire, thunder, and lightning!
The bottom of the funnel-shaped hollow was about five hundred feet around, so the slope from the top to the bottom was pretty gradual. We could totally get there without too much trouble. I instantly pictured it like a massive cannon, loaded and ready to fire – it totally freaked me out.
"Going down into a cannon," I thought, "especially one that might blow at any second? That's just crazy."
But there was no time to freak out further. Hans, super calm and collected, took his usual spot at the front of our little crew. I followed without saying a word.
I felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter.
To make the climb easier, Hans zigzagged down the inside of the cone, going way over to the east, then back to the west, like sailors do. We had to walk through tons of volcanic rocks, and some of them, loose and shaky, tumbled down with a huge, echoing crash to the bottom of the hole. Those constant falls made some seriously powerful echoes.
 Hans, whenever he hit one of those glaciers, moved with a big show of caution, poking the ground with his long iron pole to find cracks and layers of deep, soft snow. In a bunch of sketchy or dangerous spots, we had to tie ourselves together with a long rope, so if anyone slipped, their buddies would catch them. That rope was a smart move, but it wasn’t exactly safe.
Still, even though the descent was super tough—our guide didn’t know these slopes at all—we made good progress without any major issues. One of our big bundles of rope went flying, taking a shortcut straight to the bottom of the abyss.
By noon, we were at the end of our trek. I looked up and saw only the top of the cone, which framed a tiny bit of the sky—and it was seriously beautiful. Would I ever see that sunny sky again?
The only thing that stood out from that crazy landscape was the Peak of Scartaris, which seemed to disappear into the huge emptiness above.
The bottom of the crater had three separate shafts. During eruptions, when Sneffels was active, the main furnace would blast out molten lava and toxic fumes through them. Those chimneys were just gaping open in our way. I stayed as far away from them as I could, not even glancing down.
The Professor, after checking them out quickly, got totally winded. He was bouncing between them like a stoked kid, waving his arms and blurting out random phrases in every language he knew.
 Hans, the guide, and his crew settled onto some lava piles and just watched. They totally thought my uncle was losing it—and waited to see what happened.
Suddenly, the Professor let out this crazy, unreal yell. At first, I thought he’d slipped and was falling into one of those huge cracks. But nope. I saw him, arms stretched way out, legs apart, standing straight in front of this massive, black pedestal—tall enough to hold a huge statue of Pluto. He looked completely stunned. But that feeling quickly turned into pure excitement.
“Harry! Harry! get over here!” he shouted; “hurry—it’s amazing—amazing!”
I didn’t get what he was going for, so I went to see. Hans and the other Icelanders didn't move.
“Look!” the Professor said, like a French general showing his troops the pyramids.
And I was just as shocked as he was, reading the same letters on the east side of the huge stone block—letters that time had eaten away at, and that meant so much to me—in a bad way.
The Real Journey Commences

Our real journey had started now. Until now, our courage and determination had handled everything. We were tired sometimes, that was it. Now we were about to face unknown and scary dangers.
I hadn't peeked down the crazy deep hole I was about to drop into yet. But the moment had finally come. I still had a choice – say no or go along with this wild plan. But I was embarrassed to seem more scared than the eider-duck hunter. Hans seemed totally chill with the journey's challenges, so calm, so indifferent, so fearless, that I actually blushed for being less of a man than him!
If I'd been alone with my uncle, I definitely would have talked it through. But with the guide there, I kept quiet. I thought about my awesome cousin for a sec, then headed to the top of the main shaft.
It was about a hundred feet wide, so like three hundred feet around. I leaned over a rock at the edge and looked down. My hair stood on end, my teeth chattered, my limbs shook. I totally lost my balance, and my head spun like I'm drunk. Nothing's more powerful than this pull toward a deep hole. I was about to tumble straight into the huge opening when a strong hand pulled me back. It was Hans. I didn’t practice enough at the Frelser's-Kirk in Copenhagen to look down from high places without freaking out!
Even though I only looked down for a few minutes, I got a good look at this massive and even unbelievable shaft. The sides, almost straight up like a well, had lots of bumps that would help us climb down.
 It was like a crazy, rough staircase, no railings or anything. A rope was tied up near the top, so it’d hold our weight and let us get to the bottom, but how were we gonna untie it once we were way down there? That felt like a big deal.
My uncle, though, he's one of those guys who always has a plan. He came up with a super simple way to deal with it. He pulled out a rope, about as thick as my thumb, and seriously, like four hundred feet long. He let about half of it slide down the pit and snag on a huge block of lava right at the edge. Then he tossed the other half after that.
Now we could both climb down, grabbing both ropes with one hand. When we were about two hundred feet down, all the explorer had to do was let go one end and pull the other. The rope would just fall to our feet. To go even further, we just kept doing the same thing.
It was a pretty sweet idea, and probably right. Going down seemed easy enough; it was getting back up that was bugging me.
"Alright," said my uncle as soon as he was done setting everything up, "let's sort out the gear. We gotta split it into three bags, and each of us takes one on our back. I'm talking about the important stuff, the fragile stuff."
My awesome, clever uncle didn’t seem to think we were part of that.
"Hans," he went on, "you take the tools and some of the food. Harry, you grab another third of the food and the weapons. I'll load up with the rest of the snacks and the more delicate instruments."
"But," I said, "what about our clothes, all this rope and ladders—who's carrying that down?"
"They're gonna drop themselves."
 "And how so?" I asked.
"You’ll see.”
My uncle wasn't about halfway measures, and he hated any kind of hesitation. He gave Hans the orders to bundle all the sturdy stuff into one package. Then, he just tossed the securely fastened packet over the edge of the chasm.
I heard the rush of air as it shifted, and the sound of rocks falling. My uncle leaned over the abyss, totally pleased with himself, and didn’t move until his luggage was completely out of sight.
“Alright, our turn!” he shouted.
Honestly, anyone with a brain should’ve felt a chill hearing that energetic shout.
The Professor strapped his instruments onto his back. Hans grabbed the tools, and I took the weapons. Then we started down, in this order: Hans first, my uncle next, and me last. We moved in total silence—only broken by the rumble of rocks breaking off the sharp sides and crashing into the depths below.
I just let myself slide, holding onto the double rope for dear life with one hand and using my iron-shod pole with the other to keep myself away from the rocks. One thought kept running through my head: I was afraid the upper support would give way. The rope looked way too flimsy to hold three of us, with all our gear. I used it as little as possible, trusting my own moves and pulling off some crazy feats of strength and agility on the jutting shelves and spurs of lava—my feet seemed to grip them as well as my hands.
The guide went first, like I said, and when one of the slippery supports broke under his feet, he just said,
“Gif akt—"
“Attention—look out,” repeated my uncle.
 In about half an hour, we hit this little terrace, like a bit of rock jutting out from the shaft's walls.
Hans started pulling on the rope on one side, letting the other slide up easy. It dropped a bunch of small stones, lava, and dust—like a gross rain or hail.
While we were chilling on this crazy bench, I peeked down again. Ugh, still couldn’t see the bottom. Were we just heading straight into the Earth?
The rope thing started up again, and fifteen minutes later, we were another two hundred feet down.
Honestly, I doubt even the most hardcore geologist would’ve been checking out the layers of earth around them. I wasn’t even thinking about it. Didn’t matter to me if we were in combustible carbon, Silurians, or just old dirt.
But not the Professor—he’s always on it. He must’ve been taking notes the whole way. He started a little lecture when we stopped.
“The further we go,” he said, “the more sure I am about this. These volcanic layers totally back up Sir Humphry Davy’s ideas. We’re still in the original soil, where metals got all fired up when they touched air and water. I’m kinda bummed about that old theory of a central fire, though—it’s totally debunked now. But we’ll know the truth soon.”
That was his usual ending. I wasn’t really in the mood to chat about it, though. I had other stuff on my mind. My silence meant I was okay with it, so we kept going down.
 After three hours, we still looked like we weren't getting anywhere near the bottom of the well. But when I looked up, the opening above was getting smaller every minute. The walls were closing in—we were heading into total darkness!
And we kept going down!
Finally, I noticed that when chunks of rock broke off the walls of this crazy-deep drop, they disappeared with less noise than before. The echo faded faster. We were close to the bottom of the abyss!
I’d been super careful to count how many times we’d moved the rope, so I knew exactly how deep we were and how long it had taken.
We’d shifted the rope twenty-eight times, and each move took a quarter of an hour, so that’s seven hours total. Plus, twenty-eight pauses—ten and a half hours in all. We started at one, so it was about eleven at night now.
It doesn't take a genius to figure out that twenty-eight times two hundred feet is five thousand six hundred feet—more than an English mile!
While I was doing the math in my head, a voice cut through the silence. It was Hans.
"Hold up!" he shouted.
I stopped dead in my tracks, just as I was about to accidentally kick my uncle.
"We’re at the end of our journey," the Professor said, sounding pretty pleased with himself.
"Seriously, the inside of the earth?" I asked, sliding over to his side.
"Dude, no! But we hit the bottom of the well."
"So, no further progress?" I asked, hoping for more.
"Oh, yeah, I can kind of see a tunnel, turning off to the right. We'll check it out tomorrow. Let's eat now, and try to sleep as best we can."
 I figured it was time, but didn’t say anything about it. I was totally committed to a crazy plan, and all I could do was keep moving forward, hoping for the best.
It wasn’t even fully dark yet, with light streaming in a really wild way.
We opened our food bag, had a simple dinner, and each of us tried to find a place to crash amongst the rocks, dirt, and lava that had piled up for ages at the bottom of the shaft.
I managed to find the pile of ropes, ladders, and clothes we’d dropped down, and I just flopped onto them. After a day like that, my rough bed felt like the comfiest thing ever!
For a bit, I was in a kind of chill haze.
After lying still for a few minutes, I opened my eyes and looked up. And there it was—a bright little dot at the end of this massive telescope.
It was a star, no twinkle. From what I could tell, it had to be Beta in the Little Dipper.
After that quick stargazing thing, I crashed hard.
We Continue Our Descent

At eight o'clock the next morning, a soft kind of dawn woke us up. A thousand little prisms from the lava caught the light as it passed, bringing it to us like a shower of sparks.
We could see things around us, no problem.
"Well, Harry, my boy," the Professor shouted, super excited, rubbing his hands together, "what do you think now? Did you ever have a more chill night in our place on Konigstrasse? No loud cart wheels, no hawkers yelling, no rough language from boatmen or anything!"
"Well, Uncle, we're basically at the bottom of this well—but this calm kinda freaks me out."
"Seriously?" said the Professor, getting a little heated. "Sounds like you’re already starting to get scared. How are you gonna handle this later? You know, we haven’t even gone an inch into the earth yet."
"What do you mean, sir?" I replied, totally confused.
"I mean we've only just reached the soil of the island itself. This long, straight tube that ends at the bottom of Sneffels crater stops right here, about level with the ocean."
"Are you sure, sir?"
"Totally. Check the barometer."
It was true—the mercury, after slowly climbing in the instrument as we descended, had stopped exactly at twenty-nine degrees.
"You see," said the Professor, "so far, we’re only dealing with air pressure. I’m dying to switch the barometer for a manometer."
The barometer was about to be useless—as soon as the weight of the air was heavier than what was calculated above the ocean level.
"But," I said, "aren't you worried that this pressure just keeps getting worse and might be really painful and annoying?"
 "No," he said. "We're going down super slow, so our lungs get used to the compressed air. People have gone so high they barely had any air—so why can't we get used to breathing when we have, like, a little too much? I'm definitely gonna like it. Let's not waste any time. Where's the packet that came down before us?"
I pointed it out to my uncle, smiling. Hans hadn't seen it and thought it was snagged somewhere above us—he called it "Huppe."
"Now," my uncle said, "let's grab some breakfast, and fuel up like we've got a long day ahead."
Biscuits, dried meat, and a few gulps of water with Schiedam—that was our fancy meal.
As soon as we were done, my uncle pulled out a notebook to jot down notes from our trip. He's already gotten his gear sorted, and this is what he wrote:
Monday, June 29th
Chronometer, 8:17 a.m.
Barometer, 29.6 inches
Thermometer, 6 degrees [43 degrees Fahr.]
Direction, E.S.E.
That last one was about the tunnel, and the compass showed us.
"Now, Harry," the Professor shouted, super excited, "we're really about to take our first step into the Earth's Interior! Nobody’s ever been there since the world began. You can say our journey actually starts right now."
As my uncle said that, he grabbed the Ruhmkorff coil around his neck and hooked up the lantern’s wire. A bright light suddenly lit up that dark tunnel!
It was like magic!
 Hans, who carried the second apparatus, got it running too. This super-smart way of using electricity let us move forward with our own artificial daylight, even through a bunch of flammable gases.
"Let's go!" my uncle shouted. Everyone grabbed their gear. Hans led the way, then my uncle, and I brought up the rear as we entered the gloomy gallery!
Just as we were about to step into this depressing passage, I looked up and saw that Icelandic sky through the tube-like shaft—the last sky I’d ever see!
Was it the last sky I’d ever see?
A river of lava from deep inside the earth had forced its way through the tunnel back in 1219. It coated the whole inside with a thick, bright layer. The electric lights made the whole thing even brighter.
Our journey got seriously tricky now. How were we gonna stop ourselves from sliding down the steep slope? Luckily, cracks, worn spots, and other bumps acted like steps. We went down slowly, letting our heavy bags slide ahead on a long rope.
But what was steps under our feet became stalactites in other spots. The lava, super porous in some places, formed tiny, round bubbles. Quartz crystals, decorated with clear drops of natural glass hanging from the ceiling like chandeliers, seemed to glow as we walked underneath them. You’d have thought the magical creatures from stories were lighting up their underground palaces to greet us.
"Amazing, totally epic!" I yelled, caught up in the moment. "Look at this, Uncle! Don't you dig these lava shades, running through a whole bunch of colors, from reddish brown to pale yellow—so gradually? And these crystals, they look like glowing orbs."
 "You're starting to get into travel, Master Harry," my uncle shouted. "Just wait, we'll go further! What we’re seeing so far is nothing—onwards, my boy, onwards!"
It would’ve made way more sense if he'd said, "Let’s slide," because we were gliding down a slope, no sweat. The compass showed we were heading southeast. The lava flow never turned left or right—straight as an arrow.
But get this: we didn't feel any hotter. That proved Humphry Davy was right, and I kept checking the thermometer, totally stunned.
Two hours later, it only read fifty-four degrees Fahrenheit. I was pretty sure we were going more sideways than down. Figuring out exactly how deep we were? Easy peasy. The Professor measured the angles as we went, but he wasn’t sharing the numbers.
Around eight o’clock, my uncle called it a night. Hans plopped down on the ground. We hung the lamps on cracks in the lava. We were in this huge cavern with plenty of air. Seriously, how was that even possible? What kind of wind was doing that? But honestly, I wasn’t in the mood to think about it. I was too tired and hungry. Seven hours of marching straight? That was brutal. I was completely wiped—so stoked to hear him say, “Halt.”
 Hans set out some snacks on a chunk of lava, and we all dug in. But there was one thing stressing us out—our water was already halfway gone. My uncle was sure we’d find water underground, but so far, nothing. I couldn't help but point it out.
"You're surprised we haven't found any springs?" he asked.
"Totally—I'm seriously worried. We definitely don't have enough water to last five days."
"Relax about that," my uncle said. "I guarantee we'll find plenty of water—way more than we need."
"But when?"
"Once we get past this lava crust. How can you expect springs to burst through these solid walls?"
"But how do we know this lava doesn't go all the way to the center of the Earth? We haven’t explored downwards much yet."
"What got you thinking that?" my uncle asked, sounding chill.
"Well, if we’d gone way below sea level—shouldn’t it be hotter?"
"According to your theory," said my uncle; "but what does the thermometer say?"
"Just fifteen degrees Reaumur—only nine degrees warmer than when we started."
"So, what’s your takeaway?" the Professor asked.
 "So, the takeaway here is pretty straightforward. Basically, the inside of the earth gets a degree warmer every hundred feet, give or take. But local stuff can totally mess with that number. Like, in Yakoust, Siberia, it heats up a degree every thirty-six feet. It all comes down to how well certain rocks conduct heat. Near an old volcano, it was only a degree every twenty-five feet. Let's roll with the best-case scenario and do some math."
"Do your thing," he said.
"Easy peasy," I replied, grabbing my notebook and pencil. "Nine times one hundred and twenty-five feet is eleven hundred and twenty-five feet."
"Archimedes would’ve been so impressed," he added.
"Okay?"
"Look, according to my calculations, we’re at least ten thousand feet below sea level."
"Seriously?"
"Either my math is spot-on, or numbers are just lying to us."
The Professor’s calculations were totally correct. We were already six thousand feet deeper into the earth than anyone had ever gone before. The deepest anyone had reached before was in the mines of Kitzbuhel, in the Tirol, and in Wurttemberg.
The temperature, which should have been eighty-one, was only fifteen. That was a big deal.
The Eastern Tunnel

The next day was Tuesday, June 30th—and we were back on the move at six AM.
We kept following the lava gallery, a seriously awesome natural path—easy to walk down, like those old-school ramps in German houses that act like stairs. This went on until seventeen minutes past noon, the exact moment we caught up with Hans, who’s been way ahead and just stopped.
"We’re here!" my uncle yelled. "We’re at the end of the shaft!"
I looked around, totally confused. We were smack in the middle of four tunnels—dark and super narrow. Now we had to figure out which one to take, which was a real head-scratcher.
My uncle didn't want me or the guide to think he was unsure, so he just pointed to the eastern tunnel. Without a second thought, we headed into its gloomy depths.
Honestly, he could’ve debated forever, because there was no clue which one to pick. We basically had to trust luck!
Going down this dark, tight passage was pretty gradual and twisty. Sometimes we peeked through a bunch of arches—it looked just like the aisles of a gothic cathedral. Those crazy-talented artists and builders from the Middle Ages could’ve totally leveled up their skills here. They would’ve found some seriously beautiful and inspiring ideas for architecture. After that, we came across a Roman-style system of arches, about a mile further in, jutting out from the rock and holding up the ceiling.
 Suddenly, we'd stumble upon a bunch of low, underground tunnels—looked like beaver holes or something a fox dug. We literally had to crawl through these narrow, twisty paths!
The heat was still pretty manageable. I shivered, thinking about how crazy hot it must have been when Sneffels erupted, spewing smoke, flames, and rivers of lava—all up the way we were going. I could picture it: hot, bubbling stone zooming past, with smoke, steam, and a sulfurous smell everywhere!
"Seriously, imagine what would happen if the volcano decided to fire up again," I thought.
I didn't tell my uncle any of that. He wouldn't have gotten it, and he'd have been totally grossed out. All he wanted to do was keep moving. He walked, slid, and climbed over piles of rock, rolling down heaps of broken lava—he was so focused, it was impossible not to be impressed.
Around six in the evening, after a seriously long trek (but not as bad as before), we’d made six miles south, but only gone about a mile down.
My uncle, like always, called it a night. We ate in quiet thought and then crashed.
Our sleeping setup was super basic. Just a travel rug to roll up in—that was our bed. No need to worry about being cold or getting bothered. People who camp out in the African desert or explore the forests of the New World have to take turns watching during the night; but here, total solitude and complete safety ruled.
We didn't have anything to worry about—no wild animals, no people.
 I woke up feeling totally refreshed and ready to go. Nothing was holding us back, so we started our journey. We kept going through the lava tunnel like before. It was impossible to tell what kind of ground we were moving through. Plus, the tunnel wasn't going down into the earth—it got totally horizontal.
I even thought, after looking around a bit, that we were actually going up. Around ten in the morning, it became super clear, and I was so exhausted that I had to slow down and finally stop.
"Well?" said the Professor quickly.
"The thing is, I’m totally wiped," I said seriously.
"Seriously?" my uncle exclaimed. "Tired after just three hours of walking, and on such an easy path?"
"Easy enough, I guess, but really tiring."
"But how can that be, when we’re just going downwards?"
"Sorry, sir. I’ve noticed for a while now that we’re going up."
"Up?" my uncle said, shrugging. "How’s that even possible?"
"There’s no doubt about it. For the last half hour, the slopes have been going up—and if we keep going like this much longer, we’ll end up back in Iceland.”
My uncle shook his head, like he didn’t want to believe it. I tried to keep talking. He wouldn’t answer, but he gave the signal to leave again. I thought his silence was just pure frustration.
Whatever the reason, I picked up my stuff again and followed Hans, who was now ahead of my uncle. I didn’t want to lose or get left behind. I was anxious about not seeing my friends. The thought of being lost in that crazy maze gave me the chills.
 Besides, even though the climb was tough and kinda painful, I had one thing that secretly cheered me up. It looked like we were heading back to the surface! That alone felt hopeful. Every step made me even more sure, and I started daydreaming about marrying my cute little cousin.
Around noon, the rocky walls of the tunnel suddenly changed. I first noticed it because the light from my lamp got dimmer. The walls, which had been covered in shiny lava, turned into plain rock. Sometimes the walls sloped, sometimes they were straight up.
We were now in what geology professors call a transition zone, during the Silurian period. They call it that because you find a lot of these old rocks in England, in areas once home to the Celtic Silures tribe.
"I totally get it now!" I yelled. "The sediment from all the water that used to cover the whole earth made these schists and these limestone rocks. We’re turning away from the granite and it's like going from Hamburg to Lubeck through Hanover."
I probably should’ve kept it to myself. But my geology obsession took over, and Professor Hardwigg heard me.
"What’s up?" he asked, sounding super serious.
"Like, look!" I said. "Don't you see these layers of limestone and the first signs of slate?"
"So?"
"We’re at the point in the Earth’s history when the first plants and animals showed up."
"You think so?"
"Yeah, look! Check it out and tell me what you think."
 I had to really work to get the Professor to shine his lamp on the long, twisty gallery. I figured he's totally freak out. Nope. The good Professor didn’t say a thing.
It was impossible to tell if he even got what I was saying. Maybe, like, my uncle and a super-smart professor, he was too proud to admit he was wrong about the eastern tunnel? Or was he just set on reaching the end, no matter what? It was clear we’d left the lava behind, and this path wasn't going back to the big crater of Mount Sneffels.
As we went, I kept thinking about everything, wondering if I was reading too much into these weird changes in the earth.
Maybe I was totally off—it was possible we weren't even going through the rock layers I thought we were, layered on top of the granite.
"Okay, if I'm right," I thought, "I have to find some ancient plants. Seriously, I’d have to back down if I found undeniable proof." Time to search.
So, I kept looking everywhere. I hadn't gone a hundred yards when I spotted exactly what I was looking for, and it was obvious. It made sense, too—during the Silurian period, there were over fifteen hundred different animal and plant species in the oceans. My feet, used to the hard, dry lava, suddenly felt like they were walking on soft dust, the remains of plants and shells.
 I could totally see the outline on the walls—fucus and lycopods, clear as day. Professor Hardwigg, of course, couldn't have been wrong. But I think he just closed his eyes and kept going, super steady.
I started to think he was being way too stubborn. I couldn’t act calm or collected anymore. I bent down and grabbed this shell—seriously perfect—that must’ve belonged to an animal a lot like the ones around today. Got the prize, then followed my uncle.
“You see this?” I said.
“Yeah, it’s a shell from a crustaceous animal, extinct trilobite order,” the Professor said, totally unfazed. “Nothing special, I promise.”
“But,” I said, seriously buggin’ out at his chillness, “aren’t you drawing any conclusions?”
“Well, what conclusion are you drawing?”
“Well, I was thinking—"
“I know what you’d say, and you’re right, totally right. We’re past the lava crust and the path it climbed. I might have been wrong, but I won't know for sure until we reach the end of this gallery.”
“You’re right about that,” I said, “and I’d be all for it if we weren’t facing the biggest danger of all.”
“And what’s that?”
“No water.”
“Look, Henry, it can’t be helped. We gotta ration what we have.”
And he kept going.
Deeper and Deeper—the Coal Mine

Seriously, we had to cut back on food. We only had enough supplies for like, three days, max. I figured that out at dinner. The worst part? We weren't gonna find water in those transition rocks, apparently!
I’d read about how bad thirst could be, and I knew that if we were stuck there, it would end our trip – and our lives! But it was totally pointless to talk to my uncle. He’d just drop some random Plato quote on me.
All day long, we just kept going through this crazy gallery – arch after arch, tunnel after tunnel. We didn’t say a word. We were as quiet as Hans, our guide.
The path wasn't going uphill anymore, at least not noticeably. Sometimes, it felt like we were going down. But it was barely there, and it didn't really reassure the Professor. The rock layers were still the same, and the transition rocks were getting more and more obvious.
It was wild seeing how the electric lights made the walls sparkle – all the calcareous rocks and the old red sandstone. It felt like we were in one of those deep cuts in Devonshire, you know, the ones that give that soil its name. There were some amazing marble samples sticking out of the walls: some were agate grey with white veins – super colorful, others were yellow with red veins. Further down, we saw samples with cherry-red streaks in all their brightest shades.
 A ton of these marbles had markings of old-school animals. Since last night, nature and creation had really stepped up their game. Forget the basic trilobites—I spotted remains of something way more evolved. Like, fish with reptile features – a geologist could totally spot it.
The Devonian seas were packed with these creatures, and they’d been layered into the new rock formations in the thousands.
It was super clear to me that we were climbing the ladder of life, and humans were at the top. My awesome uncle, the Professor, didn't seem to notice these hints. He was dead set on going further, no matter what.
He was probably expecting one of two things: either the ground would open up in a vertical shaft, letting him keep going down, or we’d hit a wall and have to turn back along the long way we’d already traveled. But night came again, and to my total shock, neither one happened!
On Friday, after a night where I was seriously feeling the thirst and losing my appetite, our little group got up and followed the twists, turns, climbs, and drops of this never-ending gallery. Everyone was quiet and bummed. I could tell even my uncle had gone too far.
After like ten more hours—a seriously boring and repetitive slog—I noticed that the echo and the light from our lamps on the tunnel walls had gotten way weaker. The marble, the schist, the limestone, the red sandstone—all gone. In their place was a dark, gloomy wall, totally bleak. When we hit a really narrow section, I put my left hand on the rock.
 When I pulled my hand back and glanced at it, it was totally black. We’d hit the coal layer of the Central Earth.
"A coal mine!" I shouted.
"A coal mine without miners," my uncle replied, sounding a bit serious.
"How do we know?"
"I know," my uncle said, his voice sharp and authoritative. "I’m sure this tunnel, cut through all these layers of coal, wasn't dug by people. But whether it’s nature's work or not doesn't really matter. It's time for dinner—let’s eat."
Hans, the guide, started getting food ready. I was so done eating. All I wanted were a few drops of water. What I was going through? It’s hard to even describe. The guide's gourd, not even half full, was all we had between the three of us!
Once they were done eating, my companions crashed on their rugs and slept, a way to deal with how tired and miserable we were. Me? No way I could sleep. I just kept counting down the hours until morning.
Saturday morning, around six o'clock, we headed out again. Twenty minutes later, we stumbled upon this huge, massive excavation. It was clear the hand of man couldn’t have built this coal mine; the ceiling would’ve collapsed. It was only held together by some crazy natural thing.
This giant natural cavern was like, a hundred feet wide and a hundred and fifty feet high. The earth had been thrown around by some wild underground event. The whole thing split in two after some huge natural upheaval, leaving this massive gap that we from the surface had just walked into for the first time.
 The whole story of the coal age was written all over those dark, gloomy walls. A geologist could totally follow the different stages of how it all formed. The coal seams were split up by layers of sandstone and a super-compact clay, like it was squished down by what was above.
Back then, before the secondary period, the earth was covered in crazy amounts of huge, rich plants—thanks to the tropical heat and constant humidity. A thick cloud of vapor surrounded the earth, blocking out the sun.
So, that intense heat wasn’t coming from the sun.
Maybe even the sun wasn't quite ready to shine—to light up the whole universe. There were no climates yet, and the whole globe had the same level heat—the North Pole and the equator were the same temperature.
Where did it come from? From deep inside the earth?
Even though Professor Hardwigg had all those fancy theories, a serious fire was definitely burning inside the earth. You could feel it even in the very top layer; the plants didn’t have buds, flowers, or smells, but their roots got all their life from the burning ground of those early days.
There weren't many trees—just tons of huge grassy plants, thickets, mosses, and a few other families. But back then, there were like, tens of thousands of them.
 Coal totally comes from all this crazy plant life, you know? The Earth's crust was still moving back then, thanks to all the heat and pressure bubbling up from below. This caused tons of cracks and the ground to just sink. Since all these plants were underwater, they piled up into huge masses.
Then, natural chemistry kicked in. Down in the ocean, the plant stuff first turned into peat, and then, thanks to gases and underground stuff fermenting, it totally mineralized.
That’s how those massive layers of coal were made—layers that we're gonna burn through in like three hundred years if we don't find something cheaper than gas and steam.
All this stuff from school popped into my head as I looked at all this coal. It's rich, for sure, but we’re probably never gonna use it all. Mining it would just cost too much and wouldn't make any money.
But honestly, it's not that big of a deal, since coal is everywhere, just a few feet below the surface. So, yeah, these untouched layers are gonna stay put as long as the world exists.
 We kept going, but I totally zoned out, super into all this geology stuff. The temperature was still pretty much the same as when we were hiking through lava and schists. But my sense of smell was seriously messed up by this really strong odor. I knew right away the gallery was packed with that dangerous gas miners call fire damp – the kind of explosion that causes awful accidents, leaving a hundred widows and hundreds of orphans in just an hour.
Luckily, we could see where we were going with the Ruhmkorff apparatus. If we’d been dumb enough to wander around with a torch, a huge explosion would’ve ended our trip, just because nobody would’ve been left.
Our trip through this crazy coal mine, way down in the earth, lasted until evening. My uncle could barely hide how annoyed he was that the road just kept going sideways.
It was so dark, like, you couldn't see anything a few feet in front or behind, so there was no way to guess how long the gallery was. I started thinking it was just endless, like it would go on forever.
Then, at six o'clock, we hit a wall. There was no way to go right, left, above, or below – nowhere. We’re at a place where the rocks were totally clear: No Thoroughfare.
I was speechless. The guide just crossed his arms. My uncle was quiet.
"Okay, that’s actually kinda good," my uncle finally said. “Now I know what's up. We're definitely not on the path Saknussemm took. All we gotta do is turn around. We’ll get a solid night’s sleep, and in three days, I promise, we’ll be back at the spot where the galleries split.”
 "Yeah, maybe, if we’re still going," I said, my voice kinda bummed.
"And what's the problem with that?"
"Tomorrow, it’s just the three of us, and there won't be a single drop of water. It's just…gone."
"And your spirit too?" my uncle asked, his voice serious.
What could I even say? I rolled over, and just totally crashed, falling into a deep sleep full of dreams about water! I woke up feeling even worse.
I would've traded everything—like, a whole diamond mine—just for a single glass of fresh spring water!
The Wrong Road!

The next day, we left super early. No time to waste. According to me, we had five days of tough work to get back to where the galleries split.
I can't even begin to describe how rough the trip back was. My uncle handled it like someone who knew they were in the wrong—all bottled-up frustration. Hans just went with it, super chill like always. Me? I just complained and lost it. I couldn’t deal with this bad luck.
But hey, at least losing right away would’ve totally tanked the whole journey!
Like I figured, our water ran out on the first day. We were down to Schiedam. Seriously, that stuff burned going down, and I couldn’t even look at it. It was scorching out, and I was totally wiped. I almost passed out a few times. Everyone stopped, and the awesome Icelander and my uncle tried to cheer me up. But I could tell my uncle was struggling too—exhausted and seriously suffering from the lack of water.
Eventually, I just blacked out—it was one long, crazy, awful dream!
Finally, on Tuesday, July seventh, after crawling on our hands and knees for hours, practically dead, we made it to where the galleries met. I just lay there, a lump of flesh on the dry lava rocks. It was around ten in the morning.
Hans and my uncle were trying to eat some biscuits, while I just groaned and sighed, my lips burnt and swollen. Then I just drifted off into a deep sleep.
 I felt my uncle coming closer, and he picked me up gently.
"Poor kid," I heard him say, sounding really sorry for me.
His words totally got to me—I wasn't used to seeing the Professor show any emotion like that. I took his shaky hands in mine and squeezed them softly. He let me, looking at me with kindness in his eyes. His eyes were all watery.
Then I saw him reach for the gourd he had hanging at his side. I was shocked, seriously—totally stunned, actually—when he put it to my lips.
"Drink up, kid," he said.
Could I have heard him wrong? Was my uncle crazy? I probably looked like a total idiot staring at him. I just couldn't believe it. I was so scared of being let down.
"Drink," he said again.
Did I really hear him? Before I could even ask myself that, a mouthful of water hit my dry lips and throat—just one mouthful, but I swear it brought me back from the brink.
I thanked my uncle by holding his hands together. My heart was overflowing, I couldn't even speak.
"Yeah," he said, "just one mouthful of water, the absolute last—you hear me, kid—the very last! I’m telling you, I’ve guarded it like gold at the bottom of my bottle. A hundred times, two hundred times, I fought the urge to drink it myself. But—nope—nope, Harry, I saved it for you.”
“My dear uncle,” I blurted out, and big tears rolled down my hot, feverish cheeks.
“Yeah, my poor kid, I knew that when you hit this place, this turning point, you’d crash, and I saved my last drop to bring you back.”
“Thanks,” I cried; “thanks from the bottom of my heart.”
Even though I wasn't totally quenched, I definitely felt stronger. My throat muscles loosened up—and my lips felt a little better. At least I could talk.
 "Well," I said, "there's no doubt what we gotta do now. Water totally failed us; our trip’s over. Let’s head back."
While I was talking, my uncle seemed to be dodging my gaze. He kept his head down, his eyes darting everywhere but where they should be.
"Yeah," I kept going, getting hyped up by my own words, "we gotta go back to Sneffels. May heaven give us strength to see the sunlight again. I wish we were on the crater's rim right now."
"Go back," my uncle muttered to himself, "does it have to be?"
"Go back—yeah, and no time to waste," I yelled.
There was silence under that dark, creepy ceiling for a bit.
"So, Harry, my boy," the Professor said in a really weird way, "those few drops of water didn’t bring back your energy and spirit."
"Spirit!" I shouted.
"I see you’re just as bummed as before—still giving in to feeling down and hopeless."
What was the guy made of, and what other wild ideas were swirling around in his brilliant brain!
"You're not giving up, sir?"
"What! Quit just as we’re about to make it?" he yelled. "Never, ever will it be said that Professor Hardwigg backed down."
"Then we have to accept that we’re gonna die," I sighed, feeling helpless.
"No, Harry, my boy, definitely not. Go, leave me, I really don’t want you to die. Take Hans with you. I’ll go on alone."
"You’re asking us to leave you?"
"Leave me, I said. I started this dangerous, crazy adventure. I’ll see it through—or I’ll never make it back to the surface of Mother Earth. Go, Harry—I’m telling you again—go!"
 My uncle was seriously hyped as he talked. His voice, which had been soft, almost gentle, turned harsh and kinda scary. He seemed to be fighting super hard against something impossible. I didn't want to leave him down there in that deep hole, but at the same time, I just needed to get out.
Meanwhile, our guide was watching us, totally calm and like, didn't care. But he totally knew what was going on between us. Our gestures showed which way we wanted to go—and which one we were trying to convince the other to take. But Hans didn't seem to care at all about what was basically a life-or-death situation for all of us. He was just waiting for the signal to either go up or keep going deeper into the earth.
Man, I really wished I could make him understand what I was saying. If I could explain, if I could show him how I felt, that cold, hard guy would get it. I’d point out all the crazy dangers he didn't even see—I’d make him feel it, too. Maybe together, we could convince that stubborn Professor. If things got really bad, we could even force him to go back to the top of Sneffels.
I quietly went over to Hans. I grabbed his hand. He didn't even flinch. I pointed to the way up to the crater. He stayed still. I guess my shaky breathing and tired face showed how bad I was feeling. Then the Icelander gently shook his head and pointed to my uncle.
“Master,” he said.
That word is Icelandic and English, too.
 “The master!” I shouted, totally losing it— “madman! No—I’m telling you, he’s not in charge of our lives. We gotta get out of here! We gotta drag him with us! Do you hear me? Do you get it, I’m saying?”
I already told you, I had Hans by the arm. I tried to get him to stand up. I wrestled with him, trying to pull him away. My uncle stepped in then.
“Easy, Henry, chill,” he said. “You’re not gonna get anywhere with my loyal follower. Just listen to what I have to say.”
I crossed my arms as best I could and stared him right in the face.
“This whole lack of water,” he said, “is the only thing stopping my project from working. Seriously, in the entire gallery—made of lava, schist, and coal—we didn’t find a single drop. But it’s possible we’ll have better luck in the western tunnel.”
I just shook my head, looking totally unconvinced.
“Listen to me, okay?” said the Professor, using his usual lecture voice. “While you were just lying there, totally out of it, I took a quick look around this other gallery. I found out it goes straight down into the earth and in a few hours, it’s gonna take us to that old granite area. We’ll definitely find springs there. The type of rock makes it a sure thing, and my gut tells me the same thing. So, here’s what I’ve got for you. Remember Christopher Columbus? He asked his crew for three days to find the land of promise, even though they were sick, scared, and losing hope. They gave him three days—and he found the New World. Now, I’m like the Christopher Columbus of this underground place, and I’m just asking for one more day. If, after that day is up, I haven’t found the water we need, I promise I’ll ditch this whole crazy plan and head back to the surface.”
 I was seriously annoyed and bummed, but I knew how much my uncle was sacrificing to make this offer, and to be so chill about it. What else could I do but agree?
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it your way, and seriously, good luck to you. But if we don’t find water, we’re done for, so let’s not waste any time and get moving.”
The Western Gallery—a New Route

Our descent started up again using the second gallery. Hans took his usual spot up front. We didn’t go more than a hundred yards when the Professor checked out the walls.
"This is the original formation—we're on the right track—onwards is our hope!"
When the whole planet cooled down in the early hours of the world's first day, the shrinking of the earth caused a shake-up in its outer layer, followed by cracks, crevasses, and splits. The passage was one of these splits, through which, ages ago, molten granite had burst out. The endless twists and turns created a super confusing maze through the old soil.
As we went down, we saw layer after layer of the original soil, super detailed. Geology sees this original soil as the foundation of the mineral crust, and knows it’s made up of three different layers, all sitting on the solid granite.
No geologists had ever been in such an awesome spot to see nature in all its real, raw beauty. A simple tool like a sounding rod couldn’t bring up the things valuable for studying the earth’s insides, which we were about to see with our own eyes, to touch with our own hands.
Remember that I’m writing this after the trip.
Across the rocks, colored with gorgeous green, snaked metallic threads of copper, manganese, with hints of platinum and gold. I couldn’t help staring at these riches buried deep inside Mother Earth, and that no one would ever get to enjoy! These treasures—massive and never-ending—were buried way back in the early days of the earth, at such crazy depths that no pry bar or pickaxe will ever pull them from their tomb!
 The light from our Ruhmkorff's coil, boosted ten times over by all those crazy rock crystals, shot out in every direction. It felt like I was zooming through a giant, hollow diamond, with the rays creating a ton of wild effects.
Around six o'clock, this light show started fading, and soon it almost stopped completely. The walls of the gallery turned a dark, crystallized color. White mica mixed with feldspar and quartz, forming what you could call real rock—the super-tough stone that holds up all four layers of the earth’s soil.
We were trapped in a massive granite prison!
It was now eight o'clock, and still no water. The suffering I went through was brutal. My uncle was still leading our little group. Nothing could get him to stop. I just had one thing on my mind. I was listening super hard for the sound of water. But nothing – no cool sound of falling water reached my ears.
But eventually, my legs just gave out. I fought it as hard as I could, 'cause I didn't want to make my uncle stop. I knew that would be the final blow for him.
Suddenly, I felt totally wiped out. My eyes couldn’t focus; my knees were shaking. I let out a desperate yell—and I fell!
"Help, help, I'm dying!"
My uncle turned and slowly came back. He looked at me with his arms crossed, and then one sentence slipped out, in a weak voice:
"It's all over."
The last thing I saw was a face twisted with pain and sadness; and then my eyes shut.
 I opened my eyes again and saw my companions lying close by, totally still, wrapped up in their big travel blankets. Were they asleep or… gone? Sleep wasn’t happening for me, not even close. After that fainting spell, I was wide awake. I was feeling so awful, like I was dying—seriously dying. My uncle’s last words kept ringing in my ears—"It’s all over!" And he was probably right. In the state I was in, there was no way I'd ever see daylight again.
Above us were miles and miles of solid rock. Thinking about it, I felt like the whole weight of the world was on my shoulders. I was crushed, totally wiped out! I just wasted energy trying to move in my stone bed.
Hours and hours went by. A deep, creepy silence was everywhere—like a tomb. Nothing could get through those huge granite walls. It was insane to even think about it.
Eventually, even though I felt numb, something caught my attention. It was a quiet, weird noise. I watched closely and noticed the tunnel was getting darker. Then, through the little bit of light that was left, I thought I saw the Icelander heading out, holding a lamp.
What was his deal? Was Hans the guide ditching us? My uncle was either totally asleep—or gone. I tried to yell, to wake him up. My voice, weak and raspy from my dry, feverish throat, didn't echo in that scary place. My throat was so dry, my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. It was pitch black now, and even the faint sound of the guide's footsteps disappeared into the distance. My soul felt empty, and death sounded kinda appealing, just hurry up.
"Hans is leaving us," I shouted. "Hans—Hans, if you’re a man, come back."
 "Seriously, I was freaking out," I thought. "But now I feel kinda bad for jumping to conclusions about a guy who’s always been so cool." Nothing he’s ever done gave me a reason to doubt him. Plus, when I actually thought about it, it made sense. He wasn't trying to escape—he was heading further down, into that drop. If he was up to something shady, he’d have gone up.
That actually calmed me down a bit, and I started to feel hopeful!
Good ol’, chill, and unflappable Hans wouldn’t just wake up for no reason. Was he going on some kind of adventure? Did he finally hear that sweet sound we were all hoping for, during the quiet of the night?
Water, Where Is It? A Bitter Disappointment

For what felt like forever—a seriously long, exhausting hour—a bunch of wild ideas popped into my head about why our chill, reliable guide was acting so weird. Like, totally absurd stuff, each one more unbelievable than the last. I honestly think I was losing it, either a little or a lot.
Then, outta nowhere, like from the ground itself, a comforting voice. Footsteps! It was Hans, coming back.
Slowly, the light started to peek through the walls of the passage, then way down the slanting tunnel. Finally, Hans showed up.
He went over to my uncle, put his hand on his shoulder, and gently woke him up. My uncle saw who it was and jumped right up.
"Seriously!" the Professor said.
"Vatten," the hunter replied.
I didn't know any Danish, but somehow, I just got what he said.
"Water, water!" I yelled, totally freaking out, clapping my hands and gesturing like a lunatic.
"Water!" my uncle murmured, sounding super grateful and emotional. "Hvar?" ("Where?")
"Nedat." ("Below.")
"Where? below!" I understood every word. I grabbed the hunter's hands and shook them hard, and he just looked at me calmly.
Getting ready to leave was quick, and we were zooming down the tunnel.
An hour later, we'd gone a thousand yards and dropped two thousand feet.
Just then, I heard a familiar sound echoing through the granite—a dull, low rumble, like a waterfall far away.
For the first half hour, we didn't find the spring, and I started feeling awful again. I was losing hope, for real. But my uncle noticed I was getting down, so he started talking to me.
 "Hans was totally right," he said, super excited; "that's the low rumble of a river."
"A river," I yelled, stoked to even hear the good news.
"No question about it," he replied, "a river's running underground next to us."
I didn't say anything, just sped up, feeling hopeful again. I totally forgot about how tired I’d been. The sound of the awesome water was already refreshing me. We could hear it getting louder every second. The river, which had been rumbling over our heads for a while, now ran clearly along the left wall, roaring, rushing, and splashing.
I kept reaching out to touch the rocks, hoping to feel some moisture—even just a tiny bit. But no luck.
Another half hour went by in the same tired grind. We kept moving.
It was clear the hunter hadn't been able to find anything more while he was gone. Using that instinct mountain people and water finders have, he “smelled” the spring through the rock. Still, he hadn’t seen the water. He hadn’t even quenched his own thirst, let alone brought us a drop in his gourd.
Plus, we quickly realized that if we kept going, we’d be moving away from the river, and the sound would fade. So we turned around. Hans stopped exactly where the sound was loudest.
I couldn't take the waiting and the suffering anymore, so I sat against the wall, where I could hear the water bubbling and fizzing just two feet away. But a solid wall of granite still stood between us!
Hans looked at me closely, and weirdly, I thought I saw a smile on his usually unflappable face.
 He stood up from the stone he’s been sitting on and grabbed the lamp. I couldn't help but stand up and follow. He moved slowly along the solid granite wall. I watched him, super curious and eager. Soon, he stopped and pressed his ear against the dry stone, moving along carefully, listening intently. I instantly knew he was looking for the exact spot where the torrent's roar was loudest. He found it pretty quickly in the wall on the left, about three feet up from the tunnel floor.
I was totally hyped. I could barely believe what the eider-duck hunter was about to do. But then I saw him lift the heavy crowbar and start attacking the rock itself—it was impossible not to understand and cheer him on, even hug him!
“Saved!” I yelled.
“Yeah!” my uncle shouted, even more excited than I was. “Hans is totally right. Oh, what a great guy! We would’ve never thought of that.”
And I don't think anyone else would have either. That process, as simple as it looked, would definitely not have popped into our heads. It would’ve been seriously dangerous to start chipping away with pickaxes in that spot. Imagine if the rock broke, and the torrent, once it got a foothold, just burst through the broken rock!
Those dangers were totally real, not just some fantasy. But at that moment, no worries about the roof collapsing or even a flood could stop us. We were so thirsty, we’d have dug all the way to the bottom of the ocean to get a drink.
 Hans headed to work—a job neither my uncle nor I would have touched for anything. We were so hyped up that if we’d started with pickaxes and crowbars, the rock would’ve shattered in a sec. The guide, though? Super chill, ready, and steady. He chipped away at the hard rock with small, consistent hits, not even trying to make a hole bigger than six inches. As I stood there, I thought I heard, or maybe did hear, the roar of the torrent getting louder for a moment, and I almost felt the nice feeling of water on my dry lips.
After what felt like forever, Hans made a hole where his crowbar could go in about two feet into the solid rock. He’d been working for exactly an hour, but it felt like a dozen. I was going crazy with impatience. My uncle started thinking about using more force. I had to work hard to stop him. He was just grabbing his crowbar when we heard a loud, awesome hiss. Then a stream—or, more like a jet—of water burst through the wall and shot all the way to the other side!
Hans, the guide, who was totally thrown by the shock, could barely keep from yelling out in pain and disappointment. I got what he meant when I stuck my hands in the sparkly jet and let out a wild, frantic cry myself. The water was burning hot!
“Boiling,” I said, totally bummed.
“Eh, whatever,” said my uncle, “it’ll cool down soon.”
The tunnel started filling up with steam, and a little stream ran into the earth. Soon enough, we had some cool enough to drink. We chugged it down like crazy.
 Oh! what an amazing feeling—what rich and incredible luxury! What was this water? Where did it even come from? To us, what was that? The simple truth was—it was water; and, even though it still had a little warmth to it, it brought back that life that would have faded away without it. I drank it like crazy, almost without even tasting it.
When, however, I’d almost quenched my crazy thirst, I made a discovery.
"Wait, it's chalybeate water!"
"A seriously good stomachic," my uncle replied, "and super mineralized. This trip is way better than going to Spa."
"It's really good," I said.
"You think so? Water found six miles underground. It has this kinda dark, inky flavor, which isn't bad at all. Hans can be stoked he made such a rare find. What do you say, nephew, like travelers usually do, should we name the stream after him?"
"Sounds good," I said. And the name "Hansbach" ("Hans Brook") was immediately agreed upon.
Hans wasn't any more proud after hearing our decision than he was before. After taking just a tiny bit of the welcome drink, he’d settled into a corner with his usual calm vibe.
"Now," I said, "it’s not worth letting this water go to waste."
"What's the point?" my uncle replied. "The source where this river comes from is endless."
"Never mind," I continued, "let’s fill our goatskin and gourds, and then try to block up the hole."
My suggestion, after a little thinking, was followed—or at least, we tried. Hans picked up all the broken granite he’d knocked out and, using some tow he had, tried to shut up the crack in the wall. All he did was burn his hands. The pressure was too much, and all our attempts totally failed.
 "It's pretty obvious," I said, "that the top of these springs is way up there—we can figure that out from how much pressure there is from the jet."
"No question about it," my uncle replied. "If that column of water is like, thirty-two thousand feet high, the air pressure has to be insane. But something just popped into my head."
"What's that?"
"Why bother to seal up this hole?"
"Because—"
I paused, kind of stumbling over my words, because I didn't really have a reason.
"If our water bottles run dry, we’re not exactly sure we’ll be able to refill them," my uncle pointed out.
"Yeah, that seems likely."
"Alright, then, let the water flow. It'll naturally follow us, and it’s gonna guide and refresh us."
"That’s a solid idea," I said. "With this stream along, there’s no reason we can’t pull off this crazy project."
"Ha, my boy," the Professor said, laughing, "you're finally coming around."
"More than that, I'm feeling super confident we'll make it."
"Hold on a sec, nephew. Let's get a few hours of rest first."
I totally forgot it was night. But the chronometer reminded me. Soon we were rested up and fast asleep.
Under the Ocean

By the next day, we’d pretty much forgotten our past struggles. The first thing I noticed was that I wasn’t thirsty, and I actually wondered why. The stream running beside us, with its little ripples, gave me the answer.
We ate breakfast like we hadn't eaten in days, then drank our fill of the amazing water. I felt totally renewed, ready for anything my uncle wanted to do. I started thinking. If my uncle was so sure of himself, and we had such a great guide in Hans, and I was so dedicated, why couldn’t we succeed? These ideas just popped into my head. If he’d asked me to climb Mount Sneffels again, I would've straight-up refused.
Luckily, that wasn't the plan. We were headed deeper into the earth.
"Let's go!" I shouted, making the echoes bounce off the walls.
We started moving again on Thursday at eight in the morning. The huge granite tunnel twisted and turned, looking like a maze. It generally went southwest. My uncle stopped a bunch of times to check his compass.
The tunnel started sloping down, pretty much level. The stream flowed quietly beside us. I couldn’t help but think of it as some kind of spirit, guiding us through the earth. I dipped my fingers in the warm water, which sounded like a nymph as we walked. I was feeling seriously good.
My uncle, though, started complaining about how flat the tunnel was. He said his route was taking way too long, instead of “sliding down the celestial ray,” as he put it.
 We didn't really have a choice, though. As long as the path led towards the center—even if we weren’t making much progress—there was no point in complaining.
Plus, sometimes the slopes got super steep, the naiad sang louder, and we seriously started going downhill.
But, I still hadn’t gotten over the thrill of finding water.
That day and the next, we did a ton of horizontal travel, and practically no vertical.
On Friday evening, July tenth, according to our calculations, we should’ve been thirty leagues southeast of Reykjavik, and about two and a half leagues deep. Then we got a pretty wild surprise.
A huge, creepy well opened up under our feet. My uncle was so stoked, he actually clapped his hands—seeing how crazy steep and sharp the drop was.
"Ah, ah!" he shouted, totally excited; "this will take us way down. Look at the rock formations. Hah!" he exclaimed, "it's a total nightmare staircase!"
Hans, who’s always been solid about the ropes, made sure they were secured so nothing would happen. Then we started going down. I wouldn't even call it dangerous—I was already so used to it, it felt like a normal thing.
This well was like a narrow crack in the massive granite, the kind they call a fissure. It was clear the earth cooling down quickly caused it. I couldn't figure out how it hadn't left any marks if it had ever been a funnel for Sneffels’ eruptions. We were basically spiraling down, like those twisty staircases you see in modern buildings.
 We had to chill every fifteen minutes or so just to rest our legs. Our calves were killing us. We’d plop down on some jutting rock, legs dangling, and gossip while we scarfed down a bite—still sipping from the stream, which was still warm and hadn't bailed on us.
It's basically a given that this weird, twisty crack turned the Hansbach into a waterfall, shrinking it a bit. But it was still enough, and more, for what we needed. Plus, we knew that once the slope leveled out, it’d go back to flowing smoothly. Right then, it reminded me of my uncle, all worked up and raging. When it flowed calmly, I pictured the chill vibes of the Icelandic guide.
For the whole of July 6th and 7th, we followed this crazy spiral staircase down into the earth, going two leagues deeper into the crust—putting us five leagues below sea level. But on the 8th, around noon, the crack suddenly got way less steep, still heading southeast.
The path was way easier now, but also super boring. Honestly, it couldn’t have played out any other way. Our trip was never gonna have any cool views or scenery. At least, that's how I felt.
Finally, on Wednesday the 15th, we were actually seven leagues (twenty-one miles) underground, fifty leagues from the Sneffels mountain. Even though we were seriously beat, we were feeling pretty good, health-wise. We didn’t even touch our first-aid kit.
 My uncle kept a super-detailed log of the compass, the manometer, and the thermometer readings—he later put it all in his long, fancy report about our trip. So he knew exactly where we were. When he told me we were fifty leagues across from where we started, I totally gasped.
“What’s up?” he asked.
“Nothing huge, just an idea popped into my head,” I replied.
“Spill it, kid.”
“I think, if your math is right, we’re not over Iceland anymore.”
“You think so?”
“We can check real quick,” I said, grabbing a map and a compass.
“See?” I said, after measuring carefully. “I’m not wrong. We’re way past Cape Portland; and those fifty leagues southeast will take us into the open ocean.”
“The open ocean!” my uncle exclaimed, clapping his hands together.
“Yeah!” I yelled. “No doubt, old Ocean’s flowing over our heads!”
“Well, my boy, what’s more obvious? Don’t you know they have coal mines near Newcastle that go way out under the sea?”
My awesome uncle, the Professor, probably thought it was a no-brainer, but the idea was seriously not chill for me. But then, when you really thought about it, did it even matter if the plains and mountains of Iceland were hanging above us, or the massive waves of the Atlantic? It all came down to how solid that granite roof was. But I got used to it pretty fast, since the passage was now level, sometimes sloped, and always heading southeast, taking us deeper and deeper into the Earth’s crazy depths.
 Three days later—July eighteenth, a Saturday—we finally hit this huge grotto. My uncle tossed Hans his usual rix-dollars, and we decided the next day would be a chill day to just relax.
Sunday Below Ground

I woke up on Sunday morning, totally chill, no rush or anything. Even though the day was all about relaxing and thinking, and we were doing it in such a weird, awesome place, it felt pretty good. Plus, we were all starting to get used to this kind of life. I barely even thought about the sun, the moon, the stars, trees, houses, or towns—you know, normal stuff. Being so high up, we didn't really need to worry about any of that.
The grotto was a huge, amazing hall. The stream flowed gently and pleasantly across the granite floor. It was so far from its hot source that the water was barely lukewarm and you could drink it no problem.
After a simple breakfast, the Professor decided to spend a few hours organizing his notes and calculations.
"First things first," he said, "I’ve got a bunch to double-check and prove, so we know exactly where we are. I want to be able to make a map when we head back up—like a vertical slice of the globe, you know, the profile of the whole trip."
"That would be a really cool thing, Uncle, but can you be sure about your observations?"
"Totally. I’m always careful to note the angles and slopes. I'm positive I haven't messed up. Grab the compass and see what it says."
I checked out the instrument carefully.
"East, a bit southeast."
"Perfect," the Professor said, writing down the observation and doing some quick math. "Looks like we’ve traveled two hundred and fifty miles from where we started."
"So, the giant waves of the Atlantic are crashing above us?"
"Yep."
 "Could there be crazy storms happening right above us, and ships fighting against the wind, like, right over our heads?"
"It's totally possible," my uncle said, smiling.
"And could whales be messing around in schools, kicking up the bottom of the sea—the ceiling of our super-strong prison?"
"Don't even worry about that; they're not gonna break through. But let’s get back to our calculations. We’re southeast, two hundred and fifty miles from the base of Sneffels, and, according to my notes, I think we’ve gone down sixteen leagues.”
"Sixteen leagues—fifty miles!" I blurted out.
“I’m sure of it.”
“But that’s the most that science says the Earth’s crust can be,” I replied, remembering my geology studies.
"I'm not arguing with that," he said quietly.
“And according to all we know about heat, we should be seeing a temperature of fifteen hundred degrees Reaumur right now.”
“We should be—you’re saying that, kid.”
“Which means this granite wouldn’t exist—it’d be totally melted.”
“But you see that it’s not, and that facts, like always, are super stubborn and ignore all theories.”
“I gotta go with what I’m seeing, but I’m still really surprised.”
“What’s the thermometer actually saying?” the philosopher asked.
“Twenty-seven point six.”
“So science is off by fourteen hundred and seventy-four point six degrees. That proves that the idea of a steady increase in temperature was wrong—a total bust. Humphry Davy looks good right now. I was right to trust him. Got anything to say about that?”
 If I’d spoken up, I could’ve said a lot. I wasn't buying into Humphry Davy's theory—I still stuck with the idea that heat increased proportionally, even though I didn’t really feel it.
I was way more willing to believe that this volcano chimney was covered in lava that didn't conduct heat well—a total bad conductor. It kept the heat from spreading through the sides. The hot water jet backed me up on this.
But I wasn't going to get into a long, pointless argument or look for more reasons to disagree with my uncle. I just took things as they were.
“Okay, sir, I’m assuming all your calculations are spot on, but let me draw a solid conclusion from them.”
“Go for it, kid—what’s on your mind?” my uncle said, grinning.
“Right here, under Iceland’s latitude, the Earth is about fifteen hundred eighty-three leagues deep.”
“Fifteen hundred eighty-three and a quarter.”
“Alright, let’s round it to sixteen hundred. So, out of a sixteen-hundred-league journey, we’ve covered sixteen.”
“Yeah, what’s the big deal?”
“And we’ve done it with a diagonal trip of at least eighty-five leagues.”
“Totally.”
“It took us twenty days.”
“Exactly twenty days.”
“So, sixteen is one-hundredth of our whole plan. If we keep going like this, it’ll take us two thousand days—that’s like five and a half years just to go down.”
The Professor crossed his arms and just listened, not saying a word.
“Not even counting that if sixteen leagues down costs us eighty-five across, we’ll have to go about eight thousand leagues southeast. We’ll hit the outer edge way before we ever reach the center.”
 "Don't even worry about your calculations," my uncle yelled, totally losing it. "What's the basis for them, anyway? How do you know this passage doesn't just lead us straight to where we need to be? Plus, I'm lucky enough to have a precedent! Someone else did this already, and they succeeded, so why can't I?"
"I really hope you do, but I guess I could—"
"You’re allowed to stay quiet," Professor Hardwigg snapped, "when you’re talking as crazy as this."
I realized right away that the old professor was still kicking in my uncle—and scared to set off his temper, I dropped the awkward topic.
"Okay, so," he explained, "check the manometer. What's it reading?"
"A lot of pressure."
"Perfect. You see, by going down slowly and getting used to how thick the air is down here, we won’t have any problems."
"Well, I guess not, except maybe some ear pain," I said, trying to be a little dark.
"That's nothing, and you can easily fix it by letting some outside air into your lungs."
"Got it," I said, because I was totally not going to argue with my uncle. "I'm almost excited to dive into this thick air. Did you notice how sound travels so well?"
"Of course. There's no doubt a trip to the center of the Earth would be a great way to cure deafness."
"But then, Uncle," I said cautiously, "the density will just keep getting thicker."
 "Yeah—according to a law, though it's not really well-defined. It’s true that how heavy things feel gets weaker the deeper you go. You know it’s strongest on the surface, but way down at the center of the earth, stuff doesn't feel heavy at all."
"I know, but as we go down, won't the atmosphere eventually become as dense as water?"
"I know it," my uncle said, totally serious. "Under a pressure of seven hundred and ten atmospheres."
"And even lower down?" I asked, kinda nervous.
"Well, lower down, it’s even denser."
"So, how are we gonna get through this thick air?"
"Well, my boy," Professor Hardwigg said. "We gotta weigh ourselves down by filling our pockets with rocks."
"Seriously, Uncle, you've got an answer for everything," I replied.
I started to think it wasn't a good idea to push things further with all these 'what ifs.' I'd probably bring up something impossible that would totally freak out the Professor.
It was clear that air under crazy pressure—like, thousands of times normal—would eventually become solid. And then, with our bodies pushing against it, we'd just stop, no matter what we thought. Facts are facts.
But I figured it was best not to bring it up. My uncle would just bring up Saknussemm. Even if that Icelandic dude actually made the journey—there's a simple answer:
They didn't have barometers or manometers back in the sixteenth century. So, how could Saknussemm have known when he actually reached the center of the earth?
 I kept that complicated thought to myself, though. I took a deep breath and waited to see what happened—totally clueless about how wild our journey was about to get.
The rest of the chill day was all about figuring things out and chatting. I made sure to agree with the Professor on everything. But I was kinda jealous of Hans. He didn't stress about why things were happening, just went with the flow wherever destiny led him.
Alone

Okay, seriously, things had been going pretty well so far, and I would've been totally rude to complain. It wasn't like our problems were getting worse, so maybe, just maybe, we’d actually finish this trip. Imagine the bragging rights! I started getting all fired up and started talking a mile a minute to the Professor. Was I even being serious? The whole vibe of where we were was a total mystery – and I honestly couldn't tell if I was for real.
For a few days after that crazy stop, the slopes got way steeper—some were even terrifying—almost straight down into the solid rock. We actually went down a mile and a half, even two miles, closer to the center of the earth. Those descents were seriously risky, and that's when we really started to appreciate how chill our guide, Hans, was. Without him, we’d have been totally lost. That stoic Icelander was super calm and effortless; and thanks to him, we got through a bunch of dangerous spots where we would've been stuck otherwise.
He was getting quieter every day. I think we started to feel it too. It’s a fact – the stuff around you messes with your brain. A guy locked up in four walls has to lose the ability to connect ideas and words. How many people driven mad in solitary confinement – just because their minds went to sleep?
Nothing much happened in the two weeks after our last chat worth mentioning.
I’ve been racking my brain trying to remember any travel incidents from that time, but I'm drawing a blank.
 Seriously, the next thing that happened was rough. Just thinking about it still gives me the chills, makes my blood run cold.
It was August seventh. We’d been going deeper and deeper, like, thirty leagues into the earth. That’s a ton—thirty leagues above us, almost a hundred miles of rocks, oceans, and continents, not to mention people living up there. We were heading southeast, about two hundred leagues from Iceland.
That day, the tunnel started to go pretty much straight.
I was out front this time. My uncle was handling one of the Ruhmkorff coils, and I had the other. I was checking out the different layers of granite using its light, totally focused on my work.
Suddenly, I stopped and turned around—I was all alone!
“Okay,” I thought, “I must have been walking too fast—or maybe Hans and my uncle just stopped to chill. Best thing to do is head back and find them. Luckily, it’s not a crazy steep climb.”
So, I turned around and walked back for a good fifteen minutes. Getting kinda freaked out, I stopped and looked around. Not a single person. I yelled out. Nothing. My voice just got lost in all the echoes!
I started to seriously freak out. A cold shiver went through me, and I was drenched in icy sweat.
“Gotta stay calm,” I said out loud, like how guys whistle to shake off the jitters. “There’s no way I won’t find my friends. There’s only one way to go. I was way ahead, so all I gotta do is backtrack.”
 Having come to that decision, I climbed the tunnel for at least half an hour, totally unsure if I'd seen these spots before. I’d stop now and then to see if anyone was yelling for me—knowing I’d hear them from way off in this thick, intense place. But nothing. An unreal quiet hung over this huge gallery. Just the echoes of my own footsteps.
Finally, I stopped. I could barely believe how alone I was. I was happy to think I'd just made a wrong turn, but not that I was lost. If it was a mistake, I could find my way back; if I was lost—the thought sent a shiver down my spine.
“Come on, come on,” I told myself. “There's only one road, and they have to come this way, so we’ll meet up eventually. All I have to do is keep going up. Maybe they didn’t see me, or forgot I was ahead, and went back looking for me. Still, if I hurry, I’ll catch up. There’s no doubt about it.”
But as I said those last words out loud, anyone listening—if there had been anyone—would have known I wasn't really convinced. Plus, piecing all these simple thoughts together and turning them into a logical plan took time. My brain just wasn't firing on all cylinders yet.
Then another scary thought hit me. Was I even ahead? Of course I was. Hans was definitely behind me, followed by my uncle. I remembered him stopping for a sec to strap his gear on his shoulder. I now recalled that little detail. I think it was right when I decided to keep going.
“Again,” I thought, trying to stay calm, “there’s another way to not get lost, a guide to lead me through this crazy underground place—one I’d forgotten—my trusty river.”
 That line of thinking totally lifted my mood, and I decided to get back on the road, like, ASAP. No time to waste.
And that’s when I realized how lucky I was that my uncle didn't let that eider hunter seal up the hot spring—that tiny crack in the huge granite rock. That awesome spring, which had saved us from dying of thirst for so many days, was now gonna help me find my way again.
So, I made a plan: before heading up, I was definitely gonna take a quick wash.
I stopped to splash some of the Hansbach stream’s nice, cool water on my hands and face, feeling super grateful it was there.
Seriously, you won't believe what happened!—I was walking on a hard, dusty, gravelly granite road. The stream I was counting on? Completely gone!
Lost!

I couldn't even describe how bummed I was. I was literally buried alive; with nothing to look forward to but a slow, horrible death from hunger and thirst.
I crawled around, feeling the dry, dusty rock. I’d never felt anything so dry, seriously.
But, I kept asking myself, how did I lose track of the stream? There was no doubt it had stopped flowing in the tunnel I was in now. That's why it was so quiet when I last tried to hear my friends.
When I first took a wrong turn, I didn’t notice the stream was gone.
Now it was clear that when we stopped, another tunnel must have gotten the water from the little stream, and I’d wandered into a different one. How far had my friends gone? Where even was I?
How could I get back? There wasn't a single clue or landmark. My feet didn't leave any marks on the granite and pebbles. My brain was pounding with pain as I tried to figure out this crazy situation. After all the thinking and trying to be logical, it came down to three awful words—
Lost! Lost!! LOST!!!
Lost at a depth that seemed impossible to understand.
These thirty leagues of the earth felt like the whole world was on my shoulders. I felt totally crushed by the weight. It was seriously enough to drive anyone crazy!
I tried to remember things from my old life. It was really hard to do. Hamburg, the house on the Konigstrasse, my dear cousin Gretchen—that whole world that had disappeared like a ghost flashed through my mind.
 They were right there, but felt totally unreal. A wild hallucination had me seeing all the stuff we’d been through flash by, like a movie reel. The ship, everyone on board, Iceland, M. Fridriksson, and that huge peak of Mount Sneffels! I told myself that if I still had even a tiny bit of hope, it was a definite sign I was losing it. It’s better to just give in to the despair, you know?
Seriously, if I actually thought about it, what could possibly get me back to the surface? And break apart those massive vaults above my head? Who could help me find my way—and get back to my friends?
It was crazy to even think there was a chance!
“Oh, Uncle!” I cried out, totally bummed.
That was the only complaint that came to mind; I knew how much the good Professor would regret my disappearance, and how patiently he’s search for me.
Finally, I started to accept that no one was coming to help. Knowing I couldn’t do anything to save myself, I got on my knees and asked for help from above. Memories of my childhood, and my mom—who I barely remembered—flooded back. I started to pray. Even though I hadn’t thought about Him when things were good, and I was only asking now, I prayed honestly and with all I had.
That renewed faith calmed me down a lot. I could focus all my strength and smarts on this crazy, unbelievable situation.
 I realized I’d totally forgotten about the stuff I’d packed—like, three days’ worth of food. Plus, my water bottle was still full. But seriously, I couldn't just be alone. I had to find my crew, no matter what. But where to go? Should I head up, or go back down? I figured retracing my steps upwards was the right move.
Taking it slow and staying chill, I needed to get back to where I’d turned away from that stream. I had to find that crazy fork in the path. Once I was there, with the river right in front of me, I could at least get back to that terrifying crater of Mount Sneffels. Why didn't I think of this sooner? This actually felt like a real shot at getting out safe. The most important thing was finding the bed of the Hansbach.
After a quick snack and a drink, I bounced back up, feeling totally refreshed. Leaning on my pole, I started climbing that tunnel. The slope was steep and kinda rough. But I kept going, cautiously and with hope, like someone finally making their way out of the woods and knowing there’s only one way to go.
For a whole hour, nothing stopped me. As I went, I tried to remember what the tunnel looked like—to picture the shapes of the rocks—to convince myself I'd been down certain routes before. But I couldn't remember anything specific, and I quickly realized this tunnel wasn't going to lead me back to where I’d split up from my friends. It was a dead end—just a random passage underground.
Then, bam, I hit solid rock, and I knew it was over. I just collapsed on the dry floor!
Trying to describe how totally freaked out and scared I was would be pointless now. Even the hope that had been keeping me going just vanished when I saw that heartless granite rock!
 Totally lost in this huge, crazy maze, twisting every which way, with no map, no hints, nothing—I knew trying to escape was a total waste of time. All I could do was just give up and die. Die the most awful, messed-up way possible!
Then I thought, maybe someday, when people find my ancient bones way down under the earth, it’s gonna spark some serious, interesting science talks.
I tried to yell, but all that came out were raspy, empty sounds. My lips were so dry, I was practically gasping for air.
Amidst all this crazy, horrible stuff, something even worse hit me. My lamp broke when it fell. I had no way to fix it. The light was fading fast, and soon it was gonna be out.
With this weird feeling of giving in and being totally bummed, I watched the light in the coil dim. Shadows flashed along the granite wall. I barely dared to close my eyes, afraid of losing that last flicker. Every second, it felt like it was about to disappear, leaving me forever—in total darkness!
Finally, just one last shaky flame left in the lamp. I stared at it with everything I had. I gasped for air. I put all my energy into it, like it was the last bit of light I’d ever see. Then, I'd be lost forever in dark, shadowy depths.
 A wild, heartbroken cry burst out of me. Even when it's pitch black—like, seriously dark—light never totally disappears. It’s so spread out, so subtle, it’s everywhere. Whatever tiny bit’s left, your eyes will find it. Here, though? Nothing. The darkness was total, and it made me blind in every way.
My head was totally gone. I lifted my arms, feeling around, bumping into the cold stone wall. It hurt like crazy. I must’ve been losing it. I didn’t even know what I was doing. I started running, like, flying, just rushing around randomly in this crazy maze. Always going down, running wild under the earth—like living in some underground furnace. I was screaming, roaring, howling, until I got scraped up by the sharp rocks. I fell, got back up, all covered in blood. I was mad, so I started drinking the blood dripping from my face. But it just ran down my face, and I was always looking for that awful wall, the scary thing I kept crashing into.
Where was I even going? No clue. I had absolutely no idea.
Hours went by like that. Finally, I was totally wiped out. I collapsed, a heavy, useless lump, along the side of the tunnel, and I passed out.
The Whispering Gallery

I came back to myself, and my face was wet—tears, I realized. I couldn’t even guess how long I'd been out. There was no way to track time. Seriously, nothing like my isolation had ever happened before. I was totally abandoned.
After I fell, I lost a ton of blood. I felt this rush of life flooding through me. My first thought was weird, I guess. Why wasn't I dead? Being alive meant there was still something to do. I tried to shut down my brain, push away any thoughts. Pain and grief totally overwhelmed me, and I just slumped against the granite wall.
I started to feel faint again, like this was the last fight before everything just…ended. Then, suddenly, this huge noise hit my ears. It sounded like thunder, but longer, and I could hear voices, fading in and out from deep in the gulf.
Where was this coming from? Probably something new happening inside the Earth. Maybe gas exploding, or a chunk of granite or something falling.
I listened really closely. I was dying to hear if the sound would come back! A whole fifteen minutes passed in this super tense wait. It was dead silent—so quiet I could hear my own heart pounding. I waited, kind of hoping.
Suddenly, my ear, which was resting on the wall, seemed to catch the faintest echo. I thought I heard vague, distant voices. I was shaking with excitement and hope!
“No way,” I said. “It can’t be! It’s not real!”
 Seriously, by really paying attention, I totally convinced myself that I was hearing human voices. But figuring out what they were saying? That was way beyond me. I was too weak to even hear clearly. Still, it was a definite thing—someone was talking. I was super sure of that.
There was this moment of pure panic. A wave of dread hit me, like my own words were bouncing back to me from miles away. Maybe I’d been crying out loud without realizing it. I squeezed my lips shut and pressed my ear against the massive granite wall again.
Yep, for real. It was definitely the sound of human voices.
I forced myself to crawl along the cavern walls, pushing myself until I could hear a little better. But even though I could hear something, the words were still weird, unclear, and didn't make sense. They sounded like they were being whispered, far away.
Finally, I kept hearing the word “forlorad” over and over, and it sounded like whoever was saying it was seriously hurting and sad.
What did that word even mean, and who was talking? It had to be my uncle or the guide Hans! If they could hear me, they had to be able to hear me, right?
“Help!” I yelled as loud as I could; “help, I’m dying!”
I held my breath, listening for anything in the darkness—a shout, a sigh, a question! But it was totally silent. No response! Time just kind of ticked by. A bunch of thoughts flooded my brain. I started to worry that my voice, weak from being sick and suffering, wasn’t reaching my friends who were looking for me.
“It has to be them,” I shouted; “who else could possibly be stuck a hundred miles underground?” The whole idea was just insane.
 I started listening again, totally focused. I moved my ears along the wall, and found this spot—like a mathematical point—where the voices were loudest. I heard "forlorad" again, clear as day. Then came that booming sound like thunder, the one that woke me up.
"Okay, I'm starting to get it," I mumbled to myself after thinking about it for a bit. "The sound isn't coming through the solid rock. My cavern's walls are granite—nothing could blast through them. It has to be traveling along the gallery itself. This place must have some crazy acoustics."
I listened again; and this time—yeah, this time—I heard my name, plain as could be, like it was thrown into the air.
It was my Uncle, the Professor, talking. He was chatting with the guide, and that word I’d heard so many times, "forlorad," was Danish.
Everything clicked. To be heard, I had to speak along the side of the gallery, just like a wire carries electricity.
But no time to waste. If my friends moved just a few feet, the effect would be gone—my Whispering Gallery would be toast. So I crawled toward the wall again and yelled as clearly as I could:
"Uncle Hardwigg."
I waited for a reply.
Sound doesn’t move that fast. Plus, the air down there, so far from light and movement, wasn’t exactly speeding things up. A few seconds passed—felt like forever to my hyped-up brain—and then I heard these words, which sent my heart racing:
 "Harry, my boy, is that you?"
A short pause before he answered.
"Yeah—yeah."
..........
"Where are you?"
..........
"Lost!"
..........
"And your lamp?"
..........
"Dead."
..........
"But the guiding stream?"
..........
"Gone!"
..........
"Hang in there, Harry. We’re doing our best."
..........
"One sec, Uncle," I called out; "I'm totally drained—can't even answer your questions. But—seriously—keep talking to me, okay! Total silence would be, like, the end." I felt that absolute quiet would be annihilation.
"Stay strong," my uncle said. "Since you're so weak, don't talk. We've been looking everywhere for you, going up and down the gallery. My dear boy, I was starting to lose hope—you can’t imagine how much I’ve been crying. Finally, thinking you were still on the road by the Hansbach, we went down again, firing off guns to signal. Now that we’ve found you, and we can hear each other, it might be a while before we actually meet. We’re talking through some crazy sound system in the labyrinth. But don’t freak out, my boy. Just hearing each other is something."
While he was talking, my brain was working overtime. A weird, undefined hope—vague and blurry—made my heart pound. First things first, I needed to know one thing. I leaned my head against the wall, almost touching it with my lips, and spoke again.
"Uncle."
..........
"My boy?" he responded after a bit.
..........
"It's super important that we know how far apart we are."
..........
"Not a big deal."
..........
"Do you have your chronometer?" I asked.
..........
"Totally."
..........
 "Okay, try saying it out loud. Say my name, and pay attention to exactly when you say it. I’m gonna respond the second I hear you—then you time when my reply hits you.”
..........
“Perfect. So, the time between my question and your answer is how long it takes my voice to reach you.”
..........
“That’s totally what you mean, Uncle,” I said, really excited.
..........
“You ready?”
..........
“Yeah.”
..........
“Alright, get ready, I’m about to say your name,” the Professor said.
I pressed my ear against the walls of the huge gallery, and as soon as I heard “Harry,” I turned and put my lips to the wall, repeating the sound.
..........
“Forty seconds,” my uncle said. “Forty seconds between the words. So the sound takes twenty seconds to go up. Now, if we figure a thousand and twenty feet per second—that’s twenty thousand four hundred feet—a league and a half and a little more.”
Those words felt like a total gut punch.
"A league and a half," I mumbled, my voice barely a whisper.
..........
“We’ll figure it out, kid,” my uncle said, sounding upbeat; “trust us.”
..........
“But do you even know if we should go up or down?” I asked, my voice weak.
 "We gotta go down, and let me tell you why. You’re in this huge, open space, like a dead-end crossroads, and tunnels branch off everywhere. Whatever got you here had to lead you to this spot, because it looks like all these cracks and breaks in the earth’s inside come from this massive cavern we’re in right now. Get up, have some grit, and keep going. Walk if you can, if not, crawl—slide if that’s all you can do. The slope’s pretty steep—and you’ll find strong arms waiting for you at the end of your journey. Let’s go, alright?"
Those words kinda gave me a boost.
"Later, Uncle, I'm heading out. As soon as I move, we won’t be able to hear each other. So, bye for now—see ya later."
..........
"Catch you later, Harry—until we say Welcome." That’s what I heard before I started this long, almost hopeless trek.
This crazy, unbelievable conversation that happened through tons of earth, these words exchanged, with the speakers miles apart—ended on a hopeful note. I sent up one last prayer to Heaven, I sent up words of thanks—believing deep down that He’d led me to the only place where my friends’ voices could reach me.
This wild acoustic thing is pretty simple, really; it’s all about how the rock conducts sound. There are tons of examples of this weird sound traveling like that, but you don’t notice it in smaller spots. You can see it in the interior gallery of St. Paul’s, and in those strange caves in Sicily. The craziest one is known as the Ear of Dionysius.
 These memories of the past, my early reading and studying, popped into my head. Plus, I started thinking—if my uncle and I could talk across such a huge distance, there couldn't be a real barrier between us. All I had to do was follow where the sound came from; logically speaking, I’d reach him if I didn’t run out of energy.
So, I got to my feet. But I quickly realized I couldn’t walk; I’d have to drag myself. The slope was steep, like I figured it would be, so I just let myself slide down.
The speed of the descent started getting seriously intense—a really scary drop. I grabbed for the sides, latched onto rocks, even tried throwing myself backward. No luck. I was too weak to save myself.
Then, the ground just disappeared.
I was suddenly thrown into a dark, gloomy space. Then I slammed into the rough edges of a vertical shaft—a perfect well. My head hit a sharp rock, and I completely blacked out. As far as I was concerned, it was game over.
A Rapid Recovery

When I came back to myself, I was surrounded by a kind of haze, lying on some seriously comfy blankets. My uncle was watching me—his eyes glued to my face, a really serious look and a tear in his eye. When I let out a sigh, he grabbed my hand. When he saw my eyes open and lock onto his, he yelled, "He's alive! He's alive!"
"Yeah, my good uncle," I whispered.
"My boy!" the serious Professor said, pulling me into a hug. "You're safe!"
I was genuinely touched by the way he said it, and even more so by how nice he was taking care of me. But the Professor wasn't exactly the affectionate type—you had to put him through a lot to get any feelings out of him. Just then, our friend Hans, the guide, came over. He saw my hand in my uncle’s, and I bet even though he was quiet, his eyes lit up with relief.
"God dag," he said.
"Good day, Hans, good day," I replied, trying to sound as cheerful as I could. "So, Uncle, now that we’re together, where are we? I have no idea where we are, or anything else, really."
"Tomorrow, Harry, tomorrow," he replied. "You’re way too weak today. Your head is wrapped in bandages and stuff you can't mess with. Just sleep, my boy, sleep, and tomorrow you’ll know everything you need to."
"But," I said, "can you at least tell me what time it is—what day it is?"
"It’s eleven o’clock at night, and it’s Sunday again. It’s the ninth of August. And I’m telling you not to ask any more questions until the tenth."
 I was, if I’m being real, super weak, and my eyes just shut on their own. I seriously needed a good night's sleep, and right before I drifted off, it hit me—my crazy adventure deep inside the earth, totally in the dark, had lasted four whole days!
When I woke up the next morning, I started looking around. My bed, made from all our travel stuff, was in this awesome little cave. It was decked out with these huge, sparkly rock formations in every color imaginable, and the floor was covered in soft, silvery sand.
It was kind of dim. No torch, no lamp was lit, but there were these weird beams of light coming from somewhere outside, shining through the cave’s opening.
I could hear this low, vague sound, like waves going in and out, and sometimes I swear I could hear the wind sighing.
I started thinking maybe I wasn't even awake—maybe I was dreaming. Was my brain messed up from the fall? Were all those things from the last twenty-four hours just crazy visions? But after thinking about it, testing myself, I realized I wasn’t wrong. My eyes and ears couldn't both be playing tricks on me.
"It’s gotta be sunlight," I said to myself. "But what’s with the sound of waves? It’s like the ocean, for sure. And I can hear the wind whistling. Could I be totally off? Did my uncle bring me back to the surface while I was sick? Did he ditch his awesome expedition for me, or did something weird happen to it?"
I was racking my brain over all this when the Professor came in.
"Hey, Harry!" he said, sounding super happy. "You seem way better!"
 "I'm feeling way better," I said, actually sitting up in bed.
"I figured you’d snap out of it, you slept like a rock. Hans and I took turns keeping watch, and every hour we saw you getting better."
"You're probably right, Uncle," I replied. "I could totally chow down on anything you put in front of me."
"You’re gonna eat, my boy, you’re gonna eat. The fever’s gone. Our awesome friend Hans rubbed my wounds and bruises with some crazy ointment—only Icelanders know the secret. And he healed them, like, amazingly. Smart dude, Master Hans."
While he was setting food in front of me, I devoured it, even though he kept telling me not to. Once the worst of the hunger was gone, I bombarded him with questions, and this time he didn’t dodge them.
I learned, for the first time, that my lucky fall landed me at the bottom of a practically vertical gallery. As I fell, a whole bunch of rocks rained down—any one of them could have crushed me. They figured I was basically riding a giant, dislocated rock down. I was thrown headfirst into my uncle’s arms, and I went down like a sack of potatoes, totally out and covered in blood.
"It’s a total miracle," the Professor said finally, "that you weren’t killed a bunch of times. But let's stick together, for real—we’d risk never seeing each other again if we didn't."
"Let's make sure we never separate again."
Those words kinda hit me hard. So the journey wasn't over. I looked at my uncle, super surprised. My uncle, after checking out my face, said, "What's wrong, Harry?"
 "I need to ask you something really serious. Are you saying I'm okay health-wise?"
"Totally."
"And are all my limbs working, ready for action?" I asked.
"Without a doubt."
"But what about my head?" I asked, feeling anxious.
"Well, your head, aside from a couple of bumps, is exactly where it should be—on your shoulders," my uncle said, laughing.
"Honestly, I don't think my head's right. I think I'm a little delirious, actually."
"What makes you say that?"
"Let me explain why I feel like I've lost it," I cried. "Haven't we come back to the surface of Earth?"
"Not at all."
"Then I must be crazy! I can see the sunlight, hear the wind, and feel the ocean waves!"
"Is that what's freaking you out?" my uncle said with a smile.
"Can you explain?"
"I'm not even gonna try—it's completely beyond explanation. But you're gonna see for yourself. You'll realize that geology is basically just starting out—and we're destined to school the world."
"Let's go, then!" I cried, totally buzzing with curiosity.
"Hold up a sec, my dear Harry," he responded; "you gotta take it easy after being sick before heading outside."
"Outside?"
"Yeah, my boy. Just a heads up—the wind's pretty intense—and I don't want you getting blasted by it without protection."
"But I'm totally fine—I'm completely recovered from being sick!"
"Just hang in there a bit, my boy. A relapse would be a major hassle for everyone. We don’t have time to waste—our upcoming sea voyage could be a long one."
"Sea voyage?" I cried, more confused than ever.
"Yep. You gotta chill and rest for another day, and we’ll be ready to board by tomorrow," my uncle replied with a weird smile.
 "Get on board!" The words totally floored me.
Get on board—what? And how? Had we stumbled onto a river, a lake, or maybe found some hidden sea? Was a ship waiting somewhere deep inside the earth?
My curiosity was through the roof. My uncle tried to hold me back, but it was no use. Finally, he realized my eagerness was just making things worse—and that getting what I wanted was the only way to calm me down—so he gave in.
I got dressed super fast—and then, just to keep my uncle happy, I wrapped myself in a blanket. Then I bolted out of the grotto.
The Central Sea

At first, I couldn’t see anything. My eyes weren't used to the brightness, so the sudden light was just too much, and I had to close them. When I could open them again, I just stood there, totally stunned. Seriously, nothing I could have imagined would have created a scene like this! "The sea—the sea!" I blurted out.
"Yep," my uncle said, sounding pretty proud. "The Central Sea. No future navigator is gonna argue that I discovered it, so I get to name it."
And he was right. A huge, endless stretch of water—like the end of a lake, maybe even an ocean—spread out before us, disappearing into the distance. The shoreline was all curvy and pretty, with soft, golden sand mixed with tiny shells, like the leftovers from some ancient creatures. The waves kept crashing—with this really weird, deep sound you usually only hear underground. A little foamy stuff popped up as the wind whipped across the clear water, and spray kept hitting my face. This massive rock formation towered above us, super high, leaving only a small opening, but where we were, there was plenty of beach. Everywhere you looked were peninsulas, cliffs, and these gigantic rocks, worn down by the waves for ages and ages! And as I looked around, those huge rocks seemed to fade away like a fluffy cloud.
It was totally an ocean, with all the usual inland sea vibes, but seriously wild—so intense, cold, and raw.
 Something totally freaked me out and confused me, too. How was I even seeing this huge stretch of water instead of just being swallowed by darkness? The whole place was lit up like it was daytime.
But it wasn't the bright, awesome feel of the sun. Or the pale, chilly glow of the moon. Not the sparkle of the stars either. This light, way down here, was different. It flickered and shimmered, super clear and white. It wasn't even that hot. It felt electric – like a constant aurora borealis, only way stronger, lighting up the whole ocean cave.
The ceiling above us, like a sky, was all swirling, cloudy stuff. I would’ve thought that with the pressure down here, water couldn’t even evaporate. But somehow, some science I forgot, there were these thick, heavy clouds rolling across it, kinda hiding the top. Electric currents made the light and shadows wild, especially around the thicker clouds. Deep shadows would pop up, then suddenly, a beam of light, super bright and beautiful, would break through. But it didn't feel warm.
It was just… sad. Like, really sad and gloomy. Instead of a beautiful blue sky with stars, there was this heavy granite roof pressing down on me.
 Looking around, I started thinking about this theory from this English captain. He thought the earth was like a huge hollow sphere. Inside, the air glowed because of pressure, and two stars—Pluto and Proserpine—were circling around in a mysterious way. What if he was actually right?
Seriously, we were trapped—like, stuck in a massive hole. It was impossible to tell how wide it was; the sides just kept getting wider until they disappeared. The length was a total mystery too. A haze on the horizon blocked our view. And the height? It had to be miles to the roof. Looking up, I couldn’t even see where the roof started. The clouds were way up there—like, two thousand yards high—way higher than any clouds on Earth. That was probably because the air was so thick.
I’m calling it a “cavern” to give you an idea. I can’s describe how intense it was; words just don’t do it justice. I don’t know if this weird space was caused by the earth suddenly cooling down when it was melted, but I’m not sure. I’d read about some crazy huge caves—but nothing like this.
The huge Guachara grotto in Colombia—Humboldt, the smart guy, checked it out—and the Mammoth Cave in Kentucky, which they’d only explored a little—those were just tiny holes compared to where I was standing, speechless! With its foggy clouds, its electric glow, and this huge ocean just chilling in the middle! You really need imagination to get a sense of how awesome and massive this cave was.
 I just stared, totally speechless. There were no words to even begin to describe how mind-blown I was. Standing on that weird shore, I felt like some random person from another planet, seeing Earth stuff for the very first time—like, a whole other reality.
It would've taken a whole new vocabulary just to explain what I was feeling, and my brain just wasn’t cutting it. I looked, I thought, I reflected, I admired, totally stunned, with a little bit of fear mixed in!
The crazy sight actually brought some color back to my pasty face. I felt like I was seriously getting better from just seeing it. Plus, the thick air felt super lively, filling my lungs with oxygen I wasn’t used to.
You can imagine, after being stuck in a dark, awful tunnel for forty-seven days, breathing that salty air was amazing. It was like a warm, reviving hug from the ocean.
My uncle was already past the initial shock.
He was vibing with Horace, the Latin poet—his idea was
Launching the Raft

The next morning, I woke up feeling totally fine – it was a huge surprise. I was really craving a bath after being sick for so long. So, not long after getting up, I headed over and jumped into the water of this crazy underground sea. The bath was so cool, fresh, and woke me up.
I came back for breakfast, starving. Hans, our awesome guide, knew how to cook up whatever we had. He had fire and water whenever he needed them, so he could spice up our usual meals a bit.
Breakfast was like a proper English spread, with coffee to finish it off. Seriously, I’d never felt a drink was so good and refreshing.
My uncle didn’t say anything while I was eating, but he looked super happy when I was done.
“Alright, let’s go,” he said. “It’s high tide, and I’m dying to check out what's going on.”
“Wait, what?” I said, jumping up. “You said tide, Uncle?”
“Yep.”
“You’re not serious,” I replied, kinda skeptical. “You think the sun and moon have an effect down here?”
“Why wouldn’t they? Everything’s affected by gravity, right? Why should this giant underground sea be any different? It follows the same rules as everything else. Plus, even with all the air pressure, you can see this inland sea rises and falls just like the Atlantic.”
As my uncle talked, we got to the beach and saw and heard the waves crashing against the sand. They were definitely getting higher.
“This is the flood, for real,” I said, looking at the water at my feet.
 "Yeah, my awesome nephew," my uncle said, rubbing his hands with a real philosopher vibe, "and you can totally see by these streaks of foam that the tide comes up at least ten or twelve feet."
"That's seriously wild."
"Not really," he replied; "actually, it’s pretty normal."
"Maybe it seems that way to you, Uncle," I said, "but everything here feels like a miracle to me. It’s almost impossible to believe what I’m seeing. Who would’ve ever thought that, under the earth, there could be a real ocean, with tides, wind changes, and even storms! I would’ve laughed at that idea, for sure."
"But, Harry, seriously, why not?" my uncle asked with a kind of pitying smile; "is there some science thing that says it's impossible?"
"Well, if we ditch the whole thing about the Earth being super hot inside, I honestly can’t think of anything to say it can’t happen.”
"So you’re saying," he added, "that Sir Humphry Davy’s idea is totally legit based on what we’re seeing?"
“I’d say so—and if we accept that, I can totally see why we shouldn’t doubt that there are seas and other cool stuff, even whole countries, deep inside the planet.”
"True—but those places are probably empty, right?"
"Well, it’s probably the case: still, I don’t see why this sea couldn't have given a home to some unknown fish."
"So far we haven't found any, and it’s unlikely we ever will,” the Professor said.
I was losing my doubts with all these crazy things.
"Well, I’m gonna figure this out. I’m gonna try my luck with my fishing line and hook."
 "Totally; let's do the experiment," my uncle said, stoked by my excitement. "While we’re at it, it's definitely the right move to figure out all the secrets of this crazy region."
"But seriously, where are we right now?" I asked. "I totally forgot to ask you something, which, I’m sure, your fancy instruments have already figured out."
"Okay," the Professor replied, "looking at things from just one angle, we're about three hundred and fifty leagues from Iceland."
"Seriously?" I blurted out.
"I've checked it a bunch of times, and I'm pretty sure I'm not off by even five hundred yards," my uncle said confidently.
"And which way are we headed—still southeast?"
"Yup, with a western shift of nineteen degrees, forty-two minutes, just like it shows. And about the tilt—I found something really weird."
"What's up, Uncle? I’m all ears."
"The needle, instead of dipping towards the pole like it does on Earth, in the northern hemisphere, is actually pointing up."
"Whoa," I said, "that proves the main spot of magnetic pull is somewhere between the surface of the Earth and where we’re at!"
"Spot on, my sharp nephew," my uncle exclaimed, super stoked. "And it's pretty likely that if we get closer to the polar areas—around seventy-three degrees latitude, where Sir James Ross found the magnetic pole—the needle will point straight up. So, by comparing it to other stuff, we're guessing this big pull isn't that far down."
 "Well," I said, pretty surprised, "this discovery is gonna blow experimental philosophers' minds. No one ever suspected anything like it."
"Science, awesome, powerful, and ultimately always right," my uncle stated firmly, "has made plenty of mistakes—lucky mistakes, really, that turned out to be helpful stepping stones to the truth."
After chatting for a bit, I switched gears.
"Any idea how deep we are?"
"We're now," the Professor continued, "exactly thirty-five leagues—over a hundred miles—down into the earth."
"So," I said, checking the map, "we’re under the Scottish Highlands, with the Grampian Hills above us."
"Spot on," the Professor laughed; "it sounds scary, the weight is huge—but the vault holding up all this earth and rock is solid and secure. The ultimate Architect of the Universe built it with strong stuff. Seriously, even the wildest, most imaginative people never thought of anything like this! What are our bridges’ arches or our cathedrals’ vaulted ceilings compared to this massive dome above us, and the ocean floating beneath it with its storms, calms, and tides!"
"I’ve gotta say, I’m impressed, Uncle, and I’m not worried about our granite sky falling on our heads. But now that we’ve talked science and discovery, what’s the plan? Aren’t you thinking about heading back to the surface of our amazing earth?"
I said it more as a test than with any real hope.
"Go back, nephew?" my uncle exclaimed, sounding genuinely alarmed, "You’re not seriously thinking something so ridiculous or chicken, are you? Nope, my plan is to keep moving forward. We've been incredibly lucky so far, and I hope we continue to be."
"But," I said, "how are we gonna get across that liquid plain over there?"
 "I'm not planning on just diving in, or even swimming across it like Leander did the Hellespont. But oceans are basically just giant lakes, surrounded by land, right? So, it makes sense this central sea is surrounded by granite too."
"Makes sense," I said naturally.
"So, once we get to the other side, don't you think we'll figure out how to keep going?"
"Probably, but how big do you think this internal ocean is?"
"Well, I’d guess it’s about forty or fifty leagues—give or take."
"But even if that’s right—so what?" I asked.
"My dear boy, we don’t have time to argue. We’re setting off tomorrow."
I looked around, totally shocked. I didn’t see a boat or anything like it.
"Wait!" I cried, "We’re about to head out on a totally unknown sea; and where, if you don't mind me asking, is the thing that's gonna carry us?"
"Well, my dear boy, it’s not exactly what you'd call a vessel. For now, we’re gonna make do with a good, solid raft."
"A raft?" I said, still shocked, "But down here, building a raft is as impossible as building a ship—and I can't even imagine—"
"My good Harry—if you’d just listen instead of talking so much, you’d hear," my uncle said, getting a little annoyed.
"Hear what?"
"Yes—you can hear the knocking with the hammer, which Hans is using to build the raft. He’s been working on it for hours."
"Building a raft?"
"Yeah."
"But where did he find trees good enough for that?"
"He found the trees all ready to go. Come on, you can watch our awesome guide at work."
More and more amazed by what I was hearing and seeing, I followed my uncle like I was dreaming.
 After about fifteen minutes of walking, I spotted Hans working on the other side of the promontory, which basically formed our natural harbor. A few more minutes, and I was right beside him. I was totally shocked to see a half-finished raft on the sandy beach. It was made from beams of this super weird wood, and there were tons of branches, joints, and pieces lying around – enough to build a whole fleet of ships and boats.
I turned to my uncle, speechless with amazement.
“Where did all this wood come from?” I blurted out; “what is this wood?”
“Well, there’s pine, fir, and palm trees from the northern regions, all mineralized by the sea,” he replied seriously.
“Seriously? Is that even possible?”
“Totally,” said the Professor. “It’s called fossil wood.”
“But then,” I said after thinking it over, “like lignite, it has to be as hard and heavy as iron, so it definitely won’t float.”
“Sometimes that’s true. A lot of this wood has become real anthracite, but others, like what you’re seeing, have only gone through one stage of fossilization. But seeing is believing,” added my uncle, picking up a couple of these awesome pieces and tossing them into the sea.
The piece of wood disappeared for a sec, then popped back up, bobbing around with the wind and tide.
“Sold?” my uncle asked with a smug grin.
“Totally sold,” I said, “that what I’m seeing is wild.”
The truth was, my journey into the earth’s interior was changing everything I thought I knew, and day by day getting me ready for something amazing.
I wouldn’t have blinked if I’d seen a bunch of native canoes floating on that quiet sea.
 The very next evening, thanks to Hans’s hustle and skills, the raft was done. It was about ten feet long and five feet wide. The beams, tied together with strong ropes, felt solid and secure. Once we launched it together, this makeshift boat just floated calmly on the Central Sea—which the Professor had totally nailed the name for.
On the Waters—a Raft Voyage

We were up super early on August thirteenth. No time to waste. We had to try out this new way of getting around – fast and not exhausting.
The mast was made of two pieces of wood, tied together for extra strength. We used a yard from another piece of wood, and the sail was a linen sheet from our bed. Luckily, we had plenty of rope, and the whole thing looked solid and ready for the sea when we tested it.
At six a.m., when the excited Professor gave the go-ahead to hop on, the food, our gear, all our instruments, our weapons, and a good supply of fresh water (we'd collected it from springs in the rocks) went onto the raft.
Hans, being seriously clever, had built a rudder so he could steer the thing with ease. He naturally grabbed the tiller. The guy was as good a sailor as he was a guide and a duck hunter. I then let go of the rope holding us to the shore, the sail caught the wind, and we shot off quickly.
Our sea journey had finally started; and we were heading towards far-off, unknown places again.
Just as we were about to leave the little port where the raft was built, my uncle – who was a total whiz when it came to place names – wanted to give it a name, and threw out a few ideas, including mine.
"Okay," I said, "before you decide, I have another one."
"Spill it."
"I'd like to call it Gretchen. Port Gretchen will sound really cool on our map later."
"Alright then, Port Gretchen it is," said the Professor.
And that’s how the memory of my dear girl got linked to our crazy, unforgettable trip.
 As we left the shore, the wind was whipping in from north and east. We were zooming forward, way faster than you’d think a raft could go. The thick air down there really pushed us, and the sail felt the force.
After about an hour, my uncle, who’s been taking notes, figured out just how fast we were moving. It was insane—way beyond anything you'd see on the surface.
"If we keep this up," he said, "we'll cover at least thirty leagues in a day. A raft doing that? Seriously unbelievable."
I was totally blown away and just kept going forward on the raft. The northern shore was already disappearing on the horizon. Both shores seemed to pull apart, leaving a wide-open space for us to leave. All I could see ahead was the huge, endless sea—we were the only living things out there.
Massive, dark clouds cast gloomy shadows below—they felt like they were crushing the grey, moody water. I'd never seen anything so creepy and dark. Silver flashes of electric light reflected off little spots of water, making sparkly lights trail behind our big raft. Soon, we couldn’t see land anywhere—not even a hint of where we were headed. It was so quiet and still, without anything to look at, that if it weren’t for the glowing water trail, I’d have thought we were just floating, not moving.
But I knew we were going super fast.
 Around noon, we were totally surrounded by crazy amounts of seaweed. I knew these plants could be powerful, able to creep along the ocean floor and even stop big ships. But I'd never seen anything like the seaweed in the Central Sea—it was gigantic and wild.
I could totally see how, from far away, the long lines of algae, bouncing on the waves, could look like living things. No wonder people believed in sea serpents!
We floated past huge clumps of fucus—seriously, some were three to four thousand feet long! They looked like giant snakes stretching way beyond the horizon. It was wild to see their colorful, endless lengths. Hour after hour went by, and we still hadn't reached the end of these floating weeds. My surprise grew, and I was starting to lose it.
What kind of natural force could create plants this huge? What did the planet even look like in the early centuries, when heat and humidity ruled and plants covered everything?
That's what geologists and philosophers would geek out over, for sure.
Meanwhile, we kept going, and then night fell. But just like the night before, the air was still glowing. Whatever was causing it, we could tell how long it would last.
After we ate and had a little chat, I crashed out at the foot of the mast and fell asleep pretty quickly.
 Hans stayed put at the tiller, letting the raft bob up and down with the waves. With the wind behind us and the sail set just right, all he had to do was keep his oar centered.
Ever since we left Port Gretchen – they renamed it, seriously – my uncle told me to keep a regular log of our journey, telling me to write down everything, even the smallest details, every cool or weird thing we saw, the wind direction, how fast we were going, how far we traveled. Basically, every part of this crazy trip.
So, yeah, this is the story of our voyage on the Central Sea, straight from the log.
Friday, August 14th. A steady breeze from the northwest. The raft was moving super fast and going straight. We could still barely see the coast, about thirty leagues behind us. Nothing in sight ahead, just the horizon. The light was still crazy bright, not getting brighter or dimmer. It was just… stuck. The weather was amazing; the clouds were way up high, fluffy, and surrounded by air that looked like melted silver.
Thermometer read +32 degrees Celsius.
Around noon, Hans got the line ready and baited a hook, then dropped it into the water below. He used a tiny piece of meat to hide the hook. I was so hyped, but for a while, nothing happened. Were there even fish down there? That was the big question. Nope, I thought. Then, BAM—a sudden, strong tug. Hans calmly reeled it in, and there was a fish, struggling like crazy to get away.
"A fish!" my uncle yelled.
"It’s a sturgeon!" I shouted, "Definitely a small one!"
 The Professor checked out the fish carefully, noticing every detail, and he didn’t agree with my take. The fish had a flat head, a round body, and bony scales covering its lower parts. Its mouth had zero teeth, and the super-developed pectoral fins sprouted straight from its body, which, technically, didn't even have a tail. The animal definitely belonged to the same group as sturgeon, but it was different in a bunch of important ways.
My uncle, though, wasn’t wrong. After a long, careful look, he said:
"This fish, my boy, belongs to a family that’s been extinct for ages, and we’ve never found any trace of it on Earth—except for fossil remains in the Devonian layers.”
“You’re saying,” I blurted out, “that we actually caught a live fish from that ancient stock that existed before the flood?”
"Yep," said the Professor, still checking it out. “And if you look closely, you’ll see that those fossil fish don’t match any species we have today. Holding a living example of this order is enough to make a naturalist seriously happy for life.”
“But,” I said, “what family does it belong to?”
“To the order of Ganoides—fish with angular, bright enamel scales—one of the Cephalaspides family, in the genus—"
“Well, sir,” I chimed in, noticing my uncle seemed to be stuck.
“To the genus Pterychtis—yeah, I’m sure of it. Still, this fish has a really weird thing going on, something we’ve never seen in any other fish but those from underground waters, wells, lakes, caves, and hidden pools.”
“And what’s that?”
“It’s blind.”
“Blind!” I said, totally surprised.
“Not just blind,” the Professor continued, “but completely without eyes.”
 I checked out our find myself. It was seriously weird, but it was real. “Maybe this is a one-off,” I suggested. We rebaited the hook and tossed it back in. This underground ocean had to be pretty stocked with fish, because in two hours we hauled in a ton of Pterychtis, plus other fish from a supposed extinct family—the Dipterides (fish with just two fins, hence the name). My uncle couldn't quite place them, though. But every single one was blind. This unexpected catch let us restock our supplies, which was awesome.
We were now sure that this underground sea only held fish we knew from fossils—and both fish and reptiles seemed more complete the further back they came from.
We started hoping we’d find some of those saurian creatures that scientists have pieced together from bone scraps and cartilage.
I grabbed the telescope and scanned the horizon—looked all over the sea; it was totally empty. We were probably still too close to the coast.
After checking out the ocean, I looked up at the weird, mysterious sky. Why couldn't one of those birds Cuvier brought back to life spread its huge wings in this dull, underground air? It’d definitely find enough to eat from the fish in the sea. I stared at the emptiness above for a while. It was as quiet and deserted as the shores we'd just left.
 Still, even though I couldn't see or find anything, my imagination totally ran wild. I was basically dreaming with my eyes open. I thought I saw those massive, ancient turtles on the water—seriously, as big as floating islands. Along those gloomy shores, I spotted a ghostly line of animals from way back when, like the Liptotherium they found in Brazilian caves, and the Mesicotherium, a Siberian ice age native.
Further out, the Lophrodon, a giant tapir, hid behind rocks, ready to fight for food against the Anoplotherium, a weird animal that was kind of like a rhino, a horse, a hippo, and a camel all rolled into one.
Then there was the huge Mastodon, twisting his gross trunk and smashing rocks into dust. And the Megatherium—back arched like a cat ready to pounce, huge claws digging into the ground for food—roaring so loud it shook the whole place.
Higher up, the first monkey ever, was climbing and playing on the granite hills. Even further away, the Pterodactyl with its wing-like hands, was gliding through the thick air like a giant bat.
Above everything, near the gray sky, were these massive birds, way more powerful than cassowaries or ostriches, spreading their huge wings and flapping against the giant stone ceiling of the inland sea.
I swear, it was all my imagination, but I felt like I was seeing the whole crew of these ancient creatures. I was totally transported back to ages long before humans, when the earth wasn't even ready for us to live on it.
 It was a dream, seriously, about a ton of ages way before people even existed. First, the mammals vanished, then the huge birds, then those reptiles from way back. After that, fish, crustaceans, and mollusks—poof, gone. Even the zoophytes from the transition period just… disappeared.
The whole vibe of life on Earth, like, before everything, was replaying itself, and I was the only person around with a heartbeat! There were no seasons, no climates—just this crazy, constant heat building up, totally canceling out the sun's rays.
The plants were, like, massive. I walked through this brushwood taller than the biggest trees in California, squishing this damp, super-smelly soil covered in a million different plants.
I chilled out, leaning against these giant tree trunks – Canadian trees were basically ferns compared to these. Whole ages just flew by; hundreds of years packed into a single day.
Then, like a movie, I saw this insane series of changes happening to the planet. Plants vanished, the rocks lost their structure, and suddenly everything was liquid. It was all because of this intense heat messing with the earth’s stuff. The water went wild, boiling and turning into vapor. A huge cloud of steam covered the whole world, and the planet itself became this gigantic, glowing ball of gas, a crazy color between white-hot and red—basically, as big and bright as the sun.
 In the very center of this massive thing—like, fourteen hundred thousand times bigger than Earth—I was spun around in space and got super close to the planets. My body felt weird, almost like it turned into a gas, and mixed with these crazy clouds rushing forward like a huge comet into endless space!
What a wild dream! Where was it taking me? My hand started scribbling down all the amazing details—stuff that felt more like a total looney tune than anything real. During this whole hallucination, I forgot everything—the Professor, the guide, and the raft we were on. My mind was totally out of it.
“What’s up, Harry?” my uncle said suddenly.
My eyes were wide open, like I was sleepwalking, and I was staring at him, but I couldn't really see him or anything around me.
“Be careful, kid,” my uncle said again, “you’ll fall into the sea.”
As he said that, I felt someone grab my arm—it was our awesome guide. If it hadn't been for Hans being so quick, I totally would've fallen into the waves and drowned.
“Have you lost it?” my uncle yelled, shaking me.
“What—what’s happening?” I said, finally snapping back.
“Are you feeling okay, Henry?” the Professor asked, sounding worried.
“Yeah—yeah, I’m fine. I just had this crazy dream. It’s gone now. Everything seems okay,” I added, looking around with confused eyes.
“Cool,” my uncle said. “Nice breeze, great sea. We’re moving fast, and if my math is right, we’ll see land soon. I'm stoked to ditch this tiny raft for the mysterious shore of the underground ocean.”
 As my uncle said those words, I stood up and checked out the horizon. But the water still blended with the clouds hanging around, and way off, it looked like they were touching the water's edge.
Terrific Saurian Combat

Saturday, August 15th. The sea is still totally boring. Same gray color, same bright glare from above. No sign of land anywhere. It feels like the horizon is moving away from us, the further we go.
My head's still foggy and heavy from that crazy dream, which I can't shake.
The Professor, who didn’t dream, is in one of his moods. Scanning the horizon, everywhere. Telescope glued to his eyes. When he doesn't find anything, he gets all dramatic and paces around.
I wrote in my journal that my uncle, the Professor, was going back to being grumpy. It took my danger and suffering to get even a tiny bit of kindness out of him. Now that I'm better, his old self is back.
Seriously, what did he even have to be mad about, now more than ever? The trip was going great, right? The raft was moving super fast.
So, what was his deal? After a couple of “um” moments, I decided to ask.
"You seem stressed, Uncle," I said, as he put down his telescope and paced around, muttering.
"Nah, I'm fine," he snapped, his voice dry. "Not even close."
"Maybe I should have said impatient?" I softened my words.
"Close enough to make me so."
"But we're moving so fast—faster than most rafts ever do," I pointed out.
 "What's that even matter?" my uncle shouted. "I’m not bugged about how fast we've been going, but I’m seriously annoyed to find the sea so much bigger than I thought.”
I then remembered that the Professor, before we left, had said this underground ocean was, like, at most thirty leagues long. Now we’d traveled way more than that, and hadn't seen any sign of the shore. I started to get why my uncle was so mad.
“We’re not going anywhere,” the Professor suddenly yelled. “We’re not making any progress with our big discoveries. This is a total waste of time. I didn’t ditch my life to go on a fun trip, you know? This whole raft thing across a giant lake is annoying and tiring me out.”
He called this crazy adventure a fun trip, and this huge inland sea a lake!
“But,” I argued, “if we’re following the route that Saknussemm showed us, we can't be that far off.”
"'That's the question,' like Shakespeare said—the big, the legendary Shakespeare. Are we even following the route that Saknussemm showed us? Did Saknussemm ever see this massive body of water? If he did, did he cross it? I'm starting to think that the stream we used as a guide totally led us astray.”
“Still,” I said, “we can’t regret getting this far. It’s worth the whole journey just to see this amazing sight—it’s something to witness.”
“I don’t care about seeing, or any of your fancy spectacles. I came down into the center of the Earth with a goal, and I’m getting it done. Don’t start with me about admiring scenery, or any other mushy stuff.”
After that, I figured it was best to stay quiet and let the Professor bite his lip until it bled, without saying another word.
At six o'clock that evening, our down-to-earth guide, Hans, asked for his weekly pay, and after getting his three rix-dollars, carefully put them in his pocket. He was totally chill and happy.
 Sunday, August 16th. Nothing new to write down. Same weather as always. The wind's picking up a bit, looks like a storm’s coming. When I woke up, the light was crazy bright. I’m still low-key freaked that this electric thing will just… disappear, and we’ll be stuck in total darkness. But so far, so good. The raft’s shadow—mast and sails—is totally visible on the water.
This sea is, like, seriously endless. It's gotta be as big as the Mediterranean—maybe even bigger than the Atlantic. Why not?
My uncle has tried sounding the deep sea a few times. He tied one of our heaviest crowbars to a rope, let it out two hundred fathoms. It was a total struggle to haul it back up.
When the crowbar finally made it on board, Hans pointed something out. The iron looked crushed between two really hard things.
I gave our guide a questioning look.
"Tander," he said.
I was totally lost. I turned to my uncle, he was deep in thought. Didn’t really want to bug him. So I turned back to our Icelander.
Hans opened his mouth a couple of times, like he was trying to bite something. That's how he got his point across.
"Teeth!" I yelled, staring at the iron.
 Seriously, there’s no question. The marks on the iron bar? They’re totally tooth marks! What kind of jaws did that thing have? Have we stumbled upon some crazy, unknown creature still lurking in the ocean depths—a monster even hungrier than a shark, bigger and scarier than a whale? I can’t even look away from the bar, it’s practically crushed!
Is my dream about to become a real nightmare?
All day, I was stuck thinking about this, and my imagination didn’t calm down or let me think straight until after a long night's sleep.
Like always, we took Sunday as a day to chill and think about things.
Monday, August 17th. I've been trying to remember everything I know about those ancient animals from way back when—the ones that came after the mollusks, crustaceans, and fish, and before mammals showed up. Reptiles were running the show back then. These freaky monsters ruled the seas, which formed the layers of the Jura mountains. Nature made them perfectly built. They were so huge and powerful!
Even the biggest lizards, crocodiles, and alligators we have today are just pale copies of their ancestors from ages ago. If there were giants back then, there were also giant animals.
 I got seriously chilled just thinking about those awful monsters. No one had ever seen them in real life. They roamed the earth way before humans even existed, like, thousands of years ago. Their fossil bones, found in limestone, let us piece together what they looked like—get a tiny glimpse of their massive size.
I remember seeing the skeleton of one of these amazing saurians at the huge museum in Hamburg. It was at least thirty feet long, nose to tail. Am I really living on Earth now, about to come face-to-face with one of these ancient creatures? It’s hard to wrap my head around; I can barely believe it's real. But these deep marks from huge teeth on the iron bar! Can you really deny they’re crocodile bites?
My eyes were wide with terror, staring into that underground sea. Every second, I expected one of those monsters to rise up from its huge, dark depths.
I think the Professor felt the same way, at least a little, even if he wasn't as freaked out as I was. After checking out the crowbar, he quickly scanned the massive, mysterious ocean.
"What made him wander off like that?" I wondered. "Like the water's depth even matters to us. He probably woke up some crazy monster in its home, and we're gonna regret it."
I checked our weapons, making sure they were ready for anything. My uncle watched me and gave me a nod. He knew what we were up against.
The water's already rising on the surface—something’s moving down there. Danger’s getting closer. It's coming on fast. We need to stay alert.
 Tuesday, August 18th. Evening finally rolled around, and sleepiness hit us hard. There's no real night here, like in the Arctic summer. Hans, though, is glued to the rudder. I honestly can’t say when he gets any rest. I used his watchfulness to catch some zzz's.
But two hours later, I woke up with a major jolt. The raft had smacked into a sunken rock. It got lifted right out of the water by some crazy, mysterious force, then shot off twenty fathoms away.
"Yo, what’s going on?" my uncle shouted, jumping up. "Are we sinking, or what?"
Hans raised his hand and pointed to a huge black thing moving up and down, about two hundred yards out.
I stared, totally freaked. My worst nightmares were coming true.
"It’s a gigantic monster!" I yelled, clutching my hands.
"Yeah," the agitated Professor shouted back, "and look over there—a massive sea lizard, huge and scary."
"And further out, a gigantic crocodile. Check out his jaws and those crazy teeth. Gone now."
"A whale! A whale!" the Professor shouted. "I can see her huge fins. See, see how she spouts water!"
Two columns of water shot way up in the air, then crashed back into the sea with a huge roar, echoing all around this creepy place. We just stood there—shocked, stunned, and terrified by this group of nightmare sea creatures. They were unrealistically big; even the smallest one could have crushed our raft and us with a single bite.
 Hans, grabbing the rudder that had flown out of his hand, yanked it hard to starboard to get away from that crazy close call. But as soon as he did, he realized he was dodging from Scylla to Charybdis. To one side was a turtle, like, forty feet across, and a serpent just as long, with a huge, gross head popping out of the water.
No matter which way we looked, we couldn't escape. Those freaky reptiles started coming at us, twisting and turning around the raft super fast. They circled our poor raft in a bunch of rings. I grabbed my rifle in a panic. But what's a rifle ball gonna do against the armor scales covering these monster’s bodies?
We froze, totally freaked out. They kept coming, closer and closer. Our fate seemed sealed—terrifying and awful. A massive crocodile on one side, a giant sea serpent on the other. The rest of the creepy sea creatures had vanished beneath the waves!
I was about to fire, no matter what. But Hans, the guide, stopped me with a hand gesture. Those two gross, hungry monsters swam within fifty fathoms of the raft and then went after each other—they were so mad they didn't even see us.
The fight started. We could see everything they were doing.
But to my hyped-up brain, it looked like all the other animals were about to jump into the crazy, deadly battle—the monster, the whale, the lizard, and the turtle. I could see them every second. I pointed them out to the Icelander. But he just shook his head.
"Tva," he said.
"What—just two? He’s gotta be wrong," I said, totally confused.
"He’s spot on," my uncle replied coolly and calmly, checking out the intense fight through his telescope and talking like he was giving a lecture.
“Seriously? How’s that possible?”
 "Yeah, seriously. The first one of these freaky monsters has a porpoise snout, a lizard head, and crocodile teeth. That’s what totally fooled us. It’s the scariest of all those ancient reptiles—the famous Ichthyosaurus, or giant fish lizard.”
“And the other one?”
“The other’s a huge serpent, hiding under the tough, curved shell of a turtle. It’s a seriously scary enemy to its rival, the Plesiosaurus, or sea crocodile.”
Hans was totally right. Those two monsters were the only ones messing with the water’s surface!
“Can you believe it? People have actually seen two reptiles from the really old ocean!” I saw the Ichthyosaurus’s eyes—bright red and huge, like, bigger than my head. Nature is wild; it gave this animal super-powerful eyes that could handle the crazy pressure of all that water down where it hunted. Some scientists call it the whale of the lizard world, because it's as big and fast as our ocean’s king. This one’s gotta be at least a hundred feet long, and I can tell just how wide it is when I see its massive tail break the surface. Its jaw is insane—strong and huge, and scientists say it has over a hundred and eighty teeth.
Then there was the Plesiosaurus, a giant serpent with a long, round body, a short, stubby tail, and fins like a whole row of oars on a Roman warship.
Its whole body was covered in a shell, and its neck—flexible like a swan's—rose more than thirty feet above the waves, like a tower of living flesh!
 They went at it with insane fury. Seriously, no one had ever seen anything like it. It felt more like a crazy dream than real life. They were throwing up huge waves that crashed all over the raft, which was already rocking like crazy. We were almost thrown into the water like, twenty times! We could hear these creepy hisses that seemed to shake the whole cavern—totally terrifying. The two monsters were locked in this tight embrace, and I couldn’t even tell who was who. But the fight couldn’t last forever, and we were screwed no matter who won.
An hour, then two, then three went by, and nothing was settled. The struggle kept going, super intense, but still no clear winner. They’s get close, then pull away from the raft. A couple of times we thought they were gonna leave us alone, but instead, they just kept getting closer.
We were huddled on the raft, ready to fire if we had to, even though we knew it probably wouldn’t hurt them much. But we weren’t going down without a fight.
Then, bam! The Ichthyosaurus and the Plesiosaurus just vanished under the waves, leaving this massive whirlpool behind. We almost got sucked down with it!
It was like, several minutes before we saw anything again. Was this insane fight gonna end at the bottom of the ocean? Were we gonna miss the grand finale?
We just didn’t know.
 Out of nowhere, a huge thing pops up from the water—the head of a massive Plesiosaurus. The monster’s seriously hurt, like, dying. I can't see its body at all. Just its long, snake-like neck, twisting and curling as it goes out.
It lashed the water like a giant whip, then wriggled like it’s been chopped in half. Water sprayed everywhere. A ton of it splashed over our raft, totally blinding us.
But then, the beast got closer and closer. Its movements slowed down. The twisting almost stopped. Finally, its huge body just flopped there, a dead weight on the now-calm water.
What about the Ichthyosaurus? Has he gone down to his underwater lair to chill, or is he gonna come back to mess with us?
That question hung in the air. And we had a moment to breathe.
The Sea Monster

Wednesday, August 19th. Luckily the wind, which is pretty wild right now, let us get away from all the craziness. Hans, as always, was super chill at the helm. My uncle, who had been pulled out of his thoughts by what happened at sea, went back to zoning out. His eyes were fixed on the ocean.
Our trip got kinda boring after that. Honestly, I don’t want to repeat yesterday’s drama.
Thursday, August 20th. The wind’s now coming from the northeast, and it’s all over the place. It's in these sudden bursts. It’s seriously hot out here. We’re going about ten and a half miles an hour.
Around noon, we heard this rumble, like thunder. I just wrote it down without even guessing what it was. It was this constant roar, like the ocean crashing over huge rocks.
“Way out there,” the Professor said, “there’s gotta be some rocks or an island where the waves are smashing against it because of the wind.”
Hans didn’t say a word, just climbed up the mast, but he couldn’t see anything. The ocean looked flat as far as you could see.
Three hours went by with nothing to show us what was ahead. The sound started to sound like a massive waterfall.
I told my uncle what I thought. He just shook his head. But I’m pretty sure I’m right. Are we heading towards some giant waterfall that’s gonna drop us into the abyss? The Professor would probably be into that, since it's kinda like the vertical drop he’s always wanting to do. I’m not feeling it, though.
 Whatever the truth, it's certain there's gotta be something seriously weird nearby. As we move forward, the roar gets intense—like, really loud. Is it coming from the water, or the air?
I quickly look up at the swirling vapors, trying to see through them. But the sky above is calm. The clouds, way up high, look totally still and frozen, glowing with electric light. So, we need to look somewhere else for the cause.
I check the horizon—it’s super calm, clear, and free of haze. Nothing’s changed. But if this crazy noise is from a waterfall—if, basically, this huge ocean is just dumping into a lower spot—if these massive roars are from water crashing down, the current would pick up. That would give me an idea of how dangerous this is. I check the current. Nada. An empty bottle floating in the water isn't moving.
Around four o'clock, Hans gets up, climbs the mast, and reaches the very top. From up there, he looks all around. He sees a ton of ocean. Then, his eyes lock onto something. His face doesn't show shock, but his eyes get a little wider.
“He’s seen something, right?” my uncle asked.
“I think so,” I replied.
Hans climbs down, stands next to us, and points with his right hand to the south.
“Der nere,” he said.
“There,” my uncle replied.
He grabs his telescope and looks through it for what feels like forever—a whole minute, seriously. I’m totally clueless about what to think or expect.
“Yes, yes,” he shouts, sounding pretty surprised, “there it is.”
“What?” I asked.
 "A huge splash of water shooting up from the waves."
"Some other sea monster," I yelled, already freaked out.
"Maybe."
"Then let's head more west, since we know what to expect from ancient animals," I said, super eager.
"Sounds good," my uncle said.
I looked over at Hans. He was at the tiller, steering with his usual chill.
Still, if you could see a column of water shooting up from the blowhole of this massive animal—and we were like, a dozen leagues away—it had to be seriously huge. Flying would be the smart thing to do. But we didn't come all this way to be cautious. That's my uncle’s thing.
So, we kept going. The closer we got, the higher the water shot up. What kind of creature could hold that much water and then blast it out in crazy high jets?
By 8 PM, using ground-level time, we were only two leagues from the beast. Its long, black, massive, mountain-like body was sitting on top of the water like an island. Sailors have even landed on sleeping whales, thinking they were land. Is this real, or am I just tripping? It’s gotta be at least a thousand fathoms long. What even is this sea monster—something Cuvier never dreamed of?
It’s totally still and looks like it's sleeping. The sea can’t even lift it up; the waves are just crashing against its huge frame. The waterspout, shooting up five hundred feet, breaks into spray with a low, angry roar.
We’re heading straight for it, like total crazies.
 I honestly confess I was totally freaked out. I said I wasn’t going any further. I even threatened to cut the sail in my panic, going off on the Professor, calling him reckless, crazy, I don’t even know what. He didn’t say a word.
Suddenly, cool as ever, Hans pointed his finger at that scary thing again:
"Holme!"
"An island!" my uncle shouted.
"An island?" I shrugged, like, seriously? That was a lame attempt to trick me.
"Of course it is," my uncle laughed, super loud and happy.
"But the waterspout?"
"Geyser," said Hans.
"Yeah, a geyser," my uncle said, still laughing, "like you see all the time in Iceland. These jets are like, huge natural wonders."
At first, I refused to believe I’d been so played. What’s more ridiculous than thinking an island was some giant sea monster? But you gotta accept the facts, and I finally realized I’d totally messed up. It was just a natural thing.
As we got closer, the water column was seriously massive. From far away, the island looked like a giant whale, its head way up out of the water. The geyser – Icelanders call it geysir, which means “fury” – shot up from the top. You could hear these muffled booms sometimes, and the huge jet, erupting with sudden force, would shake its cloud of vapor and leap into the clouds. It was totally alone. No other steam vents or hot springs nearby, all the volcanic power of that area concentrated in one awesome column. Electric light mixed with the spray, every drop flashing with rainbow colors as it fell.
"Let’s head to shore," the Professor said after a few minutes of quiet.
 It's super important to watch out for falling water, though, or the raft would totally sink. Hans, though, is killing it at steering, and gets us to the other side of the island.
I was the first to jump onto the rock. My uncle followed, while the eider-duck hunter just stood there, like he wasn't even surprised by anything. We were walking on granite mixed with sandstone; the ground felt like it was vibrating—like the sides of a boiler with crazy-hot steam trapped inside. It’s burning. We quickly spotted the little basin where the geyser was. I stuck a thermometer in the bubbling water, and it read 163 degrees!
That water had to be coming from somewhere seriously hot. It totally went against Professor Hardwigg’s theories. I couldn't help but tell him what I thought.
"So," he said, kinda sharp, "what does this prove about my ideas?"
"Nothing," I replied, dryly, realizing I was just hitting my head against a wall.
Still, I gotta admit we've been ridiculously lucky so far, and this trip is going really well weather-wise. But it's pretty obvious—basically guaranteed—that we’re gonna reach a place where the heat is off the charts, way beyond anything a thermometer can measure.
I started picturing the underworld from ancient stories, supposedly in the center of the earth.
But, we’ll see what happens. That’s the Professor’s go-to phrase now. After naming the volcanic island after his nephew, the leader of the expedition turned away and signaled for everyone to get back on the raft.
 I just stood there, though, staring at this crazy geyser. I noticed the water shooting up wasn't steady—sometimes it’d die down, then suddenly blast off again. I figured it was because of the pressure changing in the underground pocket of steam.
Finally, we headed out, carefully navigating around these jutting, kinda sketchy rocks on the south side. Hans had used the break to fix up the raft.
But before we left the island for good, I took some measurements to figure out how far we’d come, and I wrote it all down in my journal. Since we left Port Gretchen, we'd traveled two hundred and seventy leagues—that’s over eight hundred miles—across this huge inland sea. So, we were six hundred and twenty leagues from Iceland, and basically right under England.
The Battle of the Elements

Friday, August 21st. This morning, the amazing geyser was totally gone. The wind had picked up, and we were heading out of Henry's Island pretty fast. Even the loud roar of the huge column was gone.
The weather, if you can even call it that right now, is about to change super suddenly. The air is getting loaded with moisture, which is carrying all the electricity from the saltwater constantly evaporating; the clouds are slowly but noticeably dropping towards the sea, and they’ve got this dark-olive color. Electric rays can barely get through the thick curtain that’s fallen like a backdrop for this crazy theater, where another, way scarier drama is about to go down. This isn’t an animal fight; it's a full-on battle between the elements.
I feel really weird, like all the creatures on land do when a flood is coming.
The cumuli—these perfectly oval clouds—were piled up to the south and looked seriously ominous, with that heartless look you often see before a storm. The air is super heavy, and the sea is pretty calm.
Way off, the clouds looked like giant balls of cotton, or more like pods, piled on top of each other in a cool, messy way. Slowly, they started to swell, break apart, and gain numbers as they lost their size. They’re so heavy they can't lift themselves off the horizon, but the winds up high are breaking them up, making them darker, and turning them into this one solid, intimidating layer. Sometimes a lighter cloud, still lit up, bounces off this grey blanket and disappears into the thick mass.
 Seriously, the whole vibe is buzzing with electricity; I'm totally charged up myself. My hair's literally standing on end, like I’m hooked up to a battery. If a friend touched me, I bet they’d get a nasty shock.
Around ten in the morning, the storm signs got way more intense. The wind died down, like it was gathering energy for another push. That huge, gloomy cloud above us looked massive—like Aeolus’s cave, where the storm was building up its power.
I tried not to freak out about what the sky was saying, but I blurted out, “We’re gonna get hit with some serious weather.”
The Professor didn’t even respond. He was in a terrible mood, staring out at the endless ocean. When I said that, he just shrugged.
“We’re in for a crazy storm,” I said again, pointing to the horizon. “Those clouds are dropping lower and lower, like they’re trying to squash the sea.”
Everything went quiet. The wind completely stopped. Nature froze, not even breathing. On the mast, where I saw a faint glow, the sail hung in loose, heavy folds. The raft was still, stuck in a dark, heavy sea—no waves, no movement. It was as smooth as glass. But we weren't going anywhere, so keeping the sail up was pointless, it could even doom us if the storm suddenly hits us outta nowhere.
“Let’s take down the sail,” I said. “Just being smart, you know?”
 "No—no," my uncle shouted, totally stressed, "a hundred times, no. Let the wind hit us, do whatever it wants, let the storm carry us off anywhere—just let me see a coastline, even some rocky cliffs, even if it smashes our raft to bits. No! keep the sail up—no matter what!"
Those words were barely out when the southern horizon totally flipped. All that built-up mist turned into water, and the air rushing in to fill the space became a crazy, wild storm.
It came from every corner of the huge cavern. It raged from every direction. It roared, yelled, and shrieked with glee, like demons unleashed. The darkness got thicker—seriously dark.
The raft went up and down with the storm, bouncing over the waves. My uncle was thrown onto the deck. I struggled to get to him. He was hanging on tight to a cable and seemed to be watching the unleashed storm with pure joy.
Hans didn's move a thing. His long hair, whipped around by the storm and scattered across his face, made him look wild—every single hair was lit up with tiny sparkles.
His face looked like an ancient dude, a real contemporary of the Megatherium.
The mast was still holding up against the storm. The sail spread out and filled up like a soap bubble about to pop. The raft was flying forward, so fast it was hard to guess, but still slower than the water it was pushing aside—you could see how fast it was going by the lines flying out behind us.
"The sail, the sail!" I yelled, cupping my hands around my mouth, then trying to pull it down.
"Leave it!" my uncle said, even more stressed than before.
"Nej," Hans said gently, shaking his head.
 The rain was like a crazy waterfall ahead of us, and we were rushing toward it like total lunatics.
But before that wall of water hit, the clouds ripped open. The sea started foaming like crazy, and electricity—probably from some huge, weird chemical reaction way up in the clouds—went wild. There were thunderclaps like nothing I'd ever heard, plus lightning flashes that were blinding. They crisscrossed everywhere, and the thunder echoed all around. The clouds glowed, the hailstones hitting our boots and weapons actually lit up, and the waves looked like fire-breathing monsters, with flames all along the tops. Seriously intense.
I was totally blinded and deafened by the light and noise. I had to grab the mast—it was bending like a reed—because the storm was unlike anything sailors had ever seen.
My travel notes got super messy after that, all over the place and vague. I could only scribble down a couple of quick observations, just mechanically. But even those short, confusing notes show how overwhelmed I was.
Sunday, August 23rd. Where are we? What region are we even in? We’re still flying forward, ridiculously fast.
The night was insane, you couldn't even describe it. The storm isn’t letting up at all. We’re stuck in some kind of chaos with no name. The explosions sound like constant artillery fire. Our ears are literally bleeding. We can’t even talk or hear each other.
 The lightning doesn’t stop flashing, not even for a second. I can see the zigzags after a quick dart hits the roof of this huge vault. If it collapsed and fell on us! More lightning sends forked streaks everywhere, like fireballs exploding over a city under attack. The noise is insane, way beyond anything we can really hear. Even if every powder magazine in the world blew up at once, it couldn't be louder.
There’s this constant glow from the storm clouds; electric stuff just keeps coming out. The air is totally messed up. Loads of water columns shoot up like waterspouts and crash back into the ocean in foam.
“Where are we headed?” My uncle's still stretched out on the raft, not saying a word, not even keeping track of time.
It's getting hotter. I look at the thermometer—wow, it's showing… the exact number is rubbed out in my notes.
Monday, August 24th. This storm is never gonna end. Why can't this crazy, thick atmosphere just settle down and stay that way?
We're totally exhausted and worn out. Hans is just being Hans. The raft keeps going southeast, no question. We're already two hundred leagues from that island we found.
Around noon, the storm got even worse. We had to tie down every last thing on the raft, or it would all be swept away. We tied each other together, too. Waves crashed over us, and we were underwater more than once.
 We’d been totally silent for three whole days and nights. We opened our mouths, moved our lips, but nothing came out. Even putting our mouths to each other's ears didn’t work.
The wind just blew the sound away.
My uncle finally managed to get close enough to me after a bunch of tries. To my senses, which were pretty fried by then, it sounded like he was trying to say something. I just knew, more like a gut feeling, that he said, "We're lost."
I pulled out my notebook—I never left home without it, no matter how bad things got—and scribbled a few words as clearly as I could:
"Take in sail."
He sighed deep and nodded.
Barely had his head settled back when this ball of fire popped up right on the edge of the raft—our poor, doomed thing. The mast and sail just flew off, swept away super high like a kite.
We were frozen, legit shivering with fear. The ball of fire, half white, half blue, about the size of a ten-inch bomb, zipped along, spinning fast to get away from the storm. It was bouncing everywhere, climbing up one of the raft’s sides, jumping on the food pile, and then just dropped lightly, landed like a football, and hit our gunpowder.
Seriously bad situation. An explosion was totally coming.
Thank goodness, it didn't.
The bright disk moved to the side, it came towards Hans, who just stared at it; then it came towards my uncle, who dropped to his knees to get out of the way; it came towards me, as I stood pale and shaking in the blinding light and heat; it spun around my feet, which I tried to pull back.
The air filled with this weird smell, like nitrous gas; it went down my throat, into my lungs. I felt like I was gonna choke.
 Why can’t I lift my feet? Are they stuck to the raft’s floor?
No.
The electric globe shorted out and now all the iron on board is magnets—the instruments, the tools, the weapons are clanging together with a crazy, awful noise. My heavy boots’ nails are glued to the iron plates in the wood. I can’t move my foot.
It’s that old story again about the adamant mountain.
Finally, with a huge, almost impossible effort, I rip it free just as the ball, still spinning, is about to circle around it and drag me with it—if—
Oh, what intense, crazy light! The fireball bursts—we’re covered in waves of living fire, flooding the space around us with glowing stuff.
Then, everything went dark and the deep was covered in darkness again! I just had time to see my uncle sprawled out on the raft’s floor, looking totally out of it, and Hans at the helm, "spitting fire" from the electricity that seemed to have gone right through him.
Where are we going? I ask. And the echo replies, Where?
.............
Tuesday, August 25th. I just woke up from a long blackout. That awful storm is still raging; the lightning’s even more intense, pouring out its fiery wrath like a bunch of snakes unleashed in the air.
Are we still on the sea? Yeah, and we’re being carried along super fast.
We’re past England, past the Channel, past France—probably past all of Europe.
Another huge noise in the distance. This time, it’s for sure that the sea is crashing against rocks nearby. Then—
..............
..............
Our Route Reversed

Here's my journal about our trip on the raft—lucky for me, it survived the wreck. I’m gonna keep going with my story like I was doing before I started my daily notes.
What actually happened when the chaos hit, when the raft slammed into the rocks, I honestly can't even tell you. I remember being thrown hard into the crazy waves, and if I didn't die a seriously awful death, it was all thanks to Hans, who was a total lifesaver. He grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the drop-off.
That brave Icelander carried me, like, far away from the waves, and set me down on this hot, burning sand. Later, I found my uncle, the Professor, there too.
Then, he went back toward those dangerous rocks, where the waves were crashing. He was always so practical and thoughtful. I couldn’t even speak; I was totally overwhelmed. My body ached and felt broken from being so tired. It took hours before I felt even remotely okay.
Meanwhile, it started pouring—like, a crazy downpour that soaked us both. But the intensity of the rain actually showed the storm was ending. Some rocks gave us a little bit of cover from the rain.
Underneath those rocks, Hans got some food ready, but I couldn't eat a thing. We were both so wiped out from those three long days and nights, we just crashed into a deep, rough sleep. My dreams were wild, but finally, I just passed out.
 Next day when I woke up, the change was wild. The weather was amazing. Air and sea, like, totally chilled out, had gone back to normal. Not a trace of the storm, not even a little bit, was left. I woke up to the first happy sounds I’d heard from the Professor in ages. Seriously, his happiness was intense.
"Well, my lad," he shouted, rubbing his hands together, "did you sleep okay?"
You could’ve sworn we were back in the old house on the Konigstrasse. Like, I’d just come down for breakfast. And my wedding with Gretchen was happening today? My uncle was being so chill, it was annoying.
But seriously, considering how the storm blew us eastward, we’d flown over all of Germany. Over Hamburg, where I was so happy. Right over the street where everything I loved and cared about was.
It was a fact: I was only forty leagues away from her. But those forty leagues were like, solid granite!
All those bummer thoughts went through my head before I even tried to answer my uncle.
"What’s wrong with you?" he yelled. "Can’t you just say if you slept well or not?"
"Yeah, I slept really well," I said, "but my whole body aches. Probably nothing, though."
"Nah, nothing at all, my boy. It’s just from being tired the last few days—that's it."
"You seem… really happy this morning," I said.
"Delighted, my dear boy, delighted. Happier than I’ve ever been. We finally made it to the place we wanted."
"The end of the whole thing?" I asked, totally surprised.
 "No; but to the edge of that sea that I started to worry would just go on forever, circling the whole world. We'll chill and get back on the road, and try again to get to the center of the Earth.”
“My dear Uncle,” I started, kinda hesitant, “can I ask you one question?”
“Sure, Harry; a bunch if you want.”
“Just one will do. What about getting back?” I asked.
“What about getting back? Seriously? We haven’t even finished our trip yet.”
“I know, I know. I just want to know how you plan on getting us home.”
“The easiest way in the world,” said the unflappable Professor. “Once we hit the exact center of this sphere, we’ll either find a new way to climb back to the surface, or we’ll just turn around and retrace our steps. I’m pretty sure the way behind us won't close up while we're moving forward.”
“Then the first thing we need to do is fix the raft,” was my kinda bummed-out reply.
“Totally. We gotta take care of that first,” continued the Professor.
“Then there’s the big question of food,” I pressed. “Do we have enough left to pull off something as huge and wild as you're planning?”
“I’m on top of it, and the answer’s yes. Hans is a smart cookie, and I think he saved most of the supplies. But the best way to ease your worries is to come check it out yourself.”
Saying that, he led the way out of the open grotto where we're taking shelter. I was almost starting to hope for something I was scared of – that a shipwreck like that wouldn’t leave any trace of what it was carrying. But I was way off.
 As soon as I hit the shores of this inland sea, I found Hans standing super serious amidst a ton of stuff, all neatly arranged. My uncle wrung his hands, totally grateful, you know? His heart was just overflowing.
This guy, who was seriously dedicated to his job—I never saw anyone better—had been grinding all the time we were sleeping. He’d risked his neck to save the most important things from our cargo.
We definitely lost some stuff, obviously. Our weapons were gone. But we’d learned to make do. Thankfully, the gunpowder was safe, after almost blowing us all up in the storm.
“Well,” said the Professor, trying to stay positive, “no guns means no hunting.”
“Yeah, we can live without them, but what about all our instruments?”
“Here’s the manometer—the most useful one, for sure. I’m taking it as a replacement for everything else. With it alone, I can figure out how deep we are as we go. It’s the only way I’ll know when we reach the center of the earth. Ha, ha! Without this little thing, we could totally mess up and end up on the other side of the world!”
He said all this with these weird, forced laughs.
“But the compass!” I yelled. “Without that, what are we gonna do?”
“It’s right here, safe!” he shouted, genuinely happy. “And look, we’re good on the chronometer and the thermometers too. Hans the hunter is seriously a lifesaver!”
No doubt about it. As for the nautical stuff and everything else, we were all set. Then I spotted ladders, ropes, pickaxes, crowbars, and shovels scattered on the beach.
But the biggest question was still looming: food.
 "But what are we gonna eat?" I asked.
"Let's check out the supplies," my uncle said seriously.
The boxes holding our food for the trip were lined up on the beach, and they were in really good shape. The sea had left everything alone, and basically, with biscuits, salted meat, Schiedam, and dried fish, we had about four months' worth if we were careful.
"Four months!" the optimistic Professor shouted, super excited. "That's tons of time to go and come back, and with what's left, I'll throw a huge dinner for my buddies at the Johanneum."
I sighed. I should be used to my uncle by now, but he still blew me away every day. He was the biggest mystery I’d ever met.
"Now," he said, "before anything else, we need fresh water. It’s rained a lot, and filled all the cracks in the rocks. We're good on water, and that's super important right now. As for the raft, I'll tell Hans to fix it up as best he can; though I doubt we’ll need it again."
"Seriously?" I asked, more confused than ever by how he thought.
"I have a feeling, my boy; it's just this: we're not coming back the way we came in."
I started to look at my uncle with a weird feeling. I’d had this thought before: that he was losing it. Little did I know how right and accurate his words would turn out to be.
"And now," he said, "we'd better grab some breakfast after sorting all this out."
 I followed him to this jutting-out bit of land, after he's given our guide his last instructions. With dried meat, biscuits, and a seriously good cup of tea, we had a killer meal—honestly, one of the most welcome and chill I’ve ever had. Being totally wiped, the fresh air, and just feeling calm after all that chaos, totally sparked my appetite. It really put me in a good mood, too.
While we were eating breakfast and between sips of tea, I asked my uncle if he had any idea where we were in relation to the world above.
“For my part,” I added, “I think it’s gonna be kinda tough to figure out.”
“Well, if we had to pinpoint exactly where we are,” said my uncle, “it’s gonna be tricky. During those three days of that crazy storm, I couldn’t keep track of how fast we were moving, or which way the raft was headed. Still, we’ll do our best to get close. I don’t think we’re too far off.”
“Well, if I remember right,” I replied, “our last sighting was at the geyser island.”
“Harry’s Island, my boy! Harry’s Island. Don’t brush off the honor of naming it—you gave your name to an island we discovered, the first humans to walk on it since the dawn of time!”
“Alright, then. At Harry’s Island, we’d already covered two hundred and seventy leagues of ocean, and I think we were about six hundred leagues, give or take, from Iceland.”
“Awesome. Glad you remember that so well. Let’s start from there, and let’s add four days of storm, during which we must have been moving super fast. I’d say our speed was about eighty leagues every twenty-four hours.”
I agreed that seemed like a fair estimate. That added three hundred leagues to the total.
 "Yeah, and the Central Sea has to stretch at least six hundred leagues across. You know, Harry, we found a lake inland—it's bigger than the Mediterranean!"
"Totally. And we only know how big it is one way. It could be hundreds of miles long."
"Probably."
"So," I said, after thinking about it for a bit, "if you're right, we’re literally under the Mediterranean right now."
"You think so?"
"Yeah, I’m pretty sure. Aren't we nine hundred leagues from Reykjavik?"
"That's spot on, and we’ve had a wild ride getting here. But why we’re under the Mediterranean instead of Turkey or the Atlantic? We won't know until we're certain we stayed on course—and we don’t know that yet."
"I don't think we got too far off course; the wind felt pretty consistent. I think this shore has to be southeast of Port Gretchen."
"Cool—fingers crossed. We can figure it out by checking our departure point with the compass. Let's go, and we’ll check out that amazing invention."
The Professor headed over to the rock where Hans had set up the gear. My uncle was super cheerful; he was rubbing his hands together and striking all kinds of poses. He looked like a young man again. I'm not gonna lie, I'd never seen him so happy and friendly. I followed him, curious to see if I'd messed up figuring out where we were.
When we got to the rock, my uncle grabbed the compass, laid it flat, and stared at the needle.
He’d shaken it earlier to get it going, so it swung around a lot before settling into the right spot, pulled by the magnetic force.
 The Professor peered at the crazy instrument, totally intrigued. He had a huge reaction right away.
He closed his eyes, rubbed them, and took another look, a really close one.
Then he turned to me slowly, his face showing pure shock.
“What’s up?” I asked, starting to freak out a little.
He couldn't even talk. He was too stunned for words. He just pointed at the instrument.
I checked it out quickly, following his silent directions, and a surprised yell escaped my lips. The compass needle was pointing due north—the direction we thought was south!
It was pointing to the shore, not the open ocean.
I shook the compass; I looked at it carefully, super anxious. It was perfect. Nothing explained what was happening. No matter how we moved the needle, it always went back to that same weird spot.
We couldn’t ignore the bad news.
There was no way around it—the storm had thrown us a curveball. A sudden gust of wind we hadn't noticed had carried us back to the shore we'd left behind, like, forever ago!
A Voyage of Discovery

Seriously, it's impossible for me to even describe how shocked Professor Hardwigg was when he realized what had happened. He was a mix of total disbelief, outrage, and it honestly freaked me out a little.
I'd never seen anyone look so deflated, and then so furiously mad.
All the exhausting days at sea, all the scary stuff we’d gone through—it was all for nothing. We basically had to start over.
Instead of moving forward, like we’d hoped after all those days, we’d actually gone backward. Every hour on the raft was just wasted time!
But then, my uncle’s crazy determination kicked in and overshadowed everything.
“So,” he said, teeth clenched, “fate’s messing with me, huh? The elements themselves are teaming up to embarrass me. Air, fire, and water are all working against me. They’ll see what a determined guy can do. I’m not giving up, not backing down even a little. We’re gonna see who wins this battle—me or nature.”
Standing tall on a rock, looking super annoyed and intense, Professor Hardwigg looked like a furious superhero. I had to step in and try to cool him down a bit.
 "Listen up, Uncle," I said, keeping my voice even but firm. "There has to be a limit to how far ambition can go. It’s pointless to fight something you can’t win. Seriously, just hear me out. We're totally not ready for a sea voyage. It’s crazy to think we can sail five hundred leagues on this junk pile, with a blanket for a sail, a tiny stick for a mast, and a storm waiting for us. We can’t even steer this thing, so we’re just gonna be at the storm's mercy. It's straight-up reckless to risk it again on this dangerous Central Sea."
Those were just some of the points I made—stuff that seemed pretty solid to me. I went on for about ten minutes without him cutting me off. Then I realized why. The Professor wasn't even listening, didn't hear a single word I said.
"To the raft!" he yelled, his voice raspy.
That’s what happened after I poured all that effort into resisting him. I tried again, I pleaded, I got heated. But I was up against a will stronger than mine. I felt like the waves fighting against that huge chunk of granite down there, which had been silently laughing at their puny attempts for ages.
Hans, meanwhile, hadn't joined in our argument. He’s been fixing up the raft. You’d think he somehow knew what my uncle was planning.
He used some rope scraps to make the raft seaworthy again.
While I was talking, he’d already put up a new mast and sail, which was already flapping in the breeze.
 The Professor tossed a few words to our totally unfazed guide, who immediately started loading our gear onto the boat and getting ready to go. The air was pretty clear and clean now, and a steady, calm breeze was blowing from the northeast. Looked like it would stick around for a while.
So, what was I supposed to do? Could I even try to go against the iron will of those two guys? It was just impossible, even if I had any hope of getting help from Hans. But that wasn’s happening. It seemed like the Icelander had just given up on his own will and who he was. He was all about letting go.
I couldn’t expect anything from someone so wrapped up in and loyal to his boss. All I could do was go with the flow.
Feeling totally defeated, I was just about to hop onto the raft when my uncle put his hand on my shoulder.
“No rush, kid,” he said, “we’re not leaving until tomorrow.”
I looked like I was giving in to whatever fate had in store.
“Considering everything,” he said, “I can’t afford to skip any precautions. Since fate has landed me on these shores, I’m not leaving until I’ve checked them out completely.”
To get what he meant, you gotta know that even though we’d been pushed back to the north shore, we’d landed somewhere totally different than where we started.
Port Gretchen had to be way to the west. So, it was totally normal that we’d check out this new shore we’d unexpectedly landed on.
“Let’s go exploring!” I said.
And leaving Hans to his thing, we started our trip. The walk from the beach at high tide to the foot of the rocks was pretty far. It would take about half an hour to get there.
 We were walking, and our feet kept crushing shells—seriously, tons of them, every shape and size you could imagine. They used to be homes for creatures from way, way back.
I spotted some huge shells—carapaces, like, seriously massive. Fifteen feet across, no joke.
They must have belonged to those crazy Glyptodons from the Pliocene period. Modern turtles are basically tiny compared to those guys. Plus, the whole ground was covered in these stony relics, looked like flints worn smooth by the waves, all layered on top of each other. I figured the sea used to cover the whole area. You could see the marks the waves made on the rocks, even though they've been way out of the water for ages.
Thinking about it, this might explain this incredible ocean, like, forty leagues under the earth’s surface. My new theory—maybe a little wild—was that this liquid was slowly disappearing into the earth. I was pretty sure it was getting fed by water seeping in from the ocean above, through tiny cracks.
Still, you had to admit those cracks probably got pretty much blocked up. If not, this giant cavern—or, like, massive reservoir—would have been filled up in no time. Maybe even the water itself was partially turning into vapor, fighting against the heat from deep inside the earth. That could explain those heavy clouds above us, and all that electricity causing those crazy storms in this deep, underground sea.
 This explanation of what we’d seen seemed totally legit to me. No matter how wild nature gets, there's always a logical reason behind it, right? Everything follows some big natural rule.
It was pretty obvious now that we were walking on a kind of layered soil—like all the soil from that time, you know? It’s super common on Earth. The Professor was in his happy place, checking out every crack in the rocks. If he found an opening, he had to see how deep it was.
We followed the Central Sea's twists and turns for a mile, and then the ground totally changed. It looked like it had been thrown up, like a major shake-up from below. Lots of dips and bumps showed big shifts happened way back when.
It was a tough trek over broken granite mixed with flint, quartz, and river deposits. Then, out of nowhere, we saw it—a huge field, not just a field, but a bone field! It was like a massive graveyard, where dust from countless generations had mixed together.
Tall burial mounds of old remains popped up all over. They stretched out to the edge of the horizon and disappeared into a thick, brownish fog.
On that spot—about three square miles—was basically the whole history of animal life. Seriously, almost every animal that exists today had an ancestor right there.
 We were totally drawn forward by this intense, impatient curiosity. Our feet crunched the remains of prehistoric fossils—the kind museums in big cities fight over, even for just a few weird pieces. A thousand naturalists like Cuvier wouldn’t have been enough to put together the skeletons of the creatures in this incredible bone collection.
I was completely blown away. My uncle stood for a few minutes with his arms raised towards the thick granite ceiling that was our sky. His mouth was wide open; his eyes sparkled wildly behind his glasses (which he thankfully saved), and his head bobbed every which way. His whole look showed he was totally astonished.
He was standing in front of this endless, amazing, and super-rich collection of ancient monsters, all piled up just for his own satisfaction.
Imagine a huge bookworm suddenly dropped into the middle of the famous library of Alexandria, the one burned by Omar, and then magically restored to its original glory! That’s kind of how Uncle Hardwigg felt.
He stood there, seriously stunned by what he’d found.
But it got even crazier when, darting around this mountain of ancient dust, he picked up a bare skull and said to me in a shaky voice:
"Harry, my boy—Harry—this is a human head!"
"A human head, Uncle?" I said, just as shocked as he was.
"Yep, nephew. Ah! Mr. Milne-Edwards—ah! Mr. De Quatrefages—why aren’t you here where I am—I, Professor Hardwigg!"
Discovery Upon Discovery

To really get what my uncle was going on about, and all his references to these super-smart guys, I gotta explain something important. It's about paleontology—the science of fossil life—and something that happened not long before we left.
On March 28, 1863, some navigators working for M. Boucher de Perthes were at the big quarries in Moulin-Quignon, near Abbeville, France. They stumbled upon a human jawbone buried fourteen feet down. It was the first fossil of its kind ever found. Near it were stone hatchets and carved flints, all covered in this crazy bright green tint from being underground so long.
The news of this wild find went viral—seriously, it spread all over France, England, and Germany. A bunch of big brains in science—including Milne-Edwards and De Quatrefages—totally took it seriously. They proved the bone was legit and became, like, the biggest fans of the "jawbone question" in England.
Soon, top geologists from the UK—Falconer, Buck, Carpenter, and others—joined in. And in Germany, everyone was on board, especially my uncle, Professor Hardwigg, who was super hyped.
Basically, everyone agreed that this human fossil from the Quaternary period was the real deal, even the skeptics.
 This whole system—or whatever you want to call it—had a serious enemy in M. Elie de Beaumont. This super-smart guy, a big deal in the science world, thought the soil from Moulin-Quignon wasn’t from the diluvium, but from a way older layer. And like Cuvier, he definitely didn't think humans lived at the same time as the animals from the Quaternary epoch. My uncle, Professor Hardwigg—a total legend—and most geologists stuck to their guns. They debated, argued, and eventually, M. Elie de Beaumont was pretty much left standing alone with his views.
We knew all about the back-and-forth, but we had no clue that since we left, things had shifted. Other jawbones—belonging to all sorts of people—had been found in the loose grey sands of caves in France, Switzerland, and Belgium. Along with arms, tools, utensils, bones of kids, adults, and older folks. So, the idea of humans existing during the Quaternary period became stronger every day.
But that wasn’t even the half of it. New remains, found in Pliocene or Tertiary deposits, had let some of the smarter—or braver—scientists figure out that the human race was way older than anyone thought. These weren’t human bones, exactly. They were things that people had definitely used: fossil animal leg and thigh bones, hollowed out and basically carved—showing clear signs of human work.
 Through these wild, unexpected finds, humanity jumped way back in time. Seriously, we were older than mastodons! We were even around at the same time as the Elephas meridionalis—the southern elephant. Paleontology told us we were talking over a hundred thousand years old, that's what the top geologists said about the Pliocene period. That's where we were, standing in this huge graveyard on the Hardwigg Ocean plains.
Now, you can imagine how stunned and stoked the Professor was when he walked about twenty yards and found himself staring at a human specimen from the Quaternary period!
It was a human skull, totally recognizable. Had this crazy soil, like the one at St. Michel Cemetery in Bordeaux, kept it safe for ages? That's what I was wondering, but I couldn’t figure it out. Still, this head, with stretched, papery skin, perfect teeth, and tons of hair, was right there, like it was alive!
I was speechless, practically frozen with shock and awe looking at this crazy throwback from another time. My uncle, who usually talked a ton, was totally stunned. He was too overwhelmed to even speak. Eventually, we lifted the body that went with the skull. We stood it up. To our hyped-up brains, it felt like it was staring at us with those empty eyes.
 After a few minutes of silence, the Professor totally shut the man down. Human instincts just couldn't compete with his scientific excitement. Professor Hardwigg, caught up in the moment, totally spaced on where we were—our crazy journey, the insane cavern stretching out above us. Seriously, he thought he was back at the Institution, lecturing his students. He put on his most professorial voice, waved his hand, and started:
“Alright, everyone, I’m stoked to introduce you to a guy from the Quaternary period. A lot of smart people have doubted he even existed, while others—probably even more respected—believe he was real. If all the paleontologists were here, they’d be like, reverently touching him, finally admitting they were wrong. I know science needs to be careful with discoveries like this. I’m not naive; I’ve heard about all the Barnums and other fake-science guys who make a living off of this kind of thing. Of course, you know about the story of Ajax’s kneecaps, the supposed finding of Orestes’ body by the Spartans, and Asterius’s body—ten spans long, fifteen feet—which Pausanias wrote about.”
 "I’ve read everything about the Trapani skeleton, found way back in the fourteenth century, which a bunch of people thought was Polyphemus’s. And the story of that giant dug up near Palmyra in the sixteenth century. You guys know, like I do, about that famous analysis done near Lucerne in 1577. Doctor Felix Plater said those huge bones belonged to a giant, like, nineteen feet tall. I’m talking, I’ve devoured all of Cassanion’s writings, plus all those memoirs, pamphlets, speeches, and replies about the skeleton of Teutobochus, the Cimbri king who invaded Gaul. They found him in a gravel pit in Dauphine back in 1613. In the 1700s, I would’ve totally agreed with Peter Campet—denying those preadamites Scheuchzer talked about. I’ve even held the writing called Gigans—"
My uncle was dealing with that thing he always got—you know, when he’d have trouble saying complicated words out loud. It wasn’t exactly a stutter, more like a weird hesitation.
“The writing called Gigans—" he repeated.
But he just couldn’t get it out. People would’ve lost it at the Institution if he’d messed up there.
“Giganteo—"
No way! The word wouldn't come.
“Giganteology!” Professor Hardwigg finally blurted out between two frustrated growls.
Once we got past that, we were totally hyped—
“Yeah, guys, I’m super familiar with all this stuff. I know Cuvier and Blumenbach totally recognized those bones as mammoth remains from the Quaternary period. But after this—doubting it is basically insulting science. We’re seeing it! You can see it, touch it. It’s not just a skeleton, it’s a whole, perfect body, preserved with an anthropological purpose.”
I didn’t even try to argue with that wild, unbelievable claim.
 "If only I could soak this thing in sulphuric acid," my uncle went on, "I'd get rid of all the dirt and these fancy shells stuck all over it. But I don’t have that special stuff. Still, it’s gonna tell its own story, as it is."
He held up the fossil body, showing it off with serious skill. No showman could've been more energetic.
"If you look closely," my uncle continued, "you’ll see it’s only about six feet long, which isn’t even close to those stories about ancient giants. And it’s definitely Caucasian—it’s one of ours. The skull is a perfect oval, no crazy cheekbones or jaw sticking out. It doesn't have that 'prognathism' thing that messes with the facial angle.[4] Measure the angle yourselves, and you'll see it's exactly ninety degrees. But I’ll go even further with this investigation, and I’m willing to bet this human sample belongs to the Japhetic family, which spread from India all the way across Europe. No need to smirk, guys."
[4] The facial angle is formed by two planes—one more or less vertical, going straight from the forehead to the incisors; the other, horizontal, passing through the ears and the lower nasal bone. Prognathism, in anthropology, means that jutting-out of the jaw that changes the facial angle.
Of course, nobody smirked. But the awesome Professor was so used to looking at people while he lectured, he thought everyone was laughing during his whole explanation.
 “Yeah,” he continued, sounding way more excited, “this is a fossil man, like, a contemporary of the mastodons. And the whole amphitheater is covered in their bones. But if you ask me how he ended up here, or how all these layers of earth ended up in this huge hole, I’m drawing a blank. Seriously, if we rewind to the Quaternary epoch, we’d see massive shifts happening in the Earth’s crust. As the planet cooled, it cracked and crumbled, creating huge fissures and chasms. I’m not making any definitive claims, but there's the guy, surrounded by his stuff – his hatchets and carved flints – totally from the Stone Age. The only logical thing is, like me, he checked out the center of the Earth, a traveling tourist, a science pioneer. No doubt he was ancient, one of the oldest humans ever.”
The Professor stopped talking, and I gave him a huge round of applause. Honestly, my uncle was right. Even the smartest people would struggle to argue with his facts and logic.
Then, something else popped up. This fossil wasn’t the only one on this massive plain of bones—a cemetery from a world that’s gone. As we walked across the dusty ground, we found other bodies, and my uncle picked out the most amazing ones to convince even the biggest skeptics.
It was wild, seeing all those remains – generations and generations of people and animals – all mixed together in one giant cemetery. But a big question came up, and we were actually kind of scared to think about it.
 Had these beings been buried way down deep by some crazy natural disaster? Or had they just been living here, underground, under this fake sky? Like, getting married, having families, and dying just like regular people?
Up until now, we'd only seen sea monsters, fish, and stuff like that moving around!
The question that kinda freaked us out was a good one. Were any of these abyss people hanging around the empty beaches of this wild sea at the center of the earth?
It really bothered me. If they were actually here, what would they think of us coming from above?
What Is It?

We walked over this massive pile of bones for what felt like forever—a really long, tired hour. We just kept going, totally driven by curiosity. What other crazy stuff was in this huge cavern? What other awesome treasures for a scientist? My eyes were ready for anything, and my imagination was buzzing with the idea of something totally new and amazing.
The edges of the Central Ocean had vanished behind the hills scattered across the bone plain. The reckless, super-excited Professor, who didn't even care if we got lost, pushed me forward. We moved silently, surrounded by waves of electric light.
Because of something I can’t even explain, and thanks to how spread out it was, the light lit up every side of every hill and rock equally. It seemed to come from everywhere, not from any one spot, and there were no shadows at all.
It looked like a tropical place at noon in the middle of summer—right in the equatorial regions, under the blazing sun.
There were no signs of mist or anything. The rocks, the distant mountains, and some blurry clumps of faraway forests all had this weird, mysterious vibe because of the even light.
We felt a little like the mysterious guy in one of Hoffmann's crazy stories—the dude who lost his shadow.
After we walked about a mile more, we reached the edge of a huge forest, but it wasn't like those giant mushroom forests we’d found near Port Gretchen.
It was the incredible, wild vegetation from the Tertiary period, in all its awesome glory. Giant palms—a kind that doesn't exist anymore, called palmacites—along with pines, yews, cypress, and all kinds of cone-bearing trees, all tangled together with a crazy mess of vines.
 A seriously gorgeous carpet of mosses and ferns covered the ground under the trees. Little brooks gurgled under the shady branches—though “shady” is a stretch, they didn’t really give any shade. Tiny, tree-like shrubs grew along their banks, the kind you’d see in hot countries back on Earth.
But these plants, shrubs, and trees were missing one thing: color! They’d never felt the warmth of the sun, so they were totally bland and colorless. Everything was just one faded brown. The leaves were completely green-free, and the flowers—which were super common when they first popped up during the Tertiary period—were without color and without any scent, like old paper that’s been sitting out for ages.
My uncle headed into the huge groves, and I followed him, though I was a little freaked out. If nature could create such massive plants, could we run into equally huge—and dangerous—mammals?
I noticed tons of leguminous (bean-like) shrubs in the clearings left by trees that had fallen and been eaten away by time. Stuff like maple and other trees that animals love to munch on. Then I saw trees from all over the world just jumbled together—an oak next to a palm tree, an Australian eucalyptus (a cool plant from the Myrtaceae family), leaning against a tall Norwegian pine, and a poplar from the north mixing branches with New Zealand kauris. It was enough to totally mess with the most brilliant classifier from above and shake up all their ideas about plants.
Suddenly, I stopped dead in my tracks and held my uncle back.
 The light was so spread out, I could see even tiny stuff way back in the woods. I swear—I really saw it—huge, massive animals moving around under those giant trees. Seriously, they were gigantic animals, a whole bunch of mastodons, not fossils, but alive, just like the ones they found in 1801 on the marshy banks of the Ohio River in North America.
I could see those enormous elephants, their trunks ripping down big branches, working in and out of the trees like a whole bunch of snakes. I could hear the sound of their huge tusks uprooting trees!
Branches snapped, and whole piles of leaves and green branches disappeared down the throats of those crazy monsters!
That wild dream, seeing history before time, when the Tertiary and Quaternary periods flashed before me—it was real!
And there we were, alone, deep down inside the earth, totally at the mercy of its scary residents!
My uncle stopped, totally blown away.
“Come!” he said finally, when he got over his shock, “Come on, kid, let’s go check them out closer.”
“Nah,” I said, stopping him from pulling me forward, “we don’t have anything to defend ourselves with. What are we gonna do surrounded by a bunch of giant animals? Let’s go, Uncle, please. No person could face the crazy anger of those monsters without getting hurt.”
“No person,” said my uncle, lowering his voice to a mysterious whisper, “you’re wrong, Henry. Look! Look over there! I think I see a person—someone like us—a man!”
I looked, shrugging, ready to totally doubt it. But no matter what I wanted, I couldn’t ignore what I was seeing.
 Yeah—not more than a quarter mile away, chilling against the trunk of a massive tree, was a person—like, a Proteus of these underground spots, a new son of Neptune watching over this huge herd of mastodons.
“Immanis pecoris custos, immanior ipse!”[5]
[5] The keeper of gigantic cattle, himself even bigger!
Yeah—it wasn't a fossil whose body we’d dug up from the big cemetery anymore, but a giant who could guide and control these crazy monsters. He was over twelve feet tall. His head, as big as a buffalo's, was lost in a tangled mess of hair. Seriously, it was a huge mane, like the ones the elephants had way back when.
He was holding a tree branch, using it like a shepherd’s crook for this ancient shepherd.
We froze, totally speechless with shock.
But he could see us any minute. We had to bail, like, ASAP.
“Let’s go, let’s go!” I yelled, pulling my uncle along; and for the first time, he didn't fight me.
A half hour later, we were way out of range of that insane monster!
Now that I'm thinking about it calmly, and reflecting on it, you know, after months, years, have passed since this weird, unreal adventure happened to us—what am I supposed to think? What should I believe?
Nah, it's totally impossible! Our ears must have been playing tricks on us, and our eyes were messing with us! We didn't see what we thought we saw. No human being could have existed in that underground world! No generation of people could live in the lower caves of the Earth without noticing those on the surface, without connecting with them. It was just crazy, totally nuts!
I’m starting to think maybe there was some animal that looked like a human—like a monkey from the first ages of the Earth, like the one M. Lartet found in the bone deposit of Sansan.
 This thing—or whatever it was—tore past everything science knows. Seriously. Look, it’s wild, but maybe it was a monkey—but like, a dude, a real person. And a whole bunch of giant animals with him, buried deep underground. It was just…too crazy to even think about!
The Mysterious Dagger

We’d left the bright, clear forest way behind. We were totally stunned, kind of numb, you know? We just kept running, like we had to. It felt like a weird dream—a total trip.
Instinctively, we headed toward the Central Sea. I can’t even remember what was going through my head, what crazy stuff I might have said or done. But I was super focused, pulled back to reality.
I knew we were on new ground, but I kept noticing these rock formations that seriously reminded me of the ones near Port Gretchen.
It just confirmed what the compass was telling us—that we were totally unexpectedly, like, randomly coming back to the north of this huge Central Sea. It was so similar to where we started, I could barely believe it. Streams and waterfalls were everywhere, spilling over the rocks.
I swear I could almost see our dependable, boring Hans and that amazing grotto where I came back to life after that crazy fall.
But as we kept moving, the way the cliffs looked, a stream popping up, the shape of a rock—everything threw me into this confusing state.
Eventually, I told my uncle how messed up I was feeling. He admitted he was feeling the same way. He just couldn't figure anything out in this crazy, but still the same, view.
"There’d be no way," I said, "that we landed exactly where we started. But the storm must’ve pushed us north. So, if we follow the coast, we’ll find Port Gretchen again, right?"
 "Seriously?" my uncle said. "It’s pointless to keep exploring. We should just head back to the raft." He looked at Harry. "Are you sure you’re not messing up, Harry?"
"It's kinda hard to say," Harry replied. "All these rocks look the same. There's no real difference between them." He paused. "But I have this feeling, like I recognize the place where Hans built the raft." He added, looking closely at a creek that seemed really familiar. "We’re close to that little port, I think. If this isn't it..." He examined the creek carefully.
"Harry, my boy—if we were here, we’d see our own footprints, some sign we’d been here. I don’t see anything like that."
"But I do," Harry exclaimed, his voice suddenly excited. He rushed forward and grabbed something glinting in the sand.
“What is it?” the astonished Professor asked.
“This,” Harry said, holding it up.
He handed his uncle a rusty dagger, shaped in a weird way.
“What’s with you bringing that useless thing?” his uncle asked. “It was just weighing you down.”
“Me bring it?” Harry replied, surprised. “I’ve never seen it before! Are you sure it’s not from your stuff?”
“Not that I recall,” the Professor said, looking confused. “I don’t remember ever owning it.”
“This is wild,” Harry said, thinking about what just happened.
“Chill, it’s simple,” the Professor said. “Icelanders still use old weapons like this. It probably belonged to Hans, and he dropped it without realizing it.”
Harry shook his head. That dagger had never been in the hands of the calm and quiet Hans. He knew him and his routines too well.
 "So, what else could it be—unless it’s the weapon of some ancient warrior," I went on, "some real person, around when that awesome shepherd we just got away from? But nah—mystery after mystery—this isn’t a weapon from way back when, not even from the bronze age. It’s made of really good steel—"
Before I could finish, my uncle cut me off, stopping me from going off on a whole bunch of theories, and spoke in his coldest, most serious voice.
"Chill out, my boy, and try to think straight. This dagger we just stumbled on is a real deal, the kind guys wore back in the sixteenth century. It was used to finish off enemies who wouldn't give up. It’s definitely Spanish-made. It doesn’t belong to you, or me, or that hunter, or any of the living creatures still hanging out deep inside the earth."
"What are you saying, Uncle?" I asked, totally lost in thought.
"Take a close look," he said; "these jagged edges weren’t made by fighting and blood. The blade is covered in this layer of iron rust, and it’s not new—not a day old, not a year old, not even a century old. It's way older—"
The Professor started getting super excited, like always, and letting his imagination run wild. I almost said something. He stopped me.
"Harry," he shouted, "we’re on the edge of a huge find! This dagger you found, just sitting there on the sand for over a hundred, two hundred, even three hundred years, has been marked by someone trying to carve something into these rocks."
"But this knife didn’t just get here by itself," I blurted out, "it couldn’t have twisted itself here. So, someone must have been here before us on this crazy sea's shore."
"Yeah, a person."
 "But seriously, who would be crazy enough to do something like that?"
"Someone who carved their name with this dagger—someone trying to mark the way to the inside of the earth again. Let's check things out, kid. You have no idea how huge your awesome find is."
We were totally hooked, so we walked along the rock wall, looking at every tiny crack that could maybe turn into a gully or shaft.
Finally, we got to a spot where the beach was super narrow. The sea was practically licking the rocks, which were really tall and steep here. There was barely a path, like, two yards wide at most. Then, under a giant, jutting rock, we found the entrance to a dark and creepy tunnel.
There, on a granite tablet—smoothed out by rubbing it with another stone—we could see two mysterious, really worn letters: the initials of the brave and wild traveler who's been here before us.
No Outlet—blasting the Rock

Ever since our trip started, I’ve had so many surprises, so many letdowns. I really thought I was over it—nothing could shock me anymore, nothing could amaze me.
I felt like someone who’s traveled everywhere and is totally unimpressed, immune to anything cool.
But when I saw those two letters, carved into the rock three hundred years ago, I just froze.
Not only was there the signature of the smart, ambitious alchemist there, but I was holding the exact tool he used to carve them. Seriously.
It was impossible to deny that the traveler existed, that his journey was real—something I’d always thought was a total myth, just a wild story someone made up.
While I was thinking all that, my uncle, the Professor, got super hyped, like totally poetic about it.
 "Amazing and brilliant Saknussemm," he shouted, "you didn't leave a single thing undone, no resource untouched, to show everyone else how to get inside our planet! People can follow the trail you left three hundred years ago, way down in these hidden underground places. You made sure everyone could see these incredible wonders of creation. Your name's carved at every important spot along your awesome journey, leading anyone who’s hoping to find it straight to the big discovery you put so much energy and courage into. The brave traveler who follows your steps all the way will definitely find your initials carved by your own hand at the center of the earth. I’m going to be that brave traveler—I’ll sign my name on the very same spot, on that central granite stone of this amazing creation. But to show how dedicated you were, how brave you were, and how you were the first to show the way, let this cape, which you saw on the shore of this sea you discovered, forever be called Cape Saknussemm."
That's what I heard, and I started to get seriously hyped. I was fired up! I forgot everything. The dangers of the trip and the risks of getting back home? They were nothing now!
What someone else did ages ago could be done again, I knew it. I was determined to do it myself, and nothing seemed impossible anymore.
"Let's go—let’s go!" I yelled, totally excited.
I had already started toward the dark and creepy hallway when the Professor stopped me. He, the guy who was so quick and eager, he, the guy who got so easily fired up, told me to be patient and chill out.
 "Let's head back to Hans," he said; "we’re gonna bring the raft down here.”
I gotta say, even though I immediately agreed with my uncle, I wasn’t thrilled, and I hurried along the rocks of that amazing coast.
"You know, Uncle," I said as we walked, "we’ve been seriously lucky, like, a whole string of good things, right up to this point."
"So you’re starting to see it, huh, Harry?" the Professor said with a smile.
"Totally," I replied. "And it's wild, even the storm helped put us on the right path. Seriously, thank you, storm! It brought us back safe to the exact spot where good weather would’ve sent us off course forever. If we’d made it to those southern shores of this crazy sea, what would’ve happened? We never would’ve found Saknussemm, and right now we'd be stranded on some deserted coast, probably with no way out."
"Yeah, Harry, my boy, there's definitely something amazing about drifting south at the whim of the wind and waves: we ended up right back north! And even better, we stumble upon this huge discovery of Cape Saknussemm. Seriously, it’s beyond surprising; there’s something about it that’s way beyond my understanding. The whole thing is unheard of, it’s amazing!”
"Who cares about explaining it! It's not our job to explain facts, it’s about making the most of them."
"Totally, my boy; but if you don’t mind me saying—" the really excited Professor said.
 "Hey, sir, I totally get it now; we’re going north. We’ll pass under Sweden, Russia, Siberia—who knows where—instead of getting stuck in the scorching deserts of Africa or lost under the ocean. That’s all I need to know for now. Let’s go! Heaven will show us the way!"
"Yeah, Harry, you’re spot on, seriously. Everything’s gonna be alright. Let’s ditch this horizontal sea; it wasn’t going anywhere good. We’re going down, down, forever down. You know, my boy, we only have five thousand miles left to reach the center of the earth!"
"Seriously?!" I blurted out, super hyped, "That distance is nothing! The important thing is to get moving."
My wild, crazy, and rambling speeches went on until we caught back up with our chill, patient guide. Everything was ready for takeoff. Every bag was in its place. We all hopped on the raft, the sail went up, and Hans got his instructions, steering the little boat toward Cape Saknussemm, which we'd officially named.
The wind wasn't really working with us; the raft wasn't built to sail against it. We ended up pushing ourselves forward with poles. Sometimes the rocks jutted way out into deep water, so we had to take these long detours. Finally, after three hours of tough sailing—around six in the evening—we found a place to land.
 I jumped ashore first. I always did when I was hyped. My uncle and the Icelander followed. The trip from the port to here hadn’t calmed me down at all. It actually did the opposite. I even wanted to torch our boat – basically, blow up our raft – to make sure we couldn’t go back. But my uncle shut that idea down, saying it was wild. I started thinking he was kinda lame and not into it.
"Seriously, Uncle," I said, "let’s get moving!"
"Yeah, kid, I’m just as ready as you are. But first, let’s check out this weird gallery to see if we need to fix our ladders."
My uncle started messing with our Ruhmkorff coil – we’d need it soon. The raft was tied to a rock and left alone. The opening to the gallery wasn’t even twenty steps away. Our little crew, with me leading, moved forward.
The hole was almost round, about five feet across. The dark tunnel was carved into the rock and coated with stuff that had melted and flowed through it. The bottom was level with the water, so we could get inside without a problem.
We went almost straight, but after about twelve steps, a huge block of granite stopped us.
"Ugh, seriously?!" I yelled, frustrated that we were blocked by what seemed like an impossible barrier.
 We looked right, we looked left—nothing. We checked above and below, too. No way, no sign of another tunnel. I was seriously bummed, totally deflated. I was so mad, I didn't want to believe there was even a problem. I got down on my knees and peered under the huge pile of stone. Nothing. Not a hole, not even a crack. Then I looked up. Same deal—just solid granite! Hans, with the lamp, checked the tunnel walls every which way.
But it was a total dead end! We had to ditch any hope of getting through.
I plopped down on the ground. My uncle was pacing back and forth, super frustrated. He was clearly losing it.
“But,” I blurted out after a minute, “what about Arne Saknussemm?”
“You’re right,” my uncle said, “he couldn’t have just been stopped by a rock.”
 "No—seriously, no," I shouted, totally fired up. "This massive chunk of rock, because of some weird shake-up or process, like one of those magnetic things that messes with the earth, has just sealed off the passage. Years—like, tons of years—have gone by since Saknussemm came back, and this huge granite block fell. Doesn't it make sense that this gallery used to be the way lava escaped from deep inside the earth, and that it flowed freely? Check out these new cracks in the granite roof! It's obviously made of giant stones, stacked together like a mega-arch. One day, after a seriously big jolt, this huge rock blocking our way—probably the key to that arch—just crashed down to ground level and stopped us dead in our tracks. We’re right to think this is a surprise, something Saknussemm didn’t deal with. If we don’t move it, we're basically failing to follow in the footsteps of the legendary explorer and won’t ever find our way to the center of the earth!”
I said all that to my uncle, totally going off. The Professor’s passion, his drive to succeed, it was all part of me now. I totally forgot everything that had happened before; I didn’t even care about what would happen next. Nothing on the surface of this planet mattered—no cities, no countries, no Hamburg, no Koenigstrasse, not even my poor Gretchen, who by now probably thought I was completely lost somewhere deep inside the earth!
“Alright!” my uncle yelled, getting pumped by what I said. “Let’s get to work—pickaxes, crowbars, whatever we can find—let’s tear down these walls!”
“It’s way too solid and massive to take down with a pickaxe or crowbar,” I replied.
“So, what now?”
 "Like, I'm telling you, trying to deal with this with regular stuff isn't gonna cut it."
"So, what now?"
"What else? Gunpowder, a mine, you know? Let’s blow up whatever’s blocking us."
"Gunpowder?!"
"Yeah, seriously. We just gotta ditch this tiny roadblock."
"Let's get to work, Hans, let’s get to work!" the Professor shouted.
The Icelander headed back to the raft, and soon returned with a massive crowbar, which he used to dig a hole in the rock—it was gonna be our mine. It wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. We needed a cavity big enough to hold fifty pounds of fulminating gun cotton. That stuff’s got four times the power of regular gunpowder, FYI.
I was totally wired, like, almost unreal. While Hans was digging, I helped my uncle make a super-long wick out of damp gunpowder, which we finally stuffed into a linen bag.
"We’re getting through this, no doubt!" I yelled.
"We’re getting through this," the Professor replied, patting me on the back.
Midnight hit, and we were done mining; the charge of fulminating cotton was in the hole, and the match—which we'd made really long—was ready to go.
Just one spark would set off this crazy engine and turn the rock into dust!
"Let’s chill until tomorrow.”
I had to just accept it and agree to wait for the explosion for six long hours!
The Explosion and Its Results

The next day, August twenty-seventh, was a huge deal on our crazy underground trip. I barely even think about it now, but I get seriously freaked out. My heart races just remembering that awful day.
From now on, logic, good judgment, and all our smarts don’t matter. We’re about to be at the mercy of some major earth stuff!
By six o'clock, everyone was up and ready. The moment we’d been dreading was here—we were about to blast a way into the center of the earth with gunpowder. What would happen if we broke through the earth's crust?
I volunteered to light the mine. I thought it would be an honor. Once that was done, I could rejoin my friends on the raft, which hadn’t been unloaded. As soon as we were all set, we were supposed to sail far away to avoid the explosion’s effects, which definitely wouldn’t be contained inside.
We figured the slow match would burn for about ten minutes, give or take, before it hit the chamber with the big pile of powder. That would give me plenty of time to get to the raft and paddle to safety.
I got ready to do the thing I’d volunteered for—it wasn’t easy, though, I was pretty nervous.
After a big meal, my uncle and the guide got on the raft, while I was left alone on the empty shore.
I had a lantern to light the wick of the explosive device.
"Go, my boy," my uncle said, "and good luck. But come back as soon as you can. I’ll be waiting."
"Don’t worry," I replied, "I won’t be long."
With that, I headed toward the dark tunnel. My heart was pounding. I opened my lantern and grabbed the end of the wick.
 The Professor, watching, held his chronometer.
"Ready?" he shouted.
"Totally," I replied.
"Awesome, let’s go!"
I quickly lit the wick. It crackled and sparked, hissing and spitting like a snake. Then, I ran back to the shore as fast as I could.
"Hop on board, kid, and Hans, push off!" my uncle yelled.
Hans shoved us over the water with a strong push. The raft was about twenty fathoms away.
It was seriously intense—a real moment of anxiety. My uncle, the Professor, didn't take his eyes off the chronometer.
"Just five minutes left," he murmured, "four, three."
My heart was pounding. I could feel it thumping in my chest.
"Two, one! Alright, granite mountains, break down under the power of humanity!"
What happened next? I barely heard the explosion—it was so loud. But the rocks totally changed before my eyes—they seemed to pull apart like a curtain. I saw a super deep, bottomless hole opening up beneath the churning waves. The sea suddenly went wild, then became one giant, mountainous wave. The raft shot up straight to the top.
We all fell down. Darkness came on fast—total blackness. Then, I felt all support disappear, not just under my feet, but under the raft itself. I thought we were plunging down a crazy deep well. I tried to talk to my uncle, but all I could hear was the roar of the massive waves. We just held on tight, completely silent.
Even with the crazy darkness, the noise, the shock, the feelings—I totally got it.
 Beyond the rock that got blown up, there was this huge drop-off. The explosion shook the ground, cracking it all up. This sudden gap was about to swallow the inland sea, which had turned into a crazy torrent dragging us along.
Just one thought was going through my head: we were totally lost!
One hour, two hours—I couldn’t even say, passed like that. We were crammed together, elbows touching, knees bumping! We held onto each other's hands so we wouldn't get tossed off the raft. We were getting slammed around every time our only lifeline, this flimsy raft, hit the rocks. Luckily, the bumps got less and less often, so I figured the passage was getting wider. There was no doubt now—we’d stumbled onto the path Saknussemm used, but instead of going down properly, we’d dragged a whole sea with us!
These thoughts were super hazy, kind of just popping into my head. I felt it more than I thought about it. I pieced things together, but it was all jumbled, like being swept down a waterfall. Judging by the wind whipping my face, we were going, like, lightning fast.
Trying to light a torch was just impossible. And everything was destroyed in the explosion—all the remains of our electric machine, our Ruhmkorff coil, gone.
So, I was seriously confused when I suddenly saw this bright light nearby. The guide’s calm face seemed to glow. The smart and patient hunter had managed to light the lantern. Even though the wind kept threatening to blow it out, the flame flickered and danced, pushing back the darkness a little.
 The gallery we’d walked into was seriously wide. I was totally right about that part, at least. The dim lighting made it impossible to see both walls at once. The current pulling us along was way faster than any river back in America, no joke. The whole stream looked like a bunch of liquid arrows, shooting forward with crazy speed and power. It’s impossible to describe how it felt.
Sometimes, the raft would get caught in these crazy whirlpools and zoom forward, but also spin around and around. I have no idea how we didn't flip over. When we got close to the walls of the gallery, I’d shine the lantern on them, and I could tell how fast we were going by watching the rock formations—you’d see them for a second, then they’d be gone. We were moving so fast that the rocks, even the ones pretty far apart, looked like lines, trapping us like telegraph wires.
I’d say we were going at least a hundred miles an hour.
My uncle and I looked at each other with these wild, freaked-out eyes. We were gripping the broken stump of the mast—the part that snapped off when everything went down. We kept our backs to the wind as much as possible, just to not get choked by the speed. Seriously, no human could handle that and survive.
But the long, boring hours just kept on going. The situation hadn't changed, but then I made a discovery that made things way more complicated.
Once we’d mostly gotten our balance back, I started checking out our cargo. And that’s when I found out most of it was just…gone.
 I freaked out and decided to figure out what we had going for us. My heart was racing at the thought, but it was totally necessary to know what we could rely on. So, I grabbed the lantern and looked around.
All that was left of our old nautical and philosophical gear were the chronometer and the compass. The ladders and ropes were just a tiny bit of rope tied to the broken mast. Not a single pickax, crowbar, or hammer—and way worse, no food—not even enough for a single day!
That was a sign we were basically screwed.
Sitting there on the raft, just holding the broken mast, I thought about everything I’d read about starving.
I remembered everything history had taught me, and I got seriously creeped out thinking about what we’d have to go through.
Totally stressed about the idea of starving, I told myself I must be wrong. I checked all the cracks in the raft; I poked around every joint and beam; I looked in every nook and cranny. Nothing!
All we had was a piece of dried meat and some soggy, moldy biscuits.
I looked around, totally freaked out. I couldn’t wrap my head around how bad things were. But even if we did have food for months, or even years, how were we ever gonna get out of the crazy abyss we were being dragged into by this crazy current?
Why worry about starving when we were already facing death in so many other ways?
It was seriously doubtful we’d even have time to starve.
But the human body is a weird thing.
 I don't know how it happened, but somehow, my mind totally spaced on the real, serious danger we were in. I was thinking about future threats, which were super scary. Plus, Hope chimed in, maybe we could finally escape the crazy torrent and see the moonlight again, on our beautiful Earth.
How were we gonna do it? I had no clue. Where would we end up? Didn't matter, as long as we made it.
One in a thousand odds is still a chance, unlike dying of hunger, which offered zero hope. It just left me with this blank, horrifying feeling, like there was no way out!
I almost told my uncle everything, to explain how messed up our situation was, so we could figure out how much time we had left.
It seemed like the only thing to do. But I bit my tongue, gnawed at my insides like a Spartan kid. I wanted him to stay calm.
Just then, the lantern light slowly faded and went out!
The wick was totally burnt. It was pitch black. You couldn't see anything in the darkness! There was one torch left, but we couldn’t keep it lit. Then, like a kid, I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see the dark.
After what felt like forever, we started moving way faster. I could feel it with the wind on my face. The water was super steep. I realized we weren't just going down a slope; we were falling. It felt like a dream—falling; falling; falling!
I felt my uncle and Hans squeezing my arms tight.
 Whoa, out of nowhere, I felt this jolt. The raft hadn’t bumped into anything solid, but it just stopped dead. A waterspout—like, a huge column of water—came down on us. I felt like I was drowning, seriously suffocating.
But the crazy flood didn’t last long. In a few seconds, I could breathe again. My uncle and Hans squeezed my arms, and the raft carried all three of us along.
The Ape Gigans

It was tough to figure out exactly what time it was, but I’d guess, looking back, it must have been around ten at night.
I was basically out of it, half-dreaming, and I saw some seriously wild stuff. Deep-sea monsters were hanging out with this huge, elephant-like shepherd. Giant fish and animals were all mixed up in strange ways.
The raft suddenly swerved, spun around, and went into another tunnel – this one lit up in a really weird way. The ceiling was made of these porous stalactites, and a moonlit mist seemed to drift through them, shining a bright light on our tired, worn-out faces. The light got brighter as we went further, and the ceiling rose higher, until finally, we were back in this huge water cavern, with a dome that disappeared into a glowing cloud!
This small, rocky cave looked like a decent spot to rest our exhausted bodies.
My uncle and the guide were acting like they were in a dream. I didn’t want to startle them, knowing how dangerous that could be. So, I sat down next to them to keep watch.
As I did, I noticed something moving way off in the distance, and it totally grabbed my attention. It was floating on the water, moving like it had paddles. I stared, wide-eyed. One look told me it was something monstrous.
But what was it?
It was the legendary "shark-crocodile" from those old geology books. About the size of a regular whale, with these terrifying jaws and two huge eyes. It was coming straight at us. Its eyes were fixed on me with this intense, scary look. I got this feeling it had picked me out.
I tried to stand up—to run, anywhere—but my knees were shaking, my limbs were trembling, and I almost lost it. And the huge monster just kept coming. My uncle and the guide didn’t even try to save themselves.
 With a weird noise, unlike anything I'd ever heard, the beast came on. His jaws were at least seven feet apart, and his mouth looked huge enough to swallow a boatload of guys.
We were about ten feet away when I realized that even though his body looked like a crocodile’s, his mouth was totally like a shark’s.
His two natures were now clear. To snatch us up in one bite, he had to roll onto his back, which made his legs kick uselessly in the air.
I actually laughed, even facing death!
But the next minute, with a wild cry, I bolted into the cave, leaving my unlucky friends to their fate! The cavern was deep and creepy. After about a hundred yards, I stopped and looked around.
The whole floor, made of sand and malachite, was covered in bones—freshly gnawed bones of reptiles and fish, mixed with mammal bones. My soul felt sick as my body shook with horror. I’d really fallen out of the frying pan into the fire, like the old saying goes. Some beast, even bigger and scarier than the shark-crocodile, lived in this den.
What could I do? The cave entrance was guarded by one crazy monster, and the inside was home to something too horrifying to even think about. Escape was impossible!
Only one option left—find a small hiding spot the scary creatures of the cavern couldn't reach. I looked around wildly, and finally spotted a crack in the rock, which I rushed into, hoping to calm down.
Crouching down, I waited, shivering like I had a bad fever. Nobody’s brave during an earthquake, or when a boiler explodes, or a torpedo goes off. You can’t expect me to feel brave facing the scary fate that seemed to be waiting for me.
An hour passed. I could hear a weird rumbling outside the cave the whole time.
 What happened to my unlucky friends? I couldn’t stop to ask. My own messed-up life was all I could think about.
Suddenly, a groan – like fifty bears fighting – hit my ears. Hisses, spitting, moaning—it was seriously creepy. Then I saw…
I’d never forget that terrifying sight, even if a million years went by.
It was the Ape Gigans!
Fourteen feet tall, covered in thick, coarse hair, blackish-brown. The hair on its arms pointed down from the shoulder to the elbow, but went up from the wrist to the elbow. It was moving forward. Its arms were as long as its body, and its legs were huge. It had big, long, sharp teeth—like a giant saw.
It pounded its chest as it came closer, sniffing and smelling. It reminded me of those stories we read when we were kids about giants who ate people and little boys!
Then it stopped. My heart went wild. I knew, somehow, that the scary monster had caught my scent and was looking around with its ugly eyes, trying to find me.
My reading—which usually helps me out, but felt like a total curse right then—told me the truth. It was the Ape Gigans, the ancient gorilla.
Seriously! This awful monster, lucky enough to be stuck deep underground, was the ancestor of those freaky monsters in Africa.
It looked around like a maniac, searching for something—probably me. I figured I was a goner. There was zero chance of safety or escape.
Just as my eyes started to close for good, I heard a weird noise from the cave entrance. I turned, and the gorilla clearly spotted a bigger threat—something more worthy of its massive size and strength. It was the giant shark-crocodile, which maybe had already dealt with my friends and was looking for more food.
 The gorilla got defensive, clutching a bone—like, seven or eight feet long, a total club—and swung it at the creepy beast. The beast reared up and crashed down on the gorilla.
A crazy fight broke out, way too intense to describe. I bailed, seriously. Figured I was next on the menu, so I had to get out of there. I slid out of my hiding spot, hit the ground, and stuck to the wall, trying to reach the cave entrance.
But I didn't get far when the noise stopped. Then came this weird mumbling and groaning—sounded like someone won.
I looked back and saw this huge ape, covered in blood, chasing me with wild eyes and flared nostrils blasting hot steam. I could feel his gross, hot breath on my neck. Then—bam—I woke up from a messed-up dream.
Yeah, it was all a dream. I was still on the raft with my uncle and the guide.
I didn’t feel better right away. The nightmare totally messed with my head. But after a bit, I started to chill out. The first thing I really noticed was sound. I listened super closely. Everything was totally silent. The loud water noises were gone, replaced by total peace.
After a while, my uncle spoke, his voice quiet: “Harry, boy, where are you?”
“Right here,” I mumbled.
“Dude, don’t you see what’s happening? We’re going up.”
“Uncle, what are you even talking about?” I asked, still out of it.
“Seriously, we’re climbing fast. Our downward trip is over.”
 I held out my hand, and after a bit of a struggle, managed to touch the wall. Instantly, my hand was covered in blood. The skin was ripped from the flesh. We were shooting upwards, super fast.
“The torch—the torch!” the Professor yelled, totally frantic. “It has to be lit!”
Hans, our guide, finally got it lit after a bunch of tries. The flame burned bright, giving us a pretty clear view. We could finally get a sense of what was happening.
“It’s exactly what I figured,” my uncle said after a moment of quiet. “We’re in a tight well, maybe four fathoms across. The water from the inland sea reached the bottom of the gulf and is now blasting its way up this massive shaft. Naturally, we’re being pushed up to the top of the water.”
“Yeah, I see that,” I replied glumly. “But where does this shaft end? And what kind of drop are we looking at?”
“I’m just as clueless as you are. All I know is, we gotta brace ourselves for the worst. We’re going up crazy fast. Judging by the feel of it, we’re climbing at about two fathoms a second, that’s over a hundred and twenty fathoms a minute, or more than three and a half leagues an hour. At this speed, our fate is pretty much sealed.”
“Definitely,” I said. “But my biggest worry right now is whether this shaft even has an exit. It could just end in a granite ceiling—then we’d be crushed by the air pressure or smashed to pieces. I already feel like the air is getting thick and heavy. It’s hard to breathe.”
It might have been my imagination, or maybe it was the speed, but I definitely felt a tightness in my chest.
 "Henry," the Professor said, "I seriously think we’re in a pretty rough spot. But, hey, there’s still a bunch of ways we could pull through, and I've been thinking about them while you were sleeping – a heavy, restless sleep, I might add. Basically, we could die any minute, or we could be saved just as easily! So, we gotta be ready for whatever happens in this crazy situation."
"But what do you want us to do?" I blurted out. "Aren't we totally helpless?"
"Nah! As long as we're alive, there's hope. At least, there’s one thing we can do—eat, and get some strength to face whatever comes our way, victory or death."
As he spoke, I looked at my uncle, feeling totally drained. I’d been putting off telling him, but now I had to.
Still, I hesitated.
"Eat," I said, trying to sound casual, like it wasn't a big deal.
"Yeah, right now. I feel like a starving prisoner," he said, rubbing his shaky, yellow hands together.
Turning to the guide, he said something encouraging, sounding really upbeat, as far as I could tell, in Danish. Hans shook his head, looking super serious. I tried to act like everything was cool.
"Wait a sec!" the Professor exclaimed. "You’re not saying all our food is gone, are you?"
"Yeah," I mumbled, holding something out, "this tiny piece of dried meat is all we have left for the three of us."
My uncle stared at me like he couldn't quite grasp what I was saying. The news just floored him. I gave him a moment to process.
"Okay," I said after a beat, "so, what do you think now? Any chance we can get out of this messed-up situation? Are we totally gonna die in these huge holes at the center of the earth?"
But my questions just hung in the air. My uncle either didn’t hear me, or pretended not to.
 A whole hour just flew by. We didn't really feel like talking. I started feeling seriously hungry—like, ravenous. My companions probably felt the same awful feeling, but neither of them would touch the last bit of meat we had left. It was just sitting there, a reminder of all the crazy planning for this wild, pointless trip!
I looked back, kinda amazed, at how dumb I’d been. I totally realized that, even though my uncle was super hyped, and that annoying scroll from Saknussemm was around, he shouldn't have started this dangerous journey. My head was filled with memories of good times and scary thoughts about what was to come!
Hunger

Seriously, being super hungry messes with your head! Your brain's working overtime, but it's not getting the fuel it needs, and you start thinking wild stuff. I hadn’t really gotten what hunger was until now.
But like, three months before I could even tell my story about starving, I used to hang around the Professor’s house a lot as a kid.
My uncle was all about routines. He thought you needed a day for fun, on top of the day for rest and church. So, Wednesdays were always free for me to do whatever.
I was into combining being useful and having a good time, so my go-to was bird nesting. I had a killer collection of eggs in the whole town. All organized and in glass cases.
There was this wood I could reach by catching the cheap train if I woke up super early and got there around eleven. I’d look for plants or rocks, whatever I felt like. My uncle was always stoked for samples for his herbarium and cool stones to check out. Once my pockets were full, I’d start hunting for nests.
After a couple of hours of serious searching, I sat down by a stream to eat my lunch one day. Seriously, thinking about that spiced sausage, the wheaten loaf, and the beer makes my mouth water now! I’d trade anything for a meal like that. But anyway, my story.
While chilling, I looked up at the ruins of an old castle not too far away. It was the remains of a historic place, covered in ivy and falling apart.
I saw two eagles circling the top of a tall tower. I figured there was a nest up there. I was missing eggs from the native eagle and the big owl in my collection.
 I’d made up my mind. I was going to reach the top of that tower, or die trying. I got closer and checked out the ruins. The old staircase had collapsed years ago. But the outer walls were still standing. There was no way up that way, unless I relied on the ivy for support. That didn't work out.
There was the chimney left, which still went all the way to the top and used to vent smoke from every floor of the tower.
I decided to climb that. It was narrow and rough, so it was actually easier to climb. I took off my coat and squeezed into the chimney. Looking up, I saw a little opening, letting me know I was close to the top.
Up—up I went, using my hands and knees like a chimney sweep. It was slow going, but there were lots of bumps and ledges, so the task wasn't too bad. That’s how I got halfway. The chimney got even narrower after that. It was super stuffy, and then, to top it off, I got stuck. I couldn't climb any further.
There was no way around it, and I had no choice but to go back down and give up my prize in defeat. I accepted my fate and tried to climb down. But I couldn't move. Some hidden, weird thing was blocking me. Suddenly, I realized just how bad my situation was.
I couldn't move forward or backward, and I was basically going to die of starvation. But, you know, a kid's mind is pretty flexible, and I started thinking of all sorts of ways to get out of this mess.
First off, I didn’t need to eat right then, I’d had a great meal, so I had time to think. My first thought was to try and loosen the mortar with my hand. If I’d had a knife, maybe I could have done something, but I’d left that handy tool in my coat pocket.
 I quickly realized all this was just a waste of time, and all I could do was try to wiggle my way down.
But even though I jerked and struggled, and tried to turn, it was all for nothing. I couldn’t move even a tiny bit, one way or the other. And time just flew by. Waking up early probably made me sleepy, and I gradually started to feel drowsy.
I drifted off, and woke up in total darkness, starving.
Night had fallen, and I still couldn't move. I was totally stuck, and I didn’t manage to change my position even a little. I groaned out loud. I hadn’t really felt this hungry since I was a kid, when it was a drag to go from one meal to the next without eating. The feeling was totally new and super painful. I started to freak out and scream and cry from the agony. Something appeared, startled by the noise. It was just a harmless lizard, but to me, it looked like a disgusting reptile. I made the old ruins echo with my cries again, and finally wore myself out so much that I fainted.
How long I lay in a kind of trance or sleep, I couldn't say, but when I woke up again, it was daylight. I felt awful, and hunger was still eating away at me—it’s hard to even describe. I was too weak to scream, way too weak to struggle.
Suddenly, I jumped at a roar.
"Are you there, Henry?" my uncle’s voice called out; “are you there, my boy?”
I could barely reply, but I also made a desperate effort to turn. Some mortar fell. That’s what got me spotted. When they searched, it was easy to see that mortar and little bits of stone had fallen from above. That’s why my uncle yelled out.
“Chill,” he said, “if we tear down the whole ruin, you’ll be saved.”
Those were good words to hear, but I didn’t really think it would happen.
Not long after, though, about fifteen minutes later, I heard a voice above me, near one of the upper fireplaces.
“Are you below or above?”
“Below,” I replied.
 A basket dropped down with milk, a biscuit, and an egg. My uncle didn't want to seem too eager with the food. I chugged the milk first—I was seriously thirsty, so hunger wasn’t really there yet. Then, feeling way better, I ate my bread and that tough egg.
They were busy working on the wall. I could hear a pickax. To get away from that crazy weapon, I really struggled, and the belt around my waist, which was hooked on a stone, snapped. I was free, but barely dodged falling by scrambling on my hands and knees.
Ten minutes later, I was in my uncle’s arms, after being stuck in that awful prison for two days and nights. My delirious moments messed with my sense of time.
It took weeks to recover from that starvation scare, but honestly, that was nothing compared to what I was going through now.
After zoning out for a bit, thinking about all sorts of stuff, I looked around again. We were still zooming upwards, super fast. Every now and then, the air felt like it was cutting off our breathing, like how it does for balloon riders when they go up too quickly. But unlike them, who probably felt freezing, we were getting seriously hot. I’m not sure exactly how high, but I think it must have been around one hundred twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit.
What was going on with this crazy temperature change? So far, everything had backed up Davy and Lidenbrock’s theories. Until now, all the weird conditions of those rocks, the electricity, the magnetism—they’d all twisted the normal rules of nature and kept us at a decent temperature. But the theory of the central fire still made the most sense to me.
 Were we seriously heading towards a situation where these things would happen, all out, and the heat would melt the rocks?
That was my totally understandable fear, and I didn’t hide it from my uncle. My way of saying it might have seemed harsh, but I couldn't help it.
"If we don't drown, get squashed, or starve to death, we'll at least get burned alive," I said.
My uncle, faced with that bluntness, just shrugged and went back to thinking – whatever he was thinking about.
An hour went by, and the only change was a slight rise in the temperature.
Finally, my uncle broke the silence himself.
"Well, Henry, my boy," he said, sounding upbeat, "we gotta decide something."
"Decide about what?" I asked, totally surprised.
"Well—about something. We have to, whatever the risk, get our strength back. If we mess up and save our tiny bit of food, we might drag out our awful existence a few more hours—but we’ll just stay weak until the end.”
“Yeah,” I grumbled, “until the end. That won’t be long.”
“Just let a chance for safety pop up—just let a moment of action be needed—where will we find the energy to act if we let ourselves get physically weak from starving?”
“When this meat’s gone, Uncle, what hope will we have?”
“None, my dear Henry, none. But will it help to stare at it? You seem to me to be reasoning like someone without drive or decision, like a being without energy.”
“So,” I cried, feeling super frustrated, "you're not saying—that you—that you—have given up?”
“Absolutely not,” the Professor replied, totally unfazed.
 "You’re telling me, Uncle, we’re actually gonna get out of this crazy underground tunnel?"
"As long as there’s life, there’s hope. I gotta say, Henry, as long as a guy’s heart's beating, as long as his body’s still moving, I won’t let anyone just give up."
What a bold move! The guy stuck in a spot like the one we were in had to be seriously brave to talk like that.
"Okay," I blurted out, "what’s the plan?"
"Let’s finish off the food we’ve got; let’s eat the last little bit. Hopefully, it’s our last meal. Forget it—instead of being totally wiped out, we’re gonna be men."
"Yeah," I mumbled, feeling bummed, "let’s just eat."
"We gotta," my uncle said with a big sigh, "call it what you will."
My uncle grabbed a piece of the meat left over and some biscuit crusts that survived the mess. He split it into three parts.
Each of us had a pound of food to last as long as we were inside the earth.
Now, everyone was just acting like themselves.
My uncle, the Professor, ate like crazy, but you could tell he wasn’t really hungry—just going through the motions. I shoved the food in my mouth, and even though I was starving, I chewed it without enjoying it, without feeling satisfied.
Hans, the guide, just scarfed everything down like it was nothing, like he always did. He seemed totally chill, ready for anything, whether it was a feast or complete emptiness.
Hans probably wasn’t used to starving any more than we were, but his tough Icelandic background had prepared him for a lot of rough stuff. As long as he got his three rix-dollars every Saturday night, he was good to go.
 The truth was, Hans didn't really care about much except his cash. He'd signed on to work for a guy for a set weekly rate, and no matter what happened—bad stuff for his boss or himself—he never complained as long as he got paid.
Suddenly, my uncle perked up. He’d noticed a smile on our guide's face. I couldn’t figure out what it meant.
"What's up?" asked my uncle.
"Schiedam," said the guide, pulling out a bottle of this awesome stuff.
We took a swig. My uncle and I swear, that's what kept us going 'til the very end. That bottle of Hollands was only half full, but it tasted like heaven.
It took a few minutes for me and my uncle to decide how we felt. The Professor downed about half a pint and couldn’t drink another drop.
"Fortrafflig," said Hans, finishing off what was left.
"Awesome—really good," said my uncle, sounding like he’d just left a fancy club in Hamburg.
I started to feel like things might actually work out. But then, poof—all hope disappeared!
We'd eaten our last bite, and it was already five in the morning!
The Volcanic Shaft

People’s bodies are just weird like that. Being healthy is all about what isn't happening. Once you’re not starving, it’s hard to even remember what it felt like. You really only get it when you’re suffering.
It’s just ridiculous to think someone who’s never gone without would understand.
For us, after days of nothing, just a few bites of bread and meat, some stale biscuits and salty beef—it totally flipped our moods. It was like sunshine after a storm.
Still, after eating, everyone got lost in their own thoughts. I was wondering what Hans—that guy from way up north—was thinking. He had this chill, fatalistic vibe, kind of like someone from the East. But I couldn't even picture what he was going through. My own thoughts just turned into memories, all about the world I left behind. I saw it all, like it was right there: the beautiful house on Konigstrasse, my poor Gretchen, good Martha. They flashed through my mind, like ghosts of the past. Whenever I heard those sad moans echoing around us, I thought I could hear the distant rumble of the cities above.
My uncle, always into his science, was checking out the shaft with a torch. He was looking closely at the different layers of rock, trying to figure out where we were using geology. It was a rough estimate, for sure. But a smart guy, a thinker, has to think, right? And the Professor was a pro at keeping his cool.
 I heard him, just murmuring about rocks, while I was just chilling, quiet. When I got what he was going for, what he meant, I couldn't help but get into it, even though I was totally stressed about what was going on.
"Eruptive granite," he mumbled to himself, "we're still in the really old days. But we’re going up—going up, still going up. But who knows? Who knows?"
Then he still had hope. He ran his hand along the walls of the tunnel, and a few minutes later, he’s back at it:
"This is gneiss. This is mica schist—siliceous mineral. Good stuff; this is the time of change, at least. We're close—and then, and then—"
What was the Professor getting at? Could he, like, figure out how thick the Earth's crust was above us? Did he have any way to even guess? Nope.
We were missing the manometer, and a quick guess wasn’t going to cut it.
But as we went deeper, the temperature went crazy, and I started to feel like I was drowning in hot air. I’d never felt anything like it. It was like being near a super-hot iron factory when the metal's bubbling and spilling everywhere. Slowly, one by one, Hans, my uncle, and I took off our coats and vests. They were impossible to deal with. Even the lightest clothes felt awful and were seriously uncomfortable.
"Are we climbing into a volcano?" I yelled, when the heat got even worse.
"No way, no way," said my uncle. "Totally impossible."
"But," I said, touching the wall with my bare hand, "this wall is literally burning."
 Right then, feeling like the sides of this crazy wall were scorching hot, I stuck my hands in the water to cool them off. I yanked them back, totally freaking out.
"The water's boiling!" I shouted.
My uncle, the Professor, didn't say anything except to make a gesture of pure rage and despair.
He probably figured out what was going on, but I was too freaked out to even process it. An overwhelming dread had taken over my brain and soul. I just knew something bad was about to happen, something seriously wild. An idea started to form, kinda hazy at first, then it became totally clear.
I tried to push it away at first, but it kept coming back, relentless. It was such a scary thought I barely dared to think it.
But all the while, I was noticing some weird stuff—changes in the granite, a totally bizarre phenomenon, like electricity was involved.
And that boiling water, the insane heat? I decided to check the compass, just to be sure.
The compass was totally busted!
Seriously, it was off the rails. The needle was jumping all over the place, spinning around, like it was having a seizure, then snapping back. It was wild.
I remembered what they say—the Earth’s crust is always shifting, always changing.
 It's constantly changing because stuff inside is breaking down, all the moving water messes with it, and there's this crazy magnetism shaking everything up. And the weirdest part? Everyone on the surface has no clue what’s happening.
Honestly, this wouldn't have freaked me out alone. It wouldn't have given me this awful, terrifying thought.
But other things just wouldn't let me kid myself.
These huge explosions started going off, like the sky was exploding. Seriously, it sounded like hundreds of loaded wagons racing over cobblestones. Just this constant, booming thunder.
And then the compass, totally wild from all the electric stuff, just confirmed what I was already thinking. The rock was about to split, the giant granite chunks were gonna slam back together, the crack was gonna close, and everything would be filled in – crushing us poor atoms in this awful hug!
“Uncle, Uncle!” I yelled, “we’re totally done for!”
“So, what’s got you so worked up now, kiddo?” he asked, super calm. “What are you scared of?”
“Scared?!” I shouted, all fired up. “Don't you see the walls of the shaft are moving? Don't you see the solid granite cracking? Don't you feel this insane heat? Don't you see the boiling water we're floating on? And this crazy needle? It's all pointing to a massive earthquake!”
My uncle just shook his head, totally chill.
“An earthquake,” he said, all laid-back.
“Yeah.”
“Look, nephew,” he continued, “you’re way off base.”
“Don’t you see all the telltale signs—”
 "An earthquake? Not even close. I’m expecting something way bigger."
"My brain is fried—what, what are you talking about?" I blurted out.
"An eruption, Harry."
"An eruption," I breathed. "So, we’ve ended up in a volcanic shaft, a crater that's totally active?"
"I'm pretty sure," said the Professor, smiling. "And honestly, it’s the best thing that could happen to us."
The best thing? Had my uncle actually lost it? What did he even mean by those words—by this weird calm, this serious smile?
"Wait!" I yelled, totally stressed. "We’re heading for an eruption? We’re stuck in a pit of lava, rocks are on fire, water’s boiling—basically, it's filled with everything eruptive? We’re about to be blasted out, thrown up, spat out from inside the earth, along with huge rocks, cinders, and scoriae, in a crazy swirl of fire? And you’re saying it's a good thing?"
"Yep," replied the Professor, looking at me coolly over his glasses. "It’s our only shot at ever getting out of the earth and back to the sunlight.”
It’s impossible to even put into words the million weird, crazy thoughts that went through my head after that insane announcement.
But my uncle was right—totally right. And he's never seemed so confident, so daring, as when he looked me straight in the eye and talked about the chance of an eruption—of us being tossed back to Earth through a volcano’s crater!
 We were still climbing while we talked, spending the whole night going up—basically, an ascensional motion. The scary noise got even louder; I felt like I was gonna suffocate. Seriously thought my time was up, but it's wild how your mind works, all I could think about was some silly idea. You don't really pick your thoughts in a situation like that. They just hit you.
It was clear we were being blasted upwards by eruptive stuff. Under the raft, there was a bunch of boiling water, then a heavier layer of lava, and a pile of rocks that would scatter everywhere when they hit the top of the water.
No question, we were inside a volcano's chimney. Could anything be more terrifying?
But this wasn’t Sneffels, an old, dead volcano. We were inside a mountain of fire, totally active. I kept wondering, what mountain was it, and where on Earth we’d end up. Like it even mattered!
In the north, there was no doubt. The compass hadn't messed up once before it went totally bonkers. From the cape of Saknussemm, we’d been swept north for hundreds of leagues. So, were we back over Iceland—would we get shot out through Hecla’s crater, or pop up through one of the other seven fire funnels on the island? Looking five hundred leagues west in my head, I could only see those little-known volcanoes on the northwest coast of America.
To the east, there was just one, around the eightieth degree of latitude, Esk on Jan Mayen, not too far from the frozen areas of Spitsbergen.
 It wasn’t craters we were lacking, and tons of them were huge enough to swallow an entire army. All I wanted to know was which one we were hurtling towards so fast.
I often think about how dumb I was now—like I’d actually expect to get away!
As morning came closer, we were going up faster and faster. If the heat was getting worse instead of better as we got closer to the surface, it was just because of local stuff—totally volcanic. The way we were moving made it super clear to me. A crazy force, like hundreds of atmospheres from vapors trapped and squeezed for ages inside the earth, was blasting us upwards with unstoppable power.
But even though we were heading towards the light, what scary stuff were we about to face?
Instant death felt like the only thing we could expect.
Soon, a faint, graveyard-like light peeked into the long, straight hallway, which got wider and wider. I could see long, dark passages on either side, like giant tunnels, with awful, nasty vapors pouring out. Flames danced around, sparking and popping, like they were about to gobble us up.
It was happening!
"Look, Uncle, look!" I yelled.
"Just see those huge sulfur flames. Totally normal during an eruption," he said.
"But what if they surround us?" I snapped.
"They won't surround us," he said calmly.
"It won't matter if they suffocate us," I cried.
"We won't be suffocated. The hallway’s getting wider and wider, and if we need to, we’ll hop off the raft and hide in a crack in the rock."
"But the water, the water that’s constantly rising?" I said, totally bummed.
 "There's no water left, Harry," he said, "just this lava paste, pushing us up, along with it, to the crater's opening."
The water column was totally gone, replaced by thick, boiling stuff. The heat was insane—a thermometer would've read between 189 and 190 degrees Fahrenheit.
Sweat poured out of every pore. We were only surviving because we were shooting up so fast.
Still, the Professor didn’t bail on the raft, and honestly, he was right to stick with it. Those rickety beams were solid—they were all we had.
Around 8 AM, something new freaked us out. The upward movement just stopped. The raft went still.
"What's going on?" I asked, totally caught off guard.
"Just a pause," my uncle replied.
"Is the eruption dying down?" I asked.
"I hope not."
Without saying anything, I stood up. I tried to look around. Maybe the raft was jammed against a rock, causing a brief slowdown. If so, we needed to get it moving again, fast.
But that wasn’t it. The column of cinders, scoriae, rocks, and dirt had completely stopped rising.
"Seriously, Uncle, the eruption’s over," I declared.
"Ah," my uncle said, "you think so, kid. You're wrong. Don’t sweat it; this calm won’t last. We’ll be continuing our trip to the crater’s opening in a few minutes, you'll see."
 He kept checking his watch the whole time, the Professor did, and he was probably spot-on. Soon, the raft started moving again, super fast and kinda chaotic—it lasted like two minutes, give or take—then it stopped just as suddenly.
“Okay,” my uncle said, checking the time, “we’ll go again in ten.”
“In ten minutes?”
“Yep—exactly. We’re dealing with a volcano, and it erupts on and off. We gotta move like it does.”
It was totally true. Right when he said it would happen, we shot up again, really fast. You had to grab onto the beams so you wouldn't fly off. Then the lift stopped again.
I've thought about that weird thing a bunch of times since, but I still can't figure it out. Still, it seemed pretty obvious to me—we weren't in the main chimney of the volcano, but in a side tunnel. We were feeling the pushback from the big tunnel filled with hot lava.
I can't even say how many times we did that. All I remember is that each time we went up, we went faster and faster, like we'd been shot out of a giant cannon. The stops were almost suffocating, and the blasts of hot air stole our breath.
For a sec, I thought about how amazing it would be to suddenly be in the freezing arctic—thirty degrees below zero!
My mind was totally somewhere else, picturing those huge, snowy plains up north, and I was dying to roll around on the icy ground at the North Pole.
 My head was totally fried, like, seriously overwhelmed by a bunch of intense feelings. I started hallucinating. I was delirious, no joke. If it hadn’t been for Hans, the guide, with his super strong arms, I would’ve bashed my head on the huge granite walls of the shaft.
Because of that, I don’t really remember what happened for hours. I’ve got this hazy, mixed-up memory of constant explosions, the giant granite shaking, and the raft spinning around like crazy. It was floating on this stream of hot lava, surrounded by falling cinders. Huge flames were all around us.
Then this crazy windstorm hit, like it came blasting out of a massive vent. It was a blast of hot, glowing air!
Finally, I saw Hans, looking like he was surrounded by this huge halo of fire. All I felt was this deep, creepy dread, you know, like what a person feels when they’re being led to a cannon's mouth, right before the shot fires and they get blown to pieces.
Daylight at Last

When I opened my eyes, I felt the guide’s hand gripping me firmly by the belt. With his other hand, he supported my uncle. I wasn’t seriously hurt, just totally bruised all over.
After a sec, I looked around and realized I was lying on a mountainside, like, two yards from a huge drop-off into a chasm. One wrong move and I would’ve fallen. Hans saved me from dying, while I just rolled around on the crater’s side, out cold.
“Where are we?” my uncle asked, sounding totally spaced out, like he was grossed out about being back on Earth.
The eider-down hunter just shrugged, like he had no clue.
“Iceland?” I asked, not sure.
“Nej,” Hans said.
“What do you mean?” the Professor cried. “No—why do you say that?”
“Hans is wrong,” I said, getting up.
After all the crazy surprises on this trip, something even weirder was waiting for us. I thought I’d see a snow-covered cone, with huge glaciers, in the middle of a dry, northern desert, under a bright, polar sky, way past the highest latitudes.
But, like, totally not what happened. I, my uncle, and the Icelander were on the side of a mountain, scorched by the sun, which was literally baking us.
I couldn't believe my eyes, but the heat I felt proved it was real. We came out of the crater practically naked, and that star we hadn’t seen in two months was all too happy to blast us with light and warmth—which we honestly didn’t need.
Once our eyes got used to the light, I checked to see if I was imagining things. Whatever happened, we should’ve been in Spitsbergen, and I wasn’t giving in to anything unless I saw some serious proof.
 After a beat, the Professor spoke.
“Hem!” he said, kind of hesitantly, “it really doesn’t look like Iceland.”
“But what if it’s Jan Mayen?” I offered.
“Not even close, my boy. This isn’t one of those northern volcanoes, with granite hills and a crown of snow.”
“Still—"
“Look, look, my boy,” the Professor said, as bossy as ever.
Right above our heads, super high up, opened the crater of a volcano. Every fifteen minutes or so, there was this huge explosion, and a tower of flame shot out, mixed with pumice, cinders, and lava. I could feel the mountain shaking – it breathed like a massive whale, blasting fire and air through its giant vents.
Down below, the stream of eruptive stuff spread out on a pretty steep slope, and it didn’t even make the volcano three hundred fathoms tall.
Its base was hidden in a total forest of green trees. I spotted olive trees, fig trees, and vines heavy with grapes.
Definitely not your average arctic scene. No question about it.
Once your eyes got over the green, they landed on the water – a gorgeous sea or lake – making this magical place a small island.
On the east side, there was a little port, packed with houses. Weird boats and ships were floating on bright blue water.
Further out, groups of islands popped up above the water, so many and so close together they looked like a giant beehive.
 Towards the setting sun, you could just make out some distant shores on the horizon. Some looked like blue mountains, all smooth and pretty. Others, way off, had this huge, pointy cone with dark clouds hanging over the top.
To the north, a huge stretch of water sparkled in the sunlight. Every now and then, you'd catch a glimpse of a mast or a sail catching the wind.
The whole scene was just wild, and it made it even more amazing.
"Where are we?" I asked, my voice low and serious.
Hans closed his eyes like he didn't care, and my uncle just looked confused.
"Whatever that mountain is," he said finally, "it's pretty warm, honestly. The explosions haven’t stopped, and I don’t think it’s smart to hang out here and get hit by a rock. Let’s carefully go back down the mountain and figure out what’s going on. I'm starving and thirsty, to be real."
The Professor was definitely not in a reflective mood. I, on the other hand, could have stayed there for hours longer—forgetting all my needs, ignoring how tired and sore I was—but I had to keep up with my friends.
The volcano’s slope was super steep and slippery. We slid over piles of ash, dodging streams of hot lava that flowed like fiery snakes. Still, I was talking nonstop, because my imagination was bursting.
"We’re in Asia!" I yelled; "We’re on the coast of India, in the great Malay islands, in the center of Oceania. We've crossed half the globe to end up right at the opposite side of Europe!"
"But the compass!" my uncle exclaimed; "Explain that to me!"
 "Yeah—the compass," I said, kinda unsure. "Okay, that's a problem. It says we’ve been going north the whole time."
"Then it's busted."
"Um—saying it's busted is a bit much," I replied.
"So, we’re at the North Pole—"
"The Pole—nope—well—I give up," I said.
Honestly, there was no way to make sense of it. I was totally lost.
And the whole time, we were getting closer to this gorgeous green stuff, and I was starving and thirsty. Luckily, after a couple hours of walking, this amazing place opened up before us—covered in olives, pomegranates, and vines. It looked like nobody owned it. Seriously, we were too wrecked to even worry about who did.
It was such a vibe to just bite into these amazing fruits, grapes and pomegranates straight from the vine.
Not too far away, by some fresh, mossy grass, under these killer trees, I found a spring of fresh water. We splashed water on our faces, hands, and feet—it felt so good.
While we were all vibing with the new goodies, this little kid popped out from behind two olive trees.
"Whoa," I said, "someone who lives here!"
The little dude was dressed in rags, weak, and looked totally freaked out by us. Half-naked, with crazy, tangled beards, we definitely looked rough. Unless this was a bandit zone, we shouldn't scare people, right?
Just as the kid was about to bolt, Hans ran after him and dragged him back, even though he was yelling and kicking.
My uncle tried to look super chill and then spoke in German.
"What’s the name of this mountain, buddy?"
The kid didn’t say a word.
"Awesome," my uncle said, looking totally sure of himself, "we’re not in Germany."
 He then made the same demand in English, which he spoke really well.
The child shook its head and didn't say anything. I started to get pretty confused.
"Is he deaf?" the Professor asked, super proud of how many languages he knew, and tried again in French.
The boy just stared at him.
"I guess I’m gonna try him in Italian," my uncle said with a shrug.
"Dove noi siamo?"
"Yeah, tell me where we are?" I added, impatient and really wanting to know.
Again, the boy stayed quiet.
"Seriously, are you gonna talk?" my uncle asked, starting to get annoyed. He shook him and tried another Italian dialect.
"Come si noma questa isola?"—"What’s the name of this island?"
"Stromboli," replied the tiny, shaky shepherd, running from Hans and disappearing into the olive groves.
We didn’t think much of it.
Stromboli! What a trip those few words were! We were smack-dab in the middle of the Mediterranean, surrounded by those old mythological islands, in ancient Strongylos, where AEolus kept the wind and storms locked up. And those blue mountains rising towards the sunrise were the mountains of Calabria.
And that huge volcano on the southern horizon was Etna, the intense and famous Etna!
"Stromboli! Stromboli!" I kept saying to myself.
My uncle was totally vibing with my gestures and words. We were like an ancient chorus, singing together.
 Seriously—what a trip—what a totally amazing and unreal journey! We’d gone into the earth through one volcano, and we’d come out through another. And this one was way over twelve hundred leagues from Sneffels, stuck out there in the middle of nowhere in Iceland. The crazy changes of this whole thing had taken us to the most chill and beautiful place on Earth. We'd left behind the land of endless snow for a place overflowing with green, and we'd ditched the gray fog of the icy areas to come back to the bright blue sky of Sicily!
After a seriously good meal of fruit and fresh water, we kept going to reach the port of Stromboli. Explaining how we got to the island would have been kinda sketchy. The Italians are superstitious, and they’d have thought we were demons popping out of the underworld. So, we had to play it cool and pretend we were just unlucky shipwreck survivors. It wasn't as exciting or romantic, but it was definitely safer.
As we walked, I could hear my uncle muttering to himself:
“But the compass. The compass definitely pointed north. That’s a fact I can’t wrap my head around.”
“Well, the thing is,” I said, rolling my eyes, “we don’t need to explain anything. It’s way easier that way.”
“I’d love to see a professor from the Johanneum Institution who can’t explain a cosmic thing—that would be wild.”
And saying that, my uncle, half-naked, his leather pouch around his waist, and his glasses on his nose, was once again the terrifying Professor of Mineralogy.
An hour after leaving the olive grove, we reached the fort of San Vicenza, where Hans asked for the price of his thirteenth week of work. My uncle paid him, with a bunch of warm handshakes.
 He didn't totally vibe with our feelings, but he let them show, which was a big deal for him.
He lightly squeezed our hands with his fingertips and smiled.
The Journey Ended

I know this ending might sound crazy, even to people who are always surprised by everything. But I'm totally ready for anyone who doubts it.
The Strombolite fishermen were super welcoming, treating us like we were stranded. They hooked us up with clothes and food. After about two days, on September 30th, a small boat took us to Messina. A few days of chill vibes there really got us back to normal.
On Friday, October 4th, we hopped on the Volturne, a mail ship for the Imperial Messageries of France. Three days later, we were in Marseilles, but all I could think about was our weird, unreliable compass. It was seriously stressing me out. On October 9th, we finally made it to Hamburg.
Can you imagine Martha’s face? And Gretchen’s happiness? I can’t even put it into words.
"Seriously, Harry, you’re a total hero," she said. "There's no way you should ever leave me again."
I looked at her. She was crying happy tears.
You can just picture how big of a deal Professor Hardwigg’s return was in Hamburg, right? Thanks to Martha spilling the tea, everyone knew he's gone into the center of the Earth.
Nobody believed it—and seeing him come back safe just made them doubt it even more.
But then Hans showed up, and little bits of info started changing people's minds.
Suddenly, my uncle was a big shot, and I was the nephew of a big shot, which is something, at least. Hamburg threw us a huge party. They even had a special meeting at the Johanneum Institution, where Professor Hardwigg told the whole story—except for the details about the compass.
 That same day he dropped off the document Saknussemm wrote in the town archives, and he said he was really bummed that stuff beyond his control stopped him from following the Icelandic traveler all the way to the center of the earth. He wasn’t showing off, but his rep just kept getting bigger.
Tons of honor naturally made a bunch of jealous people. They were totally there, and since his ideas, backed by some real evidence, went against what science said about heat in the earth’s core, he stood his ground, writing and speaking out against experts from all over. Even though I still think the central heat theory is solid, I gotta admit some things—still kinda fuzzy—might change how we understand natural stuff like that.
Right when everyone was debating all this, my uncle got a serious jolt—a real gut punch. Hans, no matter what he said, left Hamburg; the guy we owed so much to wasn’t letting us thank him properly. He was feeling homesick; missing his Icelandic home hardcore.
"Farval," he said one day, and with that one word, he was off to Reykjavik, which he reached safe and sound.
We were super close to our brave duck hunter. He’s never gonna be forgotten by the people whose lives he saved, and I really hope I get to see him again sometime soon.
Wrapping it up, our journey into the earth's interior caused a huge buzz all over the world. It got translated and printed in tons of languages. Major newspapers ran excerpts, which people commented on, debated, ripped apart, and defended with equal energy—both those who believed the story and those who thought it was total fiction.
 My uncle totally crushed it during his life—got all the recognition he deserved. Seriously, Mr. Barnum even offered him a ton of cash to show off in the United States! And get this, a traveler told me he’s even on display as a wax figure at Madame Tussaud’s!
But he had this one thing bugging him, making him really bummed out. There was this one thing he couldn't figure out—the compass. It was super frustrating for a smart guy to be stumped by something so weird. But luckily, things worked out, and my uncle ended up happy.
One day, while he was sorting through his rock collection, I stumbled upon that famous compass and checked it out closely.
It had been sitting there untouched for six months.
I looked at it, curious, and then I was totally shocked. I yelled! The Professor rushed over.
"What's the deal?" he asked.
"The compass!"
"What about it?"
"The needle's pointing south, not north."
"Dude, you’re messing with me, right?"
"Nope. Seriously—the poles are switched."
"Switched?!"
My uncle grabbed his glasses, looked at the thing, and jumped up and down, shaking the whole house.
Suddenly, everything clicked.
"That's it!" he shouted, once he could speak, "after we passed Cape Saknussemm, the needle started pointing south instead of north."
"Makes sense."
"But what caused this change?"
"It’s pretty straightforward."
"Lay it on me, I'm on edge."
"Remember that storm on the Central Sea? That ball of fire that turned the iron in our raft into a magnet? That flipped our compass."
"Whoa!" the Professor exclaimed, laughing, "it was just some crazy electricity messing with us."
 From that hour, my uncle was seriously the happiest guy ever—a super-smart one at that. And I was pretty chill too, just a regular dude. My girl, Virland, basically ditched being anyone’s ward and moved into the house on Konigstrasse. She was now my niece and my wife. Double win!
It's basically a no-brainer that her uncle was the legendary Professor Hardwigg. He was a corresponding member of every science, geography, mineralogy, and geology society on the whole planet. Seriously, all of them.
End of the Voyage
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