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DEDICATION

For God, who inspired the idea.

To my former teammates who shared the joke.

And for anyone who ever sought a treasure 

whether they found it or not.

 

 



INTRODUCTION 


Search for the Any Key has an odd beginning. While working on the phone, often we’d run into a message that said, Press Any Key to continue. Thank you. There’d be a pause. Goodbye. The machine would hang up. It became a running joke. 

One day, I wrote a silly little live game show story over the space of a few days. Contestants went to South America to search for the Any Key. They had encounters with piranhas while trying to cross the river. Some got lost in an ancient Inca temple. Others had an encounter with a jaguar. They spent a rest day at Fordland. Yes. It is an actual place. Drove down a dangerous one lane mountain road at the end of their journey. My favorite part, the contestant who was captured by monkeys. They had to send in a special team to rescue him. The key was never found. 

I’m sorry the story has long since been deleted by the company I worked for and will not appear in this collection. 

That silly short story sparked the idea for this anthology. Only, a twist was needed. Authors were asked to seek a key for some sort of treasure, that may or may not, ever be found. They needed to think outside the box. The writers succeeded. 

So come with us on a journey to seek a key, although not always a traditional one. A treasure to be found, but not quite what is expected. Sometimes on Earth. Sometimes somewhere else. Or did they find it at all?
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Blue Morpho

R. Aaron Falk

The butterfly, a Gossamer-Wing, I reckoned, flitted about the dingy-gray interrogation room then landed on the man’s graying hair. He sat across the table from me, shuffling through some papers. The man didn’t notice the bug. I saw no reason to tell him.

He spoke, “Do you understand why you are here?”

“Warm in here.” I rubbed my hands together. “Been mighty cold lately. I like being warm.”

The butterfly flew over to the lady sitting next to him and roosted at the back of her blond bun.

She spoke, “You’re wasting your time here, Sergeant Deveraux. The beat cops couldn’t get a word out of him.”

The insect flapped its wings and flew over onto Deveraux’s tie. The tie’s pattern provided perfect camouflage for the insect.

“Possibly, but he’s the only lead we have, and time is critical in these cases.” Deveraux shrugged. “You care to start, Officer Price?”

Price’s lips moved. I needed to hear what she was saying. The uncooperative Gossamer-Wing remained on the tie. The fickle bug must like the matching colors.

I fell into a coughing fit as a distraction while I pulled another chrysalis out of my jacket pocket. A radiant Red Admiral emerged from the casing, flew across the table, and landed on her earlobe. The toddler hung there, upside down, drying its new wings. Kinda brightened up the windowless room.

I stopped coughing. “Sorry, ma’am. What did you say?”

“I asked what you were doing at that dumpster tonight.” Price wrinkled her nose in my direction.

“Needed cardboard. The store there tosses out a lot of cardboard. The good kind, thick. Plus, no food waste, so the smell’s not so bad.”

“Cardboard?” Price leaned back in her chair. “Geez, Sarg, this man is stoned.”

My back stiffened. “I don’t do no drugs. Maybe a swig of rum at night to help with the cold, but no drugs.”

The Red Admiral flapped its wings, but stayed put.

“Let me try, Officer.” Deveraux sighed. “Why did you need cardboard?”

“Crazy Sid had one of his fits and kicked a hole in my box shelter. Made it up to me later with a piece of chocolate, though it tasted funny, like skunk sorta.” I shrugged. “I needed some cardboard to fix the hole. Needed tape too. Not sure how I’d get the tape, but I knew where to find cardboard.”

“So,” Deveraux continued, “you climbed into the dumpster to scavenge cardboard boxes, and then?”

“I lifted some boxes to check ‘em out and found the man. The enemy had shot him up pretty good. Blood everywhere, too much blood. I checked anyway, you know, like they taught us.”

I looked down at my shirt, covered in gore. Itched to take it off and toss it away, but that didn’t seem right with the lady in the room.

“What did you do then?” Deveraux said.

“Needed an extraction team to recover the body from the battlefield. Like they taught us, you know. I climbed out and flagged down a car. Police car, what you’d expect that late at night.”

“And then you resisted arrest,” Price piped in, a scowl on her face.

I looked down at my shirt again. “Must have been the blood on my shirt what got ‘em excited. I think they started shouting, but I couldn’t understand. Ears don’t work right sometimes without some help.”

“But you tried to run away,” Deveraux said.

“Can’t run, got a bum leg. I was trying to take them to the dumpster. Next thing I know, I’m on the ground, handcuffed.” I rubbed my left wrist. “Wasn’t trying to resist.”

“He was limping pretty badly when they brought him in.” Deveraux nodded at my left leg, the bad one.

“Could be faking,” Price grumbled.

Her butterfly seemed about ready to take off. Probably didn’t like all her negativity. I hoped it didn’t. I needed to hear her.

Deveraux threw her a stink eye and went on. “Anything else you remember?”

Remember! Remember! A voice shouted inside my brain. Remember, I needed to remember.

“DHB six-seven-five-eight!” I squawked at Price. “Write it down on your pad there before I lose it again, DHB six-seven-five-eight. Show it to me. I need to see it.”

Price glared, but scribbled the symbols down and held up the paper. “Is that a license plate number?”

“Yeah, yeah.” The memory spewed out like a geyser. “A car at the dumpster when I first showed up. Two men. I hid behind some bushes in the vacant lot next door. Thought maybe they were gonna steal my cardboard, but they pulled something out of their trunk and tossed it into the dumpster instead.”

“That fits with the video footage we got from the storefront of a car speeding away. Go put an APB out on those plates, pronto.” Deveraux commanded Price.

Price dashed out of the room, past a tall, thin man on his way in. I reached in my pocket for another chrysalis, but realized I didn’t need one. The thin man already had a butterfly tattoo on his arm.

The man glanced at a piece of paper, then spoke. “You, Sergeant Deveraux?”

“That’s me.”

“I’m Smith from Health and Human Services. I’m supposed to pick up an indigent and take him back to the shelter.” Smith gave me the once over. “Looks like some fresh clothes are in order as well. Are you about through with this guy?”

“Give us a couple more minutes. We’ve got a hot lead going.” Deveraux drummed his fingers on the table.

Smith kept eyeing me and rubbed his tongue along the tips of his teeth. I hated shelters, too confining. I wondered if I could make it past him for the door. No, not with my bad leg.

“I’m curious.” Smith smiled. “Could I take a look at what’s hanging on that chain around your neck?”

My hand flew over my chest. “You ain’t gonna try and steal it, are you?”

“With a police sergeant here in the room? No, I’d just like to see it.”

Both men regarded me, waiting. I paused and then eased out my trophy. 

Smith sucked in air. “Well, I thought I’d never see one of those on someone who’s still alive.”

Price hustled into the room. “You won’t believe the luck. Those plates just went through a tollbooth on the turnpike. State Patrol is setting up a roadblock as we speak. I’m guessing they’re going to find a lot of blood in the trunk that matches our victim.” Price smiled in my direction. “Got us a hero here.”

“More than you might think.” Smith came over closer. “I’ll bet you have a tattoo of a butterfly on your lower arm, just like mine? A Blue Morpho, right?”

I rolled up my sleeve and showed him.

“What’s that all about?” said Price.

“The Blue Morpho butterfly is the insignia of the Twelfth Medic unit,” Smith said. “We flitted in and out of the battlefield like butterflies to take care of the wounded, plus the obvious reference to morphine…”

“This guy is an ex-army medic, then?” Price asked.

“And more.” Smith answered. “The medal on that chain is the highest award they give out. A medic usually has to be dead to get one.”

Deveraux puffed out a long breath. Price shook her head.

Smith held out his hand in my direction. “Let’s get you to the shelter, shall we? I’m thinking you could use some food, new clothes for sure, and maybe a hot shower?”

Deveraux’s butterfly had totally integrated into his tie. The Red Admiral on Price’s ear had morphed into a beautiful red and black earring. These two didn’t need my help anymore.

As I stood up, I reached into my pocket to check my supply of chrysalises. I figured I might need a few at the shelter.

~ * ~ * ~

Dr. R. Aaron Falk worked as a scientist in the defense industry before starting his own company, OptoMetrix, Inc., which designed and manufactured test instruments for the semiconductor industry. During that period, he wrote thousands of pages of technical documents, each more boring than the other. Upon retirement, he translated his love of reading authors such as Poe and O. Henry into a love of writing short stories. Dr. Falk has short stories published in two themed anthologies: Resentment, and A Case of Mistaken Identity and has self-published three short story collections: Bar Talk, Auto-Magic, and Sixteen First Contacts. 

For more info, visit his website at https://raaronfalk.com/.

 


Patterson’s Treasure 

Shree Raaman 

The roar of the Toyota Hilux’s engine rumbled in Jake Patterson’s ears as his driver hit the ignition pedal, coaxing another explosive lurch from the massive vehicle. Peering out through the fly-specked windscreen, his eyes followed the course of the winding dirt track as it wounds its way past towering trees, their interlocking branches forming a massive green canopy that permitted the faintest flickers of purple twilight to pierce the shadow swaddled mantle that seemed to cloak the rainforest. His phone vibrated and Patterson dug into his pocket, fishing it out. He tapped the screen and the face of a pudgy man with a receding hairline and beady eyes flickered into existence.

‘‘Good evening, Mr. Lee. How are you doing?’’

‘‘Never mind that. You remember what I said?’’ Lee barked, his thick lips twisting. ‘‘Remember our discussion back in Singapore? Those villagers know how to find the hill where the gold is hidden. You do whatever it takes to make them talk, got it?’’

‘‘Sure. If you got our back,’’ Paterson replied, scratching at the stubble that had begun to sprout on his chin. ‘‘We don’t want the local media coming after us. Or the human rights crowd. You get your gold and my men and I get to leave Indonesia after you pay us. Like we agreed.’’

Lee made a dismissive gesture with a fleshy hand. ‘‘Don’t worry about it. I’ve paid off the local governor in Semarang. Just do your job.’’ With those terse words, the screen went dark as Patterson’s client ended the call.

‘‘You really think Japanese soldiers buried a ton of gold in some jungle during World War Two, Sarge?’’ Leaning forward in the back seat, Caleb shot Patterson a skeptical glance. Letting out a snicker, he folded his massive arms over a broad, muscular chest. ‘‘Sounds like a load of baloney to me.’’

Patterson shrugged. ‘‘Who cares? Gold or not, we’ve gotten our forty percent deposit. One hundred grand for the three of us. Enough to cover my boy’s college tuition. Maybe even invest in crypto.’’ He let a smile tug at his lips. Quitting the Army to become a mercenary with his best friend and former squad mate was the best decision he had ever made. Plenty of rich folks out there who’d give you loads of money if it meant not getting their hands dirty. It sure beat the hell out of dying in some pointless war in the Middle East for the chump change the military paid you.

Caleb arched an eyebrow at him. ‘‘This Lee guy sounds like he’s got plenty of money already. Why does he want that gold so bad?’’

‘‘You can never have too much money,’’ Patterson replied. His gaze locked onto a pool of glaring yellow light spilling across the dirt road, the sudden brightness making his eyeballs prickle. Patterson shifted in his seat, catching the eye of Hashim, their local interpreter and driver. ‘‘The village, I’m guessing?’’

Hashim nodded. ‘‘Yes, sir. We’ve just reached it.’’ The Hilux pulled to a juddering halt, kicking up a cloud of brown that spattered the windscreen.

Jumping out, Patterson stretched out his limbs and turned around, taking in the sight of a row of ramshackle houses snaking out before him, their windows twinkling with the flickering glow of kerosene lamps. The damp air was pungent with the stench of chicken droppings, and Patterson wrinkled his nose.

A harsh cry split the silence of the approaching night as an elderly man dressed in a threadbare sarong approached them, a handheld electric lantern dangling from his wizened hand. Scowling at Patterson, he gesticulated with a sharp movement of his hand and pointed at the road. You didn’t need to understand Bahasa to get what the old timer was saying. Get lost.

His mouth crinkling into a frown, Patterson glanced at Hashim. ‘‘Please tell our pal here we want a guide to lead us to the hill. Hell, I’ll even give him a nice tip. Everyone goes home happy.’’ Folding his arms across his chest, Patterson let his gaze roam over the homes cobbled together from warped planks of wood, spotting the occasional scrawny chicken rooting in the dirt. ‘‘Seems like they’d welcome a bit of money here.’’

‘‘Got it.’’ Tugging at his stringy hair, Hashim called out to the villager, yelling out a string of words in Bahasa.

The old man’s eyes narrowed, his lips twisting. Drawing himself up, he responded with a furious volley, jabbing a finger at Patterson. A group of men had begun to gather behind the elderly villager, their faces sullen and hostile.

Hashim grimaced. ‘‘That’s the village headman. He’s not going to tell us anything. Says they don’t want strangers poking around here.’’

Letting out a snort, Patterson cocked his head at Hashim. ‘‘I got no time for this. Ask him to show me the hill where the Japanese buried their treasure.’’

Nodding, Hashim addressed the old man again, rattling off another volley.

His eyes narrowing as he shot another baleful stare at Patterson, the headman didn’t bother replying this time. Raising a withered fist, he unleashed a guttural cry, and the mob stirred into action, rushing in a seething wave toward Patterson and his men. One of the men brandished a stone and then swung his arm forward, hurling his projectile at Patterson.

It hit him in the face. Patterson staggered back, a dull, throbbing ache engulfing his jaw. Spitting out a mouthful of blood, he reached for the holster strapped to his belt and yanked out his pistol, firing off a shot at the man who’d thrown the stone. A thunderous gunshot rang out and the guy flopped onto his back; his limbs jerked and then he went stiff, his shirt drenched in a scarlet spray that glistened in the glow of the kerosene lamps. The rest of the crowd froze, as if rooted to the sport, their flaring eyes darting to the gun in his hand.

In the periphery of his vision, Patterson caught a glimpse of Caleb reaching for his own gun and yanking it out. Raising his hand, he signaled to Caleb not to shoot and then fixed his stare on the belligerent headman.

His shoulders quaking, the old man held Patterson’s gaze, his face now a deathly shade of white.

Rude old dude. Patterson’s ears burned. Time for these savages to learn an important lesson. He’d tried to deal with them in the civilized way. Not his damn fault they were too stupid for their own good. Just like all those other primitives he’d dealt with during his time as a soldier. Pointing his gun at the headman, Patterson barked out an order to Hashim. ‘‘Tell the old timer that I’ll keep shooting until everyone in this dump is dead if he doesn’t become our guide.’’

‘‘Got it, boss.’’ Hashim’s voice rang out across the hushed village and the headman gave a jerky nod, his wizened lips trembling. Turning around to address the crowd, he spoke to them, his voice cracking. Without a word, the villagers melted back into the shadows, their hurried footsteps soon swallowed by the chirping of crickets.

Patterson cocked his head at Hashim. ‘‘Ask the old dude how long it’ll take us to get there.’’

His head dipping in a nod, Hashim strode toward the old man and wrenched his arm, his voice harsh. When the old man mumbled something in response, Hashim grabbed him by the ragged collar of his shirt and slapped him hard across the face. Looking over his shoulder, he glanced at Patterson and rolled his eyes. ‘‘Old man keeps insisting we shouldn’t go. Says the Japanese buried their gold in a big cave where some monsters live. They’re called Orang Bati. According to him, those critters killed all the Japanese soldiers and then attacked the village afterward, eating some of the kids, to punish the locals for bringing strangers there.’’

‘‘One more word about fairytales and I’ll shoot him.’’ Patterson glared at the old man. ‘‘Tell him to get moving before I make him dig his own grave.’’

Hashim slapped the old man again and yelled at him.

His eyes widening, the villager nodded and muttered an almost inaudible response.

‘‘Old timer says it’ll take us five hours. We’ll have to walk there since the path is too steep for cars.’’ Hashim glanced at Patterson. ‘‘That okay with you?’’

Snorting, Patterson gave Hashim a withering stare. ‘‘Do I look like a wuss to you? My client wants that gold in twenty-four hours, so let’s get started.’’

Hashim nodded and spun around to bark an order at the trembling headman. Another shove from the interpreter and the headman begun to shuffle down the dirt track, heading straight into the jungle. Retrieving a torchlight from his backpack, Patterson switched it on and tromped after the old man.

Led by their captive guide, the treasure hunters proceeded single file down the narrow, winding path. The narrow beam of Patterson’s torch sliced through the gloom, illuminating the shriveled figure of the headman who moved a brisk pace despite his age. The jungle pressed in on Patterson on like a suffocating shroud, thick underbrush sprouting across the track in several places. He swore every time a creeper snatched at his ankles, causing him to stumble. Behind him, labored grunts and the occasional swear word punctuated the brooding silence of the jungle, Caleb and Hashim clearly sharing his sentiments.

Beads of sweat trickled down Patterson’s forehead and stung his eyes. Dabbing at them, he glanced again at the old villager. The headman remained silent even when picking his way through a thicket of bushes that sported painful looking thorns. Following after him, Patterson stifled a yelp as tendrils of pain dug into the bare skin of his arms.

After what seemed to be an eternity of slogging through the jungle while fending off the relentless swarm of mosquitoes that repeatedly attacked his face, Patterson halted when the old man finally raised his hand, indicating to them to stop. His eyes tracked the direction traced by the old man’s spindly finger. His gaze alighted on the sheer peak of grey limestone looming over the rainforest, its stark bareness protruding out of the surrounding green shroud of dense vegetation like a vicious talon.

Tilting his head to catch Hashim’s eye, the headman muttered something.

Patterson’s gaze cut toward his interpreter. ‘‘What’s he saying?’’

Hashim’s nicotine blackened mouth twisted into a frown. ‘‘This is the hill. Says he doesn’t want to go any further.’’

‘‘Too bad.’’ Patterson’s jaw clenched. ‘‘Tell him I’ll go back to the village and shoot everyone there if he doesn’t lead me right to the cave where the gold is.’’

When Hashim relayed the message, the headman shuddered, his eyes straining in their sockets. His desiccated lips twitched and a choked whisper tumbled out.

Turning to Patterson, Hashim nodded. ‘‘He says he’ll do it.’’

‘‘Good,’’ Patterson replied. A warm glow radiated through his chest and his pulse raced. Although he’d never admit it to his wife, this was one of the perks of being a mercenary that he relished. Away from civilization, he wielded the power of life and death over anyone dumb enough to piss him off. It was intoxicating, really.

His shoulders slumping in resignation, the headman trudged toward the hill.

As they began to ascend its steep sides, a damp chill cut through Patterson’s t-shirt, the muscles in his arms burning as he hauled himself over forbidding rockface and after rockface. When it seemed his lungs were on the verge of collapsing, their guide scrambled onto a projecting ledge and held up his hand, gesturing to the rest of the party to stop. Pinning Patterson with a seething stare, he gave a grudging nod.

Patterson’s heart rattled inside his chest and he scrambled onto the ledge, digging into his pocket for the flashlight. Raising it, he peered into the yawning entrance of a cave, the darkness inside thick and impenetrable like the maw of some giant nightmare beast. The perfect location to shoot some B grade horror flick. Glancing back over his shoulder, he flashed a thumbs up at Caleb and Hashim, their faces flushed with the same excitement surging through him. ‘‘Time to see if there’s any gold there.’’

His eyes cut again to the cave and Patterson strode inside. Sticky cobwebs dragged across his face, and he tore them loose from his cheeks, muttering a course. As he inhaled the musty air of the cave, his stomach churned. Patterson swallowed, fighting back the urge to puke. The putrid stench reminded him of poop mixed with the decay of rotting flesh. Pinching his nose, he called out to Caleb and Hashim. ‘‘Let’s get this over with.’’

Hashim’s voice piped up. ‘‘What about the old man? You still need him? Says he needs to go back to warn the village about the Orang Bati.’’

‘‘Sure. He’s done his part. Let him go.’’ The rush of footsteps resounded through the cave and Patterson’s mouth quirked into a smile. Spinning around, he whipped out his gun and fired a shot directly into the fleeing headman’s back. Bright red blood sprayed against the sides of the cave in glistening streaks. The old man tottered, his arms swaying like the limbs of a dying spider. His death rattle reverberated through the fetid darkness, and the headman tumbled to the ground like a discarded ragdoll.

As the echo of the gunshot faded away, Hashim cocked his head at Patterson, his eyebrows raised. ‘‘Was that necessary, boss?’’

‘‘Hey, it was him or us. That old dude would have ratted us out. Don’t need this going viral.” The back of his neck stiffened. If his wife got any inkling of what he really did for a living, she’d demand a divorce immediately. Growing up in a liberal family had left her with an overly demanding conscience he found intolerable at times. Like that occasion when she’d wanted him to give up his SUV because oil was supposedly killing the planet.

Shaking his head, Patterson raised his hand, drawing the attention of both Caleb and Hashim. He called out to them. ‘‘Okay, let’s go in.’’ Then he turned around and strode into the shadow swathed vastness of the cave, the booted feet of his companions thumping behind him in the musty emptiness. With each step he took, the foul odor grew stronger until it had become a palpable presence that threatened to choke him, its invisible tendrils slithering down his throat and nostrils.

Coughing, he swiped at his tearing eyes, summoning every ounce of willpower to stop himself from turning around and rushing out of this vile smelling place. The yellow beam of his flashlight spilled over a recess, revealing a flash of startling white. Patterson’s breath caught in his throat when his eyes raked across the bleached pile of human bones, scraps of faded brown fabric still clinging to some of them. Had he just discovered the remains of those Japanese soldiers who had buried their treasure here?

‘‘Hey, Jake!’’ Caleb’s excited cry bounced off the walls of the cave. A screech of metal scraping against the rocky ground pierced Patterson’s ears.

Shifting sideways to face his friend, Patterson felt his heartbeat accelerate when his eyes darted to the battered metal chest Caleb was dragging behind him. Sprinting over, he shoved Caleb aside and reached into his rucksack, retrieving a crowbar. His chest tightening in anticipation, Patterson inserted the tip of the crowbar beneath the rusting hinges. The muscles in his arms strained until the lid popped loose with a protesting shriek.

The breath rushed out of Patterson’s mouth in a ragged gasp as he took in the sight of the gold bars crammed into the chest, their burnished radiance searing through the gloom of the cave like a blazing fire. Rising to his feet, he eyed Caleb, his gaze meeting his friend’s wide-eyed stare. ‘‘We’re not going to hand this over to Lee. Nope, we’ll be keeping this for ourselves. It’s got be worth at least a few hundred million.’’ Patterson’s chest tingled. If he invested this windfall carefully, his family would be set for life. Maybe his son wouldn’t even have to worry about finding a job after graduating.

Caleb’s mouth broke into a jubilant grin. ‘‘You’re right. I know some guy who has a helicopter charter service back in Singapore. He can fly us out of here.’’

‘‘Good, let’s do that.’’ Stomping his foot, he yelled. ‘‘Hashim, get your butt over here. Help Caleb with the gold.’’

A spine-tingling screech reverberated through the cavern and Patterson’s heart jolted into his mouth. Whipping out his pistol, he shot Caleb a side glance and whispered, ‘‘Cover me.’’

Caleb nodded. His cheeks quivered, but the fingers wrapped around his revolver didn’t twitch. ‘‘Got it, boss.’’

As the two of them advanced in the direction of the cry, the hairs on the back of Patterson’s neck bristled. Was someone else in here with them? And where was Hashim? His nostrils twitched, filled with the heavy, coppery tang of freshly spilled blood. Patterson jerked to a halt, his pulse racing. What’s going on? 

A loud thump rang out through the cave as a heavy object landed on the ground a couple of feet ahead of Patterson. His gaze swerved toward it. Hashim’s glassy eyes stared up at him from the ground, the interpreter’s mouth wrenched open in a silent scream. Patterson’s heart thumped inside his chest. Fingers squeezing the trigger, he fired off a shot, hoping to draw out whatever it was that had killed Hashim.

The blood in his veins turned into ice when another unearthly howl ripped through the taut silence. A pair of eyes materialized out of the darkness, filled with a hellish crimson glow.

Adrenaline pumping through him, Patterson squeezed the trigger and fired away, the acrid stench of cordite mingling with the reek of Hashim’s blood. As gunshots reverberated all around him, out of the corner of his vision, he snatched a glimpse of Caleb springing into position beside him, firing off a volley of his own.

When the ringing in his ears died down, he scanned the cave, his eyes probing the darkness for any sign of the creature. Nothing. He glanced at Caleb. ‘‘You see it?”

‘‘Nope.’’ Caleb’s mouth broke into a lopsided grin. ‘‘Guess we scared it off. More gold for us anyway now that Hashim’s gone.’’

Patterson’s shoulders wobbled, his chest unclenching. ‘‘True. Let’s grab the gold out of here before that thing comes back.’’

Something wet splattered onto his head and Patterson raised his eyes toward the ceiling of the cave.

A gasp barreled out of his chest. Multiple pairs of blazing red eyes bored into his own, the massive scalloped wings of the creatures beating through the air as they launched themselves at Caleb and him. He fired but missed, the bullet bouncing off the cave ceiling in a flurry of sparks. Before he could even draw another breath, the monsters swept down, enveloping him with their leathery wings. Talons lashed out to tear into him, slicing through his flesh like daggers.

Patterson screamed as one of them opened its maw to reveal a row of glistening fangs that dribbled thick ropey, strands of drool. The creature lunged at him, burying its teeth in his throat. The frenzied strokes of Patterson’s heart stopped reverberating in his ears, darkness engulfing him.

~ * ~ * ~

Shree Raaman is a Singapore-based author and freelance journalist whose work spans horror, science fiction, and myth-inspired storytelling. His 2024 collection, Organism X and Other Tales, showcases his fascination with the uncanny, blending speculative imagination with elements drawn from traditional folklore and mythology.

Beyond fiction, Raaman’s writing often engages with applied ethics, exploring how human activity shapes the natural environment and the lives of indigenous communities. His commitment to these themes has earned him recognition, including the Chadwick Prize from the University of Oxford’s Department of Continuing Education.

Whether in short stories or essays, Raaman’s work reflects a deep curiosity about the intersections of culture, morality, and ecology—inviting readers to confront both timeless myths and urgent contemporary questions.

 


Frozen Heart

Deborah Bainbridge

Clicking her retractable pen, the agent attached it to the contract and shoved them both inside her briefcase. The heels of her boots stomped across the stone floor, and she wrapped her fingers around the door handle, then paused. “Do svidanija, Tatiana.” Her words slinked out like a quiet curse.

The velvet of the wingback chair caressed my skin as I sank into it. Fire crackled and popped within the brick fireplace, warming my cheeks. I cleared my throat, willing my voice to be firm. “It’s difficult to find work in our country these days, especially for the pay you offered. Yet this one was easy to get.”

The agent stiffened.

“You gave me the tour of the manor and grounds. Explained my job duties. Left the necessary items.” I tilted my head. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Pressing her forehead against the door, the agent sighed, then spun to face me. She tightened the muddy brown sweater around her waist and dragged her feet across the room, as if they were made of lead, reluctantly returning to the chair across from mine. Her hand shook as she removed two cigarettes from a pack in her briefcase. The first, she placed between her lips. The other, she offered to me.

My hand raised in silent protest. “Those things will kill you. Not that I care.”

As if he were still living, Pappa’s words echoed in my head, “Even a small act of kindness can speak to someone’s heart.”

I shrugged.

The agent stared unblinking, then she returned the unlit cigarette to her bag. She took several drags from hers. Bright red lipstick stained the paper wrapping.

The pungent smell of sulfur flooded my nostrils, making my nose crinkle. “Well?” I slammed my hand against the wooden table between us. “Are you going to talk, or just sit there and blow smoke at me?”

“Alright, alright, Tatiana. Show a little kindness. You’re from Russia, I know, but here in Siberia, caretakers are hard to come by. Most people don’t like being alone in a frozen forest for three months with little sunshine.” She paused, inhaling until both lungs were filled with toxic air.

“If you haven’t noticed, I’m not really a people person. I grew up fixing, repairing things. I imagine that’s why you hired me.” Leaning forward, my hands rested against my knees. “Once the heavy snow sets in, it will be impossible to get to town. I saw an ad for a similar position in the area for half the pay. Just tell me what you’re hiding.”

Pinching the smoldering end between two fingers, the agent got up from her chair, and turned her attention to the bookcase against the wall. Pulling an old yellow book from the bottom shelf, she handed it to me before returning to her seat.

Several threads dangled from the worn cover, its binding fragile. I turned the book over and over in my hands. What could these old writings have to do with anything?

“This was not always a nature reserve,” the agent informed me. “There used to be a settlement here. Nickel miners. A child of the family that once lived in this house died. Later, the father and stepmother. Frozen to death. It was,” the agent shrugged her shoulders, “suspicious. Only one young girl remained alive.”

“Has anyone frozen to death since then?” I pressed.

“Two. People who stay here, they…see things. Hear things.” Her eyes shifted from side to side. “They say Morozko gives them strange dreams,” she whispered, as if someone might hear her.

“Morozko?” The hairs pricked on the back of my neck. “I’ve heard that name before, when I was little, maybe. Who is he?”

“Father Frost,” the agent clarified matter-of-factly, nodding her head toward the tattered book.

I opened the cover to the table of contents, staring in disbelief. “Certainly not from this fairy tale?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

“You’re joking, right? I’m a grown woman. I stopped believing in fairy tales the day my parents died.” I placed the book on the only clean space amongst the dusty shelving.

“When I took Katun Nature Reserve on as a client, I also did not believe.” The agent faced me, her eyes wide. “I can’t explain what goes on here. I just know I can’t keep any caretaker for more than one season.” She flicked her cigarette butt into the fire, shoved her bag underneath her armpit, and rushed toward the front door. “I wish you luck, Tatiana.”

“Kot. They call me Kot.”

“Fitting,” she muttered. “As I said before, Kot, do svidanija.”

Goodbye indeed.

The door slammed and the agent was gone.

~ * ~

After stacking the final block of wood in the woodshed, I yanked off my gloves and massaged my aching hands. It’d been two back-breaking weeks of burning dead brush surrounding the manor, cutting the larger branches into firewood. Surveying the neatly arranged piles of logs, I hoped it would be enough to survive the harsh winter.

Like glitter sparkling across a white blanket covering the forest, beams of light glistened across the snow. Breathtaking. The last of the sun’s rays shimmered through the trees. Soon, the sun would be a memory.

Entering the house, the aroma of roasted potatoes, onions, and carrots filled my senses, making my mouth water. My stomach rumbled. Donning a set of oven mits, I removed the sizzling cast iron pot I’d placed beside the fire that morning, and ladled two heaping scoops of vegetables into a bowl.

The stew quelled the gnawing hunger in my stomach while pots of water heated on the stove. After several trips upstairs to the master bathroom, my patience was rewarded. The porcelain was hard against my neck, but the warm bath water soothed my sore muscles.

Stepping out of the tub and drying off with a towel, I pulled my nightgown over my head and down, before curling up on the mattress next to the master bedroom’s stone fireplace.

I’d slept on the floor for as long as I could remember, so on my first night sleeping in the manor, I’d taken the mattress off a nearby bedframe and placed it on the hardwood floor. I’d also moved the large brown chair from the far corner, rearranging it next to the window to maximize the forest view.

Nestled beneath the soft blanket, the crackling wood played a symphony for one, its embers glowing like fireflies. Captivated by their choreography, I drifted away.

A girl with long black hair cried. She was seated in the corner of a room with her arms wrapped tightly around her legs, rocking back and forth. The image was fuzzy, but the room seemed familiar. A stocky woman stood over her, yelling and pointing her finger. I knelt beside the girl, and she looked up, her gaze boring into mine with eyes like the blue beneath glaciers. Her hand reached out…

Waking, I bolted upright, panting and drenched in sweat. I glanced around the room. Empty. It was only a nightmare. Placing my feet on the wooden floor, I rubbed my right shoulder where her icy touch remained, and swallowed hard.

~ * ~

My hands wrapped around the warm mug filled with cocoa, my prize for having survived this mysterious house an entire month. Happy New Year! Raising my cup without contact from the companionless kitchen, the greeting fell short.

I supplemented chopped onions and potatoes for tomorrow’s stew with garlic, salt, and bits of frozen beef, stirred the mixture, and closed the lid. Placing the cast iron pot inside the brick fireplace to cook, I stoked the greedy flames, adding two logs to satisfy their appetite.

With my index finger looped through the mug handle, I sipped hot chocolate while ascending the second floor staircase. The third step cracked beneath my weight. I flinched, sloshing my drink. My foot jerked away. As my balance shifted to the second step, the wood split the center of the tread.

I exhaled in relief. One more thing to the list of repairs.

Crossing the master bedroom toward the window, I snuggled up against the brown chair’s luxurious chenille fabric and covered my legs with a blanket. Decadent chocolate warmed my throat. I fought to stay awake, fearing the recurring nightmare.

The disturbing vision had plagued me every night for the past two weeks. The icy touch of the girl in my dreams growing colder and becoming more consuming. Please not tonight. Please not tonight, I pleaded.

The clock struck midnight. I yawned. Images swirled through my mind and once again, I stood in the same familiar room.

The black-haired girl was crying, seated in the corner as always, arms cradling her legs as she rocked back and forth. As I knelt beside her, another girl with blonde hair stepped out from behind the skirts of the cruel, stocky woman. She ate a piece of bread, taunting the weeping girl.
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