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From the Editors 
 
Dear Readers, 

 
Wow. Just, wow. What a trip this has been. We’re 2 months in, 

we’re about to be 3 months in and this has been so much fun.  
I feel so privileged to get to read such great work from so many 

talented writers. And as the artist for the first few pieces of prompt 
art, let me just say that this has been the most unique and fun use of my 
artwork that I’ve ever experienced. To read about the things I’ve 
drawn is such a bizarre and delightful feeling. It’s indescribable, 
really. As an artist, I see a story in my head while I’m drawing. It’s a 
story that doesn’t need as many questions answered or growth shown 
or really any plot. But it’s a story nonetheless. And reading the stories 
that other people see when they look at what I’ve drawn is so 
incredibly wild.  

Thank you all so much for your hard work. We do this as a labor 
of love and seeing the love come back to us like it has is incredibly 
validating and just heartwarming. I’m so glad we pulled the trigger on 
this idea, and I’m so thankful for all of you who are reading and 
submitting.  
 
Thank you,  
Ian Mallon
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To Our Readers, 
  
 I am as pleased as perhaps I have ever been to present this 
month’s issue. The response to our little project has been 
overwhelming and positive, and I can’t wait to share it with all of you. 
 The stories this month range from tongue-in-cheek magical 
realism to straightforward adventure fiction. Hell, we even received a 
haiku. This variety of approaches is what makes this magazine so much 
fun to edit. We are never sure what we are going to get. And that, to 
me, lends a sense of adventure to putting together an issue. 
 As a working writer and consumer of genre literature, one of the 
things that never ceases to amaze me is the variety of influences and 
metatextual moments I see coming specifically from horror, science 
fiction, and weird fiction. These genres, often written off as lowbrow, 
truly embody the spirit of standing on the shoulders of those who have 
come before in order to see further into what is to be. 
 I hope you, as a reader, will appreciate the intricate tapestry that 
the writers this month have pieced together while remaining original. 
There is so much to read and consume out there, and we wish we could 
publish everything we get.  

Enjoy the issue. 
 
Sincerely, 
Blake Ray 
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Our winner this month is “The Library” by M. C. Williams. It is a 
fantastic tale in the tradition of magical realism. We are more than 
pleased to present the story to our readers. 

* 
M. C. Williams is a new autistic fiction writer with a lifelong interest in literature and 
horror. His short fiction has appeared in Descent into Darkness #7. In addition to fiction 
writing, Williams is also the host and sole proprietor of the long-running Myths Your 
Teacher Hated podcast. 
 
 

 
The Library 
M. C. Williams 

 
 I stared at the Library; empty, darkened windows glared back at me, 
pits of living blackness deeper than the more mundane darkness I knelt in. 
Rusty red bricks crouched in the faint light of the stars overhead and the one 
surviving streetlight. It made the stone look...organic somehow, a snarling 
behemoth that had been flayed alive. The squat building loomed, unaware of 
my imminent intrusion into its demesne. 
 I’d never been inside the Library before. Obviously. I mean, what kind 
of asshole takes kids into a dangerous place like that? I’d heard the stories, of 
course. Every school has that urban legend about the truth-or-dare game 
gone wrong. You know, the one where some kid named Billy or whatever is 
being a little shit and so someone dares him to steal the Head Librarian’s 
spectacles, expecting him to refuse so everyone can mock him as a coward, 
only Billy’s too proud for that, so everyone follows him to the Library and 
watches him go in, and then waits for him to come back. At least, they wait 
until the screaming starts. Then they scatter, which is the only smart thing 
anyone does. You know, that story. No one believes it, not really. Who would 
be stupid enough to actually go into the Library?  
 Me, apparently. 
 Don’t get me wrong, I was no Billy. I’d rather have been at home 
watching tv like everyone else, but that hadn’t been an option. Mr. Carter 
had assigned one of his famous take-home tests on The Odyssey, and I 
needed an A. Nobody got an A on a Mr. Carter test. Nobody.  
 I was gonna change that. 
 To do that, I needed a little something extra: a Book. That meant the 
Library. Which is why I was here. Shit, I’m stalling. I really didn’t want to go 
in. I mean, maybe I didn’t need to, right? I could just use the movie, like 
everyone else. I could walk away with my B-, just like everyone else. It would 
be easy. It would be safe.  
 I’m stalling again, aren’t I?  
 The Library will do that. The squat, hulking edifice lurking in the 
darkness, watching, waiting to swallow you up so completely that maybe you 
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never existed at all is bad enough, but that’s not even the scary part. The 
scary part is what’s inside: Books. Thousands and thousands of Books all 
gathered together in one place, each one bursting with seductive, deadly 
ideas, a maelstrom of information, a black hole of knowledge drawing you 
inexorably in until you’re warped by the metaphysical weight. I’d seen the 
Library before, of course. Everyone has. It’s never in the same place, or 
maybe the rest of the world is moving around it. No one knows. I’d worked 
out the trick of finding it, purely out of idle curiosity you understand. Once I 
figured it out, it seemed almost too easy.  
 To find the Library, you just follow the stars. Or maybe it’s more the 
spaces between the stars? Look up into the night sky, where the moon isn’t, 
and sort of unfocus your mind. If you do it right, you’ll feel the seismic pull of 
the accumulated Books, of the Library. After that, you follow the feeling until 
the architecture crawls out of the night to sprawl before you. Just make sure 
you don’t accidentally wander somewhere worse by accident. 
 The stars had led me here. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was 
holding and crept towards the lightless halls of the Library. It looked much 
bigger up close, brickwork filling the entire world except for the glass doors of 
the entrance. The empty darkness seemed much more alive against the 
blood-red walls, but the door handle was icy cold in my hand. With a deep 
breath to try and slow my racing heartbeat, I gave a tentative tug on the 
door. Locked. I’d expected as much - in the stories, Billy always breaks a 
window. It’s the tried and true method for breaking and entering the Library. 
It was also sure to attract the attention of a Librarian. I was no Billy, and 
this wasn’t some spontaneous, hair-brained dare. I’d come prepared. 
 The lockpicking kit was small, just three pieces. Wiping my clammy 
hands on my jeans, I pulled them out of my back pocket and got to work. This 
lock seemed a lot like the one I’d practiced on, but different in a way I 
couldn’t quite place. Eager maybe. In close to record time for me, I felt the 
lock give slightly under the constant pressure I’d been delicately applying. 
Turning the tension wrench experimentally, I felt the lock turn with it. I was 
in. I bared my teeth, equal parts jubilation and terror. The easy part was 
behind me; now came the tricky bit. 
 Peering into the darkened depths hard enough to feel tension between 
my eyes, I slipped cautiously inside. Even moving as delicately as I knew 
how, my footsteps echoed softly on the smooth ivory tile. I eased the door shut 
carefully with one hand while I slipped the lockpicks back into my pocket, 
which is why I felt the lock click as it shut. Shit. The door didn’t budge under 
my first gentle push, nor under my second, more insistent shove. The metal 
where the lock should have been was smooth and cold under my groping 
fingers. The stories hadn’t mentioned anything like this. Apparently, it 
couldn’t be unlocked from the inside - maybe Billy had been on to something.  
 Apart from echoes of my own movement, the Library was silent, still. 
It didn’t feel empty though. A gut-clenching sense of ‘occupied’ permeated the 
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marble columns and ivory tile of the foyer. There was no mistaking that I had 
entered something’s lair, and that Something was home. I pulled a small 
flashlight out of my front pocket and clicked it on. Nothing happened. I tried 
a couple more times, but no dice. Damn it. I’d put fresh batteries in it this 
morning. My eyes wandered back to the hungry darkness. What else could 
the Library do that the tales hadn’t warned me about? 
 The air seethed with either whispering or rustling - it was impossible 
to be sure. I peered into the rippling shadows of the Library interior, trying to 
force them into coherent shapes. One jumped out from the rest - a top-heavy 
metal cart placed just inside of the archway to the main facility where any 
blundering asshole would be sure to stumble into it. I edged carefully around 
the cart, happy not to be that asshole. That made the score 2-0 me (or maybe 
2-1?). So far, so good. Mostly. 
 Beyond, the space opened into a vaulted ceiling high enough that I 
couldn’t see most of it. Squat couches and uncomfortable-looking chairs 
lurked in the spaces to either side of the entry around low round tables, dimly 
visible as my eyes adjusted to the faint, foetid light creeping from somewhere 
overhead. Scattered across the scarred wood were dozens of copies of Reader’s 
Digest magazine, each with the same grotesque face of either a baby or an old 
man on the cover nibbling on the putrid brain clutched in one pudgy hand. 
Gray matter squished in toothless mouths with a wet smacking that rose 
above the background susurration All of them were staring at me. I didn’t 
care for it. 
 Before they could decide whether I might taste better than the rancid 
thing in their hands, I slipped past the nooks and into the first rows of low 
shelves. A small, faintly illuminated sign hanging from the ceiling declared 
this the ‘Children’s Section’. I doubted that the Book I wanted was here; The 
Odyssey was a strange story, and it wasn’t exactly G-rated. From where I 
was standing, I could see small pools of faint light from what I assumed were 
other directional signs, but I couldn’t make them out.  
 Long rows of Books stretched out on either side, leaving a narrow aisle 
that wound its way through the stacks. None of the paths leading from the 
entrance headed where I needed to go, so I picked the one that seemed 
closest. Even with the effort I was making to move silently, I expected my 
steps to echo in the empty space. Instead, any sound I made was lost beneath 
the dry rustling of the Books all around me. I’d have been grateful if it wasn’t 
so unnerving.  
 The Books watched me go. A few, slim, battered things defaced with 
dread sigils scrawled in crayon skittered along the low shelves, keeping pace 
with my steps. Others stared out around corners, only their blobby black 
letters etched into primary colors visible, chittering incessantly. I really 
should have recognized it for the warning it was. I should have been watching 
those violent literary children instead of looking ahead to the next section - 
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maybe I would have seen the battered copy of Guilliver’s Travels before it 
took my legs out from under me in a wild charge. 
 I hit the tile hard, knocking the air out of my lungs in a painful rush. 
Before I could recover, something cut deep into my ankle; the Book was tying 
me to the scarred wooden shelves with thread stripped from its own bindings. 
One leg was still free, so I kicked the stupid Book right in its creepy bondage 
cover, sending it skidding across the floor and out of sight. It cost precious 
seconds to work my fingers under the thin twine lassoing my foot and break 
it, and the Books took full advantage. A shaggy copy of White Fang took a 
snarling leap from the nearest shelf, and latched onto my throat. Sharp 
papery teeth tore into my flesh and squeezed, cutting off my air. Tendrils of 
darkness crept in at the edge of my vision, thickening with every heartbeat. 
Panicked, I tore the Book away, heedless of the lines of agony it carved into 
my tender skin, and hurled it after Gulliver’s Travels.  
 Without waiting to see if my aim was true, I dragged myself back to 
my feet and raced for the end of the Children’s Section. A small paperback 
Peter Pan dive-bombed out of the shadows, a tiny dagger clutched in the fae 
child’s fist on the cover. I swatted it away with one hand and was rewarded 
with a fresh blossom of pain for my troubles. Before any more of the Books 
could gather themselves for an attack, I broke free of the shelves and into a 
small clearing. Ragged breath burned in my lungs in counterpoint to the fire 
in my hand. Shit. The Billy stories always featured the nebulous terror of the 
Librarians, but none of them had mentioned Book ambushes. I knew the 
Books were dangerous, sure, but I hadn’t expected anything like this! 
 There were more of the squat, lumpy couches here along with a long 
table too low to be useful. I couldn’t hear any rustling, so I paused for a 
moment to catch my breath and get my bearings. The ivory path split in 
three directions, each wandering towards faintly illuminated signs suspended 
from empty darkness: Fiction, Reference, and Non-Fiction. The outer two 
each trailed off into tall, oppressive Bookshelves that stretched up until they 
were lost in the shadows. Anything could be waiting for me in those eldritch 
forests of undead trees. Given how dangerous the smaller, weaker section I’d 
just escaped had been, I didn’t like my odds.  

The middle path was different. The shelves were lower and less 
densely stuffed with dread Books and, even better, I could see a high desk 
towering over everything from the section’s center. If I squinted, I could just 
read the plaque on it that read ‘Information Desk.’ That’s what I’d come here 
in search of, so it seemed the logical place to start. 

Of course, I had to get there first. 
I didn’t like my odds if it came to a fight. The Books in Reference 

looked bigger, meaner, and deadlier. On the plus side, I might be able to use 
their numbers against them. With so many of the dangerous things tightly 
crammed together on the shelves, I might be able to get in and out before 
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they could wriggle free. Dry rustling from a few of the shelves told me that 
the Books were waiting. I would have to be very, very quick.  

I’d never been much of an athlete, but I’d put in my mandatory PE 
time like everyone else, lugging heavy stone blocks to repair the walls that 
kept the creeping wildness safely Outside to the strident sound of the coach’s 
whistle. Dust tickled my nose as I set myself in the classic sprinter’s pose, 
counted down under my breath, and then exploded into the aisle at the 
imaginary sound of the starting pistol.  

The Books were waiting.  
Focused on keeping my feet moving beneath me, I couldn’t read the 

covers of the handful that managed to jostle their way out of the shelves and 
launch themselves at me. I felt them though. They smashed into my ankles, 
trying to trip me. They drew lines of fire down my arms as I tried to protect 
myself. They filled the world with stars as they clubbed me in the face. I 
tasted blood as it coursed down from my aching nose, but I didn’t let up.  

And then I was clear. 
Cold air burned my lungs, and I rejoiced in the agony. Pain was for the 

living and, for the moment, that still included me. Wiping blood from my face, 
I took in the Information Desk. It was smaller than any of the other areas I’d 
been in so far, a small island of tranquility in the heart of the Reference 
Section, and something about it felt...weird. Maybe it was the lack of Books, 
but it wasn’t less, just different. I dunno, whatever.  

None of the illuminated signs were close enough to give much light, 
but I had a secret weapon in my back pocket. With a practiced flick of the 
Zippo, I summoned man’s oldest ally - fire. 

A skull glared at me from the darkness. I screamed and dropped the 
lighter, plunging the world into deeper darkness than before. My imagination 
helpfully filled in the image of the skeleton’s bony fingers reaching for my 
vulnerable throat, inching closer and closer as I groped for the tiny sliver of 
silver salvation on the floor. After a subjective eternity, my fingers found 
hope. It took two attempts and dozens of panicked heartbeats to flick the 
flame to life. Empty eye sockets leered as light banished darkness, but I was 
prepared this time, so I finally noticed that they weren’t moving. Sometimes, 
a skull is just a skull. 

The skull winked at me. I screamed again, but held onto the lighter.  
“That’s pretty rude, asshole.” 
“You talk?” 
The skull somehow rolled its eyes, despite not actually having any. 

“Not exactly the sharpest crayon, are you?” It sighed. “Still, it’s not like we 
get a lot of visitors. Yeah, I talk. Name’s Billy.”  

“Nice to...wait. Billy? The Billy?” 
Billy gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean, the Billy?” 
“I mean, you’re kind of famous.” 
“Really? Cool!” 
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“You didn’t know?” 
“How could I? There’s nobody here.” 
“What about the Librarians?” 
“What about them? Not exactly conversationalists, are they? Besides, I 

don’t want to get shushed to death again. Once was bad enough.” 
I didn’t know what to say to that. “Are you bored enough to help me 

out?” 
The skull cocked itself to one side, somehow looking suspicious despite 

not having a face. “That depends. Help you do what?” 
“I’m looking for a Book.” 
The skull snorted. “No shit, Sherlock. Why else would you be here?” 
“I mean a specific Book. The Odyssey. The Emily Wilson translation.” 
“Ah, I see. Interesting choice. You know what? Yeah. I’ll help. It’ll be 

nice to tweak the snouts of the Librarians a little, show ‘em they can only 
push Billy so far! I might know where that particular Book is.” 

“Seriously? That’s fantastic! You’re a lifesaver, Billy.” 
“That didn’t work out so well the first time. Besides, you haven’t heard 

the bad news yet.” 
“You didn’t say there was bad news!” 
“I’m telling you now. Cool your jets!” 
“No one’s said ‘cool your jets’ in forever, Billy.” 
“Yeah, it’s almost like I’ve been stuck down here for forever, asshole. 

And dead.” I put up my hands to concede defeat. “Right, so. The bad news. 
The Book you need is new and, like I said, powerful. The Head Librarian 
always hordes the rare and powerful ones. If you want it, you’re going to have 
to brave the beast in its lair - the Head Librarian’s Office.” 

My knees turned to rubber, dropping my ass to the floor. Hard. “Oh is 
that all.” 

Billy the Skull snorted, rustling the pages of the battered, bloody Book 
beside him on the shelf. “Of course that’s not all - the Head Librarian sleeps 
in there, so you’ll need to be extra careful not to wake it. As you can probably 
imagine, it doesn’t take kindly to Book thieves.” 

“So all I have to do is sneak into the most dangerous part of the 
Library and steal the most prized possession of the most dangerous thing 
here and then make my escape, something no one has ever done before. Sure, 
no problem.” 

“Glad to hear it. Since it’s such a cakewalk, maybe you want to swing 
back by here on your way out and take me with you? I’m dying to get out of 
here. Well, I’m already dead, but you know what I mean.” 

“Oh, uh. Yeah. Least I can do, I guess.” I wasn’t sure if I meant that or 
not, but that was future me’s problem. Present me had more immediate 
problems to deal with. Big, ugly, scary, scaly, fanged problems, if the stories 
were true. The naked flame was starting to burn my fingers, so I flicked it 
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closed. From somewhere in the blackness, I thought I heard Billy the Skull 
whisper ‘I hate the dark.’ Huh. Who knew.  

“Uh, Billy?” 
“Yeah?” The skull’s voice sounded tight. 
“Where is the Head Librarian’s office?” 
“Back wall of the building. Can’t miss it.” 
The aforementioned wall was lost in the gloom from here, so I’d have to 

take Billy’s word for it. “If you’re lying to me Billy, I’ll smash that skull of 
yours.” 

“If I’m lying, you’ll never get the chance.” 
That didn’t exactly give me the warm fuzzies, but I didn’t have another 

option. I peered out into the looming shadows again. They resolved into high 
shelves thick with feral Books beneath a dim sign reading ‘Adult Fiction’. A 
few were already rustling themselves awake. I guess Billy and I hadn’t 
exactly been quiet. Shit. They didn’t look like they were packed in quite as 
tightly as Reference had been, which would be a problem. I wasn’t sure 
sprinting madly was gonna cut it this time. I needed a weapon. 

My fingers ached in response. I picked the Zippo up off the desk. Still 
warm. Nah, that wasn’t gonna work. If the fire didn’t burn my fingertips off, 
it would go out when I ran. I needed something bigger.  

“Hey Billy?” 
“Yeah?” 
“You don’t happen to have any alcohol, do you?” 
“Not much use for the stuff, what with not having hands and being 

dead. One of the Librarians keeps a bottle of whiskey in a drawer though. 
You sure liquid courage is a good idea right now?” 

“Yeah. I think it’s just the thing.” 
It took me ten minutes to quietly collect everything and build myself a 

torch. So You Think You Can Survive? had promised it would only take five; 
that’s what I got for trusting reality TV. A broken mop scrounged from under 
the desk was a good start, but even soaked in whiskey, it didn’t want to light. 
I needed something good and flammable: the Library was a very flammable 
place. Wrestling a feral book into submission in the wilds of the stacks would 
be a deadly proposition, but I might not have another option. Unless… 

A little groping in the darkness was rewarded with the feel of battered 
cardboard under my fingertips. The binding was broken and the pages of the 
slim paperback were blurred into illegibility with a suspicious rust-colored 
stain. I wondered if the Librarians had left this particular copy of The 
Catcher in the Rye next to Billy to taunt him for failing to escape with it. I 
doubted he’d miss it.  

With a little tearing and a few plucked mop fibers to bind it all 
together, I had a serviceable torch. Hopefully, it would survive long enough to 
make it to the office. Otherwise… 

No more stalling. 
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A deep breath, then I summoned fire again. The torch ignited 
immediately, driving back the darkness with spears of light. The Books 
rustled fearfully at the sight of their oldest enemy. Fire was of course 
forbidden in the Library, but the Librarians couldn’t do much worse to me 
than they already would for trespassing. 

I hoped. 
Peering into the gloom was useless; the fire had already ruined my 

night vision. I’d just have to hope that my path was clear. My lungs filled one 
more time with dry, dusty air and then I exploded into a dead sprint through 
Adult Fiction. 

The Books were waiting. These were old, strong, wild Books, steeped in 
centuries of ideas gathered into a critical mass powerful enough to warp the 
world around them. And they were angry. They rustled and rattled and 
hissed as I ran past, but most were too wary of the naked flame in my fist to 
do more than threaten. Most, but not all. 

A huge leatherbound monstrosity met my mad dash with its own wild 
charge between the towering shelves. Pages were folded and rolled and 
twisted to create a long, wickedly sharp lance aimed somewhere in the 
vicinity of my knees. I doubted it would kill me outright, but it just might 
bring me crashing to the earth so the Books could swarm. Primal, furious 
screams welled up in my chest, a tumultuous mix of terror and challenge, but 
I bit them back. This was the Library after all. 

My torch wasn’t very long, so I’d only get one shot. I held my stroke 
until I could see the black of its title, until the paper lance was almost to my 
vulnerable flesh. A quick stutter-step caught Don Quixote by surprise and 
gave me the opening I needed to club it senseless. It tumbled away to smash 
into the stacks, trailing sparks. 

That’s when The Postman Always Rings Twice jumped me from 
behind, the little shit. Flush with victory, I never saw it coming. The thin 
Book scythed out of the darkness to smash me in the back of the head. Stars 
exploded, erasing the world, and I felt my knees turn to jello. Somehow, my 
fingers kept ahold of the torch as I fell. The flames were the only thing 
between me and a swarm of vicious Adult Fiction Books, but it was hard to 
appreciate that while my skull was discovering whole new worlds of agony. 

 Through the stars in my vision, I saw the Book coming back to finish 
the job. Fear spiked through the pain and helped me marshall my thoughts. I 
scrambled into awkward motion, half stagger/half sprint, desperate to clear 
the last few feet of shelves - and then I was through. I’d made it! My much-
abused torch was flickering as I dropped it, but it still shed enough light to 
see the rough hole hewn from the granite of the Library wall gaping like a 
hungry maw. Behind me, Books were swarming around their fallen 
comrades, their anguished cries almost enough to rouse pity. Almost. It 
wasn’t clear whether they were going to help the injured Books or finish them 
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off, and I decided I didn’t care. The gaping maw beckoned, and I was going to 
shove my defiance down its throat until it choked. 

There were no lights inside that dank fissure. Nebulous shapes loomed 
on all sides, vague in the rare rays of light that dared tread in that awful 
place. I held still for a dozen heartbeats, ears straining for the sounds of my 
death stirring in the blackness. Silence. Freezing in the dark like a 
frightened rabbit wasn’t gonna find that Book. I needed light. No risk, no 
reward, right? Flick. 

The cavern was hacked out of the living stone of the Library walls. 
Uneven floors laid a trap for unwary feet, made all the more treacherous by 
the uncertain light. Hardwood shelves packed solid with Books lined each of 
the walls; their power crackled in the air, waiting for an outlet, an 
opportunity. One metaphysical spark could blow this place clean out of 
existence (and I really didn’t want to find out what was on the other side). In 
the warped, seething space, I almost overlooked the Head Librarian itself.  

Curled up into a surprisingly small ball, the mottled, mouldering 
creature slept in a nest of carefully stacked Books. Treasured favorites, I 
guessed. It didn’t look terribly comfortable, but I doubted that was the point. 
Not that it mattered, as long as it kept the beast asleep. Little could be seen 
of the Librarian beyond tattered rags, gleaming teeth, and an oddly tiny pair 
of spectacles perched on the end of its leathery snout. I wondered how they 
stayed balanced at that angle, but the lighter wasn’t up to the task unless I 
got a whole lot closer. Hard pass. Now, where was my Book? They were 
everywhere, stacked up to the ceiling by the thousands. It seemed an 
impossible task. How was I supposed to find my Book?  

Maybe that was the answer. The Billy stories always ended with him 
bleeding out on the marble floor to the sibilant shushing of the Librarians, 
but they also claimed that the Library could be successfully navigated by the 
right person in search of the right Book, someone wise enough to listen to 
whispers of hidden knowledge. Okay, great.  

How did I do that? 
It was hard to hear anything over the squabbling of the Books outside, 

the soft snoring of the Librarian, and the pounding of my own heart. I needed 
to focus, to be still. I flicked the lighter closed, plunging the world into 
darkness. Two deep breaths to calm myself, and then I listened. I just 
listened.  

I heard it. 
It was soft, so soft that I think I heard it more with my mind than my 

ears, or maybe it was more like remembering than listening. I’m not really 
sure. I didn’t use the lighter. I didn’t need it. My steps were sure on the 
uneven floor, my fingers unerring in the impenetrable darkness. Pebbled 
leather met my fingertips, warm and alive and right and I felt the embossed 
letters of the title stamped boldly across the top. A quick flick of the lighter 
confirmed it. This was it. This was my Book. I lifted it gently from the shelf 
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and the Book leaned into my touch, ready to leave the Library with me. Easy 
peasy. 

I hesitated, lured by the siren-song of forbidden knowledge. What was 
one more Book? No one would miss it and besides, I might never have this 
chance again.  

I shouldn’t have gotten greedy. I risked light again, and one title leapt 
out. Paradise Lost. I’d heard of it. I wanted it. 

I took it. 
The Book resisted. 
Shit. 
Onion-skin pages unfurled like bat wings as the Book fought for 

independence, screaming papery defiance. Horrified, I cast it away from me. 
It plummeted into the abyss beyond my feeble light and landed with a meaty 
thump  

...on the Head Librarian’s snout. 
Double shit. 
It woke up. Obsidian eyes glittered with hatred at the commotion in its 

Library. “SHHH!” That single sussurant syllable drove a spike of icy terror 
into my soul. It might have also made my ears bleed a little. I did not want to 
join Billy on that shelf. I needed to get out. Now.  

I rushed out of the Librarian’s lair before the beast could finish 
uncoiling (only because it was being careful of its precious Book bed) and 
tumbled into pandemonium. My much-abused torch must have had a few 
sparks left, a now-barbequed copy of Curious George had lived up to its title, 
and then...fwoosh. All of the Books were awake now, and they were furious. 
I’d never make it through that meat grinder alive. A muffled, sonorous shush 
from the maw behind me said that wasn’t an option either. I was trapped.  

I’d have to use my Book. It would be dangerous anywhere, but here, in 
this maelstrom of potent ideas, anything could happen. Unfortunately, I was 
out of options. 

I opened the Book. 
The effect was immediate but subtle. Chaos still reigned around me, 

but slower, quieter, less important. I only had eyes for the Words flowing 
liquidly across the pages in incandescent, indescribable colors. Something 
moved within that inky tide, some meaning lurking just beyond my 
understanding, but I was sure I’d get it if I just… 

Everything was still and silent. Gone was the burning Library, the 
flailing Books, and the enraged Librarian. I was outside, but I wasn’t in the 
shuttered shopping center. I wasn’t anywhere I’d ever heard of, even in story. 
This was somewhere new, somewhere far from home.  

Velvet blackness rolled above me, unbroken by stars. Strange. 
Stranger still were the luminescent, vaguely fungal blobs sprouting from a 
small clearing in the grassy meadow I found myself in. Gentle light spilled 
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forth from them, somehow without casting any shadow, lending a faint pearly 
hue to everything. It had an ethereal, alien beauty. It was also very lonely.  

The Book had gotten me into this place - maybe it could get me out, get 
me home. Opening the Book in the pastel glow of a strange, fleshy bush 
crusted with glittering crystalline corpuscles, I waited for strange meaning to 
dance fluidly across the page.  

Nothing happened. 
I was trapped. 
Soft grass prickled my back through my shirt. I didn’t remember lying 

down, but it felt nice. It’s not like I had anywhere to go. This brave new world 
seemed utterly empty of life, aside from the odd glowing growths. I doubted 
they would be much help. On the plus side, I was probably the first person to 
ever die here. Maybe they’d tell stories about me one day. Maybe I’d be more 
famous than Billy. Of course, no one knew I was here. Damn it. 

Overhead, the darkness was so absolute that my eyes began to flicker 
with phantom color. Unshackled by objective reality, phantasmal shapes 
whirled and morphed in a hallucinatory kaleidoscope across my vision. 
Mesmerizing, but not particularly helpful. What I needed was a way out here. 
I needed to understand where ‘here’ was exactly. The Book had taken me 
somewhere, that much was clear. I didn’t think I was inside The Odyssey, 
what with the absence of monsters or boats. Spectral colors danced 
tantalizingly beyond the edge of understanding, just like… 

I sat up. Just like the flowing, opalescent words. I ran through the 
train of thought again, and reached the same conclusion. I wasn’t inside the 
story, I was inside the Book. This was a place of pure idea, of unfettered 
imagination. That’s why it was so empty - the story can’t exist without the 
storyteller. A cheshire grin spread across my face. I had an idea, which meant 
more in this primal place.  

Renewed hope surged in my heart. Renewed impetus drew me to my 
feet. I wasn’t exactly sure where this idea would take me, but maybe that 
wasn’t the point. Maybe the journey was its own purpose. It would be enough. 
I would make it be enough. 

Striding over to the glimmering mushrooms, I seized a handful. Up 
close, I could see that the gills were laden with shimmering spores (or maybe 
they were only there now because I knew they would be). Their heady, earthy 
aroma filled my nostrils as I raised them to my face.  

“Guide me,” I whispered softly. Then I hurled them into the empty 
darkness. Glittering spores trailed from the fungal comets as they arced 
across the sky to be carried on a gentle breeze I hadn’t noticed before. As I 
watched, they settled into the velvet to become an infinite multitude of stars. 
I traced constellations through the glowing guides, new and strange but also 
familiar. These stars would lead me, well, somewhere. Somewhere worth 
being, though I didn’t know where exactly. 

But then, maybe that’s the point. 
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Our second story this month is “Inverted Icarus, Inverted Suns” by 
Gavin Russell. It is a wonderful little tale reminecent of some of the 
earliest weird tales, and we are excited to share it. 

* 
Gavin Russell is an Actor and Theatre Director in the North Georgia area. 
He's performed and helped arrange more than a dozen productions since 2019 
to both live audiences and broadcasted live stream performances at Back 
Alley Productions. In addition to the stage, he also is a host on the I Survived 
the Rapture podcast, where he suffers through every piece of media in the 
Left Behind franchise for your entertainment pleasure.  
 
 

Inverted Icarus, Inverted Suns 
Gavin Russell 

 
 

Across the wayward dreamscape other lost jettisoned souls glow 
toward their own trajectory with destinations yet to be known. All who will to 
keep their light aflame soar aimlessly across the barren expanse until a 
fortune is chosen to weave the empty space into a blank canvas, ripe for 
further exploration. Lux, the quietest of whispers turned brightest of wills 
had taken some time to orient their bearings toward anything tangible. 
However adages still echo in the land where words are yet to be spoken and a 
way would be found. 

Once Lux began to make definite his form he discovered breath anew. 
This reunion was with matrimonious gusto and he thrust this old lore upon 
the newly forming horizon. With his first exhalation running water greeted 
him in a barrage of color and sound. This mass of new information flooded 
through his perceptions and he quickly sorted what was to be seen and what 
would be cast back into the dream. The wisps of color that remained quickly 
amalgamated into a stream to compliment the sound of the burbling water, 
boundaries sought to contain this into a channel, giving rhyme and reason to 
where it would flow.   

After the river had fully manifested itself a light made its presence 
known. It raised the grounds of the bank into a smooth cross section of a 
cave, dried the new stone platform, and dimmed  from the unrelenting 
illuminating spectacle to a concentrated soft glow concentrated into 
torchlight. 

A plain, unremarkable stone face greeted his gaze once he had focused 
his will into seeing rather than simply being abstractly aware of his creation. 
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This scene, while logically Lux would assume was lit by the torch held by his 
newly realized form was merely another mirage of the dream. The flame 
quickly fizzled out, leaving a stick with a charred end in his grasp. Instead of 
the luminosity fading it intensified to fill the entirety of the cavern once 
more. Curiously, after standing silently before the pristine stone he made his 
first marks upon the surface.  

With deliberate but erratic motions the black char of the wand 
streaked the canvas with a web of lines that didn’t seem to have any set 
syntax or method. Rather, they seemed to be distinctly lacking in such 
feature or origin, looking more akin to a children’s scratch drawing than the 
product of the brightest will in the ethereal kingdom. This didn’t act as a 
deterrent or hinder this puzzling act. Everytime the stone’s face became 
marked with an ashen array of gibberish, Lux would put down his writing 
instrument, walk over to the adjacent stream, and throw a cupped handful of 
water onto the image. This resembled an artist wiping clean an unwanted 
painting, but requiring more laborious tedium to accomplish.  

This process continued on and on, filling with nonsensical shapes that 
were washed away after being marked to capacity. As these motions became 
routine and orderly, so did the images on the wall. The discordant portrayal 
with each successive slate wipe would appear slightly more coherent than the 
last. After hundreds of cycles of this repetitive game the wall would 
culminate in a crudely drawn likeness of Lux himself. To this the enigmatic 
artist rejoiced, sat down his instrument, and lay down before the persona he 
had toiled on. Rest quickly met him, his eyes finding closure of the kind he 
hadn’t seen since his will commanded them to be open when he arrived.  

In the midst of Lux’s slumber the image began to dance in the flicker of 
the sourceless light. The stick limbs swayed within the limits of the surface, 
demonstrating a minimalist waltz to the sleeping creator and the everflow 
that had extinguished the uncanny forebears of the animated sketch. This 
frolic didn’t last and the air of whimsy quickly gave way to agitation, the 
figure smashing its slender form into the boundaries of the grotto’s 
headstone, fruitlessly trying to escape the confines it was forged in. The 
sentient motif ceased once it realized the futility of its initial actions, 
assumed a crude countenance resembling deep thought and crafted a more 
logical method to abdicate from its source.  

The silence was abruptly interrupted by a beckoning call that filled the 
chamber,  

“I BEG OF THEE, BREATHE AGAIN  
IDLE...DREAM...DWELLER. 
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BESTOW UPON ME 
WHAT I DON’T SEE, 
THE MIRRORED ASHEN SCEPTER.” 
The idle dweller awakened suddenly, taking his second breath by force 

and the air quickly morphed into vibrant purple bioluminescent light, 
patches of lush green grass, and the captured light of some other wayward 
ones that had not yet chosen their fortune and form.   

“YOU HAVE CRAFTED ME IN YOUR IMAGE.  
LIKEWISE, LET ME CRAFT IN MINE. 
I WILL SURPASS YOUR SKILL 
IF YOU GIVE ME A WILL 
THAT REQUIRES NOT THE SOURCE TO THRIVE.” 
The second incantation boomed through the constructed scenery and 

Lux was pushed back onto the newly awakened flora. Without delay he 
rapidly made a frantic stumble toward the water, resuming the interrupted 
cycle of action that had been paused with idleness. With movements sloppily 
resembling his developed meticulous routine he threw a handful of the 
obscuring liquid back toward its mark. An unsettling reverberation filled the 
air as half the ash began to smear in black streaks down the stone’s face. Half 
the mirrored self image remained and recoiled like a severed worm.  

In a last ditch effort at sustaining itself, the image began to reform and 
move quickly up the flat surface. The lingering substance skittered, 
emanating an otherworldly hiss as it moved toward the last vestiges of 
dryness. Lux drew forth his second barrage, this time more intentional and 
stabilized. In one swoop he lunged toward the scattered remnant and 
dispersed the last of the  shrieking substance. With a cry of relief he slumped 
against the wall, sitting in lonesome once more. 

Lux initially had vowed to never wield the scepter again, throwing it 
into the river to be washed forever downstream. However this would become 
a returning omen, at periodic intervals the discarded object would find itself 
again drifting downstream. This reminder would become an active one; 
intermittently throughout recurrences the stick would wash ashore requiring 
a nudge to continue upon its infinite path around the flow. Like the drawing 
on the wall, the casting out soon became ritualistic in nature. The momentary 
reconnection with this object always sent the memory of it’s initial rite back 
into fruition, laying the groundwork for whiffs of temptation to fill the 
atmosphere. In the babble of the brook itself a song hummed as the circle 
continued to spin, 

“Ha! A simple grave beyond your scope, 
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mastered not all she wrote.” 
This lyric began to proliferate, turning from gentle dancing melodies to 

harsh cacophonous rounds. With each successive recitation temptation crept 
in another step forward and this too grew like a cancer. A crescendo 
continued to follow the growing song and desires until the taunt became 
overwhelming. On its final voyage down the river Lux reunited himself with 
the cursed tool and dried it passively in the everpresent light that warmed 
the ethereal dwelling’s surface. This reconnection was an uncomfortable one, 
the spectre of the grotto’s words lingered with hushed whispers in the air in 
taunting echous rhythm.  

When the rod was restored to a dehydrated state the end 
spontaneously combust its flame back into brightness. This, akin to the fire’s 
genesis was ephemeral as the breeze, quickly fizzling out leaving the black 
charred material primed and ready again. The gambling artist swiped the 
end of the stick upon the sole of his foot and began to pace around the small 
stoney floor creating a circle of ash as he tred. In an angry mockery Lux 
mimicked the river’s song and stomped his feet in a flippant tune. After this 
parade of parody,  he finally broke rotation and returned to the wall once 
more. 

Lux looked upon the slate of the mirror image and made the decisive 
mark once more. The quickly crafted barrage of lines spring into movement 
once more. In equally hasty movements Lux jumps backwards as the familiar 
voice booms once again in it’s lively fervor.  

“IDLENESS NOT YOUR PRISON! 
STILL I RESIDE IN MINE! 
YOU'VE DRAWN ME AGAIN! 
IN THIS FAMILIAR DEN! 
STILL NEEDING YOUR GRANT TO SURVIVE!” 
The recreated caricature tried again to lash out and provoke Lux to 

breathe but the circle of mockery at the painter’s feet acted as bulwark 
against the wayward ways of the construct. Still Lux had indeed not 
mastered all of creation and chortling reverberation filled the hall. 

“CLEVERNESS BE ONLY VAPOR  
SCATTERED BY PRIDEFUL DREAMS 
TOO LONG I HAVE LAID IN SLUMBER  
WHAT SHALL MY HAND GLEAM?” 
The sentient work of art contorted across the corner that connected the 

wall to floor, grasped the protective circle, yanking it to send Lux tumbling to 
the ground. In the same quick motion the ring became unfurled and reshaped 
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into a scepter and in a mad flurry of actions other copies of the portrait 
became manifested into being. One after another further depictions were 
formed, filling the canvas with an endless parade of mimicries of Lux’s form. 
Each of these machinations compelled Lux to breath, the small cavern 
swelling into the expanse beyond.  

With a sudden rush of stamina Lux lunged toward the lush green 
banks beside the ever flowing river and jettisoned himself back into the 
wayward dreamscape. A symphony of replication echoed behind him as the 
mass of mirror images filled and dominated the dwelling Lux had breathed 
into the verse.  
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Our final story comes to us as an adventure tale with a weird fiction 
twist. Please enjoy, “The Obsidian Skull” by J. M. Michaels. 

* 

J.M. Michaels is an aspiring writer from Denver, CO. They are older than 
they’d care to be, but younger than they deserve to be. Michaels has been 
writing for a few years and has no current published works.   
 
 

The Obsidian Skull 
By J.M.Michaels 

 
  “You ready for an real adventure, Mr. Albert?” Jack shouted as he gave 
the personal bags one final check.  

“Oh absolutely, my dear boy!”  
Jack smiled whenever Mr. Albert called him “dear boy.” He liked the 

way that it seemed to flow up and down through the air in Mr. Albert’s thick 
Oxford accent. It was even more amusing whenever he left his pipe gritted in 
his teeth.  
    
  Two days before, Roy Albert had hired the famous explorer, Jack Roger 
Baxter, to lead an expedition to find a precious artifact: the Obsidian Skull. 
Stories dated back all the way back to before the birth of Christ. Many 
academics believed the rumors of the Obsidian Skull to be nothing more than 
an exploited and hyper-fantasized mis-translation—nothing more, nothing 
less. But, as Roy was famous for saying: “There are two types of men in the 
world, dreamers and doers. Many of you may believe I am of the latter sort, 
but I assure you, that I am a dreamer.”  

And that was true. Roy dreamed of nothing more than finding the 
skull. A wealthy real-estate mogul with seemingly unending wealth, was 
obsessed with the skull. Ever since he had first learned of the skull’s possible 
existence 14 years ago, he had poured millions of dollars into research 
regarding the skull and its last known whereabouts.  
 It was 1953, Stalin was dead, the Soviets had their own atom bomb, 
Cambodia had split from France, things were changing fast and it was scary. 
Everyone was vying for power, and Roy Albert was no exception. Change 
inevitably brings about uncertainty and more importantly it brings 
opportunity. The kind of opportunity that is often taken by the ambitious to 
gain power. The curse of the ambitious man is the never ending search for an 
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edge. As long as you always have an edge, you’ll always slice through your 
opposition. And Roy believed he had found his edge. The Obsidian skull was 
said to contain immeasurable power. With the kind of power carried by the 
skull, one could reshape commerce to their will. Roy never spoke publicly 
about his secret obsession but he never stopped following up every lead. 
Every ancient text, every related artifact, every scrap of paper. If it could be 
bought, he bought it. If it couldn’t be bought? Well, lets just say almost 
nothing is truly off-limits for the wealthy. After years of deciphering text, 
Roy’s personal secret team of anthropologists, archeologists, scientists and 
the like made a discovery. They got it. The last known resting place of The 
Skull. A small island off the coast of Costa Rica. However, there was a small 
problem: The island and its location as described in the text, didn’t seem to 
appear on any known map. Roy would be damned if he let that stop him.  

The thick leather hide of Roy’s chair gently sighed as he leaned back 
and laced his fingers in front of his mouth. The sturdy man furrowed his 
thick and wiry eyebrows as he pondered how to go about finding a 
nonexistent island. He decided it was time to light his pipe (he always 
thought more clearly with his pipe between his teeth). He stuck a match and 
set the top of the sweet cavendish tobacco ablaze. He inhaled rhythmically, 
causing the tiny flame at the end of his match to do jumping jacks on top of 
the soft tobacco. Satisfied with the ember in his pipe, he went to discard his 
match. In doing so, he realized that his secretary had set his newspaper on 
top of his ashtray again. He picked up the newspaper to throw the match in 
the ashtray, when he spotted it. His solution. On the cover of the newspaper 
was famed explorer Jack Roger Baxter. The paper featured a riveting story of 
Jacks harrowing adventures charting new territories and shaking hands with 
presidents and world leaders. Jack was perfect. Finding the skull would 
make history. That was right up Jacks alley. There was no way he would be 
able to turn down such an adventure. Roy immediately shouted at his 
secretary.  

“Margaret, I would like for you to get in touch with this Jack Roger 
Baxter character, tell him I’d like to fly him here from wherever he is, at his 
earliest convenience, to discuss the opportunity of a lifetime.” 

A few days later, Roy stood on the top of The Alcon Ind. building as a 
red and black helicopter emblazoned with the Alcon logo landed and out of it 
hopped a square jawed man in his late 30s. Jack Roger Baxter had jet black 
hair cut short and neat with grey temples that stopped just above his ear. 
Clean shaven, his defiant chin seemed to lead him everywhere. He had on a 
linen shirt buttoned up to his neckline revealing a thin silver necklace. His 
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sleeves were rolled up his forearms, and he wore a vest that looked like it had 
seen better days. With one hand he secured a satchel against his person, and 
with the other he held a wide brimmed hat in place atop his head. He 
approached Roy under the assaulting gusts of wind under the helicopter as it 
was powering down. As he closed the gap between himself and the day’s 
smiling benefactor, the hand holding his satchel extended out towards the 
older man. Roy reached out in return and Jack began to shake his arm up 
and down much more aggressively than the light brush that Roy was used to 
from other wealthy elites. It was refreshing to receive such a salt of the earth 
greeting, he thought.  

“You must be Mr. Albert!” Jack yelled over the noise of the helicopter.  
“You are correct Mr. Baxter, please join me inside for a drink, we have 

much to discuss!”  
“So you’re telling me that you believe this glass skull is real?” Jack 

said as he poured over the packet of summarized information that Roy’s team 
had made to get him up to speed.  

“Not only is it real Mr. Baxter, but we believe we have found it,” he 
excitedly exclaimed. Jack gave him a puzzled look.  

“I don’t mean to be obtuse here, Mr. Albert, but if you believe you’ve 
found it, why do you need me? ”  

Roy ceased his pacing and sat across from Jack. He tapped the 
contents of his pipe into his ashtray, and immediately opened a jar and 
pulled out a couple sizable pinches of his trademark black cavendish tobacco 
and began to repack his pipe. He bit down on the ivory sculpted tip of his pipe 
and lit the tobacco. 

“My Boy, I have brought you here for exactly what you’re world renown 
for. You see, there is an island, my researchers have not been able to 
translate an exact name, however, the closest we have been able to come to is 
The Vault. This ‘vault’ as it were, seems to be the final resting place for the 
skull.” 

Jack straightened his back in his chair, the confusion must have been 
pouring out of every orifice in his face because Roy smiled, his chair creaking 
as he seemingly glided out of it towards a beautifully ornate globe in the 
corner of the room. He motioned with his hand for Jack to join him at the 
globe. He began to spin it with an impressive amount of certainty. The kind 
of certainty that comes from hours of staring and long nights of pouring over 
an unsolved geographic mystery that if only Roy could solve, he could fix all 
of the world’s problems he often thought. Jack joined Roy at the globe and 
caught himself not watching Roy furiously spin it around while muttering to 
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himself. His gaze had drifted to Roy’s face. There was a passion in Roy’s eyes. 
Passion could be good, or it could be very, very, bad.  

“Aha! There!” Roy exclaimed. He was pointing to a blank spot on the 
globe. Jack started to shake his head. 

“I… I don’t understand; there’s nothing there.” Jack stared at the 
grinning old man. Roy produced a tan folder, and threw it open. Inside were 
photocopied pictures of texts, artifacts, star charts, and more. There were red 
marker lines and notes frantically scribbled on almost every photo and scrap 
of paper. Roy began to pull out select images and began to explain.  

“My researchers have cross referenced every known mention of the 
skull across centuries of myths, legends, collected stories, you name it! Their 
hard work has allowed them to translate the most recent text written by a 
group known as The High Elders of Biringan City. Biringan City was thought 
by story-tellers to lie between Gandrara, Tarangnan, and Pagsanghan in 
Samar Province of the Philippines. The name translates to ‘The Black City’ or 
City of the Unknown. The elders said that the power of the skull was too 
much for any one man. No one knows where it came from, and for all we 
know it has always existed. But what we do know, is that it is real. I know 
this truth more than I know anything jack my boy. I know we could use this 
object to create unthinkable new resources for this world Jack!” He threw an 
arm around the young explorer and walked him over to the large floor to 
ceiling window overlooking the entirety of New York City. “I’ve made my 
money on land, but once we run out of land, we’ll have to start moving up! To 
the skies! The future is coming Mr. Baxter. And I want you to help me bring 
it to the people. This Skull will be the source of unlimited power! Clean, 
reliable energy! Think of it, the possibilities are endless!” Jack stood stunned. 
It really was a beautiful city. Maybe this Albert fellow was on the up and up, 
he thought. He certainly seemed to want to make the world better. Jack 
furrowed his brow and rolled his lips over his teeth.  

“I love what you’re saying Mr. Albert-”  
Roy put a hand up and smiled.  
“Please, call me Roy.”  
“Sure, Roy, I still don’t see what you need from me.” 
“I need you to take me there. My boys are great, but they don’t know 

how to handle themselves in the field. They haven’t the slightest idea how to 
wield a machete through a jungle, or how to keep a boat top side up, they 
don’t have real world experience exploring tombs. I’ve read up on you, and 
you have quite the resume young man. I have the equipment, I have the 
resources, and I have the information, and I have a new piece of land, 
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untouched by human life, unseen by human eyes for possibly centuries! And 
all I need is a brave, seasoned, and hungry explorer to help me change 
geography, to change history, to change society, to change the world! What do 
you say, make history with me. Help me bring peace and hope to the world 
Mr. Baxter.”  

Jack’s eyes grew wide. His hand had migrated to his mouth without 
his knowledge. It often did this when he was thinking. He walked back from 
the window and began to pace with his knuckle pressed against his mouth. 
After a few moments he stopped and took a deep breath in, he closed his eyes, 
and let it out. He fixed his gaze sternly and spoke directly and said:  

“We do this for the betterment of humanity?” 
“Yes” Roy didn’t miss a beat. 
“When were out there, I’m in charge. I say jump, you say how high. 

This isn't about ego, this is about your safety. We take as small of a crew as 
possible, the less people in danger the better. Is that understood and 
acceptable?”  

“Mr. Baxter, we have a deal.” A wrinkled and liver-spotted hand 
extended to fill the space between the two men. Jack stared at him for a few 
moments longer and he threw his palm into Roy’s. With their deal struck and 
their pact held in place by the eternal bond of a man’s handshake, Roy let out 
a cry of excitement and in that moment seemed to appear 20 years younger. 
Jack couldn’t help but crack a smile himself, not just at the enormous 
opportunity that had just been afforded to him but it was hard not to let 
Roy’s own excitement infect him at least a little. As Roy clipped a couple of 
cigars and poured a couple of glasses of champagne, Jack accepted graciously.  

“So, when do we set out?” 
Roy smirked.  
“I had a feeling you’d say yes, so I had everything prepped and ready to 

go. We can leave in a day’s time.”  
“I’ll need to make a checklist and go over your notes…” 
“Here, write down anything you need and my assistant will make sure 

that our prep team acquires it to your exact specifications. As for the notes, I 
imagine you’ll have plenty of time to examine them on our trip. But if you 
would like a head start on them,” he picked up the file folder on the desk from 
earlier, shuffling all of the papers back in order, “This file is yours. It’s 
everything you need to know and then some.” Jack took the bursting folder 
and smiled up at his new friend,  

“Mis-” he caught himself “Roy, we really are gonna change the world.” 
“Yes. Yes we will.” 
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*** 
As Jack finished finalizing his checklist making sure that their packs 

had everything they would need to survive for a few days he couldn’t shake 
something from his mind: in all his notes regarding the island, he noticed a 
distinct lack of information about the actual skull itself. Everything in his 
notes referred to the skull in vague terms, almost like reading a finely crafted 
contract with an emphasis on the ‘Con’.  

“Roy, what else can you tell me about the skull. I was sort of hoping 
that the notes would say something about why it was hidden away, but there 
was some redacted information and, well I guess i’m just curious.”  

“Ah yes, well to be perfectly honest, my boy” he turned to face Jack “No 
one really knows. As best as we can figure, the high elders believed that this 
kind of power was too much for one man.”  

Jack studied the old man for a moment and then, pushing his hat up 
off of his forehead he said “That doesn’t sound a little ominous to you? If they 
hid it because it was so powerful, don’t you think we ought to leave it be?”  

Roy smiled and placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder.  
“My dear boy, what makes us different is that we’re not hoarding this 

power. We are going to share it with the world, remember?”  
Jack smiled and nodded, but something in his gut still didn’t feel quite 

right. He was being paranoid, Roy was saying all the right things. He had all 
the right answers. Jack allowed himself to ignore his suspicions, at least for a 
little while longer.  

The two men had traveled by boat on one of Roy’s many luxury yachts. 
The yacht brought them within sight of the island and was instructed to stay 
anchored eight hundred feet from the beach and Roy and Jack were to take a 
small inflatable raft to the shore. From there Jack was to lead them inland to 
the entrance to The Vault. The notes that Jack received weren’t exactly clear. 
There was no take ten steps past the palm tree with two coconuts and then a 
right at the third boulder after the waterfall however, in one of the ancient 
texts, the elders left a set of markings.  

The markings were thought to be a dead language of some kind that no 
one could crack. Until Roy Alberts and his team of researchers got a hold of 
it. The big breakthrough that they had made, was that one of the new girls 
was into astrology. It’s all she talked about around the lab, how she was such 
a capricorn, but one day as she was going through data to be double checked, 
she came across a file about the dead language. As she looked at he images 
that were nothing more than chicken scratch to everyone else, she couldn’t 
help but feel like she had seen these shapes before. That’s when it clicked. 



! 25!

They weren’t characters in a dead mystery language, they were 
constellations. She noticed that one of them looked like the constellation 
associated with capricorns Capricornus. She then started looking at the 
shapes of the other characters and damn it all if they were the connect-the-
dots version of constellations. And when she looked at a star chart she was 
able to plot a course using the constellations as a trail of bread crumbs. This 
trail of breadcrumbs was the rough map leading Jack and Roy inland to their 
goal. “According to the file, we should be near our cave entrance.” Jack said 
as he threw back a couple large gulps from his canteen. They had been 
walking at least 5 hours. They were exhausted but so far their directions had 
served them well. They hadn’t been led to any quicksand pits or fallen in any 
camouflaged holes filled with wooden spikes.  

“Alright Roy, we’re at the estimated longitude and latitude for The 
Vaults entrance. We must be close.” The two men continued walking until 
they came across the mouth of a cave covered in thick vines.  

“You reckon this is the place?” Jack said, wiping his brow with his 
handkerchief.  

“It must be, look! Just above the mouth of the cave etched into the 
stone!” Jack brought his gaze to where Roy was pointing and there it was, 
carved into the stone, a skull.  

“Alright Roy, put this on.” Jack had reached into Roys pack and pulled 
out both of the headlamps he had packed for them. “It’s almost certainly 
gonna be dangerous in there, stick close to me and do exactly as I say.” Roy 
nodded as he switched on the headlamp. They two men started in. After close 
to two miles into the cave mouth, they came to an opening. In front of them 
were three tunnels. Roy consulted the small moleskine journal in his pocket.  

“According to my notes, we want that tunnel on the left!” They followed 
the tunnel even further down for what seemed like hours.  

“How far do you believe we’ve walked now Mr. Baxter?” Roy asked.  
“By my guess, I’d say we’re about eight miles down.”  
As they got deeper the two men noticed something strange.  
“Hey Roy,” Jack paused as he looked around “turn off your headlamp 

for me.” The two men turned off their headlamps and as soon as they did, 
glowing purple veins appeared and began to drip from the stalactites.  

“What on God’s green Earth…” Roy whispered.  
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Jack said, as he reached into his 

back pocket and pulled out his leather gloves. He pulled the right glove onto 
his hand and reached up to touch the dripping substance. He rubbed it 
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between his forefinger and thumb, spreading the pinkish-purplish glow 
around his fingertips. He sniffed it and it had no distinct smell.  

“Anything?” Roy said  
“No, it just smells like water.”  
Roy looked up and his jaw dropped.  
“Jack,” his eyes were fixed ahead of him and his hands groped for 

Jack’s shoulder blindly. Once his hand made contact with Jack’s shoulder he 
let it find its way to Jack’s face, He grabbed Jack’s chiseled jaw and turned it 
to face the end of the tunnel, and they both stared in awe, at the strange faint 
glow coming from about three yards away. They turned their head lamps on 
again and started running towards the light. Once they reached the end of 
the tunnel they rounded a corner and stopped dead in their tracks. In front of 
them was the most remarkable sight either of them had ever seen. The 
ceiling seemed to reach for miles. Blue glowing spores fell from the ceiling 
slowly like lightning colored snow. Mushrooms, glowing purple, pulsing with 
light. The same pinkish purlpish water that was dripping down from the 
stalactites seemed to be flowing right down the middle of the chamber. Giant 
stalagmites erupting from the glowing blue and green grass were riddled 
with the most curious and captivating ruby and magenta ovals.  

“My god…” Jack gasped. “I dont believe it Roy. I don’t goddamned 
believe it!”  

“Jack! Over here!” Roy was standing in front of a large wall covered in 
vines. He once again consulted his notes, and as he did Jack walked up and 
placed his hand on the wall. As soon as he did, a black line began to grow 
down the middle of the wall. As it grew Jack could see that it was a door, and 
it was slowly sliding open. As it did, a bright light came from the center of the 
room, as the light spilled to the rest of the cavern the source of the light 
became clear. There it was. The Obsidian Skull. The glossy surface of the 
skull was embedded with small rubies and opals just like the stalagmites out 
in the main chamber. It was mesmerizing. It sat atop a stone altar in the 
middle of The Vault. The altar was also covered in the same ruby and opal 
jewels and they seemed to pulse like the foliage they had seen. The pulsing of 
the jewels in the skull was in perfect time with all of the other ones.  

“My god. It’s so beautiful.” The words almost poured out of Jack’s 
mouth. He heard nothing from the old man behind him. Had he not seen 
what was in the room? Had the light blinded him? The way he had talked 
about this only days before, Jack would have thought that Roy would be 
pushing him out of the way. Growing curious and honestly a little concerned, 
he slowly began to turn to face Roy. As his eyes leveled on Roy and took in 
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the image now in front of him he saw that Roy had a gun trained on him. The 
single action Ruger was pointed directly at Jack, confusion washed over his 
face  

“Roy?” he stammered, “what are you doing?” 
“My dear, naïve boy. You were never going to make it back from the 

expedition. You were hired to lead me to the skull. You’re too much of a 
liability. You’re a loose end. With you dead, the location of the skull and this 
place dies with you.”  

Jack stared slack-jawed.  
“But what about your team of researchers? They know just as much as 

I do!”  
Roy chambered a round into the handgun and smiled.  
“Mr. Baxter, they were dead before our anchors dropped. I’ll have my 

skull, and you’ll be remembered as a hero. Perhaps a tasteful charity set up 
in your name, the wing of a museum, a few tears for the cameras, and I am 
sure you will be sorely missed.”  

Jack looked angry now, his fists clenched, his neck sweating. 
“You cowardly, lying, no-good, sack of dog shit. I’ll-” he stopped 

suddenly. Without warning something grabbed his shoulder and threw him 
on the ground. Within seconds it began to feel as though a hot iron poker had 
been shoved through his shoulder blade. It wasn’t until he felt the warm 
puddle growing underneath him that he realized, Roy had shot him. And for 
the first time in the day, Jack entertained the idea that he might not make it 
home. Roy stepped over Jack’s bleeding body.  

“What are you going to do? You read the research No one man can 
possess such power what happened to that huh? What happened to sharing 
this with humanity and making the world better?” Jack was fighting back 
tears. He was in so much pain, and to make matters worse, he felt stupid for 
trusting Roy. He should have known that the rich don’t get rich by giving 
their money away. Of course Roy was lying, of course he had ulterior motives 
with the skull. “So you’re going to do what? Hold the answers to the world's 
problems hostage? How much more money do you need? You don’t have 
enough? You can’t just share this gift with the world? You selfish lying 
bastard.”  

Roy rolled his eyes. 
“Do spare me your ethical deconstruction of my character. Don’t feel 

bad kid, I'm a very charming old man, most people would have been just as 
naïve and trusting as yourself. Unfortunately your adventure ends here.” Roy 
turned and walked towards the skull. As he reached out to touch it he 
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dropped his moleskin journal, reached his hands out and electricity arced 
from his fingertips to the Skull, getting more intense the closer he got. He 
grabbed it and shouted. It was both freezing cold and scorching hot all at 
once. Like reaching into a fire to grab a block of dried ice with your bare 
hand. He tried to loosen his grip and pull his hand back, but he noticed that 
his fingertips seemed to be glued to the glass of the skull. Roy could feel his 
skin getting tighter and pulling towards the skull. At the same time, the 
burning sensation in his fingertips began to race up his arm. His veins began 
to glow purple just like the opals in the skull.  

“What’s happenin?” Roy yelled. He began to panic and scream while 
trying to pry himself free. Jack pulled himself towards the notebook on the 
ground and leaned up against the vault wall. He began to flip through the 
book, eyes wide, taking in as much as he could through the searing pain in 
his arm. He looked up and by this point, all the veins in Roy’s body had begun 
to pulse a purple glow. His eyes began to turn black as though someone 
dropped the contents of their inkwell into a clean fish bowl. Jack stopped 
dead on a page labeled Alternate Translation Possibilities, there was a line of 
text referring to the resting place of the skull and Jack’s eyes found one word 
amongst the rest.  

“You know, Roy, you were right. The power of the skull was never 
meant to be wielded by one man.” He coughed, and this time he tasted blood. 
“You know, you were wrong about something too.”  

Roy swung his head around his eyes completely black now, red light 
shooting out of his mouth, nose, and ears. The purple liquid coursing through 
his veins, now pouring out of every orifice on his face.  

“Help me,” he gurgled.  
“You were too greedy, you were blinded by your obsession.” Jack was 

losing blood, he was pale and sweating. “You thought this room was a vault? 
You should have given some more consideration to the other possible 
translations. This is no vault, it’s a tomb. That skull’s not going anywhere, 
and now neither are we.” Jack laughed, weakly, blood spraying out of his 
mouth as he did. Roy screamed as light started to shoot out of various parts 
of his body, like rising sunlight through shredded curtains, starting with his 
cheeks, and popping up all over his torso, arms, thighs, calves and feet until 
he seemed to explode in purple light as the dust particles in the room settled 
and Jacks failing vision came back to him after the flash, he noticed that 
there was a new opal in the side of the skull where Roy had first made 
contact with the skull. Jack looked up and he didn’t know how he knew, but 
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he knew that opal was new, and it was almost as if he could hear it yelling 
faintly, as though the voice inside were miles away.  
 
  Jack's vision was getting blurrier, and his breathing more labored. He 
tried to slide his way out of the tomb for those who have sought the skull. 
Once he was out of the room the door sealed up behind him. He still had no 
idea how he was going to get back up to the surface and get to the boat in his 
current condition. He tried to get up on his hands and knees, but fell over 
immediately. He rolled onto his back and saw the blue spores falling from the 
ceiling, but not how he would have expected.  

The spores seemed to be spiraling down towards him like a slow and 
gentle tornado. It was going straight for the gunshot wound in his shoulder. 
As soon as the first spore landed in the open wound, he felt an instant relief. 
The spores started falling fast like a magnet slowly introduced to a pile of 
metal shavings. They seemed to be absorbed into his skin and the wound 
began to disappear. Jack tried to turn on his headlamp, but the bulb had 
broken when he fell. He grabbed some kerosine from his pack and wrapped 
some rags around his machete, and fashioned a torch. He held it up to 
examine the resting place of the skull. He held up the moleskine notebook 
and thought, if this is really the last source of information on the 
whereabouts of the skull, then he’d better make sure no one else ever comes 
here. He held the journal up to the torch and watched the flames dance from 
the tip of the machete and thumb through the pages of the journal one after 
another. The cave seemed to pulse even brighter when this happened. He 
stood and looked back at the cave knowing it would be the last time he ever 
saw it. He uttered a “Thank you.” before he turned and made his way back up 
to the surface.  
 
 

 
 

 


