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The Three Keys

By Jackson Sidford

Freddy was hanging wet laundry on a clothesline outside. It wasn’t his favorite chore, but at least he was outside in the fresh air. While hanging up one of his dad’s shirts, a set of strange looking keys fell to the ground. The keys were gold, with a different symbol on each one. When Freddy picked up the keys a small box appeared. Freddy looked toward the kitchen window where his mom was making lunch, but she was not in view and had probably not seen the box appear out thin air. The box had a lock with the same symbol as one of the keys. Freddy took the matching key and put it in the lock. When he turned the key, the sky turned dark as night and he seemed to be in a foreign land. Frightened, Freddy quickly turned the key back and he immediately returned to the clothesline in his backyard. But Freddy was curious about the foreign land; so he decided to . . . . . come back later. 

—From Dreamstarter.

Late that night, Freddy snuck back to his backyard. He groped in the dark for the box. He felt it on the ground and reached into his pocket for the key. He fit the key into the lock and slowly turned it. The sky was still dark but a dark purple. The land was flat, barren even. Clouds of dust traveled across the ground. Some drifted slowly, others shot away as quickly as they had come. Freddy saw lightning forking its way through the clouds in the distance, flickering like a snakes tongue. Freddy saw a range of mountains in one of the brief flashes of lightning, small looking in the distance. Thunder rolled across the ground and tumbled through the clouds towards him. Freddy caught his breath and let go of the music box. Then, slowly the box faded. But Freddy was too shocked to notice. Freddy's eyes brightened at the sight. It was amazing! Yet frightening at the same time.

Then Freddy noticed a dark blur coming at him. Freddy recognized it as one of the gusts of wind and sand. Time to go. Freddy thought. He looked to where he'd left the box but it was gone. Freddy felt his pocket for the other two keys, but they had vanished. He started to panic. How would he get back?  Than he noticed the small piece of paper where the box had been. He bent down to pick it up. It was crumbled up into a ball, and brownish gold with age. It looked as if it would disintegrate at the touch. He brought it up and unfolded it carefully.

 As Freddy unfolded the paper, he realized that it resembled a map. Though it was unlike a map he had ever seen. It had little landmarks and looked plain enough. But it shimmered and seemed to move in odd patterns. Freddy looked back to the dust cloud. It was almost upon him. How do I get out of here?  He turned to run but tripped over a rock. He twisted around and his mouth dropped in horror as the swirling mass engulfed him. It was a mistake. He tried to scream as dust, sand, and small rocks filled his mouth, choking him. Tiny missiles pelted his skin and eyes. He stumbled blindly through the cloud.


Finally the cloud passed. Freddy dropped to the ground, exhausted. He coughed and spluttered. His eyes were watering from the sand. He rubbed them with weak hands but only resulted in putting more sand into his eyes. Half blind he tried to stand. His legs wobbled as he staggered back to where the box had been. He still clutched the piece of paper. Freddy fell to his knees clutching his stomach, and threw up sand. He lay on the ground, and passed into a concussed sleep. 


It was there. The thing was watching him. It had studied its pray throughout the its sleep. Now as Freddy stirred it scuttled back the large hole it had dug not ten feet from him. But still it watched him, waiting.


Freddy roused a few moments later. He looked around but saw nothing. Freddy knew something had watched him while he was unconscious. He had woken from the pain and heard the deep breathing of a large animal nearby. He could not see it but did not move. The breathing stopped but he sensed it was still there before he resumed his fitful sleep. 


As he sat up, a loud howl rang across the ground. Though he knew it was nearby it sounded as if it was far off. But it was impossible to tell for sound could travel easily in this flat land. Freddy looked towards where he thought the sound had come from. It was hard to tell through the wisps of dust that flowed through the air and created a waving wall of uncertainness and unease. But he thought he saw small black dots moving across the landscape.


He decided that he had stayed in one spot long enough. He had a faint idea that the thing had not let his presence go unnoticed. Freddy quickly paced away, glancing frequently over his shoulder. He heard the piercing howl again, it seemed much closer. Freddy started to run, he heard a slight padding noise. Like a dogs feet when it runs, except there were many of them. Out of the dust to his left appeared a rock outcrop. Freddy turned and dived behind the largest rock he could find. Slamming hard into the sand. He lay there, quivering.


Freddy listened, searching for the sound. But the wind picked up and he lost it.  Maybe it had gone away. He thought. He started to get up. Then the wind blew in his face and he heard it. The soft padding noise now louder than before. He quickly dropped back to the ground again. The noise got closer and closer till it sounded as if it were right in front of the rock. He heard a snuffling sound. Then a low growl. Freddy peaked out behind the rock. There, standing not three feet away, was the most horrible monster Freddy had ever seen. It was wolfish, but it was huge. The thing had black windswept hair. It had large canine teeth with massive muscles ripping through its legs. It raised its head to the wind. It seemed to be smelling the air. Freddy wondered why it was doing that. Then Freddy realized it was searching for him. Then the thing sped away and disappeared into the sand. Freddy got out from behind the rock cautiously. He tried to peer through the clouds but in vain. Finally deciding that the thing had gone he ran in the opposite direction. 


Freddy appeared at a cliff face. The rock was pocketed with rivets and handholds. Freddy wondered what he should do, the thought of turning around didn’t appeal to him. The last thing he wanted was to risk running into the thing again. Freddy looked around, trying to find another way, when he heard a sound. It was the howl, the howl of those dreadful creatures. It echoed off the cliffs and slammed into his scull. It sent that awful chill through his spine. It was this chill that saved his life. He scrambled up the rock, whirling his arms to get up. 


Freddy was several meters into the air when the beast skidded to a halt under him. Freddy froze from his frantic climbing. He looked down; the thing was once again sniffing the ground. As Freddy clamped to the cliff two more beasts appeared suddenly, then another. They to were sniffing the ground. Then the one of the beasts stopped sniffing and let out a low growl. The next thing Freddy knew it was staring right at him. He looked into its eyes, they were yellow. Like a cats eyes, filled with hatred and determination. Now as Freddy moved his hand the beast sprang at him, snapping its massive jaws inches from his foot. Freddy cried out in shock and nearly fell. Freddy climbed higher as the beasts started baying and howling. The one who had almost gotten him jumped again, this time digging its claws into the rock face repeatedly. It stayed in the air as the momentum from vertical running held it up, then it collapsed to the ground. Landing on its side and twisting violently to spring to its feet. The beast had left deep gouges in the rock, Freddy stared at them. Then, he started to climb again. 


Freddy finally reached the top of the cliff. He rolled onto his back and let out a shuddering breath. The thought of how not six hours ago, he had been doing laundry. Now that he could think he realized that he hadn’t really looked at the map he had found. He sat up and took the map from his pocket. He carefully unrolled it. The map was plain, as Freddy had noticed earlier. He studied it for a few seconds; there were a couple of landmarks that interested him. But there was little else. He noticed a dark line on the edge of the map. It was close to a range of cliffs, that must be where he was. He turned in the direction of the black line. He couldn’t see anything, he had expected no less. It was just as dusty up on the cliff as it was down below. He pushed himself from the ground and dusted of his pant leggings. Then he started off towards the black line.


As he walked he noticed the map would gradually move at the same pace as he. The black line was now covered almost a third of the map. You’re always in the center. He realized. The black line was nearing the center. He looked up from it. The dust still swirled, acting as a wall in front of him. Then the thick canopy of a forest broke through the sand. The trees were thick and dark. Freddy searched the gloom. It appeared to have no wind or dust. But there was an air of malice to it. He slowly walked into the forest, aware of every movement out of the corner of his eye. The rustle of a leaf, the twitch of a branch. He glanced behind him. The thick shrubbery was swallowing him quickly. He kept walking, when he turned around again there was no sign of the plain he had been on. He looked up and saw that the canopy prevented any sight of the sky. Freddy studied the map again. The black now covered the entire map. Then as he kept walking, he noticed a tiny glow at the far corner of the map. He looked closer and realized that it was in the shape of a box. The keys! Freddy thought. And excitement flowed through him. He walked faster, staring at the map as the box grew nearer. Then something else appeared on the map. This was a dark mark, like a blotch of ink. It was moving fast towards the center of the map. Freddy stopped and looked into the darkness. He heard a long low howl. Again! 


Freddy turned and ran through the trees. He jumped over roots and fallen branches. He turned his head but could not see anything in the shadow. Freddy jumped and caught a low branch, then swung himself into the tree. He climbed into the higher branches and waited. His breath came in gasps and he tried to steady it. His heart was beating franticly; he looked below him and saw nothing. Then he heard the snap of a twig in the brush to his right. He glanced in the direction of the bushes and saw a flicker of movement. Then one of the beasts leaped from it and barreled towards him. It leaped into the air and snapped at the tree, the branches shattered in its massive jaws. Freddy jumped higher to the thinner part of the tree. The beast smashed into the tree, almost throwing Freddy. He froze as he saw the giant crack in the tree, the beast smashed into it again and the tree started to tip. Freddy saw it was going to fall, he braced his legs against the tree. The tree began its decent, the beast stood under it still. Then Freddy vaulted high over the ground. He heard a giant smack as the tree hit the ground, followed by a yelp. Freddy slammed hard into the ground. 


Freddy pushed himself from the ground, brushing the dirt from his arms. He looked around and jumped back at what he saw. There, lying under the tree, was the monster. Freddy slowly walked toward the beast, it did not move. Dead. Freddy thought. He looked back at the map. The keys were close. Freddy started to walk in the direction of the keys.


Freddy was pushing his way through the undergrowth when he suddenly appeared in a small clearing. In the center of the clearing Freddy saw a small box. He quickly ran up to it and snatched it of the ground. He opened the box and saw the keys. Freddy took them and noticed there were three key holes this time. He fit each key into the box and turned.


Freddy found himself on his lawn staring up at the sky, a blue sky. He got up and found his eyes were wet. He collapsed back to the ground and let out a shuddering sigh, overwhelmed by what he had just experienced. What Freddy failed to notice was the small circle of purple light on the ground and the faint howl that came through it.   


The end
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