
He felt like his heart might beat right through his ribcage. He was mere feet from his apartment, but it may as well have been miles. He wanted to collapse, to fall upon the cool concrete. He wanted to look over his shoulder. His vision stayed focused on the door ahead, since anything that would slow him down now could get him killed, or worse. The key was already in his hand when he got to the door, and still practically running, he slid it into the lock, turned it, opened the door, ran in, slammed the door behind him, and pressing his back up against it hard. Desperately trying to catch his breath, he waited for the pounding and the scratching to start at the door, as it always did. He braced himself for the worst. He closed his eyes and waited for the pounding, the scratching, the screams... but they didn't come. There was silence, and nothing more, this time. He hoped it would come to get it over with quickly and it would leave him, but there was nothing. Not yet. Quickly, he slid the cabinet back up against the door, barricading himself inside once more. Hands still shaking, he cautiously moved the curtain to look through that small crack between the boards over the window. The streets, at least for now, were empty. He wondered if they had been empty all along, if he'd even been pursued this time...


He was a quiet man, a simple man. He wasn't an old man yet he wasn't young enough. He lived in a quiet town of no distinction, the small town of Threed. Simple and bland was his life and work at the local hospital. He always wanted to be a doctor, to help, and to save lives. To be trusted and admired. However, studies proved more difficult than he had expected, and he eventually opted to become a nurse. He still saved people, but only from things like headaches and slight back pain. It was simple.


Too simple. It was boring and repetitive and going through the motions of it all took their toll. He wanted something to happen. Something to break the monotony of it all. For something to happen... anything to happen! Now, he regrets what he wished for. 


Something did happen but could he ever have imagined something like this?  This was the stuff of nightmares. This was horrific. But what " this"? How could any sane person possibly put what was going on into words? He'd seen things over the last week. These were terrible, terrible things. Things he couldn't believe. Things that put his stomach into knots as he

tried to push them out of his mind to stave off from going numb. He'd seen what happened to people going into shock and unable to respond to the situation. He'd seen Fred from down the street, frozen like a deer in headlights as he had crossed the path of a couple of living marionettes. He'd seen Fred beaten down by the psychopathic puppets. He'd watched them

as their wooden mouths laughed and cackled as their wires entangled Fred while he tried desperately to fight back. He'd watched them strangle Fred with their wired, and watched as Fred's lifeless body joined theirs'.


He'd seen Elaine from next door taking out the garbage. That was before people knew to be careful. Elaine had walked to the curb to put an extra bag of trash into the can before the garbage men arrived, lifted the lid and was hauled in head-first some red thing with horns.

Nothing was safe.  That's when he'd run in to call the cops, not believing what he'd just seen. What he'd heard. Their screams, their screams never really went away. They constantly echoed inside of his mind. He would never forget their screams.


The cops couldn't do anything. They were swarmed with calls on the first day, and didn't know what hit them. Overwhelmed by the onslaught  of creatures, their efforts to protect and to serve were altogether futile. As the reign of evil seeped into town, the number of Threed's Finest dwindled to nothing. Like the unnatural clouds that had rolled in and settled over the town, the monsters were choking the life out of Threed. And the clouds themselves made things all the more chilling: outstretched like bony fingers and seemingly endless, they engulfed sun and moon. The stars were eaten by it so that no light shone upon the town.


Many left, others tried to and were taken. The rest stayed, against their will. They started disappearing, some weren't just there while you could hear others. He heard them, he heard them call out his

name as he stayed inside and hid from them. He heard their cries for help, for him to help them. He could hear them as got farther and eventually stopped screaming. Even after they were gone he still heard them.


Sometimes people would come back. They were never the same. Some were so scared they didn't even know their own name. Ian from the Drug Store came back, well at least part of him. He was turned into a monster. His hair in disarray, his skin was that of a corpse, and his

screams were the worst of all.


Threed was under attack. There was no chance of escape. There is no hope. There is no tomorrow. The sun will never rise again. There is only death. Welcome to Threed, city of the dead and soon to be dead. 


But what now? Was this where he would die? Holed up in his apartment, sneaking out and risking his life to scavenge for food? There had to be some way of escaping, he decided. There has to be a way out of this nightmare.


After all, no one was coming to help. Did anyone even know what was going on here? The news broadcasts from Threed had stopped a few days ago, and no one new had come from Twoson, Fourside or anywhere else to help. Not a living soul had arrived in Threed since this whole thing had started.


There were a only few ways out of Threed. He knew all of them, but to get out would be hard. Threed is surrounded by all sides by a thick forest. He could attempt that but he knew that he'd only be caught or end up lost forever in those woods. The tunnels through the forests could take him to Fourside or Twoson. Course they are long and poorly lit. Dreadful creatures probably lurk in every shadow. It'll be dangerous but it'll be the least dangerous. He knew what he had to do. He had to get out Threed or die trying.


His mind was made up. The time to act was now. He stuffed the food he'd looted from the bakery into his pack, and grabbed a length of 2x4 for protection. He looked around the apartment for one last time. The stuff he'd accumulated over the years, all the insignificant items

he'd accumulated over a lifetime, all of them seemed worthless right now. He'd trade them away in an instant to have things back to normal. Leaving it all behind with steely determination in his eyes, he closed the door behind him.


The streets of Threed were still, as if dipped in a sooty poison. The pungent, low-hanging clouds loomed oppressively overhead, like a legion of circling vultures. It was late in the afternoon, but the sun was blotted out by these accursed clouds. Were they responsible for bringing this curse upon Threed? Were they somehow behind it all? He hoped that he'd live long enough to find out. Maybe if he got out, maybe if he could tell people, they'd send help. Someone needed to help. Maybe Captain Strong, the Onett police chief could help. If he could only get out.


The streets were near empty as he made his way toward the tunnel. The tunnel to Twoson was closest, but with each step he felt as if death were lurking around every corner, waiting for its time to pounce. He kept his eyes open for any movement in the shadows, knowing that anything could attack. He knew now that nothing was impossible. Dogs that looked as though they'd been hit by cars, hobbling after people. Just yesterday, he'd seen that mangled dog and three kids wearing jack-o-lanterns like helmets attacking a man in the street. 


Something moved. He turned around ready to take on the devil himself or at least run from it. There was nothing but a fly lazily flying back and forth above a mailbox. He was wound too tight, he needed to relax. He can't relax, because as he looked away from the insect he saw two figures hanging in the glum air. Their feet didn't took the ground, they moved gently in the fall air. Swinging eerily to and fro. He wondered if he knew them, he wondered if they were a couple that had finally found a way out. He was wrong, for as soon as he continued toward the tunnel they stirred. Were they still alive? Were they ever alive in the first place? The hands twitched first, irregular and jerking movements. Then the necks, spinning as he could hear clicks. The rest of the body lurched forward and he realized that the things that were suspended from above by wires, stretching into the murk overhead. The lifeless puppets swept forward toward him, they moved too fast. Their feet not touching the ground, and their eyes unblinking. They looked familiar to him but name he could not place as fear clotted his mind. Run, he thinks of running! He moved and they reacted, circling him with their wooden mouths chattering away. One swept in, moving his arm across. It was easily avoided but he was almost to late to catch the real threat, as a razor thin wire whizzed over his head. If doesn't get away, those wires will find a suitable spot around his neck and the puppets with unblinking eyes will laugh until the last breath leaves him. An abandoned fire truck lain ahead, it had crashed into a telephone poll and was of no use but he could at least try to hide under it. There he could escape their razor wires. He ran and quickly crawled under the old machine, but even in his frantic pace he was too slow. Each marionette grabbed a leg and their wires followed suit. He felt as the wires dug into his skin, a terrible feeling as each strand dug itself in deeper and deeper. Tighter the wires became and harder they pulled. He needed to hold on or else be killed, he reached out blindly for something. He reached out for anything and when he did find something, it simply broke away. He was pulled away from the fire engine and as he looked behind him he saw the two puppets laughing and laughing as they raised there hands. Each knuckle clicked and jerked into place, and they stopped laughing. Slowly they moved for his throat, he needed to run but his legs were caught, he was as good as dead. Everything slowed, he was going to die. He knew it, he acknowledged it. 


There was nothing he could do, his hands clenched onto what had failed him. He felt each grain of its wooden handle. It was almost too late until he realized what he had in his hands. He had ripped the fire ax off the side of the truck without knowing it, now was the time to fight back. He smashed the lifeless hands, he cut the cords that held them in place. The puppets seemed aghast and withdrew and began to mockingly chatter. He severed the other wires that were tearing at his legs. He stood up as blood leaked from his legs, he was filled with relief but this was temporary because soon hate consumed him. He aimed for their necks as he swung but they were light on their feet. He sung a few times but all were misses. They circled him and the one behind moved in, he reacted and turned. Arching the ax while moving away from the abomination. It caught a wire that supported its head and it fell limp. He swung and cut the other cords that kept the thing afloat. He turned just in time to snap a wire that held the other's arm. IT hung in the air chattering but not a threat. He put it out of its misery and crushed it's head. He dropped the ax, as it was covered in blood. He took a few moments to rest and he turned from the lifeless bodies he had once known. He wish he had time to bury Tom and

Sam, the two brothers he had known, but it was short and he left their bodies lifeless on the road and didn't look back. 


He pressed on towards the tunnel that would hopefully lead him away from this cursed land. He could see it not very hard ahead. It was dark and empty, and he hoped it would be safe. He broke into a sprint, nothing could stop him! He ran as though death itself was chasing him and he would run through hell to get away from him. The dark arch of the tunnel greeted him as he ran head long into the loaming darkness. It swallowed him whole in an inky swell.


It was dark, too dark. He regretted not having a flashlight but continued further. Something struck him as odd as he continued -- he couldn't see any daylight coming from the other end of the tunnel... almost as if it lead nowhere. He could feel it now, he could feel the darkness all around him. A miasma of nothingness, void and empty. He continued until he couldn't lift his legs, he still continued as he could barely crawl. He was being suffocated in the vacuum of black. He reached out and fell onto the eerily cool concrete. He wanted to leave, he wanted to continue. He wanted to escape it all. His breath was shallow and he seemed faint. As his open eyes glared into the darkness he thought of nothing but drowning in the sea of gloom. He closed his eyes, and held his breath.


Hands. He could feel them, grabbing and pulling him. Dead hands, cool but familiar and unwanted. Grabbing and dragging him out of the tunnel. Pulling him away. Dead hands. Then the voices started. One at first, then more. They were coming from everywhere; coming from all around him. They said nothing, not words he'd ever heard. Like a madness, they seemed to be coming from inside his own head. He covered his ears, but they were not silenced.


Everything felt like it was spinning. The road under him seemed slick and uneven. And as the hands pulled him, what sounded and felt like icy, wind-blown sails crackled past him past him.. feeling like their chill was cutting to his very bones. His screams had joined

theirs'. Desperate, fear-soaked screams of hopeless terror.

*****


In a quivering heap, he found himself once again in Threed, at the mouth of the dark tunnel to Twoson. He regained consciousness, feeling stiff, as if he'd slept in for far too long in a cramped space. Joints popping and bones creaking, he rose to his feet. He knew it shouldn't

be, but a calm had washed over him, and he felt... he knew that everything was going to work out fine. Ideas of escaping to Twoson melted from his mind, and a new purpose, a new mission filled him. Slowly and confidently, he made his way to the cemetery.


As he entered the gates and passed the tombstones, he had never felt more right. This was what he was meant to do. This was his destiny. Through the graveyard, and along a path with trees on either side... And there was Ian. Ian from the Drugstore. Ian was waiting, so he walked up and stood beside him. He turned, gazing at the path he'd just walked, just as Ian had already been doing. He stood... motionless. And there he stayed. Waiting. Watching.... Guarding... with Ian. Nothing could move him from this spot. Nobody could: not even that boy. He'd seen the boy's tainted soul. He would not pass.

