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England, 1847:

This document is to be the last thing I ever write for the eyes of anyone else; I am but a young man – not more than thirty-one years of age; but even so, I am eager to be done with society, to leave our human realm behind, entirely and forever. If I am successful in my designs, I should never return.

It is strange to me, then, that I wish to write this at all; yet still within me, it seems, is some bizarre urge, however purposeless, to have my actions be understood by others. I want to make it very clear that I am not yet insane, though I can surely feel the grasp of despair and of possible madness encroaching at the rim of my mind. I must go through with my plans described herein, whatever the cost to myself; to resist this intention would be to invite true insanity.

I am from one of the oldest families in England, from the Landed Gentry of Hannockshire, an aristocratic family dating back to before the eleven-hundreds. My father died roughly seven years ago, my mother about three years after. I was survived at that time by my older brother, who had added significantly to the family estate through his successful business ventures in London. It was my own rather uncalm desire to travel abroad that has indeed been responsible for instigating the turmoil which foments within me now, turning my days into terrible ordeals of torment and unrest. Could I but retract my own unfortunate desire for wandering, I would do so at once; yet it is by far too late for me now.

Being afflicted with rather an overabundance of wanderlust, I departed my home shores during the year subsequent to my mother’s death; I thus took on the existence of a haphazard traveller, without overarching purpose or destination. I booked passage upon vessels when it suited me - though my choice of transport mattered to me but little. When the usual types of passenger sailing craft were unavailable, I found cabins upon freighters that drifted along some of the most secluded and forlorn of shipping lanes, in the far regions of ocean; in this way I witnessed many lonely vistas and atmospheres new to me, though I never allowed myself to linger anywhere for long. I do not know what I sought from this aimless moving about; only that there could be no rest for me until that driving sensation to be away had perhaps one day scorched itself out.

After over two years of such directionlessness, I at last found myself arriving back upon the shores of my homeland; and from there I experienced no immediate requirement to flee. I remained at my hereditary home for the better part of six months. I found there within its surroundings a tranquil calm that surprised me, and that suited me at that time, beyond my expectations; a calmness I had noted previously but which had not entered far within my soul till then. Yet even this calm did not sustain me there as any kind of permanent resident. I knew, somewhere within me, that I would eventually long to be away again. This understanding I resisted for a time, for I delighted in my newfound peace remaining where I was.

While perusing a newspaper one day, I happened upon an article of recruitment, placed there for the purpose of attracting attention for a voyage at sea; this voyage, I was given to understand, was for the singular purpose of being a rescue mission. 

Through a sequence of distressing and perplexing events - as I read - several travellers had become hopelessly stranded in a locale of extreme remoteness and weather. This locale was thousands of miles beyond any ordinary shipping lanes, in an isolated near-polar southern region, verging on Antarctic latitudes. So great was the far isolation of that area - so harsh were the conditions under which those unfortunates had been marooned - that there was a great and abiding fear for their lives among their families back home - all of whom had organized and funded this present expedition to rescue their relations back from their terrible situation. 

The Article in the newspaper detailing these issues had been established for the express purpose of eliciting volunteers with sailing experience from the general public for this urgent resolve.

As I contemplated the details of the Article I felt within me a broaching urge to join this expedition. Though my previous wanderings had simply arisen from my own directionless nature at the time, here, it seemed, was an actual invitation to travel; and more! – to travel for some meaningful purpose; with the indeed honorable intention of saving the lives of others. 

With this new purpose in mind, I lost no time in repairing to the address mentioned in the Article; and in short order I had been granted a place upon the sturdy sailing brig that had been chartered for that bold voyage of rescue. My experience of sailing that I had gained during the previous two years put me in good stead as an effective member of that crew. 

Despite the urgent purpose of the voyage at the time, it all somehow seems so quaint and distant now; in light of that terrible thing that subsequently happened to me, far off in that lonely region to which we travelled. I cannot but feel the futility of again going over these mundane and tragic details – for surely I can do little better than give a record of my report to the Royal Geographic Society upon my return to England. Here, then, is my written word of that awful, wondrous event – a terrible - and yet! - such a glorious, beautiful thing! - that has made my continued existence in this world a pointless and torturous affair:
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On May 2, 1840, it came to pass that I, Joseph Cynteilla (for that is my name), accompanied by a crew of thirty-eight others, commenced a volunteer rescue voyage to the cold, remote waters of the far Southern Atlantic – a voyage that would ultimately bring to light perhaps the most unusual discovery ever placed before human understanding. 

The circumstances surrounding our voyage are already well known to the public at large - though I have still seen fit here to include a summary of the strange and unsettled events that motivated the organization of our particular rescue mission.

Some time previous to this, a certain freight-transport ship - upon which six other travellers had obtained passage, in addition to its crew - was diverted from a far delivery route by an insistent individual among those passengers. 

When the vessel (by name of—————-) had attained the most distant point of its course, this young man – an amateur student of History and a person of no usual means – had offered to pay any price for the Captain of that vessel to push beyond all known shipping lanes and into unexplored waters. 

The vessel accordingly sailed into those unknown waters for nearly four months. The young man was at length put off upon an island so hideously distant as to be beyond known charts. He insisted upon being left there alone. 

The crew at first saw no alternative but to depart for home. But - after a full week of sailing back toward familiar waters - they could not convince themselves to abandon the young man upon his lonely island. The ship was duly turned about, and the crew sailed nearly another full week in return toward the island where they had left him. 

Then misfortune struck. Upon arrival near to the island’s location – the shape of it was just out of sight below the horizon ahead - the vessel ran violently aground upon a vicious outcropping of rock barely below the waterline, tearing out much of the bottom of the hull and stranding the craft irrevocably. 

This outcropping had fortunately been missed upon the first visit to the island – not so the second time. The ship would not sink - but neither could it depart that forlorn place. Those aboard now could not afford a rescue attempt of the stranded young man; they would be lucky if they themselves survived at all. 

But now how strange! – an element of that odd fervor that had been in evidence about that young man’s character now seemed to flare up within eight others of that ship’s sailors. Instead of aiding with any survival attempts for themselves, those eight men now displayed a strangely fanatical desire to head for the island that lurked just beyond the horizon – just as had the young man. 

As to why those eight also wished to flee to the lonely island, the rest of the crew did not know; for who could guess at the bizarre effects that some of these far regions might inflict upon the mind? 

No entreaties from the unaffected individuals of the crew could persuade the eight men from their mad determination. The remaining crew had to watch helplessly as the little eight-strong group soon departed in a longboat for their forlorn destination. 

The remainder of the crew – twenty-five persons in all - sailed in the opposite direction in four other longboats, leaving their crippled ship abandoned upon the fang of rock that had impaled it. The hope was that should they drift far enough, they would encounter some more frequented area of the far shipping lanes, where they might be finally picked up. 

It was a horribly long distance - taking nearly another five months before they were at last sighted by a far sailing freighter and rescued, shortly before exhausting their food supplies. 

Though this was not known to those sailors who returned from that harrowing ordeal, I was informed by my associates with the rescue mission that the far island, where the young man and those eight others had marooned themselves, did indeed have a name – Quinwillick Island – which was not widely known. This name actually appeared only in one of the most obscure of charts known to cartographers: the recent contribution of a single lonely scientific expedition that had travelled to the island, on its way toward the grim stillness and snow of the Antarctic, roughly another 700 miles of empty ocean beyond that far rocky point. 

Quinwillick Island was understood from this lone expedition to be little more than a lifeless outcropping of stone, unusually lifeless. Nothing lived there, and it was clear that nothing ever had. The island simply seemed to reject life, without even any of the usual lichen or sea-going birds or crustaceans upon its rocky shores. A minor mystery; yet of little import to us, our most urgent purpose being the rescue of those stranded individuals upon that place.

One might well imagine the consternation and fervor aroused within both the family of the missing young man – a graduate student at a local University, by name of Arthur ________ - as well as within the families of those other eight sailors who had inexplicably accompanied him to his strange self-imposed exile upon the remote Quinwillick Island. The rescue mission to which I belonged, accompanied by thirty-eight other volunteers with professional sailing experience, was set to depart immediately upon the filling of those posts thus advertised. 

Our sailing from English shores on May 2 of 1840 was accomplished with all the haste that could be mustered under the circumstances. We travelled for much of that year beneath relatively moderate weather; and, beyond the first nine months of our voyage, we came within sight of no other ships. 

It was recorded carefully on our charts when we crossed that fixed point where the previous unfortunate freighter vessel had been diverted from its furthest course. Our latitude had by this time surpassed all known shipping lanes. We, too, were now sailing into an access of the Unknown – or at least the Near-Unknown. 

Though the ocean remained clear, I detected a sense of creeping isolation drawing by degrees upon us. Nothing appeared in any way different about this secluded region, yet, regardless, I internally felt our seclusion; a great sense of vacancy of space about us. There was a lack of any but ourselves in this great wilderness of remote ocean. The unhallowed loneliness that gathered upon our vessel oppressed our spirits strangely, in a way that my other wandering voyages had not. 

At the ending of that year – almost a year to the day of our departure from our homeland – there arose off our larboard bow a heavy shadowed form that loomed up from the surface of the waters. We had sighted the sad wrecked hull of the freighter that had run aground on the near-invisible outcropping of rock that had so broken it, hidden almost directly at the waterline. It was near sunset, and the forsaken hulk of the stricken vessel had a weathered, darkened look after over two years of remaining impaled rigidly upon the spear of rock that had torn out the bottom of its hull. No doubt one of the rushing storms of the region would eventually dislodge the lonely hulk from its unfortunate perch, sloughing it into the black depths. 

I felt a lull of regret for that forlorn ship. Its presence here meant that our destination of Quinwillick Island was roughly just beyond the immediate horizon. Here we took further efforts to observe carefully for any possible rock obstacles in our own vessel’s path, steering a tentative course through the waters past the corpse of the grounded freighter. The horizon being roughly 250 miles away, we would not reach Quinwillick Island until the morrow. We thought it best therefore to still our passage for the night out of caution for the integrity of our own hull. 

Upon the dawning of first light, we set off again, sailing somewhat more gradually than we might otherwise have done; and by about three o’clock that afternoon we at last arrived within sight of the long sought Quinwillick Island. 

That island! - over three thousand miles beyond the very furthest of shipping lanes, it sat huddled in the terrible isolation of a dark wilderness of uneasy waters; no storm had arisen upon us as of yet, though the sky immediately above was overcast and thickly shadowed. A dull, shiftless wind stirred fitfully upon the waters: not strong, but with a vague threat of a possible storm. 

As we neared the island, such desolation as I had never seen brooded over it. It was but a midsized island, being only about two or three miles across, and it certainly lived up to its reputation for lifelessness. 

Quinwillick Island was little more than a scraped, worn lumping of grey stone, its center like a raised hump roughly forty or fifty feet above the line of the ocean. All of its visible surfaces appeared greatly worn and rounded by wind and rain. 

I felt my heart sinking within me; it seemed futile that anybody could have survived on this forsaken lump in such lonely seclusion for over two years. I could see in the faces of the others of our crew the same growing despair that welled upon their hearts; we should likely find none alive here: this little island almost certainly held nothing but death. 

There was, nonetheless, a sort of desperate anticipation that simmered below these other sensations; our actions were brisk as we dropped anchor off the small coast of the island and lowered two of our longboats into the restless waves below. After a brief journey, our two smaller boats bumped up against the loose gravel of the Island shore; we quickly made motion to secure the little vessels upon the surface. 

Twelve of our number had remained aboard our main sailing vessel; the remaining twenty-seven of our crew, myself included, now moved in upon the interior of the island. 

Upon climbing the short rise of the rounded stone shore to its mild summit, my gaze at last fell upon the island top. It was little more than a series of low sloping hills and smooth lumps of rock, fairly even across their surfaces. That low raised center portion of the island displayed the same total lack of vegetation or birds we had anticipated from the prior expedition records. 

Utter bleakness and austerity permeated the atmosphere. Even the attendant sounds of the ocean waves and surf seemed oddly muted here.

I and the others proceeded with careful determination over those crouching, smooth rock surfaces.

Not every area of the island top was uniformly visible; some portions of the sloping surface dipped down below our sight. Nothing was discernible of those for whom we sought – the barren rock appearing empty of signs of human presence – and I began to wonder if anyone had ever been here in the first place; had the Captain of that previous vessel made a mistake?

Upon rounding one of the low hills of stone, however, these thoughts abruptly harried from my mind: there on the cold grey rock surface just ahead, my eyes beheld the shrivelled remains of what appeared to be a rudimentary campsite: several dirty, crumpled blankets huddled pathetically together in an uneven circle. In the center – where a warming campfire might have been – there was only bare stone, without ashes or remains of combustion. Naturally enough; the empty island sported no trees for firewood or flame.

We hurried forward to the little huddles of blankets. Dreading the worst, we lifted the dirty fabrics - only to discover them empty of human bodies or remains. For this I silently thanked God; there was visible relief upon the faces of the others also. The little campsite appeared quite abandoned.

Gathering again our determination, we fanned out across the surrounding area of rock, searching for other signs of the castaways.

I was walking together with about six of our number when, moving among the low hills ahead of the campsite, a distressing scene met our eyes: directly before us, lying prone on a slight incline of rock, was the body of a man! 

It lay as if dead. It was clothed in what appeared to be the remains of a beige suit; that material appeared twisted and shrunken around the bones and skin of that unfortunate person.

We hallooed to the others of our party. Soon they gathered with us around the body on the ground.

It was stretched out as if the individual had simply fallen and died where he had stood. The head was bent back at an odd angle; the face almost touching the stone beneath it. The rest of the corpse had a thin, crumpled look - like a once-moist towel that had been stretched straight out and then wrung fiercely, drained of liquid.

The body was at length identified as that of the young Mr. Arthur ________ himself, the amateur Historian who had begun this entire enterprise. There were some papers bearing his name found in his worn pockets – which we investigated with some trepidation - together with some faded scraps of what appeared to have been – at one time - pound notes.

He had most likely died of starvation. The thinness of his limbs was extreme.

A feeling of gloom had settled upon us at this unhappy discovery. We had priorly cautioned each other upon entering this region to be watchful for signs within us of that unexplained madness that had so forced the castaways to this island. We had all promised to a man to restrain any and all among us who might demonstrate such symptoms: to forcefully ensure that all returned safely home. 

For Mr. Arthur it appeared too late. The extreme seclusion of this locale had proven fatal to him.

We now turned our attention to the grim task of searching out the possible remains of the other eight castaways. 

Over some appreciable distance toward the far end of the island, some of our party in due course discovered five more tragic bodies, stretched out in quite a similar wretched, withered manner to that of the first.

These subsequent five dead men were arranged haphazardly in a rough circle upon the ground. It was soon determined that they were of those eight crewmembers who had fled here from the wrecked freighter. Of the other remaining three men there was as yet no sign. In the center of the uneven circle formed by the five forlorn bodies I observed a rather strange sight: a gaping dark hole – its edges scratched and violently ripped. It seemed to have been crudely gouged in the surface of the island rock. The feet of the five bodies faced unevenly inward, towards the hole, as though someone had lain the bodies of those poor men deliberately down in that arrangement after they had died – or perhaps, I thought with a shudder, they had done so themselves, prior to expiring.

The surface of the rock around the jagged hole had been ravaged and torn. Scratch marks in the crumbled stone indicated that perhaps the hole had been physically ripped into the unyielding stone of the island by some wild, frantic effort - possibly by the dead men themselves. 

Indeed, several bent and dented metal implements, like small hand-shovels or trowels, were found clutched rigidly in the hands of each of the deceased, thus giving credence to this notion.

But why would anyone expend such effort merely to tear an outsized opening in the island rock?

We peered into the shadowed opening, though we could discern nothing significant of the interior. The hole appeared to give unto a deep cavern of some sort. It seemed of a rather extensive nature at first glance, prompting the surprising notion that the island was perhaps hollow inside to some significant degree.

Crouching at the edges of the hole, I wondered if perhaps the other three of the castaways had somehow fallen down within that unhallowed enclosure. Ropes of a fairly substantial length would have to be retrieved from our main sailing vessel in order to lower one of our party within the opening to search for further bodies there. 

Such retrieval would take some time; in any event, there seemed little need for urgency. Anyone in the cavern below would likely no longer be alive. Our calls and shouts into the odd cavern gap produced no replies; we sullenly accepted the unhappy fact that
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