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    Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea

        By Jules Verne

    Chapter 1

A Shifting Reef.
The year 1866 saw something crazy happen—a really weird and puzzling event that most people haven’t forgotten. Rumors were flying around, stirring up everyone involved with the ocean, even people far inland. Ship owners, regular sailors, ship captains, both European and American, naval officers from every country, and even governments on both continents were totally caught up in it.
For a while now, ships had been running into “this huge thing,” a long, spindle-shaped object that sometimes glowed, and was way bigger and faster than any whale.
The stories about this sighting (recorded in ship logs) mostly agreed on what the object or creature looked like, how incredibly fast it moved, how surprisingly well it could get around, and how full of life it seemed to be. If it was a whale, it was bigger than anything scientists had ever classified. Considering all the reports, ignoring the cautious guesses that put its length at two hundred feet, and dismissing the wild claims that said it was a mile wide and three miles long—we could pretty confidently say that this mysterious being was way bigger than anything scientists believed existed. And the fact that it did exist was undeniable. Plus, people tend to get excited about the unbelievable, so this worldwide buzz was totally understandable. Classing it as just a myth was completely off the table.
On July 20, 1866, the steamer Governor Higginson, from the Calcutta and Burnach Steam Navigation Company, spotted this moving mass five miles off the coast of Australia. Captain Baker initially thought he’s stumbled upon an unknown sandbar, and even planned to map its exact location. Then, two columns of water, blasted up by the strange object, shot a hundred and fifty feet into the air with a hissing sound. Unless that sandbar was randomly erupting like a geyser, the Governor Higginson was dealing with a totally new kind of aquatic mammal, shooting columns of water, air, and vapor from its blowholes.
Similar sightings happened on July 23 of the same year in the Pacific Ocean, reported by the Columbus, of the West India and Pacific Steam Navigation Company. But this incredible whale could zoom from place to place with crazy speed; in just three days, the Governor Higginson and the Columbus had seen it in two completely different spots, separated by over seven hundred nautical miles.
Fifteen days later, two thousand miles further out, the Helvetia, from the Compagnie-Nationale, and the Shannon, from the Royal Mail Steamship Company, both sailing between the United States and Europe, signaled the monster to each other in 42° 15′ N. lat. and 60° 35′ W. long. They were both pretty sure the mammal was at least three hundred and fifty feet long, since both ships were smaller than it, even though they each measured three hundred feet long.
Now, the biggest whales, the ones that hang out near the Aleutian, Kulammak, and Umgullich islands, have never been longer than sixty yards, if they even reach that.
 These reports kept coming, one after another, with fresh observations from the transatlantic ship Pereire, a collision between the Etna of the Inman line and… well, it. A formal report from the officers of the French frigate Normandie, a super-accurate survey by Commodore Fitz-James’s crew on board the Lord Clyde – it all really influenced what people thought. Some people joked about it, but serious countries like England, America, and Germany took it way more seriously.
Everywhere people were hanging out, everyone was talking about it. They sang about it in cafés, made fun of it in the newspapers, and even put it on stage. Crazy stories started spreading. Newspapers were full of cartoons of huge, imaginary creatures – everything from the white whale, that terrifying “Moby Dick” from way up north, to the massive kraken whose tentacles could trap a ship of five hundred tons and drag it down into the ocean depths. Even old legends came back, and people started quoting Aristotle and Pliny, who believed these monsters existed, plus the Norwegian tales of Bishop Pontoppidan, the stories of Paul Heggede, and then there was Mr. Harrington (who nobody suspected of making things up), who swore he’d seen this enormous serpent back in 1857 while on board the Castillan. Apparently, it had never been seen in those waters before, only in the seas of the “Constitutionnel.”
Then came the endless arguing between the believers and the skeptics in scientific societies and journals. “The monster question” got everyone fired up. Editors of scientific journals, clashing with those who believed in the supernatural, spilled tons of ink during this huge debate—some even got personal.
For six months, it was all-out war, with mixed results, in the leading articles of the Geographical Institution of Brazil, the Royal Academy of Science of Berlin, the British Association, the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, in discussions about the “Indian Archipelago,” in the Cosmos of the Abbé Moigno, in the Mittheilungen of Petermann, and in the scientific news of major journals across Europe and beyond. The cheaper papers jumped in with sharp, witty replies. These satirical writers poked fun at a remark by Linnæus, used by those who doubted the monster's existence, and told their readers not to lie to themselves by believing in krakens, sea-serpents, “Moby Dicks,” and the wild stories of sailors. Finally, an article in a well-known satirical magazine by a popular writer, the chief of the staff, pretty much ended the whole thing, like killing Hippolytus, causing everyone to burst out laughing. Wit had won over science.
For the first few months of 1867, the question seemed buried for good, but then new information came out. It wasn’t just a scientific puzzle anymore; it was a real danger that needed to be avoided. The whole situation took a completely different turn. The monster became a small island, a rock, a reef – but a reef of unpredictable and shifting size.
On March 5, 1867, the Moravian, from the Montreal Ocean Company, hit something during the night at 27° 30′ latitude and 72° 15′ longitude. It was a rock that wasn't on any charts for that area. With the wind pushing it and four hundred horsepower, it was going thirteen knots. If it hadn’t been for the Moravian’s strong hull, it would have been smashed and sunk, taking the 237 passengers it was bringing home from Canada with it.
 The accident happened around five in the morning, as the sun was just starting to come up. The officers on the deck rushed to the back of the ship. They scanned the water carefully. They saw nothing but a strong swirl, about three lengths away, like something had stirred things up really hard. They got the exact location, and the Moravian kept going, seemingly fine. Had it crashed into a hidden rock or a massive shipwreck? They couldn’t tell. But when they repaired the ship, they found part of the keel was cracked.
This was a big deal, but it might have been forgotten like so many other things if, three weeks later, something similar didn't happen again. But, thanks to who the ship hit, and thanks to the company it belonged to, the story blew up everywhere.
On April 13th, 1867, the sea was gorgeous, the wind was perfect, and the Scotia, from the Cunard line, was at 15° 12′ longitude and 45° 37′ latitude. She was cruising along at almost 14 miles per hour.
At four seventeen in the afternoon, while everyone was having lunch in the main dining room, a little bump was felt on the back of the Scotia, a bit behind the left paddlewheel.
The Scotia hadn’t crashed into something, but something had crashed into her—and it seemed pretty sharp, not blunt. The bump was so slight that nobody panicked, except for the carpenter’s crew, who ran to the bridge shouting, “We’re sinking! We’re sinking!” At first, the passengers were freaked out, but Captain Anderson quickly calmed them down. The danger wasn’t immediate. The Scotia, divided into seven compartments by strong walls, could handle any leak without a problem. Captain Anderson went down into the hold. He found seawater pouring into the fifth compartment, and it was coming in fast, showing a lot of force. Luckily, this compartment didn’t hold the engines, or the fires would have been put out immediately. Captain Anderson ordered the engines to be stopped right away, and a crew member went down to check the damage. A few minutes later, they found a huge hole, about six feet across, in the ship’s bottom. A leak like that couldn’t be fixed, and the Scotia, with her paddles half underwater, had to keep going. She was about 300 miles from Cape Clear, and after a three-day delay that caused a lot of worry in Liverpool, she finally made it back to the company’s harbor.
The engineers checked out the Scotia, which was put in dry dock. They could hardly believe their eyes; almost nine feet below the waterline was a perfect tear, shaped like an isosceles triangle. The broken plates were so cleanly cut that it looked like they’d been punched out. It was clear that whatever made the hole wasn’t something ordinary; after being driven with incredible force and piercing an iron plate over an inch thick, it had somehow pulled itself back out in a way that didn’t make sense.
That was the last piece of information that set off another wave of public opinion. From that moment on, any bad luck that couldn't be explained was blamed on a monster. This imaginary creature was responsible for all these shipwrecks, which were unfortunately quite numerous. Lloyd’s recorded the loss of three thousand ships each year, and the number of sailing and steamships completely lost, with no news at all, amounted to over two hundred!
 Now, everyone was blaming the "monster"—fair or not—for all the missing people. Because of it, traveling between continents was getting seriously risky. People were straight-up demanding that the oceans had to be cleared of this huge whale, no matter the cost.
Chapter 2

At the time these events unfolded, I’d just gotten back from a pretty rough research trip in Nebraska, in the United States. Because of my job as Assistant Professor at the Natural History Museum in Paris, the French Government sent me along with the expedition. After six months in Nebraska, I arrived in New York around the end of March, bringing back a seriously valuable collection. My trip back to France was scheduled for the first few days of May. While I was busy sorting through my mineral, plant, and animal finds, the Scotia incident happened.
I was totally in the loop on what everyone was talking about. How could I not be? I'd read every American and European article, but I still wasn’t any closer to figuring it out. This whole mystery was messing with my head. Not being able to make up my mind, I went back and forth. There had to be something going on, and the skeptics were being asked to look at the damage the Scotia had suffered.
When I got to New York, the whole thing was a huge deal. The idea of a floating island and an unreachable sandbank, pushed by people who weren’t exactly experts, was dropped. And honestly, unless this sandbank had some kind of engine inside, how could it move so fast?
The idea of a massive wreck floating around was tossed out too, for the same reason.
So, only two possibilities were left, which split everyone into two camps: one side believed in a monster of incredible strength, and the other thought it was a super-powerful submarine.
But even though that idea seemed believable, it didn't hold up under closer examination. Was it really likely that some random person would have a machine like that? Where was it built? When? And how could they have kept it a secret? Sure, a government could have something like that. And these were crazy times, with people inventing more and more powerful weapons. First came the chassepots, then torpedoes, then submarine rams—and hopefully, a reaction to all that.
Still, the war machine theory fell apart when governments started making statements. Because everyone was so interested and transatlantic communication was messed up, their words couldn’t be doubted. But how could the construction of this submarine have gone unnoticed? It would have been nearly impossible for a private person to keep it a secret, and for a government constantly watched by rivals, it was absolutely impossible.
After looking into it in England, France, Russia, Prussia, Spain, Italy, and America, even in Turkey, the idea of a submarine monitor was officially rejected.
 When I got to New York, a bunch of people wanted my take on what was going on. I’d published a book in France—a big two-volume quarto—called “Mysteries of the Great Submarine Grounds.” It was well-received by experts and made me pretty well-known in this kind of obscure area of Natural History. People were asking for my advice. As long as I could deny that this stuff was real, I just said no way. But soon, I was cornered and had to give a clear explanation. Even “the Honorable Pierre Aronnax, Professor at the Paris Museum,” was called upon by the New York Herald to give an opinion. I did something—I spoke, because I couldn't keep quiet. I talked about the whole thing, politically and scientifically, and here's an excerpt from an article I wrote after really thinking about it, published on April 20th. It went like this:
“After looking at all the different ideas, rejecting every other suggestion, we have to admit that there’s a marine animal of incredible power out there.
“The deep ocean is totally unknown to us. We can’t reach the bottom with soundings. What’s happening down there—what creatures live, or can live, twelve or fifteen miles beneath the surface—what their bodies are like—we can only guess. But the problem that’s been put to me might change how we see the situation. Either we know all the kinds of creatures that live on our planet, or we don’t. If we don’t know them all—if Nature still has secrets about fish for us—then it makes sense to believe that there are fish, or other kinds of cetaceans, or even entirely new species, built to live in the depths that soundings can’t reach. And, by some weird accident—either totally random or just plain strange—they sometimes come to the upper levels of the ocean.
“But, if we do know every living thing, then we have to look for this animal among the marine creatures we already know. In that case, I’d say it’s probably a giant narwhal.
“Regular narwhals, or sea unicorns, can grow up to sixty feet long. If we make one five or ten times bigger, give it strength to match its size, and sharpen its weapons, we get the animal we’ve been looking for. It would have the size described by the officers of the Shannon, the tool that made the hole in the Scotia, and the power to punch through a steamer’s hull.
“Narwhals are armed with a kind of ivory sword, a halberd, as some naturalists put it. The main tusk is as hard as steel. Some of these tusks have been found stuck in the bodies of whales, which the unicorn always attacks and wins. Others have been pulled out of the bottoms of ships—piercing them all the way through, like a gimlet pierces a barrel. The Paris Faculty of Medicine Museum has one of these weapons, two and a quarter yards long and fifteen inches wide at the base.
“Okay, now imagine that weapon is six times stronger and the animal ten times more powerful. Launch it at twenty miles an hour, and you’ve got a shock strong enough to cause the disaster we’re seeing. Until we know more, I’m sticking with the idea of a sea unicorn, gigantic in size, armed not with a halberd, but with a real spur—like the armored frigates, or ‘rams’ of war, that have incredible mass and power. So, that’s how I’m explaining this puzzling thing, unless there’s something even more out there than anything we’ve ever guessed, seen, felt, or experienced—which is definitely possible.”
 Honestly, those last words were kinda lame on my part. But, I wanted to protect my reputation as a professor and not give the Americans too much to laugh about – they really know how to laugh when they do.
I was holding onto a way out for myself. Basically, though, I was admitting that this "monster" was real. My article became a big deal and got a ton of buzz. It gathered a bunch of supporters. The solution I proposed, at least, gave everyone a lot of room to imagine. People love thinking about huge, supernatural creatures. And the ocean is the perfect place for those kinds of giants – way bigger than anything we have on land, like elephants or rhinos.
The business and shipping papers mostly looked at it from that angle. The Shipping and Mercantile Gazette, Lloyd’s List, the Packet-Boat, and the Maritime and Colonial Review – all papers for insurance companies that were threatening to raise their rates – all agreed. Public opinion was set. The United States jumped on it first, and in New York, they started planning an expedition to hunt down this narwhal. They quickly got a super-fast frigate, the Abraham Lincoln, ready to go. The armories opened up to Commander Farragut, who hurried to get the frigate armed. But, you know how it is – the second they decided to hunt the monster, it vanished. For two whole months, no one heard a thing about it. No ship spotted it. It was like this unicorn somehow knew about all the plans being made around it. It had been talked about so much, even through the Atlantic cable, that people joked that this skinny thing had stopped a telegram mid-transmission and was totally milking it for all it was worth.
So, the frigate was armed and loaded for a long hunt, with some serious fishing gear, but no one knew what to do next. Everyone got impatient, until, on July 2nd, they learned that a steamer from San Francisco to Shanghai had seen the animal three weeks earlier in the North Pacific Ocean. The news caused a huge wave of excitement. The ship was restocked with food and coal.
Three hours before the Abraham Lincoln left the Brooklyn pier, I got a letter that said this:
“To Professor ARONNAX, Museum of Paris, Fifth Avenue Hotel, New York.
“SIR,—If you’d be willing to join the Abraham Lincoln on this expedition, the United States Government would be happy to have France represented in the whole thing. Commander Farragut has a cabin set aside for you.
“Very sincerely yours, “J.B. HOBSON, “Secretary of Marine.”
Chapter 3

I Form My Resolution.
Three seconds before J.B. Hobson’s letter arrived, I wasn’t even thinking about hunting a unicorn—any more than I was about crossing the North Sea. Three seconds after reading the letter from the honorable Secretary of Marine, though, I felt like my whole purpose, the reason I was alive, was to track down this crazy monster and get it out of the world.
But I’d just gotten back from a really exhausting trip, totally worn out and wanting to relax. All I wanted was to see my country, my friends, my cozy apartment near the Jardin des Plantes, and my amazing collections. But there was no way I could back out! I forgot everything—tiredness, friends, even my collections—and accepted the American Government’s offer without a second thought.
“Besides,” I thought, “everything leads back to Europe (for my benefit), and I’m not rushing back to the coast of France. This awesome animal might just let itself be caught in European waters (again, for my benefit), and I’m not coming back without at least half a yard of his ivory tusk for the Museum of Natural History.” But first, I had to find this narwhal in the North Pacific Ocean, which meant taking a long trip all the way to the other side of the world.
“Conseil,” I called out, kind of impatient.
Conseil was my guy, my loyal servant—a true, devoted Flemish kid who’s been with me on all my adventures. I really liked him, and he felt the same way. He was super calm, always followed the rules, and always gave it his all. Nothing really fazed him, and he was really handy, able to do anything I needed. And, despite his name, he never gave advice—even when I asked for it.
Conseil had been with me for the last ten years, following me wherever science led. He never complained about long or tiring trips, never hesitated to pack his bag for whatever country we were going to, whether it was China or the Congo. Plus, he was healthy as an ox, strong, and totally fearless. And, of course, he had good morals. This kid was thirty years old, and he was like fifteen to my twenty. Can I mention that I was forty?
But Conseil did have one quirk: he was way too formal and would only talk about me in the third person, which was sometimes annoying.
“Conseil,” I said again, my hands already moving to pack for my departure.
I knew this kid was totally devoted. Usually, I didn’t even ask if it was convenient for him to come along on my trips, but this expedition might be long, and hunting an animal that could sink a warship like it was a nutshell was pretty risky. Even the most unflappable person would have something to think about. What would Conseil say?
“Conseil,” I called a third time.
Conseil showed up.
“Did you need something, sir?” he asked, walking in.
“Yeah, my boy. Start getting ready for both of us. We’re leaving in two hours.”
“As you wish, sir,” Conseil replied calmly.
“No time to waste. Lock all my travel stuff in my trunk—coats, shirts, socks—as many as you can grab, and hurry!”
“And your collections, sir?” Conseil pointed out.
“We’ll worry about those later.”
“Seriously? The archiotherium, the hyracotherium, the oreodons, the cheropotamus, and all the other skins?”
“They’ll be safe at the hotel.”
“And your live Babiroussa, sir?”
“They’re feeding it while we’re gone. I’m also ordering our menagerie to be shipped to France.”
“So, we’re not returning to Paris?” Conseil asked.
“Oh! Definitely,” I answered vaguely, “we’re taking a detour.”
“Will the detour be to your liking, sir?”
“It’s nothing, really. Just not as direct a route. We’re taking passage on the Abraham Lincoln.”
“As you see fit, sir,” Conseil replied coolly.
 “Look, my friend, it’s all about the monster—the famous narwhal. We’re gonna hunt it down and clear it from the seas. The author of a huge book, split into two volumes, about the ‘Mysteries of the Deepest Ocean’ couldn’t resist joining Commander Farragut. It’s an awesome mission, but seriously dangerous! We don’t know where we’re headed; these creatures can be super unpredictable. But we’re going whether we’re ready or not; we’re lucky to have a captain who’s sharp.”
I opened a credit account for Babiroussa, and Conseil followed as I hopped into a cab. Our luggage got moved to the deck of the frigate right away. I rushed on board and asked for Commander Farragut. One of the sailors showed me the way to the back deck, where I found a good-looking officer who shook my hand.
“Monsieur Pierre Aronnax?” he asked.
“That’s me,” I replied; “Commander Farragut?”
“Welcome aboard, Professor; your cabin’s ready for you.”
I nodded and asked to be shown to my cabin.
The Abraham Lincoln had been picked and outfitted perfectly for this new mission. She was a super-fast frigate, fitted with high-pressure engines that could handle seven atmospheres of pressure. With that, the Abraham Lincoln hit an average speed of nearly eighteen knots—a pretty good speed, but still not enough to catch this giant whale.
The inside of the frigate was just as impressive as its speed. I was really happy with my cabin, which was in the back, opening up to the gunroom.
“We’re gonna be comfy here,” I said to Conseil.
“As comfy as a hermit crab in a whelk shell, sir,” Conseil replied.
I left Conseil to get our trunks stowed away and headed back to the back deck to check out the preparations for leaving.
Just then, Commander Farragut was ordering the last ropes holding the Abraham Lincoln to the Brooklyn pier to be cut. So in like, fifteen minutes, maybe less, the frigate would have sailed without me. I would’ve missed this crazy, unbelievable, and insane expedition, which people might not even believe!
But Commander Farragut wasn't gonna waste a single minute scouring the seas where the animal had been spotted. He called for the engineer.
“Is the steam full on?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” replied the engineer.
“Let’s go!” cried Commander Farragut.
The Brooklyn pier, and all of New York along the East River, was packed with people. Three huge cheers erupted from five hundred thousand voices; thousands of people waved their handkerchiefs above the heads of the massive crowd, cheering for the Abraham Lincoln, until she reached the waters of the Hudson, at the tip of that long peninsula that makes up New York City. Then the frigate, following the coast of New Jersey along the right bank of the beautiful river, covered with fancy houses, passed between the forts, which fired a salute with their biggest guns. The Abraham Lincoln answered by raising the American flag three times, with its thirty-nine stars shining brightly from the top of the mast; then it adjusted its speed to take the narrow channel marked by buoys in the inner bay formed by Sandy Hook Point, it coasted the long sandy beach, where thousands of people gave it one last cheer. The escort of boats and small ships still followed the frigate, and didn’t leave her until they came alongside the lightship, whose two lights marked the entrance to New York Channel.
Six bells rang, the pilot got into his boat, and rejoined the small schooner waiting nearby, the fires were stoked, the propeller beat the waves faster, the frigate skirted the low yellow coast of Long Island; and at eight bells, after losing sight in the northwest of the lights of Fire Island, she sped full steam onto the dark waters of the Atlantic.
Chapter 4

Captain Farragut was a seriously good seaman, totally worthy of the frigate he commanded. The ship and he were practically one—he was its heart and soul. He was completely convinced about this sea monster, and he wasn’d letting anyone on board argue otherwise. He believed in it, like some people believe in legends—by faith, not logic. The monster existed, and he’d vowed to clear the oceans of it. He was like a knight, a second Dieudonné de Gozon, heading out to face the serpent that was terrorizing the islands. Either Captain Farragut would take down the narwhal, or the narwhal would get the captain. No other option.
The officers on board were on the same page as their captain. They were always chatting, strategizing, and figuring out the chances of spotting it, constantly scanning the huge ocean. More than a few volunteered to sleep in the crow's nest, something they'd normally hate. As long as the sun was up, the rigging was packed with sailors, even though the deck was so hot it was practically burning their feet. Still, the Abraham Lincoln hadn’t yet reached the Pacific waters where they suspected it was hiding. The crew was eager to meet the unicorn, harpoon it, haul it aboard, and finish it off. They watched the sea with intense focus.
Plus, Captain Farragut had announced a reward of two thousand dollars for whoever first spotted the monster—whether it was a cabin boy, a regular seaman, or an officer.
You can imagine how everyone’s eyes were used on board the Abraham Lincoln.
For my part, I wasn’t slacking off, and I made sure I contributed my share of daily observations. The frigate could’ve been called the Argus, for a hundred reasons. Only one of us, Conseil, seemed to protest with his lack of interest in the whole thing, and he just didn’t seem to fit in with everyone else’s excitement.
I’d mentioned that Captain Farragut had fully equipped his ship to catch the giant cetacean. No whaling ship was better armed. We had every tool imaginable, from the harpoon thrown by hand to the barbed arrows from the blunderbuss, and the explosive balls from the duck-gun. On the forecastle was this incredible breech-loading gun—thick at the breech, narrow in the bore—a model that had been shown at the 1867 World’s Fair. This amazing American weapon could easily launch a nine-pound conical projectile a staggering ten miles.
So, the Abraham Lincoln lacked nothing in terms of destruction; and, even better, she had Ned Land on board, the prince of harpooners.
Ned Land was Canadian, with lightning-fast reflexes, and who had no equal in his dangerous job. He had skill, coolness, nerve, and smarts in abundance, and it would take a seriously clever whale or a surprisingly “cute” sperm whale to escape his harpoon.
Ned Land was around forty years old; he was a tall guy (over six feet), powerfully built, serious and quiet, occasionally explosive, and very passionate when challenged. His appearance drew attention, but even more so was the boldness of his gaze, which gave his face a unique expression.
Calling yourself Canadian means you’re essentially French; and, as quiet as Ned Land was, I have to admit he took a liking to me. My nationality drew him to me, no doubt. It was a chance for him to talk, and for me to hear, that old language of Rabelais, which is still used in some Canadian provinces. The harpooner’s family was originally from Quebec, and they were already a tribe of tough fishermen when that town belonged to France.
 Little by little, Ned Land started opening up and I loved hearing about his adventures in the polar seas. He's tell his fishing stories and battles with a natural, poetic way of speaking; it felt like listening to a Canadian Homer singing about the North.
I'm portraying this tough guy just like I really knew him. We're old friends now, bonded by that friendship that gets forged in really dangerous situations. Man, brave Ned! I just wish I could live a hundred years longer just to keep remembering you.
So, what did Ned Land think about this whole marine monster thing? Honestly, he didn's believe in the unicorn, and he was the only one on board who didn’t share that idea. He even avoided the topic, which I eventually felt I needed to push him on. One gorgeous evening, July 30th—about three weeks after we left—the frigate was near Cape Blanc, about thirty miles off the coast of Patagonia. We’d crossed the tropic of Capricorn, and the Straits of Magellan were less than seven hundred miles south. In less than a week, the Abraham Lincoln would be sailing the waters of the Pacific.
Ned Land and I were hanging out on the poop, chatting about random stuff as we looked at this mysterious ocean, whose depths had been totally unreachable until now. I naturally steered the conversation towards the giant unicorn, and thought about the chances of the expedition being a success or a failure. But, seeing that Ned Land let me talk without saying much himself, I pressed him harder.
“So, Ned,” I said, “is it possible that you don’t believe this cetacean we're following actually exists? Do you have a reason for being so skeptical?”
The harpooner stared at me for a moment before answering, then slapped his forehead (a habit of his) like he was trying to collect his thoughts, and finally said, “Maybe I do.”
“But, Ned, you, a whaler by trade, familiar with all the giant sea mammals—you, whose imagination could easily accept the idea of huge cetaceans—you should be the last one to doubt something like this!”
“That’s exactly what’s misleading you, Professor,” Ned replied. “Just because regular people believe in crazy comets flying through space and antediluvian monsters deep inside the earth doesn’t mean they’re real. I’ve spent my whole life hunting cetaceans, harpooning a bunch, and killing a few. But even the biggest, strongest ones couldn't scratch the iron plates of a steamer.”
“But, they say the teeth of the narwhal have pierced ships all the way through.”
“Wooden ships—maybe,” said the Canadian. “But I’ve never seen it happen. And until I see proof, I’m not convinced that whales, cetaceans, or sea-unicorns could do what you’re describing.”
“Okay, Ned, I’m telling you this with a confidence based on the facts. I believe there’s a powerfully organized mammal out there, part of the backbone animal family, like whales, sperm whales, or dolphins, and equipped with a horn that can seriously penetrate things.”
“Hmm,” said the harpooner, shaking his head like he wasn’t going to be convinced.
“Notice one thing, my Canadian friend,” I continued. “If this animal exists, if it lives in the depths of the ocean, if it hangs out in layers of water miles below the surface, it has to have an organization that’s incredibly strong.”
“And why would it need such a powerful organization?” Ned demanded.
 “It takes seriously crazy strength to stay alive down there and fight against the pressure. Listen to me. Let's say the pressure of the water is like the weight of a tower of water that’s thirty-two feet tall. Actually, it would be a little shorter because we’re talking about saltwater, which is denser than freshwater. Okay, so when you dive, Ned, multiply thirty-two feet by how many times you go deeper than the surface, and that’s how much pressure your body has to handle—that’s about 15 pounds per square inch of your body. So at 320 feet, the pressure is like being 10 atmospheres; at 3200 feet, it’s 100 atmospheres, and at 32,000 feet – about six miles – it's 1000 atmospheres. That means if you could actually get that deep, every three-eighths of an inch of your skin would be pushing against 5600 pounds of pressure! Wow, my brave Ned, do you even realize how many square inches you have on your body?”
“No clue, M. Aronnax.”
“Around 6500. And since the air pressure is about 15 pounds per square inch, your 6500 square inches are feeling about 97,500 pounds of pressure right now.”
“Without me even noticing?”
“Without you noticing. And you’re not crushed by all that pressure because air is filling the inside of your body, creating equal pressure. It’s perfect balance between the inside and outside, which cancels each other out and lets you handle it without feeling anything. But underwater, it’s a whole different story.”
“Yeah, I get it,” replied Ned, getting more focused; “because the water’s all around me, but it doesn’t get inside.”
“Exactly, Ned. So at 32 feet under the sea, you’re dealing with 97,500 pounds of pressure; at 320 feet, ten times that; at 3200 feet, a hundred times that; and finally, at 32,000 feet, a thousand times that—97,500,000 pounds!—that’s like being flattened like you were squeezed between the plates of a hydraulic press!”
“Seriously?” exclaimed Ned.
“Seriously, my worthy harpooner. If some giant creature, hundreds of yards long, and proportionally huge, can stay alive at those depths—with a surface area represented by millions of square inches, meaning tens of millions of pounds—we need to figure out how much pressure they can handle. Think about how strong their bones must be and how tough their bodies are to withstand all that pressure!”
“Wow!” exclaimed Ned Land, “they’d have to be made of iron plates, like the hulls of battleships.”
“You’re right, Ned. And think about the destruction that mass could cause if it slammed into a ship’s hull at the speed of a high-speed train.”
“Yeah—totally—maybe,” replied the Canadian, shaken by those numbers, but not quite ready to give in.
“Well, have I convinced you?”
“You’ve convinced me of one thing, sir, which is that if these animals actually exist at the bottom of the seas, they’ve gotta be as strong as you say.”
“But if they don’t exist, my stubborn harpooner, how do you explain the accident to the Scotia?”
Chapter 5

At a Venture.
For a long time, the voyage of the Abraham Lincoln was pretty uneventful. But something happened that showed off Ned Land’s amazing skills, and proved we could really trust him.
On June 30th, the frigate ran into some American whaling ships. They said they hadn’t seen a narwhal. But the captain of the Monroe, knowing Ned Land was on board the Abraham Lincoln, asked for his help chasing a whale they had spotted. Commander Farragut, wanting to see Ned Land in action, let him go over to the Monroe. And luck was on our Canadian’s side – instead of one whale, he harpooned two with a double blow, hitting one right in the heart, and catching the other after a short chase.
Seriously, if that monster ever had to go up against Ned Land’s harpoon, I wouldn’t bet on it.
The frigate zipped along the southeastern coast of America. On July 3rd, we reached the entrance to the Straits of Magellan, right near Cape Vierges. But Commander Farragut decided against taking the winding route, and instead went around Cape Horn.
The ship’s crew agreed with him. And it was possible they might run into the narwhal in that narrow passage. A lot of the sailors swore the monster couldn’t get through, “he’s too big for that!”
On July 6th, around three in the afternoon, the Abraham Lincoln, about fifteen miles south, passed a lonely island – this lost rock at the very tip of the American continent. Some Dutch sailors had named it after their hometown, Cape Horn. The course was set towards the northwest, and the next day, the frigate’s propeller was finally churning through the waters of the Pacific.
“Keep your eyes peeled!” yelled the sailors.
And they were wide open. Both eyes and binoculars, a little dazzled, it's true, by the thought of two thousand dollars, didn’t rest for a second. Day and night they watched the ocean's surface, and even those who can see incredibly well in the dark would have had their work cut out for them to win the prize.
I myself, who didn’t care about money, wasn’t the least bit inattentive on board. I barely gave my meals a few minutes, and slept even less, ignoring both rain and sunshine. I didn’t leave the poop deck of the vessel. Sometimes leaning on the netting at the bow, and sometimes on the taffrail, I devoured the soft foam that whitened the sea as far as the eye could see. How often did I share the excitement of most of the crew, when some unpredictable whale raised its black back above the waves! The poop deck would fill up instantly. Sailors and officers would pour out of the cabins, chests heaving, eyes strained, watching the whale’s path. I kept looking and looking until I was nearly blind, while Conseil, always calm, kept repeating in a steady voice:
“If you didn’t squint so much, sir, you’d see better!”
But it was all for nothing! The Abraham Lincoln slowed down and headed towards the animal that had been spotted—just a regular whale, a common sperm whale, which quickly disappeared amidst a flurry of angry shouts.
But the weather was good. The voyage was going perfectly. It was the bad season in Australia, with July there matching our January in Europe, but the sea was beautiful and easy to scan over a huge area.
 July 20th, the Tropic of Capricorn hit 105° longitude, and on the 27th of the same month, we crossed the equator on the 110th meridian. After that, the frigate really started heading west, scouring the middle waters of the Pacific. Commander Farragut figured – and he was right – that it was better to stay in deep water and avoid continents or islands, since the beast itself seemed to be avoiding them (maybe because there wasn’t enough water for him! most of the crew suggested). The frigate passed a ways off the Marquesas and the Sandwich Islands, crossed the Tropic of Cancer, and headed for the China Seas. We were in the monster's old stomping grounds, and honestly, we barely lived on board anymore. Everyone was seriously freaked out, bracing for some major health problems down the line. The whole crew was on edge—I can’t even describe it: they couldn’t eat, they couldn’t sleep. Like, twenty times a day, some sailor spotting something on deck would freak out, and those repeated shocks kept us all in a state of intense anxiety.
And yeah, a crash came pretty quickly. For three months, which felt like forever, the Abraham Lincoln cut through all the waters of the Northern Pacific, chasing whales, swerving all over the place, suddenly changing direction, stopping short, blasting steam, and even backing up to protect the machinery – and not a single spot along the Japanese or American coast went unexplored.
Even the biggest supporters of the mission started to turn against it. The crew’s frustration spread to Captain Farragut himself, and he would have turned the frigate south if it hadn't been for his determination. This wild goose chase couldn't last much longer. The Abraham Lincoln had done everything she could to succeed. No American ship’s crew had ever shown more enthusiasm or patience, so you couldn't blame them for failing—it was time to head home.
The commander was told this. The sailors couldn’t hide how they felt, and the whole operation was suffering. I won’t say there was a mutiny, but after a period of stubbornness, Captain Farragut (just like Columbus) asked for three more days. If the monster didn’t show up in three days, the person at the wheel would turn the wheel three times, and the Abraham Lincoln would sail for Europe.
This promise was made on November 2nd. It actually got the crew fired up again. Everyone watched the ocean with renewed focus, hoping for one last glimpse to remember. They used binoculars like crazy. It was a serious challenge thrown down to the giant narwhal, and he couldn’t really ignore it and “show up.”
Two days passed, the steam was reduced; a bunch of ideas were tried to grab the animal’s attention and shake it out of its apathy if we happened to run into it. Tons of bacon were trailed in the wake of the ship, which the sharks definitely appreciated. Small boats fanned out all around the Abraham Lincoln while she was stopped, leaving no spot of the sea unexplored. But November 4th arrived without revealing this underwater mystery.
The next day, November 5th, at noon, the deadline would (basically) expire; after that, Commander Farragut, true to his word, was going to turn the ship southeast and abandon the northern Pacific forever.
 The frigate was at 31° 15′ north latitude and 136° 42′ east longitude. The coast of Japan was still less than two hundred miles away. Night was coming on. They’d just struck eight bells; big clouds were hiding the moon, which was in its first quarter. The sea was calm under the back of the ship.
At that moment, I was leaning over the starboard netting. Conseil was standing nearby, staring straight ahead. The crew, up in the ropes, were checking the horizon, which was getting smaller and darker. Officers with their night-vision glasses were scanning the growing darkness; sometimes the ocean would sparkle under the moonlight, which peeked through the clouds, then all the light would disappear.
Looking at Conseil, I thought he was feeling a little of the same vibe. Maybe for the first time, his nerves were buzzing with curiosity.
“Come on, Conseil,” I said, “this is our last shot at those two thousand dollars.”
“If I may say so, sir,” Conseil replied, “I never really thought we’d win the prize; and even if the United States government had offered a hundred thousand dollars, it wouldn’t have made a difference.”
“You’re right, Conseil. It’s a silly thing after all, and we jumped into it way too quickly. What a waste of time, what pointless feelings! We should have been back in France six months ago.”
“In your little room, sir,” Conseil replied, “and in your museum, sir, and I would have already sorted all your fossils, sir. And the Babiroussa would have been set up in its cage at the Jardin des Plantes, and everyone in the city would have been checking it out!”
“Exactly, Conseil. I’m betting we’ll get laughed at for all this trouble.”
“Pretty much guaranteed,” Conseil said quietly. “I think they’ll tease you, sir. And, should I say it?”
“Go ahead, my good friend.”
“Well, sir, you’ll get what you deserve.”
“Really!”
“When you’re a scientist like you are, sir, you shouldn’t expose yourself to——”
Conseil didn’t get to finish his compliment. In the sudden silence, a voice cut through the air. It was Ned Land shouting—
“Look out over there! That’s exactly what we’re looking for—on our front side!”
Chapter 6

At that shout, the whole ship’s crew scrambled toward the harpooner—the commander, officers, captains, sailors, even the cabin boys. Even the engineers left their engines, and the stokers their furnaces.
The order to stop had been given, and the frigate just kept going on its own momentum. It was pitch-black, and I wondered how the Canadian could even see, and what he could possibly be seeing. My heart pounded like crazy. But Ned Land was right, and we all saw what he was pointing at. About two lengths of rope away from the Abraham Lincoln, on the right side of the ship, the sea seemed to glow all over. It wasn't just some random light show. The monster surfaced, way below the water, and then blasted out this incredibly bright, but totally weird light, like the reports from other captains had described. That amazing glow had to be from something seriously powerful. The light made a huge, long oval shape on the water, with a burning center that faded away gradually.
“It’s just a bunch of glowing particles,” one of the officers yelled.
“Nah, definitely not,” I replied. “I’ve never seen anything like that from jellyfish or salps. That brightness is totally electrical. Plus, look, look! It's moving—forward, backward, darting towards us!”
A wave of shouts went up from the frigate.
“Quiet!” the Captain ordered. “Hard to port, reverse engines!”
The steam was shut off, and the Abraham Lincoln, turning to the left, curved around.
“Hard to starboard, go ahead!” the Captain shouted.
They did it, and the frigate sped away from the bright light.
I was wrong. She tried to steer clear, but this crazy animal was coming at us twice as fast.
We gasped for air. We were more shocked than scared, so we just stood there, frozen. The animal was gaining on us, playing with the waves. It circled the frigate—we were going about fourteen miles an hour—and wrapped it in glowing rings like sparkling dust. Then it zipped away a couple of miles, leaving a trail of glowing water, like the steam from a high-speed train. Suddenly, from the dark line of the horizon where it disappeared to build up speed, the monster shot toward the Abraham Lincoln with alarming speed, stopped suddenly about twenty feet from the hull, and just… vanished—not diving under the water, because the glow didn’t fade—but suddenly, like the source of the light just ran out. Then it popped up on the other side of the ship, like it had turned and slid underneath. A collision could have happened at any moment, and it would have been a disaster for us. But I was amazed at how the frigate was handling things. It was running, not fighting.
The Captain’s face, usually so calm, was full of disbelief.
“M. Aronnax,” he said, “I don’t know what kind of creature I’m dealing with, and I’m not going to risk my frigate in this darkness. Besides, how can you attack something like that, how can you defend yourself? Wait for daylight, and things will change.”
“Are you absolutely sure now about what kind of animal it is, Captain?”
“No doubt, sir; it's clearly a gigantic narwhal, and an electric one.”
“Maybe,” I added, “you can only approach it with an electric eel or a torpedo.”
“Undoubtedly,” the Captain replied, “if it has that kind of power, it’s the most terrifying animal ever created. That’s why, sir, I have to be careful.”
 The crew had been up all night. Sleep wasn’t even an option. The Abraham Lincoln, struggling to keep up with the speed, had slowed down to half speed. The narwhal, mimicking the frigate, just let the waves rock it, and seemed totally set on sticking around for the fight. Around midnight, though, it vanished—or, to put it another way, it just “died out” like a giant glow-worm. Had it run off? We could only fear the worst. But then, just seven minutes before one in the morning, we heard this crazy, deafening whistling sound, like a ton of water rushing by really fast.
The captain, Ned Land, and I were up on the poop deck, trying to see through the pitch-black darkness.
“Ned Land,” asked the commander, “you’ve heard whales roar before, right?”
“Loads of times, sir,” replied Ned. “But nothing like this—seeing one like that brought me two grand! If I could just get close enough, within four harpoon lengths!”
“But getting that close,” said the commander, “I’d have to give you a whaling boat, wouldn't I?”
“Definitely, sir.”
“That’s risking my men’s lives.”
“And mine too,” said the harpooner simply.
Around two o’clock in the morning, the bright light popped back up, just as intense, about five miles ahead of the Abraham Lincoln. Even with the distance and the wind and waves, we could hear the loud thumps of its tail, and even its heavy breathing. It seemed like when the massive narwhal came up to take a breath, it swallowed a whole bunch of air, like steam in the giant cylinders of a two-thousand-horsepower engine.
“Whoa,” I thought, “a whale with the strength of a cavalry regiment would be something!”
We stayed on high alert until daylight, ready for a fight. The fishing gear was laid out along the ropes. The second lieutenant loaded the blunderbusses, which could throw harpoons a mile, and the duck-guns with explosive bullets that could seriously hurt even the toughest animals. Ned Land just focused on sharpening his harpoon—a seriously dangerous weapon in his hands.
At six o’clock, day started to break. And with the first hint of light, the narwhal’s electric light disappeared. Seven o’clock, the day was bright enough, but a really thick sea fog rolled in, and even the best binoculars couldn’t see through it. That was a total letdown and made everyone mad.
I climbed the mizzen-mast. Some officers were already up there. At eight o’clock, the fog was heavy on the waves, and its thick swirls started to lift. The horizon got wider and clearer at the same time. Suddenly, just like the day before, we heard Ned Land’s voice:
“There it is, on the port side!” yelled the harpooner.
Everyone turned to look. There, a mile and a half from the frigate, a long, dark body broke the surface, about a yard above the waves. Its tail was thrashing around, creating a big whirlpool. Never had I seen a tail beat the sea with such force. An enormous, bright-white track showed where the animal had passed, curving across the water.
The frigate started moving towards the whale. I took a good look at it.
The reports from the Shannon and the Helvetia had kind of exaggerated its size, and I figured it was only about two hundred and fifty feet long. As for its shape, I could only guess that it was perfectly proportioned. While I was watching this crazy sight, two blasts of steam and water shot out of its vents, rising about 120 feet in the air. That’s how I figured out how it breathed. I was totally sure it belonged to the vertebrate group, mammal class.
The crew waited impatiently for the captain’s orders. The captain, after carefully watching the animal, called over the engineer. The engineer rushed over to him.
 “Sir,” said the commander, “got any steam up?”
“Yeah, sir,” answered the engineer.
“Alright, fire up the engines and give it all you got.”
Three cheers went up at this order. The time for the fight was here. A few moments later, the frigate’s two smokestacks blasted out huge clouds of black smoke, and the deck shook from the boiler’s rumble.
The Abraham Lincoln, powered by her incredible propeller, shot straight at the creature. The thing let it get within half a cable’s length; then, like it was too good to dive, it made a quick turn and stopped a short distance off.
This chase lasted almost three-quarters of an hour, and the frigate barely gained two yards on the whale. It was clear we weren't going to catch it at that speed.
“So, Mr. Land,” asked the captain, “should we launch the boats?”
“No, sir,” replied Ned Land; “we won’t take down that beast easily.”
“What do we do then?”
“Give it more steam if you can, sir. With your permission, I’m going to post myself under the bowsprit, and if we get close enough to harpoon, I’ll throw it.”
“Go ahead, Ned,” said the captain. “Engineer, crank up the pressure.”
Ned Land headed to his spot. The fires blazed hotter, the propeller spun forty-three times a minute, and steam poured from the valves. We dropped the log, and figured the Abraham Lincoln was going 18½ miles an hour.
But the crazy animal was swimming at 18½ miles an hour too.
For a whole hour, the frigate kept up that pace, gaining only six feet. It was embarrassing for one of the fastest ships in the American navy. A wave of frustration hit the crew; the sailors yelled at the monster, who, as before, ignored them. The captain stopped just twisting his beard—he started chewing on it.
The engineer was called over again.
“Full steam ahead?”
“Yes, sir,” replied the engineer.
The Abraham Lincoln’s speed increased. Its masts trembled, and the clouds of smoke could barely escape the narrow smokestacks.
They dropped the log a second time.
“Well?” asked the captain of the man at the wheel.
“Nineteen miles and three-tenths, sir.”
“Give it more steam!”
The engineer complied. The pressure gauge hit ten degrees. But the cetacean was warming up too, no doubt; without even trying, it was doing 19-3/10 miles.
What a chase! I can’t even describe the feeling that ran through me. Ned Land stayed at his post, harpoon in hand. A few times the animal let us close in— “We’re gonna get it! We’re gonna get it!” yelled the Canadian. But just as he was about to strike, the cetacean darted away with a speed that had to be at least thirty miles an hour, and even at our top speed, it was circling the frigate. A cry of fury erupted from everyone!
By noon, we hadn't made any progress compared to this morning.
The captain then decided to try something more direct.
“Hey,” he said, “that animal is faster than the Abraham Lincoln. Fine! Let’s see if it can outrun these conical bullets. Send your men to the bow, sir.”
The forecastle gun was quickly loaded and swiveled around. But the shot sailed over the cetacean, which was half a mile away.
“Another, a bit to the right,” shouted the commander, “and five dollars to whoever hits that awful beast.”
An old gunner with a gray beard—I can picture him now—with a steady eye and serious face, stepped up to the gun and took a long aim. A loud boom echoed, mixed with the cheers of the crew.
An old gray-bearded gunner…
The bullet did its job; it hit the animal, but not fatally, and sliding off the rounded surface, disappeared into the two-mile-deep ocean.
The chase started up again, and the captain, leaning towards me, said—
“I’ll chase that beast until my frigate falls apart.”
 “Yeah,” I said; “and you’re totally right to do it.”
I really wished that thing would just wear itself out, you know, not act like some unstoppable steam engine! But no luck. Hours went by, and it didn’t even seem tired.
But gotta give props to the Abraham Lincoln; she kept pushing forward, seriously. I couldn’t even guess how far we traveled – probably over three hundred miles – on this crazy day, November 6th. But then night fell, and the ocean got all dark and rough.
I figured our trip was over, and we’d never see that wild animal again. Turns out, I was wrong. At ten minutes to eleven that night, the electric light popped back up, three miles ahead of the frigate – just as bright and intense as before.
The narwhal looked totally still; maybe it was exhausted from the day and just dozing off, letting the waves rock it. The captain saw this as a chance and decided to go for it.
He gave the orders. The Abraham Lincoln kept going at half speed, creeping closer so we wouldn’t wake up our opponent. It’s not uncommon to find whales out in the middle of the ocean, so sleepy you can actually attack them. Ned Land had harpooned a few while they were asleep. The Canadian went to get back into position at the bowsprit.
The frigate moved silently, stopped about two lengths of rope away from the animal, and followed its path. Everyone was holding their breath; the bridge was completely quiet. We were barely a hundred feet from that bright light, which made our eyes hurt and feel totally dazzled.
Just then, I saw Ned Land leaning on the front railing, gripping a rope with one hand and waving his huge harpoon with the other – he was only twenty feet from the still animal. Suddenly, his arm shot out, and the harpoon flew; I heard the loud thud as it hit something solid. The electric light went out instantly, and two massive geysers of water erupted over the bridge, rushing like a flood from front to back, knocking people over and breaking the ropes holding up the masts. A huge jolt followed, and, without even having time to brace myself, I went over the railing and fell into the sea.
Chapter 7

An Unknown Species of Whale.
That crazy fall totally knocked me out, so I barely remember what I was thinking at the time. I got pulled down about twenty feet. I’m a decent swimmer (not like Byron or Edgar Poe, who were pros), and I didn’t freak out during the drop. A couple strong strokes brought me back up to the surface. My first thought was, "Where's the frigate?" Did the crew even see me go under? Did the Abraham Lincoln change direction? Would the captain send out a boat? Could I actually be saved?
It was pitch black. I caught a glimpse of a huge black thing disappearing to the east, its lights fading in the distance. It was the frigate! I was done for.
“Help, help!” I yelled, swimming towards the Abraham Lincoln, desperate.
My clothes were weighing me down; they felt glued to my body and were totally paralyzing my movements.
I was sinking! I was suffocating!
“Help!”
That was my last shout. My mouth filled with water, and I struggled against being dragged down into the deep. Then, suddenly, a strong hand grabbed my clothes, and I felt myself pulled quickly up to the surface of the sea. I heard a voice in my ear—
“If master would be so kind as to lean on my shoulder, master would swim a lot easier.”
I grabbed Conseil’s arm with one hand.
“Is that you?” I asked, “You?”
“Yep,” answered Conseil, “and waiting for your orders.”
“Did that shock throw you into the sea too?”
“Nah,” he said, “but I'm in master’s service, so I followed him.”
The guy thought that was the most natural thing in the world.
“And the frigate?” I asked.
“The frigate?” replied Conseil, rolling onto his back; “I don’t think you should count on her too much, though.”
“You think so?”
“I’m saying that when I jumped in the sea, I heard the guys at the wheel say, ‘The screw and the rudder are broken.’”
“Broken?”
“Yeah, broken by the monster’s teeth. It's the only damage the Abraham Lincoln has, but it’s a bad situation for us—she’s not responding to the helm anymore.”
“Then we’re lost!”
“Maybe,” calmly answered Conseil. “But we’re still got a few hours, and you can do a lot in that time.”
Conseil’s chill attitude totally calmed me down. I swam harder, but my clothes were like a lead weight, and I was struggling to stay afloat. Conseil noticed.
“Should I make a slit?” he asked. He slipped a knife under my clothes and ripped them up really fast. Then he peeled them off me while I swam for both of us.
I did the same for Conseil, and we kept swimming close together.
Still, our situation was super scary. Maybe nobody even noticed we were gone, and if they did, the frigate couldn't change direction without a helm. Conseil figured that was the case and started making plans. The kid was totally cool under pressure. We decided that our only hope was to be picked up by the Abraham Lincoln’s boats, so we needed to wait for them as long as possible. I decided to save our energy, so we wouldn't both be exhausted at the same time. We did this: while one of us lay on our back, totally still, with arms crossed and legs stretched out, the other would swim and push the other forward. That towing thing didn't last more than ten minutes each, but switching off like that, we could swim for hours, maybe until sunrise. Pretty slim chance, but hope is hard to shake from a person's heart! Plus, there were two of us. Honestly, I swear (even though it sounds crazy) if I tried to ditch all hope—if I wanted to despair—I couldn't.
 The frigate crashing into that whale happened around eleven the night before. I figured we’d have about eight hours to swim before sunrise – totally doable if we took turns. The sea was super calm, which was in our favor. Sometimes I’d try to see through the crazy dark, only brightened by the glow from our movements. I watched the glowing waves splash over my hand; it looked like a mirror covered in silver rings. It was like we were swimming in liquid mercury.
Around one in the morning, I was totally wiped out. My legs cramped up something fierce. Conseil had to hold me up, and our survival basically depended on him. I could hear the poor kid struggling; he was breathing short and fast. I knew he couldn’t keep it up much longer.
“Leave me! Just go!” I told him.
“Leave my master? Never!” he replied. “I’d drown first.”
Then, the moon popped out from behind a thick cloud the wind was pushing east. The sea shimmered with its light. That light gave us a boost. My head felt a little better. I scanned the horizon. I saw the frigate! It was about five miles away, looking like a dark blob, barely visible. But no boats!
I almost yelled out, but what good would it do from that distance? My swollen lips couldn’t make a sound. Conseil could manage a few words, and I heard him shouting “Help! Help!” over and over.
We stopped moving for a second, just listening. It might’ve just been ringing in my ears, but I could have sworn I heard a cry answer Conseil’s.
“Did you hear that?” I mumbled.
“Yeah! Yeah!”
And Conseil gave one last desperate shout.
This time, no mistake! A human voice answered us! Was it another unlucky person, lost in the middle of the ocean, another victim of the ship’s crash? Or was it a boat from the frigate, trying to find us in the darkness?
Conseil made one last effort, leaning on my shoulder while I desperately tried to swim. He lifted himself halfway out of the water, then collapsed, exhausted.
“What did you see?”
“I saw”—he murmured; “I saw—but don’t talk—save your strength!”
What had he seen? Then, I don’t know why, the monster popped into my head for the first time! But that voice! The days of Jonah hiding in whales are long gone. Still, Conseil was towing me again. He’s head would pop up sometimes, looking ahead, and he’s shout of recognition was answered by a voice that got closer and closer. I could barely hear it. I was totally drained; my fingers were stiff; my hand wouldn’t support me anymore; my mouth opened up, filling with saltwater. I felt freezing cold. I lifted my head one last time, then I went under.
Just then, something hard bumped into me. I grabbed onto it, then I felt myself being pulled up, brought back to the surface, and my chest collapsed—I passed out.
I definitely woke up soon after, thanks to the vigorous rubbing I got. I cracked my eyes open.
“Conseil!” I mumbled.
“Does master call me?” asked Conseil.
Then, by the fading moonlight sinking towards the horizon, I saw a face that wasn’t Conseil’s—a face I immediately recognized.
“Ned!” I cried.
“The same, sir, who’s hunting his prize!” replied the Canadian.
“Were you thrown into the sea by the ship’s crash?”
“Yeah, Professor; but I was luckier than you—I managed to find a footing on a floating island almost right away.”
“An island?”
“Or, more accurately speaking, on our gigantic narwhal.”
“Explain yourself, Ned!”
“I soon realized why my harpoon didn’t go in and was blunted.”
“Why, Ned, why?”
 “Because, Professor, that thing is made of sheet metal.”
The Canadian’s last words hit me like a jolt. I scrambled up to the top of the thing – or object – half out of the water, which was our shelter. I kicked it. It was definitely hard and impenetrable, not the soft stuff that makes up big sea creatures. But this hard shell could be like an ancient animal’s armor; I could even classify this monster as a reptile, like a giant turtle or alligator.
But wait! The dark back I was standing on was smooth, polished, no scales. The kick made a metallic clang; and it’s crazy, but it sounded like it was made of metal plates bolted together.
No question about it! This monster, this weird thing that had baffled scientists and confused sailors all over the world, was even more astonishing than we thought – it was a human-made machine.
We didn't have time to think about it, though. We were on the back of a kind of submarine, which looked (as far as I could tell) like a huge steel fish. Ned Land was convinced. Conseil and I had to agree.
Just then, bubbles started coming from the back of this strange thing (which was obviously powered by a propeller), and it started to move. We barely had time to grab onto the top part, which was about seven feet above the water, and luckily, it wasn't going that fast.
“As long as it’s moving sideways,” Ned Land muttered, “I’m okay; but if it decides to dive, I wouldn’t give two cents for my life.”
Ned Land could have said even less. We really needed to talk to whoever was inside the machine. I looked everywhere for an opening, a panel, or even a hatch, just to be technical. But the rows of metal rivets, hammered tightly into the seams of the metal plates, were perfect and uniform. Plus, the moon disappeared, and we were plunged into total darkness.
Finally, that long night ended. My memory’s fuzzy, so I can’t describe everything I felt. I just remember hearing strange sounds a few times – a kind of faint music, like someone giving orders. What was the mystery of this submarine, which everyone in the world was trying to figure out? What kind of people were living on this crazy boat? What made it so fast?
Daybreak arrived. Morning fog surrounded us, but it soon cleared. I was about to check out the hull, which formed a kind of flat deck, when I felt it slowly sinking.
“Ugh, seriously?!” Ned Land yelled, kicking the echoing plate. “Open up, you stubborn jerks!”
Luckily, the sinking stopped. Suddenly, a grinding noise, like metal being ripped apart, came from inside. A metal plate slid open, a guy popped out, let out a weird cry, and disappeared.
A few moments later, eight strong guys with masks showed up silently and pulled us down into their awesome machine.
Chapter 8

Mobilis in Mobili.
This crazy snatching, done so roughly, happened super fast—like lightning. I totally shivered. Who were we dealing with? Probably some new kind of pirates, exploring the sea their own way.
Hardly had the narrow panel closed behind me when I was plunged into total darkness. My eyes, still adjusting from the bright light, couldn’t make out anything. I felt my bare feet gripping the rungs of an iron ladder. Ned Land and Conseil, grabbed tight, followed me. At the bottom of the ladder, a door swung open and slammed shut with a loud bang.
We were alone. Where? I couldn’t even guess. It was pitch black—so dark that after a few minutes, my eyes couldn't even pick up the faintest glimmer.
Meanwhile, Ned Land, furious about all this, let loose with his anger.
“Seriously?!” he yelled. “These guys are less hospitable than the Scots! They almost missed out on eating us. I swear, they won’t eat me without a fight.”
“Chill out, Ned, chill out,” replied Conseil calmly. “Don’t freak out before anything actually happens. We’re not done for yet.”
“Not quite,” the Canadian shot back, “but pretty close, at least. Things look bleak. Luckily, I still have my bowie knife, and I can always see well enough to use it. The first of these pirates who tries to lay a hand on me——”
“Don’t get worked up, Ned,” I said to the harpooner. “Don’t put us all in danger with some pointless fight. Maybe they’ll listen to us. Let’s try to figure out where we are.”
I felt around. In just a few steps, I bumped into an iron wall, made of bolted-together plates. Then, turning back, I ran into a wooden table, with a few stools nearby. The floor of this cell was covered with a thick mat of phormium, which muffled the sound of our footsteps. The bare walls showed no sign of a window or door. Conseil, going the other way, met me, and we went back to the middle of the cabin, which was about twenty feet by ten. Even Ned Land, who was tall himself, couldn’t guess how high it was.
About half an hour had passed, and our situation hadn’t improved, when the total darkness suddenly gave way to blinding light. Our prison was suddenly lit up—filled with this crazy luminous stuff that was so bright I had to squint. In its white glow, I recognized the electric light that had played around the submarine boat like an amazing display of glowing phosphorescence. After instinctively closing my eyes, I opened them and saw that this light came from a half globe, unpolished, placed in the ceiling of the cabin.
“Finally, I can see!” yelled Ned Land, who, knife in hand, stood ready.
“Yeah,” I said, “but we’re still in the dark about ourselves.”
“Master needs to be patient,” said the unflappable Conseil.
The sudden lighting of the cabin let me examine it closely. It only had a table and five stools. The invisible door could be sealed tight. No sound was heard. Everything seemed dead inside this boat. Was it moving? Was it floating on the surface of the ocean, or diving into its depths? I couldn’t tell.
Then, we heard the sound of bolts being thrown, and the door opened, and two men appeared.
One was short, really muscular, broad-shouldered, with strong limbs, a strong head, a lot of black hair, a thick mustache, a quick, sharp look, and the lively energy that you see in people from Southern France.
 This other guy deserved a way better description. Someone who knew their stuff – like a follower of Gratiolet or Engel – would’ve read his face like an open book. I could immediately pick up on his vibe: he was confident, head held high, with cool, steady eyes that scanned the room; calm, his skin a little pale but showing he didn's get rattled easily; energetic, with brows that furrowed quickly; and brave, because his deep breaths showed he was strong.
I couldn't tell if he was in his mid-thirties or fifties. He was tall, with a big forehead, a straight nose, a well-defined mouth, and really nice teeth. He had long, slender fingers, which suggested he was a nervous type. Seriously, he was the most impressive person I’d ever met. But the thing that stood out the most were his eyes—they were set pretty far apart, and he could basically take in a huge chunk of the horizon at once.
This skill – and I checked it out later – gave him a way better range of vision than Ned Land’s. When he focused on something, his eyebrows would meet, and his big eyelids would close, narrowing his focus. It looked like he was zooming in on things far away, like he could see through the water that seemed so murky to us, and read the very depths of the ocean.
The two strangers, wearing otter-fur caps and seal-skin boots, were dressed in clothes that let them move freely. The taller one, clearly the leader, studied us closely without saying a word. Then, he turned to his friend and started talking in a language I didn’t recognize. It was a really smooth, melodic language, with vowels that had tons of different sounds.
The other guy replied with a shake of his head and added a couple of words that made absolutely no sense. Then, he looked at me like he was asking a question.
I told him in good French that I didn’t understand his language, but he seemed totally lost. Things were getting awkward fast.
“Maybe if master told our story,” said Conseil, “these guys might catch a few words.”
I started recounting our adventures, pronouncing every syllable clearly and leaving out nothing. I introduced myself, Professor Aronnax, my buddy Conseil, and our fearless harpooner, Ned Land.
The guy with the calm, steady eyes listened quietly, almost politely, and with a lot of attention. But nothing in his face showed that he got any of it. When I finished, he didn’t say a thing. Our last hope was to try English. Maybe they knew that almost universal language. I knew it pretty well – I could read it fluently, but my speaking skills weren’t great. But we had to try.
“Go ahead,” I said to Ned; “use your best Anglo-Saxon and do better than I did.”
Ned didn't back down and started telling our story again.
To his frustration, he didn't seem any more understandable than I had been. Our visitors didn't even flinch. They clearly didn't understand a word of Arago or Faraday.
Totally stumped after we’d exhausted all our language options, I didn’t know what to do when Conseil said—
“If master will let me, I’ll tell it in German.”
But even with the fancy words and good accent, German didn’t work either. Finally, completely lost, I tried to remember my first Latin lessons and retell our adventures, but it was still a bust. Seeing that this last attempt failed, the two strangers exchanged a few words in their unknown language, and then left.
The door slammed shut.
 “This is a seriously messed-up situation,” cried Ned Land, who was freaking out for the twentieth time. “We’re talking to these guys in French, English, German, and Latin, and not one of them even bothers to answer!”
“Chill out,” I said to the hot-headed Ned. “Getting angry isn’t going to help.”
“But do you see, Professor,” our grumpy companion replied, “that we’re going to starve to death in this metal box?”
“Whatever,” said Conseil, trying to stay positive. “We can hold out for a while yet.”
“Look, guys,” I said, “we can’t lose hope. We’ve been in worse spots than this. Just give the captain and crew of this boat a little time before you judge them.”
“My opinion is already made up,” replied Ned Land, sharply. “They’re jerks.”
“Okay, and where are they from?”
“From the land of jerks!”
“My brave Ned, that country isn’t exactly marked on the map; but I have to admit, it’s tough to figure out their nationality. They’re definitely not English, French, or German – that’s for sure. I’m guessing they’re from somewhere warm. There’s a southern vibe to them. But I can’t tell if they’re Spanish, Turkish, Arabian, or Indian just by looking. And their language is totally confusing.”
“That’s the downside of not knowing every language,” said Conseil, “or the downside of not having one universal language.”
As he said those words, the door opened. A waiter came in. He brought us clothes—coats and pants—made of some kind of fabric I’m not familiar with. I quickly got dressed, and my companions followed suit. During that time, the waiter—maybe he couldn's hear or talk—had set the table and put out three plates.
“This is actually not bad,” said Conseil.
“Whatever,” said the bitter harpooner. “What do you think they feed us here? Turtle liver, shredded shark, and steaks from sea dogs?”
“We’ll see,” said Conseil.
The dishes, made of some dark metal, were placed on the table, and we sat down. Definitely, we were dealing with civilized people. If it wasn't for the bright lights, I could have sworn I was in the dining room of the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool, or the Grand Hotel in Paris. But, there was no bread or wine. The water was fresh and clear, but it wasn’t Ned Land’s thing. Amongst the dishes, I recognized several fish prepared nicely; but some of them were excellent, even though I couldn't guess what kind of animal or plant they were. The dinnerware was elegant and stylish. Each utensil—spoon, fork, knife, plate—had a letter engraved on it, with a motto above it, which looked like this:—
MOBILIS IN MOBILI N.
The letter N was probably the initial of the name of the mysterious guy who was running things at the bottom of the sea.
Ned and Conseil weren’t thinking much about it. They devoured the food, and I did too. I was also feeling better about our situation; it seemed clear that our hosts weren’t planning to let us starve.
But, everything comes to an end, everything passes. Even the hunger of people who haven't eaten in fifteen hours. Our appetites satisfied, we felt totally exhausted.
“Seriously, I’m gonna sleep like a log,” said Conseil.
“Me too,” replied Ned Land.
 My two companions just flopped down on the cabin floor and were totally out in no time. I couldn’t sleep, though. So many thoughts were swirling around in my head—stuff I couldn't figure out, crazy ideas that kept me staring at the ceiling. Where were we, anyway? What weird power was moving us along? I felt—or maybe I just thought I felt—the machine dropping down, way down, to the very bottom of the ocean. Seriously scary nightmares hit me. In those strange places, I saw a whole world of animals I’d never seen before, and this submarine seemed like just another one of them, alive, moving, and pretty intimidating. Then my brain started to chill out, my imagination drifted off, and I finally crashed, falling into a super deep sleep.
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Ned Land’s Tempers.
I don’t know how long we slept, but it totally rested us up from being so exhausted. I woke up first. My friends hadn't moved, still sprawled out in their corner.
Still a little stiff from the not-so-comfy bed, I felt my brain clear up, my mind sharp. I started checking out our cell. Nothing had changed. It was still a prison, and we were still prisoners. But the guy in charge had cleared the table while we slept. It was hard to breathe; the heavy air felt like it was crushing my lungs. Even though the cell was big, we'd used up a lot of the air inside. Seriously, each person breathes in the oxygen from over 176 pints of air every hour, and that air, loaded with carbon dioxide, becomes unbreathable.
We needed to refresh the air in our prison, and probably in the whole submarine. That made me wonder—how would the captain of this floating house handle it? Would he make air using chemicals, heating potassium chlorate to get oxygen and absorbing carbon dioxide with potassium hydroxide? Or, a simpler, cheaper, and more likely option, would he just surface and take a breath like a whale, refreshing the air for the whole day?
I was already breathing faster, trying to squeeze every last bit of oxygen out of the cell, when suddenly a rush of fresh, salty air hit me. It was an amazing sea breeze, full of iodine. I opened my mouth wide and filled my lungs with the fresh air.
At the same time, I felt the boat rocking. The metal giant had just broken the surface of the ocean to breathe, just like a whale. That’s how they were ventilating the boat.
After I’d taken a good, deep breath, I looked for the vent pipe that was bringing us the fresh air. It wasn't long before I found it. Above the door was a vent, pumping fresh air into the cell and replacing the stale air.
I was checking things out when Ned and Conseil woke up almost at the same time, thanks to the reviving air. They rubbed their eyes, stretched, and were on their feet in a flash.
“Did the professor sleep well?” asked Conseil, polite as always.
“Great, my brave boy. And you, Mr. Land?”
“Like a log, Professor. But I’m not sure; it feels like a sea breeze!”
A sailor knows what he’s talking about, and I told the Canadian everything that had happened while he slept.
“Good,” he said. “That explains those noises we heard when the supposed narwhal spotted the Abraham Lincoln.”
“Exactly, Master Land; it was taking a breath.”
“Only, M. Aronnax, I have no idea what time it is, unless it’s dinner time.”
“Dinner time! My good fellow? It’s more like breakfast time; we’ve definitely started another day.”
“So,” said Conseil, “we slept twenty-four hours?”
“That’s what I think.”
“I won’t argue with you,” replied Ned Land. “But dinner or breakfast, the cook will be welcome, whatever he brings.”
“Master Land, we have to follow the rules on board, and I guess our appetites are ahead of dinner.”
“That’s just like you, friend Conseil,” said Ned, a little annoyed. “You’re always calm, never out of sorts; you’d say grace before you even started eating, and starve to death before complaining!”
 We were seriously hungry, and time was ticking. The steward still hadn't shown up—that was a really bad sign if they actually meant to help us. Ned Land was beyond frustrated, totally losing it from hunger. I was worried he'd blow up every time he saw another crew member, even though he's promised not to.
For another two hours, Ned Land's temper just kept building. He yelled and shouted, but it was like talking to a brick wall. The boat was totally silent—like a tomb. It wasn't moving either; I wouldn’t have felt the vibration from the propeller. Way down in the water, it felt like we weren’t even on Earth anymore. That silence was seriously creepy.
I was freaked out, but Conseil was cool as a cucumber. Ned Land was just raging.
Suddenly, we heard something outside. Footsteps echoed on the metal walkways. The locks clicked, and the door swung open—the steward finally showed up.
Before I could even jump up to stop him, the Canadian tackled him, grabbing him by the throat. The steward was struggling, choking under his super strong grip.
Conseil was already trying to pry Ned Land’s hand off his half-suffocated victim, and I was about to rush over and help when I froze, hearing these words in French—
“Quiet down, Master Land; and you, Professor, would you mind listening to me?”
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It was the captain of the ship who said that.
At those words, Ned Land jumped up. The steward, nearly choking, stumbled out after a signal from his boss; but the captain’s authority on board was so strong that not a single move showed the resentment this guy must have felt towards the Canadian. Conseil, interested despite himself, and me, totally stunned, waited in silence to see what would happen.
The captain, leaning against a table corner with his arms crossed, looked us over carefully. Was he hesitating to speak? Did he regret the French words he’s just said? You could almost think so.
After a few moments of silence—none of us dared to break it—he said, “Gentlemen,” in a calm, clear voice, “I speak French, English, German, and Latin just as well. I could have answered you from the start, but I wanted to get to know you first, then think things through. The story you each told, agreeing on the main points, convinced me who you are. I know now that chance has brought before me M. Pierre Aronnax, Professor of Natural History at the Paris Museum, on a scientific mission abroad, with his assistant, Conseil, and Ned Land, a Canadian, a harpooner on the American frigate Abraham Lincoln.”
I nodded. It wasn't a question, so there was nothing to answer. This guy was speaking perfectly, without an accent. His sentences were well-formed, his words clear, and his speaking skills were amazing. Still, I didn't recognize him as an American.
He continued, “You probably thought I was taking a long time to visit you again. The truth is, once I knew who you were, I wanted to carefully consider how to act towards you. I’ve been really wrestling with this. Annoying circumstances have put you in the presence of a man who’s broken all the ties of humanity. You’ve come to bother me.”
“Unintentionally!” I said.
“Unintentionally?” the stranger replied, raising his voice a little. “Was it unintentional that the Abraham Lincoln chased me all over the ocean? Was it unintentional that you stowed away on that frigate? Was it unintentional that your cannonballs bounced off my ship’s hull? Was it unintentional that Mr. Ned Land threw a harpoon at me?”
I could hear a bit of annoyance in his words. But to these accusations, I had a very natural response, and I gave it.
“Sir,” I said, “you probably don’t know about the discussions happening in America and Europe about you. You don't know that several accidents caused by collisions with your submarine have caused a lot of public concern on both continents. I won't even go into all the theories trying to explain the unbelievable thing that only you know the secret to. But you need to understand that, when the Abraham Lincoln chased you across the Pacific, it believed it was hunting a huge sea monster, something it had to get rid of at any cost.”
A small smile played on the commander's lips, then, in a calmer tone—
“M. Aronnax,” he replied, “do you honestly think your frigate wouldn’t have fired on a submarine as readily as it would a monster?”
That question put me on the spot, because, let's be honest, Captain Farragut probably wouldn’t have hesitated. He might have thought it his duty to destroy something like that, just as he would a giant narwhal.
“You understand then, sir,” continued the stranger, “that I have the right to treat you as enemies?”
I said nothing, on purpose. What good would it do to argue, when force could wipe out the best arguments?
 “I’d been thinking about this for a while,” the commander continued. “Nothing really made me offer you hospitality. If I wanted to, I could’ve just cut you off, you know? I could’ve left you on the deck of this ship that’s been keeping you safe, or just let it sink, and pretend you never existed. Would that be wrong?”
“Maybe, but a savage would do that,” I replied. “Not a decent person.”
“Professor,” the commander shot back quickly, “I’m not what you’d call a decent person! I’m done with society, totally out of it, for reasons that are my business. So, I don't follow its rules, and I don’t want you bringing them up around me, ever!”
He said it straight up. A flash of anger and disgust crossed the Unknown’s face, and I got a glimpse of a rough past in this guy’s life. He’s not just outside the law, he’s completely free, beyond any control! Who’s gonna chase him down at the bottom of the ocean when he’s defying everyone on the surface? What ship could stand up to his underwater monitor? What armor could stop his spurs? No one could question his actions; if he even believed in God—or had a conscience—those were the only judges he answered to.
Those thoughts zipped through my head while the stranger was quiet, lost in his own world. I looked at him, a mix of fear and interest, just like I imagine Œdipus looked at the Sphinx.
After a long silence, the commander started talking again.
“I’d been thinking about it,” he said. “But I figured my interests could be balanced with the kind of pity everyone deserves. You’re staying on board my ship, since fate put you here. You’re free, and in return for that freedom, I’m just asking for one thing. Your word of honor to accept it will be enough.”
“Go ahead, sir,” I replied. “I’d guess this is a condition a decent person could agree to?”
“Yeah, sir. It’s this. There might be situations, unexpected things, that could mean I need to keep you locked in your cabin for a few hours, or even a few days, depending on what’s going on. Since I don’t want to use force, I expect you, especially, to just go along with it. I’m taking full responsibility; I’m completely clearing you of any blame, because I’m making it impossible for you to see things you shouldn’t.”
“Do we have a deal?”
Then things started happening on board that were, to put it mildly, weird, and that people not outside the law shouldn’t see. This could be one of the biggest surprises waiting for me.
“We accept,” I answered. “But could I ask you one question, sir? Just one?”
“Go ahead, sir.”
“You said we’re free on board.”
“Totally.”
“So, what do you mean by that?”
“Just the freedom to come and go, to see and observe what’s happening here – except for a few rare exceptions – the same kind of freedom my companions and I enjoy.”
It was clear we weren’t on the same page.
“Excuse me, sir,” I started again. “But this kind of freedom is just what a prisoner has when they pace their cell. It’s not enough for us.”
“It’s gotta be enough.”
“What? We have to give up seeing our country, our friends, our families again?”
“Yeah, sir. But giving up that ridiculous idea of freedom people call life isn't as painful as you think.”
“Well,” Ned Land blurted out, “I’ll never give my word of honor not to try and escape.”
“I didn’t ask you for your word of honor, Master Land,” the commander said, coldly.
 “Seriously,” I replied, starting to get frustrated, “you’re taking advantage of our situation. It’s just cruel.”
“No, sir, it’s mercy. You’re my prisoners of war. I could, with a single word, drop you into the ocean. You attacked me. You tried to uncover a secret that nobody in the world can ever know—the whole story of my life. And you think I’m gonna send you back to a world that can’t know me anymore? Never! Keeping you isn't about protecting you—it’s about protecting myself.”
Those words made it clear that the commander had made up his mind, and there was no point arguing.
“So, sir,” I shot back, “you’re just giving us a choice between living and dying?”
“Exactly.”
“My friends,” I said, “when you put it like that, there’s nothing to say. But we don't owe anything to the person in charge of this ship.”
“That’s right,” the Unknown replied.
Then, in a calmer voice, he continued, “Now, let me finish what I have to say to you. I know who you are, M. Aronnax. You and your friends probably won’t have much to complain about about how you ended up tied to my fate. You'll find books here—my favorite things to read—including the work you published on ‘the depths of the sea.’ I’ve read it a lot. You’ve done as much as you could with what you know. But you don’t know everything—you haven’t seen everything. Let me tell you, Professor, that you won’t regret the time you spend on my vessel. You’re about to visit a world of wonders.”
Those words really hit me. I have to admit it. He touched on a weak spot, and I forgot for a moment that thinking about these amazing things wasn't worth losing my freedom. Plus, I figured things would work out eventually. So, I just said, “What should I call you?”
“Sir,” the commander replied, “you can call me Captain Nemo; and you and your friends are just passengers on the Nautilus.”
Captain Nemo called out. A waiter appeared. The captain gave him instructions in that weird language I didn’t understand. Then, turning to the Canadian and Conseil, he said, “A meal is waiting for you in your cabin. Follow this man.”
“And now, M. Aronnax, breakfast is ready. Let me lead the way.”
“I’m at your service, Captain.”
I followed Captain Nemo, and as soon as I walked through the door, I found myself in a kind of hallway lit by electricity, similar to the middle of a ship. After we walked about twenty feet, another door opened.
I then entered a dining room decorated in a simple, elegant style. Tall oak sideboards, trimmed with ebony, stood at either end of the room, and their shelves held china, porcelain, and glass worth a fortune. The dishes on the table sparkled under the light from the glowing ceiling, while beautiful paintings softened the light.
In the center of the room was a table set with a fancy spread. Captain Nemo showed me where to sit.
The breakfast consisted of several dishes, all from the sea—and I had no idea how they were prepared. I’m not gonna lie, they were good, but they had a weird taste that I quickly got used to. These foods seemed packed with nutrients, and I figured they must have come from the ocean.
Captain Nemo looked at me. I didn't ask any questions, but he seemed to know what I was thinking and answered the questions I was dying to ask.
 “Most of this food is probably new to you,” he said to me. “But feel free to try it—it's all good and healthy. I’m not really eating regular food anymore, and I feel great. My crew is healthy too, and they eat the same stuff.”
“So,” I said, “all this food comes from the ocean?”
“Exactly, Professor. The ocean gives me everything I need. Sometimes I tow my nets and pull them in, practically bursting with catch. Other times, I hunt in what feels like impossible places, finding game in my underwater forests. My animals, like old Neptune’s sheep, graze fearlessly in the huge prairies of the ocean. I’ve got a ton of property there, which I tend myself—always planted by the Creator of everything.”
“I get that your nets give you great fish for your table, and I understand that you hunt underwater. But I can's wrap my head around how any meat, even a tiny bit, could be on your menu.”
“This, what you think is meat, Professor, is just turtle fillet. And those are dolphin livers—you’re probably thinking it's pork ragout. My cook is seriously talented, and he knows how to prepare all these ocean products. Go ahead and taste everything. Here’s a preserve made from holothuria—a Malay would say it’s the best in the world. And here’s a cream made from cetacean milk and sugar from the giant seaweed of the North Sea. Finally, let me offer you some anemone preserve—it’s as good as the most delicious fruit.”
I tried it, more out of curiosity than anything else, while Captain Nemo blew me away with his amazing stories.
“You like the ocean, Captain?”
“Yeah, I love it! The ocean is everything. It covers most of the Earth. Its air is fresh and healthy. It’s like a massive, empty desert, but you’re never really alone because you can feel life all around. The ocean is like a glimpse into something supernatural and amazing. It's all about love and feeling; it’s the ‘Living Infinite,’ as one of your poets said. Professor, Nature shows itself through all three of its kingdoms—mineral, plant, and animal—in the ocean. It’s the biggest reservoir of nature. The Earth started with the ocean, so to speak, and who knows—maybe it will end with it? It's completely peaceful there. The ocean doesn't belong to rulers. On the surface, people can still enforce unfair laws, fight, hurt each other, and be swept up in earthly chaos. But thirty feet below, their power disappears. Seriously, sir, live—live in the heart of the waters! That’s where you’re truly independent! I don’t answer to anyone there! That’s where I’m free!”
Suddenly, Captain Nemo went quiet, totally caught up in his excitement. He paced around for a few minutes, looking really worked up. Then he calmed down, got back to his usual cool expression, and turned to me—
“Alright, Professor,” he said, “if you want to see the Nautilus, I’m ready.”
Captain Nemo stood up. I followed him. A double door at the back of the dining room opened, and I stepped into a room that was the same size as the one I'd just left.
 This was a library. Tall, sleek furniture made of dark wood with brass accents held tons of books, all bound the same way. They lined the walls, ending in huge, comfy leather couches that curved for maximum relaxation. You could slide lightweight desks in and out to rest your book while you read. In the middle of the room was a huge table covered in pamphlets and some old newspapers. Bright electric lights shone down from four simple globes nestled in the ceiling. I was seriously impressed by how cleverly this room was designed, and I could barely believe my eyes.
“Captain Nemo,” I told my host, who had just flopped onto one of the couches, “this library could rival the best palaces in Europe, and I’m totally blown away that it can travel to the bottom of the ocean with you.”
“Where else could you find such peace and quiet, Professor?” Captain Nemo replied. “Did your study at the Museum offer that kind of silence?”
“Not even close, sir. And honestly, it’s pretty basic compared to yours. You must have six or seven thousand books here.”
“Twelve thousand, M. Aronnax. These are the only things that still connect me to the surface world. But I left the world behind the day the Nautilus first dove beneath the waves. That day, I bought my last books, my last pamphlets, my last articles, and ever since, I've hoped that people stopped thinking and writing. These books are yours, Professor, feel free to use them.”
I thanked Captain Nemo and headed over to the bookshelves. There were tons of books on science, philosophy, and literature in every language. But I didn't see a single book on economics—it seemed like that topic was off-limits. Weirdly, all the books were arranged randomly, no matter the language. It was clear that the Captain of the Nautilus just grabbed whatever he happened to pick up.
“Sir,” I said to the Captain, “I appreciate you letting me use this library. It’s full of scientific treasures, and I’m definitely going to make the most of it.”
“This room isn’t just a library,” Captain Nemo said, “it’s also a smoking lounge.”
“A smoking lounge!” I exclaimed. “So you actually smoke on board?”
“Of course.”
“Then, sir, I have to assume you’ve been communicating with Havana.”
“Not at all,” the Captain replied. “Take this cigar, M. Aronnax; even though it doesn’t come from Havana, I think you’ll enjoy it if you’re a smoker.”
I took the cigar, which looked like the ones you get in London, but seemed to be made of golden leaves. I lit it with a little burner on an elegant bronze stand and took a few puffs, feeling like a smoker who hadn’t had a cigarette in two days.
“This is great, but it’s not tobacco.”
“Nope,” the Captain said. “This tobacco comes from neither Havana nor the East. It’s a kind of seaweed, really rich in nicotine, that the ocean provides me—though not very often.”
Just then, Captain Nemo opened a door across from where I’s entered the library, and I stepped into a huge, brightly lit lounge.
It was a massive, square room, thirty feet long, eighteen wide, and fifteen high. A luminous ceiling decorated with swirling patterns cast a soft, clear light over all the amazing things in this museum. It was like a museum, really, where someone with a brilliant and generous mind had gathered all the treasures of nature and art, in the same chaotic way you’d find in a painter’s studio.
 Thirty incredible paintings, all framed the same way, hung on the walls separated by bright curtains, and decorated with cool, modern tapestries. I saw works worth a ton—most of them I’d checked out before in special collections across Europe and at big art shows. All the major artists from the past were represented: a Madonna by Raphael, a Virgin by Leonardo da Vinci, a nymph by Corregio, a woman by Titian, an Adoration by Veronese, an Assumption by Murillo, a portrait by Holbein, a monk by Velázquez, a martyr by Ribera, a beauty by Rubens, two landscapes by Teniers, three small “everyday life” scenes by Gerard Dow, Metsu, and Paul Potter, two pieces by Géricault and Prudhon, and some seascapes by Backhuysen and Vernet. There were also works by modern painters like Delacroix, Ingres, Decamps, Troyon, Meissonier, Daubigny, and others. Plus, there were some seriously amazing marble and bronze statues, modeled after the best ancient sculptures, standing on pedestals around the huge museum. Like the Captain of the Nautilus predicted, I was already totally blown away.
“Professor,” this strange guy said, “you gotta excuse the casual way I’m welcoming you and the mess in this room.”
“Sir,” I replied, “I don’t need to know who you are to see you’re an artist.”
“Just an amateur, sir. I used to love collecting these beautiful works made by human hands. I hunted them down like crazy, and I managed to gather some really valuable pieces. These are my last reminders of a world that's gone for me. To me, your modern artists are already ancient—they’ve got two or three thousand years under their belts! I just lump them all together in my head. Masters don’t have an age.”
“And these musicians?” I asked, pointing to works by Weber, Rossini, Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn, Meyerbeer, Hérold, Wagner, Auber, Gounod, and a bunch of others, scattered across a giant model pipe organ built into the wall.
“These musicians,” Captain Nemo replied, “are contemporaries of Orpheus. Because in the memory of the dead, all the timelines disappear. And I’m dead, Professor—as good as those of your friends sleeping six feet under the ground!”
Captain Nemo fell silent, lost in deep thought. I watched him with intense curiosity, trying to read his expression. Leaning on his arm against a corner of an expensive mosaic table, he seemed to not even notice me—he’s forgotten I was there.
I didn't interrupt his reverie and kept looking at all the cool stuff in the room.
Inside elegant glass cases, held together with copper rivets, were the most precious treasures from the sea that any scientist had ever seen. As a professor, you can imagine how excited I was.
The section with zoophytes had the most incredible examples of polypi and echinoderms. In the polypi group, there were gorgons arranged like fans, soft sponges from Syria, ises from the Moluccas, pennatules, an amazing virgularia from the Norwegian seas, colorful unbellulairæ, alcyonariæ, a whole series of madrepores—which my mentor Milne Edwards classified so well. I noticed some unbelievable flabellinæ oculinæ from the Island of Bourbon, the “Neptune’s car” from the Antilles, awesome varieties of corals—basically, every species of those bizarre polypi that build entire islands, which one day will become continents. Among the echinoderms—known for their spiny coatings—there were asteri, sea-stars, pantacrinæ, comatules, astérophons, echini, holothuri, and more, all represented in a complete collection.
 A pretty nervous shell collector would have totally fainted seeing the sheer number of other, more impressive specimens of mollusks. It was a collection worth a fortune, and honestly, I couldn’t even begin to describe it all. From memory, I'd mention the elegant royal hammer-fish from the Indian Ocean—its bright white spots stood out on a red and brown background—plus an imperial spondyle, super colorful and covered in spines, a rare find in European museums (I figured it was worth at least £1000!). There was also a common hammer-fish from the seas of New Holland, seriously hard to get your hands on, exotic buccardia from Senegal, fragile white bivalve shells that could shatter like a soap bubble with a single breath, several varieties of the aspirgillum from Java—a kind of leafy, calcareous tube that always sparked debate among hobbyists—and a whole bunch of trochi, some greenish-yellow from American waters, others reddish-brown from Australia, and still more from the Gulf of Mexico, known for their layered shells. Plus, stellari from the Southern Seas, and the rarest of all: the magnificent spur of New Zealand, and every other delicate, fragile shell science had given a name to.
Set apart in their own compartments were stunning strands of pearls that reflected the electric light like tiny sparks of fire. There were pink pearls from the pinna-marina of the Red Sea, green pearls of the haliotyde iris, yellow, blue, and black pearls—the crazy creations of divers from every ocean—and some mussels from the streams of the North. Last but not least, several specimens worth a ton that had been gathered from the rarest pintadines. Some of these pearls were bigger than a pigeon’s egg and were worth just as much, or even more, than what the traveler Tavernier sold to the Shah of Persia for three million, and they surpassed the one the Imaum of Muscat possessed, which I thought was the best in the world.
Seriously, trying to figure out the value of this collection was impossible. Captain Nemo must have spent millions amassing all these specimens, and I was wondering where he’s gotten all the money to feed his collecting hobby, when he interrupted me with:
“You’re checking out my shells, Professor? I know they must be interesting to a naturalist; but they have a much deeper meaning to me. I collected them all myself, and there isn’t a sea on Earth that I haven’t explored.”
“I totally get the thrill of being surrounded by so much treasure,” I said. “You're one of those who’s gathered their own. No museum in Europe has a collection of ocean treasures like this. But if I’m going to admire this, I’m going to need to admire the ship that carries it. I don’t want to pry, but I’m seriously curious about this Nautilus—the power source inside, the way it’s operated, the force that propels it—it’s all blowing my mind. I see instruments on the walls of this room that I have no clue how to use.”
“You’ll find those same instruments in my own room, Professor, where I’m happy to explain how they work. But first, come check out the cabin I’ve set aside for you. You need to see how you’re going to be set up on board the Nautilus.”
I followed Captain Nemo, who, through one of the doors opening from each panel of the drawing-room, got back to the deck. He led me towards the front of the ship, and there I found, not a cabin, but an elegant room, with a bed, dressing table, and other furniture.
I could only thank my host.
 “Your room’s right next to mine,” he said, pushing open a door, “and mine opens into the living room we just left.”
I stepped into the Captain’s room. It felt really stark, almost like a monk’s cell. There was a small metal bed, a table, and some toiletries—just the bare essentials, lit by a window in the ceiling. Not a lot of cozy touches.
Captain Nemo gestured to a chair.
“Please, have a seat,” he said. I sat down, and he started talking:
Captain Nemo’s
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“Sir,” said Captain Nemo, showing me the gadgets hanging on the walls of his room, “these are the things we need to navigate the Nautilus. Like in the living room, I keep them right here so I can see my position and exactly where we're going in the middle of the ocean. You’re familiar with some of them, like the thermometer, which tells us the temperature inside the Nautilus; the barometer, which tells us the air pressure and predicts the weather; the hygrometer, which measures the humidity; the storm-glass, which changes when a storm is coming; the compass, which guides our course; the sextant, which shows our latitude based on the sun’s height; and chronometers, which help me calculate our longitude; and binoculars for day and night, so I can check the horizon when the Nautilus surfaces.”
“These are all standard nautical tools,” I replied. “I know what they do. But these others, I’m guessing, are for the Nautilus’s specific needs. Is that dial with the needle a manometer?”
“That’s right, it’s a manometer. But because it’s connected to the water and shows its external pressure, it also tells us how deep we are.”
“And what about these other instruments? I have no idea what they do.”
“Professor, I need to explain a few things. Can I have your attention?”
He paused for a moment, then said—
“There’s an incredibly powerful force here, super quick, easy to control, and it handles everything. It powers everything, lights it, heats it, and it’s the heart of my mechanical systems. This force is electricity.”
“Electricity?” I exclaimed in surprise.
“Yes, sir.”
“But Captain, you move so fast, and electricity doesn’t seem like it’s powerful enough for that. Until now, its force has been limited, only able to produce a little power.”
“Professor,” said Captain Nemo, “my electricity isn’t like what you know. You know what seawater is made of. In a thousand grams, you find 96½ percent water, and about 2-2/3 percent sodium chloride. Then, in smaller amounts, there are chlorides of magnesium and potassium, magnesium bromide, magnesium sulfate, and calcium carbonate. See, sodium chloride makes up a big part of it. So, I extract this sodium from seawater, and I use it to make my ingredients. I owe everything to the ocean; it produces electricity, and electricity gives heat, light, motion, and basically, life to the Nautilus.”
“But what about the air you breathe?”
“Oh! I could make the air I need, but it’s not necessary, because I can surface whenever I want. But if electricity doesn’t provide air, it powers the powerful pumps stored in huge tanks. These pumps let me stay underwater as long as I choose. It gives a constant, even light that the sun doesn’s. Now look at this clock; it’s electric, and it’s so accurate it’s better than the best chronometers. I’ve divided it into twenty-four hours, like Italian clocks, because for me, there’s no night or day, no sun or moon, just the artificial light I take with me to the bottom of the sea. Look! It’s ten o’clock in the morning.”
“Exactly.”
“Another use for electricity. This dial hanging in front of us shows how fast the Nautilus is going. An electric wire connects it to the propeller, and the needle shows the real speed. Look! We’re cruising along at a steady fifteen miles an hour.”
 “This is incredible! And I see, Captain, you were right to use this thing that replaces wind, water, and steam.”
“We’re not done yet, M. Aronnax,” said Captain Nemo, standing up. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll check out the back of the Nautilus.”
I already knew the front part of this submarine, and this is basically how it’s laid out, starting from the bow:—the dining room, about fifteen feet long, separated from the library by a sealed wall; the library, fifteen feet long; the huge living room, thirty feet long, separated from the Captain’s room by another sealed wall; the Captain’s room, fifteen feet long; mine, seven and a half feet; and finally, an airlock, twenty-two and a half feet long, that stretched to the front. Total length was about a hundred and ten feet. The walls had doors that sealed shut with rubber, making sure the Nautilus was safe in case of a leak.
I followed Captain Nemo through the middle of the boat and got to the center. There was like a well opening between two walls. An iron ladder, hooked to the wall, led up to the top. I asked the Captain what the ladder was for.
“It leads to the small boat,” he said.
“What! You have a boat?” I exclaimed, surprised.
“Of course; a great little vessel, lightweight and unsinkable, that works for fishing or just cruising around.”
“But then, when you want to go out, you have to come to the surface, right?”
“Not at all. This boat is attached to the top of the Nautilus’s hull and fits into a space made just for it. It’s sealed, totally waterproof, and held together with strong bolts. This ladder leads to a hatch in the hull of the Nautilus that lines up with a similar hatch in the side of the boat. By using these two openings, I can get into the small vessel. They close the one on the Nautilus; I close the other with a screw. I undo the bolts, and the little boat shoots up to the surface super fast. Then I open the panel of the bridge, which has been carefully sealed until then; I raise the mast, hoist the sail, grab the oars, and I’m off.”
“But how do you get back on board?”
“I don’t come back, M. Aronnax; the Nautilus comes to me.”
“By your command?”
“By my command. An electric wire connects us. I send a signal, and that’s all it takes.”
“Seriously,” I said, amazed by all these wonders, “it couldn’t be simpler.”
After passing the cage for the staircase that led to the deck, I saw a small room, about six feet long, where Conseil and Ned Land, totally psyched about their meal, were devouring it. Then a door opened into a kitchen, about nine feet long, located between the large storage rooms. Electricity did all the cooking—way better than gas. The heat from under the furnaces came out of platinum sponges, kept at a steady temperature and distributed evenly. They also heated a water-making machine that, through evaporation, produced excellent drinking water. Near the kitchen was a bathroom, comfortably equipped with hot and cold water taps.
Next to the kitchen was the crew’s quarters, about fifteen feet long. But the door was closed, and I couldn’t see how it was organized, which might have given me an idea of how many people worked on the Nautilus.
 At the bottom was another room that separated this office from the engine room. A door opened, and I found myself in the compartment where Captain Nemo—definitely a seriously talented engineer—had set up his machinery. This engine room, brightly lit, was at least sixty-five feet long. It was split into two sections; one held the stuff for making electricity, and the other had the machines that connected it to the propeller. I checked it out, really wanting to understand how the Nautilus worked.
“You see,” said the Captain, “I use Bunsen’s designs, not Ruhmkorff’s. They wouldn’t have been strong enough. Bunsen’s are fewer, but super powerful and big, which experience shows is best. The electricity made goes forward, where it powers huge electromagnets, on a system of levers and gears that move the propeller’s axle. This one, which is nineteen feet across and twenty-three feet around, spins about a hundred and twenty times a second.”
“And how fast does that get you?”
“A speed of fifty miles an hour.”
“I’ve seen the Nautilus zip around before the Abraham Lincoln, and I have my own thoughts about how fast it really is. But fifty miles? That’s not enough. We need to see where we’re going. We need to be able to turn it—left, right, up, down. How do you deal with the crushing pressure at the deep depths, where the resistance is measured in hundreds of atmospheres? How do you come back up to the surface? And how do you breathe down there? Am I asking too much?”
“Not at all, Professor,” replied the Captain, a little unsure; “since you might never leave this submarine. Come to the main lounge—that’s where we usually hang out—and you’ll learn everything you want to know about the Nautilus.”
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A moment later, we were settled on a comfy couch in the main room, just chilling and smoking. The Captain showed me a drawing that showed the plan, cutaway view, and overall design of the Nautilus. Then he started explaining, saying:—
“Here, M. Aronnax, are the exact measurements of the boat you’re in. It’s a long, stretched-out cylinder with pointy ends. It looks a lot like a cigar, a shape that’s already been used in London for similar designs. From front to back, the cylinder is exactly 232 feet long, and the widest part is twenty-six feet. It’s not built exactly like the big ships you take on long voyages, but it’s long enough and curved just right so the water slides off easily and doesn’t cause any problems. These measurements let you figure out the surface area and volume pretty easily. The surface area is 6032 feet, and the volume is about 1500 cubic yards—meaning when it’s completely underwater, it pushes aside 50,000 feet of water, or weighs 1500 tons.
“When I designed this underwater vessel, I wanted nine-tenths of it to be submerged, so it should only displace nine-tenths of its bulk—that is, only weigh that much. I shouldn't have exceeded that weight, building it with these measurements.
“The Nautilus has two hulls, one inside and one outside, connected by T-shaped metal supports, which makes it really strong. It's like a solid block—it doesn’t bend or flex. The sides don’t give way, and it’s all held together tightly, not just by the rivets. Because the materials are perfectly combined, it can handle even the roughest seas.
“These two hulls are made of steel plates, which are less dense than water—about .7 to .8 of the density of water. The inner hull is at least two and a half inches thick and weighs 394 tons. The outer hull, the keel, which is twenty inches high and ten inches thick, weighs sixty-two tons alone. The engine, the ballast, all the extra equipment, the walls and compartments, weigh 961.62 tons. Are you following?”
“Yeah, I got it.”
“So, when the Nautilus is floating like this, one-tenth of it is out of the water. Now, if I’ve made storage tanks that are the size of this tenth, or can hold 150 tons, and if I fill them with water, the boat, weighing then 1507 tons, will be completely submerged. That’s what would happen, Professor. These tanks are in the lower parts of the Nautilus. I just turn on the faucets and they fill, and the vessel sinks, having just been level with the surface.”
“Okay, Captain, but now we get to the tricky part. I understand how you can rise to the surface, but diving below, doesn’t your underwater machine encounter pressure, and therefore experience an upward force of one atmosphere for every thirty feet of water, about fifteen pounds per square inch?”
“Exactly, sir.”
“So, unless you completely fill the Nautilus, I don’t see how you can sink it to those depths.”
“Professor, you can’t mix up static and dynamic forces, or you’re going to make some serious mistakes. It doesn’t take much effort to reach the lower parts of the ocean, because everything tends to sink. When I wanted to find out how much extra weight I needed to sink the Nautilus, I just had to calculate how much the seawater shrinks as it gets deeper.”
“That makes sense.”
 “Okay, so water isn't totally uncompressible, it can be squeezed a little bit, at least. Actually, the latest calculations show the reduction is only .000436 of an atmosphere for every thirty feet down. If we want to go 3000 feet, I'll have to account for the decrease in size under the pressure of a thousand feet of water. The math is easy to check. Now, I’ve got extra tanks that can hold a hundred tons. That means I can sink to a pretty deep spot. When I want to surface, I just release the water and empty all the tanks—if I want the Nautilus to pop up from, like, a tenth of its total capacity.”
I didn’t see anything wrong with his reasoning.
“I get your calculations, Captain,” I said. “I wouldn’t argue with them, since we see it happen every day; but I foresee a real problem.”
“What’s up?”
“When you’re about a thousand feet down, the walls of the Nautilus are dealing with a pressure of 100 atmospheres. So, if you were to empty the extra tanks right now, to lighten the boat, and go up to the surface, the pumps would have to fight a pressure of 100 atmospheres – that’s 1500 pounds per square inch. From that, you’ll need—"
“—That only electricity can provide,” the Captain cut in, quickly. “Seriously, sir, the power of my engines is practically unlimited. The pumps on the Nautilus are super powerful, like you saw when those jets of water exploded like a river against the Abraham Lincoln. Plus, I use these extra tanks mostly to maintain an average depth of 750 to 1000 fathoms, just to manage the machines. And when I want to explore the ocean floor, five or six miles below the surface, I use slower, but just as reliable, methods.”
“What are they, Captain?”
“That means I’d have to explain how the Nautilus works.”
“I’m really eager to know.”
“To steer this boat to the right or left, to turn—basically, following a horizontal plan, I use a regular rudder attached to the back of the sternpost, with a wheel and some ropes to steer. But I can also make the Nautilus rise and sink, and sink and rise, by using a vertical movement with two angled planes attached to its sides, opposite the center of flotation. These planes move in every direction, and I operate them with powerful levers from inside. If the planes are parallel to the boat, it moves horizontally. If angled, the Nautilus, depending on the angle, and with the screw working, either sinks or rises diagonally as I want. And if I want to surface quickly, I retract the screw, and the pressure of the water makes the Nautilus rise straight up, like a balloon filled with hydrogen.”
“Amazing, Captain! But how does the steersman follow the route in the dark water?”
“The steersman stands in a glazed box that’s raised around the hull of the Nautilus, and it’s fitted with lenses.”
“Are these lenses strong enough to handle that much pressure?”
“Totally. Glass, which breaks easily, can actually offer a lot of resistance. During some electric light fishing experiments in 1864 in the Northern Seas, we saw plates less than a third of an inch thick resist a pressure of sixteen atmospheres. Now, the glass I use is more than thirty times thicker.”
“Got it. But, still, to see, you need light to beat out the darkness, and in the pitch-black water, how can you see?”
“Behind the steersman’s cage is a powerful electric reflector, which lights up the sea for about half a mile in front.”
 “Ah! bravo, bravo, Captain! Now I understand this glow we saw on what we thought was a narwhal. So, about the boarding of the Nautilus and the Scotia – was it just a random thing?”
“Totally accidental, sir. I was just skimming the surface, about six feet down, when it happened. No harm done.”
“None at all, sir. But now, about your run-in with the Abraham Lincoln?”
“Professor, I’m sorry about one of the best ships in the American navy, but they attacked me, and I had to defend myself. I just disabled the frigate; she’s gonna be fine after some repairs at the next port.”
“Ah, Commander! your Nautilus is seriously an amazing boat.”
“Yeah, Professor; and I love it like it’s part of me. When danger threatens a ship out on the ocean, you first feel like you've fallen into a huge void above and below. But on the Nautilus, people never lose their cool. No worries about defects, because the double hull is solid as iron. No rigging to fix, no sails for the wind to rip, no boilers to explode, no fire to fear, since it’s made of iron, not wood. No need for coal, because electricity powers everything. No risk of crashing, because it’s the only thing swimming way down deep. And no storms to worry about, because when it dives underwater, it’s totally calm. Seriously, that’s the perfect ship! And if it’s true that an engineer trusts a ship more than the builder, and the builder more than the captain, you get an idea of how much I trust my Nautilus – because I’m the captain, the builder, and the engineer all in one.”
“But how did you build this incredible Nautilus in secret?”
“Each part, M. Aronnax, came from different places around the world. The keel was made in Creusot, the screw shaft at Penn & Co.’s in London, the iron plates for the hull at Laird’s in Liverpool, the screw itself at Scott’s in Glasgow. The reservoirs were made by Cail & Co. in Paris, the engine by Krupp in Prussia, the drill at Motala’s workshop in Sweden, the instruments from Hart Brothers in New York, and so on; I gave each of those companies my orders, but under different names.”
“But these parts had to be put together and assembled, right?”
“Professor, I set up my workshops on a deserted island in the ocean. There my workers – brave people I taught and trained – and I put together our Nautilus. Then, when the work was done, a fire wiped out any trace of what we’d been doing on that island; I could have jumped over it if I wanted to.”
“So, this ship must have cost a fortune?”
“M. Aronnax, an iron ship costs around $67,500 per ton. The Nautilus weighed 1500 tons, so that’s $67,500, plus another $80,000 for the fancy stuff and the collections it holds, totaling about $200,000.”
“One last question, Captain Nemo.”
“Go ahead, Professor.”
“Are you rich?”
“Seriously rich, sir; I could pay off the national debt of France without even noticing.”
I stared at this unusual guy who spoke so casually. Was he messing with me? Only time would tell.
Chapter 13

The Black River.
It’s estimated that over eighty million acres of the Earth are covered in water. This huge mass of water – two billion two hundred and fifty million cubic miles – forms a spherical body with a diameter of sixty leagues, weighing three quintillions of tons. To wrap your head around those numbers, think of it this way: a quintillion is to a billion what a billion is to one. There are as many billions in a quintillion as there are units in a billion. That’s roughly the amount of water that all the rivers on Earth would discharge in forty thousand years.
Throughout Earth’s history, volcanic activity followed periods of water dominance. Originally, the ocean covered everything. Then, gradually, during the Silurian period, mountain peaks started to show, and islands emerged, only to disappear under partial floods. They reappeared, settled down, and formed continents, eventually shaping the Earth as we know it today. The solid landmasses have taken thirty-seven million six hundred and fifty-seven square miles – about twelve billion nine hundred and sixty million acres – from the water.
The shape of the continents lets us divide the oceans into five major areas: the Arctic or Frozen Ocean, the Antarctic or Frozen Ocean, the Indian, the Atlantic, and the Pacific Oceans.
The Pacific Ocean stretches from north to south between the polar circles and from east to west between Asia and America, covering an area of 145 degrees of longitude. It’s the calmest of the seas, with broad, slow currents, moderate tides, and plenty of rain. It was the ocean my fate led me to travel across under these unusual circumstances.
“Sir,” said Captain Nemo, “if you’re okay with it, we’ll take our bearings and set the starting point of this voyage. It’s a quarter till noon; I’ll head back up to the surface.”
The Captain pressed an electric clock three times. The pumps started draining the water from the tanks, and the manometer needle showed a different pressure as the Nautilus began to rise. Then it stopped.
“We’re here,” said the Captain.
I went to the central staircase, which opened onto the platform, climbed the iron steps, and found myself on the upper part of the Nautilus.
The platform was only three feet above the water. The front and back of the Nautilus were shaped like a spindle, which rightly earned it comparisons to a cigar. I noticed that its iron plates, slightly overlapping each other, resembled the shell covering the bodies of our large land reptiles. It explained why, despite all the binoculars, people might have mistaken this boat for a sea creature.
Toward the middle of the platform, the longboat, half-buried in the hull of the vessel, formed a small bump. Fore and aft were two cages of medium height with slanted sides, and partly closed by thick, rounded glass panels; one for the steersman who guided the Nautilus, the other holding a bright lantern to light the way.
The sea was gorgeous, the sky clear. The long vehicle barely felt the ocean’s gentle swells. A light breeze from the east rippled the water’s surface. The horizon, clear of fog, made observation easy. Nothing was in sight. Not a sandbar, not an island. A vast desert.
Captain Nemo, using his sextant, took the sun’s angle, which should also give the latitude. He waited for a few moments until its disc touched the horizon. During the observation, not a muscle moved; the instrument could not have been more still in a hand made of marble.
Captain Nemo measured the Sun’s altitude.
“Noon, sir,” he said. “Whenever you’re ready——”
I took one last look at the sea, slightly yellowed by the Japanese coast, and headed down to the saloon.
 “And now, sir, I’m leaving you to your studies,” added the Captain. “Our course is northeast, our depth is twenty-six fathoms. Here are maps—super detailed, so you can follow along. The lounge is yours to use, and with your permission, I’m heading out.” Captain Nemo bowed, and I was left alone, totally lost in thoughts about the commander of the Nautilus.
For a whole hour, I was deep in these reflections, trying to figure out this mystery that was so captivating to me. Then, my eyes landed on the huge map spread across the table, and I put my finger on the exact spot where the latitude and longitude lines crossed.
The ocean has its own rivers, just like continents do. They're special currents known for their temperature and color. The most famous one is the Gulf Stream. Scientists have mapped out five major currents all over the globe: one in the North Atlantic, a second in the South, a third in the North Pacific, a fourth in the South, and a fifth in the Southern Indian Ocean. It’s even possible that a sixth current existed at some point in the Northern Indian Ocean, when the Caspian and Aral Seas were just one big body of water.
At the point on the map I was looking at, one of these currents was flowing—the Kuro-Shivo of Japan, the Black River. It leaves the Bay of Bengal, where it’s warmed by the tropical sun, crosses the Straits of Malacca along the coast of Asia, turns into the North Pacific towards the Aleutian Islands, carrying with it logs of camphor trees and other plants, and edging the ocean waves with its warm, deep blue water. That’s the current the Nautilus was following. I tracked it with my eye, watched it disappear into the vastness of the Pacific, and felt myself pulled along with it, when Ned Land and Conseil showed up at the lounge door.
My two brave companions were totally frozen by the wonders spread out before them.
“Where are we, where are we?” exclaimed the Canadian. “Are we at the museum in Quebec?”
“My friends,” I said, gesturing for them to come in, “you’re not in Canada, but on board the Nautilus, fifty yards below the surface of the sea.”
“But, M. Aronnax,” said Ned Land, “can you tell me how many people are on board? Ten, twenty, fifty, a hundred?”
“I can’t answer you, Mr. Land; it’s better to put aside any ideas about seizing the Nautilus or escaping from it for now. This ship is a masterpiece of modern engineering, and I’d be sad to not see it. Lots of people would accept our situation just to experience all these wonders. So, be quiet and let’s see what’s happening around us.”
“See!” exclaimed the harpooner, “but we can’t see anything in this iron prison! We’re walking—we’re sailing—blindly.”
Ned Land had barely finished speaking when everything suddenly went dark. The glowing ceiling vanished, so quickly it was almost painful to my eyes.
We stood silent, not moving, not knowing what surprise awaited us, whether it would be good or bad. A sliding sound echoed: it sounded like panels were moving along the sides of the Nautilus.
“This is it, the end of the line!” said Ned Land.
Suddenly, light burst through two long openings on either side of the lounge. The water appeared brilliantly lit up by the electric glow. Two crystal panels separated us from the sea. At first, I was nervous that this thin barrier might break, but strong copper bands held them in place, giving them incredible strength.
The sea was clearly visible for a mile all around the Nautilus. What a sight! How can words describe it? Who could paint the effect of the light through those clear sheets of water, and the gentle changes in color from the lower to the upper layers of the ocean?
 We know the ocean is unbelievably clear—way clearer than freshwater. Tiny bits of minerals and stuff floating in it actually make it more transparent. Down in the Caribbean, under almost five hundred feet of water, you can see a sandy bottom with surprising clarity. Sunlight can reach down over eight hundred feet, but in the water around the Nautilus, we had this electric glow, like liquid light.
Windows on either side opened into this totally unexplored deep. The dimness of the lounge made the outside light pop, and we were staring out like we were looking into a giant aquarium.
“You wanted to see, right, Ned? Well, look at this,” said Captain Nemo.
“Whoa! Seriously cool!” muttered the Canadian, who seemed to forget about being mad and was totally drawn in by the sight. “I’d go a long way to see something like that!”
“I get it,” I thought to myself. “He’s built his own world here, and he treasures all his amazing discoveries.”
For two whole hours, a school of aquatic animals swam alongside the Nautilus. As they raced and played, showing off their beauty, speed, and colors, I spotted a bunch of different fish: bright green labre, banded mullet with a double line of black, round-tailed goby that were white with violet spots on their backs, Japanese scombrus – a gorgeous mackerel with a blue body and silvery head – and brilliant azurors, which are impossible to describe. There were also banded spares with fins of blue and yellow, woodcocks of the sea, some as long as three feet, Japanese salamanders, spider lampreys, six-foot-long serpents with lively little eyes and a huge mouth full of teeth, and tons of other species.
Our imaginations were going wild. Ned was naming the fish, and Conseil was organizing them. I was totally mesmerized by how they moved and how beautiful they were. I’d never seen these animals alive and free in their natural habitat. I won't even try to list all the kinds that swam by—it was a whole collection of fish from the seas of China and Japan. They were drawn in, no doubt, by the bright electric light.
Suddenly, the lounge lit up, the metal walls closed, and the incredible view vanished. But for a long time after, I kept dreaming about it, and then I noticed the instruments on the wall. The compass still showed we were heading northeast, the pressure gauge showed five atmospheres—that’s about three hundred feet down—and the electric speed indicator said we were going fifteen miles an hour. I was waiting for Captain Nemo, but he didn't show. The clock said it was five o’clock.
Ned Land and Conseil went back to their rooms, and I went to my own. Dinner was ready. It was turtle soup made with the finest sea turtles, surmullet served with flaky pastry (the liver of which was unbelievably good), and fillets of the emperor-holocanthus, which tasted even better than salmon.
I spent the evening reading, writing, and thinking. Then, I fell asleep on my bed of seaweed, and slept like a log while the Nautilus sped through the current of the Black River.
Chapter 14

A Quick Note.
The next day was November 9th. I woke up after a seriously long sleep—like, twelve hours. Conseil came over, like he always did, to see “how I’d spent the night” and offer his help. He said his friend, the Canadian, was out like a log, like he’d never done anything else in his life. I let the good guy ramble on, not really feeling like talking. I was totally preoccupied by the Captain not being around during our meeting the day before, and hoping to see him today.
As soon as I got dressed, I headed into the main room. It was totally empty.
I dove into checking out the shell treasures hidden behind the cabinets. I was also super into these amazing herbariums filled with the rarest sea plants, which, even though they were dried, still had their awesome colors. Among these precious plants, I noticed some vorticellæ, pavonariæ, delicate ceramics with red streaks, some fan-shaped agari, and some natabuli like flat mushrooms, which used to be considered zoophytes—basically, a whole bunch of seaweed.
The whole day went by without a visit from Captain Nemo. The doors didn’t even open. Maybe they didn’t want us to get tired of all the cool stuff.
The Nautilus was cruising east by northeast, going about twelve knots, with a depth of twenty-five to thirty fathoms below the surface.
The next day, November 10th, same thing—deserted, totally alone. I didn’t see a single crew member: Ned and Conseil spent most of the day with me. They were both baffled by the Captain’s total absence. Was this strange guy sick? Had he changed his plans for us?
Honestly, as Conseil said, we had total freedom, we were fed really well and treated like royalty. Our host was sticking to the deal. We couldn’t complain, and, seriously, our crazy situation gave us so many incredible perks that we didn’t even have the right to whine about it yet.
That day, I started writing down the journal of these adventures, which has helped me tell the story with a lot more detail and accuracy. I wrote it on paper made from sea grass.
November 11th, early in the morning. The fresh air moving around inside the Nautilus told me we’d surfaced to get more oxygen. I headed for the central staircase and went up to the platform.
It was six o’clock, the weather was cloudy, the sea was grey but calm. Not a single wave. I was really hoping to see Captain Nemo—would he be there? I didn't see anyone except the steersman stuck in his glass booth. I sat on the part of the hull where the pinnace was stored and breathed in the salty air—it felt amazing.
Little by little, the fog started to disappear under the sun’s rays, and the sun popped up over the eastern horizon. The sea shimmered under its light like a trail of gunpowder. The clouds up high were colored with bright shades of gorgeous colors, and there were a bunch of “mare’s tails,” which meant there would be wind today. But what was wind to this Nautilus, which even storms couldn’t scare!
I was checking out this awesome sunrise—so cheerful and full of life—when I heard footsteps coming toward the platform. I was ready to greet Captain Nemo, but it was his second (the guy I’d already met during the Captain’s first visit) who showed up. He came onto the platform without even noticing me. He scanned the entire horizon with his powerful telescope. When he was done, he approached the panel and said exactly this: I remembered it, because every morning he repeated the same thing, under exactly the same conditions. It went like this—
“Nautron respoc lorni virch.”
I had no idea what it meant.
After he said those words, the second went back down. I figured the Nautilus was about to go back to exploring underwater. I went back to the panel and headed to my room.
 Five days went by like that, nothing changed. Every morning I went up to the platform. The same words were said by the same person. But Captain Nemo didn't show.
I’d pretty much given up on ever seeing him again, when, on November 16th, Ned and Conseil and I got back to my room, I found a note on my table, addressed to me. I ripped it open, super impatient. It was written in a bold, clear handwriting, the letters a little sharp, like that old-school German font. The note said:
November 16th, 1867.
TO PROFESSOR ARONNAX, On board the Nautilus.
Captain Nemo invites Professor Aronnax to a hunting trip, happening tomorrow morning in the forests of Crespo Island. He really hopes the Professor can make it, and he’s happy to have his companions join him too.
CAPTAIN NEMO, Commander of the Nautilus.
“A hunt!” Ned exclaimed.
“And in the forests of Crespo Island!” added Conseil.
“So, the guy’s going on land?” replied Ned Land.
“That’s pretty clear, I think,” I said, reading the letter again.
“Well, we gotta accept,” said the Canadian. “But once we’re back on solid ground, we’ll know what to do. Honestly, I’m dying for a piece of fresh venison.”
Without trying to figure out how Captain Nemo’s obvious dislike of land and continents fit with inviting us to hunt in a forest, I just replied:
“Let’s find out where Crespo Island is first.”
I checked the planisphere, and at 32° 40′ north latitude and 157° 50′ west longitude, I found a small island. It was recognized in 1801 by Captain Crespo, and marked on old Spanish maps as Rocca de la Plata—which means “The Silver Rock.” We were about eighteen hundred miles from where we started, and the Nautilus, changing course a little, was heading back towards the southeast.
I showed my companions this tiny island lost in the middle of the North Pacific.
“If Captain Nemo does go on land sometimes,” I said, “he definitely chooses deserted islands.”
Ned Land shrugged without saying anything, and he and Conseil left me.
After dinner, which the silent, expressionless steward served, I went to bed, feeling a little worried.
The next morning, November 17th, when I woke up, I realized the Nautilus was completely still. I got dressed fast and went into the saloon.
Captain Nemo was there, waiting for me. He stood up, bowed, and asked if it was okay for me to go with him. He didn’t mention his absence over the last eight days, so I didn’t bring it up, and just said that my companions and I were ready to follow him.
We went into the dining room, where breakfast was served.
“M. Aronnax,” said the Captain, “please, share my breakfast without any fuss. We’ll chat as we eat. I promised you a walk in the forest, but I didn’t say I’d find hotels there. So, eat like a guy who probably won’t have dinner until really late.”
I did the meal justice. It was a bunch of different kinds of fish, and slices of holothuridæ (really good zoophytes), and various types of seaweed. Our drink was pure water, with the Captain adding a few drops of a fermented liquor, made by the Kamschatcha method from a seaweed called Rhodomenia palmata. Captain Nemo ate without saying a word at first. Then he started—
“Sir, when I invited you to hunt in my underwater forest of Crespo, you probably thought I was crazy. Sir, you shouldn’t judge anyone lightly.”
“But Captain, believe me——”
“Be kind enough to listen, and you’ll see if you have any reason to accuse me of being foolish and contradictory.”
“I’m listening.”
 “You know as well as I do, Professor, that people can breathe underwater, as long as they have enough air. In underwater construction, workers—wearing waterproof gear and a metal helmet—get air pumped down through tubes and regulators.”
“That’s a diving setup,” I said.
“Exactly, but you’re not free under those conditions. You’re attached to the pump sending air through a rubber tube, and if we had to be tethered to the Nautilus like that, we couldn’t go far.”
“And how do you get free?” I asked.
“It’s the Rouquayrol apparatus, invented by two French guys, which I’ve perfected for my own use. It lets you risk going underwater without any harm to your body. It’s basically a tank made of thick iron plates, where I store air under really high pressure—fifty atmospheres. It’s strapped to your back, like a backpack. The top part is a box where the air stays put thanks to a bellows, so it doesn’t leak unless it’s at normal pressure. The Rouquayrol setup we use has two rubber tubes coming out of the box and connecting to a kind of mask that covers your nose and mouth. One tube brings in fresh air, the other lets out the bad air, and your tongue controls which one is open. But when I’m dealing with intense pressure deep down, I have to seal my head like a diver in a copper ball, and that’s how the two tubes—the intake and exhaust—connect.”
“Got it, Captain Nemo; but the air you’re carrying has to run out eventually. When it’s only got fifteen percent oxygen, it’s no longer breathable.”
“True! But I told you, M. Aronnax, that the Nautilus’s pumps let me store air under high pressure, so the tank can supply breathable air for nine or ten hours.”
“I have no more objections,” I answered. “I’ll just ask you one thing, Captain—how do you light your way at the bottom of the ocean?”
“With the Ruhmkorff apparatus, M. Aronnax. One’s carried on your back, the other’s fastened to your waist. It’s got a Bunsen pile—I don’t use that weird bichromate of potash stuff, but sodium instead. A wire collects the electricity it makes and directs it to a special lantern. Inside the lantern is a glass spiral that holds a small amount of carbon gas. When the thing’s running, the gas glows, giving off a bright, steady white light. So, I can breathe and I can see.”
“Captain Nemo, you have such crushing answers to all my objections that I can’t doubt anything anymore. But if I’m going to use the Rouquayrol and Ruhmkorff apparatus, I need to make some reservations about the gun I’m going to carry.”
“But it’s not a gun that uses gunpowder,” the Captain replied.
“Then it’s an air gun.”
“Of course! How would I make gunpowder on board without saltpetre, sulfur, or charcoal?”
“Besides,” I added, “to fire underwater in a medium eight hundred and fifty-five times denser than air, we’d have to overcome a lot of resistance.”
“That wouldn’t be a problem. There are guns, according to Fulton, perfected in England by Philip Coles and Burley, in France by Furcy, and in Italy by Landi, that have a special closing system that lets them fire underwater. But I repeat, without gunpowder, I use air under high pressure, which the Nautilus’s pumps supply in abundance.”
“But that air has to be used up quickly, right?”
 “Seriously, don’t I have my Rouquayrol tank? It can supply air whenever we need it. All we need is a valve. Plus, Aronnax, you gotta realize that during our hunt underwater, we won’t use much air or ammo.”
“But it seems to me that in this dim light, and in this thick liquid—way thicker than air—shots wouldn't travel far or easily kill anything.”
“Sir, quite the opposite! This gun’s every shot is deadly. Even a light touch will drop an animal like it’s been hit by lightning.”
“Why?”
“Because the bullets this gun fires aren’t normal bullets. They’re tiny glass containers—Leniebroek, an Austrian chemist, invented them—and I have tons. These glass containers are covered in steel and weighted with lead pellets. They’re basically supercharged batteries; they release electricity with the slightest shock. No matter how tough the animal is, it drops dead.”
“I won’t argue anymore,” I said, standing up. “All I have left is to grab my gun. I’m going wherever you’re going.”
Captain Nemo then led me to the back of the ship. As we passed Ned’s and Conseil’s cabins, I called out to my two friends, and they followed right behind. We ended up in a kind of room near the engine room, where we were supposed to put on our diving gear.
Chapter 15

This room was, honestly, the armory and closet for the Nautilus. A dozen diving suits hung from the wall, waiting for us to use them.
Ned Land, when he saw them, clearly didn’s want to put one on.
“But, my good Ned, the forests of Crespo Island are just underwater forests.”
“Awesome!” said the disappointed harpooner, seeing his dreams of fresh meat disappear. “And you, Professor, are you going to suit up?”
“There’s no other choice, Ned.”
“Whatever you say, sir,” replied the harpooner, shrugging. “But I’m not getting into one unless I absolutely have to.”
“No one will force you, Ned,” said Captain Nemo.
“What about Conseil?” asked Ned.
“I follow my master wherever he goes,” replied Conseil.
At the Captain’s signal, two of the crew came to help us get into these heavy, waterproof suits, made of seamless rubber and designed to handle serious pressure. They looked like a mix of armor and flexible gear. The suit was like pants and a vest. The pants ended in thick boots with heavy lead soles. The vest was held together by copper bands across the chest, protecting it from the water pressure while letting your lungs breathe. The sleeves ended in gloves that didn’t restrict hand movement. They were way better than the old cork vests and jackets people used back in the 1700s.
Captain Nemo, one of his crewmates (a real powerhouse who must’ve been super strong), Conseil, and I were soon zipped up in the suits. All that was left was to put on the metal helmets. But before we did, I asked the Captain if I could check out the guns we were going to carry.
One of the crew handed me a simple gun. The butt, made of steel and hollow in the middle, was pretty big. It served as a tank for compressed air, which a spring-loaded valve released into a metal tube. A box of electric projectiles, grooved into the butt, held about twenty of them. A spring forced each one into the barrel after a shot. You were always ready to fire again.
“Captain Nemo,” I said, “this is a perfect weapon, easy to handle. I just want to try it out. But how are we going to reach the bottom of the sea?”
“Right now, Professor, the Nautilus is sitting on the seabed in about thirty feet of water, and we just need to get started.”
“But how will we move?”
“You’ll see.”
Captain Nemo put his head into the helmet, and Conseil and I did the same, hearing an ironic “Let’s go!” from the Canadian. The top of our suits ended in a copper collar where the metal helmet screwed on. Three thick glass windows let us see in all directions by just turning our heads inside the helmet. As soon as it was in place, the Rouquayrol apparatus on our backs started working, and I could breathe easily.
With a Ruhmkorff lamp hanging from my belt and the gun in my hand, I was ready to go. But honestly, trapped in these heavy clothes and stuck to the deck by my leaden soles, it was impossible to take a step.
I was ready to set out.
But someone had thought of that. I felt myself being pushed into a small room next to the closet. My companions followed, towed along the same way. I heard a watertight door with stopper plates close behind us, and we were plunged into complete darkness.
 After a few minutes, a loud hissing filled the air. I felt a chill creep up from my feet to my chest. It seemed like they’d tapped a hole in the hull, letting water flood in, and the room filled up fast. A second door opened on the side of the Nautilus. We saw a faint light. In a flash, our feet touched the ocean floor.
Now, how can I even begin to describe the feeling of walking under the water? Words just don’s cut it when it comes to something this amazing! Captain Nemo was out front, his companion a few steps behind. Conseil and I stuck close, like we could somehow talk through our metal suits. I didn't feel the weight of my clothes, or my shoes, or even the air tank and helmet on my head – it rattled around in there like an almond in its shell.
The light, shining from thirty feet below the surface, was unbelievably bright. Sunlight streamed through the water easily, washing out all the colors, and I could see things clearly, a hundred and fifty yards away. Beyond that, the colors faded into deep blues and hazy shadows. Seriously, this water felt like another kind of air—denser than the air we breathe, but almost as clear. Above us was the calm surface of the sea.
We were walking on smooth, even sand, not like a beach with rippled patterns left by the waves. This brilliant carpet, like a mirror, reflected the sunlight with incredible intensity, creating a vibration that went through every drop of water. Can you believe I could see as clearly as if it were a sunny day, thirty feet underwater?
For fifteen minutes, I walked on this sand, covered with tiny shell dust. The hull of the Nautilus, looking like a long sandbar, slowly disappeared from view. But the lantern would guide us back on board with its bright beam when darkness fell.
Soon, shapes of things started to appear in the distance. I recognized huge rocks, covered with beautiful sea plants and coral. The whole scene was unlike anything I’d ever seen.
It was ten in the morning, and the sunlight hit the waves at an angle. The light, refracted through the water like a prism, created colorful edges on the rocks, plants, shells, and coral. It was incredible – a feast for the eyes! A perfect mix of green, yellow, orange, violet, indigo, and blue, like an artist’s entire palette! I wished I could share the excitement surging through my brain with Conseil, and match his expressions of awe. Maybe Captain Nemo and his companion were exchanging thoughts with secret signals. So, I just talked to myself; I rambled inside the copper box that covered my head, probably wasting precious air on pointless chatter.
 Crazy coral formations—like, pure tuft-coral clusters, prickly mushrooms, and anemones—created this insane garden, all sparkly with tiny shells. Sea stars dotted the sandy bottom, and these delicate, lacy things, like lace stitched by magical water sprites, waved gently with our steps. Seriously, it bummed me out to crush all these awesome shells under my feet—hammer-heads, bouncy shells called donaciae, spiral shells, and red helmet-shells, angel wings, and a ton of other stuff the ocean kept churning out. But we had to keep moving, so we did, while schools of jellyfish floated above us, their tentacles trailing behind. Their umbrellas—opal or rose-pink, with a blue trim—shielded us from the sun and these fiery little guys, pelagiæ, that would’ve lit up our path with glowing light if it were dark.
I saw all these wonders in like, a quarter-mile, barely stopping, and following Captain Nemo, who was waving me on. Soon, the ground changed—the sandy area turned into this muddy, slimy stuff that Americans call “ooze,” made up of equal parts of tiny shells. We walked across this huge field of seaweed, super wild and lush. The grass was soft and dense, like the plushest carpet ever made. But the greenery didn't stop at our feet; a tangled network of marine plants, from that endless family of seaweed (there are over two thousand kinds!), floated above the water. I saw long strips of kelp floating by—some round, some lumpy—plus these delicate laurenciæ and cladostephi, and some rhodomeniæ palmatæ that looked like cactus fans. I noticed the green plants stayed closer to the surface, while the red ones hung out deeper, letting the dark brown plants create gardens in the faraway ocean beds.
We’d been away from the Nautilus for about an hour and a half. It was almost noon; I could tell because the sun's rays weren’t bent anymore. The magical colors faded away, and the emerald and sapphire shades disappeared. We walked with a steady pace, and our footsteps echoed loudly—the slightest sound traveled super fast, way faster than we’d ever hear on land; water conducts sound way better than air, like four times as well. At this point, the ground started sloping downwards, and the light took on a uniform color. We were about a hundred and five yards and twenty inches deep, feeling about six times the normal pressure.
Even at that depth, I could still see the sun’s rays, though they were faint. They’d turned into a reddish twilight, the last bit of light between day and night. But we could still see okay; we didn’t need the Ruhmkorff lamp just yet. Then Captain Nemo stopped; he waited for me to catch up and pointed to this dark shape in the distance.
“It’s the forest of Crespo Island,” I thought—and I was totally right.
Chapter 16

A Submarine Forest.
We’d finally arrived at the edge of this forest, definitely one of Captain Nemo’s huge domains. He considered it his own, like the first humans had a right to the world in its early days. And, honestly, who would argue with him about owning this underwater property? What other brave pioneer would come along, ready to chop down the dark thickets?
This forest was made up of giant plants; and the moment we went under its massive archways, I was struck by how their branches were positioned—a position I hadn’t noticed before.
Not a single plant covered the ground, and not a branch on the trees was broken or bent, and they didn't stretch out sideways; everything pointed straight up towards the ocean’s surface. Not a single strand, no matter how thin, stayed as straight as an iron rod. The seaweed and vines grew in straight, vertical lines because of the water that created them. They were completely still, but when I bent one, it immediately popped back to its original shape. It was truly a place of straight lines!
I quickly got used to this crazy position, and the dimness all around us. The ground in the forest seemed covered in sharp rocks, hard to avoid. The underwater plants were incredibly perfect, and even richer than they would have been in the arctic or tropical zones, where these plants aren’t as common. But for a few minutes, I accidentally mixed up the different types of plants and animals; it's easy to get confused in this underwater world.
These plants reproduce on their own, and their existence depends on the water that supports and nourishes them. Instead of leaves, many of them shot out blades of all shapes, in a range of colors—pink, red, green, olive, tan, and brown. I saw peacocks spread out like fans, as if trying to catch a breeze; bright red corals with thin, flat layers that sent out edible shoots of fern-shaped plants that grew up to fifteen feet tall; clusters of cup-shaped plants with stems that got bigger as they went up; and tons of other underwater plants, all without flowers!
“What a weird and amazing place!” said a smart scientist. “It’s like the animal kingdom is blooming, but the plant kingdom isn’t!”
Under these many bushes (as big as trees in more temperate climates), and under their damp shade, were real bushes of living flowers, hedges of plant-animals, with some zig-zagged corals, some yellow star corals; and to complete the picture, fish-flies buzzed from branch to branch like hummingbirds, while yellow fish with bristling jaws, wing-like fish, and fish with one fin rose at our feet like a flock of snipes.
About an hour later, Captain Nemo gave the signal to stop. I was glad for the break, and we relaxed under a shelter made of seaweed, the long, thin blades standing up like arrows.
That short rest felt amazing. All that was missing was a good conversation, but it was impossible to talk or answer. I just pressed my big copper helmet against Conseil’s. I saw the good guy’s eyes sparkling with excitement, and to show how happy he was, he shook himself in his air-filled suit in the funniest way ever.
 After about four hours of walking, I was surprised I wasn’t starving. I had no idea why my stomach wasn’t screaming for food. But instead, I felt totally wiped out and just needed to sleep – that’s just how it is for divers. My eyes slammed shut behind my glasses, and I drifted into a deep sleep, something the constant movement had been keeping at bay. Captain Nemo and his strong friend were already stretched out, relaxing in the clear water.
I couldn’t tell how long I’d been out, but when I woke up, the sun looked like it was sinking towards the horizon. Captain Nemo was already up, and I was starting to stretch when a crazy sight jolted me awake.
Just a few steps away, a gigantic sea spider, about three feet tall, was staring at me with beady eyes, ready to pounce. My diving suit was thick enough to protect me from its bite, but I still shuddered with fear. Conseil and the sailor from the Nautilus woke up at that moment. Captain Nemo pointed to the creepy crustacean, and a whack from the butt of his gun knocked it over. I watched its horrible claws twitch in awful convulsions. This whole thing reminded me that there could be even scarier animals lurking in these deep waters, and my suit might not protect me from them. I hadn't thought about it before, but I decided to be extra careful. I figured this would be the end of our walk, but I was wrong. Instead of heading back to the Nautilus, Captain Nemo kept going. The ground was still sloping downwards, and it looked like we were going deeper and deeper. It must have been around three o’clock when we reached a narrow valley, with huge, sheer walls rising up on either side, about seven-hundred-fifty feet below the surface. Thanks to our amazing gear, we were five-hundred-fifty feet below the limit that nature seems to have set for how deep humans can go underwater.
I’m saying seven-hundred-fifty feet, even though I didn’t have anything to measure the distance. But I knew that even in the clearest water, sunlight couldn’t reach that far. So, it got really dark. After about ten steps, I couldn't see anything. I was feeling my way along when I suddenly saw a super bright white light. Captain Nemo had just switched on his electric lamp; his friend did the same, and Conseil and I followed suit. I turned a screw to connect the wire to the glass spiral, and the sea, lit by our four lamps, glowed for about thirty-six yards.
Captain Nemo was still pushing into the dark depths of the forest, where the trees were getting fewer and fewer. I noticed that plants disappeared faster than animals. The jellyfish had already left the dry ground, from which a ton of animals—zoophytes, creatures with segmented bodies, shellfish, and fish—still got their food.
As we walked, I figured the light from our lamps couldn’t fail to attract something from the shadows. But if anything did approach, they kept a respectful distance from us. Several times, I saw Captain Nemo stop, raise his gun, and then lower it and keep walking. Finally, after about four hours, this incredible adventure ended. A wall of stunning rocks, piled up in a massive formation, rose up before us – a jumble of gigantic blocks, a huge, steep granite cliff, forming dark caves, but with no way to climb. It was the support for the Island of Crespo. It was the earth! Captain Nemo stopped suddenly. A gesture from him brought us all to a halt, and even though I really wanted to climb the wall, I had to stop. Here ended Captain Nemo’s territory. And he wasn’t going beyond it. Further on was a part of the world he wouldn’t trample on.
 Captain Nemo headed back to his small group, guiding them without any hesitation. I thought we weren’t taking the same route back to the Nautilus. The new path was really steep, and honestly, pretty painful. We were rising toward the surface of the ocean quickly. But this trip back up wasn’t so sudden that it would shock our bodies and cause serious problems—like internal injuries that could be deadly for divers. Soon, light started to reappear and got brighter. With the sun low on the horizon, everything had a kind of ghostly glow around it. About thirty feet down, we were walking through a huge school of little fish of all kinds—way more than you'd see birds in the air, and just as quick. We hadn't seen anything worth shooting yet when I saw the Captain quickly grab his gun and follow something into the bushes. He fired—I heard a quiet hiss, and a creature fell, stunned, a little ways from us. It was a magnificent sea otter, a kind of marine mammal. This otter was five feet long and must have been really valuable. Its fur, chestnut-brown on top and silvery underneath, would have been one of those gorgeous furs they’re always looking for in Russia and China; the quality and shine would have easily fetched around $110. I was totally impressed by this unique animal, with its rounded head and short ears, round eyes, and white whiskers like a cat, webbed feet with claws, and a fluffy tail. This precious animal is hunted and tracked by fishermen, and now it’s super rare, mostly hiding out in the northern parts of the Pacific—otherwise, it’s probably going extinct.
Captain Nemo’s friend grabbed the otter, tossed it over his shoulder, and we kept going. For about an hour, a sandy area stretched out before us. Sometimes it was only a few feet from the surface of the water. Then I saw our reflections clearly—drawn backward, like a mirror image. Above us was an identical group mirroring our movements and actions; basically, it was us, except they were walking with their heads down and their feet in the air.
Another thing I noticed was thick clouds that seemed to form and disappear quickly. But then I realized these weren’t really clouds—they were just the varying thickness of the reeds on the ocean floor. I could even see the fluffy foam their tops created on the water, and the shadows of big birds flying overhead, whose quick flight I could see on the surface of the sea.
On this trip, I saw one of the most incredible shots I’ve ever witnessed. A large bird with huge wings, clearly visible, flew over us. Captain Nemo’s friend shouldered his gun and fired—it was only a few yards above the waves. The bird fell stunned, and the force of its fall brought it within reach of the skilled hunter’s grasp. It was an albatross, a really impressive one.
Our journey hadn't been interrupted by this. For two hours, we followed these sandy plains, then through fields of seaweed—a real pain to get through. Honestly, I was relieved when I saw a glimmer of light, which broke the darkness of the water for about half a mile. It was the lantern of the Nautilus. In less than twenty minutes, we’d be on board, and I’d be able to breathe easily—it seemed my tank was supplying air that was seriously lacking oxygen. But then we had an unexpected encounter that delayed our arrival for a bit.
 I'd been hanging back a bit when I suddenly saw Captain Nemo heading straight for me, moving really fast. He used his strong hand to practically throw me to the ground, and his buddy did the same to Conseil. At first, I was totally confused by this sudden attack, but I relaxed a little when I saw the Captain lying down next to me and just staying put.
I was sprawled on the ground, right under a bush of seaweed, when I looked up and saw this huge thing swim by, glowing with phosphorescent light. It was moving super fast.
My blood went cold when I realized what it was—two seriously scary sharks. They were tintoreas, these crazy creatures with giant tails and this weird, glassy stare, spraying phosphorescent stuff from holes around their snouts. Seriously monstrous! They could crush a person in their iron jaws. I don’t know if Conseil was busy trying to identify them, but I was just checking out their silver bellies and huge mouths full of teeth—you know, from the perspective of a possible snack, not a scientist.
Luckily, these hungry guys don't have great eyesight. They swam right past us, brushing against us with their brown fins, and we dodged a danger that was definitely worse than running into a tiger in the woods. About half an hour later, using the electric light, we finally made it to the Nautilus. The outside hatch was open, and Captain Nemo slammed it shut as soon as we were inside the first room. Then he pushed a button. I heard the pumps working deep inside the vessel, I felt the water draining away, and in just a few minutes, the room was completely dry. The inside hatch opened, and we went into the changing room.
They took off our diving gear, which was a bit of a struggle. I was totally exhausted from not eating or sleeping. I went back to my room, still amazed by this crazy trip to the bottom of the sea.
Chapter 17

The next morning, November 18th, I was totally back to normal after yesterday's craziness, and I headed up to the deck just as the second lieutenant was saying his usual line.
I was checking out how awesome the ocean looked when Captain Nemo showed up. He didn't even notice I was there and started doing a bunch of astronomy stuff. Then, when he was done, he leaned against the railing of the watch-light and just stared out at the ocean, lost in thought. Meanwhile, a bunch of the crew from the Nautilus—all strong, healthy guys—came up to the deck too. They were pulling up the nets they'd laid out all night. You could tell they were from all over the place, even though you could see a European look in everyone. I spotted some Irish guys, Frenchmen, Slavs, and a Greek, or maybe a Candiote. They were polite, and they only spoke in this weird language I couldn't understand, and I didn’t even try to ask them about it.
They hauled in the nets. They were huge, like the ones you see along the Normandy coast—basically, giant pockets held open by the waves and a chain in the smaller holes. These pockets, pulled by iron poles, swept through the water, catching everything in their path. That day, they brought up some seriously interesting stuff from those rich waters.
I figured the haul must have been over nine hundred pounds of fish. It was a great catch, but not surprising. The nets go down for hours, and they scoop up an endless variety of things. We never ran out of good food, and the Nautilus's speed and the electric light could always restock our supply. All that stuff from the sea got lowered through a panel to the steward’s room, some to eat fresh, and others to pickle.
When the fishing was done and the air supply refreshed, I thought the Nautilus was about to keep going on its underwater trip and I was getting ready to head back to my room, when the Captain suddenly turned to me, saying:
“Professor, isn’t the ocean practically alive? It has its moods, calm and rough. Yesterday it was sleeping, just like we were, and now it’s waking up after a quiet night. Look!” he continued, “it’s waking up under the sun’s warmth. It’s going to start a new day. It’s fascinating to watch how it all works. It has a pulse, arteries, and spasms. I totally agree with Maury, who figured out that it has a circulation just like animals do.”
“Yeah, the ocean definitely has circulation, and to help it out, the Creator made sure there’s tons of stuff in it—heat, salt, and tiny organisms.”
When Captain Nemo said that, he seemed totally different, and it stirred up a lot of feelings in me.
“Also,” he added, “real existence is there. I can picture underwater towns, clusters of submarine houses, which, like the Nautilus, would surface every morning to breathe, free towns, independent cities. But who knows, maybe some dictator——”
Captain Nemo finished his sentence with a frustrated wave of his hand. Then, addressing me as if to chase away a sad thought:
“Mr. Aronnax,” he asked, “do you know how deep the ocean is?”
“I only know what the main soundings have shown us, Captain.”
“Could you tell me, so I can use that information?”
“These are some I remember,” I replied, “and I don’t think I’m wrong. A depth of 8,000 feet has been found in the North Atlantic, and 2,500 feet in the Mediterranean. The most amazing soundings were made in the South Atlantic, near the thirty-fifth parallel, and they showed 12,000 feet, 14,000 feet, and 15,000 feet. All together, they figure the average depth would be about one and three-quarter leagues if you leveled the ocean floor.”
 “Well, Professor,” replied the Captain, “we’ll show you better than that, I hope. As for the average depth of this part of the Pacific, I’m telling you it’s only 4,000 yards.”
After saying that, Captain Nemo headed toward the panel and disappeared down the ladder. I followed him and went into the big living room. The propeller started right away, and the log showed we were going twenty miles an hour.
Over the days and weeks that passed, Captain Nemo barely visited. I hardly ever saw him. The lieutenant kept track of the Nautilus’s route on the chart, so I could always tell exactly where we were going.
Pretty much every day for a while, they opened the panels in the living room, and we were never bored watching the mysteries of the underwater world.
The Nautilus was generally heading southeast, staying between 100 and 150 yards below the surface. One day, though, I don’t know why, being pulled diagonally by the angled planes, it touched the ocean floor. The thermometer showed a temperature of 4.25 degrees Celsius—a temperature that seemed normal at that depth.
At three in the morning on November 26th, the Nautilus crossed the Tropic of Cancer at 172° longitude. On the 27th, we spotted the Sandwich Islands, where Cook died, February 14, 1779. We’d traveled about 4,860 nautical miles from where we started. In the morning, when I went out on the deck, I saw Hawaii, the biggest of the seven islands in the group, about two miles to the northeast. I could clearly see the cultivated areas, and the several mountain ranges running parallel to the coast, and the volcanoes that towered over Mouna-Rea, which rises 5,000 yards above sea level. Besides other things, the nets brought up some flabellariae and graceful polyps that are unique to that part of the ocean. The Nautilus kept heading southeast. It crossed the equator on December 7th, at 142° longitude, and on December 4th, after a quick crossing without anything special happening, we spotted the Marquesas Islands. I saw Martin’s peak on Nouka-Hiva, the largest of the group that belongs to France, about three miles away. I only saw the wooded mountains against the horizon, because Captain Nemo didn’t want to turn the ship into the wind. The nets brought up some really beautiful fish: some with azure fins and tails like gold, which tasted amazing; some almost without scales but delicious; others with bony jaws and yellowish gills, as good as bonitos—all fish that would be useful to us. After leaving those charming islands protected by the French flag, the Nautilus sailed about 2,000 miles from December 4th to 11th.
During the daytime on December 11th, I was busy reading in the big living room. Ned Land and Conseil were watching the glowing water through the slightly open panels. The Nautilus was still. While its tanks were filling, it stayed at a depth of 1,000 yards, a part of the ocean that’s rarely visited, and where you don’t usually see big fish.
I was reading a great book by Jean Mace, The Slaves of the Stomach, and learning some good lessons, when Conseil interrupted me.
“Will master come here a moment?” he said in a strange voice.
“What’s the matter, Conseil?”
“I want master to look.”
I got up, went over, and leaned on my elbows to look through the windows.
In a bright electric light, a huge black mass, completely still, was hanging in the water. I watched it closely, trying to figure out what kind of giant whale it was. But then a thought struck me. “A ship!” I said almost to myself.
“Yeah,” replied the Canadian, “a disabled ship that sank straight down.”
 Ned Land was totally right; we were near a ship, and its ripped sails were still hanging from the ropes. The bottom of the ship looked okay, and it had only been wrecked a few hours ago. Three broken masts, snapped off about two feet above the deck, showed the ship had to lose them. But it was on its side, full of water, and tilting over to the left. This wrecked shell of what it used to be was a sad sight, lost under the waves, but even sadder was the deck, where some bodies, tied up with ropes, were still there. I counted five—four guys, one of whom was standing at the wheel, and a woman standing at the back, holding a baby in her arms. She looked really young. I could see her face clearly, because the water hadn't messed it up too much, thanks to the bright lights from the Nautilus. In one last, desperate try, she’s lifted her baby above her head—poor little thing—whose arms were wrapped around her neck. The four sailors looked terrifying, all twisted from trying to break free from the ropes holding them to the ship. The guy steering was different, though, calm, with a serious, clear face, his gray hair stuck to his forehead, and his hand still gripping the wheel. He seemed to be guiding the three broken masts through the ocean depths, even then.
What a scene! We were speechless; our hearts were pounding at this shipwreck, like it was taken straight from life and frozen in a photo of its last moments. And I could already see huge sharks coming, with hungry eyes, drawn to the human bodies.
But the Nautilus turned and circled the sunken ship, and in a flash, I read the name on the back: “The Florida, Sunderland.”
Chapter 18

Vanikoro.
This whole scene was a bad omen, a sign of the disasters the Nautilus was heading toward. As long as we were in more common waters, we often saw the wreckage of sunken ships, just rotting away in the deep. Even further down, there were cannons, bullets, anchors, chains, and tons of other iron stuff, all eaten away by rust. But on December 11th, we spotted the Pomotou Islands, the old “danger zone” Bougainville warned about, stretching for nearly 3,000 miles from the Ducie Island to the Lazareff Island. This group covered about 230 square miles, made up of sixty smaller island groups, with the Gambier Islands being the most well-known—France controlled them. These were coral islands, slowly rising from the ocean, built bit by bit by tiny polyps. Eventually, this new island would connect to the nearby groups, creating a fifth continent stretching from New Zealand and New Caledonia all the way to the Marquesas.
One day, I was telling Captain Nemo this idea, and he replied, pretty much shutting me down:
“The earth doesn’t need new continents, it needs new people.”
By chance, the Nautilus headed toward Clermont-Tonnere Island, one of the most interesting islands in the group, discovered back in 1822 by Captain Bell of the Minerva. I could now study the madreporal system, which is responsible for creating these islands in the ocean.
Madrepores (which aren’t the same as coral) have a tissue covered in a hard, rocky crust, and the way their structure changes led M. Milne Edwards, my old mentor, to divide them into five categories. The tiny animalcules that the marine polyps secrete live by the millions in their cells. Their rocky deposits become rocks, reefs, and islands, both big and small. Here, they form a ring around a small lake, which connects to the ocean through openings. There, they build reef barriers like the ones off the coasts of New Caledonia and the various Pomoton islands. Elsewhere, like at Reunion and Mauritius, they create fringed reefs – high, straight walls near which the ocean is really deep.
A few cable lengths off the shore of Clermont-Tonnere, I was amazed by the incredible work these microscopic creatures were doing. These walls were mostly built by those madrepores called milleporas, porites, madrepores, and astraeas. These polyps are found mostly in the rough seabed, near the surface, and that’s where they start building, gradually burying themselves with the waste from their secretions. That's Darwin’s theory, anyway, and I thought it was a way better explanation than the idea that these madreporal structures are just the peaks of submerged mountains or volcanoes.
I could get a close look at these weird walls, because they went straight down over 300 yards, and our electric lights lit up the limestone brilliantly. Conseil asked me how long it took to build these massive barriers, and I totally blew his mind when I told him that scientists figured it was about an eighth of an inch every hundred years.
As evening approached, Clermont-Tonnere disappeared in the distance, and the Nautilus changed course. After crossing the Capricorn Tropic at 135° longitude, it sailed northwest, heading back towards the tropics. Even though the summer sun was blazing, we didn't feel hot, because at fifteen or twenty fathoms below the surface, the temperature stayed between ten and twelve degrees.
 On December 15th, we left behind the amazing Societies and the beautiful Tahiti, queen of the Pacific—heading east. I saw the island’s tall peaks in the morning, a few miles to the windward. The water gave us some seriously good fish—mackerel, bonitos, and a few kinds of what looked like sea serpents.
On Christmas Day, the Nautilus sailed into the New Hebrides, discovered way back in 1606 by Quiros, explored by Bougainville in 1768, and given its current name by Cook in 1773. It's made up mostly of nine big islands, forming a line about 120 miles long, between 15 and 2 degrees south latitude, and 164 and 168 degrees longitude. We passed pretty close to the Island of Aurou, which at noon looked like a huge mass of green forest, topped by a really tall peak.
Christmas Day, and Ned Land seemed super bummed we weren't celebrating “Christmas”—the holiday Protestants love so much. I hadn’t seen Captain Nemo in a week, when on the morning of the 27th, he walked into the big living room, always acting like he's seen you five minutes ago. I was busy tracing the Nautilus’s route on the world map. The Captain came up to me, put his finger on a spot, and just said this one word.
“Vanikoro.”
It was like magic! It was the name of the islands where La Perouse disappeared! I jumped up.
“The Nautilus has brought us to Vanikoro?” I asked.
“Yep, Professor,” said the Captain.
“And I can visit those famous islands where the Boussole and the Astrolabe went down?”
“If you want, Professor.”
“When will we be there?”
“We’re there now.”
Following Captain Nemo, I went up to the deck and scanned the horizon.
To the northeast, two volcanic islands rose up, different sizes, surrounded by a coral reef that was forty miles around. We were close to Vanikoro, also known as Isle de la Recherche by Dumont d’Urville, facing the small harbor of Vanou, located at 16° 4′ south latitude, and 164° 32′ east longitude. The land seemed covered in greenery, from the shore all the way to the peaks inland, crowned by Mount Kapogo, 476 feet high. The Nautilus, having passed the outer rocks through a narrow channel, found itself in shallow water where the sea was thirty to forty fathoms deep. Under the shady mangroves, I spotted some locals, who looked totally surprised to see us. Did they see some huge sea creature moving between the waves, something to be wary of?
Just then, Captain Nemo asked me what I knew about the wreck of La Perouse.
“Just what everyone knows, Captain,” I replied.
“And could you tell me what everyone knows about it?” he asked, sounding sarcastic.
“Sure.”
I told him everything the latest works of Dumont d’Urville had revealed—basically, this is a quick rundown.
La Perouse, and his second, Captain de Langle, were sent by Louis XVI in 1785, to sail around the world. They set off in the corvettes Boussole and Astrolabe, and neither were ever heard from again. In 1791, the French Government, understandably worried about what happened to those ships, sent two large merchant ships, the Recherche and the Esperance, which left Brest on September 28th under the command of Bruni d’Entrecasteaux.
Two months later, they heard from Bowen, commander of the Albemarle, that pieces of wrecked ships had been spotted on the coasts of New Georgia. But D’Entrecasteaux, ignoring that message—which wasn’t really reliable—headed towards the Admiralty Islands, mentioned in a report by Captain Hunter as being where La Perouse was wrecked.
 They searched, but it was all for nothing. The Esperance and the Recherche sailed past Vanikoro without stopping, and honestly, this trip was a total disaster – it cost D’Entrecasteaux his life, and the lives of two of his lieutenants, plus a bunch of his crew.
Captain Dillon, a super experienced old Pacific sailor, was the first to find real clues about the wrecks. On May 15th, 1824, his ship, the St. Patrick, passed close to Tikopia, one of the New Hebrides. There, a Lascar paddled alongside in a canoe and sold him a silver sword handle with fancy characters engraved on the hilt. The Lascar claimed that six years earlier, while at Vanikoro, he’s seen two Europeans who belonged to some ships that had run aground on the reefs a while back.
Dillon figured he was talking about La Perouse, whose disappearance had worried the entire world. He tried to head to Vanikoro, where, according to the Lascar, he’d find tons of wreckage, but the wind and tides just wouldn't let him.
Dillon went back to Calcutta. There, he got the Asiatic Society and the Indian Company interested in his discovery. A ship, named the Recherche, was given to him, and he set out on January 23rd, 1827, with a French agent.
The Recherche, after stopping at a few places in the Pacific, dropped anchor off Vanikoro on July 7th, 1827, in the same harbor of Vanou where the Nautilus was at the time.
They collected a ton of stuff from the wreck there—iron tools, anchors, pulley straps, swivel guns, an 18-pound cannonball, pieces of scientific instruments, a fancy crown detail, and a bronze clock with the inscription “Bazin m’a fait,” the mark of the Brest arsenal foundry around 1785. There was no doubt left.
After asking around, Dillon stayed in that unlucky place until October. Then he left Vanikoro and headed towards New Zealand. He stopped in Calcutta on April 7th, 1828, and went back to France, where he was greeted with a huge welcome from Charles X.
But at the same time, without knowing about Dillon’s movements, Dumont d’Urville had already set out to find the wreck site. They'd heard from a whaler that some medals and a cross of St. Louis had been found by some islanders in the Louisiade and New Caledonia. Dumont d’Urville, commander of the Astrolabe, then sailed, and just two months after Dillon left Vanikoro, he arrived in Hobart Town. There, he learned about Dillon’s findings and discovered that James Hobbs, second lieutenant of the Union of Calcutta, after landing on an island located 8° 18′ S. lat., and 156° 30′ E. long., had seen some iron bars and red cloth used by the locals. Dumont d’Urville, totally confused and not sure how to believe what low-class newspapers were saying, decided to follow Dillon’s trail.
On February 10th, 1828, the Astrolabe showed up off Tikopia and took a deserter found on the island as a guide and interpreter. They made their way to Vanikoro, spotted it on the 12th, and stayed among the reefs until the 14th. It wasn't until the 20th that they dropped anchor inside the barrier in the harbor of Vanou.
On the 23rd, several officers explored the island and brought back some random, unimportant things. The locals, using a bunch of denials and dodging, refused to take them to the unlucky spot. This weird behavior made them think the islanders had mistreated the shipwreck survivors, and they seemed to fear that Dumont d’Urville had come to avenge La Perouse and his unfortunate crew.
However, on the 26th, they were calmed down by some gifts and realized there’s nothing to worry about. They then led M. Jacquireot to the wreck site.
 There, in about nine to fifteen feet of water, between the reefs of Pacou and Vanou, lay anchors, cannons, and heavy iron balls, all stuck in the limestone rock. The big ship and the whaling boat from the Astrolabe were sent to this spot, and their crews had a tough time hauling up an anchor that weighed over a ton, a bronze cannon, some iron balls, and two copper swivel guns.
Dumont d’Urville asked the locals, and learned that La Perouse, after his two ships got wrecked on the reefs of this island, had built a smaller boat, only to be lost again. Nobody knew where.
But the French Government, worried that Dumont d’Urville didn’t know what Dillon was up to, had sent the sloop Bayonnaise, commanded by Legoarant de Tromelin, to Vanikoro. It had been stationed off the west coast of America. The Bayonnaise dropped anchor off Vanikoro a few months after the Astrolabe left, but found no new documents. However, they said the locals had respected the memorial to La Perouse. That's the gist of what I told Captain Nemo.
“So,” he said, “nobody knows now where the third ship went down – the one the castaways built on Vanikoro?”
“Nobody knows.”
Captain Nemo didn't say anything, but motioned for me to follow him into the main lounge. The Nautilus sank several yards below the surface, and the panels opened.
I rushed to the opening, and through the coral, covered in fungus, tiny sea anemones, sponges, and tons of cool fish—parrotfish, trunkfish, butterflyfish, jacks, and deep-sea fish—I recognized some wreckage that the trawls couldn't pull up—iron stirrups, anchors, cannons, cannonballs, parts of a capstan, and the bow of a ship. It was all proof of a shipwreck, now covered in living coral. While I was looking at this sad scene, Captain Nemo said, in a mournful voice:
“Commander La Perouse set out December 7th, 1785, with his ships La Boussole and the Astrolabe. He first anchored at Botany Bay, visited the Friendly Isles, New Caledonia, then headed towards Santa Cruz, and put into Namouka, one of the Hapai islands. Then his ships ran aground on the unknown reefs of Vanikoro. The Boussole, which went first, ran aground on the southern coast. The Astrolabe went to help, and ran aground too. The first ship was destroyed pretty much right away. The second, stranded against the wind, held out for a few days. The locals welcomed the survivors. They settled on the island and built a smaller boat from the wreckage of the two big ones. Some sailors stayed willingly at Vanikoro; the others, weak and sick, set out with La Perouse. They headed towards the Solomon Islands, and there they perished, along with everything, on the western coast of the main island of the group, between Capes Deception and Satisfaction.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I found it on the spot where the last wreck occurred.”
Captain Nemo showed me a metal box, stamped with the French crest, and corroded by the saltwater. He opened it, and I saw a bundle of papers, yellowed but still readable.
They were the orders from the naval minister to Commander La Perouse, with notes in the margin in Louis XVI’s handwriting.
“Ah! it's a good way for a sailor to die!” said Captain Nemo, at last. “A coral tomb makes a quiet grave; and I hope that I and my crew will find no other.”
Chapter 19

During the night of December 27th or 28th, the Nautilus shot away from the shores of Vanikoro, super fast. She was headed southwest, and in just three days, she covered over 750 leagues – that’s like, a ton of distance – separating it from La Perouse’s group and the southeast tip of Papua.
Early on January 1st, 1863, Conseil joined me on the platform.
“Master, can I wish you a happy New Year?”
“What? Conseil? It's like I’m back in Paris, in my study at the Jardin des Plantes? Well, I accept your wishes, and thanks. But seriously, what does a ‘Happy New Year’ even mean for us right now? Do you mean the year that finally gets us out of this, or the year we keep on this crazy adventure?”
“Honestly, I don’t know how to answer, master. We’re bound to see some wild stuff, and the last two months have been anything but boring. The latest thing we saw was the most amazing; and if this keeps up, I have no idea where it’s going to end. I really don’t think we’ll ever see anything like it again. So, no offense to you, master, but a happy year for me would be one where we get to see everything.”
On January 2nd, we’d clocked 11,340 miles, or 5,250 French leagues, since we started in the Japan Seas. Ahead of the ship stretched the dangerous shores of the coral sea, along the northeast coast of Australia. We were a few miles from the seriously rough bank where Cook’s ship went down, back on June 10th, 1770. The ship Cook was on got smacked by a rock, and somehow didn’t sink – apparently, a piece of coral broke off from the impact and jammed itself into the broken keel.
I really wanted to check out the reef – it was 360 leagues long, and the sea was constantly crashing against it with a noise like thunder. But right then, the Nautilus started diving deep, and I couldn’t see anything of those high coral walls. I had to settle for the different fish samples brought up by the nets. I noticed some germons, a type of mackerel as big as a tunny, with bluish sides and stripes that disappeared when the fish died.
These fish followed us in huge schools, and they were really tasty. We also caught a ton of gilt-heads, about one and a half inches long, that tasted like dorys. And flying pyrapeds – they were like underwater swallows that lit up the air and water with their phosphorescent glow on dark nights. Among the mollusks and zoophytes, I found several species of alcyonarians, echini, hammers, spurs, dials, cerites, and hyalleae caught in the nets. The plant life was represented by beautiful floating seaweeds, laminariae, and macrocystes, covered in a sticky substance that oozed from their pores. I even gathered an amazing Nemastoma Geliniarois, which I added to the museum’s collection of natural curiosities.
Two days after crossing the coral sea, on January 4th, we spotted the Papuan coasts. Captain Nemo told me he planned to get into the Indian Ocean through the Torres Straits. And that was it – he didn't say anything else.
The Torres Straits are almost thirty-four leagues wide, but they're packed with a crazy amount of islands, tiny islets, reefs, and rocks, making navigation almost impossible. So, Captain Nemo took extra precautions to get through. The Nautilus, floating between the wind and the water, moved at a steady pace. Her propeller, like a whale’s tail, beat the waves slowly.
 Taking advantage of that, my two friends and I headed up to the deserted platform. Right in front of us was the steersman’s station, and I figured Captain Nemo was there, calling the shots and guiding the Nautilus. I had the awesome charts of Torres Strait with me, and I studied them closely. The sea was crashing against the Nautilus all around. The waves, coming from southeast to northwest at about two and a half miles an hour, were breaking on the coral reefs that were popping up here and there.
“This is rough water!” Ned Land said.
“Seriously rough, and not the kind of sea a boat like the Nautilus should be in,” I replied.
“The Captain has to be super sure of his route, because I see pieces of coral that could totally wreck the keel if it even brushes against them,” Ned added.
The situation was definitely sketchy, but the Nautilus seemed to glide past the rocks like magic. It wasn’t following the exact routes of the Astrolabe and the Zelee, which turned out pretty badly for Dumont d’Urville. Instead, it was heading more north, hugging the Murray Islands, and then swinging back southwest towards Cumberland Passage. I thought it was going to skip it altogether, but then, turning back northwest, it sliced through a bunch of little-known islands and islets, towards Island Sound and Canal Mauvais.
I was wondering if Captain Nemo, totally reckless, would steer his ship into that same spot where Dumont d’Urville’s two corvettes ran aground. But then, swerving again and cutting straight west, he steered towards Gilboa Island.
It was three in the afternoon. The tide was starting to go out, having been really high. The Nautilus was approaching the island, which I could still see, with its crazy border of screw-pines. He kept it about two miles out. Suddenly, I got thrown off my feet. The Nautilus just bumped a rock, and it stopped, listing slightly to the left.
When I got up, I saw Captain Nemo and his lieutenant on the platform. They were checking out the ship’s situation and talking to each other in that weird language they speak.
The ship was like this: Two miles to the right was Gilboa, stretching from north to west like a huge arm. Some coral was showing up to the south and east, left behind by the receding tide. We’d run aground, and in one of those seas where the tides aren’t super strong – a pretty bad situation for a floating vessel like the Nautilus. But the ship hadn’t been damaged, because the keel was solid. Still, if it couldn’t slide off or move, it risked being stuck to these rocks forever, and then Captain Nemo’s submarine would be done for.
I was thinking all this when the Captain, cool and calm as always, approached me.
“Just an accident?” I asked.
“No; an incident.”
“But an incident that might force you to become a resident of this land you’re running from?”
Captain Nemo looked at me strangely and gave a negative gesture, basically saying nothing would make him set foot on land again. Then he said:
“Besides, M. Aronnax, the Nautilus isn’t lost; it will still take you into the middle of the ocean’s wonders. Our journey has only just begun, and I don’t want to be deprived of your company so soon.”
“Still, Captain Nemo,” I replied, not noticing the sarcastic tone in his voice, “the Nautilus ran aground in the open ocean. And the tides aren’t that strong in the Pacific; and if you can’t lighten the Nautilus, I don’t see how it’s going to float again.”
“The tides aren’t strong in the Pacific: you’re right about that, Professor; but in Torres Strait, there’s still a difference of a yard and a half between high and low tide. Today is January 4th, and in five days the moon will be full. Now, I’m betting that satellite will raise these masses of water enough to help me out, and I’ll owe her a favor.”
 Captain Nemo, followed by his lieutenant, headed back inside the Nautilus. The ship didn't move, completely stuck, like coral had already built a wall around it with its super-strong cement.
“So, sir?” said Ned Land, catching up to me after the Captain left.
“We’ll just wait for the tide on the 9th, friend. Looks like the moon is going to push it off again.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“And this Captain isn’t dropping anchor at all, since the tide will be enough?” asked Conseil, simply.
The Canadian looked at Conseil, then shrugged. “Look, I’m telling you, this hunk of iron isn’t going to sail on or under the sea again. It’s only good for scrap metal. I think it’s time we split from Captain Nemo.”
“I’m not giving up on this tough Nautilus, Ned. In four days, we’ll know what to do about the Pacific tides. Plus, escaping would be possible if we spotted the English or French coast, but near these Papuan shores, it's a different story. We'll deal with that if the Nautilus doesn’t recover itself, which I think is a serious problem.”
“But do they at least know how to be careful? There’s an island. It has trees. Under those trees, land animals – you know, the kind that provide steaks and roast beef – which I’d love to try.”
“Ned’s right about that,” said Conseil, “and I agree. Couldn’t we ask Captain Nemo for permission to get on land, just so we don’t forget what it’s like to walk on solid ground?”
“I can ask him, but he’ll say no.”
“Will the Captain risk it?” asked Conseil, “and we’ll see how friendly he really is.”
To my surprise, Captain Nemo gave me the permission I asked for, and he gave it really easily, without even asking me to promise to come back to the ship. But escaping across New Guinea could be really dangerous, and I wouldn't have told Ned Land to try it. It's better to be a prisoner on the Nautilus than to get caught by the locals.
At eight o’clock, armed with guns and hatchets, we left the Nautilus. The sea was pretty calm; a light breeze was blowing towards the land. Conseil and I rowed, and Ned steered us through the clear channel between the waves. The boat was moving fast and smoothly.
Ned Land couldn’t hide his excitement. He was like a prisoner who’s broken free, not realizing he had to go back in.
“Meat! We’re going to eat meat; and what meat!” he replied. “Real game! Not just bread, you know.”
“I’m not saying fish isn’t good; we shouldn’t overdo it, but a piece of fresh venison, grilled over hot coals, would be a nice change from our usual food.”
“Glutton!” said Conseil, “he’s making me hungry.”
“Let’s see,” I said, “if these forests are full of game, and if the game isn’t the kind that will hunt the hunter.”
“Well said, M. Aronnax,” replied the Canadian, whose teeth seemed as sharp as a hatchet; “but I’ll eat tiger—a tiger loin—if there’s nothing else on this island.”
“Ned’s worried,” said Conseil.
“Whatever it is,” continued Ned Land, “every animal with four paws, furry or not, or with two paws, furry or not, will get my first shot.”
“Okay, Master Land’s recklessness is starting.”
“Don’t worry, M. Aronnax,” replied the Canadian; “I won’t take twenty-five minutes to offer you a dish, my way.”
At half-past eight, the Nautilus boat ran softly aground on a heavy sand, after successfully passing the coral reef surrounding the Island of Gilboa.
Chapter 20

I was seriously impressed when we finally touched land. Ned Land stomped his feet on the soil, like he was claiming it as his own. It had only been two months since we’d become, according to Captain Nemo, “passengers on board the Nautilus,” but really, we were prisoners of his commander.
In just a few minutes, we were close enough to the coast to almost touch it. The whole horizon was hidden behind this crazy curtain of forests. Huge trees—seriously, the trunks were like 200 feet tall—were all tangled together with vines, like real-life hammocks swaying in the breeze. They were mimosas, figs, hibiscus, and palm trees, all mixed up with tons of orchids, bean plants, and ferns growing underneath.
But, without even noticing all this amazing stuff, Ned ditched the pretty things for something useful. He spotted a coconut tree, knocked down some fruit, cracked them open, and we drank the milk and ate the nut—it was so much better than the usual food on the Nautilus.
“Awesome!” said Ned Land.
“Amazing!” replied Conseil.
“And I don’t think,” said the Canadian, “that he’s gonna mind if we load up a few coconut trees onto the ship.”
“I don’t think he will, but he won’t even try them.”
“That’s his loss,” said Conseil.
“And our gain,” replied Ned Land. “More for us!”
“Just one thing, Master Land,” I said to the harpooner, who was already going after another coconut tree. “Coconuts are great, but before we fill the canoe, maybe we should check out the island and see if it has anything else useful. Some fresh veggies would be a total win on the Nautilus.”
“Master’s right,” replied Conseil; “and I suggest we reserve three spots in our canoe: one for fruit, one for veggies, and one for venison—I haven’t even seen a single one yet.”
“Conseil, we can’t give up hope,” said the Canadian.
“Let’s keep looking,” I said. “Even though the island seems deserted, it might still have some people—they’re probably easier to deal with than finding game.”
“Ho! ho!” said Ned Land, moving his jaw in a weird way.
“Well, Ned!” said Conseil.
“Seriously!” returned the Canadian, “I’m starting to see the appeal of eating people.”
“Ned! Ned! What are you saying? You, a cannibal? I wouldn’t feel safe with you, especially since we share a cabin. I might wake up one day to find myself half eaten!”
“Friend Conseil, I like you a lot, but not enough to eat you just for kicks.”
“I still wouldn’t trust you,” replied Conseil. “But enough. We have to bring down some game to satisfy this guy, or else one of these mornings, Master will find only pieces of his servant to serve him.”
While we were talking, we kept going deeper into the dark forest, and for two hours, we checked everything out.
Luck was on our side—we found some edible veggies, and one of the most useful plants in the tropics gave us some precious food we were missing on board. I’m talking about the bread-fruit tree, which is super common on the island of Gilboa. I noticed especially the kind without seeds, which they call “rima” in Malaya.
Ned Land knew these fruits well. He’s eaten tons of them during his many trips, and he knew how to get to the good stuff. Seeing them just got him hyped, and he couldn’t hold back any longer.
“Master,” he said, “I’m gonna die if I don’t taste a little of this bread-fruit pie.”
“Go for it, friend Ned—taste it as much as you want. We’re here to do some experiments—do them.”
“It won’t take long,” said the Canadian.
 He got a lentil and started a fire with some dry wood that crackled happily. Meanwhile, Conseil and I picked out the best bread-fruit. Some weren’t quite ripe yet—their thick skin covered a white, kind of stringy pulp. But most were yellow and soft, just waiting to be picked.
These fruits didn’t have any seeds. Conseil brought a dozen to Ned Land, who sliced them thick and tossed them on a coal fire. As he did, he kept saying:
“You’re gonna love this bread, boss. Especially after being without it so long. It’s not even bread, really,” he added. “It’s like a fancy pastry. You haven’t tried any, have you?”
“Nope, Ned.”
“Then get ready for something juicy. If you don’t come back for more, I’m no longer the king of harpooners.”
After a while, the parts of the fruit exposed to the fire were completely roasted. The inside looked like a white, fluffy pastry—a kind of soft crumb with a flavor like artichoke.
It was seriously good bread, and I ate it with a lot of enthusiasm.
“What time is it now?” asked the Canadian.
“At least two o’clock,” replied Conseil.
“Time flies when you’re on solid ground!” sighed Ned Land.
“Let’s go,” said Conseil.
We headed back through the forest and finished our collection by grabbing some beans from the top of the cabbage palms—I recognized them as “abrou” from the Malays, and really good yams.
We were loaded when we got to the boat. But Ned Land thought his supplies weren’t enough. Luckily, just as we were pushing off, he spotted several tall trees, like palm trees, about twenty-five to thirty feet high.
Finally, at five o’clock in the evening, loaded down with our goodies, we left the shore and half an hour later we hailed the Nautilus. Nobody showed up when we arrived. The huge, iron-covered cylinder looked totally deserted. After loading the provisions, I went down to my room and slept like a rock after supper.
The next day, January 6th, nothing new on board. Not a sound inside, not a sign of life. The boat was still resting along the edge, in the same spot we’d left it. We decided to go back to the island. Ned Land was hoping to have better luck hunting and wanted to check out another part of the forest.
At dawn, we set off. The boat, carried by the waves toward the shore, reached the island in just a few minutes.
We landed, and, figuring it was best to go along with the Canadian, we followed Ned Land, whose long legs threatened to leave us behind. He headed up the coast toward the west, then forded a few streams and reached a high plain bordered by amazing forests. Some kingfishers were flitting along the streams, but they wouldn’t let us get close. Their caution told me that these birds knew what to expect from humans, and I figured that, even if the island wasn’t inhabited, people occasionally visited it.
After crossing a pretty big prairie, we arrived at the edge of a little wood filled with the songs and flight of tons of birds.
“Just birds,” said Conseil.
“But they’re edible,” replied the harpooner.
“I don’t see it, friend Ned. All I see are parrots.”
“Friend Conseil,” said Ned, seriously, “a parrot’s like pheasant when you’re hungry.”
“And,” I added, “this bird, prepared right, is worth a knife and fork.”
 Seriously, under the thick leaves of this forest, tons of parrots were flying from branch to branch—they practically just need a little training to learn to speak human language. Right now, they were chattering with parrots of every color, and these serious cockatoos seemed to be thinking about some deep philosophical question, while bright red lories zipped past like a banner blowing in the wind. There were also these stunning blue papuans, and honestly, it was just a bunch of amazing winged creatures, though not many were good to eat.
But there was one bird that was unique to these islands, and it had never left the Arrow and Papuan islands—and it was missing from our collection. Luckily, I spotted one soon enough.
After pushing through a moderately dense thicket, we came to a plain covered in bushes. And that’s when I saw them—those incredible birds, with feathers so long they have to fly into the wind. Their swooping flight, graceful curves, and shifting colors totally grabbed my attention. I knew exactly what they were.
“Birds of paradise!” I shouted.
The Malays, who trade these birds with the Chinese, have a bunch of tricks we couldn't use to catch them. Sometimes they set traps on the tops of tall trees that the birds of paradise like to hang out on. Sometimes they use sticky birdlime that paralyzes them. They even poison the water sources the birds drink from. But we had to shoot them in flight, which didn't give us many chances to hit them. We basically wasted half our ammo.
Around eleven in the morning, we crossed the first range of mountains in the center of the island, and we hadn’t killed anything. We were starving. The hunters had counted on finding game, and they were wrong. Luckily, Conseil, totally surprised, made a double shot and saved breakfast. He took down a white pigeon and a wood-pigeon, which he plucked quickly and roasted over a crackling fire. While those birds were cooking, Ned got the fruit from the bread-tree ready. Then we devoured the wood-pigeons, and they were seriously delicious. The nutmegs inside flavored the meat and made it taste amazing.
“Okay, Ned, what are you missing now?”
“Some four-footed game, M. Aronnax. All these pigeons are just snacks; I won’t be happy until I bag an animal with cutlets.”
“Me neither, Ned, if I don’t catch a bird of paradise.”
“Let’s keep hunting,” replied Conseil. “Let’s head towards the sea. We’re at the beginning of the mountains, so I think we should go back to the forest.”
That was smart advice, so we did it. After walking for an hour, we reached a forest of sago-trees. Some harmless snakes slithered away from us. The birds of paradise bolted when we approached, and I was starting to lose hope of getting close to one when Conseil, who was in front, suddenly bent down, yelled out, and came back to me carrying a magnificent specimen.
“Ah! Bravo, Conseil!”
“Master is very good.”
“No, my boy; you made an awesome move. Take one of these living birds and carry it in your hand.”
“If master will look at it, he’ll see that I didn’t deserve much credit.”
“Why, Conseil?”
“Because this bird is as wasted as a quail.”
“Wasted?”
“Yeah, sir; wasted on the nutmegs it gobbled up under the nutmeg-tree, where I found it. Friend Ned, check out the crazy effects of overdoing it!”
“By Jove!” exclaimed the Canadian, “just because I’ve been drinking gin for two months, you have to call me out!”
Anyway, I checked out the strange bird. Conseil was right. The bird, loaded up on the juice, was totally helpless. It couldn't fly; it could barely walk.
 This bird was one of the most gorgeous of the eight species found in Papua and the surrounding islands. It was a huge, bright green bird, super rare. It measured about three feet long. Its head was small, with eyes near its beak, and those were tiny too. But the colors were incredible – a yellow beak, brown feet and claws, brown wings with purple tips, pale yellow at the back of its neck and head, and a vibrant emerald green at its throat, with chestnut brown on its chest and belly. Two feathery, downy plumes rose from below its tail, extending the long, light feathers which were incredibly fine, completing this amazing bird that the locals poetically called the “bird of the sun.”
But if getting this bird of paradise would have made me happy, the Canadian’s wishes weren’t even close to being met. Luckily, around two o’clock, Ned Land managed to shoot down a magnificent wild pig; one of those the natives call “bari-outang.” The animal arrived just in time for us to get some real meat, and it was a welcome sight. Ned Land was really proud of his shot. The pig, hit by the electric charge, dropped dead instantly. The Canadian skinned and cleaned it properly, after taking half a dozen cutlets, which would give us a grilled meal that evening. Then the hunt started up again, and Ned and Conseil really showed off their skills.
Seriously, the two friends, pushing through the bushes, startled a herd of kangaroos that bolted and hopped along on their powerful legs. But these animals didn't get away so fast that the electric charge couldn't stop them.
“Hey, Professor!” Ned Land shouted, totally caught up in the excitement of the hunt, “What amazing game, and perfect for a stew! What a supply for the Nautilus! Two! Three! Five down! And to think, those clueless guys on board won’t even get a bite!”
I think that, caught up in his joy, the Canadian would have wiped them all out if he hadn’t been talking so much. But he settled for just a dozen of these interesting marsupials. These animals were small, a type of those “kangaroo rabbits” that live in tree hollows and are incredibly fast, but they were moderately plump and provided, at least, decent food. We were really happy with what we're bringing in. Happy Ned suggested returning to this amazing island the next day, because he wanted to clear it out of all the edible four-legged creatures. But he hadn’t counted on the host.
At six o’clock in the evening, we were back on shore; our boat was tied up in the usual spot. The Nautilus, looking like a giant, dark rock, surfaced from the waves two miles from the beach. Ned Land, without waiting, started working on dinner. He knew how to cook a mean meal. The “bari-outang,” grilled over the coals, filled the air with a delicious smell.
Seriously, dinner was incredible. Two wood pigeons completed this unbelievable menu. The sago pastry, the artocarpus bread, some mangoes, half a dozen pineapples, and the liquor made from coconuts – it was all amazing. I even think my worthy companions’ ideas were a little too out there.
“What if we don’t go back to the Nautilus tonight?” Conseil asked.
“What if we never return?” Ned Land added.
Just then, a stone fell at our feet, cutting off the harpooner’s suggestion.
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Captain Nemo’s Thunderbolt.
We peeked out at the edge of the woods without moving, my hand freezing mid-reach to my mouth, Ned Land’s finishing the job.
“Stones don’t just fall from the sky,” Conseil pointed out, “or they’d be called aerolites.”
A second stone, thrown on purpose, made a tasty pigeon leg drop from Conseil’s hand, really backing up his point. We all jumped up, grabbed our guns, and were ready for anything.
“Are they apes?” Ned Land yelled.
“Pretty much—they’re savages.”
“To the boat!” I said, rushing toward the sea.
It was definitely time to retreat. About twenty locals, armed with bows and slings, showed up on the edge of a thicket hiding the horizon to the right, barely a hundred steps away.
Our boat was tied up about sixty feet away. The locals approached us, not running, but making it clear they were hostile. Stones and arrows rained down.
Ned Land didn’t want to leave his supplies behind, and even though he was in serious danger, he hauled his pig on one side and kangaroos on the other, moving surprisingly fast. In two minutes, we were on the shore. Loading the boat with supplies and weapons, and pushing it out to sea and setting up the oars, all happened in a flash. We hadn’t gone two boat-lengths when a hundred locals, yelling and waving their arms, waded into the water up to their waists. I looked to see if their appearance would bring some guys from the Nautilus onto the platform, but nothing. The huge machine, sitting just offshore, was totally empty.
Twenty minutes later, we were back on board. The hatches were open. After securing the boat, we headed inside the Nautilus.
I went down to the living room, where I could hear some chords. Captain Nemo was there, hunched over his organ, completely lost in the music.
“Captain!”
He didn’t hear me.
“Captain!” I said, touching his hand.
He jumped, and when he turned around, he said, “Oh, it’s you, Professor? Did you have a good hunt? Did you find some cool plants?”
“Yeah, Captain, but we accidentally brought along a bunch of two-legged locals, and they’re kind of stressing me out.”
“What locals?”
“Savages.”
“Savages!” he echoed, sarcastically. “You’re surprised, Professor, that you stepped onto a new land and found locals? Locals! Where aren’t there any? Besides, are they worse than others, these whom you call savages?”
“But Captain——”
“How many did you count?”
“At least a hundred.”
“M. Aronnax,” Captain Nemo replied, putting his fingers on the organ stops, “when all the locals of Papua are gathered on this shore, the Nautilus won’t have anything to worry about from their attacks.”
The Captain’s fingers were then dancing over the keys, and I noticed he only touched the black keys, giving his music a really Scottish feel. Soon he forgot I was even there and got lost in his own thoughts, which I didn't want to interrupt. I went back up onto the platform: night had already fallen; in this area, the sun goes down quickly and without much twilight. I could barely make out the island, but the many fires burning on the beach showed that the locals weren’t planning on leaving. I was alone for hours, sometimes thinking about the locals—but not really scared, because the Captain’s confidence was contagious—sometimes forgetting about them to enjoy the beauty of the tropical night. My thoughts drifted back to France, following the patterns of the zodiacal stars that would appear in a few hours. The moon shone among the constellations high overhead.
The night passed without any trouble, the locals probably spooked by the sight of a giant thing stuck in the bay. The hatches were open, making it easy to get inside the Nautilus.
 At six in the morning on January 8th, I headed up to the platform. Dawn was breaking, and the island soon appeared through the fog – first the coastline, then the peaks.
There were way more natives than the day before – maybe five or six hundred. Some of them, taking advantage of the low tide, had made their way onto the coral, just a couple of hundred yards from the Nautilus. I could easily spot them; they were true Papuans, athletic guys, a good-looking bunch, with high foreheads, big (but not flat) noses, and white teeth. Their woolly, reddish hair stood out against their dark, shiny skin, like it did for Nubians. Dangling from their ears were necklaces made of bones. Most of them were naked. I noticed some women too, wearing skirts made of herbs that formed a kind of leafy waistband. Some of the chiefs had decorated their necks with crescent-shaped necklaces and collars of red and white glass beads. Almost all of them were armed with bows, arrows, and shields, and carried a net on their shoulders filled with those round stones they used to fling from their slings with incredible skill. One of these chiefs, pretty close to the Nautilus, was checking it out. He was probably a high-ranking guy – a “mado,” maybe – because he was draped in a mat of banana leaves with colorful, notched edges.
I could’ve easily knocked him down, he was so close, but I figured it was better to wait for them to actually try something. When it comes to Europeans and natives, Europeans should defend themselves, not attack first.
During low tide, the natives wandered around near the Nautilus, but they weren't causing any trouble. I kept hearing them repeat the word “Assai,” and from their gestures, I understood they were inviting me to come ashore, which I turned down.
So, the boat didn't leave that day, much to Master Land’s frustration, who couldn’s finish stocking up.
This clever Canadian spent his time getting the food and meat he’d brought from the island ready. The natives went back to the shore around eleven in the morning, as the coral started disappearing under the rising tide. I noticed there were a lot more of them on the beach. They probably came from nearby islands, or maybe from Papua. Still, I hadn’t seen a single native canoe. Since I didn't have anything else to do, I decided to drag those beautiful, clear waters, where I could see tons of shells, zoophytes, and marine plants. Plus, it was the last chance we had to be in this area, since Captain Nemo promised we’d be in the open ocean tomorrow.
I called Conseil, and he brought me a small drag, just like the ones used for oyster fishing. Let’s get to work! We fished for two hours straight, but didn’t find anything special. The drag was filled with midas-ears, harps, melames, and the most gorgeous hammers I'd ever seen. We also pulled up some sea slugs, pearl oysters, and a dozen little turtles that we saved for the galley.
But just when I least expected it, I came across something amazing – I’m talking a real natural oddity, something you don't see every day. Conseil was dragging, and his net came up full of regular shells, when I suddenly plunged my arm into the net to pull out a shell, and he heard me shout.
“What’s wrong, sir?” he asked, surprised. “Did something bite you?”
“No, my boy, but I’d have given a finger for what I found.”
“What did you find?”
“This shell,” I said, holding up the object of my excitement.
“It’s just an olive porphyry, olive genus, pectinibranchidæ order, gasteropod class, mollusca sub-class.”
 “Yeah, Conseil; but instead of spinning from right to left, this olive spins from left to right.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep, my boy; it’s a left-handed shell.”
Shells are usually right-handed, with super rare exceptions; and when you find one that spins left, collectors will pay a fortune for it.
Conseil and I were totally checking out our treasure, and I was already planning to donate it to the museum, when a stone, thrown by some local, unfortunately hit and broke the precious thing in Conseil’s hand. I yelled in despair! Conseil grabbed his gun and aimed at a guy who was winding up his slingshot, just ten yards away. I would have stopped him, but his shot hit, and it smashed the bracelet of charms around the savage’s arm.
Conseil grabbed his gun.
“Conseil!” I shouted. “Conseil!”
“What, sir? Don’t you see that the cannibal’s starting an attack?”
“A shell isn’t worth a person’s life,” I said.
“Ugh, the jerk!” said Conseil; “I’d rather he’d broken my shoulder!”
Conseil was serious, but I didn’t see it the same way. But the situation had shifted a bit, and we hadn't noticed. A bunch of canoes surrounded the Nautilus. These canoes, carved out of tree trunks, long, narrow, and perfect for speed, were balanced by a long bamboo pole floating in the water. Skilled, half-naked paddlers were managing them, and I watched them get closer with some worry. It was clear that these Papuans had dealt with Europeans before and knew about their ships. But this long iron cylinder anchored in the bay, with no masts or smokestacks, what could they think it was? Nothing good, because at first they kept their distance. But seeing it still, they slowly got bolder and tried to get closer. And that closeness is exactly what we needed to avoid. Our weapons, which were silent, couldn't really scare the savages, who don’t respect anything but loud displays of power. A lightning bolt without the thunder wouldn't scare people much, even though the danger is in the lightning, not the noise.
Just then, the canoes approached the Nautilus, and a rain of arrows landed on it.
I headed down to the saloon, but nobody was there. I knocked on the door that led to the Captain’s room. “Come in,” came the reply.
I went in and found Captain Nemo deep in algebra, working on x and other equations.
“I’m interrupting you,” I said, out of politeness.
“That’s true, M. Aronnax,” replied the Captain; “but I think you have serious reasons for wanting to see me?”
“Really serious ones; the natives are surrounding us in their canoes, and in a few minutes we’re definitely going to be attacked by hundreds of savages.”
“Ah!” said Captain Nemo quietly, “they’re here with their canoes?”
“Yep, sir.”
“Well, sir, we need to seal the hatches.”
“Exactly, and I came to tell you——”
“Nothing could be easier,” said Captain Nemo. And, pressing an electric button, he sent an order to the ship’s crew.
“It’s done, sir,” he said after a moment. “The pinnace is ready, and the hatches are sealed. You don’t think these guys could smash walls that your frigate’s cannonballs haven’t touched, do you?”
“No, Captain; but there’s still a danger.”
“What is it, sir?”
“It’s that tomorrow, around this time, we need to open the hatches to get some fresh air. If the Papuans are on the platform right then, I don’t see how you could stop them from getting in.”
“So, you think they’ll board us?”
“I’m sure of it.”
 “Well, sir, let them come. I don’s see why we should stop them. After all, these Papuans are just poor people, and I’m not okay with my visit to the island costing anyone their life.”
Then I was about to leave, but Captain Nemo stopped me and asked me to sit down with him. He was really interested in our trips on shore and our hunting, but he didn’t seem to get why the Canadian was so hungry for meat. Then the conversation shifted to different topics, and even though he wasn't super open, Captain Nemo seemed friendlier.
We happened to be talking about the Nautilus getting stuck in the same spot in this strait where Dumont d’Urville almost got lost. Speaking of that:
“This D’Urville was one of your top sailors,” the Captain said to me, “one of your smartest navigators. He’s like the Captain Cook of the French. Unfortunate scientist—he braved the icebergs of the South Pole, the coral reefs of Oceania, and faced off against cannibals in the Pacific, only to die in a train wreck! If this energetic guy could have thought about anything during his last moments, what do you think would have been on his mind?”
As he said that, Captain Nemo seemed really affected, and it made me think better of him. Then, with a chart in hand, we reviewed the travels of the French navigator—his voyages around the world, his two long stays at the South Pole, which led to the discovery of Adelaide and Louis Philippe, and figuring out the locations of the major islands of Oceania.
“What your D’Urville did on the surface of the seas,” said Captain Nemo, “that’s what I’ve done under them, and even better, more completely. The Astrolabe and the Zelee, constantly tossed around by storms, couldn’t compare to the Nautilus, a quiet workshop that’s totally still in the water.”
“Tomorrow,” added the Captain, getting up, “tomorrow, at 2:40 p.m., the Nautilus will float and leave the Strait of Torres without a scratch.”
Having said those words, Captain Nemo nodded slightly. That was his way of dismissing me, so I went back to my room.
There, I found Conseil, who wanted to know how my conversation with the Captain went.
“My boy,” I said, “when I pretended to believe that the Nautilus was threatened by the natives of Papua, the Captain answered me in a really sarcastic way. I just have one thing to say to you: Trust him, and go to sleep in peace.”
“Do you need my help, sir?”
“No, my friend. What’s Ned Land up to?”
“If you don’t mind, sir,” Conseil answered, “Ned’s busy making a kangaroo pie that’s going to be amazing.”
I was left alone and went to bed, but I didn’t sleep well. I could hear the natives stomping on the deck, shouting loud cries. The night passed like that, without really bothering the crew. Those cannibals didn’t affect them any more than soldiers on a hidden battery care about the ants crawling over it.
At six in the morning, I woke up. The hatches hadn't been opened. The air inside wasn’t being refreshed, but the storage tanks, filled and ready for anything, released several cubic feet of oxygen into the stale air of the Nautilus.
I worked in my room until noon, without even catching a glimpse of Captain Nemo. There were no signs of preparations for leaving anywhere on board.
I waited a bit longer, then went into the large salon. The clock showed a little after two. In ten minutes, it would be high tide, and if Captain Nemo hadn’t made a crazy promise, the Nautilus would be free. Otherwise, it could be months before she could leave her bed of coral.
 We started feeling some weird vibrations in the boat. I could hear the keel scraping against the rough, rocky bottom of the coral reef.
At five twenty-five, Captain Nemo showed up in the main room.
“We’re leaving,” he said.
“Seriously?” I replied.
“I told the crew to open the hatches.”
“What about the Papuans?”
“The Papuans?” Captain Nemo shrugged a little.
“Aren’t they going to come inside the Nautilus?”
“How?”
“Just by jumping over the hatches you opened?”
“M. Aronnax,” Captain Nemo said quietly, “they won’t come inside the Nautilus like that, even if the hatches are open.”
I looked at the Captain.
“You don’t get it?” he said.
“Not really.”
“Come on, then. You’ll see.”
I headed for the main staircase. Ned Land and Conseil were secretly watching some of the crew open the hatches, while shouts of anger and scared yells echoed outside.
The outside doors were slammed shut. Twenty scary faces showed up. But the first native who put his hand on the railing was suddenly knocked back from behind by something invisible, I don’t know what, and he ran off screaming and twisting in fear.
Ten of his friends followed him. They had the same thing happen to them.
Conseil was totally hyped. Ned Land, fueled by his intense instincts, rushed to the staircase. But the second he grabbed the rail with both hands, he was knocked over too.
“I got hit by lightning!” he yelled, cursing.
That explained everything. It wasn’t a railing at all; it was a metal cable charged with electricity from the deck, connected to the platform. Anyone who touched it got a huge shock—and that shock would have been deadly if Captain Nemo had released the full force of the current into the cable. You could say he’s created a wall of electricity between himself and his attackers, that nobody could cross without getting zapped.
Meanwhile, the super-freaked-out Papuans retreated in terror. We, on the other hand, were half-laughing and comforting and rubbing the poor Ned Land, who was cursing up a storm.
But at that moment, the Nautilus, lifted by the last waves of the tide, left her coral bed exactly at the fortieth minute the Captain had set. Her propeller churned the water slowly and powerfully. Her speed increased gradually, and, sailing on the surface of the ocean, she safely cleared the dangerous passages of the Torres Strait.
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The next day, January 10th, the Nautilus kept going between two oceans, but seriously fast—I figured she was doing at least thirty-five miles an hour. The propeller was spinning so quickly I couldn’t even follow or count it. Thinking about how this amazing electric thing gave us movement, heat, and light, and still protected the Nautilus from attacks, turning her into a super-safe haven that no one could mess with without getting zapped, I was totally blown away. My admiration went from the ship itself to the engineer who built it.
We were headed west, and on January 11th, we rounded Cape Wessel, which is at 135 degrees longitude and 10 degrees north latitude—that’s the east point of the Gulf of Carpentaria. There were still a lot of reefs, but they were more spread out, and the chart showed them super accurately. The Nautilus easily avoided the breakers near Money to port and the Victoria reefs to starboard, located at 130 degrees longitude and the 10th parallel—which we followed closely.
On January 13th, Captain Nemo reached the Sea of Timor and recognized the island of that name, at 122 degrees longitude.
From there, the Nautilus turned southwest. She was pointed towards the Indian Ocean. Where would Captain Nemo’s imagination take us next? Would he go back to the coast of Asia, or approach the shores of Europe again? Both were pretty unlikely for a guy who’s escaping populated continents. Maybe he's going south? Was he planning to round the Cape of Good Hope, then Cape Horn, and eventually reach the Antarctic pole? Would he eventually return to the Pacific, where his Nautilus could sail freely and independently? Only time would tell.
After passing the sands of Cartier, Hibernia, Seringapatam, and Scott—the last stands of solid ground against the water—on January 14th, we completely lost sight of land. The Nautilus slowed down a lot, and she sometimes swam deep in the water, sometimes floated on the surface.
During this part of the trip, Captain Nemo did some cool experiments on the different temperatures of the ocean at different depths. Usually, scientists use complicated equipment to do this, but the results are often unreliable because the thermometers break under pressure, or the electrical equipment malfunctions. Captain Nemo, though, went down himself to test the temperature, and his thermometer, connected to the different layers of water, gave him the exact reading right away.
So, by filling her tanks or tilting her planes, the Nautilus dove to depths of three, four, five, seven, nine, and ten thousand yards. The final result was that the ocean maintained an average temperature of four and a half degrees at a depth of five thousand fathoms, no matter where we were.
On January 16th, the Nautilus seemed stuck, just a few yards below the surface. Her electric systems were off, and her motionless propeller left her drifting with the currents. I figured the crew was working on some repairs inside, needed because of all the machine’s movements.
 My friends and I saw something really weird. The saloon doors were open, and since the Nautilus’s lights weren't on, everything was super dim underwater. I checked out the ocean – the biggest fish looked like faint shadows – when suddenly the Nautilus zipped into bright light. I thought the beacon had kicked on, blasting electric light into the water. But I was wrong. After a quick look around, I realized what was happening.
The Nautilus was floating in a glowing bed of light that was totally dazzling in the darkness. It was caused by tons of tiny, glowing creatures whose light got even brighter as they moved over the metal hull of the ship. I was shocked by flashes of lightning in these glowing sheets, like rivers of molten metal or superheated metal glowing white-hot. Because of the contrast, some spots of light looked like they were casting shadows, even though it seemed like everything was lit up. But this wasn’t the calm lightning we’re used to. It was full of energy and life – truly living light!
Basically, it was a huge bunch of colorful, microscopic creatures, like tiny blobs of jelly with threadlike tentacles. Scientists have counted up to twenty-five thousand of them in just a couple of cubic inches of water!
For hours, the Nautilus floated in these glowing waves, and we were totally blown away watching the sea creatures swim around like they were salamanders. I saw the fast and graceful porpoises – like the ocean’s ultimate goofballs – and some swordfish that were ten feet long, those spooky signs of an upcoming hurricane. Their huge swords would occasionally bump against the windows of the saloon. Then came the smaller fish, like the balista, leaping mackerel, and wolf-fish, all flashing through the glowing atmosphere as they swam. It was an absolutely amazing sight! Maybe some weird weather made the glow even brighter. Maybe a storm was stirring up the surface. But way down here, a few yards deep, the Nautilus was totally calm, floating peacefully in still water.
We kept going, constantly amazed by something new. The days flew by, and I totally lost track of time. Ned, like always, tried to spice up the food on board. We were basically stuck to our seats, and I swear, living on the Nautilus is like living a snail's life!
This life felt easy and normal, and we forgot all about the life we used to have on land. But then something happened that reminded us just how strange our situation really was.
On January 18th, the Nautilus was at 105° longitude and 15° South latitude. The weather looked threatening, and the sea was choppy. There was a strong east wind. The barometer had been dropping for days, which meant a storm was coming. I went up to the deck just as the second lieutenant was measuring the angles, and I waited, like I always did, for the daily report. But this time, the usual phrase was replaced with something even more confusing. Almost immediately, I saw Captain Nemo appear with binoculars, staring out at the horizon.
 He stood frozen for a while, eyes glued to what he was looking at. Then he lowered his binoculars and exchanged a few words with his lieutenant. The lieutenant seemed really shaken up, trying to hide it. Captain Nemo, who had more control, stayed cool. He also seemed to be making some points, which the lieutenant responded to with formal promises. At least, that’s what I gathered from the difference in their voices and body language. I’d looked carefully in the direction he’s pointed, but I didn’t see anything. The sky and water just blended into a clear line on the horizon.
But Captain Nemo paced back and forth across the platform, without even glancing at me, maybe not even noticing me. His steps were steady, but not as even as usual. He stopped sometimes, crossed his arms, and watched the sea. What was he looking for out there on that huge expanse?
The Nautilus was hundreds of miles from the nearest land.
The lieutenant had grabbed the binoculars again and scanned the horizon, moving back and forth, tapping his foot, and showing way more nervous energy than his boss. Besides, this mystery needed to be solved, and soon. Because, at Captain Nemo’s order, the engine kicked into high gear, making the propeller spin faster.
Just then, the lieutenant got the Captain's attention again. The Captain stopped walking and pointed his binoculars toward where the lieutenant was looking. He stared for a long time. I was totally confused, so I headed to the lounge and grabbed a really good telescope that I usually used. Then, leaning against the railing that jutted out from the front of the platform, I started scanning the sky and sea.
But the second I put my eye to the telescope, someone snatched it out of my hands.
I turned around. It was Captain Nemo, but I didn't recognize him. His face was completely changed. His eyes flashed angrily; his teeth were clenched; his stiff body, clenched fists, and head hunched between his shoulders showed the intense agitation that shook him. He didn't move. My telescope, dropped from his hands, rolled to his feet.
Had I accidentally upset him? Did this strange guy think I’d discovered some secret he wanted to keep hidden? No, he wasn't mad at me; his eyes were fixed on that distant point on the horizon. Finally, Captain Nemo seemed to calm down. His agitation faded. He spoke a few words in a foreign language to his lieutenant, then turned to me. “M. Aronnax,” he said, in a sharp tone, “you need to follow one of the rules that bind you to me.”
“What is it, Captain?”
“You and your companions are confined until I say otherwise.”
“You’re in charge,” I replied, looking him straight in the eye. “But could I ask you one question?”
“No.”
There was no arguing with that, it would have been pointless. I went down to the cabin where Ned Land and Conseil were, and told them what the Captain had said. You can imagine how the Canadian reacted.
But there wasn’t time for a fight. Four crew members waited at the door and led us to that cell where we’d spent our first night on the Nautilus.
Ned Land wanted to protest, but the door slammed shut behind him.
“Master, what does this mean?” asked Conseil.
I told my companions what had happened. They were as shocked as I was, and just as puzzled about why.
Meanwhile, I was lost in my own thoughts, and couldn’t shake the strange fear I’d seen on the Captain’s face. I couldn’t figure it out, when these words from Ned Land interrupted my thoughts:
“Hey! Breakfast is ready.”
 And for real, the table was already set. Clearly, Captain Nemo had given that order at the same time he sped up the Nautilus.
“Will master let me suggest something?” asked Conseil.
“Go ahead, my boy.”
“Well, it's just that master should eat breakfast. It's a good idea, 'cause we don't know what might happen.”
“You’re right, Conseil.”
“Unfortunately,” said Ned Land, “they only gave us what the ship provides.”
“Friend Ned,” asked Conseil, “what would you have said if they’d totally forgotten the food?”
That stopped the harpooner’s complaining, for sure.
We sat down to eat. The meal was totally silent.
Suddenly, the glowing ball that lit the room went out, and we were plunged into complete darkness. Ned Land was out like a light, and what surprised me was that Conseil just crashed. I was wondering what could have made him so sleepy, when I felt my brain getting fuzzy. Even though I tried to keep my eyes open, they just kept closing. A creepy thought hit me. Obviously, something to make you sleepy had been mixed into our food. Being locked up wasn't enough to hide Captain Nemo’s plans from us; sleep was even more important. Then I heard the panels slide shut. The rolling of the sea stopped completely. Had the Nautilus left the surface of the ocean? Had it gone back to the still water below? I tried to fight off the sleep. It was impossible. My breathing got shallow. I felt an icy chill freeze my stiff and numb limbs. My eyelids felt like heavy weights, falling closed. I couldn’t lift them; a weird, dream-filled sleep took over, erasing me. Then the visions faded, leaving me completely unconscious.
Chapter 23

The next morning, I woke up feeling surprisingly clearheaded. To my surprise, I was back in my own room. My friends must have been put back in their cabins without even realizing it. They were as clueless about what happened during the night as I was, so I figured I’d just have to wait and see.
I decided to leave my room. Was I free, or still a prisoner? Definitely free. I opened the door, headed to the half-deck, and climbed the central stairs. The panels that had been closed the night before were now open. I stepped out onto the platform.
Ned Land and Conseil were waiting for me there. I asked them what they knew, but they were totally in the dark. They’d been out like lights, completely unconscious, and were shocked to find themselves back in their cabins.
The Nautilus seemed as quiet and mysterious as ever. It was floating on the surface, moving at a steady pace. Nothing seemed different onboard.
Then, the second lieutenant came onto the platform and gave the usual orders to the crew.
But Captain Nemo was nowhere to be seen.
The only other person I saw was the stoic steward, who served me with his usual silent efficiency.
Around two o'clock, I was in the drawing-room, organizing my notes, when the Captain suddenly appeared. I bowed. He gave a small nod in return, without saying a word. I went back to my work, hoping he'd finally give me some explanation for what happened the night before. He didn’t. I looked at him. He looked exhausted; his eyes were bloodshot and tired, and his face looked really sad. He paced around, sat down and got up again, picked up a book and put it down, checked his instruments without taking notes—he seemed restless and anxious. Finally, he came up to me and asked:
“Are you a doctor, M. Aronnax?”
I was so taken by surprise that I just stared at him for a moment, speechless.
“Are you a doctor?” he repeated. “Several of your colleagues have studied medicine.”
“Well,” I said, “I am a doctor and resident surgeon at the hospital. I practiced for several years before joining the museum.”
“Very well, sir.”
My answer seemed to satisfy him. But, not knowing what he's going to say next, I waited for more questions, holding back my answers until I knew what to expect.
“M. Aronnax, will you consent to prescribe for one of my men?” he asked.
“Is he ill?”
“Yes.”
“I’d be glad to.”
“Then come.”
My heart started pounding, I don't know why. I had a feeling that the crewman’s illness was connected to what happened the night before, and that mystery was just as interesting to me as the sick man himself.
Captain Nemo led me to the back of the Nautilus and into a cabin near the sailors’ quarters.
There, lying on a bed, was a man around forty years old, with a determined look on his face—a true Anglo-Saxon type.
I leaned over him. He wasn't just ill; he was wounded. His head was wrapped in bloody bandages on a pillow. I carefully unwrapped them, and the wounded man looked at me with his big eyes, showing no sign of pain as I did it. It was a terrible wound. A deadly weapon had shattered his skull, exposing his brain, which was badly injured. Clots of blood had formed in the bruised and broken mass, looking like the dregs of wine.
There was bruising and swelling of the brain. His breathing was slow, and his face twitched with spasms. I felt his pulse. It was weak and irregular. His hands and feet were already cold, and I knew he was close to death. After dressing his wounds, I rewrapped his head, and turned to Captain Nemo.
“What caused this wound?” I asked.
 “What’s the big deal?” he replied, dodging the question. “Something broke in the engine, and it clipped me. But what do you think about his condition?”
I paused before answering.
“Go ahead,” said the Captain. “He doesn’t speak French.”
I took one last look at the injured guy.
“He’s gonna be dead in two hours,” I said.
“Can’t anything save him?”
“Nothing.”
Captain Nemo’s hand clenched, and I saw tears welling up in his eyes—I honestly thought he wasn’t capable of crying.
For a few moments, I kept watching the man fade away. He got paler and paler under the bright electric lights above his bed. I looked at his smart forehead, all creased with worry lines, probably from bad luck and sadness. I tried to figure out the story of his life from the last words he mumbled.
“You can go now, M. Aronnax,” the Captain said.
I left him in the guy’s cabin and headed back to my room, totally shaken by what I’s seen. All day, I felt uneasy, and I slept terribly that night. Between my weird dreams, I thought I heard faint sighs, like a sad song. Were they prayers from the dead, whispered in a language I couldn't understand?
The next morning, I went up to the bridge. Captain Nemo was already there. As soon as he saw me, he came over.
“Professor, would you be up for a submarine trip today?”
“With my friends?” I asked.
“If they’re interested.”
“We’re your guys, Captain.”
“Then, can you grab your cork jackets?”
This wasn’t about life or death. I found Ned Land and Conseil and told them about Captain Nemo’s offer. Conseil was totally in, and this time, even the Canadian seemed pretty eager to join.
It was eight in the morning. By eight-thirty, we were all geared up for this new adventure, with special lights and breathing gear. The double doors were open, and, along with Captain Nemo and a dozen of his crew, we stepped onto the seabed, about thirty feet down, where the Nautilus was resting.
The ground sloped down to a bumpy bottom, about fifteen fathoms deep. It was nothing like the seabed I’d seen during my first trip under the Pacific. There was no fine sand, no underwater meadows, no seaweed forests. I instantly recognized where we were—the coral kingdom, where the Captain had shown us around before.
The lights created a thousand amazing colors, dancing among the branches that were so vibrantly colored. I could see the membrane-like tubes trembling in the water. I wanted to pick their fresh petals, decorated with delicate tentacles—some were fully open, others still budding. A little fish zipped past, touching them lightly, like a flock of birds. But the moment I reached for them, the whole colony panicked. The white petals retreated into their red cases, the flowers faded as I watched, and the bush turned into a block of stony knobs.
By chance, I ended up right next to the most valuable coral specimens. This coral was worth more than anything found in the Mediterranean, along the coasts of France, Italy, and North Africa. Its colors justified the poetic names "Flower of Blood" and "Froth of Blood" that traders used for its best pieces. Coral sells for about £20 an ounce, and the seabed here would make a coral-diving company rich beyond belief. This precious material, often mistaken for other coral, formed the intricate patterns called “macciota,” and I spotted several beautiful pieces of pink coral there.
 Soon the bushes closed in, and the trees grew denser. We saw incredible rock formations—like a bizarre, mineral forest, all twisted into strange shapes. Captain Nemo ducked under a dark overhang, and a gentle slope led us down about a hundred yards. Our lamps created some seriously cool effects, highlighting the rough curves of the natural arches and hanging formations, like glowing chandeliers.
After two hours of walking, we’d reached a depth of about three hundred yards—about as deep as coral can start to grow. But there weren't any small bushes or shrubs at the bottom of the giant trees. Instead, it was a massive forest of huge, mineral plants, like enormous petrified trees, all linked by elegant, twisting vines, shimmering with reflections. We walked freely under their tall branches, lost in the shade of the waves.
Captain Nemo stopped. I and my friends paused, and I noticed his crew forming a semi-circle around him. I watched closely and saw four of them carrying something long and rectangular on their shoulders.
We were in the center of a huge clearing, surrounded by the towering trees of the underwater forest. Our lamps cast a sort of hazy twilight, making the shadows stretch out long and distorted. At the end of the clearing, it got really dark, only broken up by little sparkles reflecting off the coral.
Ned Land and Conseil were near me. We watched, and I felt like I was about to see something really weird. Looking at the ground, I noticed it was raised in places by little bumps covered in a white, rocky deposit, arranged in a way that looked like it was made by human hands.
In the middle of the clearing, on a rough pile of rocks, stood a coral cross, its long arms looking like they were made of hardened blood. At a signal from Captain Nemo, one of the men stepped forward and started digging a hole with a pickaxe he pulled from his belt. It all clicked! This clearing was a cemetery, this hole a grave, and that long object the body of someone who had died during the night! The Captain and his men had come to bury their friend in this secluded ocean resting place.
They were digging the grave slowly; fish scattered as their retreat was disturbed. I could hear the pickaxe striking the ground, sending sparks flying when it hit a piece of flint lost at the bottom of the water. The hole was soon big and deep enough to hold the body. Then the bearers approached; the body, wrapped in a white cloth, was lowered into the damp grave. Captain Nemo, with his arms crossed, and all the friends who had loved him, knelt in prayer.
Everyone knelt in prayer.
The grave was filled in with the dirt they’d dug up, creating a small mound. When that was done, Captain Nemo and his men stood up. Then, approaching the grave, they knelt again, and everyone stretched out their hands in a final goodbye. Finally, the funeral procession returned to the Nautilus, passing under the arches of the forest, through thickets, and along the coral bushes, still climbing upwards. At last, the light of the ship appeared, and its bright path guided us back to the Nautilus. We’d arrived back by one o’clock.
As soon as I’d changed my clothes, I went up to the platform and sat down near the steering wheel, feeling a mix of emotions. Captain Nemo joined me. I stood up and said to him:
“So, like he said, this man died during the night?”
“Yes, M. Aronnax.”
“And he’s resting now, with his friends, in the coral cemetery?”
 “Yeah, totally forgotten by everyone else, but not by us. We dug the grave, and the polypi will make sure our dead are sealed away forever.” And, burying his face in his hands, he tried to stop himself from crying. Then he added, “Our quiet cemetery is down there, about a hundred feet below the waves.”
“Your dead are resting easy, at least, Captain, safe from sharks.”
“Yeah, sir, safe from sharks and people,” the Captain said seriously.
Chapter 1

The Indian Ocean.
Okay, so here’s the second part of our underwater journey. The first ended with that super emotional scene in the coral graveyard, which really stuck with me. Basically, Captain Nemo’s life was winding down, even heading toward his own grave, which he’s prepared way down in one of the ocean’s deepest spots. No ocean monster could mess with the last sleep of the crew of the Nautilus, those friends bonded together in death just like they were in life. “And definitely no humans,” the Captain added. Still that same intense, unwavering defiance of society!
I just couldn't go with Conseil’s theory anymore.
That good guy kept insisting the Commander of the Nautilus was one of those mysterious geniuses who just doesn’t care about what people think. For him, he was a misunderstood genius who, tired of all the fake stuff on land, had found refuge in this impossible place, where he could just follow his instincts. But to me, that only explained one part of Captain Nemo’s character. Seriously, the mystery of that last night, when we were locked up, the weird sleep, and the way the Captain was so careful to snatch the binoculars from my hands when I tried to look out—plus that mortal wound to the guy, because of some freak accident with the Nautilus—it all pointed to something else. No, Captain Nemo wasn’t just avoiding people. His amazing submarine wasn’t just about freedom; it was maybe about plotting some serious payback.
Right now, nothing’s totally clear to me. I just catch glimpses of the truth in all this darkness, and I’m just going to write down what happens as it unfolds.
That day, January 24th, 1868, at noon, the second officer came to check the sun’s position. I went up to the platform, lit a cigar, and watched him work. I don’t think he understood French; I made a bunch of loud comments, and he didn’t even react, like he didn't hear a thing.
While he was taking measurements with the sextant, one of the sailors from the Nautilus (the strong guy who came with us on our first trip to the Island of Crespo) came to clean the lantern’s lenses. I checked out the gear, which was incredibly strong—it had these lens rings, like you’d find in a lighthouse, that blasted out light horizontally. The electric lamp was set up to give off its most powerful beam. Seriously, it was created in a vacuum, which made it super stable and bright. This vacuum saved on the graphite points where the light arc happened—a big deal for Captain Nemo, who couldn’t just replace them whenever he wanted. Under those conditions, the points barely wore down. When the Nautilus was ready to go back underwater, I headed to the saloon. The panel was closed, and the course was set straight west.
We were slicing through the waters of the Indian Ocean, a massive liquid plain—like, 1.2 trillion acres!—and the water was so clear and transparent that you'd get dizzy just looking at it. The Nautilus usually floated between 50 and 100 fathoms deep. We kept going like that for a few days. Anyone but me would have thought the hours were long and boring, but the daily walks on the platform, breathing in the fresh ocean air, looking at the amazing water through the saloon windows, reading in the library, and writing down my memories—it filled my time and kept me totally engaged.
 For a few days, we spotted tons of seabirds—gulls, basically. Some were caught pretty easily and, when prepared a certain way, made a really tasty snack. Among the big birds, carried far from everywhere and stopping to rest on the waves after long flights, I saw some incredible albatrosses, making loud, weird noises like a donkey. And there were also birds from the long-winged family.
As for the fish, they always blew our minds when we peeked into their underwater lives through the open hatches. I saw so many kinds I’d never seen before.
I’m going to focus mostly on ostracions that are unique to the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean, and the part that touches the coast of tropical America. These fish, like tortoises, armadillos, and sea urchins, and crustaceans, are protected by a shell that’s made of real bone, not chalk or stone. Sometimes it's shaped like a solid triangle, sometimes like a solid square. I saw some triangular ones about an inch and a half long—they had good, tasty meat and I totally recommend adding them to freshwater tanks. A lot of sea-fish can get used to that. I’d also mention the square-shaped ostracions, with four big bumps on their backs. Some of them have white spots on their bodies and you can even tame them like birds! There were also trigons with spikes formed by their bony shells, and they grunt so strangely that people call them “seapigs.” And then there were dromedaries with big, cone-shaped humps—their meat is super tough and leathery.
Now, I’m pulling some notes from Master Conseil's daily journal. “There are these fish called petrodons, which are only found in those seas—they have red backs and white chests and are known for three rows of long, stringy things hanging down. And then there are electric fish, about seven inches long, with the brightest colors. As for other types, there were ovoides that look like dark brown eggs with white bands, and no tails. Then there were diodons, like real sea porcupines, covered in spikes and able to puff up to look like cushions covered in darts. There were also hippocampi, found in every ocean. Some pegasi have long snouts, and their pectoral fins—which are really long and shaped like wings—let them shoot into the air, if not actually fly. Then there were pigeon spatulae, with tails covered in lots of shell rings. There were macrognathi with long jaws, an amazing fish about nine inches long, with really cool colors. There were pale-colored calliomores with weird, bumpy heads. And there were tons of chaetodons with long, tube-like snouts that catch insects by shooting them with a single drop of water—basically, they're the flycatchers of the sea.”
“In the eighty-ninth category of fish, which Lacepede classified, belonging to the second lower group of bony fish, characterized by opercules and bronchial membranes, I noticed the scorpaena. It has spikes on its head and just one dorsal fin. These creatures are covered in small shells, or not, depending on the group they belong to. The second group gives us didactyles that are fourteen or fifteen inches long, with yellow rays and heads that look totally wild. And the first group gives us a bunch of those crazy-looking fish called ‘seafrogs.’ They have big heads—sometimes with holes, sometimes with bumps and spikes, and covered in bumps. They have weird, irregular horns. Their bodies and tails are covered in hard spots. Their sting makes a dangerous wound. They're just creepy and horrible to look at.”
 From January 21st to the 23rd, the Nautilus covered an insane 250 leagues – that’s about 540 miles, or 22 miles an hour. We saw so many different kinds of fish because they were drawn to the electric light and tried to keep up with us. Most couldn's handle our speed, but some stuck around in the Nautilus’s wake for a bit. On the 24th, at 12° 5′ South latitude and 94° 33′ longitude, we spotted Keeling Island, a coral formation covered in amazing coconut trees. Darwin and Captain Fitzroy had visited it before. The Nautilus cruised along the island's shoreline for a while. The nets brought up tons of polyp specimens and some really weird shells. Some cool stuff from delphinulae—a type of dolphin—added to Captain Nemo's collection, and I grabbed an astraea punctifera, a parasitic polyp that often clings to shells.
Soon, Keeling Island vanished over the horizon, and our course headed northwest, toward the Indian Peninsula.
From Keeling Island, we slowed down and our route became more unpredictable, often taking us way down deep. A few times, they used slanted ramps, powered by internal levers that tilted to the water line. We covered about two miles that way, but never reached the deepest parts of the Indian Sea – soundings have never even gotten close to seven thousand fathoms down there. The temperature of the water way down below was always 4° above zero. I did notice that the water was always colder higher up than at the surface of the sea.
On January 25th, the ocean was totally empty. The Nautilus spent the day skimming across the waves, with its powerful propeller sending water shooting up high. Who wouldn’t mistake it for a giant whale? I spent most of the day on the platform, watching the sea. Nothing on the horizon until around four o’clock – a steamer heading west, crossing our path. We caught a glimpse of its masts for a second, but it couldn't see the Nautilus; we were too low in the water. I thought it might be a P. O. Company ship, the ones that run from Ceylon to Sydney, stopping at King George’s Point and Melbourne.
At five o’clock in the evening, during that brief twilight that blends night and day in the tropics, Conseil and I were totally stunned by something we saw.
It was a huge group of argonauts—hundreds of them—traveling across the ocean's surface. They were the bumpy kind, which are common in the Indian Sea.
These graceful molluscs moved backward using their long, tube-like body, pushing water through it. Six of their eight tentacles were stretched out, floating on the water, while the other two were rolled up and spread out like a lightweight sail. I could see their spiral, ridged shells, which Cuvier rightly compared to an elegant little boat. A boat indeed! It’s created by the creature that doesn’t even stick to it.
For almost an hour, the Nautilus floated among this group of molluscs. Then, I don’t know what spooked them. But as if on cue, every sail folded down, the arms retracted, the bodies pulled in, the shells flipped over, shifting their balance, and the whole fleet vanished beneath the waves. The ships in a squadron couldn't have maneuvered with more precision.
Just then, night fell suddenly, and the reeds, barely stirred by the breeze, lay peacefully against the sides of the Nautilus.
 The next day, January 26th, we crossed the equator at the eighty-second meridian and entered the northern hemisphere. During the day, a huge group of sharks followed us – seriously scary creatures that multiply in these waters and make them really dangerous. They were “cestracio philippi” sharks, with brown backs and white bellies, armed with eleven rows of teeth—eyed sharks—their throats marked with a big black spot surrounded by white, like an eye. We also saw some Isabella sharks, with rounded snouts covered in dark spots. These powerful sharks often slammed themselves against the saloon windows with so much force that we felt really unsafe. Ned Land totally lost it at times. He wanted to rush to the surface and harpoon the monsters, especially the smooth-hound sharks, whose mouths were packed with teeth like a mosaic; and huge tiger-sharks almost six yards long – those last ones seemed to freak him out the most. But the Nautilus sped up, easily leaving even the fastest ones behind.
January 27th, as we entered the huge Bay of Bengal, we kept seeing a pretty disturbing sight: dead bodies floating on the water's surface. They were people from Indian villages, carried out by the Ganges River and ending up at sea, and the vultures – the only ones doing burial duty around here – hadn’t been able to eat them all. But the sharks definitely helped out with the grim work.
Around seven o’clock that evening, the Nautilus, half-submerged, was sailing in a sea of milk. At first glance, the ocean looked like it had been turned to milk. Was it the moon's effect? Nope; because the moon, only a couple of days old, was still hidden below the horizon, bathed in sunlight. The whole sky, though lit by starlight, seemed dark compared to the whiteness of the water.
Conseil couldn’t believe what he was seeing and asked me what was going on. Luckily, I could explain it.
“It’s called a milk sea,” I said. “You can often see huge areas of white wavelets on the coasts of Amboyna, and in these parts of the sea.”
“But, sir,” said Conseil, “can you tell me what causes that? Because I don’t think the water’s actually turned into milk, right?”
“No, my boy; and the whiteness that’s surprising you is caused only by millions of tiny creatures called infusoria, a kind of luminous little worm, gelatinous and colorless, about as thick as a hair, and only seven-thousandths of an inch long. These little guys stick together, sometimes for miles.”
“Miles!” exclaimed Conseil.
“Yep, my boy; and don’t even try to count them. You won’t be able to, because if I’m not mistaken, ships have sailed on these milk seas for over forty miles.”
Around midnight, the sea suddenly went back to its normal color; but behind us, even to the horizon, the sky reflected the white waves, and for a long time seemed filled with the faint glow of an aurora borealis.
Chapter 2

On February 28th, when the Nautilus surfaced around noon, we were about eight miles from land—9° 4′ N. latitude. I spotted a range of mountains, like two thousand feet high, with really weird shapes. Taking some readings, I realized we were getting close to Ceylon, that gorgeous pearl hanging off the tip of India.
Captain Nemo and his second showed up then. The Captain glanced at the map and turned to me, saying:
“Ceylon—famous for its pearl fisheries. Wanna check one out, M. Aronnax?”
“Definitely, Captain.”
“Alright, it’s pretty simple. But if we see the fisheries, we probably won't see any fishermen. The annual harvest hasn’t started yet. No worries, I’ll order the crew to head towards the Gulf of Manaar—we’re there tonight.”
The Captain spoke to his second, who immediately went out. Soon the Nautilus dove back down, and the pressure gauge showed we were about thirty feet deep.
“Well, sir,” said Captain Nemo, “you and your crew will visit the Bank of Manaar. And if we happen to see a fisherman, we’ll watch him work.”
“Sounds good, Captain!”
“By the way, M. Aronnax—you not scared of sharks?”
“Sharks!” I exclaimed.
That was a tough question.
“Well?” continued Captain Nemo.
“To be honest, Captain, I’m not super familiar with that kind of fish.”
“We’re used to them,” replied Captain Nemo, “and you will be too, in time. We’ll be armed, and we might even be able to hunt some along the way. It’s interesting, so—see you tomorrow, bright and early.”
He said that casually and then left the room. If you were invited to hunt bears in the Swiss Alps, what would you say?
“Sounds great! Let’s go hunt a bear tomorrow.” What if you were asked to hunt lions in the Atlas Mountains, or tigers in the Indian jungle?
“Haha! Looks like we’re hunting a tiger or a lion!” But when you’re invited to hunt sharks in their natural habitat, you’d probably pause and think about it. Me? I wiped my forehead—it was covered in cold sweat. “Let’s think this over,” I said. “Hunting otters in underwater forests, like we did in the Island of Crespo—that’s fine. But going up and down at the bottom of the sea, where you're practically guaranteed to run into sharks—that’s a whole different ballgame! I know that in some places, especially the Andaman Islands, locals aren't afraid to attack them with a dagger in one hand and a noose in the other. But I also know that not many who challenge those creatures ever come back alive. Still, I’m not a local, and even if I were, I think a little hesitation would be understandable.”
Just then, Conseil and the Canadian came in—totally relaxed and even excited. They had no idea what was ahead.
“Seriously, sir,” said Ned Land, “your Captain Nemo—the devil take him!—just made us a really cool offer.”
“Oh?” I said.
“If you’re up for it, sir,” interrupted Conseil, “the commander of the Nautilus invited us to check out the amazing Ceylon fisheries tomorrow—with you. He was really kind and acted like a total gentleman.”
“He didn’t say anything else?”
“Nope, just that he’s already talked to you about it,” replied Conseil.
“Sir,” said Conseil, “can you tell us a bit about the pearl fishing?”
“About the fishing itself?” I asked, “or the stories and stuff that go with it?”
“About the fishing,” replied the Canadian. “It’s good to know something about it before we go.”
“Okay, sit down, guys, and I’ll fill you in.”
 Ned and Conseil settled onto a comfy seat, and the first thing the Canadian asked was:
“Sir, what exactly is a pearl?”
“My friend Ned,” I replied, “to a poet, a pearl is a tear from the ocean; to people from the East, it's a drop of dew turned solid; to the ladies, it’s a fancy jewel, shaped like an oval, with a shiny, pearly glow, that they wear on their fingers, necks, or ears. To a chemist, it’s a mix of phosphate and calcium carbonate with a bit of gelatine. And finally, to scientists, it’s just a weird secretion from an organ that makes mother-of-pearl in certain shellfish.”
“Shellfish, huh?” said Conseil.
“Exactly, my knowledgeable Conseil! And among these shellfish – like earshells, tridacnas, turbots – basically any creature that secretes mother-of-pearl, that blue, bluish, violet, or white stuff lining their shells – can produce pearls.”
“Even mussels?” asked the Canadian.
“Yep, certain mussels from waters in Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Saxony, Bohemia, and France.”
“Awesome! I’ll pay attention from now on,” replied the Canadian.
“But,” I continued, “the specific shellfish that makes pearls is the pearl oyster, the meleagrina margaritifera, that valuable pintadine. A pearl is just a pearly deposit, shaped like a ball, either stuck to the oyster shell or hidden in the creature’s folds. It’s firmly attached to the shell, loose in the flesh, but always has a tiny, hard center – maybe a barren egg, maybe a grain of sand – around which the pearly material builds up, layer by layer, year after year.”
“Do they find lots of pearls in one oyster?” asked Conseil.
“Sometimes, yeah. Some are like treasure chests. One oyster was even said to have contained a hundred and fifty… wait…”
“A hundred and fifty what?!” exclaimed Ned Land.
“Did I say sharks?” I said quickly. “I meant pearls. Sharks wouldn’t make sense.”
“Definitely not,” said Conseil; “so, how do they get these pearls out?”
“They use different methods. When they’re stuck to the shell, fishermen often pull them off with pliers. But the most common way is to lay the oysters on mats of seaweed that cover the ocean floor. They die in the open air, and after about ten days, they're starting to decompose. Then they’re dunked into big tanks of seawater, opened up, and washed clean.”
“Does the price of these pearls depend on their size?” asked Conseil.
“Not just their size,” I answered, “but also their shape, their color—what we call their ‘water’—and their shine: that bright, sparkly glow that makes them so appealing to the eye. The most beautiful ones are called virgin pearls or paragons. They’re formed alone in the shellfish’s tissue, are white, often opaque, and sometimes have the shimmer of an opal. They’re usually round or oval. The round ones become bracelets, the oval ones become pendants, and being more valuable, are sold individually. The ones still stuck to the oyster shell are more irregular in shape and are sold by weight. And then there are the small pearls, known as seed pearls; they’re sold by measure and are often used for embroidery on church decorations.”
“But,” said Conseil, “is pearl diving dangerous?”
“Not really,” I answered quickly; “especially if you’re careful.”
“What’s the risk in that kind of work?” said Ned Land. “Just swallowing a little seawater?”
“Pretty much, Ned. By the way,” I said, trying to sound casual like Captain Nemo, “are you scared of sharks, brave Ned?”
“Me?!” replied the Canadian; “a harpooner by trade? I make light of them.”
 “But,” I said, “it’s not about using a special hook to catch them, yanking them into the boat, chopping off their tails with an axe, tearing them apart, and just tossing their insides into the ocean!”
“So, it’s a question of——”
“Exactly.”
“In the water?”
“In the water.”
“Seriously, with a good harpoon! You know, sir, these sharks are seriously messed up creatures. They flip over on their bellies to attack you, and in that moment——”
Ned Land had a way of saying “attack” that totally chilled me.
“Okay, and what about you, Conseil, what do you think about sharks?”
“Me!” said Conseil. “I’m just gonna be straight with you, sir.”
“That’s awesome,” I thought.
“If you’re going up against the sharks, I don’t see why your loyal assistant shouldn’t face them with you.”
Chapter 3

The next morning, at four a.m., I was jolted awake by the steward Captain Nemo had assigned to me. I jumped out of bed, got dressed, and headed to the main room.
Captain Nemo was already waiting.
“M. Aronnax,” he said, “are you ready to go?”
“Yeah, I’m ready.”
“Great, follow me.”
“And my friends, Captain?”
“They know and are waiting.”
“Are we not putting on our diving gear?” I asked.
“Not yet. I haven’t let the Nautilus get too close to the coast, and we’re still a ways from the Manaar Bank. But the boat’s ready, and it’s going to take us to the exact spot where we’re getting out, which will save us a lot of time. It’s got all our diving equipment, and we’ll suit up when we start our underwater journey.”
Captain Nemo led me to the central staircase, which took us to the platform. Ned and Conseil were already there, super stoked about the “adventure” that was brewing. Five sailors from the Nautilus, with their oars, waited in the boat, which was tied up against the side.
It was still pretty dark out. Thick clouds blanketed the sky, letting only a few stars peek through. I looked towards the land and saw nothing but a dark line outlining three-quarters of the horizon, from southwest to northwest. The Nautilus, having cruised up the western coast of Ceylon during the night, was now west of the bay, or rather gulf, formed by the mainland and the Island of Manaar. Beneath those dark waters stretched the pintadine bank, an endless field of pearls, over twenty miles long.
Captain Nemo, Ned Land, Conseil, and I hopped into the stern of the boat. The captain took the tiller; his four crewmates leaned on their oars, and we pushed off.
The boat headed south, and the rowers weren’t rushing. I noticed their strong strokes only happened every ten seconds, a common practice in the navy. As the boat glided along, droplets of water smacked against the dark waves like bursts of melted metal. A small wave spread out, rocking the boat slightly, and some reeds swayed in the breeze.
We were quiet. What was Captain Nemo thinking about? Maybe the land he was approaching, which felt too close for his liking, unlike the Canadian’s opinion, who thought it was too far away. As for Conseil, he was just there out of curiosity.
Around half-past five, the first hints of light showed the coastline more clearly. It was pretty flat in the east but rose a little to the south. We were still five miles out, and it was hard to see through the mist on the water. By six o’clock, it suddenly became daylight, a typical thing in tropical areas, which don’t really have a dawn or twilight. The sun’s rays broke through the curtain of clouds piled up on the eastern horizon, and the bright orb rose quickly. I could see land clearly, with a few scattered trees. The boat neared Manaar Island, which was rounded to the south. Captain Nemo stood up and watched the sea.
At his signal, the anchor was dropped, but the chain barely ran out, because it was only a few feet deep, and this was one of the highest points of the pintadine bank.
“Here we are, M. Aronnax,” said Captain Nemo. “See that enclosed bay? Soon it’s going to be full of fishing boats from the exporters, and those are the waters their divers will boldly search. Luckily, this bay is perfect for that kind of fishing. It’s protected from the strongest winds, and the sea is rarely rough here, which makes it good for diving. Let’s suit up and get started.”
 I didn't reply, and while keeping an eye out for any suspicious movement, I started getting into my heavy diving gear with the help of the sailors. Captain Nemo and my friends were getting dressed too. None of the Nautilus crew were coming with us on this trip.
Soon, we were up to our necks in rubber diving suits; the air tanks were strapped to our backs. We didn’t need the Ruhmkorff lamps. Before putting on my copper helmet, I asked Captain Nemo a question.
“They wouldn’t be useful,” he said. “We’re not going that deep, and the sunlight will be enough to light our way. Plus, it wouldn’t be smart to carry electric lights in these waters; the brightness might attract some of the dangerous creatures along the coast at a really bad time.”
As Captain Nemo said this, I turned to Conseil and Ned Land. But my two friends had already put on their metal helmets, and they couldn't hear or respond.
One last thing I needed to ask Captain Nemo.
“And our weapons?” I asked; “our guns?”
“Guns? What for? Don’t mountain climbers attack a bear with a knife in their hand, and isn’t steel more reliable than bullets? Here’s a strong blade; put it in your belt, and let’s go.”
I looked at my friends; they were armed like me, and even more, Ned Land was brandishing a huge harpoon, which he’s placed in the boat before leaving the Nautilus.
Then, following the Captain’s lead, I let myself be dressed in the heavy copper helmet, and our air tanks immediately kicked in. A moment later, we were all dropped off, one after another, in about two feet of water on a flat, sandy bottom. Captain Nemo gave a signal with his hand, and we followed him down a gentle slope until we disappeared beneath the waves.
All around our feet, like a flock of birds taking flight, swarms of fish, of the monoptera family, rose up – they only have tails for fins. I spotted Javanese fish, real serpents two and a half feet long, a pale color underneath, and easily mistaken for conger eels if you didn't notice the golden stripes on their sides. Among the stromateus fish, with their flat, oval bodies, I saw some of the most vibrant colors, their dorsal fins like sickles; they're a great fish to eat, dried and pickled, known as Karawade. Then there were tranquebars, belonging to the apsiphoroides family, their bodies covered in a shell armor made of eight long plates.
The rising sun lit up the water more and more. The seabed started to change. The fine sand gave way to a perfect path of boulders, covered in a carpet of shellfish and zoophytes. Among these branching creatures, I noticed placenae, with thin, uneven shells, a kind of ostracion unique to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean; bright orange lucinae with rounded shells; rockfish over three feet long, which rose from the waves like hands ready to grab something. There were also panopyres, faintly glowing, and finally, oculines, like magnificent fans, creating one of the richest plant life in these seas.
Amidst these living plants, and beneath the arbors of the hydrophytes, were layers of clumsy creatures, particularly raninae, whose carapaces formed a slightly rounded triangle; and some really creepy-looking parthenopes.
Around seven o’clock, we finally arrived at the oyster beds where the pearl oysters reproduce by the millions.
 Captain Nemo pointed to a huge pile of oysters, and I totally got why this place was a goldmine – Nature’s creativity is way beyond anything humans can destroy. Ned Land, going with his instincts, quickly started filling a net with some of the best ones. But we couldn’t stop; we had to follow the Captain, who seemed to know exactly where he was going. The ground was definitely rising, and sometimes, when I raised my arm, it was above the water. Then the level of the bank would randomly drop. We kept rounding these massive, pyramid-shaped rocks. In their dark cracks, huge crustaceans, perched on their giant claws like some kind of war machine, stared at us with fixed eyes, and all kinds of worms crawled under our feet.
Suddenly, a large grotto opened up before us, carved into a scenic pile of rocks and covered in thick, underwater plants. At first, it was super dark. The sunlight seemed to fade away, getting dimmer and dimmer until it was just a blurry, underwater glow. Captain Nemo went in, and we followed. My eyes quickly adjusted to the low light. I could make out arches springing randomly from natural pillars, standing strong on their granite bases, like the big columns in old-style buildings. Why had our mysterious guide led us to the bottom of this underwater cave? I was about to find out. After going down a pretty steep slope, our feet touched the bottom of a circular pit. There, Captain Nemo stopped and pointed to something I hadn’t noticed yet. It was an oyster, seriously huge – a gigantic tridacne, like a goblet that could hold an entire lake of holy water, or a bowl wider than two and a half yards, bigger than the fancy one in the Nautilus’s lounge. I walked over to this crazy mollusk. It was stuck to a granite table with its filaments, growing all by itself in the calm waters of the grotto. I guessed it weighed around 600 pounds. That oyster would have about 30 pounds of meat, and you’d need the stomach of a giant to eat a bunch of them.
Captain Nemo clearly knew about this bivalve and seemed to have a specific reason for checking on it. The shells were slightly open, so the Captain came close and slid his dagger between them to keep them from closing. Then he lifted the membrane with its fringed edges, like a cloak for the creature. And there, between the folded layers, I saw a pearl – as big as a coconut. Its perfect, round shape, crystal-clear look, and amazing shine made it a jewel worth a fortune. I reached out to grab it, to weigh it, to touch it, but the Captain stopped me, gave a look of refusal, and quickly pulled out his dagger. The shells snapped shut. I realized what Captain Nemo was doing. By leaving the pearl hidden in the mollusk’s mantle, he was letting it grow slowly. Every year, the creature’s secretions would add new rings. I figured it was worth at least £500,000.
After ten minutes, Captain Nemo suddenly stopped. I thought he was about to turn back. Nope; with a gesture, he told us to huddle beside him in a deep crack in the rock. His hand pointed to one part of the water, which I watched closely.
About fifteen feet away, a shadow appeared and sank to the ground. A scary thought about sharks flashed through my mind, but I was wrong. It wasn’t a sea monster we were dealing with this time.
 It was a guy, a real person, an Indian, a fisherman—a seriously unlucky dude who, I guess, was trying to gather some oysters before the harvest. I could see the bottom of his canoe anchored a little ways above his head. He dove and surfaced repeatedly. A rock, shaped like a sugar cone, held between his feet, and a rope tied to his boat, helped him descend quickly. That was all his gear. Reaching the bottom, about fifteen feet down, he got on his knees and filled his bag with oysters he grabbed at random. Then he’d surface, empty it, pull up his rock, and start all over—it took about thirty seconds.
The diver didn’t see us. The shadow of the rock hid us. And how would this poor Indian ever think that people, just like him, would be down there underwater, watching his moves and catching every detail of the fishing? He dove up and down a bunch of times. He didn’t take more than ten oysters at a time, because he had to pull them from the bank where they were stuck with their strong, sticky threads. And how many of those oysters he risked his life for didn’t have a pearl inside! I watched him closely; his moves were regular; and for half an hour, no danger seemed to be around.
I was starting to get used to watching this interesting fishing when suddenly, as the Indian was on the ground, I saw him make a terrified gesture, jump up, and spring to get back to the surface of the sea.
I knew what he was scared of. A huge shadow appeared right above the poor diver. It was a shark, massive, with eyes that glowed and its jaws wide open. I was frozen with horror, totally unable to move.
The hungry thing shot towards the Indian, who threw himself to the side to avoid the shark’s fins—but not its tail, which hit his chest and knocked him to the ground.
The whole scene lasted only a few seconds: the shark came back, and, flipping over, got ready to slice the Indian in two, when I saw Captain Nemo suddenly rise up, and then, with a dagger in his hand, walk straight to the monster, ready to fight face to face. The moment the shark was about to snap the poor fisherman in half, it spotted its new opponent and, flipping over again, charged straight towards it.
I can still picture Captain Nemo’s position. Holding himself steady, he waited for the shark with amazing coolness; and when it attacked, he threw himself to the side with incredible speed, dodging the impact and plunging his dagger deep into its side. But it wasn't over yet. A brutal fight began.
The shark seemed to roar, if you can call it that. Blood gushed from its wound. The sea turned red, and through the thick liquid, I couldn't see anything more. Nothing more until, like a flash, I saw the fearless Captain hanging onto one of the creature’s fins, wrestling, as it were, hand to hand with the monster, and throwing a series of blows at his enemy, yet still unable to land a decisive one.
The shark’s struggles churned the water so violently that the rocking threatened to capsize me.
I wanted to help the Captain, but I was paralyzed with fear and couldn't move.
I saw its wild eye; I saw the different stages of the fight. The Captain fell to the ground, knocked over by the enormous weight pressing down on him. The shark’s jaws opened wide, like a pair of industrial shears, and it would have been over for the Captain; but, as quick as thought, harpoon in hand, Ned Land rushed towards the shark and struck it with its sharp point.
The waves were saturated with a mass of blood. They rocked under the shark’s movements, which beat against them with incredible fury. Ned Land hadn't missed. It was the monster’s death throes. Struck in the heart, it convulsed in a terrifying way, the shock of which knocked Conseil off his feet.
 But Ned Land had freed the Captain, who got up without a scratch. He went straight to the Indian, quickly cut the rope holding him to the rock, scooped him up, and with a quick kick of his heel, shot to the surface.
We all three followed a few seconds later, saved by a miracle, and reached the fisherman’s boat.
Captain Nemo’s first move was to bring the unfortunate man back to life. I wasn’t sure he could do it. I hoped he would, because the guy hadn’t been underwater that long; but the shark’s tail could have been a fatal blow.
Luckily, with the Captain and Conseil’s quick work, I saw him start to come around. He opened his eyes. Imagine his shock, his terror even, seeing four huge copper heads leaning over him! And, most of all, what must he have thought when Captain Nemo, pulling a bag of pearls from his pocket, put it in his hand! This super-generous gift from the man of the sea to the poor Cingalese was accepted with trembling hands. His wide-eyed gaze showed he didn’t know to what superhuman beings he owed both his fortune and his life.
At a nod from the Captain, we headed back to the shore, following the path we’d already taken, and reached the anchor holding the Nautilus’s canoe to the ground in about half an hour.
Once on board, we each, with the sailors’ help, ditched the heavy copper helmets.
Captain Nemo’s first words were to the Canadian.
“Thanks, Master Land,” he said.
“It was payback, Captain,” replied Ned Land. “I owed you that.”
A creepy smile flickered across the Captain’s face, and that was all.
“To the Nautilus,” he said.
The boat zipped over the waves. A few minutes later, we spotted the shark’s dead body floating. By the dark markings at the ends of its fins, I recognized the terrifying melanopteron of the Indian Seas, a type of shark properly called. It was over twenty-five feet long; its enormous mouth took up a third of its body. It was an adult, as you could tell by its six rows of teeth arranged in an isosceles triangle in the upper jaw.
While I was checking out this lifeless mass, a dozen of these hungry beasts showed up around the boat; and, without even noticing us, threw themselves at the dead body and fought each other for pieces.
By eight-thirty, we were back on the Nautilus. There, I thought about what had happened on our trip to Manaar Bank.
I had to draw two conclusions—one about Captain Nemo’s unbelievable courage, the other about his dedication to a human being, a representative of the race he’d fled beneath the sea. Whatever he said, this strange man hadn’t completely crushed his heart.
When I pointed this out to him, he answered in a slightly emotional tone:
“That Indian, sir, is from an oppressed country; and I am still, and will be, until my last breath, one of them!”
Chapter 4

The Red Sea.
On January 29th, the island of Ceylon disappeared over the horizon, and the Nautilus, cruising at twenty miles an hour, slipped into the maze of canals separating the Maldives from the Laccadives. We even passed Kiltan Island, originally made of coral, discovered by Vasco da Gama way back in 1499—one of nineteen main islands in the Laccadive Archipelago, located between 10° and 14° 30′ North latitude, and 69° 50′ 72″ East longitude.
We’d covered 16,220 miles, or 7,500 French leagues, from where we started in the Japanese Seas.
The next day (January 30th), when the Nautilus surfaced, there wasn't any land in sight. Our course was northeast, heading towards the Sea of Oman, between Arabia and the Indian Peninsula—basically a dead end. Where was Captain Nemo taking us? I had no clue. This didn’t sit well with the Canadian, who came to me that day asking where we were headed.
“Wherever our Captain’s mood takes us, Master Ned,” I replied.
“His fancy can’t take us far, then,” the Canadian said. “The Persian Gulf’s a closed-off area: and if we go in, we won't be there long.”
“Fair enough, we’ll come out again, Master Land. And if, after the Persian Gulf, the Nautilus feels like checking out the Red Sea, the Straits of Bab-el-mandeb are waiting to let us in.”
“You don’t have to tell me, sir,” Ned Land said, “that the Red Sea is just as blocked as the Gulf, since the Isthmus of Suez isn’t cut yet. And even if it was, a boat as mysterious as ours wouldn't risk it in a canal full of locks. And again, the Red Sea isn't the way back to Europe.”
“But I never said we were going back to Europe.”
“So, what do you think?”
“I guess, after exploring the weird coasts of Arabia and Egypt, the Nautilus will head down the Indian Ocean again, maybe cross the Mozambique Channel, or maybe off the Mascarenhas Islands, to reach the Cape of Good Hope.”
“And once we’re at the Cape of Good Hope?” the Canadian asked, emphasizing his words.
“Well, then we’ll dive into that Atlantic we don't know yet. Ah, friend Ned, you're getting tired of this underwater journey; you’re overloaded with the constantly changing spectacle of submarine wonders. For my part, I’m going to be sad to see the end of a voyage so few people get to experience.”
For four days, until February 3rd, the Nautilus explored the Sea of Oman, at different speeds and depths. It felt random, like it was hesitating about which way to go, but we never crossed the Tropic of Cancer.
As we left the sea, we spotted Muscat for a moment, one of the most important towns in Oman. I admired its strange look, surrounded by black rocks where its white houses and forts stood out. I saw the rounded domes of its mosques, the elegant spires of its minarets, its fresh and green terraces. But it was just a quick glimpse! The Nautilus soon sank beneath the waves.
We cruised along the Arabian coast of Mahrah and Hadramaut for about six miles, its wavy line of mountains occasionally broken by some ancient ruin. On February 5th, we finally entered the Gulf of Aden, a perfect funnel leading into the neck of Bab-el-mandeb, where Indian waters flowed into the Red Sea.
On February 6th, the Nautilus floated in view of Aden, perched on a headland that a narrow strip of land connects to the mainland—like an inaccessible Gibraltar, with fortifications rebuilt by the English after they took over in 1839. I caught a glimpse of the octagon minarets of this town, which was once the richest trading center on the coast.
 I honestly thought Captain Nemo would back out at this point, but I was wrong—it was a total surprise.
The next day, February 7th, we entered the Straits of Bab-el-mandeb, which, in Arabic, means "The Gate of Tears."
It’s only thirty-two miles long, but twenty miles wide. And for the Nautilus, going full speed, crossing took less than an hour. I didn’t see anything, not even the Island of Perim, which the British Government had fortified near Aden. There were too many English and French ships—the Suez line to Bombay, Calcutta to Melbourne, and from Bourbon to Mauritius—traveling through this narrow passage for the Nautilus to show itself. So, it stayed safely below the surface. Finally, around noon, we were in the waters of the Red Sea.
I didn’t even try to figure out why Captain Nemo decided to enter the gulf. But I was totally on board with the Nautilus going in. Its speed slowed down, sometimes it stayed on the surface, sometimes it dove to avoid a ship, and I got to see both the top and bottom of this crazy sea.
February 8th, from the first light of day, Mocha came into view—now a ruined town, with walls that would crumble from a gunshot, but still sheltering some green date trees. It used to be a major city, with six public markets and twenty-six mosques, and its walls, defended by fourteen forts, formed a two-mile circle.
Then the Nautilus approached the African coast, where the sea was deeper. There, between two waters clear as glass, we were allowed to look out through the open panels and see beautiful bushes of bright coral and huge rocks covered in a gorgeous green fuzz of seaweed. What an unbelievable sight, and what a variety of sites and landscapes along these sandbars and volcanic islands that bordered the Libyan coast! But the shrubs looked their best on the eastern coast, which the Nautilus soon reached. It was the coast of Tehama, where not only did these sea creatures flourish below the surface, but they also formed pretty patterns that stretched about sixty feet above the water—more random, but less colorful, than the ones kept fresh by the water.
What amazing hours I spent looking out the window of the saloon! What new plants and animals did I admire under the glow of our electric lights!
February 9th, the Nautilus floated in the widest part of the Red Sea, between Souakin on the west coast and Komfidah on the east coast, with a diameter of ninety miles.
That day at noon, after checking our location, Captain Nemo came up to the platform, where I happened to be. I was determined not to let him go without at least asking about his plans. As soon as he saw me, he approached and offered me a cigar.
“Well, sir, does this Red Sea impress you? Have you seen all the wonders it holds—its fish, its coral creatures, its sponge gardens, and its coral forests? Did you spot the towns along its shores?”
“Yes, Captain Nemo,” I replied. “And the Nautilus is incredibly well-suited for studying it. Wow, it's like a smart boat!”
“Yes, sir, smart and unbreakable. It’s not scared of the Red Sea’s crazy storms, its currents, or its sandbars.”
“Definitely,” I said. “This sea is known as one of the worst, and in ancient times, if I remember correctly, it had a terrible reputation.”
 “Seriously, M. Aronnax. Greek and Latin historians aren’t exactly raving about it, and Strabo says it’s super dangerous during those Etesian winds and when it’s raining a lot. Arabian Edrisi calls it the Gulf of Colzoum and says tons of ships wrecked there on sandbars, and nobody would even risk sailing at night. He claims it’s a sea with crazy hurricanes, full of lonely islands, and ‘offers nothing good above or below.’”
“You can see,” I said, “that these historians never took a ride on the Nautilus.”
“Exactly,” replied the Captain, smiling. “And honestly, modern people aren’t much better than the ancient ones. It took ages to figure out how steam power works. Who knows, maybe in another hundred years, we’ll see a second Nautilus? Progress is slow, M. Aronnax.”
“True,” I answered. “Your boat is like, a century ahead of its time, maybe even an entire era. What a bummer that the secret of such an invention would die with its creator!”
Captain Nemo didn’t reply. After a bit of silence, he continued:
“You were talking about what ancient historians thought about how dangerous navigating the Red Sea was.”
“That’s right,” I said; “but weren’t their fears a little over the top?”
“Yeah, and no, M. Aronnax,” replied Captain Nemo, who seemed to know the Red Sea inside and out. “What’s not dangerous for a modern ship—one that’s well-equipped, strong, and in control thanks to obedient steam—was full of risks for the ships of the past. Picture those first navigators in ships made of planks sewn together with palm tree cords, soaked in seal grease, and covered in resin! They didn’t even have instruments to figure out where they were, and they were just guessing their way through currents they barely understood. Shipwrecks were, and had to be, common. But these days, steamers between Suez and the South Seas don't have anything to worry about, even with those crazy trade winds. The captain and passengers don't even offer sacrifices before they leave, and they don't come back covered in wreaths and gold to thank the gods at the temple.”
“I totally agree,” I said; “and it seems like steam has killed all gratitude in sailors' hearts. But, Captain, since you’ve obviously studied this sea, can you tell me where it got its name?”
“There are a bunch of explanations, M. Aronnax. Want to hear what a writer from the 14th century thought?”
“Definitely.”
“This creative writer claims it was named after the Israelites crossed it, when Pharaoh drowned in the waves after Moses’ voice.”
“That’s a poet’s explanation, Captain Nemo,” I replied; “but I need more than that. I want your opinion.”
“Okay, here it is, M. Aronnax. My guess is that the name ‘Red Sea’ is a translation of the Hebrew word ‘Edom,’ and the ancients named it that because of the water’s unique color.”
“But so far, I’m just seeing clear waves and no particular color.”
“You’ll see it as we go deeper into the gulf. I remember seeing the Bay of Tor completely red, like a sea of blood.”
“And you think that color comes from tiny seaweed?”
“That’s right.”
“So, Captain Nemo, this isn't the first time you’ve explored the Red Sea on board the Nautilus?”
“Nope.”
“Since you mentioned the Israelites and the disaster for the Egyptians earlier, I have to ask: have you found any underwater traces of that huge historical event?”
 “No, sir, and for a really good reason.”
“What’s it about?”
“It’s that the place where Moses and his people passed is now so blocked up with sand that the camels can barely wash their legs there. You can imagine there wouldn't be enough water for my Nautilus.”
“And the spot itself?” I asked.
“The spot’s located a little above the Isthmus of Suez, in the arm that used to be a deep inlet when the Red Sea reached the Salt Lakes. Whether that passage was a miracle or not, the Israelites crossed there to get to the Promised Land, and Pharaoh’s army died right on that spot. I think digging through the sand would turn up tons of weapons and tools from Egypt.”
“That makes sense,” I replied. “And for the sake of archaeologists, let’s hope they dig there eventually, when new towns are built on the isthmus, after the Suez Canal is finished. A canal, though, that’s pretty useless to a ship like the Nautilus.”
“Probably,” said Captain Nemo. “But useful to the whole world. The ancient civilizations really understood the importance of a connection between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean for trade. They just didn't think about digging a canal straight through, so they used the Nile as a shortcut. Tradition says the canal connecting the Nile to the Red Sea was started by Sesostris. One thing’s for sure: in 615 BC, Necos started building a canal to bring water from the Nile across the Egyptian plains towards Arabia. It took four days to travel up the canal, and it was so wide that two warships could sail side by side. Darius, son of Hystaspes, carried on the work, and Ptolemy II probably finished it. Strabo wrote about it being used: but it sloped so slightly from its start near Bubastes to the Red Sea that it was only navigable for a few months each year. It served all the trade needs until Antonius’s time, when it was abandoned and filled with sand. Caliph Omar restored it, but Caliph Al-Mansor destroyed it for good in 761 or 762, to prevent supplies from reaching Mohammed-ben-Abdallah, who was rebelling against him. During his Egyptian expedition, your General Bonaparte found traces of the work in the Suez Desert, and he nearly drowned when surprised by the tide, just before reaching Hadjaroth – the same place where Moses camped three thousand years earlier.”
“Well, Captain, what the ancients couldn't do, this connection between the two seas, which will shorten the route from Cadiz to India, M. Lesseps has managed to accomplish. Before long, he’s going to turn Africa into a giant island.”
“Yes, M. Aronnax; you have every right to be proud of your countryman. He brings more honor to a nation than great military leaders. He started out facing disgust and setbacks, but he triumphed because he has the willpower to succeed. It’s sad to think that a project like that – one that should have been an international effort and would have made a reign famous – succeeded thanks to the energy of just one person. All honor to M. Lesseps!”
“Yes! Honor to the great citizen,” I replied, surprised by the way Captain Nemo had just spoken.
“Unfortunately,” he continued, “I can’t take you through the Suez Canal, but you’ll be able to see the long jetty of Port Said after tomorrow, when we’ll be in the Mediterranean.”
“The Mediterranean!” I exclaimed.
“Yes, sir. Does that surprise you?”
“What surprises me is to think we’ll be there the day after tomorrow.”
“Really?”
“Yes, Captain. Though, by now, I should probably be used to being surprised by everything since I’ve been on your boat.”
“But what’s the reason for this surprise?”
 “Seriously! You’re saying the Nautilus has to go super fast if we’re going to be in the Mediterranean the day after tomorrow? After circling Africa and going around the Cape of Good Hope?”
“Who told you that, sir?”
“Well, unless the Nautilus can drive on land, or go over the isthmus——”
“Or under it, M. Aronnax.”
“Under it?”
“Definitely,” Captain Nemo said calmly. “A long time ago, Nature created what’s under this strip of land—the same thing humans have done on the surface.”
“You mean… a passage like that actually exists?”
“Yep; a secret passage, and I call it the Arabian Tunnel. It takes us under Suez and opens into the Gulf of Pelusium.”
“But isn’t that isthmus just quicksand?”
“Down to a certain point. But there’s a solid layer of rock just fifty-five yards down.”
“Did you just stumble onto this passage?” I asked, getting more and more shocked.
“A little luck, but mostly thinking; and I figured it out more than I got lucky. Not only does the passage exist, but I’ve used it a few times. Without it, I wouldn't have dared enter the Red Sea today. I noticed that there were certain fish in the Red Sea and in the Mediterranean—fish that were exactly the same. Figuring that had to mean something, I wondered if there was a way for them to connect. If there was, the underwater current would have to run from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean, because of the difference in water levels. I caught a bunch of fish near Suez. I put a copper ring through their tails and threw them back in. A few months later, on the coast of Syria, I caught some of my fish—and they still had the rings. That proved there was a connection. Then I searched for it with the Nautilus; I found it, went into it, and before long, you will too, sir! You’ll be going through my Arabian tunnel!”
Chapter 5

The Arabian Tunnel.
That same evening, around 21° 30′ North latitude, the Nautilus was floating on the surface of the sea, heading towards the Arabian coast. I spotted Jeddah, like, the biggest trading hub for Egypt, Syria, Turkey, and India. I could totally make out the buildings, the boats anchored at the docks, and the ones that needed deeper water to stay put. The sun was getting low, hitting the town and making everything look super bright. Outside, there were some simple wooden shacks and reed huts—that’s where the Bedouins lived. Soon, Jeddah disappeared in the shadows of night, and the Nautilus went underwater, glowing a little with phosphorescence.
The next day, February 10th, we saw a bunch of ships sailing into the wind. The Nautilus went back to its underwater navigation, but at noon, when they checked the location, the sea was empty, so it surfaced to the waterline.
Me and Conseil were hanging out with Ned on the platform. The coast on the eastern side looked like a blurry image in a foggy haze.
We were just chatting when Ned Land, reaching out towards a spot on the sea, said:
“Hey, do you see anything out there, sir?”
“Nah, Ned,” I replied. “But you know I don’t have eyes like yours.”
“Take a good look,” Ned said. “There, on the right side, about the height of the lantern! Don’t you see something moving?”
“Yeah, I do,” I said after staring closely. “It looks like a long, dark thing on top of the water.”
And sure enough, before long, that dark thing was less than a mile away. It looked like a huge sandbar floating in the middle of the ocean. It was a gigantic dugong!
Ned Land was practically glued to the spot, his eyes gleaming with excitement. His hand looked like it was about to grab a harpoon. You’d think he was waiting to jump in the water and attack it in its natural habitat.
Just then, Captain Nemo showed up on the platform. He saw the dugong, figured out what the Canadian was up to, and said:
“If you were holding a harpoon just now, Master Land, would it burn your hand?”
“Yeah, it would,” Ned replied.
“And you wouldn’t mind going back to your fishing job for a bit, adding this sea mammal to your list of kills?”
“Wouldn’t be a problem, sir.”
“Well, go for it then.”
“Thanks, sir,” said Ned Land, his eyes practically on fire.
“But,” the Captain continued, “I’d advise you not to miss it.”
“Is the dugong dangerous to hunt?” I asked, despite Ned’s shrug.
“Sometimes,” replied the Captain. “The animal can turn on its attackers and flip their boat over. But for Master Land, that danger isn’t a big deal. His eye is quick, his arm is steady.”
At that moment, seven crew members, as quiet and still as ever, climbed onto the platform. One had a harpoon and a line, just like they use for catching whales. The pinnace was lifted from the bridge, pulled out of its spot, and lowered into the sea. Six rowers took their places, and the coxswain grabbed the rudder. Ned, Conseil, and I went to the back of the boat.
“You’re not coming, Captain?” I asked.
“Nope, sir,” he replied. “But I wish you good luck.”
The boat started moving, pushed by the six rowers, and zipped towards the dugong, which was floating about two miles from the Nautilus.
Once they were a few cables-lengths from the sea mammal, they slowed down, and the oars dipped silently into the calm water. Ned Land, with a harpoon in his hand, stood at the front of the boat. The harpoon used for striking whales is usually connected to a super long cord that runs out as the wounded creature pulls it. But here, the cord was only about ten fathoms long, and the end was tied to a small barrel that would float and show the dugong’s path underwater.
 I stood and carefully watched the Canadian’s opponent. This dugong, also called a halicore, looks a lot like a manatee; it has a long, oval body that ends in a stretched-out tail, and its side fins have perfect fingers. The main difference between it and a manatee was its upper jaw, which had two long, pointy teeth that stuck out like tusks on each side.
This dugong that Ned Land was getting ready to attack was seriously huge—over seven yards long. It wasn’t moving, and seemed to be dozing on the waves, which made it easier to catch.
The boat got within about twenty yards of the animal. The oars were resting in their holders. I half stood up. Ned Land, leaning back a bit, brandished the harpoon in his experienced hand.
Suddenly, we heard a hissing sound, and the dugong vanished. The harpoon, even though it was thrown with a lot of force, seemed to have only hit the water.
“Darn it!” the Canadian yelled, totally frustrated. “I missed!”
“Nah,” I said. “The creature’s hurt—look at the blood; but your weapon didn’t stick in its body.”
“My harpoon! My harpoon!” cried Ned Land.
The sailors rowed on, and the coxswain steered towards the floating barrel. We got the harpoon back, and we kept chasing the animal.
It would surface now and then to breathe. The wound hadn't slowed it down—it shot off with incredible speed.
The boat, powered by strong arms, flew across the water. We got within a few yards several times, and the Canadian was ready to strike, but the dugong would suddenly dive, and it was impossible to reach it.
You could see the passion fueling impatient Ned Land! He was throwing the most intense curses in English at the poor creature. I was just annoyed to see the dugong escape all our attacks.
We chased it without stopping for an hour, and I started to think it would be tough to catch it, when the animal, driven by a weird need for revenge that it would probably regret, turned around and attacked us!
The Canadian noticed right away.
“Watch out!” he shouted.
The coxswain yelled something in his own language, probably warning the men to stay alert.
The dugong got within twenty feet of the boat, stopped, and sniffed the air quickly with its big nostrils (they weren’t at the end, but higher up on its snout). Then, it jumped, and threw itself at us.
The boat couldn’t avoid the impact, and tipped over, taking on at least two tons of water that we had to bail out. But, thanks to the coxswain, we caught it sideways, not head-on, so we didn't completely capsize. While Ned Land, holding onto the front, beat the gigantic animal with blows from his harpoon, the creature’s teeth were stuck in the side of the boat, and it lifted the whole thing out of the water like a lion lifting a deer. We were all tangled up, and I have no idea how the whole thing would have ended, if the Canadian, still furious with the beast, hadn't finally stabbed it in the heart.
I heard its teeth grinding on the metal plate, and the dugong disappeared, taking the harpoon with it. But the barrel soon popped back up, and shortly after, the body of the animal, flipped on its back. The boat caught up with it, towed it, and headed straight for the Nautilus.
It took seriously strong ropes and pulleys to lift the dugong onto the platform. It weighed 10,000 pounds.
 The next day, February 11th, the Nautilus’s pantry got a serious upgrade with some fancy game. A bunch of sea-swallows landed on the Nautilus. They were a special kind, Sterna nilotica, only found in Egypt—black beaks, grey, pointy heads, eyes circled with white spots, greyish backs, wings, and tails, white bellies and throats, and red claws. We also caught about a dozen Nile ducks—wild and delicious, with white throats and black spots on their heads.
Around five o’clock that evening, we spotted Cape Ras-Mohammed to the north. This cape marks the end of Arabia Petraea, nestled between the Gulf of Suez and the Gulf of Aqaba.
The Nautilus dove into the Straits of Jubal, heading towards the Gulf of Suez. I could clearly see a huge mountain rising between the two gulfs—Mount Horeb, the Sinai where Moses supposedly saw God face to face.
By six o’clock, the Nautilus was floating and diving, passing near Tor at the end of the bay. The water looked reddish, something Captain Nemo had already noticed. Then night fell, super quiet, except for the cries of pelicans and other night birds, the waves crashing against the rocks, and the distant rumble of a steamer churning through the Gulf.
From eight to nine o’clock, we stayed pretty deep—a few fathoms under the water. I figured we were close to Suez. Through the window in the saloon, I saw the rocks below lit up by our electric lights. It felt like we were leaving the Straits behind.
A little after nine, the Nautilus surfaced, and I headed up to the platform. Eager to check out Captain Nemo’s tunnel, I couldn’t stand still, so I stepped out to breathe in the fresh night air.
Soon, I spotted a faint light in the distance, hazy and a bit discolored from the fog—about a mile away.
“A floating lighthouse!” someone nearby said.
I turned and saw the Captain.
“It’s the floating light of Suez,” he continued. “We’ll be at the tunnel entrance soon.”
“Won’t it be tricky to get through?”
“Not easy, sir. That’s why I usually go down to the steersman’s cage and guide us myself. Now, if you’d like to head down, M. Aronnax, the Nautilus is going under, and we won’t surface until we’re through the Arabian Tunnel.”
Captain Nemo led me toward the central staircase. Halfway down, he opened a door, crossed the upper deck, and landed in the pilot’s cage—the little room at the end of the platform that I remembered. It was a tiny cabin, maybe six feet square, like the one a pilot uses on a steamboat on the Mississippi or Hudson. A wheel stood vertically in the middle, connected to the tiller-rope that ran to the back of the Nautilus. Four small windows with special lenses let the pilot see in every direction.
The cabin was dark, but my eyes quickly adjusted, and I saw the pilot—a strong guy with his hands resting on the wheel spokes. Outside, the sea glowed brightly, lit by a lantern that shone from the back of the cabin to the other end of the platform.
“Now,” said Captain Nemo, “let’s try to get through.”
Electric wires connected the pilot’s cage to the machinery room, letting the Captain communicate the direction and speed to the Nautilus at the same time. He pressed a metal knob, and the speed of the screw immediately slowed down.
 I just stared at the tall, straight wall we were running alongside—a solid, immovable base of this huge sandy coastline. We stuck to it like that for about an hour, just a few yards away.
Captain Nemo didn’t take his eyes off the knob, hanging there by its two rings, in the cabin. With a quick move, the pilot changed the Nautilus’s course every second.
I went over to the port window and saw these incredible structures made of coral, weird sea creatures, seaweed, and some other kind of plant, waving their giant claws, stretching out from cracks in the rock.
A little after ten-thirty, the Captain himself took over the controls. A huge, dark tunnel opened up in front of us. The Nautilus plunged into it without hesitation. We heard this crazy roaring all around. It was the water from the Red Sea, rushing down the tunnel and heading towards the Mediterranean. The Nautilus shot through with the current, fast as lightning, even though the engines were working overtime, trying to slow us down—the propellers were spinning in reverse, battling the waves.
On the walls of the narrow passage, all I could see were bright streaks, straight lines, and glowing furrows, all from how fast we were going, under the super-bright electric lights. My heart was pounding.
At ten-thirty-five, Captain Nemo stepped away from the controls and turned to me, saying:
“The Mediterranean!”
In less than twenty minutes, carried along by the rush of water, the Nautilus blasted through the Suez Canal.
Chapter 6

The Greek Islands.
The next day, February 12th, at sunrise, the Nautilus surfaced. I rushed to the platform. Three miles south, I could just make out the hazy outline of Pelusium. A current had swept us from one sea to another. Around seven o’clock, Ned and Conseil joined me.
“Well, Sir Naturalist,” the Canadian said, sounding pretty cheerful, “what about the Mediterranean?”
“We’re floating on its surface, friend Ned.”
“Seriously?” Conseil asked. “Tonight?”
“Yep, tonight. We passed that impossible land bridge in just a few minutes.”
“I don’t buy it,” the Canadian replied.
“You’re wrong, Master Land,” I continued. “That low coastline curving south is the Egyptian coast. And you, Ned, with your sharp eyes, you can see the jetty at Port Said stretching out into the sea.”
The Canadian looked closely.
“You’re totally right, sir, and your Captain is amazing. We’re in the Mediterranean. Awesome! Now, if you don't mind, let's talk about our little thing, but quietly, so no one hears.”
I got what the Canadian wanted, and honestly, I figured it was best to let him talk, so we all three went and sat down near the lantern, where we were less splashed by the rotor blades.
“Okay, Ned, spill it. What’s on your mind?”
“It’s pretty simple. We’re in Europe, and before Captain Nemo’s crazy ideas drag us back down to the Arctic or off to Oceania, I want to leave the Nautilus.”
I didn't want to hold my companions back, but I definitely didn’t want to leave Captain Nemo either.
Thanks to him, and thanks to his tech, I was getting closer and closer to finishing my studies of the deep sea. I was rewriting my book on underwater depths in its actual element. Would I ever get another chance to see the ocean’s wonders? Absolutely not! And I couldn’t imagine ditching the Nautilus before we’d explored everything it had to offer.
“Ned, be honest with me. Are you tired of being on board? Do you regret that fate put us in Captain Nemo’s hands?”
The Canadian paused for a moment. Then, crossing his arms, he said:
“Honestly, I don’t regret this journey under the seas. I’m glad I did it. But now that it’s done, let’s wrap it up. That’s my thinking.”
“It will end, Ned.”
“Where and when?”
“Where I don’t know—when I can’t say. Or, rather, I guess it will end when these seas have nothing left to teach us.”
“So, what are you hoping for?” demanded the Canadian.
“That something will happen, maybe six months from now, that we can take advantage of.”
“Oh!” said Ned Land. “And where will we be in six months, if you don’t mind me asking, Sir Naturalist?”
“Maybe in China; you know the Nautilus is super fast. It cuts through the water like swallows through the air, or like an express train on land. It doesn’t fear busy seas; who knows, it might even hit the coasts of France, England, or America, where we could try a quick getaway.”
“M. Aronnax,” replied the Canadian, “your arguments are totally flimsy. You’re talking about the future, ‘We’ll be there! We’ll be here!’ I’m talking about the present, ‘We’re here, and we need to make the most of it.’”
Ned Land’s logic hit me hard, and I felt like I was losing. I didn't know what to say to turn things around.
“Sir,” continued Ned, “let’s imagine the impossible: if Captain Nemo offered you your freedom today, would you take it?”
“I don’t know,” I answered.
“And if,” he added, “the offer made today could never be repeated, would you accept it?”
 “Hey, Ned, this is my answer. Your reasoning isn’t working for me. We can’t count on Captain Nemo being nice to us. It’s just common sense that he won't let us go. But, on the flip side, we need to jump on the first chance we get to leave the Nautilus.”
“Well, M. Aronnax, that’s a smart thing to say.”
“Just one thing—just one. We need a serious situation, and our first attempt has to work; if it fails, we’re done, and Captain Nemo will never forgive us.”
“That’s true,” replied the Canadian. “But that applies to any attempt to escape, whether it’s in two years or two days. The question is, if a good opportunity shows up, we have to take it.”
“Totally! And now, Ned, what do you mean by a ‘good opportunity’?”
“It’s when the Nautilus gets close to a European coast on a dark night.”
“And you’ll try to save yourself by swimming?”
“Yeah, if we’re close enough to shore, and the ship is floating. Not if the bank is way off, and the boat is underwater.”
“And if that happens?”
“Then I’m trying to take over the pinnace. I know how it works. We get inside, pull the bolts, and we’re on the surface without even the pilot in the front knowing we’re gone.”
“Alright, Ned, keep an eye out for the opportunity; but don’t mess this up.”
“I won’t forget, sir.”
“And now, Ned, you want to know what I think about your plan?”
“Definitely, M. Aronnax.”
“Well, I’m not saying I hope it happens, but I don’t think we’ll ever get a good opportunity.”
“Why not?”
“Because Captain Nemo knows we haven’t given up on getting free, and he’s going to be extra careful, especially near European coasts.”
“We’ll see,” replied Ned Land, shaking his head stubbornly.
“And now, Ned Land,” I added, “let’s drop it. No more talk about this. When you’re ready, come tell us, and we’ll follow you. I’m counting on you.”
And that ended a conversation that, not too long from then, led to some serious consequences. I have to say that things seemed to prove me right, much to the Canadian’s frustration. Was Captain Nemo suspicious of us in these busy waters? Or was he just trying to hide from all the ships of every country sailing the Mediterranean? I couldn’t tell; but we were often far out at sea, away from the coast. Or, if the Nautilus did surface, all you could see was the pilot’s cage; and sometimes it dove really deep—between the Greek islands and Asia Minor, we couldn’t touch the bottom even at a thousand fathoms.
All I knew was that we were near the Island of Carpathos, one of the Sporades, because Captain Nemo recited these lines from Virgil:
“Est Carpathio Neptuni gurgite vates, Caeruleus Proteus,”
as he pointed to a spot on the globe.
It was indeed the ancient home of Proteus, the old shepherd of Neptune’s flocks, now the Island of Scarpanto, between Rhodes and Crete. I could only see the rocky base through the glass walls of the lounge.
The next day, February 14th, I decided to spend some time studying the fish of the islands, but for some reason, the walls stayed sealed. When I checked the Nautilus’s course, we were heading towards Candia, the old Isle of Crete. When I got on the Abraham Lincoln, the whole island was in a rebellion against the Turkish rulers. But I had no idea how things had gone since then, and Captain Nemo, cut off from all land communication, couldn’t tell me either.
 I didn't mention anything about what happened when I found myself alone with him that night in the lounge. Plus, he seemed super quiet and lost in thought. Then, totally out of character, he opened both panels, and just stared intently at the water. I couldn't figure out what he was up to, so I just watched the fish swimming by.
Suddenly, a guy popped up in the water – a diver, carrying a leather pouch at his belt. He wasn't just floating; he was a living man, swimming with a strong stroke, surfacing occasionally to take a breath.
I turned to Captain Nemo, and blurted out, “A man! A shipwrecked sailor! We have to save him, no matter what!”
“A man! A shipwrecked sailor!” I shouted again.
The Captain didn't reply, but just leaned against the panel.
The guy had gotten closer, and was staring at us through the glass.
To my total shock, Captain Nemo actually signaled to him. The diver responded with his hand, quickly swam to the surface, and disappeared.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Captain Nemo. “It’s Nicholas from Cape Matapan, they call him Pesca. He’s a big deal in all the Cyclades. A fearless diver! The water's his element – he lives more in it than on land, bouncing from island to island, even all the way to Crete.”
“You know him, Captain?”
“Why wouldn’t I, M. Aronnax?”
With that, Captain Nemo headed towards a piece of furniture near the left panel of the lounge. I noticed a chest bound with iron beside it, with a copper plate on the lid displaying the Nautilus’s symbol.
At that moment, the Captain, without even noticing me, opened the piece of furniture – like a strongbox – filled with tons of ingots.
Gold ingots. Where did this precious metal come from? It was a fortune! Where did the Captain get all this gold, and what was he planning to do with it?
I didn’t say a word. I just watched. Captain Nemo took the ingots one by one, arranging them neatly in the chest, which he completely filled. I guessed it weighed over 4,000 pounds – nearly £200,000 worth of gold.
The chest was securely locked, and the Captain wrote an address on the lid, using characters that looked like Modern Greek.
Then, he pressed a button, connected to the crew’s quarters. Four men appeared, and, after some effort, pushed the chest out of the lounge. I heard them hoisting it up the iron staircase with pulleys.
At that moment, Captain Nemo turned to me.
“And you were saying, sir?” he asked.
“I wasn’t saying anything, Captain,” I replied.
“Then, sir, if you’ll allow me, I’ll wish you good night.”
He turned and left the lounge.
I went back to my room totally freaked out. I tried to sleep, but couldn't – I was trying to figure out what the diver’s appearance and the chest full of gold had to do with each other. Soon, I felt the Nautilus starting to rise, leaving the depths and heading back to the surface.
I heard footsteps on the platform; I knew they were releasing and launching the pinnace onto the waves. For a second, it bumped against the Nautilus, then everything went quiet.
Two hours later, the same sounds started up again – the boat being hoisted on board, put back in its place, and the Nautilus diving back under the waves.
So, all those millions had been delivered to their destination. But where on the continent? Who was Captain Nemo’s contact?
The next day, I told Conseil and the Canadian about what had happened the night before, and it had seriously stoked my curiosity. My companions were just as shocked as I was.
 “But where does he take his millions to?” asked Ned Land.
There was no answer to that. I went back to the saloon after breakfast and got to work. I spent the whole day, until five o'clock, organizing my notes. Then—(I don’s know why, really)—I suddenly felt this crazy heat, and had to take off my jacket. It was weird, because we were way down south, and even then, the Nautilus, being underwater, shouldn't have changed temperature at all. I checked the pressure gauge; it showed we were sixty feet down, way too deep for the sun to reach.
I kept working, but the temperature just kept climbing, getting totally unbearable.
“Could there be a fire on board?” I wondered.
I was leaving the saloon when Captain Nemo came in. He headed straight for the thermometer, glanced at it, and then turned to me.
“Forty-two degrees.”
“I noticed it, Captain,” I said. “If it gets much hotter, we’re not going to be able to handle it.”
“Don’t worry, sir, it won't get hotter if we don’t want it to.”
“So, you can control it?”
“Not exactly, but I can move us farther away from whatever’s causing it.”
“So it’s coming from outside?”
“Exactly. We’re floating in a current of boiling water.”
“Seriously?” I exclaimed.
“Take a look.”
The panels slid open, and I saw the sea all around us, completely white. Sulphurous smoke was swirling above the waves, which were bubbling like water in a pot. I put my hand on one of the glass panes, but the heat was so intense I pulled it back instantly.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Near the Island of Santorini, sir,” replied the Captain. “I wanted to show you this crazy sight – a submarine eruption.”
“I thought these new islands stopped forming,” I said.
“Nothing ever really stops in the volcanic parts of the sea,” replied Captain Nemo. “The Earth is always being worked on by underground fires. Back in the 19th year of our era, according to Cassiodorus and Pliny, a new island, Theia (the divine), popped up right where these little islands have been forming recently. Then it sank back under the waves, only to rise again in 69, before disappearing again. Since then, things have been quiet, until now. But on February 3rd, 1866, a new island, which they named George Island, emerged from this sulfurous fog near Nea Kamenni, and then sank again six days later. Seven days after that, on February 13th, the Island of Aphroessa appeared, leaving a canal ten yards wide between Nea Kamenni and itself. I was in these waters when it happened, so I got to see everything firsthand. The Island of Aphroessa was round, about 300 feet across and 30 feet high. It was made of black, glassy lava mixed with bits of feldspar. And just recently, on March 10th, a smaller island, called Reka, showed up near Nea Kamenni, and since then these three have joined together to form one big island.”
“And the canal we’re in right now?” I asked.
“Here’s a map,” replied Captain Nemo, showing me the Archipelago. “I’ve marked the new islands.”
I went back to the glass. The Nautilus wasn’t moving anymore, and the heat was getting totally unbearable. The sea, which had been white, was now red, because of iron salts. Even though the ship was sealed tight, this awful smell of sulfur filled the saloon, and the electricity was completely extinguished by bright red flames. I felt like I was in a bath, choking, and being roasted.
“We can’t stay in this boiling water any longer,” I said to the Captain.
“That wouldn’t be wise,” replied the impassive Captain Nemo.
 “Let’s get out of here!” An order was given, and the Nautilus sharply turned and sped away from the furnace—we couldn’t risk staying there. About fifteen minutes later, we were finally breathing fresh air on the surface. Then it hit me: if Ned Land had picked this spot for our escape, we’d never have made it out of this fiery ocean.
The next day, February 16th, we left the underwater basin—it’s about 1,500 fathoms deep, somewhere between Rhodes and Alexandria—and the Nautilus, passing fairly close to Cerigo, left the Greek islands after rounding Cape Matapan.
Chapter 7

The Mediterranean—the ultimate blue sea, really—the “great sea” the Hebrews talked about, “the sea” the Greeks called it, the “mare nostrum” the Romans used; surrounded by orange trees, aloe plants, cacti, and pine trees. It smelled amazing with the myrtle, was ringed by rough mountains, and had super clear, clean air, but there were always these intense underground forces at play. It was like a constant battleground where Neptune and Pluto were still fighting for control of the world!
It’s on these shores and waters, as Michelet said, that people are renewed in one of the warmest spots on Earth. But as beautiful as it was, I could only take a quick look at this huge area—it's like two million square yards! Even Captain Nemo’s knowledge couldn’s help me, because he didn’t show up at all during our crazy-fast trip. I guessed the Nautilus was traveling around six hundred leagues under the waves, and we did it in just forty-eight hours. We left the coast of Greece on the morning of February 16th and crossed the Straits of Gibraltar by sunrise on the 18th.
It was obvious that this Mediterranean, trapped between the countries Captain Nemo wanted to avoid, wasn’t his favorite place. Those waves and breezes probably brought back too many memories, if not full-on regrets. He didn’t have the freedom he liked out in the open ocean, and the Nautilus felt cramped between the close shores of Africa and Europe.
Our speed was now twenty-five miles an hour. It’s safe to say Ned Land totally gave up on his plan to escape. He couldn’t launch the pinnace, going so fast—twelve or thirteen yards every second. Trying to leave the Nautilus under those conditions would be like jumping off a speeding train— seriously reckless. Plus, our vessel only surfaced at night to get fresh air; it was steered completely by the compass and the log.
I didn't see much of the inside of the Mediterranean—it was like looking out the window of a super-fast train; just the distant horizon, and everything else just blurred past.
We were passing between Sicily and the coast of Tunis. The seafloor suddenly rose up in the narrow space between Cape Bon and the Straits of Messina. There was this huge bank, only nine fathoms of water, while on either side it was ninety fathoms deep.
The Nautilus had to maneuver carefully to avoid hitting this underwater barrier.
I showed Conseil on the map of the Mediterranean exactly where this reef was.
“If you don’t mind me saying, sir,” Conseil pointed out, “it’s like a real isthmus, joining Europe to Africa.”
“Yeah, my boy, it’s a perfect bar to the Straits of Lybia, and Smith’s measurements have proven that, back in the past, the continents between Cape Boco and Cape Furina were connected.”
“I can totally see that,” said Conseil.
“And I’ll add,” I continued, “that a similar barrier exists between Gibraltar and Ceuta, which, way back when, formed the entire Mediterranean.”
“What if some volcano suddenly erupted and raised those two barriers above the water?”
“That’s not likely, Conseil.”
“Well, let me finish, please, sir; if that happened, it’s going to be a huge problem for M. Lesseps, who has put so much work into piercing the isthmus.”
 “I totally get where you’re coming from; but seriously, Conseil, this isn’t gonna happen. The power from deep underground is getting weaker and weaker. Volcanoes, which were everywhere when the world was new, are dying out little by little. The heat inside is fading, and the temperature way down below is dropping a noticeable amount every hundred years—which isn't great for our planet, because heat is what keeps it alive.”
“But what about the sun?”
“The sun isn’t enough, Conseil. Can it warm up a dead body?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Well, my friend, one day this earth will be that cold corpse; it’s gonna become uninhabitable and empty like the moon, which lost all its warmth a long time ago.”
“How many centuries are we talking?”
“A few hundred thousand years, kiddo.”
“Then,” said Conseil, “we’ve got time to finish our journey—that is, if Ned Land doesn’t mess things up.”
And Conseil, feeling better, went back to checking out the shoreline, which the Nautilus was gliding past at a steady pace.
During the night of February 16th and 17th, we’d entered the second part of the Mediterranean Sea. The deepest point was about 1,450 fathoms. The Nautilus, using its propeller, slid down the slopes and sank into the deepest parts of the ocean.
On February 18th, around three in the morning, we were at the entrance to the Straits of Gibraltar. There used to be two currents: an upper one, which everyone knows about, that carries ocean water into the Mediterranean; and a lower current, which scientists have now confirmed exists. The amount of water in the Mediterranean, constantly added to by waves from the Atlantic and rivers flowing into it, would raise the sea level each year—because not enough water evaporates to balance it out. But that’s not happening, so there has to be an undercurrent that empties the extra water from the Mediterranean into the Atlantic through the Straits of Gibraltar. It’s a fact, and the Nautilus was using it to its advantage. It zipped through the narrow passage. For a second, I caught a glimpse of the beautiful ruins of the temple of Hercules, buried underground, according to Pliny, and the small island that holds it up; and a few minutes later, we were floating on the Atlantic.
Chapter 8

Vigo Bay.
The Atlantic! Seriously, it’s this massive sheet of water—like, covers twenty-five million square miles. It’s nine thousand miles long and, on average, two thousand seven hundred miles wide. Imagine the coastline—it wraps around the whole world, fed by huge rivers like the St. Lawrence, the Mississippi, the Amazon, the Plata, the Orinoco, the Niger, the Senegal, the Elbe, the Loire, and the Rhine. These rivers bring water from both super-civilized and totally wild countries! It’s a crazy busy ocean, with ships from every nation crisscrossing it, flying every flag you can think of. And it ends in these two seriously scary spots for sailors: Cape Horn and the Cape of Tempests.
The Nautilus was slicing through the water with its sharp bow, having already covered nearly ten thousand leagues—that’s over three months—a distance even longer than going around the Earth! Where were we headed now, and what was next? After leaving the Straits of Gibraltar, the Nautilus had gone way out. It surfaced, and we could do our daily walks on the platform again.
I headed up immediately, with Ned Land and Conseil. About twelve miles away, Cape St. Vincent was barely visible, marking the southwestern tip of Spain. There was a strong southerly wind blowing, and the sea was rough and choppy. The Nautilus was rocking violently—it was almost impossible to keep your footing on the platform, which the waves kept crashing over. So we went back inside to catch our breath.
I went back to my room, and Conseil to his cabin, but the Canadian followed me, looking really preoccupied. Our quick trip across the Mediterranean hadn't let him get his plan going, and he was clearly bummed. When the door closed, he just sat down and stared at me.
“Friend Ned,” I said, “I get you, but you can’t blame yourself. Trying to leave the Nautilus under these conditions would’ve been totally reckless.”
Ned Land didn't respond; his pressed lips and furrowed brow showed how strongly this idea had taken hold of his mind.
“Let’s see,” I continued. “We don’t have to lose hope yet. We’re heading up the coast of Portugal again, and France and England aren’t far off—places where we can easily find help. If the Nautilus, leaving the Straits of Gibraltar, had gone south, if it had taken us toward areas without continents, I’d be worried too. But we know now that Captain Nemo isn’t running from civilized waters, and in a few days, I think you can act safely.”
Ned Land still looked at me intently; finally, his pressed lips parted, and he said, “It’s tonight.”
I sat up straight. I have to admit, I wasn’t really expecting that. I wanted to reply to the Canadian, but the words wouldn’t come.
“We agreed to wait for a chance,” continued Ned Land, “and the opportunity’s here. Tonight, we’ll be just a few miles from the Spanish coast. It’s cloudy, and the wind is strong. I have your word, M. Aronnax, and I’m counting on you.”
Since I was quiet, the Canadian came closer.
“Tonight, at nine o’clock,” he said. “I’ve told Conseil. At that time, Captain Nemo will be locked in his room, probably in bed. Neither the engineers nor the crew can see us. Conseil and I will head to the central staircase, and you, M. Aronnax, will wait in the library, just two steps from us, waiting for my signal. The oars, the mast, and the sail are in the canoe. I even managed to get some food. I got an English wrench to loosen the bolts that hold it to the shell of the Nautilus. So everything’s ready, until tonight.”
“The sea is rough.”
 “That’s fine,” the Canadian replied. “But we’ll have to risk it. Freedom is worth paying for, anyway. Plus, the boat’s solid, and a few miles with a good wind isn’t a big deal. Who knows? By tomorrow, we could be a hundred leagues away! If things go our way, we’ll be on land, alive or not, by ten or eleven. But that’s it for now, see you tonight.”
With those words, the Canadian left, and I was totally stunned. I thought I’d have time to think things over and talk about it after the chance was gone. My stubborn friend didn’t give me a second. And honestly, what could I have said to him? Ned Land was totally right. There was almost a way to cash in on this. Could I go back on my word and take responsibility for messing up my friends' futures? Captain Nemo could take us far from land tomorrow.
Just then, a loud hissing sound told me the ballast tanks were filling, and the Nautilus was sinking beneath the Atlantic waves.
It was a rough day, stuck between wanting my freedom back and wanting to leave the incredible Nautilus and finish my underwater studies.
What a crazy few hours I had! Sometimes I pictured myself and my friends safely on land, other times I secretly hoped some unexpected thing would stop Ned Land’s plan, even though I knew I shouldn't.
I went to the saloon twice. I wanted to check the compass and see if the Nautilus was heading closer or farther from the coast. But no luck. The Nautilus stayed in Portuguese waters.
So, I had to do my part and get ready to bolt. My stuff wasn’t heavy—just my notes.
As for Captain Nemo, I wondered what he’d think of our escape, what trouble or hurt it might cause him, and what he’d do if he found out or if we failed. I definitely couldn’t complain about him; he was incredibly generous, actually. I couldn't be ungrateful leaving him. We weren't bound to him by any oath. He was relying on the situation, not our word, to keep us around forever.
I hadn't seen the Captain since we visited Santorin. Would I get a chance to see him before we left? I hoped so, but I also felt nervous about it. I listened for him walking around near my room. Nothing. I felt totally uneasy. This waiting day felt endless. Time was crawling.
My dinner was brought to my room like always. I barely ate; I was too distracted. I left the table around seven o'clock. Another hour and a half until I was supposed to meet Ned Land. My nerves were shot. My heart was pounding. I couldn’t sit still. I paced back and forth, hoping to calm down by moving around. The idea of failing at our daring plan was the least of my worries; but the thought of Captain Nemo finding out, getting angry, or (even worse) sad, about me leaving, made my heart race.
I wanted to see the saloon one last time. I took the stairs and ended up in the museum, where I'd spent so many useful and fun hours. I looked at all its amazing things, all its treasures, like someone about to be exiled forever, leaving and never returning.
I was going to abandon all these wonders of nature, these masterpieces of art! I wanted to take one last look out the saloon windows into the Atlantic waters, but the panels were sealed shut, and a wall of steel separated me from the ocean I hadn’t explored yet.
 Walking through the main room, I almost bumped into the door tucked into the corner that led to the Captain’s room. To my total surprise, the door was slightly open. I instinctively stepped back. If Captain Nemo was in his room, he could see me! But, hearing nothing, I crept closer. The room was empty. I pushed the door open and took a few steps inside. Still the same serious, monk-like vibe.
Suddenly, the clock struck eight. The first clang of the hammer on the bell jolted me awake from my thoughts. I trembled, like an invisible eye had peered into my deepest secrets, and hurried out of the room.
My eyes landed on the compass. We were still heading north. The log showed a steady speed, and the pressure gauge indicated we were about sixty feet down.
I went back to my room, bundled up warm—sea boots, an otter-skin cap, a thick byssus coat lined with sealskin. I was ready, waiting. The hum of the propeller was the only thing breaking the deep silence on board. I listened closely. Would a loud voice suddenly tell me that Ned Land had been caught trying to escape? A wave of fear washed over me, and I struggled to calm down.
Just before nine, I pressed my ear to the Captain’s door. Nothing. I left my room and went back to the main room, which was dim and deserted.
I opened the door to the library. The same weak light, the same solitude. I positioned myself near the door to the main staircase, waiting for Ned Land’s signal.
Then, the hum of the propeller noticeably faded, then stopped completely. The only sound was the pounding of my own heart. Suddenly, we felt a slight jolt; I knew the Nautilus had stopped at the bottom of the ocean. My anxiety spiked. Ned Land’s signal didn’t come. I felt like I should find him and beg him to call off his plan. I knew something was off.
At that moment, the door to the large room opened, and Captain Nemo appeared. He saw me, and without hesitation, started speaking in a friendly tone:
“Ah, sir! I’d been looking for you. Do you know the history of Spain?”
I probably could have recited the history of my own country, but in the state I was in—mind racing and totally frazzled—I couldn't have said a word about it.
“Well,” continued Captain Nemo, “you heard my question! Do you know the history of Spain?”
“Not really,” I replied.
“Well, here are educated people who need to learn,” the Captain said. “Come, sit down, and I’ll tell you a fascinating story from this history. Sir, listen closely; this history will answer a question that you’ve likely been wondering about.”
“I’m listening, Captain,” I said, clueless about what he was getting at, wondering if this had something to do with our planned escape.
“Sir, if you don't mind, let's go back to 1702. You know that your king, Louis XIV, thinking a royal gesture was enough to control the Pyrenees, had forced his grandson, the Duke of Anjou, on the Spaniards. This prince, who reigned more or less well under the name of Philip V, had a strong opposition abroad. In fact, the royal houses of Holland, Austria, and England had signed a treaty of alliance in The Hague, intending to snatch the Spanish crown from Philip V and place it on the head of an archduke they prematurely named Charles III.
 “Spain had to fight this alliance, but they were seriously lacking soldiers and sailors. Luckily, they had money – as long as their ships, loaded with gold and silver from the Americas, could reach their ports. By the end of 1702, they were expecting a valuable shipment that France was escorting with a fleet of twenty-three ships, led by Admiral Chateau-Renaud. But the ships of the alliance were already patrolling the Atlantic. The shipment was supposed to go to Cadiz, but the Admiral heard that an English fleet was nearby, so he decided to head for a French port instead.
“The Spanish commanders in charge of the shipment didn’t like that. They wanted to go to a Spanish port, and if not Cadiz, then Vigo Bay, located on the northwest coast of Spain, which wasn’t blockaded.
“Admiral Chateau-Renaud went ahead and followed their orders, and the ships sailed into Vigo Bay.
“Unfortunately, it was completely open and couldn’t be defended at all. They needed to quickly unload the ships before the combined fleet arrived, and they would have had time if a silly dispute hadn’t suddenly popped up.
“Following the story?” asked Captain Nemo.
“Totally,” I said, not knowing what point he was trying to make with this history lesson.
“I’ll continue. Here’s what happened. The merchants of Cadiz had a special right to receive all goods coming from the West Indies. Now, unloading these gold bars at the port of Vigo was taking that right away from them. They complained in Madrid, and convinced the easily-influenced Philip to keep the shipment locked up in Vigo Bay until the enemy disappeared.
“But while they were making that decision, on October 22nd, 1702, the English ships arrived in Vigo Bay, and Admiral Chateau-Renaud, despite being outnumbered, fought bravely. But seeing that the treasure would fall into enemy hands, he burned and sank every ship, along with their incredible riches.”
Captain Nemo paused. I honestly couldn't see why this history should interest me.
“So?” I asked.
“So, M. Aronnax,” replied Captain Nemo, “we’re in Vigo Bay; and it’s up to you whether you want to explore its secrets.”
The Captain stood up, telling me to follow him. I’d had a chance to recover. I obeyed. The saloon was dim, but through the clear glass, the waves were sparkling. I looked.
For about a mile around the Nautilus, the water seemed lit up with electric light. The sandy bottom was clear and bright. Some of the crew, in their diving gear, were clearing away half-rotted barrels and empty crates from the middle of the blackened wrecks. Gold and silver bars, piles of coins, and jewels were escaping from these crates and barrels. The sand was piled high with them. Loaded with their precious loot, the men returned to the Nautilus, unloaded their cargo, and went back to this endless hunt for gold and silver.
I understood now. This was the scene of the battle of October 22nd, 1702. Here, on this very spot, the ships loaded for the Spanish Government had sunk. Here Captain Nemo came, whenever he needed it, to collect those millions with which he loaded the Nautilus. He was the direct heir, without anyone to share with, in those treasures ripped from the Incas and from the conquered people of Ferdinand Cortez.
“Did you know, sir,” he asked, smiling, “that the sea held such riches?”
“I knew,” I answered, “that they estimated the value of money suspended in these waters at two million.”
 “Seriously? But getting that money would cost way more than it’s worth. Here, though, I just scoop up what people have lost—not just in Vigo Bay, but in a ton of other ports where ships have wrecked, all marked on my underwater map. Get it now, how I made so much money?”
“I get it, Captain. But let me tell you, exploring Vigo Bay, you just beat a rival group to it.”
“And who’s that?”
“A group that got permission from the Spanish Government to hunt for those sunken galleons. The investors are super hyped about a huge payday, because they think those shipwrecks are worth five hundred million.”
“Five hundred million they thought,” Captain Nemo replied, “but not anymore.”
“Exactly,” I said. “A heads-up to those investors would be a nice thing to do. But would they even appreciate it? Gamblers usually hate losing money even more than losing hope. Honestly, I feel more for the thousands of people who could really use that wealth—it could have helped them, but now it's just gone forever.”
I barely finished saying that when I realized I’d probably hurt Captain Nemo’s feelings.
“Gone?” he burst out, sounding really fired up. “You think I’m just stealing these riches? You think I’m doing this just for myself? Who told you that I wasn’t using it for good? Do you think I’m blind to the suffering and the oppressed people on this earth? To the miserable people who need comfort, the victims who need justice? Don’t you get it?”
Captain Nemo paused at those last words, maybe regretting talking so much. But I figured out that whatever drove him to escape to the sea, it hadn’t erased his humanity. His heart still ached for the suffering of others, and his incredible generosity was for entire groups of people, not just individuals. And then it clicked—I knew exactly who Captain Nemo was sending that money to when the Nautilus was near the waters of Crete.
Chapter 9

The next morning, February 19th, the Canadian showed up in my room. I’d been expecting him. He looked totally bummed.
“Well, sir?” he asked.
“Well, Ned, we just weren't lucky yesterday.”
“Yeah, that Captain had to stop exactly when we planned to leave his ship.”
“Yeah, Ned, he had business at his bank.”
“His bank?”
“Or, rather, his banking house—meaning the ocean, where his riches are safer than in the State’s vaults.”
I then told the Canadian everything that happened the night before, hoping to convince him not to ditch the Captain. But my story just made him express how bummed he was that he’s missed the chance to check out the battlefield of Vigo.
“Still,” he said, “it’s not over. It’s just a missed shot. We’ll succeed next time—maybe tonight, if needed—"
“Which way is the Nautilus headed?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Ned replied.
“Okay, we’ll see at noon.”
The Canadian went to find Conseil. As soon as I got dressed, I headed to the saloon. The compass wasn’t reassuring. The Nautilus was heading southwest—we were turning our backs on Europe.
I waited impatiently until the ship’s location was marked on the chart. Around 11:30, the reservoirs emptied, and we surfaced. I rushed to the platform. Ned was already there. No land in sight. Just a huge ocean. A few sails on the horizon, probably boats heading to San Roque, looking for good winds to round the Cape of Good Hope. The weather was cloudy. A storm was brewing. Ned was going crazy, trying to peer through the fog. He still hoped that behind all that mist lay the land he craved.
At noon, the sun popped out for a second. The second mate used the brightness to take a height measurement. Then, as the sea got rougher, we descended, and the panel closed.
An hour later, checking the chart, I saw the Nautilus was at 16° 17′ longitude and 33° 22′ latitude, 150 leagues from the nearest coast. There was no way to escape, and you can imagine how ticked off the Canadian was when I told him where we were.
For my part, I wasn’t too upset. I felt lighter, like a weight had lifted, and I could return to my usual work with a bit more calm.
That night, around eleven o’clock, I got a totally unexpected visit from Captain Nemo. He asked me very politely if I was tired from my watch the night before. I said no.
“Then, M. Aronnax, I propose a curious excursion.”
“Propose, Captain?”
“You’ve only seen the underwater depths during the day, under the sunlight. Would you like to see them at night?”
“Absolutely.”
“Be warned, it’s going to be a tough trek. We’ll have to walk far and climb a mountain. The roads aren't great.”
“That just makes me even more curious, Captain. I’m ready to follow you.”
“Come then, sir, let’s put on our diving suits.”
Arriving at the changing room, I saw that neither of my companions nor any of the crew were joining us on this trip. Captain Nemo hadn’t even suggested I take Ned or Conseil with me.
In a few minutes, we were both in our diving suits. They strapped the reservoirs on our backs, filled with plenty of air, but there were no electric lamps. I pointed this out to the Captain.
“They’d be useless,” he replied.
 I thought I’d misheard, but I couldn't repeat what I’d heard, because the Captain’s head had already disappeared into his metal helmet. I finished strapping myself in. I felt them put an iron-tipped staff into my hand, and a few minutes later, after the usual check-in, we stepped onto the ocean floor, about 150 fathoms down. Midnight was close. The water was pitch black, but Captain Nemo pointed to a reddish spot in the distance – a huge light shining really bright, about two miles away. I had no idea what that fire was, what was fueling it, or why and how it was lighting up the water. Still, it lit our way, kind of, but I quickly got used to the weird darkness, and I realized, under those conditions, the Ruhmkorff apparatus was totally useless.
As we moved forward, I heard a kind of tapping above my head. The noise got louder, sometimes like a constant shower, and I quickly figured out what it was. It was rain falling hard and sizzling on the surface of the waves. I instantly thought, "I'm going to be soaked!" In the water! Surrounded by water! I couldn’t help but laugh at the crazy idea. But seriously, in the thick diving suit, you don’t feel the water; it’s just like being in a denser atmosphere. Nothing more.
After about half an hour of walking, the ground became rocky. Tiny jellyfish, microscopic crustaceans, and feather-like animals lit things up a little with their glowing light. I caught a glimpse of rocks covered in millions of tiny plants and clumps of seaweed. My feet often slipped on this sticky carpet of seaweed, and without my iron-tipped staff, I would have fallen more than once. When I turned around, I could still see the whitish light of the Nautilus fading in the distance.
But the rosy light guiding us got brighter and lit up the horizon. The presence of this fire underwater totally baffled me. Was I heading towards a natural phenomenon that scientists on land didn't even know about yet? Or (and this thought crossed my mind) did a human have something to do with this fire? Had someone stoked this flame? Was I about to meet friends and companions of Captain Nemo, people he was visiting, who, like him, lived this strange life? Could I find a whole colony of exiles down there, people who, tired of the miseries of the world, had found independence in the deep ocean? All these wild and unrealistic ideas kept popping into my head. And in this state of mind, completely overstimulated by the constant stream of incredible sights, I wouldn't have been surprised to meet a sunken city at the bottom of the sea – the kind of thing Captain Nemo dreamed about.
Our path became brighter and brighter. A white glow came in beams from the top of a mountain about 800 feet high. But what I saw was just a reflection, amplified by the clear water. The source of this inexplicable light was a fire on the other side of the mountain.
In the middle of this rocky maze cutting through the bottom of the Atlantic, Captain Nemo moved forward without hesitation. He knew this route. He’s definitely traveled it before, and couldn't get lost. I followed him with complete trust. He seemed like a sea genie; and as he walked ahead of me, I couldn’t help but admire his stature, outlined in black against the glowing horizon.
It was one in the morning when we reached the first slopes of the mountain, but to get to them, we had to navigate the tricky paths of a huge, dense thicket.
 Okay, so there was this whole bunch of dead trees, totally bare, no sap, just like stone from being soaked in water. Huge pines poked out here and there. It was like a coal mine still standing, clinging to the broken ground, and its branches, looking like fancy black paper cutouts, were clear against the watery ceiling. Picture a forest on the Hartz mountains hanging onto the sides, but totally submerged. The paths were covered in seaweed and kelp, and a whole world of little sea creatures crawled around. I walked along, climbing over rocks, stepping over huge tree trunks, breaking through the sea vines that hung from one tree to the next, and scaring the fish, which darted from branch to branch. I kept going, not even tired. I followed my guide, who didn’s seem to get tired at all. What a sight! How could I even describe it? How could I paint the look of those woods and rocks—dark and wild underneath, the tops colored red by the light that the water reflected and doubled? We climbed rocks that crashed down after us with huge booms and the low rumble of an avalanche. To my right and left were long, dark tunnels where you couldn’t see anything. Then, huge clearings would open up, like someone had built them—and I kept wondering if some creature from these underwater places would suddenly appear.
But Captain Nemo was still climbing. I couldn’t hold him back. My walking stick helped a lot. One wrong step would have been risky on the narrow paths leading down to the sides of the gulfs, but I walked with steady steps, not feeling dizzy at all. Sometimes I’d hop over a crack that would have made me hesitate if I’d been crossing glaciers on land. Other times I’d risk it on the shaky trunk of a tree thrown across from one chasm to the next, not even looking down, just keeping my eyes on the wild scenery.
There were these massive rocks, leaning on their perfectly cut bases, like they were defying gravity. Trees would shoot up from between their stony knees, like a jet of water under pressure, supporting even more trees above them. Natural towers, huge cliffs cut straight down like a “curtain,” leaning at an angle that just shouldn't be possible on land.
Two hours after leaving the Nautilus, we’d passed the line of trees, and a hundred feet above us rose the top of the mountain, casting a shadow on the bright light coming from the opposite slope. Weird, fossilized bushes grew here and there. Fish darted up beneath our feet like birds in tall grass. The huge rocks were cracked open with deep fissures, hidden grottos, and bottomless holes, where you could hear scary creatures moving around. My blood ran cold when I saw giant antennae blocking my way, or some terrifying claw snapping shut with a noise in the shadows of a cave. Millions of glowing spots shone brightly in the darkness—the eyes of giant crustaceans hiding in their holes. Giant lobsters stood like soldiers, clicking their claws like pincers. Titanic crabs, pointed like guns on their carriages, and freaky-looking octopuses, weaving their tentacles together like a living nest of snakes.
We'd reached the first level, and even more surprises were waiting. Before us were some amazing ruins, clearly built by humans, not nature. There were huge piles of stones, with vague shapes of castles and temples you could almost make out, covered in blooming sea plants, and instead of ivy, seaweed and kelp draped a thick green blanket over everything. But what was this part of the world that had been swallowed by disasters? Who had placed those rocks and stones like ancient monuments? Where was I? Where had Captain Nemo’s imagination taken me?
 I really wanted to ask him, but I couldn't, so I stopped him—grabbed his arm. He shook his head and pointed to the highest part of the mountain, like he was saying:
“Come on, let’s go higher!”
I followed, and in a few minutes, I’d climbed to the top, which gave us a view of the whole rock formation for about a hundred feet around.
I looked down the side we’d just climbed. The mountain didn’t rise more than seven or eight hundred feet above the plain, but on the other side, it looked twice as high over the ocean. My eyes scanned a huge area lit up by a crazy flash of lightning. Seriously, the mountain was a volcano.
Fifty feet above the peak, in the middle of a shower of rocks and hot chunks of stone, a huge crater was spewing out rivers of lava that flowed down like a cascade of fire into the molten mass below. It lit up the lower plain like a giant torch, all the way to the edge of the horizon. I said the underwater crater was throwing up lava, but no flames. Flames need air to burn, so they can’t happen underwater. But lava, with its own heat, can get incredibly hot, fight against the water, and turn it into vapor just by touching it.
Fast currents carrying all these gases and rivers of lava slid down the side of the mountain, like the eruption of Vesuvius on another version of ancient Greece.
Right there, under my eyes, lay a town—its roofs open to the sky, its temples crumbled, its arches broken, its columns scattered on the ground, and you could still tell it was built with strong, classic Tuscan style. Further on, some remains of a huge aqueduct; here, the base of a fortress, with the faint shape of a Parthenon; there, traces of a dock, like an ancient port had once been here, with its trading ships and warships, and then disappeared with the ocean. Even further on, long lines of sunken walls and wide, empty streets—a perfect Pompeii, hidden under the water. That’s the sight Captain Nemo showed me!
Where was I? Where was I? I had to know. I tried to speak, but Captain Nemo stopped me with a hand gesture, and then he picked up a piece of chalk and wrote on a black rock:
ATLANTIS
My mind exploded! Atlantis! The Atlantis of Plato, the continent that Origen and Humbolt said was just a legend. It was right there, before my eyes, proving its destruction. The area that was swallowed up was beyond Europe, Asia, and Africa, beyond the Pillars of Hercules, where those powerful people, the Atlanteans, lived, against whom the first wars of the ancient Greeks were fought.
So, led by the weirdest twist of fate, I was walking on the mountains of this continent, touching with my hand those ruins that were a thousand generations old and as old as the Earth itself. I was walking on the very spot where the people who lived at the beginning of everything had walked.
 I was trying to lock in every detail of this huge landscape when Captain Nemo just stood there, frozen, totally lost in something. He was leaning on a mossy rock. Was he thinking about all the people who lived here before? Was he asking them what the whole point of being human even is? Maybe he came here to soak up all this history, to relive this ancient life—this guy who didn't even want anything to do with the modern world. I would have given anything to know what he was thinking, to share his thoughts, to get it all. We hung out there for an hour, just staring at the massive plains under the bright lava, which was seriously intense sometimes. The mountain started shaking—like, a lot—from stuff bubbling deep inside. You could hear these huge, echoing noises through the water. It was epic. Then the moon popped out from behind the water and its light hit the lost continent. Just a quick flash, but it was unreal! The Captain stood up, took one last look at the giant plain, and then told me to follow him.
We hurried down the mountain, and when we got past the mineral forest, I saw the Nautilus's lantern shining like a star. The Captain headed straight for it, and we got on board just as the first light of day turned the ocean surface white.
Chapter 10

The next day, February 20th, I woke up super late—the night before had totally wiped me out, and I slept until eleven. I threw on some clothes and rushed to see where the Nautilus was headed. The instruments showed we were still heading south, moving at twenty miles an hour and about fifty fathoms deep.
The kinds of fish here weren't that different from what we'd already seen. There were giant rays, like five yards long, seriously strong, and could jump way out of the water. We also saw sharks of all kinds—one was fifteen feet long, with pointy, triangular teeth, and so see-through it was almost invisible in the water.
Conseil spotted some bony fish about three yards long, with a sharp sword-like thing sticking out of their upper jaw. Then there were these bright-colored creatures, known as sea-dragons back in Aristotle’s time, and they're dangerous to catch because of the spikes on their backs.
Around four o’clock, the seabed—usually thick mud mixed with petrified wood—started changing. It got rockier, like it was covered in pebbles and chunks of basalt, with bits of lava scattered around. I figured we were moving into a mountainous area. After a few turns, the Nautilus, I saw a huge wall blocking the southern horizon—it looked like it closed off any way out. The top of it was way above the ocean. It had to be a continent, or at least a big island—maybe one of the Canary Islands or the Cape Verde Islands. We hadn’t taken any bearings yet, maybe on purpose, so I didn’t know exactly where we were. Either way, that wall felt like it marked the edge of that Atlantis we’d only explored a tiny part of.
I could’ve stayed at the window admiring the ocean and sky for way longer, but the panels closed. At that moment, the Nautilus reached the side of that tall, vertical wall. I had no idea what it was going to do. I went back to my room—it wasn’t moving. I planned to wake up after a few hours, but it was eight o’clock the next day when I entered the saloon. I checked the pressure gauge—it showed the Nautilus was floating on the surface of the ocean. Plus, I heard footsteps on the platform. I went to the panel, expecting bright daylight, but instead, I was surrounded by total darkness. Where were we? Was I wrong? Was it still night? No—not a single star was shining, and night doesn’t get that dark.
The Nautilus was floating near a mountain.
I wasn’t sure what to think when a voice said, “Is that you, Professor?”
“Ah! Captain,” I replied, “where are we?”
“Underground, sir.”
“Underground!” I exclaimed. “And the Nautilus still floating?”
“It always floats.”
“But I don’t understand.”
“Wait a few minutes—our lantern will be lit, and if you like bright places, you’ll be satisfied.”
 I stood on the platform and waited. It was pitch black, so dark I couldn't even see Captain Nemo. But looking straight up, it felt like I caught a faint shimmer, like twilight spilling from a circular hole. Then the lantern flickered on, and its brightness washed out that faint light. I squeezed my eyes shut for a second, then looked again. The Nautilus was still, floating near a mountain that formed a kind of dock. The lake supporting it was trapped inside a circle of walls—two miles across and six miles around. The water level (the gauge showed) was the same as the outside ocean level, because there had to be a way for the lake and sea to connect. The high walls leaned forward, curving into a vaulted roof shaped like a giant funnel flipped upside down, about five or six hundred yards high. At the top was a circular opening, where I’d caught that tiny bit of daylight.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“In the heart of an extinct volcano,” he said. “The sea flooded it after some massive earthquake. While you were sleeping, Professor, the Nautilus slipped into this lagoon through a natural canal, about ten yards below the ocean’s surface. It’s our safe harbor—hidden, secure, and mysterious—sheltered from any storms. Show me, if you can, anywhere on your continents or islands, a place that offers such perfect protection from a storm.”
“Definitely,” I replied. “You’re safe here, Captain Nemo. Who could reach you inside a volcano? But didn't I see an opening at the top?”
“Yes; the crater, once filled with lava, steam, and flames, now lets in the fresh air we breathe.”
“But what is this volcanic mountain?”
“It belongs to one of the many islands scattered across this sea—a tiny sandbar to ships—but a huge cavern to us. I stumbled upon it by chance, and luck was on my side.”
“But what’s the point of this refuge, Captain? The Nautilus doesn’t need a port.”
“No, sir; but it needs electricity to move, and a way to make that electricity—sodium to feed the elements, coal to get the sodium, and a coal mine to supply the coal. And right here, the sea covers entire forests that were buried during ancient times, now mineralized and turned into coal. It’s an endless mine for me.”
“So your men are miners here, Captain?”
“Exactly. These mines stretch out under the waves, like the mines of Newcastle. Here, in their diving gear, with picks and shovels, my men extract the coal, which I don’t even take from mines on land. When I burn this fuel to make sodium, the smoke escaping from the crater makes the mountain look like a still-active volcano.”
“Will we see your crew at work?”
“Not today, at least; I’m in a hurry to continue our underwater tour of the Earth. So I’ll just use the sodium I already have. Loading takes just one day, and then we’re off. If you want to explore the cavern and circle the lagoon, you need to take advantage of today, M. Aronnax.”
I thanked the Captain and went to find my companions, who were still in their cabin. I invited them to follow me without telling them where we were. They came up to the platform. Conseil, who never seemed surprised by anything, just seemed to accept it as normal to wake up under a mountain after falling asleep under the waves. But Ned Land was thinking only about finding a way out of the cavern. After breakfast, around ten o’clock, we headed down to the mountain.
“Here we are, back on land,” said Conseil.
 “I’m not calling this place land,” said the Canadian. “And besides, we’re not on it, but under it.”
Between the mountain walls and the lake water was a sandy beach, maybe five hundred feet wide at its widest point. You could totally walk around the whole lake on that sand. But the bottom of those huge walls was rocky, with volcanic blocks and giant pumice stones piled up in a cool way. All those loose rocks, covered in shiny stuff and polished by underground heat, glowed in the light of our electric lantern. The mica dust from the beach, kicking up under our feet, looked like a cloud of sparks. The ground started to rise noticeably, and we soon reached long, winding slopes—like big ramps—that took us higher. We had to be careful walking on them, though, because these rocks weren't held together, and our feet kept slipping on the glassy crystal, feldspar, and quartz.
The fact that this huge hole was a volcano was clear everywhere I looked, and I pointed it out to my friends.
“Imagine,” I said, “what this crater must have been like when it was filled with boiling lava, and when the molten rock rose to the top of the mountain, like something melting on a hot plate.”
“I can totally picture it,” said Conseil. “But, sir, can you explain why the Great Architect stopped working, and how the furnace turned into the quiet waters of the lake?”
“Most likely, Conseil, because some earthquake under the ocean made that very opening that the Nautilus used to get through. Then the Atlantic waters rushed into the inside of the mountain. There must have been a huge fight between the two—a fight that Neptune won. But tons of years have passed since then, and the underwater volcano is now a peaceful cave.”
“Okay,” replied Ned Land; “I buy that explanation, sir, but for our sake, I wish the opening you’re talking about was above sea level.”
“But, friend Ned,” said Conseil, “if the passage hadn’t been under the sea, the Nautilus couldn’t have gone through it.”
 We kept climbing. The stairs got steeper and narrower. Deep holes cut across them, and we had to work our way around big, slanted rocks. We slid on our knees and crawled along. But Conseil was super quick, and the Canadian was strong, so we got past everything. About thirty-one feet up, the ground changed, but it didn's get any easier to navigate. The rocky stuff and trachyte gave way to black basalt—the first spread in layers full of bubbles, the second forming neat, prism-shaped columns, like a giant arcade holding up the roof. It was amazing natural architecture. Long-cold streams of lava twisted between the basalt blocks, covered in shiny, black deposits. And in places, huge patches of sulfur covered the ground. A brighter light shone through the upper crater, casting a strange glow over these volcanic dips, buried forever inside this extinct mountain. But our climb stopped around two hundred and fifty feet up because it was totally blocked. There was a huge arch hanging over us, and our ascent turned into a walk in a circle. Then, finally, life started to push through the rock. Some bushes, even some trees, sprouted from cracks in the walls. I spotted some euphorbias, oozing a sticky, caustic sap; heliotropes, sadly drooping, their flowers faded and their scent almost gone. Here and there, shy chrysanthemums grew at the base of an aloe with long, sickly leaves. But between the lava streams, I saw some tiny violets still faintly fragrant, and I breathed them in with pleasure. Scent is the soul of a flower, and ocean flowers have no soul.
We arrived at the foot of some tough dragon trees, which had forced their way through the rocks with their strong roots, when Ned Land yelled:
“Hey! sir, a beehive! a beehive!”
“A beehive?” I asked, surprised.
“Yeah, a beehive,” repeated the Canadian, “and bees buzzing around it.”
I got closer, and I had to believe my own eyes. There, in a hole bored in one of the dragon trees, were thousands of these smart insects, common on all the Canary Islands, and whose honey is so prized. Naturally, the Canadian wanted to collect the honey, and I couldn’t really stop him. He gathered some dry leaves mixed with sulfur, sparked a flint, and started to smoke out the bees. The buzzing slowly stopped, and the hive eventually gave up several pounds of the sweetest honey, which Ned Land stuffed into his backpack.
“When I mix this honey with the paste from the artocarpus,” he said, “I’ll be able to offer you a delicious cake.”
“Seriously?” said Conseil, “it’s going to be gingerbread.”
“Forget the gingerbread,” I said; “let’s keep exploring.”
 Everywhere we turned on the path, the lake stretched out, super long and wide. The lantern lit up the whole calm surface—not a ripple or wave in sight. The Nautilus stayed totally still. Up on the platform and along the mountainside, the crew was working like dark shadows against the bright air. We were going around the highest part of the first layers of rock that held up the roof. That’s when I realized bees weren’t the only animals living inside this volcano. Birds of prey were circling here and there in the shadows, or flying out of their nests on top of the rocks. There were sparrow hawks with white chests, and kestrels, and several big, plump bustards were scrambling down the slopes on their long legs. I’ll let you imagine how the Canadian felt seeing all that delicious game, and if he wished he’d brought a gun. But he tried his best to replace the lead with stones, and after a bunch of tries, he managed to hit a really beautiful bird. Saying he risked his life twenty times to get to it is the truth, but he did it so well that the bird ended up with his honey-cakes in the bag. We needed to head down toward the shore now, because the top was too tricky to get around. Above us, the crater seemed to open up like the mouth of a deep well. From there, we could see the sky, and clouds, scattered by the west wind, leaving behind wisps, even at the mountain’s peak—proof they weren’t super high up, because the volcano didn’t rise more than eight hundred feet above the ocean. About half an hour after the Canadian’s last hunt, we were back on the inner shore. Here, the plants were like huge carpets of sea crystals, and there was a little plant that looked like parsley—really good for pickling. It’s also called pierce-stone and sea-fennel. Conseil gathered some bunches of it. As for the animals, there were thousands of crustaceans of all kinds: lobsters, crabs, spider-crabs, chameleon shrimp, and tons of shells, rockfish, and limpets. Three-quarters of an hour later, we’d finished our walk and were back on board. The crew had just finished loading the sodium, and the Nautilus could have left right away. But Captain Nemo gave no orders. Was he waiting for night, and leaving the underwater passage secretly? Maybe. Whatever the reason, the next day, the Nautilus, having left its port, steered clear of all land, just a few yards below the waves of the Atlantic.
Chapter 11

That day, the Nautilus sailed through a really weird part of the Atlantic. Everyone knows about the Gulf Stream – that warm water current. After leaving the Gulf of Florida, we were headed toward Spitzbergen. But before we got to the Gulf of Mexico, around 45° North latitude, this current splits into two. The main one goes towards Ireland and Norway, while the other bends south, near the Azores. Then, touching the African coast, it makes a huge oval shape and loops back to the Caribbean islands. This second branch – it’s more like a collar than a branch – surrounds a section of the cold, still, and basically motionless ocean called the Sargasso Sea. It’s like a giant lake right in the middle of the Atlantic. It takes a whopping three years for the main current to circle around it. That’s the area the Nautilus was exploring – a total meadow, a thick mat of seaweed, kelp, and tropical plants, so dense and packed together that a boat’s hull could barely push through it. Captain Nemo kept us about a few yards below the surface to avoid getting our propeller tangled in all that stuff. “Sargasso” comes from the Spanish word for kelp, "sargazzo." This kelp, or berry-plant, is what makes up this massive area. And that’s why these plants all gather in this calm spot in the Atlantic. He explained that it’s like this: put some cork pieces or other floating things in a vase and spin the water. The pieces will clump together in the center, where the water isn't moving as much. In the Sargasso Sea, the Atlantic is the vase, the Gulf Stream is the spinning water, and the Sargasso Sea is the spot where all the floating stuff gathers.
I totally agree with what Maury said, and I got to see it all up close, somewhere ships hardly ever go. Above us, we saw all sorts of things floating, piled up among the brownish plants: tree trunks ripped from the Andes or the Rocky Mountains, carried by the Amazon or the Mississippi; lots of shipwrecks, just the hulls or the bottoms, with the sides smashed in, weighed down with shells and barnacles so they couldn’t float back up. And someday, Maury will be proven right about something else too – that all this stuff, building up for ages, will turn to stone from the water and become huge coal deposits – a precious reserve that Nature is setting aside for when people have used up all the coal from the land.
In the middle of all that thick seaweed and plants, I noticed some pretty pink halcyons and actiniae, with their long tentacles trailing behind them, and jellyfish, green, red, and blue.
 All day on February 22nd, we were stuck in the Sargasso Sea, where fish that love marine plants could find tons of food. The next day, the ocean looked normal again. From then on, for nineteen days—February 23rd to March 12th—the Nautilus cruised through the middle of the Atlantic, moving at a steady speed of a hundred leagues every twenty-four hours. Captain Nemo clearly had a submarine plan in mind, and I figured he wanted to round Cape Horn and head back to the Pacific waters near Australia. Ned Land was seriously worried. Out in those huge, island-free seas, we couldn't even try to leave the boat. And we had no way to go against Captain Nemo’s wishes. Our only option was to go along with it, but I hoped maybe we could get what we couldn’t take by force or trickery—through talking. If this trip ended, would he agree to give us back our freedom, promising never to reveal his existence? An oath of honor we’d definitely keep. But we needed to think about that tricky situation with the Captain. But was I even allowed to ask for our freedom? Didn't he say from the start, really firmly, that the secret of his life meant we were stuck on the Nautilus forever? And wouldn’t four months of silence look like we accepted our situation? And would bringing up the topic again make him suspicious, potentially ruining any chance we had to escape later?
During those nineteen days, nothing much happened. I didn’t see much of the Captain; he was busy working. I often found his books left open in the library, especially the ones about nature. My research on the deep sea, which he checked over, was covered in notes in the margins—often disagreeing with my ideas. But the Captain just corrected my work that way; he rarely talked about it with me. Sometimes I’d hear his organ playing, but only at night, in the darkest quiet, when the Nautilus was asleep on the empty ocean. During this part of our trip, we sailed on the surface of the waves all day long. The sea felt totally deserted. A few sailing ships, heading to India, were making their way toward the Cape of Good Hope. One day, we were followed by some boats from a whaling ship, who probably thought we were some giant, valuable whale! But Captain Nemo didn’t want those guys to waste their time, so he just dove under the water to end the chase. We kept sailing until March 13th; that day the Nautilus was taking depth readings, which I found really interesting. We’d traveled about 13,000 leagues since leaving the Pacific. The readings gave us a location of 45° 37′ South latitude and 37° 53′ West longitude. It was the same water where Captain Denham of the Herald tried to measure the depth and couldn’t find the bottom after 7,000 fathoms. Lieutenant Parker, from the American frigate Congress, also couldn’t touch the bottom after 15,140 fathoms. Captain Nemo was trying to reach the ocean floor by angling the Nautilus at a 45-degree angle with the water, using special planes. Then the propeller kicked into high gear, its four blades slamming into the waves with incredible force. Under that powerful pressure, the hull of the Nautilus vibrated like a loud guitar string and sank smoothly beneath the water.
 About seven miles down, I saw some dark shapes rising from the water. But those could’ve been huge mountains, like the Himalayas or Mont Blanc – even bigger! The ocean’s depths felt impossible to measure. The Nautilus kept sinking, even with the intense pressure. I could feel the steel plates shaking where the bolts were fastened; the bars bent, and the walls groaned. The windows in the lounge seemed to curve inward. And this super-strong structure wouldn's have given way, if, like the Captain said, it wasn't able to hold up like a solid block. We’d reached a depth of almost 16,000 feet (four miles), and the sides of the Nautilus were withstanding a pressure of 1,600 times the normal air pressure – that’s over 3,200 pounds on every tiny area of its surface.
“This is a crazy situation!” I said. “To explore these deep, unexplored regions! Look, Captain, look at these incredible rocks, these empty caves, these lowest points on Earth where nothing can live! What amazing things are down here! Why can’t we remember them?”
“Do you want to take away more than just memories?” asked Captain Nemo.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it's super easy to take a picture of this underwater world.”
I didn’t even have time to react to this idea when, at the Captain’s call, they brought a camera into the lounge. Through the huge, open panel, the water glowed with electricity, distributed so evenly that there were no shadows or gradations in our artificial light. The Nautilus stayed still, its propeller quieted by tilting its fins. The camera was set on the ocean floor, and in just a few seconds, we got a perfect negative.
But when the picture was done, Captain Nemo said, “Let’s go up; we shouldn't push our luck or leave the Nautilus out here for too long under this pressure.”
“Go up again?” I said.
“Hang on tight.”
I didn’t have time to figure out why the Captain warned me like that when I was suddenly thrown forward onto the carpet. At the Captain’s signal, the propeller was retracted and the blades raised straight up; the Nautilus shot upward like a balloon, rising really fast, and cutting through the water with a loud splash. We could see nothing; and in just four minutes, it had shot through the four miles that separated it from the surface, and, after bursting out like a flying fish, plunged back in, making huge waves.
Chapter 12

Cachalots and Whales.
During the nights of March 13th and 14th, the Nautilus kept heading south. I figured that once we passed Cape Horn, the Captain would turn west to explore the Pacific and finish the tour of the world. But he didn't do that—he just kept going further south. Where was he taking us? To the pole? That was crazy! I started to think the Captain’s recklessness was confirming Ned Land’s worries. For a while, the Canadian hadn't mentioned trying to escape; he was quieter, almost silent. I could tell this long imprisonment was getting to him, and I sensed a lot of anger building up. When he saw the Captain, his eyes would flash with suppressed frustration, and I was worried his temper would get the best of him. That day, March 14th, Conseil and he came to my room. I asked what was up.
“Just a quick question for you, sir,” the Canadian said.
“Go ahead, Ned.”
“How many people are on board the Nautilus, do you think?”
“I have no idea, my friend.”
“It seems like it wouldn’t need a huge crew, right?”
“Definitely. Under normal circumstances, ten people, tops, should be enough.”
“So, why more?”
“Why?” I replied, looking directly at Ned Land, whose meaning was pretty clear. “Because,” I added, “if I’m right, and if I’m understanding the Captain correctly, the Nautilus isn't just a ship; it’s also a refuge for people like him, who have cut ties with the rest of the world.”
“Maybe,” said Conseil; “but even so, the Nautilus can only hold so many people. Couldn't you estimate the maximum, sir?”
“How, Conseil?”
“Do the math. We know the size of the vessel, and therefore how much air it holds. We also know how much air each person breathes. Comparing those things, and knowing the Nautilus has to surface every twenty-four hours…”
Conseil hadn’t finished the sentence before I understood where he was going with it.
“I see,” I said; “but that calculation, though simple, could be pretty inaccurate.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Ned Land said urgently.
“Okay, here’s the breakdown,” I said. “Each person uses up the oxygen in twenty gallons of air every hour, so 480 gallons in a day. So, we need to figure out how many times 480 gallons fits into the total air inside the Nautilus.”
“Exactly,” said Conseil.
“Or,” I continued, “the Nautilus is 1,500 tons, and each ton holds 200 gallons, so it holds 300,000 gallons of air. Dividing that by 480 gives a quotient of 625. That means, theoretically, the air inside the Nautilus would last for 625 people for twenty-four hours.”
“Six hundred and twenty-five!” repeated Ned.
“But remember, all of us—passengers, sailors, and officers—wouldn’t even be a tenth of that number.”
“Still too many for three people,” murmured Conseil.
The Canadian shook his head, ran a hand through his hair, and left the room without saying anything.
“Can I add something, sir?” said Conseil. “Poor Ned is missing everything he can’t have. His old life is always on his mind; he regrets everything we’re not allowed to do. His head is full of memories. And we have to understand him. What’s he doing here? Nothing; he’s not learned like you, sir, and doesn’t have the same appreciation for the beauty of the sea that we do. He’s willing to risk everything just to be able to hang out in a tavern in his own country again.”
 Being stuck on this boat had to be super boring for the Canadian, especially since he was used to a life of freedom and action. Things rarely happened that got him excited, but that day was different—it reminded him of his days as a harpooner. Around eleven in the morning, while we were on the surface of the ocean, the Nautilus ran into a bunch of whales—not a huge surprise, considering these creatures, hunted nearly to extinction, had taken refuge in colder waters.
We were chilling on the platform, and the sea was calm. October up there gave us some really nice fall days. It was the Canadian—he just knew—who spotted a whale on the eastern horizon. If you looked closely, you could see its black back rising and falling with the waves, about five miles from the Nautilus.
“Whoa!” said Ned Land. “If I was on a whaling ship, I’d be stoked about this. That’s a big one. Look at how strong its blowholes shoot columns of air and steam! Seriously, why am I stuck on these steel plates?”
“Still thinking about fishing, huh, Ned?” I asked.
“Can a whale-fisher ever forget his old trade, sir? Can he ever get tired of the rush of a chase like that?”
“You’re not used to fishing in these waters, are you, Ned?”
“Never, sir. Mostly up north—as much in the Bering Sea as in Davis Strait.”
“Then the southern whale is still new to you. You’ve only hunted the Greenland whale, and those wouldn't risk going through the warm waters near the equator. Whales tend to stick to certain areas, depending on their kind. If one went from the Bering Sea to Davis Strait, it’s because there’s a passage between the two, either on the American or Asiatic side.”
“That means I don’t know what kind of whale lives in these waters!”
“I already told you.”
“Even more reason to get to know them,” said Conseil.
“Look! Look!” yelled the Canadian. “They’re coming closer! They’re messing with me! They know I can’t get to them!”
Ned stomped his feet. His hand trembled as he gripped an imaginary harpoon.
“Are these cetaceans as big as the ones in the northern seas?” he asked.
“Pretty much, Ned.”
“Because I’ve seen some huge whales, sir—whales measuring a hundred feet. I even heard that the ones from Hullamoch and Umgallick, in the Aleutian Islands, can be a hundred and fifty feet long.”
“That sounds like a stretch to me. These are just balaeopterons, with dorsal fins, and like cachalots, they're generally much smaller than the Greenland whale.”
“Whoa!” exclaimed the Canadian, his eyes never leaving the ocean. “They’re getting closer; they’re in the same water as the Nautilus.”
Then, turning back to the conversation, he said:
“You mentioned the cachalot as a small creature. I’ve heard about some giant ones. They’re smart cetaceans. Some people say they cover themselves with seaweed and fucus, and then look like islands. People even camp on them and build settlements—they light a fire——”
“And build houses,” said Conseil.
“Yeah, seriously,” said Ned Land. “And one day the creature dives, taking all the inhabitants to the bottom of the sea.”
“Like something out of Sinbad the Sailor’s travels,” I replied, laughing.
“Woah!” suddenly exclaimed Ned Land. “It’s not one whale; there are ten—there are twenty—it’s a whole group! And I’m just stuck here, helpless!”
“But, Ned,” said Conseil, “why don’t you ask Captain Nemo for permission to chase them?”
Before Conseil could finish his sentence, Ned Land had already slid through the panel to find the Captain. A few minutes later, the two of them appeared together on the platform.
Captain Nemo watched the group of cetaceans playing about a mile from the Nautilus.
 “They’re southern whales,” he said. “That’s the fortune of an entire fleet of whalers going up in smoke.”
“Seriously, sir?” asked the Canadian. “Can’t I at least chase them? Just to remind me of my old job as a harpooner?”
“And why?” replied Captain Nemo. “Just to destroy? We don’t need the whale oil on board.”
“But, sir,” continued the Canadian, “in the Red Sea, you let us follow the dugong.”
“That was to get fresh meat for my crew,” Captain Nemo explained. “Here, it would just be killing for the heck of it. I know humans think they’re entitled to do that, but I don's support such a brutal hobby. Destroying these southern whales—just like the Greenland whales, gentle creatures—is a terrible thing, Master Land. Your traders have already emptied Baffin’s Bay and are wiping out entire groups of useful animals. Leave those poor cetaceans alone. They’re already dealing with natural enemies like cachalots, swordfish, and sawfish—they don’t need you bothering them.”
The Captain was totally right. The greedy, thoughtless behavior of these fishermen will eventually lead to the disappearance of the last whale in the ocean. Ned Land whistled “Yankee-doodle” under his breath, shoved his hands in his pockets, and turned his back on us. But Captain Nemo kept watching the group of cetaceans, then turned to me and said:
“I was right to say that whales have enough natural enemies without adding humans to the list. They’ll have plenty to deal with soon enough. Do you see, M. Aronnax, about eight miles to the south, those dark moving shapes?”
“Yeah, Captain,” I replied.
“Those are cachalots—scary animals. I’ve seen them in groups of two or three hundred. Those guys are truly cruel and destructive; it would be justified to wipe them out.”
The Canadian spun around quickly at the last words.
“Well, Captain,” he said, “there’s still time, for the sake of the whales.”
“It’s pointless to risk it, Professor. The Nautilus will scatter them. It’s got a steel spur just as effective as Master Land’s harpoon, I’d imagine.”
The Canadian didn’t even bother to shrug. Attack cetaceans with a spur? Who ever heard of such a thing?
“Wait, M. Aronnax,” said Captain Nemo. “We’re going to show you something you’ve never seen before. We have no sympathy for these fierce creatures. They’re just mouth and teeth.”
 Seriously? Nobody could have described the giant sperm whale better! These guys can grow to be over seventy-five feet long. Their massive head takes up almost a third of their whole body. Way more equipped than a regular whale – whose upper jaw just has whalebone – these sperm whales have twenty-five huge tusks, about eight inches long, shaped like cones at the top, and each one weighs two pounds. Inside the head, in big pockets separated by cartilage, you’d find six to eight hundred pounds of that valuable oil called spermaceti. Fredol described them as more like tadpoles than fish – not exactly built right, actually. The whole left side is kind of a “misfire,” and they can only see with their right eye. But a huge group of them was heading our way. They’d spotted the whales and were getting ready to attack. You could just tell the sperm whales were going to win, not just because they were better for fighting, but also because they could stay underwater way longer than their gentle rivals. We barely had time to help the whales. The Nautilus dove below the surface. Conseil, Ned Land, and I took our spots by the window in the lounge, and Captain Nemo joined the pilot in his cage to work the controls like a weapon. Soon, I felt the engine speed up, and we were going faster and faster. The battle between the sperm whales and the whales had already started when the Nautilus arrived. At first, they didn't seem scared by this new monster showing up. But they quickly realized they had to watch out for its attacks. What a fight! The Nautilus was like a giant harpoon, wielded by the Captain’s hand. It slammed into the whales’ bodies, going right through, leaving behind two wobbly halves. It didn't even feel the powerful blows from their tails, nor the shock it created itself. One sperm whale down, it went after the next, spinning around to make sure it didn’t miss. It was responding to the controls, diving when the whale plunged deep, then popping back up when it surfaced, striking from the front or side, slashing and tearing at any angle, piercing them with its crazy spur. What a mess! What a racket on the surface of the waves! That sharp hissing and snorting – you could only hear that from those raging animals! Their tails churned up huge waves in waters that are usually so calm. This crazy slaughter went on for an hour, and the sperm whales couldn't escape. Several times, ten or twelve of them tried to crush the Nautilus with their weight. From the window, we could see their enormous mouths, full of tusks, and their intense eyes. Ned Land couldn’t hold back; he yelled and cursed at them. We could feel them clinging to our vessel like dogs attacking a wild boar in the woods. But the Nautilus, with its engine spinning, pushed them around, sending them up and down the ocean, ignoring their massive weight or the strain on the ship. Finally, the group of sperm whales scattered, the waves calmed down, and I felt us rising to the surface. The panel opened, and we rushed onto the platform. The sea was covered with torn-up bodies. A huge explosion couldn’t have torn this mass of flesh apart with more force. We were floating among giant bodies, bluish on their backs and white underneath, covered with huge bumps. A few terrified sperm whales were fleeing towards the horizon. The waves were red for miles, and the Nautilus floated in a sea of blood. Captain Nemo joined us.
“Well, Master Land?” he asked.
 “Well, sir,” replied the Canadian, whose excitement had died down a bit; “it’s a seriously messed-up sight, no doubt. But I’m not a butcher. I’m a hunter, and I’m calling this a slaughter.”
“It’s a massacre of troublemakers,” replied the Captain; “and the Nautilus isn’t a butcher’s tool.”
“I prefer my harpoon,” said the Canadian.
“To each their own,” answered the Captain, staring hard at Ned Land.
I was worried he’d do something reckless, which would end badly. But his anger shifted when he saw a whale the Nautilus had just surfaced with. The creature hadn’t quite escaped the sperm whale’s teeth. I recognized it as a southern whale—it had a flat, totally black head. Anatomically, it’s different from the white whale and the North Cape whale because it has seven neck bones, and two extra ribs. The poor animal was lying on its side, covered in holes from the bites, and totally dead. Hanging from its damaged fin was a young whale it couldn’t save from the slaughter. Its mouth was open, letting water flow in and out, sounding like waves crashing on the beach. Captain Nemo steered the Nautilus close to the whale’s body. Two of his crew climbed onto its side, and I was surprised to see them taking milk from its breasts—about two or three tons worth. The Captain offered me a cup of the milk, which was still warm. I couldn’t help but show I was grossed out, but he swore it was amazing and tasted just like cow’s milk. I tried it, and I had to admit he was right. It was a good backup for us, because we could turn it into butter or cheese, which would be a nice change from our usual food. From that day on, I noticed Ned Land’s dislike for Captain Nemo was getting worse, and I decided to keep a close eye on the Canadian's actions.
Chapter 13

The Nautilus was cruising south, following the 50th meridian, and moving pretty fast. Was he trying to reach the North Pole? I didn’t think so. Every attempt to get there had failed so far. Plus, the season was way too far along—in Antarctica, March 13th is like September 13th in the northern hemisphere, right around the equinox. On March 14th, I spotted some ice floating in 55° latitude—just pale chunks of debris, twenty to twenty-five feet long, forming banks where the sea curled over. The Nautilus stayed on the ocean's surface. Ned Land, who’d fished in the Arctic, knew icebergs well, but Conseil and I were seeing them for the first time. On the southern horizon, the air shimmered with a white, dazzling band. English whalers call it “ice blink.” No matter how cloudy it was, you could always see it, and it meant an ice pack or bank was nearby. Soon, bigger chunks started appearing, their brilliance changing with the fog. Some of these masses had green veins, like long, wavy lines traced with copper sulfate. Others looked like enormous amethysts, light shining right through them. Some reflected sunlight on a thousand crystal surfaces. Others, with vivid, chalky reflections, looked like a perfect marble town. The closer we got to the south, the more these floating islands grew, both in number and size.
At 60° latitude, all the passages had disappeared. But Captain Nemo quickly found a narrow opening and boldly slipped through, knowing it would close behind him. So, guided by his expert hand, the Nautilus navigated all the ice with incredible precision, charming Conseil. It was icebergs or mountains, ice-fields or smooth plains—seeming to have no limits. We passed through drift ice and floating ice packs, broken-up plains called “palchs” when they were circular, and long, winding “streams.” The temperature was freezing; the thermometer exposed to the air read 2 or 3 degrees below zero. But we were bundled up in fur, courtesy of the sea bear and seal. Inside the Nautilus, warmed by its electric systems, defied the worst cold. Besides, it would only have taken a few steps below the waves to find a more comfortable temperature. Two months earlier, we would have had constant daylight in these latitudes, but now we had three or four hours of night, and soon there would be six months of darkness in these polar regions. On March 15th, we were in the latitude of New Shetland and South Orkney. The Captain told me that numerous tribes of seals used to live there, but English and American whalers, in their frenzy to destroy, slaughtered the young and old. So, where there was once life and energy, they left only silence and death.
 Around eight o'clock on March 16th, the Nautilus, following the 55th meridian, sliced through the Antarctic polar circle. Ice was everywhere, totally surrounding us and blurring the horizon. But Captain Nemo kept moving, checking each opening, going higher and higher. I couldn’t even begin to describe how amazing these new regions were. The ice took the most unexpected shapes. Here, it looked like an entire oriental city, with tons of mosques and minarets. There, a fallen city, as if thrown down by a massive earthquake. The whole scene constantly changed with the slanted sunlight, or disappeared in a gray, snowy haze. Explosions and crashes echoed all around—huge icebergs collapsing and changing the entire landscape like a diorama. Often, I thought we were totally trapped with no way out, but Captain Nemo, guided by instinct at the slightest hint, would find a new passage. He never missed seeing the thin, bluish streams of water trickling across the ice—and I was pretty sure he’s explored these Antarctic seas before. But on March 16th, the ice fields were a total roadblock. It wasn’t just icebergs; it was vast, frozen fields cemented together by the extreme cold. But that didn’t stop Captain Nemo. He slammed into it with incredible force. The Nautilus plunged into the brittle mass like a battering ram, splitting it with huge cracking sounds. It was like the ancient war machines, powered by unbelievable strength. Ice shot up in the air, falling around us like hail. Our machine created a canal for itself, blasting a path—sometimes carried forward by its own momentum, it smashed into the ice, crushing it with its weight, and other times simply pitched forward, tearing huge cracks in it. Strong winds hit us at the same time, along with thick fogs that made it impossible to see anything from one end of the platform to the other. The wind howled from every direction, and the snow piled up so hard we had to break it apart with pickaxes. The temperature was always 5 degrees below zero; every part of the Nautilus was coated in ice. A regular ship would have been hopelessly tangled in the narrow gorges. But a ship without sails, powered by electricity and needing no coal, was the only thing that could handle such extreme latitudes. Finally, on March 18th, after countless attempts, the Nautilus was completely stuck. It wasn’t streams, ice floes, or fields anymore—it was an endless, solid barrier, formed by mountains fused together.
“An iceberg!” the Canadian said to me.
 I knew that to Ned Land, and really to every navigator who’s come before us, this was just another roadblock. When the sun popped out for a second at noon, Captain Nemo took a quick measurement, which put us at 51° 30′ longitude and 67° 39′ south latitude. We’d moved another degree further into this Antarctic region. There wasn't a glimpse of the open sea anymore. Underneath the Nautilus stretched a huge, tangled plain, full of jumbled blocks of ice. Here and there were sharp points and skinny needles rising up to 200 feet high; further on, a steep shore, like it had been chopped with an axe and covered in gray. Huge mirrors reflected a few sunbeams, half-drowned in the fog. And over this empty landscape, a total silence reigned, barely broken by the flapping of petrel and puffin wings. Everything was frozen—even the sound. The Nautilus had to stop its adventurous journey through these ice fields. Even though we tried, even with all the power we used to break up the ice, the Nautilus stayed put. Usually, when we hit a dead end, we can still turn around, but here, turning back was as impossible as moving forward—every route was blocked. And for the few minutes we were stuck, we were likely to get completely sealed in, which actually happened around two o’clock that afternoon, as fresh ice quickly formed around its sides. I had to admit that Captain Nemo was being more than just reckless. I was on the platform at that moment. The Captain had been watching our situation for a while when he said to me:
“Well, sir, what do you think of this?”
“I think we’re trapped, Captain.”
The Nautilus was totally blocked.
“So, M. Aronnax, you really think the Nautilus can’t get free?”
“It’s going to be tough, Captain; the season’s already too far along for the ice to break up on its own.”
“Ah! sir,” said Captain Nemo, in a sarcastic tone, “you’re always the same. You only see problems and roadblocks. I’m telling you, not only can the Nautilus get free, but it can go even further!”
“Further south?” I asked, looking at the Captain.
“Yes, sir; it will go to the pole.”
“To the pole!” I exclaimed, unable to hide my disbelief.
“Yes,” replied the Captain, coldly, “to the Antarctic pole—to that unknown point from which every meridian of the globe originates. You know I can do whatever I want with the Nautilus!”
Yeah, I knew that. I knew this guy was daring, even crazy. But to overcome those obstacles surrounding the South Pole, making it more unreachable than the North, which the boldest navigators hadn't even reached yet—wasn’t it a wild idea, something only a maniac would dream up? Then it hit me to ask Captain Nemo if he’d ever discovered that pole, one that no human had ever stepped foot on.
“No, sir,” he replied; “but we’ll discover it together. Where others have failed, I won’t fail. I’ve never taken the Nautilus this far into southern waters before; but, I repeat, it will go even further.”
“I believe you, Captain,” I said, with a slightly sarcastic tone. “I totally believe you! Let’s go for it! There are no roadblocks for us! Let’s smash this iceberg! Let’s blow it up; and if it resists, let’s give the Nautilus wings to fly over it!”
“Over it, sir!” said Captain Nemo, calmly; “no, not over it, but under it!”
“Under it!” I exclaimed, as a sudden idea about the Captain’s plans flashed through my mind. I understood; the amazing abilities of the Nautilus were going to help us in this unbelievable mission.
 “I think we’re starting to get each other, right?” said the Captain, kind of smiling. “You’re starting to see the possibility—I’d say the success—of this plan. What’s impossible for an ordinary ship is easy for the Nautilus. If a continent’s in the way before the pole, it’s gonna stop there; but if the pole's surrounded by open ocean, we’ll make it all the way.”
“Totally,” I said, caught up in the Captain’s logic. “If the surface of the sea freezes over with ice, the water below is still free, thanks to the way the ocean works—it’s at its densest just above freezing. And if I’m not mistaken, for every foot of iceberg we see above the water, there are four feet below.”
“Pretty close,” said the Captain. “For every foot of iceberg above the sea, there are three feet below. If these ice mountains aren’t more than 300 feet tall, they’re not more than 900 feet deep. What’s 900 feet to the Nautilus?”
“Nothing, sir.”
“We could even dive to even greater depths to find that consistent water temperature, and face that surface cold of thirty or forty degrees without a problem.”
“Exactly, sir—exactly,” I replied, getting excited.
“The only snag,” continued Captain Nemo, “is staying underwater for days without getting more air.”
“Is that it? The Nautilus has huge tanks; we can fill them, and they’d give us all the oxygen we need.”
“Good thinking, M. Aronnax,” replied the Captain, smiling. “But I don’t want you thinking I’m being reckless, so let me give you all my concerns.”
“Got any more?”
“Just one. If there’s an ocean at the South Pole, it could be covered in ice, and we wouldn’t be able to surface.”
“Okay, but don't you forget the Nautilus has a super-powerful spike? We could ram it diagonally into those ice fields, and they’d crack open from the impact.”
“You’re full of ideas today, sir.”
“Besides, Captain,” I added, enthusiastically, “why shouldn’t we find the sea open at the South Pole, just like the North? The frozen poles of the Earth don’t line up, either in the southern or northern regions; and until proven otherwise, we can assume there’s either a continent or an ocean free from ice at those two points on the globe.”
“I think so too, M. Aronnax,” replied Captain Nemo. “I just wish you’d notice that, after raising so many issues with my plan, you’re now crushing me with arguments in its favor!”
 The plan was officially in motion. The Nautilus’s powerful pumps were blasting air into the storage tanks, packing it in tight. Around four o’clock, Captain Nemo announced that the platform panels were sealing up. I took one last look at the gigantic iceberg we were about to cross. The sky was clear, the air was crisp, and it was seriously cold—twelve degrees below zero. Luckily, the wind had died down, so it wasn’t totally unbearable. About ten guys climbed onto the sides of the Nautilus, armed with pickaxes to chop away at the ice around the ship, and it was pretty quick work. The ice was still thin. We all headed inside. The usual tanks were filled with the fresh water, and the Nautilus started to sink. I grabbed a spot with Conseil in the lounge; through the open window, we could see the ocean floor way below. The thermometer climbed, and the compass needle jumped around. At about 900 feet, just like Captain Nemo predicted, we were floating under the wavy bottom of the iceberg. But the Nautilus kept going down—to a depth of four hundred fathoms. The water temperature at the surface was twelve degrees; now it was only ten—we’d gained two. I don’t have to tell you that the heating system cranked up the temperature inside the Nautilus; every move was super precise.
“We’re gonna make it, right, sir?” asked Conseil.
“I’m pretty sure we will,” I said, sounding confident.
Out in the open ocean, the Nautilus had taken a straight shot to the pole, staying on the fifty-second line of longitude. From 67° 30′ to 90 degrees, there were twenty-two and a half degrees of latitude left to cover—about five hundred miles. The Nautilus was cruising at an average speed of twenty-six miles an hour—like a high-speed train. If we kept that up, we’d hit the pole in forty hours.
 We stayed glued to the window for a while, just checking things out. The ocean glowed with the electric lights, but it was totally empty. No fish around – these waters were like a prison for them, just a shortcut from the Antarctic Ocean to the open polar sea. We were moving super fast; you could feel it in the long steel hull vibrating. Around two in the morning, I finally crashed for a few hours, and Conseil did too. When I walked across the deck, I didn’t see Captain Nemo; I figured he was in the pilot’s room. The next morning, March 19th, I headed back to the lounge. The electric speed gauge showed the Nautilus had slowed down. It was heading towards the surface, but carefully releasing water, nice and slow. My heart was pounding. Were we finally going to surface and breathe the open polar air again? Nope! A jolt told me the Nautilus had bumped into the iceberg—still really thick, judging by the muffled sound. We’d “hit” it, to use a sailor’s term, but in reverse, and a thousand feet deep. That meant three thousand feet of ice above us; a thousand feet above the waterline. The iceberg was even taller than it looked from the sides—not exactly reassuring. Throughout the day, the Nautilus tried again and again, but each time it just bounced off the wall above us. Sometimes it was only 900 yards away, with only 200 yards showing above the surface. It was twice as high as when the Nautilus dove under. I carefully wrote down all the different depths, and figured out a profile of the iceberg underwater. That night, nothing had changed. Still ice, four to five hundred yards deep! It was definitely getting thinner, but still, what a massive chunk of ice between us and the surface! It was eight o’clock. According to the routine on the Nautilus, the air should have been refreshed four hours ago, but I wasn’t feeling too bad, even though Captain Nemo hadn’t asked for his oxygen reserve to be used. I had a restless night; hope and fear kept battling it out. I woke up a bunch of times. The Nautilus kept bumping around. Around three in the morning, I noticed the bottom of the iceberg was only about fifty feet deep. Just one hundred and fifty feet now separated us from the surface. The iceberg was turning into an ice field, the mountain becoming a plain. My eyes never left the pressure gauge. We were still rising diagonally towards the surface, which sparkled under the electric lights. The iceberg was spreading out, both above and below, getting thinner and thinner. Finally, at six in the morning of that unforgettable day, March 19th, the saloon door opened, and Captain Nemo appeared.
“The sea is open!” he said.
Chapter 14

The South Pole.
I bolted onto the platform. Yes! Open sea, with just a few scattered ice chunks and moving icebergs—a huge stretch of water; a world of birds in the air, and tons of fish swimming below, the water changing from bright blue to olive green depending on how deep it was. The thermometer showed 3° C above zero. It felt like a mild spring, even though we were stuck behind this giant iceberg, its long shape barely visible on our northern horizon.
“Are we at the pole?” I asked the Captain, my heart pounding.
“I’m not sure,” he replied. “I’ll take our readings at noon.”
“But will the sun even peek through this fog?” I said, looking up at the gray sky.
“Even a little bit will be enough,” the Captain replied.
About ten miles south, a lone island rose about a hundred and four yards high. We headed towards it, but carefully, because the water might be full of hidden shallows. An hour later, we reached it, and two hours after that, we’d circled the whole thing. It was about four or five miles around. A narrow channel separated it from a large piece of land, maybe even a continent, because we couldn't see where it ended. This land seemed to support Maury’s idea. The clever American had noticed that, between the South Pole and the sixtieth parallel, the sea was covered with huge floating ice, which you never see in the North Atlantic. From this, he figured that the Antarctic Circle surrounded big continents, because icebergs don’t form in open water, but only near coastlines. According to his calculations, the ice surrounding the southern pole formed a massive cap, with a circumference of at least 2,500 miles. But the Nautilus, worried about running aground, had stopped about three cable lengths from a shoreline covered in a stunning pile of rocks. The boat was launched; the Captain, two of his men carrying equipment, Conseil, and I were in it. It was ten in the morning. I hadn’t seen Ned Land. I figured the Canadian didn’t want to admit we were at the South Pole. A few strokes of the oars brought us to the sand, where we landed. Conseil was about to jump onto the land when I held him back.
“Sir,” I said to Captain Nemo, “you should be the first to step on this land.”
“Yes, sir,” said the Captain, “and I’m not hesitating to tread on this South Pole because, until now, no one has left a mark here.”
Saying this, he jumped lightly onto the sand. He was clearly moved. He climbed a rock, sloping up to a small cliff, and there, with his arms crossed, silent and still, and with an eager look, he seemed to claim these southern regions. After five minutes of this intense feeling, he turned to us.
“Whenever you’re ready, sir.”
 I landed, followed by Conseil, leaving the two men in the boat. For a long way, the ground was made of reddish, sandy stone—kind of like crushed brick, volcanic rock, and pumice. It was clear this place had a volcanic past. In some spots, wisps of smoke drifted out, smelling like rotten eggs, proving the heat inside hadn’s died down, even though I couldn’t see a volcano for miles after climbing a steep hill. We know that in Antarctica, James Ross found two active volcanoes, Erebus and Terror, on the 167th line of longitude, at 77° 32′ latitude. The plants on this empty continent seemed really limited. Some lichens covered the black rocks, and there were tiny plants, like microscopic algae with shells made of quartz. I also saw long, purple and red seaweed, supported by little, floaty bladders, which the waves washed up on the shore. That was basically all the plants here. The shoreline was covered with seashells, little mussels, and limpets. I also saw tons of tiny northern sea snails, about an inch and a quarter long—a whale could swallow a whole world of them in one bite! And some cool, perfect sea butterflies were swimming around near the shore.
On the higher ground, I spotted some coral bushes, the kind James Ross said lived in the Antarctic seas more than a thousand feet down. There were also little kingfishers and starfish scattered around. But the air was buzzing with life. Thousands of birds were fluttering and flying everywhere, their cries deafening us. Others crowded the rocks, watching us pass without fear, even coming close to our feet. There were penguins, super agile in the water, but clumsy on land, making loud, harsh noises—a whole crowd of them, serious-looking but noisy. Albatrosses soared overhead, with wingspans of at least four and a half feet—they're basically the vultures of the ocean. I also saw huge petrels and some damiers, a kind of small duck with black and white undersides. Then there were all sorts of other petrels, some whitish with brown-edged wings, others blue, unique to the Antarctic seas, and so oily, as I told Conseil, that the people of the Faroe Islands just needed to put a wick in them to use them as lamps!
“A little more,” said Conseil, “and they’ve got everything they need! After that, you can’t expect Nature to have already given them wicks!”
About half a mile further on, the ground was full of ruffs’ nests—a kind of breeding ground—and lots of birds were coming out. Captain Nemo had already hunted hundreds. They made a sound like a donkey braying, were about the size of a goose, slate-colored on their bodies, white underneath, with a yellow line around their necks. They just let themselves be killed with a stone, not even trying to get away. But the fog didn’t clear up, and by eleven, the sun still hadn’t shown itself. Its absence made me nervous. Without it, we couldn’t make any observations. So, how could we know if we’d reached the pole? When I went to find Captain Nemo, he was leaning on a rock, silently watching the sky. He seemed impatient and annoyed. But what could we do? This bold and powerful man couldn’t control the sun like he controlled the sea. Noon arrived, but the sun didn’t show itself even for a second. We couldn’t even tell where it was behind the fog, and soon the fog turned to snow.
“Until tomorrow,” said the Captain calmly, and we headed back to the Nautilus in the bad weather.
 The snowstorm raged until the next day. It was impossible to stay on the platform. From the saloon, where I was taking notes of what was happening on this trip to the polar continent, I could hear the cries of petrels and albatrosses flying around in the middle of this crazy storm. The Nautilus wasn't just sitting there; it was hugging the coastline, moving ten more miles south in the dim light left by the sun as it disappeared over the horizon. The next day, March 20th, the snow had stopped. It was even colder, with the thermometer reading 2° below zero. The fog was lifting, and I really hoped we could finally start our observations that day. Captain Nemo still hadn’t shown up, so the boat took Conseil and me to shore. The ground was still volcanic—everywhere you looked, there were signs of lava, scoria, and basalt, but I couldn't see the crater that had spewed them out. Here, just like lower down, this continent teemed with birds. But now, they shared the place with huge groups of sea mammals, staring at us with their gentle eyes. There were different kinds of seals—some stretched out on the ground, others on ice floes, many swimming in and out of the sea. They didn't run when we approached; they’d never had anything to do with humans. I figured there was enough food there to feed hundreds of ships.
“Sir,” said Conseil, “what are these creatures called?”
“They’re seals and walruses.”
It was now eight in the morning. We had four hours before the sun would be bright enough to observe. I led the way towards a huge bay cut into the steep granite cliffs. There, I swear, the earth and ice were completely hidden by the sheer number of sea mammals covering everything, and I instinctively thought of old Proteus, the mythological shepherd who watched over Neptune’s immense flocks. There were more seals than anything else, forming distinct groups—males and females, the fathers watching over their families, the mothers nursing their young, some already strong enough to take a few steps. When they wanted to move, they’d take little jumps, contracting their bodies, and awkwardly using their imperfect flippers, which, like their cousins, the manatees, formed a perfect forearm. I’d say that in the water—their element—these creatures swim amazingly, thanks to their flexible spines, smooth skin, and webbed feet. When resting on land, they strike the most graceful poses. The ancients, observing their soft, expressive looks—which I think are more beautiful than any woman’s—their clear, sensual eyes, their charming positions, and their graceful manners, transformed them, the males into tritons and the females into mermaids. I pointed out to Conseil the really developed lobes of the brains of these fascinating marine mammals. No mammal, except humans, has so much brain matter; they’re also capable of learning, are easily tamed, and I think, like other naturalists, that if properly trained, they’d be incredibly useful as fishing dogs. Most of them were sleeping on the rocks or in the sand. Among these seals—which don't have external ears, unlike otters, whose ears stick out—I noticed several varieties of seals about nine feet long, with a white coat, bulldog faces, armed with teeth in both jaws—four incisors on top and four on the bottom—and two large canine teeth shaped like fleur-de-lis. Among them swam sea elephants, a kind of seal, with short, flexible trunks. The giants of this species measured around twenty feet and were over thirty feet long, but they didn't move as we approached.
“Are these creatures dangerous?” asked Conseil.
 “Nah, not unless they attack. When they’re protecting their young, they get seriously mad, and it’s not uncommon for them to smash fishing boats to pieces.”
“They’re totally right,” said Conseil.
“I’m not saying they’re wrong.”
About two miles further on, we were stopped by a headland that shields the bay from the southerly winds. Beyond it, we heard loud bellowing, like a bunch of cows.
“Awesome!” said Conseil; “a bull concert!”
“No way; a morse concert.”
“They’re fighting!”
“Or they’re just messing around.”
We started climbing the black rocks, and it was super slippery with ice. We stumbled a lot, and I rolled over more than once, ouch! Conseil, being more careful or just steadier, didn't fall, and he helped me up, saying:
“If you took bigger steps, sir, you’d have better balance.”
When we reached the top of the headland, I saw a huge white plain covered with morses. They were playing with each other, and what we heard were happy bellows, not angry ones.
As I passed these weird animals, I could check them out closely, because they didn’t move. Their skins were thick and rough, yellowish-red. Their hair was short and sparse. Some of them were over four yards long. Calmer and less jumpy than their northern cousins, they didn’t have lookouts around their camp. After checking out this morse city, I started thinking about heading back. It was eleven o’clock, and if Captain Nemo found the conditions good for observing, I wanted to be there. We followed a narrow path along the top of the steep shore. By half-past eleven, we’d reached where we’d landed. The boat had run aground, and the Captain was there. I saw him standing on a block of basalt, his instruments nearby, his eyes fixed on the northern horizon, where the sun was drawing a long curve. I stood next to him, and waited without saying anything. Noon arrived, and, just like before, the sun didn’t show up. It was bad luck. We still needed to make observations. If we didn’t do it tomorrow, we’d have to give up. We were exactly at March 20th. Tomorrow, March 21st, would be the equinox; the sun would disappear behind the horizon for six months, and with it, the long polar night would begin. Since the September equinox, it had risen from the northern horizon, spiraling higher and higher until December 21st. That was the summer solstice in the northern regions, and it had started to sink then; tomorrow it was supposed to shed its last rays on them. I told Captain Nemo about my worries and what I’d noticed.
“You’re right, M. Aronnax,” he said; “if I can’t measure the sun’s height tomorrow, I won’t be able to do it for six months. But that's why fate has led me into these seas on March 21st—if we can see the sun at noon tomorrow, my bearings will be easy to take.”
“Why, Captain?”
“Because then the sun travels such long curves that it’s hard to measure exactly how high it is above the horizon, and I could make serious mistakes with my instruments.”
“What will you do then?”
“I’m just going to use my chronometer,” replied Captain Nemo. “If, on March 21st, the sun’s disc, accounting for refraction, is exactly cut by the northern horizon, it will show that I’m at the South Pole.”
“Right,” I said. “But that statement isn’t mathematically perfect, because the equinox doesn’t always begin at noon.”
“Probably, sir; but the error won’t be a hundred yards, and we don’t need more. Until tomorrow, then!”
 Captain Nemo came back on board. Conseil and I stayed behind to check out the shoreline, looking around and studying everything until five o’clock. Then I went to bed, but not before, like someone from India, I asked for good luck from the bright sun. The next day, March 21st, at five in the morning, I went up to the platform. There was Captain Nemo.
“The weather’s getting a little brighter,” he said. “I’m hopeful. After breakfast, we’ll go ashore and pick out a spot for observation.”
Once that was settled, I looked for Ned Land. I wanted to take him with me, but the stubborn Canadian refused, and I noticed his quietness and bad mood were getting worse every day. Still, I wasn’t really upset by his stubbornness, considering the circumstances. There were way too many seals on the shore, and we shouldn’t tempt this fisherman like that. After breakfast, we went ashore. The Nautilus had moved a few miles further up the coast during the night. It was about three miles from the coast, above which rose a steep peak about half a mile high. The boat took me, Captain Nemo, two crew members, and the instruments – a clock, a telescope, and a barometer. While we were crossing, I saw tons of whales, all different kinds from the southern seas: the whale, or the English “right whale,” which doesn’t have a dorsal fin; the “humpback,” with a curved chest and big, whitish fins, which, even though it’s called that, don’t act like wings; and the fin-back, a yellowish brown, the fastest of all the whales. This powerful creature can be heard from far away when it shoots columns of air and vapor really high, looking like smoky whirlwinds. All these different mammals were playing around in the calm waters, and I could see that this part of the Antarctic Pole is a safe place for whales that hunters are always chasing. I also noticed huge jellyfish floating among the reeds.
At nine, we landed. The sky was brightening, the clouds were moving south, and the fog seemed to be disappearing from the cold water. Captain Nemo headed towards the peak, which he probably wanted to use as his observatory. It was a tough climb over sharp lava and pumice stones, and the air often smelled like sulfur from the smoking cracks. For a guy who wasn’t used to walking on land, the Captain climbed the steep slopes with unbelievable speed and skill – a hunter would have been jealous. It took us two hours to reach the top of the peak, which was half porphyry and half basalt. From there, we looked out over a huge sea that, to the north, clearly met the sky. Below us were fields of dazzling white. Above us, a pale blue sky, free of fog. To the north, the sun looked like a ball of fire, already partially hidden by the horizon. From the water rose hundreds of jets of water. In the distance, the Nautilus looked like a sleeping whale on the water. Behind us, to the south and east, was a massive country and a chaotic pile of rocks and ice, the edges of which weren’t visible. When we reached the top, Captain Nemo carefully checked the barometer reading, because he’s have to factor that in when he made his observations. At a quarter to twelve, the sun, seen only through refraction, looked like a golden disc casting its last rays on this deserted continent and seas that no human had ever plowed. Captain Nemo, using a special lens that used a mirror to correct the refraction, watched the orb sink below the horizon, following a long, slanted line. I held the clock. My heart was pounding. If the bottom half of the sun disappeared at twelve o’clock on the clock, we’d be at the pole itself.
“Twelve!” I shouted.
 “The South Pole!” Captain Nemo replied, his voice serious, handing me the glass. It showed the globe cut perfectly in half by the horizon.
I looked at the last bit of sunlight hitting the top, and the shadows creeping up the sides. At that moment, Captain Nemo, with his hand on my shoulder, said:
“I, Captain Nemo, on March 21st, 1868, have reached the South Pole – ninety degrees exactly! And I’m claiming this part of the globe, which is like one-sixth of all the continents we know.”
“In whose name, Captain?”
“In my own, sir!”
He said that, then Captain Nemo unfurled a black flag with a big gold “N” on it. Then, turning towards the setting sun, whose last rays were kissing the ocean horizon, he shouted:
“Later, sun! Go down! Rest under this open sea, and let a six-month-long night cover my new territory!”
Chapter 15

The next morning, March 22nd, we started getting ready to leave around six. The last bit of twilight was fading into night. It was freezing—the stars were incredibly bright. Right above us, the Southern Cross, like a giant polar bear of the Antarctic, was sparkling. The thermometer read 12 degrees below zero, and the wind was brutal. Ice was building up on the open water. The sea looked the same everywhere. Dark patches were spreading across the surface, showing new ice forming. It was clear the southern area, frozen for six long winters, was totally cut off. What happened to the whales during that time? They probably went under the icebergs, searching for better waters. As for the seals and walruses, used to the harsh climate, they stayed on these icy shores. They have an instinct to break holes in the ice and keep them open. They come up for air; when the birds flew north to escape the cold, these sea mammals were the only ones in charge of the polar continent. But the tanks were filling with water, and the Nautilus was slowly sinking. It stopped at 1,000 feet deep. The propeller churned the water, and we sped north at fifteen miles an hour. By nightfall, we were floating beneath the massive iceberg. Around three in the morning, I woke up with a huge jolt. I sat up in bed and listened in the dark, but then I was thrown across the room. The Nautilus had slammed into something and bounced back hard. I felt around the wall, heading down the stairs to the main room, which was lit by the glowing ceiling. Everything was overturned. Luckily, the windows were secure and held tight. The pictures on the right side were stuck to the wall at an angle, while the ones on the left were hanging a foot away. The Nautilus was tilted over on its right side, completely still. I heard footsteps and a bunch of voices, but Captain Nemo was nowhere to be seen. As I was leaving the main room, Ned Land and Conseil walked in.
“What happened?” I asked right away.
“I came to ask you, sir,” replied Conseil.
“Seriously?” exclaimed the Canadian. “I know what’s up! The Nautilus ran into something, and judging by the way she’s sitting, I don't think she’s going to right herself like she did in the Torres Straits.”
“But,” I asked, “did she at least surface?”
“We don’s know,” said Conseil.
“It’s easy to check,” I answered. I looked at the pressure gauge. To my surprise, it showed we were more than 180 fathoms down. “What does that mean?” I exclaimed.
“We need to ask Captain Nemo,” said Conseil.
“But where is he?” said Ned Land.
“Follow me,” I said to my companions.
We left the main room. No one was in the library. At the central staircase, near the crew’s quarters, no one was around. I figured Captain Nemo must be in the pilot room. It was best to wait. We all went back to the main room. For twenty minutes, we stood there, trying to hear any noise from the Nautilus, when Captain Nemo walked in. He didn’t seem to notice us; his face, usually so calm, showed he was worried. He watched the compass, then the pressure gauge; and then he went to the map, putting his finger on a spot representing the southern seas. I didn’t want to interrupt him, but a few minutes later, when he turned to me, I used one of his own phrases from the Torres Straits:
“An incident, Captain?”
“No, sir; an accident this time.”
“Serious?”
“Maybe.”
“Is the danger immediate?”
“Not really.”
“Did the Nautilus run aground?”
“Yeah.”
“And this happened—how?”
 “It’s just a weird twist of fate, not a human error. Nothing went wrong with the build. But we can’s fight the laws of nature.”
Captain Nemo chose a seriously strange time to drop that philosophical thought. Honestly, his answer didn’t help me much.
“Sir, could you tell me what caused this accident?”
“A massive block of ice, like a whole mountain, flipped over,” he replied. “When icebergs get weakened at the bottom by warmer water or repeated impacts, their center of balance shifts upwards, and they turn over. That's what happened; one of these blocks, as it fell, smacked into the Nautilus, then slid under its hull, lifting it up with unbelievable force and dropping it into shallower water where it’s resting on its side.”
“But can’t we get the Nautilus upright by emptying the ballast tanks, so it can regain its balance?”
“That’s exactly what we’re doing right now. You can hear the pumps working. Look at the pressure gauge; it shows the Nautilus is rising, but the block of ice is floating with it. Until something stops its upward climb, our situation won't change.”
The Nautilus was still stuck on the same side, but it would probably right itself once the block stopped. Still, I was seriously worried we might get crushed between those two icy walls. Captain Nemo never took his eyes off the pressure gauge. Since the iceberg fell, the Nautilus had risen about a hundred and fifty feet, but it still made the same angle with the vertical. Suddenly, a slight shift was felt in the lower levels. Clearly, it was starting to straighten out. Things hanging in the main room were settling back into place. The walls were getting closer to being upright. No one spoke. With pounding hearts, we watched and felt the ship righting itself. The floor became level beneath our feet. Ten minutes passed.
“We’re upright at last!” I exclaimed.
“Yeah,” said Captain Nemo, heading for the door of the main room.
“But are we floating?” I asked.
“Of course,” he replied; “as long as the ballast tanks aren’t completely empty; and if they are, the Nautilus will surface.”
We were in open water, but about ten yards on either side of the Nautilus, rose a dazzling wall of ice. Above and below – the same wall. Above, because the lower surface of the iceberg stretched over us like an enormous ceiling. Below, because the overturned block, having slid bit by bit, had settled against the side walls, holding it in place. The Nautilus was really trapped in a perfect tunnel of ice, more than twenty yards wide, filled with still water. It was easy to get out of it by going forward or backward, and then make a clear path under the iceberg, hundreds of yards deeper. The ceiling had gone dark, but the main room was still glowing with intense light. It was the powerful reflection from the glass partition bouncing back to the lantern’s panels. I can’t even describe the effect of the electric rays on those blocks, carved so randomly; every angle, every ridge, every facet was lit differently, depending on the veins running through the ice; a dazzling mine of jewels, especially sapphires, their blue rays mixing with the green of emeralds. There were opal shades of incredible softness, running through bright spots like diamonds of fire, their brilliance almost too much to bear. The lantern seemed a hundred times brighter, like a lamp through the lenses of a top-of-the-line lighthouse.
“Wow! This is incredible!” cried Conseil.
“Yeah,” I said, “it’s an amazing sight. Isn’t it, Ned?”
 “Seriously? Yes!” answered Ned Land. “It’s incredible! I hate to admit it, but no one’s ever seen anything like it. But this sight might cost us dearly. And honestly, I think we’re seeing things here that weren't meant for human eyes.”
Ned was right, it was breathtaking. Suddenly, a shout from Conseil made me turn.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Close your eyes, sir! Don’t look, sir!” Conseil clapped his hands over his eyes.
“But what’s the problem, my boy?”
“I’m totally blinded, overwhelmed.”
My eyes drifted toward the glass, but I couldn’t stand the intense light that seemed to burn them. I realized what was happening. The Nautilus was going full speed. The gentle glow of the ice walls suddenly turned into flashes of lightning. The light from all those diamonds was blinding. It took a while to calm down. Finally, the hands were lowered.
“Wow, I never would have believed it,” said Conseil.
It was five in the morning, and a jolt shook the bow of the Nautilus. I knew its fin had hit a block of ice. It must have been a miscalculation; navigating this submarine tunnel, blocked by ice, was tricky. I figured Captain Nemo would either steer around the obstacles or follow the tunnel’s twists and turns. Either way, the path ahead shouldn't be completely blocked. But, to my surprise, the Nautilus started moving backward.
“We’re going backward?” asked Conseil.
“Yeah,” I replied. “There’s no way out at this end of the tunnel.”
“So then?”
“Then,” I said, “we need to go back and exit through the southern opening. That’s all there is to it.”
I said it to sound more confident than I felt. But the Nautilus’s backward motion was picking up speed, and reversing the propeller, it carried us quickly.
“This is going to slow us down,” said Ned.
“What does it matter, a few more or less hours, as long as we get out eventually?”
“Yeah,” repeated Ned Land, “as long as we get out eventually!”
I walked from the lounge to the library for a bit. My companions were quiet. Soon, I collapsed on an ottoman and started flipping through a book, not really paying attention. A quarter of an hour later, Conseil approached me and asked, “Is what you’re reading really interesting, sir?”
“Super interesting!” I replied.
“I’m sure it is, sir. It’s your own book you’re reading.”
“My book?”
And sure enough, I was holding a copy of The Great Submarine Depths. I hadn’t even realized it. I closed the book and went back to pacing. Ned and Conseil got up to leave.
“Stay here, guys,” I said, stopping them. “Let’s hang out together until we’re out of this mess.”
“Sounds good, sir,” Conseil replied.
Hours passed. I kept glancing at the instruments on the wall. The pressure gauge showed the Nautilus maintained a depth of over three hundred yards; the compass still pointed south; the log indicated a speed of twenty miles an hour, which was really fast in such a small space. But Captain Nemo knew he couldn’t rush things, and that every minute counted. At twenty-five minutes past eight, another jolt rocked the Nautilus, this time from behind. I went pale. My companions were right beside me. I grabbed Conseil’s hand. Our expressions said more than words could. At that moment, the Captain entered the lounge. I approached him.
“Our path is blocked southward?” I asked.
“Yes, sir. The iceberg has shifted and closed every exit.”
“We’re trapped then?”
“Yes.”
Chapter 16

Want of Air.
So, basically, the Nautilus was totally surrounded by an unbreakable wall of ice. We were trapped by the iceberg. I kept my eyes on the Captain. He looked totally calm, like always.
“Guys,” he said coolly, “there are two ways this could end for us.” (This seriously smart dude gave off major professor vibes, lecturing to his students.) “One is to get crushed; the other is to suffocate. Don’t even worry about starving—we’re stocked up with food for way longer than we’ll be stuck here. Let’s figure out our odds.”
“About the suffocation thing, Captain,” I said, “I don’t think that’s a problem, since our air tanks are full.”
“Exactly. But those tanks will only last for two days’ worth of air. We’ve been underwater for thirty-six hours already, and the air inside the Nautilus needs to be refreshed. In forty-eight hours, we’ll be completely out of air.”
“So, Captain, can we get out before forty-eight hours?”
“We’re going to try, by breaking through the ice wall around us.”
“Which side?”
“Sound will tell us. I’m going to run the Nautilus onto the lower bank, and my crew will attack the iceberg on the side that’s thinnest.”
Captain Nemo headed out. Soon I heard a hissing sound, which meant water was leaking into the air tanks. The Nautilus sank slowly and settled on the ice, about a thousand feet down—the depth of the lower bank.
“Friends,” I said, “things are pretty serious right now, but I’m counting on your bravery and strength.”
“Sir,” replied the Canadian, “I’m ready to do anything to keep everyone safe.”
“Awesome! Ned,” and I shook the Canadian’s hand.
“I’ll also add,” he continued, “that I’m just as good with a pickaxe as I am with a harpoon, so if I can help the Captain, he can count on me.”
“He won’t turn down your help. Come on, Ned!”
 I led him to the room where the crew of the Nautilus were getting into their insulated suits. I told Captain Nemo about Ned’s idea, and he was totally on board. The Canadian got into his diving gear and was ready as soon as everyone else. When Ned was dressed, I went back to the living room, where the windows were open, and, standing near Conseil, I checked out the support structures holding up the Nautilus. A few moments later, we saw a dozen crew members head onto the ice bank, and among them was Ned Land, easy to spot because of his height. Captain Nemo was with them. Before they started digging, he took some depth readings to make sure they were working in the right direction. Long lines were lowered down the side walls, but after about fifty yards, they hit a thick wall. It was pointless to attack it from the ceiling-like surface, since the iceberg itself was over 400 yards tall. Captain Nemo then checked the lower surface. There were ten yards of wall separating us from the water – the ice was that thick. So, they needed to cut out a piece of ice the size of the Nautilus’ waterline. That was about 6,000 cubic yards to remove, to dig a hole so we could get down to the ice field. The work started right away and everyone was working super hard. Instead of digging all the way around the Nautilus, which would have been way more difficult, Captain Nemo had a huge trench dug about twenty yards from the back port side. Then the guys started using their drills at the same time in several spots around the circumference. Soon, the pickaxes were really going at it, and big chunks were broken off. Because these blocks were lighter than water, they floated, so to speak, to the top of the tunnel, making it thicker at the top as it got thinner at the bottom. But that didn’s really matter, as long as the bottom got thinner. After two hours of serious work, Ned Land came in totally wiped. He and his crew were replaced by new workers, and Conseil and I joined them. The second lieutenant of the Nautilus was supervising us. The water felt really cold, but I warmed up pretty quickly using the pickaxe. My movements were smooth, even though I was working under a lot of pressure. When I went back in after two hours to grab some food and rest, I noticed a big difference between the pure fluid the Rouquayrol engine was giving me and the air inside the Nautilus, which was already full of carbon dioxide. The air hadn't been refreshed for forty-eight hours, and it wasn't as fresh as it should be. But after twelve hours, we’d only managed to lift one block of ice a yard thick, on an area that was about 600 cubic yards! If it took twelve hours to do that much, it would take five nights and four days to finish the job. Five nights and four days! And we only had enough air for two days in the tanks! “Not to mention,” said Ned, “that even if we get out of this crazy prison, we’ll still be trapped under the iceberg, cut off from any way to breathe fresh air.” He was right! Who could guess how long it would take to get out? We could suffocate before the Nautilus could reach the surface? Was it destined to die in this ice tomb, with everyone inside? The situation was really bad. But everyone had faced the danger and was determined to do their duty until the very end.
 I figured as much—during the night, another block about a yard square crumbled away, and the huge hollow sank even further. But the next morning, wearing my cork jacket, I trudged through the slush—it was seriously freezing, like six or seven degrees below zero—and noticed the side walls were slowly closing in. The water furthest from the tunnel, the stuff not warmed by our work, was starting to freeze. Facing this new, serious danger, what were our chances of escaping, and how could we stop this liquid from turning to solid ice and crushing the Nautilus like glass?
I didn't mention it to the others. What was the point of bumming everyone out when they were already working so hard to escape? But when I got back on board, I told Captain Nemo about the situation.
“I know,” he said, calm as ever—even though it was totally terrifying. “It’s just another problem, but I don’t see a way out. Our only hope is to move faster than the freezing. We need to stay ahead of it, that’s all.”
That day, I really went at it with my pickaxe for hours. The work kept me going. Plus, working meant I could leave the Nautilus and breathe the clean air pulled from the reservoirs by our equipment, instead of the stale, yucky air inside. Towards evening, we’d dug the tunnel another yard deeper. When I went back on board, I could barely breathe from all the carbon dioxide filling the air—man, if we only had a way to get rid of this poisonous gas. We had plenty of oxygen, and all this water contained a ton of it, and our powerful batteries could dissolve it to restore the life-giving fluid. I'd thought about it a lot, but what good was that when the carbon dioxide we were breathing out had spread everywhere? To absorb it, we’d need jars filled with caustic potash and shake them constantly. But we didn't have any, and nothing could replace it. That night, Captain Nemo needed to open the valves on his reservoirs and let some fresh air into the Nautilus; otherwise, we’d all suffocate. The next day, March 26th, I went back to my miner’s work, starting the fifth yard. The side walls and the bottom of the iceberg were visibly thickening. It was clear they’d meet before the Nautilus could break free. I totally panicked for a second; my pickaxe almost slipped from my hands. What was the point of digging if I was going to suffocate, crushed by the water turning to stone—a punishment even the wildest savages wouldn't invent! Just then, Captain Nemo walked by. I touched his hand and showed him the walls of our prison. The wall on the left had closed to within four yards of the Nautilus’s hull. The Captain understood, and signaled for me to follow him. We went back on board. I took off my cork jacket and followed him into the living room.
“M. Aronnax, we have to try something desperate, or we’re going to be sealed up in this frozen water like cement.”
“Yeah, but what can we do?”
“Ah, if my Nautilus were strong enough to withstand this pressure without being crushed!”
“Well?” I asked, not sure what he meant.
“Don’t you get it,” he replied, “that this freezing of the water will help us? Don’t you see that as it solidifies, it will burst through this field of ice trapping us, just like when water freezes, it shatters the hardest stones? Don’t you realize it will be an agent of safety, not destruction?”
“Yeah, Captain, maybe. But, no matter how much resistance to crushing the Nautilus has, it couldn’t handle this pressure and would be flattened like an iron plate.”
 “I know it, sir. So we can’t count on nature helping us out; we gotta do this ourselves. We have to stop this freezing. Not only will the side walls be pushed together, but there’s barely ten feet of water in front or behind the Nautilus. The ice is closing in on all sides.”
“How long will the air in the tanks last for us to breathe?”
The Captain looked me right in the face. “After tomorrow, they’ll be empty!”
A cold sweat broke out on my skin. But should I have been surprised by the news? It was March 22nd, and the Nautilus was stuck in the icy polar seas. We were at 26° below. We’d been living off the reserves on board for five days already. And whatever breathable air was left had to be saved for the crew. Even now, as I write this, the memory is so real that I get a jolt of fear and feel like I’m suffocating. Meanwhile, Captain Nemo was thinking quietly, and it seemed like he’s had an idea, but he was rejecting it. Finally, he muttered,
“Boiling water!”
“Boiling water?” I asked.
“Yeah, sir. We’re trapped in a pretty small space. If we constantly pumped jets of boiling water, wouldn’t that raise the temperature in here and stop the freezing?”
“Let’s try it,” I said, determined.
“Let’s try it, Professor.”
The thermometer showed 7° below outside. Captain Nemo took me to the kitchens, where the huge water-distilling machines were, which made drinkable water by evaporation. They filled those with water, and all the electric heat from the batteries was pumped through the coils filled with liquid. In just a few minutes, the water reached 100°. It was directed towards the pumps, while fresh water replaced it. The heat from the coils was so intense that the cold seawater, after just passing through the machines, came boiling into the pump. They started pumping, and three hours later, the thermometer marked 6° below outside. We’d gained a degree. Two hours later, it only showed 4°.
“We’re gonna make it,” I told the Captain, watching the results closely.
“I think,” he replied, “that we won’t get crushed. We don’t have to worry about suffocating anymore.”
During the night, the water temperature rose to 1° below zero. The pumping couldn’t push it any higher. But since freezing seawater creates at least 2°, I was at least reassured against the dangers of total freezing.
The next day, March 27th, they’d cleared six yards of ice, with only twelve feet left to clear. There was still about forty-eight hours of work to do. The air inside the Nautilus couldn’t be refreshed. And today was making things worse. An awful weight pressed down on me. Around three o’clock in the afternoon, this feeling hit me hard. I was yawning so much my jaw felt like it was coming apart. My lungs were struggling to pull in this hot, thinning air. I felt totally drained, almost out of it. My brave Conseil, even though he was showing the same symptoms and suffering just as much, never left my side. He took my hand and encouraged me, and I heard him whisper, “Oh! If only I could stop breathing, just so I could leave more air for my master!”
Tears welled up in my eyes hearing him say that. If our situation inside was so bad, how quickly and happily we’d put on our insulated jackets to work our turn! The sound of pickaxes rang out on the frozen ice. Our arms were aching, and our hands were raw. But what did these hardships matter, what did the wounds mean? Fresh air was filling our lungs! We were breathing! we were breathing!
 All this time, nobody stretched out their volunteer shifts past the set time. Once their task was done, each person handed over the gear that kept them alive to their exhausted buddies. Captain Nemo led the way, being the first to submit to this tough routine. When his turn came, he gave up his gear and went back to the stale air on board, totally calm, steady, and not complaining.
That day, we got all the usual work done with extra energy. Just two yards separated us from the surface. Two yards only kept us from the open sea! But the air tanks were almost empty. The little air left needed to be saved for the workers—not a drop for the Nautilus. When I went back on board, I was practically gasping for air. What a night! I can’t even begin to describe it. The next day, I had trouble breathing. Dizziness and a pounding headache made me feel totally out of it. My friends felt the same way. Some of the crew had a hacking cough.
That day, the sixth of our time trapped, Captain Nemo realized the pickaxes were working too slowly, so he decided to smash the ice wall that still kept us from the water. This guy never lost his cool or his energy. He pushed past his physical pain with sheer willpower.
By his orders, the vessel was lightened—basically, lifted off the ice wall by changing its density. When it floated, they towed it to the huge hole they'd made at water level. Then, filling his water tanks, he dove down and locked himself inside the opening.
Just then, the whole crew came on board, and the double door was sealed. The Nautilus rested on the ice bed, which wasn't even a yard thick, and which the sounding lines had poked holes through a million times. Then, they opened the tank valves, and a hundred cubic yards of water poured in, adding 1,800 tons to the weight of the Nautilus. We waited, we listened, forgetting how awful we felt in the hope of rescue. Our safety depended on this last chance. Even with the buzzing in my head, I soon heard a humming sound under the hull of the Nautilus. The ice cracked with a strange sound, like ripping paper, and the Nautilus sank.
“We’re free!” whispered Conseil in my ear.
I couldn't answer him. I grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. Suddenly, carried away by its crazy weight, the Nautilus plunged like a bullet into the water—basically, it fell as if it was in space. Then, all the electric power went to the pumps, which quickly started draining the water from the tanks. After a few minutes, our descent stopped. Soon, the gauge showed we were rising. The propeller, spinning at top speed, made the iron hull shake to its very core and pulled us north. But if this underwater journey under the iceberg is going to last another day before we reach the open sea, I’m gonna be the first to go.
 I was totally sprawled out on a couch in the library, and I felt like I was drowning. My face was purple, my lips were blue, and I was completely out of it. I couldn't see or hear anything. Time just vanished from my head. My muscles wouldn’t move. I have no idea how long passed, but I felt this awful pain coming on. I honestly thought I was going to die. Then, suddenly, I snapped back. Some air finally filled my lungs. Had we made it to the surface of the water? Were we finally free of that iceberg? Nope! Ned and Conseil, my two awesome friends, were sacrificing themselves to save me. There was still a little bit of air left in one of the machines. Instead of using it themselves, they saved it for me, and while they were suffocating, they gave me life, little by little. I tried to push the machine away, but they held my hands, and for a few moments, I could breathe easily. I looked at the clock; it was eleven in the morning. It should have been March 28th. The Nautilus was zooming along, like, forty miles an hour. It was literally tearing through the water. Where was Captain Nemo? Had he given up? Were his crew gone too? Just then, the pressure gauge showed we were only twenty feet from the surface. Just a thin sheet of ice separated us from the air. Could we break through? Maybe. Either way, the Nautilus was going to try. I felt like it was tilted, lowering the back and raising the front. The water had messed with its balance. Then, powered by its super-strong propeller, it attacked the ice from below, like a crazy battering ram. It smashed it by backing up and then charging forward against the ice, which slowly gave way. Finally, it slammed against it and shot forward across the ice, which shattered under its weight. The panel burst open – you could say it was ripped off – and fresh air flooded the Nautilus.
Chapter 17

How I ended up on the platform, I couldn't even tell you—maybe the Canadian had carried me. But I took a deep breath, inhaling the amazing, fresh sea air. My two companions were totally buzzing from it. The other guys had been without food for so long, they couldn't even handle the simplest meals they gave them. We, though, didn’t have to hold back; we could just breathe this air freely, and it was the breeze, the breeze alone, that gave us this awesome feeling.
“Ah!” said Conseil, “this oxygen is seriously good! Master doesn’t need to worry about breathing it. There’s plenty for everyone.”
Ned Land didn’t say anything, but he opened his mouth so wide, it would’ve scared a shark. We quickly got our strength back, and when I looked around, I realized we were totally alone on the platform. The foreign sailors on the Nautilus were happy with the air circulating inside; none of them bothered to come out for some fresh air.
The first thing I said was to thank my two companions. Ned and Conseil had kept me alive during the last hours of this whole ordeal. No matter how grateful I was, I couldn't ever repay them for their loyalty.
“My friends,” I said, “we’re connected now, forever, and I owe you both so much.”
“Which I’m totally gonna take advantage of,” exclaimed the Canadian.
“What do you mean?” said Conseil.
“I mean I’m taking you with me when I bail from this crazy Nautilus.”
“Well,” said Conseil, “after all this, are we headed the right way?”
“Yeah,” I replied, “because we’re following the sun, and right now, the sun’s in the north.”
“Definitely,” said Ned Land; “but it remains to be seen whether he’s gonna steer the ship into the Pacific or the Atlantic Ocean—into busy or deserted waters.”
 I couldn’t answer that question, and I worried that Captain Nemo would take us to the massive ocean that touches the coasts of Asia and America at the same time. He’s basically finish the tour of the underwater world and return to waters where the Nautilus could cruise freely. We needed to figure this out pretty soon. The Nautilus was zooming along. We zipped past the polar circle, and the course was set for Cape Horn. We were off the American coast, March 31st, around seven in the evening. Suddenly, all our past suffering was forgotten. The memory of being trapped in the ice just vanished from our minds. We were only thinking about what was next. Captain Nemo didn't show up in the living room or on the deck. The spot marked on the globe each day, and tracked by the lieutenant, showed me exactly where the Nautilus was headed. That evening, it was clear, and I was super relieved, that we were heading back north through the Atlantic. The next day, April 1st, when the Nautilus surfaced just before noon, we spotted land to the west. It was Terra del Fuego, which the early explorers named that way because of all the smoke rising from the natives’ homes. The coast seemed low, but in the distance were towering mountains. I even thought I caught a glimpse of Mount Sarmiento, which rises over 2,000 feet above sea level, with a really sharp peak. Depending on whether it was foggy or clear, it meant good or bad weather. Right then, the peak was crystal clear against the sky. The Nautilus dove back underwater, approaching the coast, which was just a few miles away. From the windows in the living room, I saw long seaweed and giant kelp and sea lettuce—the kind you find tons of in the polar sea. Their strands were sharp and shiny, like polished cables, thicker than my thumb. They were super strong and often used as ropes for ships. Another type of seaweed, called velp, with leaves four feet long, was buried in coral formations. It served as a home and food for countless crustaceans and mollusks—crabs and cuttlefish. Seals and otters had amazing meals there, eating fish with sea vegetables, just like the English do. The Nautilus sped over this fertile and lush area. Towards evening, it approached the Falkland Islands, and I recognized the jagged peaks the next day. The sea was a moderate depth. Our nets brought up beautiful seaweed, especially a certain type of kelp, whose roots were filled with the best mussels in the world. Geese and ducks fell onto the deck by the dozens and quickly ended up in the pantry on board.
Once the last peaks of the Falklands disappeared over the horizon, the Nautilus sank to between twenty and twenty-five yards and followed the American coast. Captain Nemo was MIA. Until April 3rd, we didn’t leave the shores of Patagonia, sometimes underwater, sometimes on the surface. The Nautilus passed beyond the big estuary formed by the Río de la Plata and, on April 4th, was fifty-six miles off Uruguay. Its direction was north, following the winding coastline of South America. We’d traveled about 1,600 miles since we’d set sail in the seas of Japan. Around eleven in the morning, we crossed the Tropic of Capricorn on the thirty-seventh meridian, and we passed Cape Frio jutting out to sea. Captain Nemo, much to Ned Land’s annoyance, didn't like being near the populated coasts of Brazil—we were going way too fast. Not a single fish or bird could keep up with us, and we missed all the cool natural sights in these waters.
 We kept up that speed for a few days, and on the evening of April 11th, we spotted the easternmost point of South America, Cape San Roque. But then the Nautilus veered again, diving into a super-deep underwater valley between that cape and the African coast near Sierra Leone. This valley splits off toward the Caribbean islands, ending at a massive drop-off of almost 9,000 feet. Down there, the ocean floor creates a giant cliff—over three and a half miles high—as far as the Lesser Antilles. And another huge wall, just as tall, sits at the Cape Verde Islands, basically trapping an entire sunken continent of the Atlantic. The bottom of this enormous valley was dotted with mountains, making the underwater scenery pretty cool. I’m talking about the handwritten charts we found in the Nautilus's library—charts definitely drawn by Captain Nemo himself, based on his own observations. For two days, we explored those deep waters using angled ramps. The Nautilus had long, diagonal panels that could launch it to any height. But on April 11th, it suddenly surfaced, and we saw land at the mouth of the Amazon River—a massive estuary, so big that the river's water diluted the ocean for miles.
We crossed the equator. The Guianas, a French territory, were about twenty miles to the west—an easy place to hide out, but a strong breeze and crazy waves made it impossible to launch a boat. Ned Land seemed to get that, so he didn't say a word about it. I didn’t bring up his escape plans either, because I knew any attempt would just fail. I kept myself busy with some interesting studies. During April 11th and 12th, the Nautilus stayed on the surface, and the nets brought in an incredible haul of sea creatures, fish, and reptiles. Some of the sea creatures had been caught by the net's chain—mostly beautiful, glowing phyctallines from the actinidian family. Among them was the phyctalis protexta, found only in that part of the ocean—a little cylindrical body with vertical lines, speckled with red dots, topped with a stunning array of tentacles. The mollusks included some I’d already seen—turritellas, olive porphyras with regular lines and red spots, weird pteroceras like petrified scorpions, and see-through hyaleas and argonauts (delicious, by the way), plus certain species of squid that ancient naturalists used to classify as flying fish, and that are mostly used as bait for cod fishing. I had a chance to study several species of fish around those waters. Among the cartilaginous ones, there were petromyzons-pricka, a type of eel, about fifteen inches long, with a greenish head, violet fins, grey-blue back, brown belly, and silver spots—a curious animal that the Amazon current had drawn to the sea, since they live in fresh water. There were also tuberculated streaks with pointy snouts and a long, loose tail armed with a long, jagged sting; little sharks, a yard long, with grey and whitish skin and rows of backward-bent teeth, often called “pantouffles”; vespertilios—a kind of red isosceles triangle, half a yard long, with pectoral fins attached by fleshy extensions that made them look like bats, but that their horny appendage near the nostrils gave them the name “sea-unicorns”; and lastly, some species of balistae, the curassavian with brilliant gold spots, and the capriscus with clear violet markings, like a pigeon’s throat.
 Okay, here's that passage rewritten for a modern young adult audience:
I’m wrapping up this list now—it’s been a little dry, I’ll admit, but pretty accurate—with a bunch of bony fish I spotted along the way. These were apteronotes, with snouts as white as snow, bodies a gorgeous black, and a long, floppy strip of flesh. There were odontognathes with spikes, sardines about nine inches long, shimmering with a bright silver sheen, and a type of mackerel with two fins on their tail. I also saw centronotes—darkish fish we fished for with torches—these were long, about two yards, with super fatty, white, firm flesh that tasted like eel when fresh and like smoked salmon when dried. Then there were labres, half red, covered in scales only at the bottom of their dorsal and anal fins; chrysoptera where gold and silver mixed with the brightness of rubies and topazes; golden-tailed fish that glowed in the water; orange fish with long tongues; maigres with gold fins on their tails; anableps from Surinam, and a whole bunch more.
But even with that "and so on," I have to mention the fish Conseil will remember—and for good reason. One of our nets hauled up this really flat ray, and once we cut off the tail, it was a perfect disc, weighing about twenty ounces. It was white underneath, red on top, with big, round dark blue spots circled with black, and really shiny skin that ended in a fin split into two lobes. When we laid it out on the platform, it was still struggling, twisting and turning, trying to flip itself back into the sea. But Conseil, not wanting to let it go, rushed over and grabbed it with both hands. In a flash, he was knocked over, legs in the air, half his body frozen, yelling—
“Oh! master, master! help me!”
It was the first time the poor kid had talked to me so casually. The Canadian and I helped him up and rubbed his stiff arms until he started to feel better. Turns out, the unlucky Conseil had tangled with a seriously dangerous fish—a cumana. This weird animal can zap fish from several yards away, thanks to its electric organ, which is huge – the two main parts alone measure over twenty-seven square feet. The next day, April 12th, the Nautilus headed towards the Dutch coast, near the mouth of the Maroni. There, we found a bunch of sea-cows hanging out together; they were manatees, related to dugongs and stellera—they’re all part of the sirenian order. These beautiful, gentle, and harmless animals grow to be eighteen to twenty-one feet long and weigh over sixteen hundredweight. I told Ned Land and Conseil that nature had given these guys a really important job. They’re like seals, designed to graze on the underwater prairies and clear out the weeds that clog up tropical rivers.
“And did you know,” I added, “what’s happened since people pretty much wiped out this helpful species? The rotting weeds have poisoned the air, and that poisoned air causes yellow fever, which devastates these beautiful countries. Huge amounts of vegetation are growing under the tropical seas, and the problem is just getting worse from the Rio de la Plata to Florida. If you believe Toussenel, this plague is nothing compared to what it would be if the seas were cleared of whales and seals. Then, swarming with giant squids, jellyfish, and cuttlefish, they’d become massive breeding grounds for disease, because their waves wouldn’t have ‘these huge stomachs that God gave them to clean up the surface of the seas.’”
Chapter 18

The Nautilus stayed away from the American coast for a few days. It seemed like it didn’s want to risk the currents of the Gulf of Mexico or the waters around the Caribbean islands. On April 16th, we spotted Martinique and Guadaloupe from about thirty miles away. I caught a glimpse of their tall peaks. The Canadian, who was counting on doing something in the Gulf – either landing or flagging down one of the many boats that travel between the islands – was seriously bummed. Sneaking away would have been easy, if Ned Land could have grabbed a boat without the Captain finding out. But out in the open ocean, that was impossible. The Canadian, Conseil, and I talked about it for a long time. We'd been trapped on the Nautilus for six months. We'd traveled 17,000 miles, and, as Ned Land said, there was no reason for it to end. We couldn’t expect anything from the Captain of the Nautilus, only from ourselves. Plus, he’s been acting really serious and withdrawn lately. He seemed to avoid me. I barely saw him. He used to love explaining the underwater wonders to me; now he left me to my studies and didn’t come to the lounge anymore. What was going on with him? What was the reason? For my part, I didn’t want to take my fascinating and unique studies to the grave. I had the chance to write the real story of the sea; and I wanted to see that book in print, sooner or later. The closest land was the Bahamas. Tall, underwater cliffs rose up, covered in thick seaweed. It was around eleven o’clock when Ned Land pointed out a weird, prickly feeling, like a tiny ant sting, caused by the seaweed.
“Seriously,” I said, “this is the perfect spot for poulps, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see one of those monsters.”
“What?” Conseil asked. “Giant squid, real squid from the cephalopod family?”
“No,” I said. “Poulps, but huge.”
“I’ll never believe animals like that exist,” Ned said.
“Well,” Conseil said, with a totally serious expression, “I remember seeing a big ship dragged under the waves by an octopus’s arm.”
“You saw that?” the Canadian asked.
“Yeah, Ned.”
“With your own eyes?”
“With my own eyes.”
“Where was that, exactly?”
“At St. Malo,” Conseil answered.
“In the harbor?” Ned asked, sounding sarcastic.
“Nope,” Conseil replied. “In a church.”
“In a church!” the Canadian exclaimed.
“Yeah, friend Ned. In a picture showing that very poulp.”
“Awesome!” Ned Land laughed.
“He’s right,” I said. “I’ve heard about that picture, but it’s based on a legend, and you know what to think about legends when it comes to natural history. Besides, when it comes to monsters, people’s imaginations tend to run wild. Not only do people think these poulps can pull down ships, but a guy named Olaus Magnus wrote about an octopus a mile long that’s more like an island than an animal. There’s also a story about the Bishop of Nidros building an altar on a giant rock. After mass, the rock started walking and went back into the sea. The rock was a poulp. Another Bishop, Pontoppidan, wrote about a poulp big enough for a cavalry regiment to maneuver on. And ancient naturalists described monsters with mouths like huge gulfs, too big to pass through the Straits of Gibraltar.”
“But how much of those stories is actually true?” Conseil asked.
 “Nothing, guys; at least, nothing that goes beyond what’s true to become a story or legend. But there has to be some reason for the storytellers' imaginations, right? You can’t deny that giant squids and cuttlefish exist. Aristotle said a cuttlefish could be five cubits long—about nine feet two inches. Our fishermen often see some that are over four feet long. Some squid skeletons are preserved in museums in Trieste and Montpelier, and they measure two yards! Plus, according to some scientists, a squid only six feet long could have tentacles twenty-seven feet long. That’s enough to make a seriously scary monster.”
“Do they still fish for them?” asked Ned.
“If they don’t fish for them, sailors at least see them. One of my friends, Captain Paul Bos of Havre, has often said he met one of these massive monsters in the Indian seas. But the most amazing thing, and something you can’t deny, happened a few years ago, in 1861.”
“What happened?” asked Ned Land.
“This is it. In 1861, to the northeast of Tenerife—pretty much where we are now—the crew of the despatch-boat Alector saw a huge cuttlefish swimming around. Captain Bouguer got close to the animal and attacked it with harpoons and guns, but didn’t have much luck because the bullets and harpoons just slid off the soft flesh. After a bunch of failed tries, the crew tried to loop a rope around its body. The rope slipped all the way to the tail fins and stopped there. They tried to haul it on board, but it was so heavy that the rope snapped the tail off, and it disappeared under the water.”
“Seriously! Is that true?”
“Totally true, my good Ned. They wanted to name this squid ‘Bouguer’s cuttlefish.’”
“How long was it?” asked the Canadian.
“Didn’t it measure about six yards?” said Conseil, who was at the window, checking out the crazy twists and turns of the cliff.
“Exactly,” I replied.
“Wasn’t its head crowned with eight tentacles, beating the water like a bunch of snakes?” rejoined Conseil.
“Exactly.”
“Didn’t its eyes, at the back of its head, seem really big?”
“Yes, Conseil.”
“And wasn’t its mouth like a parrot’s beak?”
“Spot on, Conseil.”
“Okay,” he said quietly, “if this isn’t Bouguer’s cuttlefish, it’s at least one of its relatives.”
I looked at Conseil. Ned Land rushed to the window.
“What a freaky beast!” he cried.
 I took a look myself, and honestly, I couldn't help but cringe. Right in front of me was this totally freaky monster, like something straight out of a fantasy movie. It was this huge cuttlefish, like, eight yards long! It was swimming across from the Nautilus super fast, staring at us with these massive, creepy green eyes. Its eight arms—or, like, tentacles—were twice as long as its body, all twisted and wild. You could see, like, 250 little air holes on the inside. The monster’s mouth, this weird beak like a parrot’s, kept opening and closing. And its tongue, this spiky thing, shot out, quivering from what looked like a pair of giant shears. What a bizarre mix-up—a bird's beak on a mollusk! Its long, sausage-shaped body was a huge, fleshy mass that probably weighed four or five thousand pounds, and the color kept changing, going from pale grey to reddish brown depending on how annoyed it was. What was bugging it? Probably the Nautilus, which was way more intimidating. But seriously, these poulps are intense! The Creator really gave them some serious energy—look at how they move! And they even have three hearts! We just happened to stumble across this cuttlefish, and I wasn't going to miss the chance to study it closely. I pushed aside the creeped-out feeling and grabbed a pencil to sketch it.
“Maybe this is the same one the Alector saw,” Conseil said.
“Nah,” replied the Canadian; “this one’s whole, and the other one was missing its tail.”
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “These guys can regrow their arms and tails. And in seven years, Bouguer’s cuttlefish definitely had time to grow a new one.”
Suddenly, more poulps showed up near the port light. I counted seven. They were following the Nautilus like a parade, and I could hear their beaks clicking against the metal hull. I kept working on my drawing. These monsters were swimming with such precision that they seemed frozen in place. Then, the Nautilus just stopped. We felt this jolt that made the whole thing shake.
“Did we hit something?” I asked.
“Either way,” replied the Canadian, “we’re floating, so we’re free.”
The Nautilus was floating, alright, but it wasn't moving. A minute passed. Captain Nemo, followed by his lieutenant, walked into the drawing-room. I hadn’t seen him in a while. He seemed off, kind of dull. He didn’t even notice or talk to us. He went straight to the panel, looked at the poulps, and muttered something to his lieutenant. The lieutenant left. Soon the panels shut. The ceiling lights turned on. I went over to the Captain.
“Quite a collection of poulps, huh?” I said.
“Indeed, Mr. Naturalist,” he replied; “and we’re going to fight them—man against beast.”
I stared at him. I thought I’d misheard him.
“Man against beast?” I repeated.
“Yes, sir. The propeller’s stopped. One of the cuttlefish’s horny jaws is tangled in the blades. That’s what’s keeping us from moving.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Surface and slaughter this vermin.”
“That’s a tough mission.”
“Yes, indeed. The electric bullets don’t work against their soft flesh—they don’t even go off. But we’re going to attack them with hatchets.”
“And the harpoon, sir,” said the Canadian, “if you don’t mind my help.”
“I accept it, Master Land.”
“We’ll follow you,” I said, and, following Captain Nemo, we headed towards the central staircase.
 There, about ten guys with boarding axes were ready to attack. Conseil and I grabbed two axes; Ned Land snatched a harpoon. The Nautilus had then surfaced. One of the sailors, up on the top rung, loosened the bolts on the panels. But barely were the screws loose, when the panel shot up with force, clearly pulled by the suckers of an octopus’s arm. Immediately, one of these arms slid down the opening like a snake, and twenty others appeared above. With a swing of the axe, Captain Nemo chopped through this huge tentacle, which slid down the ladder, wriggling. Just as we were pushing each other to reach the platform, two other arms, lashing out, came down on the seaman standing in front of Captain Nemo, and lifted him up with incredible power. Captain Nemo yelled, and rushed out. We hurried after him.
One of these long arms glided through the opening.
What a scene! The unlucky guy, grabbed by the tentacle and stuck to the suckers, was balanced in the air at the whim of this enormous arm. He choked, he was suffocating, he cried, “Help! help!” Those words, spoken in French, shocked me! I had a fellow countryman on board, maybe several! That heartbreaking cry! I’ll hear it forever. The poor guy was lost. Who could save him from that crushing pressure? But Captain Nemo had rushed to the octopus, and with one blow of the axe had cut through one arm. His lieutenant fought fiercely against other monsters creeping along the sides of the Nautilus. The crew fought with their axes. Conseil, the Canadian, and I plunged our weapons into the fleshy masses; a strong smell of musk filled the air. It was awful!
For a moment, I thought the unlucky guy, tangled with the octopus, would be ripped from its strong suction. Seven of the eight arms had been cut off. One only wriggled in the air, waving the victim like a feather. But just as Captain Nemo and his lieutenant threw themselves on it, the animal shot out a stream of black liquid. We were blinded by it. When the cloud cleared, the cuttlefish had vanished, and my unfortunate countryman with it. Ten or twelve octopuses now invaded the platform and sides of the Nautilus. We stumbled into the middle of this nest of serpents, which writhed on the platform in waves of blood and ink. It seemed like these slimy tentacles sprouted up like hydra’s heads. Ned Land’s harpoon, with each thrust, was plunged into the staring eyes of the cuttle fish. But my brave companion was suddenly knocked over by the tentacles of a monster he couldn’t avoid.
Oh! How my heart pounded with emotion and horror! The formidable beak of a cuttlefish was open over Ned Land. The unlucky guy would be cut in two. I rushed to help him. But Captain Nemo was ahead of me; his axe disappeared between the two enormous jaws, and, miraculously saved, the Canadian, getting up, plunged his harpoon deep into the triple heart of the octopus.
“I owed myself this revenge!” said the Captain to the Canadian.
Ned bowed without replying. The fight had lasted fifteen minutes. The monsters, defeated and mangled, finally left us, and disappeared beneath the waves. Captain Nemo, covered in blood, nearly exhausted, stared at the sea that had swallowed one of his companions, and big tears welled up in his eyes.
Chapter 19

The events of April 20th are something none of us will ever forget. I wrote this account while still reeling from the shock, but I’s since revised it. Conseil and my Canadian friend read it over and said the facts were all correct, but it didn’t quite capture the full impact. To truly paint a picture like that, you’s need the skill of the greatest poet we’s got – the author of The Toilers of the Deep.
I said that Captain Nemo cried while watching the waves, and his grief was immense. It was the second crew member he’s lost since we boarded, and what a way to go! That friend, crushed, suffocated, and badly hurt by the massive tentacles of a giant squid, was being pounded by its powerful jaws. He wouldn’s rest with his fellow sailors in the peaceful coral graveyard! It was the desperate cry of the unfortunate man during the fight that broke my heart. The poor Frenchman, forgetting his usual polite language, spoke in his own tongue, making a final, desperate plea! Amongst the crew of the Nautilus, connected to the Captain’s body and soul, and recoiling from contact with other people, I had a fellow countryman. Did he alone represent France in this mysterious group, clearly made up of people from all over the world? It was one of those impossible questions that kept popping up in my mind!
Captain Nemo went into his room, and I didn’t see him for a while. But I could tell he was sad and uncertain – the ship itself reflected it. The Nautilus wasn’t following its usual course; it drifted around like a body at sea, tossed by the waves. It was moving randomly. He couldn’t bring himself to leave the scene of the last fight, this sea that had swallowed one of his men. Ten days passed like that. It wasn’t until May 1st that the Nautilus started heading north again, after spotting the Bahamas at the entrance to the Bahama Canal. We were then following the current from a huge river to the ocean, with its banks, its fish, and its own specific temperatures. I mean the Gulf Stream. It’s truly a river, flowing freely into the middle of the Atlantic, and its waters don’t mix with the ocean. It’s a salty river, even saltier than the sea around it. Its average depth is 1,500 fathoms, and its average width is ten miles. In some places, the current flows at two and a half miles per hour. The amount of water in it is greater than all the rivers on Earth combined. It was on this ocean river that the Nautilus was sailing.
I have to add that, during the nights, the glowing waters of the Gulf Stream were just as impressive as the electricity from our lamps, especially during the stormy weather that threatened us so often. On May 8th, we were still crossing Cape Hatteras, off the coast of North Carolina. The Gulf Stream was seventy-five miles wide there, and 210 yards deep. The Nautilus was still drifting aimlessly; all supervision seemed to be gone. I thought that, under those circumstances, escaping would be possible. The nearby shores offered an easy refuge. The sea was constantly churned up by the ships traveling between New York or Boston and the Gulf of Mexico, and crisscrossed day and night by small schooners along the American coast. We could hope to be rescued. It was a good opportunity, even though the Nautilus was thirty miles from the coast. But one unfortunate thing ruined the Canadian’s plans. The weather was terrible. We were approaching those shores where storms are so common – a land of waterspouts and cyclones actually created by the Gulf Stream’s current. Taking a small boat out into the sea would be certain destruction. Ned Land knew it himself. He was frustrated, gripped by a longing that only escape could cure.
 “Master,” he said that day to me, “this has to end. I need to get this off my chest. This Nemo is leaving land and heading north. But I’m telling you, I’m done with the South Pole, and I’ll not follow him to the North.”
“So, what do we do, Ned, since we can’t just fly away right now?”
“We need to talk to the Captain,” he said. “You didn’t say anything when we were in your homeland. I’m going to speak up now that we’re in mine. When I think that soon the Nautilus will be near Nova Scotia, and that there’s a huge bay near Newfoundland, and the St. Lawrence empties into that bay, and the St. Lawrence is my river, the river by Quebec, my hometown—when I think of that, I get furious, it totally freaks me out. Sir, I’d rather jump into the sea! I’ll not stay here! I’m suffocating!”
The Canadian was clearly losing it. His energetic nature couldn’t handle this long time in prison. His face changed every day; his temper got worse and worse. I knew what he was going through, because I was feeling homesick myself. Nearly seven months had passed without any news from land; Captain Nemo’s isolation, his strange mood, especially since the fight with the giant squids, his silence—it all made me see things differently.
“Well, sir?” said Ned, seeing I didn’t reply.
“Well, Ned, do you want me to ask Captain Nemo what he’s planning for us?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Even though he’s already told us?”
“Yes; I want it settled once and for all. Speak for me, in my name only, if you like.”
“But I hardly ever see him. He avoids me.”
“That’s all the more reason for you to go see him.”
I went to my room. From there, I planned to go to Captain Nemo’s. I wasn’t going to let this chance to talk to him slip away. I knocked on the door. No answer. I knocked again, then turned the handle. The door opened; I went in. The Captain was there. Bending over his worktable, he hadn’t heard me. Determined not to leave without speaking to him, I approached. He looked up quickly, frowned, and said roughly, “You here? What do you want?”
“To speak to you, Captain.”
“But I’m busy, sir; I’m working. I’m letting you lock yourself away; can’t I have the same?”
This wasn’t exactly welcoming; but I was determined to hear and answer everything.
“Sir,” I said coldly, “I have to speak to you about something that can’t be put off.”
“What is it, sir?” he replied, sarcastically. “Have you discovered something I’m missing, or has the sea revealed any new secrets?”
We were talking at cross-purposes. But, before I could reply, he showed me an open manuscript on his table, and said, in a more serious tone, “Here, M. Aronnax, is a manuscript written in several languages. It contains everything I’ve studied about the sea; and, if it pleases God, it won’t perish with me. This manuscript, signed with my name, complete with the history of my life, will be sealed in a small floating case. The last survivor on board the Nautilus will throw this case into the sea, and it will go wherever the waves carry it.”
This man’s name! His life written by himself! His mystery would finally be revealed someday.
“Captain,” I said, “I think it’s a good idea to make sure your research isn't lost. But the way you’re doing it seems a little old-school. Who knows where the wind will blow this case, and who will find it? Couldn’t you use another method? Couldn’t you, or one of yours——”
“Never, sir!” he said, cutting me off quickly.
“But I and my companions are willing to keep this manuscript safe; and, if you’ll just let us go——”
“Let you go?” said the Captain, standing up.
 “Yeah, sir; that’s what I want to ask you about. We’ve been stuck on this ship for seven months now, and I’m asking you – for me and my friends – if you’re planning on keeping us here forever?”
“Mr. Aronnax, I’ll tell you today what I told you seven months ago: Anyone who comes aboard the Nautilus never leaves.”
“You’re basically holding us as slaves!”
“Call it whatever you want.”
“But everyone has the right to be free.”
“Who’s denying you that right? Have I ever made you swear an oath?”
He looked at me, arms crossed.
“Sir,” I said, “bringing this up again isn’t gonna be fun for either of us; but since we’re doing it, let’s finish it. It’s not just about me, you know. Studying is my escape, my hobby, a passion that could make me forget everything. Like you, I’m okay living quietly, hoping to leave something behind for future generations. But it’s different for Ned Land. Every decent person deserves some respect. Don't you think that a love of freedom and a hatred of being controlled could lead to revenge in a guy like him? That he might think about it, try to plan something, and actually go for it—"
I stopped; Captain Nemo stood up.
“Whatever Ned Land thinks, attempts, or tries, what does it matter to me? I didn't ask for him! I'm not keeping him here for my own amusement! As for you, Mr. Aronnax, you’re the type who understands everything, even silence. I have nothing more to say to you. Let this be the only time you bring this up, because I won't listen to you a second time.”
I left. Our situation was really bad. I told my friends everything that happened.
“We know now,” said Ned, “that we can’t expect anything from this guy. The Nautilus is getting close to Long Island. We’re getting out of here, no matter the weather.”
 The sky was getting seriously threatening. Signs of a hurricane were popping up everywhere. The air felt thick and hazy. Fine, wispy clouds appeared on the horizon, quickly followed by huge, puffy clouds. Other low clouds zipped past. The ocean swelled into massive waves. The birds vanished, except for the petrels – those storm buddies. The barometer dropped noticeably, showing crazy pressure in the air. The storm glass mixture broke down because of the electricity buzzing around. The full-blown tempest hit on May 18th, just as the Nautilus was drifting off Long Island, a few miles from New York City. I can totally describe this battle between the elements! Captain Nemo, for some weird reason, decided to face it on the surface instead of diving deep. The wind started blowing from the southwest. During the gusts, Captain Nemo took his spot on the platform. He secured himself so he wouldn't get washed overboard by the gigantic waves. I climbed up and tied myself down too, caught between admiring the storm and this unbelievable guy handling it all. Huge clouds swept across the raging sea, practically soaked with the waves. The Nautilus, tilting sideways, then standing straight up like a mast, rolled and pitched like crazy. Around five o’clock, a downpour of rain started, and it didn't let up for either the sea or the wind. The hurricane was blowing almost forty miles an hour. That’s how it knocks down houses, crushes iron gates, and moves heavy cannons. But the Nautilus, right in the middle of the storm, proved what a smart engineer once said: “No well-built hull can’t stand up to the sea.” It wasn't a solid rock; it was a steel spindle, flexible and strong, without rigging or masts, that faced its fury without a problem. Still, I watched those massive waves carefully. They were fifteen feet high and 150 to 175 yards long, traveling at thirty feet per second. Their power and size grew as the water got deeper. Waves like these, back at the Hebrides, have moved things weighing over 8,000 pounds. They were the same waves that destroyed the town of Yeddo, in Japan, and crashed onto the American shores on December 23rd, 1864. The storm intensified as night fell. The barometer, just like it did in Reunion in 1860 during a cyclone, dropped almost a full bar by the end of the day. I saw a big ship pass over the horizon, struggling to stay afloat, trying to slow down to keep from being swallowed by the waves. It was probably one of the steamships heading from New York to Liverpool or Le Havre. It quickly disappeared into the darkness. At ten o’clock, the sky was on fire. Bright lightning streaked across the atmosphere. I couldn't handle how bright it was, but the captain watched it, like he was jealous of the storm’s energy. A deafening noise filled the air—a mix of crashing waves, roaring wind, and thunderclaps. The wind suddenly shifted direction, hitting from every point of the horizon; and the cyclone, rising in the east, returned after passing by the north, west, and south, following the opposite path of the circular storm in the southern hemisphere.
 Whoa, that Gulf Stream! Seriously, it lives up to its name as the King of Tempests. It’s what causes those crazy cyclones – all thanks to the huge difference in temperature between the air and the water. After the rain, it was like a shower of fire. The raindrops turned into sharp, stinging needles. You’d think Captain Nemo was looking for a death worthy of himself, like getting zapped by lightning. As the Nautilus, rocking like crazy, lifted its metal prow into the air, it acted like a lightning rod, and I saw sparks flying everywhere. Totally drained, I crawled to the panel, opened it, and headed down to the main room. The storm was absolutely insane. It was impossible to even stand up inside the Nautilus. Captain Nemo showed up around twelve. I could hear the tanks filling up slowly, and the Nautilus sank deeper and deeper into the water. Through the open windows in the main room, I saw huge fish, totally freaked out, swimming by like ghosts. Some got hit right before my eyes. The Nautilus kept going down. I figured we’d find some calm around eight fathoms deep. But nope! The water up there was way too chaotic. We had to find some peace at more than twenty-five fathoms, way down in the ocean depths. But wow, it was so quiet, so silent, so peaceful! Who would have thought such a hurricane was raging on the surface of the ocean?
Chapter 20

We’ll just say the storm totally messed with our plans, pushing us way further east. Any hope of making it to New York or St. Lawrence was gone, and poor Ned basically shut himself off, like Captain Nemo. But Conseil and I stuck together. I said the Nautilus had drifted east, but I should’ve been more specific—it was northeast. For a few days, we cruised on the surface, then dove beneath, right into those thick fogs that sailors dread. You wouldn't believe the accidents those fogs cause! The crashes on the reefs when the wind drowns out the waves! The collisions between ships, even with all their warning lights, whistles, and alarms! And the ocean floor? It's like a battlefield, littered with all the ocean’s victims – some old and covered in crusts, others fresh, their iron bands and copper plates gleaming under our lantern.
On May 15th, we were at the southern edge of the Bank of Newfoundland. This bank is made up of all kinds of stuff—organic matter, like huge piles of plants and animals—brought from the Equator by the Gulf Stream, or from the North Pole by the cold water that runs along the American coast. There are also these giant blocks of rock that get carried along by broken ice. And nearby, a massive graveyard of shellfish, where millions die here. The sea isn’t super deep around Newfoundland—just a few hundred fathoms. But heading south, it dips down to over 1,500 fathoms. That's where the Gulf Stream gets wider, loses some speed and warmth, but basically turns into a sea.
It was May 17th, about 500 miles from Heart’s Content, at a depth of over 1,400 fathoms, that I spotted the electric cable on the ocean floor. Conseil, who I hadn't told anything about it, initially thought it was a gigantic sea serpent. But I set him straight and, to cheer him up, I told him a bunch of details about how they laid the cable. The first one was laid in 1857 and 1858, but after sending around 400 telegrams, it stopped working. In 1863, engineers built another one—2,000 miles long and weighing 4,500 tons—and loaded it onto the Great Eastern. That attempt also flopped.
On May 25th, the Nautilus was over 1,918 fathoms deep, right on the spot where the cable broke and ruined the whole thing. We were about 638 miles from the Irish coast, and at 2:30 in the afternoon, they realized communication with Europe had stopped. The electricians on board decided to cut the cable before trying to haul it up, and at 11:00 PM, they recovered the damaged section. They patched it up and sent it back down, but a few days later, it broke again, and they couldn’t find it in the depths. But the Americans weren’t giving up. Cyrus Field, the bold guy behind the project—who’s basically sunk his own fortune—started a new fundraising campaign, which got answered right away, and another cable was built with better designs. The bundles of wires were wrapped in gutta-percha, protected by hemp wadding, and all contained in a metal covering. The Great Eastern set sail on July 13, 1866. The operation went smoothly, but something weird happened. A few times while they were unrolling the cable, they noticed that someone had recently jammed nails into it, clearly to destroy it. Captain Anderson, the officers, and engineers huddled together and announced that anyone caught on board would be thrown overboard without a trial. After that, the attempts to sabotage it stopped.
 On July 23rd, the Great Eastern was only about 500 miles from Newfoundland when news came from Ireland – Prussia and Austria had called a truce after Sadowa. By July 27th, battling through thick fog, they reached Heart’s Content. The mission was a success! For their first message, young America sent a message of hope to old Europe: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill towards men.”
I didn’t expect the electric cable to be in such a basic state, like it was straight off the factory floor. This long, snake-like thing, covered in bits of shells and tiny creatures called foraminiferae, had a tough coating protecting it from boring sea creatures. It just lay there, safe from the ocean’s movement, ready to send an electric signal from Europe to America in just .32 of a second. It’s gonna last a long time, too, because the gutta-percha covering actually gets better in seawater! Plus, at this perfect depth, the cable isn’t buried deep enough to break. The Nautilus followed it down to over 2,212 fathoms – seriously deep! – and there it was, anchored to nothing. Then we reached the spot where something went wrong back in 1863. The ocean floor then was like a huge valley, about 100 miles wide, where Mont Blanc could fit without even showing its peak above the waves. That valley was closed off on the east by a cliff more than 2,000 yards high. We got there on May 28th, and the Nautilus was only about 120 miles from Ireland.
Was Captain Nemo planning to land on the British Isles? Nope. To my surprise, he turned south, heading back toward European waters. As we passed the Emerald Isle, I caught a quick glimpse of Cape Clear and the light that guides thousands of ships leaving Glasgow or Liverpool. A big question popped into my head. Did the Nautilus dare risk getting tangled up in the English Channel? Ned Land, who’d reappeared now that we were getting close to land, didn’t stop asking me questions. How could I even answer? Captain Nemo was nowhere to be seen. After showing the Canadian a glimpse of American shores, was he going to show me the coast of France?
But the Nautilus kept heading south. On May 30th, it passed Land’s End, between the tip of England and the Scilly Isles, leaving the islands on our right. If we wanted to go into the English Channel, we’d have to head straight east. But he didn’t.
All day on May 31st, the Nautilus was circling in the water, which totally fascinated me. It seemed like it was searching for a specific spot, but having trouble finding it. At noon, Captain Nemo himself came to update the ship’s log. He didn’t say a word to me, but he looked gloomier than ever. What could be getting to him? Was it being so close to European shores? Were memories of his abandoned country flooding back? Or was it something else entirely? Remorse? Regret? That thought stuck with me for a while, and I had a feeling that soon something would reveal the captain’s secrets.
The next day, June 1st, the Nautilus kept doing the same thing. It was definitely hunting for a particular spot in the ocean. Captain Nemo took the sun's angle, just like he had the day before. The sea was gorgeous, and the sky was clear. About eight miles to the east, we spotted a big steamship on the horizon. No flag was flying from its mast, and I couldn’t figure out where it was from. Just before the sun reached its highest point, Captain Nemo grabbed his sextant and watched closely. The perfectly still water made the job much easier. The Nautilus was completely still; it didn’t rock or tilt.
 I was on the platform when they took the depth readings, and the Captain said, "It's here."
He turned and went below. Had he seen the ship changing course, getting closer? I couldn't tell. I went back to the lounge. The panels slid shut, and I heard the water hissing in the tanks. The Nautilus started to sink, going straight down because the propeller wasn’t turning. A few minutes later, it stopped, way down—more than 420 fathoms, resting on the seabed. The ceiling lights dimmed, then the panels opened, and through the glass, I saw the ocean brilliantly lit by our lamps for at least half a mile around us.
I looked out to the left, and saw nothing but a huge stretch of calm water. But to the right, on the bottom, there was a big shape that caught my eye. It looked like ruins covered in white shells, kind of like a layer of snow. Looking closely, I recognized the shape of a ship, stripped of its masts, that must have sunk long ago. It definitely belonged to another time. This wreck, covered in the ocean's lime, must be down here for years.
What was this ship? Why was the Nautilus visiting its grave? Could it be anything but a shipwreck that pulled it under? I didn't know what to think when, nearby, I heard Captain Nemo say in a quiet voice:
“This ship used to be called the Marseillais. It had seventy-four guns and was launched in 1762. On August 13, 1778, commanded by La Poype-Vertrieux, it fought bravely against the Preston. In 1779, on July 4th, it was part of the capture of Grenada, with Admiral Estaing’s fleet. In 1781, on September 5th, it fought in the battle of Comte de Grasse, in Chesapeake Bay. In 1794, the French Republic changed its name. On April 16th of that year, it joined Admiral Van Stebel’s fleet at Brest, escorting a cargo of corn from America. On June 1st, 1868—today—it was seventy-four years ago, on this very spot, at 47° 24′ latitude and 17° 28′ longitude, that this ship, after a heroic fight, losing its three masts and with water flooding the hull and a third of its crew injured, chose to sink with its 356 sailors rather than surrender. It nailed its colors to the stern and disappeared beneath the waves to the cry of ‘Long live the Republic!’”
“The Avenger!” I blurted out.
“Yes, sir, the Avenger! A good name,” muttered Captain Nemo, crossing his arms.
Chapter 21

That’s how I’m describing this crazy scene, the history of the patriot ship—it was told so coldly at first, and the way this weird guy said the last words, the name of the Avenger, which I totally got, it all hit me hard. I couldn’t take my eyes off the Captain, who was standing there with his hand stretched out to the ocean, watching the awesome wreckage with a fiery look in his eyes. Maybe I’m never gonna know who he was, where he came from, or where he was headed, but I saw the guy move, separate from the scientist. It wasn't just some random dislike that trapped Captain Nemo and his crew inside the Nautilus; it was a hatred—either totally messed up or incredibly powerful—that time couldn't weaken. Was this hatred still looking for revenge? I’d soon find out. But the Nautilus was slowly rising to the surface, and the Avenger was disappearing from my sight. Soon, a slight rocking told me we were out in the open air. Just then, there was a loud boom. I looked at the Captain. He didn’t move.
“Captain?” I said.
He didn’t answer. I left him and went up to the platform. Conseil and the Canadian were already there.
“Where did that sound come from?” I asked.
“It was a gunshot,” replied Ned Land.
I looked in the direction of the ship I’d already seen. It was getting closer to the Nautilus, and we could see it was steaming full blast. It was about six miles away.
“What’s that ship, Ned?”
“By the way it’s rigged, and how high the lower masts are,” said the Canadian, “I’d bet it’s a warship. Let it reach us; and if it has to, let it sink this cursed Nautilus.”
“Friend Ned,” replied Conseil, “what harm can it do to the Nautilus? Can it attack us underwater? Can its cannons blast us at the bottom of the sea?”
“Tell me, Ned,” I said, “can you recognize what country it belongs to?”
The Canadian squinted, lowered his eyelids, and narrowed his eyes, and for a few moments gave the ship a really intense look.
“No, sir,” he replied, “I can’t tell what nation it belongs to, because it’s not showing any flags. But I can tell you it’s a warship, because a long flag is fluttering from its main mast.”
For a quarter of an hour, we watched the ship steaming toward us. I couldn’t believe it could even see the Nautilus from that distance; let alone know what this submarine thing was. Soon, the Canadian told me it was a huge, armored, two-decker ram. Thick black smoke was pouring from its two funnels. Its sails were tightly furled to the yards. It wasn’t flying a flag from its rear mast. The distance made it impossible to see the colors of its flag, which looked like a thin ribbon. It was moving fast. If Captain Nemo let it get close, there was a chance we could be saved.
“Sir,” said Ned Land, “if that ship passes within a mile of us, I’m jumping into the sea, and I’d advise you to do the same.”
I didn’t reply to the Canadian’s suggestion, but kept watching the ship. Whether it was English, French, American, or Russian, it would definitely take us in if we could just reach it. Suddenly, a puff of white smoke burst from the front of the ship; a few seconds later, the water, stirred up by a heavy object falling, splashed the stern of the Nautilus, and then a loud explosion shook my ears.
“What! They’re firing at us!” I exclaimed.
“So it seems, sir,” said Ned, “they’ve recognized the unicorn, and they’re firing at us.”
“But,” I exclaimed, “surely they can see that there are people on board?”
“It’s maybe because of that,” replied Ned Land, looking at me.
 A wave of understanding hit me. They totally knew now – they believed the stories about the supposed monster. No doubt, when the Canadian ship rammed the Abraham Lincoln, Commander Farragut realized the “narwhal” was a submarine, way more dangerous than some mythical sea creature. Yeah, that had to be it. Now, every ocean was being searched for this weapon of destruction. Seriously scary! If, like we thought, Captain Nemo was using the Nautilus for revenge… On the night we were trapped in that cell, deep in the Indian Ocean, hadn't he attacked a ship? The guy buried in the coral graveyard, hadn’t he been a victim of the Nautilus's impact? Yeah, I'm telling you, it had to be true. Part of the mystery surrounding Captain Nemo had been revealed; and even if they didn’t know who he was, at least the countries hunting him weren't chasing a made-up creature anymore – they were going after a man who’s sworn to destroy them. Everything from his frightening past flashed before my eyes. Instead of friendly faces on the approaching ship, we could only expect ruthless enemies. But then, a shot whizzed past us. Some splashed into the sea and disappeared. But none hit the Nautilus. The other ship was only about three miles away. Despite the intense cannon fire, Captain Nemo didn’t show up on the platform. But if one of those pointy projectiles had hit the Nautilus's shell, it would have been a disaster. The Canadian said, “Sir, we gotta find a way out of this mess. Let's signal them. Maybe they’ll understand we’re not bad guys.”
Ned Land grabbed his handkerchief to wave it in the air, but before he could even show it, an iron fist knocked him down. He fell hard onto the deck, even with his strength.
“Idiot!” the Captain yelled. “Do you want to be impaled by the Nautilus's spur before it’s launched at that ship?”
Captain Nemo was terrifying to hear, even more terrifying to see. His face was deathly pale, with a visible tremor. For a moment, his heart probably stopped beating. His pupils were tiny. He didn't speak, he roared, grabbing and shaking the Canadian's shoulders. Then, letting him go and turning to the warship still blasting away, he shouted with incredible force, “Hey, ship from a cursed nation! You know who I am! I don’t want you to recognize me by your colors! Look! And I’ll show you mine!”
And on the front of the platform, Captain Nemo unfurled a black flag, just like the one he’s flown at the South Pole. Just then, a shot grazed the Nautilus's shell without breaking through, bouncing off and disappearing into the sea. He shrugged and said to me, “Go down, you and your crew, go down!”
“Sir,” I cried, “are you going to attack that ship?”
“Sir, I’m going to sink it.”
“You won’t do that?”
“I will do it,” he replied coldly. “And I advise you not to judge me, sir. Fate has shown you things you shouldn’t have seen. The attack has begun; go down.”
“What is that ship?”
“You don’t know? Fine. So much the better! Its nationality to you, at least, will be a secret. Go down!”
We had no choice but to obey. About fifteen sailors surrounded the Captain, glaring at the approaching ship with pure hatred. You could feel the same desire for vengeance burning in every soul. I went down as another projectile slammed into the Nautilus, and I heard the Captain exclaim:
“Strike, crazy ship! Pour your useless shots on me! And then, you won’t escape the Nautilus's spur! But you won’t perish here! I won’t let your ruins mix with those of the Avenger!”
 I made it to my room. The Captain and his second were still on the platform. The propeller started spinning, and the Nautilus, moving super fast, quickly got out of range of the ship’s cannons. But the chase was still on, and Captain Nemo just kept his distance.
Around four in the afternoon, I couldn’t stand the waiting any longer, so I headed to the main staircase. The panel was open, and I stepped out onto the platform. The Captain was still pacing back and forth, looking really stressed. He was staring at the ship, which was about five or six miles off to the side.
He was circling it like a caged animal, drawing it further east, letting them follow. But he didn’t attack. Maybe he was still thinking about it? I wanted to try and talk him out of it one last time. But I’m barely getting a word out when Captain Nemo shut me down, saying:
“I am the law, and I am the judge! I am the oppressed, and there’s the oppressor! Through him, I’ve lost everything I loved, cherished, and respected—my country, my wife, my kids, my parents. I watched them all die! Everything I hate is right there! Don’t say another word!”
I took one last look at the warship, which was building up steam, and went to find Ned and Conseil.
“Let’s get out of here!” I shouted.
“Sounds good,” said Ned. “What is this thing?”
“I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s going down before tonight. Either way, it’s better to go down with it than get dragged into some revenge we can’t even understand.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Ned Land, cool as could be. “Let’s wait for dark.”
Night fell. It was totally silent on board. The compass showed that the Nautilus hadn’t changed direction. It was on the surface, rocking gently. My friends and I decided to make a run for it when the ship got close enough to hear or see us; the moon was going to be full in a couple of days, and it was shining really bright. If we couldn't stop what was about to happen, at least we’d do everything we could in the situation. Several times, I thought the Nautilus was getting ready to attack, but Captain Nemo just let his enemy get closer, then sped away again.
Part of the night passed without anything happening. We were waiting for our chance. We barely spoke, because we were so shaken up. Ned Land wanted to jump into the ocean, but I made him wait. I figured the Nautilus would hit the ship below the waterline, and then it would be possible—and easy—to escape.
At three in the morning, feeling really uneasy, I went back up to the platform. Captain Nemo hadn’t left. He was standing at the front near his flag, which a light breeze was waving above his head. He didn’t take his eyes off the ship. His gaze was so intense, it seemed to pull the ship forward more surely than if he’s been towing it. The moon was high in the sky. Jupiter was rising in the east. It was a peaceful scene, with the sky and ocean so calm, the sea reflecting the stars like a mirror. As I thought about the deep peace of the elements, compared to all the turmoil brewing inside the Nautilus, I got chills.
The ship was within two miles of us. It was getting closer to that glowing light that showed where the Nautilus was. I could see its green and red lights, and its white lantern hanging from the big mast. I could feel a faint vibration through the rigging, showing that the furnaces were burning as hot as they could. Clouds of sparks and red ash shot out of the smokestacks, shining in the air like stars.
 I stayed like that until six in the morning, and Captain Nemo didn's even notice me. The ship was about a mile and a half away, and with the first hint of daylight, the firing started up again. It wouldn’t be long before the Nautilus attacked, and my companions and I would leave this guy for good. I was heading down to remind them when the second one came up on the platform, followed by a bunch of sailors. Captain Nemo either didn't see them or pretended not to. They did a few things that were basically a signal to start fighting. They were super simple. They lowered the metal railing around the platform, and they slid the lantern and pilot cages inside the shell until they were flush with the deck. The long, smooth surface of the steel ship no longer had any weak spots to slow it down. I went back to the main room. The Nautilus was still floating; streaks of light were coming through the water. With the waves, the windows glowed with the red light of the rising sun, and this awful day of June 2nd had finally arrived.
At five o’clock, the log showed that the Nautilus was slowing down, and I figured it was letting them get closer. Plus, I could hear the reports more clearly, and the projectiles, pushing through the water, fizzled out with a weird hissing sound.
“Guys,” I said, “the time is now. One last handshake, and may God protect us!”
Ned Land was determined, Conseil was cool as always, and I was so freaked out that I didn't know what to do with myself. We all went into the library, but the moment I pushed open the door to the main staircase, I heard the top panel slam shut. The Canadian bolted for the stairs, but I stopped him. A familiar hissing sound told me that water was rushing into the tanks, and in just a few minutes, the Nautilus was several yards below the surface. I knew what he was doing. It was too late to do anything. The Nautilus didn't want to attack the super-tough armor, but below the waterline, where the metal didn’t protect it.
We were trapped again, forced to watch this crazy drama unfold. We barely had time to think; we took cover in my room and just looked at each other without saying anything. A deep sense of shock washed over me: my mind felt frozen. I was in that awful state of waiting for something terrible to happen. I waited, I listened—every sense was focused on hearing! The Nautilus sped up. It was getting ready to charge. The whole ship shook. Suddenly, I screamed. I felt the impact, but it wasn’t that bad. I felt the piercing power of the steel spike. I heard rattling and scraping. But the Nautilus, pushed along by its engine, went right through the ship like a needle through fabric!
I couldn't take it anymore. I was going crazy, so I bolted from my room into the main room. Captain Nemo was there, silent, gloomy, and unyielding; he was staring out the window. A huge mass cast a shadow on the water, and to make sure it felt every bit of the pain, the Nautilus was sinking into the abyss with it. Ten yards from me, I saw the open shell, where the water was rushing in with the sound of thunder, then the double row of guns and the netting. The bridge was covered in dark, swirling shadows.
 The water was rising fast. People were scrambling up the ropes, clinging to the masts, fighting to stay above the waves. It looked like a giant pile of people, totally swallowed by the ocean. I was frozen, like, completely stiff with fear, my hair standing straight up. My eyes were wide, I couldn't breathe, I couldn’t even yell. I was just watching! I couldn't look away – it was like I was glued to the window.
Suddenly, there was a huge explosion! The force blew up the decks, like the gunpowder rooms had caught fire. Then, the ship went down even faster. First, the top of the mast with people still on it appeared, then the long poles bending under the weight of the men, and finally, the very top of the main mast. Then, everything disappeared under the water – the whole crew, pulled down by the powerful swirl.
I turned to Captain Nemo. That intense, angry guy, like a super-serious angel of hate, was still staring. When it was all over, he went back to his room, opened the door, and walked in. I kept watching him. On the wall, under his pictures of heroes, I saw a portrait of a young woman and two little kids. Captain Nemo looked at them for a bit, stretched his arms out towards them, and then dropped to his knees, sobbing really hard.
Chapter 22

The panels had closed on that awful sight, but the lights hadn’t come back on in the main room—it was totally silent and dark inside the Nautilus. Going super fast, about a hundred feet below the water, it was leaving that desolate spot. Where was it headed? North or south? Where was that guy flying to after such a crazy revenge? I went back to my room, where Ned and Conseil were quiet as could be. I felt totally creeped out by Captain Nemo. Whatever he’s been through at the hands of those guys, he had no right to punish like that. He’s made me, if not an accomplice, at least a witness to his vengeance. Around eleven, the electric lights flickered back on. I went into the main room. It was empty. I checked the instruments. The Nautilus was speeding north at twenty-five miles an hour, sometimes on the surface, sometimes thirty feet below. Checking the chart, I realized we were passing the entrance to the English Channel, and our course was rushing us towards the northern seas at a crazy speed. That night, we crossed two hundred leagues of the Atlantic. Darkness fell, and the sea was black until the moon came up. I went to my room, but I couldn't sleep. I had awful nightmares. That horrible scene of destruction kept flashing before my eyes. From that day on, who knew what part of the North Atlantic we’d end up in? Still unbelievably fast. Still lost in those northern fogs. Would we stop at Svalbard, or on the shores of Nova Zembla? Would we explore those unknown seas, the White Sea, the Kara Sea, the Gulf of Obi, the Liarrov Archipelago, and the unknown coast of Asia? I had no idea. I couldn’t even guess how much time was passing. The clocks on board had stopped. It felt like, as in the polar regions, night and day no longer followed their normal pattern. I felt like I was being pulled into that weird zone where Edgar Poe’s imagination ran wild. Like the fictional Gordon Pym, I expected to see “that veiled human figure, bigger than any person on Earth, thrown across the waterfall guarding the way to the pole” at any moment. I figured (though maybe I was wrong)—I estimated this wild journey of the Nautilus had lasted fifteen or twenty days. And I had no clue how much longer it might have lasted, if it hadn’s been for the disaster that ended this trip. I hadn’t seen anything of Captain Nemo or his second in charge. Not a single crew member was visible for even a second. The Nautilus was almost always underwater. When we surfaced to get fresh air, the panels opened and closed automatically. There were no more markings on the world map. I had no idea where we were. And the Canadian, too, his strength and patience gone, didn’t show up anymore. Conseil couldn’t get a word out of him; and, fearing he might snap and kill himself, watched him with constant care. One morning (I couldn’t even remember the date) I’d fallen into a deep, painful sleep early in the morning, when I suddenly woke up. Ned Land was leaning over me, saying in a quiet voice, “We’re going to get out of here.” I sat up.
“When are we going?” I asked.
“Tonight. Everything on the Nautilus seems to have stopped. Everyone looks totally zoned out. You’ll be ready, right?”
“Yeah; where are we?”
“We can see land. I figured it out this morning in the fog—twenty miles to the east.”
“What country is it?”
“I don’t know; but, whatever it is, we’ll find refuge there.”
“Yeah, Ned, yeah. We’re getting out of here tonight, even if the sea swallows us up.”
“The sea is rough, the wind is strong, but twenty miles in that little boat of the Nautilus doesn’t scare me. Without anyone knowing, I’ve managed to get some food and a few bottles of water.”
 “I’ll follow you.”
“But,” the Canadian continued, “if I get caught off guard, I’m defending myself; I’m making them kill me.”
“We’re dying together, friend Ned.”
I’d made up my mind about everything. The Canadian left me. I got to the deck, where I could barely stand against the waves crashing over. The sky looked threatening, but with land hidden in those deep shadows, we had to go. I went back inside, both scared and hoping to see Captain Nemo, wanting to see him but not wanting to. What could I even say to him? Could I hide the fear he gave me? No. It was better not to face him; better to forget him. But still—— How long that day felt, the last I’d spend on the Nautilus. I was alone. Ned Land and Conseil didn’t talk, afraid of letting something slip. At six, I ate dinner, but I wasn’t hungry; I forced myself to eat despite feeling sick, so I wouldn’t get weak. A little after six, Ned Land came to my room, saying, “We won’t see each other again before we leave. It’s ten o’clock, and the moon won’t be up yet. We’ll use the darkness. Come to the boat; Conseil and I will be waiting.”
The Canadian left without giving me time to reply. To check where the Nautilus was headed, I went to the main room. We were speeding along N.N.E. at an insane speed, and over fifty yards deep. I took one last look at all the natural wonders, at the incredible art piled up in this museum, at the amazing collection about to disappear at the bottom of the ocean with the man who’s created it. I wanted to burn the image into my memory. I stood there for an hour, bathed in the glow of that luminous ceiling, looking at all the treasures shining behind their glass cases. Then I went back to my room.
I changed into sturdy sea clothes. I gathered my notes, putting them safely around me. My heart was pounding. I couldn’t stop it. Definitely, my worry and nerves would have given me away to Captain Nemo’s eyes. What was he doing right now? I listened at his door. I heard footsteps. Captain Nemo was still up. He hadn’t gone to bed. Every moment, I expected him to appear and ask me why I wanted to escape. I was totally on edge. My imagination was running wild. The feeling became so intense that I thought about going to his room, seeing him face to face, and challenging him with a look and a gesture.
It was a crazy idea; thankfully, I fought it off and lay on my bed to calm my body. My nerves were a little calmer, but in my excited brain, I replayed everything that happened on the Nautilus – every event, good or bad, since I disappeared from the Abraham Lincoln—the submarine hunt, the Torres Straits, the people of Papua, the near-run aground, the coral graveyard, the Suez Canal, the Island of Santorin, the diver from Crete, Vigo Bay, Atlantis, the iceberg, the South Pole, being trapped in the ice, the fight with the giant squids, the storm in the Gulf Stream, the Avenger, and the horrible scene of the ship sinking with all its crew. It all flashed before my eyes like a play. Then Captain Nemo seemed to grow enormous, his features taking on a superhuman look. He wasn't my equal anymore, but a creature of the water, a genie of the sea.
It was almost ten-thirty. I held my head in my hands to stop it from exploding. I closed my eyes; I wouldn’t think anymore. There was another half-hour to go, another half-hour of a nightmare that could drive me crazy.
 I heard the distant organ music then, a sad, haunting melody mixed with a weird chant, like a soul yearning to break free from this world. I listened, holding my breath; totally lost in the music, like Captain Nemo, pulled towards the end of his life.
Then a sudden thought hit me—a total panic. Captain Nemo had left his room. He was in the main hall, and I had to cross it to escape. I'd see him there, probably talk to him. A look or a single word from him could ruin me, trap me on board for good.
But ten o'clock was almost here. It was time to leave my room and find my friends.
I couldn't hesitate, even if Captain Nemo was standing right in front of me. I carefully opened my door, and even then, it seemed to creak so loudly. Maybe it was just in my head.
I tiptoed down the dark hallways of the Nautilus, pausing at each step to feel my pounding heart. I reached the door to the main hall and opened it gently. It was pitch black inside. The organ music was faint. Captain Nemo was there. He didn’t see me. I doubt he would have noticed me even in bright light, he was so lost in the music.
I crept across the carpet, trying not to make a single sound that would give me away. It took me at least five minutes to reach the door on the other side, leading to the library.
I was about to open it when a sigh from Captain Nemo froze me in place. I knew he was getting up. I could even see him, the light from the library spilling into the hall. He came towards me silently, arms crossed, gliding like a ghost, not really walking. His chest was heaving with sobs, and I heard him whisper these words (the last I ever heard from him):
“God, enough! Enough!”
Was it a confession of regret escaping from this man’s conscience?
In desperation, I bolted through the library, raced up the main staircase, and followed the upper steps to the boat. I slipped through the opening, where my two friends were already waiting.
“Let’s go! Let’s go!” I shouted.
“Just a sec,” replied the Canadian.
First, they sealed the hole in the Nautilus’s hull, locking it down with a fake key Ned Land had grabbed. Then they closed the opening in the boat. The Canadian started loosening the bolts that still held us to the submarine.
Suddenly, we heard noise—loud voices answering each other. What was happening? Had they figured out we were escaping? I felt Ned Land slip a knife into my hand.
“Yeah,” I murmured, “we know how to go out.”
The Canadian stopped what he was doing. But one word, repeated over and over, revealed what was causing all the chaos on board the Nautilus. It wasn’t us they were worried about!
“The maelstrom! The maelstrom!” Could any word sound more terrifying in a more terrifying situation? We were right off the dangerous coast of Norway. Was the Nautilus being pulled into this whirlpool just as our boat was trying to escape? We knew that during high tide, the water between the Faroe and Lofoten islands rushed together with incredible force, creating a whirlpool that no ship ever escaped. Huge waves were meeting from every direction, forming a gulf called the “Navel of the Ocean,” with a pull that reached out for twelve miles. There, not only ships but whales and even polar bears from the north were swallowed up.
That’s where the Nautilus, whether on purpose or not, had been steered.
 It was like a spiral, getting tighter and tighter, and the boat, still tied to the side, was zooming along super fast. I felt that weird, dizzy feeling you get from spinning around for too long.
We were seriously freaked out. Our fear was off the charts – like, everything stopped working, all the nerves were shot, and we were drenched in cold sweat, like a full-on panic attack! And the noise around our little boat? It was insane! Roars echoing for miles! The sound of the water smashing against the jagged rocks below was deafening—the kind of place that could crush anything, even trees, “stripped bare,” as the Norwegians say.
Being stuck in that situation was terrifying. We were rocking like crazy. The Nautilus was fighting it off, like a person defending themselves. Its steel hull was straining. Sometimes it felt like it was standing straight up, and we were with it!
“We gotta hold on,” said Ned, “and check the bolts. We might still make it if we stick with the Nautilus.”
He didn’t even finish the words when we heard a huge crash, the bolts snapped, and the boat was ripped free, flung out like a rock from a slingshot into the middle of the whirlpool.
My head slammed against a piece of metal, and the impact was so hard, I totally blacked out.

    
      Chapter 23

    

    So, that’s how the underwater trip ended. What happened that night—how the boat got out of the swirling mess of the maelstrom—how Ned Land, Conseil, and I even made it out of the gulf, I honestly can's say.

    But when I woke up, I was lying in a fisherman’s shack on the Lofoden Isles. My two friends, totally fine, were right there, holding my hands. We hugged each other like crazy.

    Right then, we weren’t thinking about going back to France. Getting messages between northern Norway and the south isn't easy. So, I had to wait for the steamboat that runs once a month from Cape North.

    And, thanks to the really kind people who took us in, I’m going over these adventures one last time. I didn't leave anything out, and I definitely didn’t exaggerate anything. It’s a true story of this insane trip into a world that humans can’t normally reach, but that progress will someday open up.

    Will anyone believe me? I don’t know. And honestly, it doesn’t really matter. What I’m saying is, I have the right to talk about these seas, under which, in less than ten months, I crossed 20,000 miles on that submarine tour of the world, which showed me so many amazing things.

    But what happened to the Nautilus? Did it survive the crushing force of the maelstrom? Is Captain Nemo still alive? And is he still out there, seeking revenge under the ocean? Or did he stop after the last disaster?

    Will the waves ever carry this manuscript, with the story of his life, to him? Will I ever learn his name? Will the missing ship tell us what country Captain Nemo is from?

    I hope so. And I also hope his powerful vessel conquered the sea at its most terrifying spot, and that the Nautilus is still going strong, when so many other ships have vanished! If that’s true—if Captain Nemo still lives in the ocean, his chosen home—may his anger calm down! May seeing all those wonders forever put an end to his desire for revenge! May the judge disappear, and the philosopher continue peacefully exploring the sea! His destiny might be strange, but it's also incredible. Didn't I understand that myself? Didn't I live ten months of this unbelievable life? And to the question that Ecclesiastes asked three thousand years ago, “What is far off and exceeding deep, who can find it out?” only two people alive now have the right to answer—

    CAPTAIN NEMO AND ME.
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