
 

 

PROLOGUE 
 

They say that men of science—or at least the 
ones with the most extreme ideas—have a God com-
plex, yet Stan Armstrong refuted the thought. In fact, he 
was quick to anger when anyone suggested any such 
thing. He was a man of science, through and through, 
but he certainly wasn’t trying to compete with the crea-
tor. Instead, his natural curiosity and desire to break 
some of the secrets of the universe drove him to spend 
every waking hour in the laboratory. Although problem-
atic at first, when his fiancé broke off their engagement, 
citing abandonment as the reason, Stan used the break 
as an excuse to put even more hours in at the university 
lab. When he wasn’t teaching a class, he was using the 
facility for his own research. 

Stan’s mother had labeled him as gifted early on. 
One of the earliest Christmases he remembered had 
been one where he had found a science kit under the 
tree. Even at such a young age, he was always curious as 
to how things worked. He had been preparing his entire 
life for this moment. 

Stan pulled the last of the supplies from the back 
of the pickup truck and carried them to the open door of 
the barn. He had driven hundreds of miles to the near-
est big town to gather the rest of what he needed. With 
the newest supplies, he would be able to move forward 
with the latest experiment tonight—the experiment he 
had worked years toward. 

As he pulled the barn doors shut, he paused mid-
way, looking at the sunset as it painted broad strokes of 



 

 

red and orange across the sky. Although the town was 
small and not a place he would typically have wanted to 
live, the Utah sunsets made up for the lack of civiliza-
tion. 

As Stan moved the last of the supplies over to the 
stainless-steel counter next to the machinery, he looked 
around at all of the work he had carried out and thought 
about the past two and a half years. His stomach 
churned as he remembered how he had been let go at 
the university. As a professor of tenure, he was incredu-
lous that they would do such a thing, but they cited the 
use of university resources for personal use as the rea-
son.  

A month later, only a shell of his former self, 
muddling through each day amongst filth and squalor, 
he suddenly had a day of mental clarity, stripped off his 
stained sweatpants and T-shirt, took a much-needed 
shower, and began packing up his home. What he didn’t 
pack made its way into the garbage can or donation bin 
that sat unattended on the edge of the grocery store 
parking lot. The house had a full-price offer on it within 
forty-eight hours after he put it on the market, and as 
soon as it closed, he hopped into his truck, a U-haul 
trailer attached to the back, and made his way to his 
new home in Utah. 

Stan hadn’t picked Devil’s Gulch for anything be-
sides its isolation. With a population of 526 people, it 
was the smallest place he had lived. The town consisted 
of a small store and gas station, a post office, a motel, 
and a café. There were also two bars. The town had its 
priorities.  

Part of Devil’s Gulch’s isolation came from it be-
ing tucked away against the base of a mountain range. 
There was no driving through the town on the way to 



 

 

another destination. There was one way in and one way 
out.  

Stan had found the twenty-four-acre parcel for 
sale on the internet. Apparently, the man who owned 
one of the bars was also the town’s only real estate 
agent. Pulling into town sight unseen with his 2018 
Dodge Ram towing the twelve-foot U-Haul trailer, Stan 
was surprised to find there was no gulch at all located in 
or near the town. The land was flat and uninspiring, and 
its name certainly didn’t fit the dingy town, but he was 
hoping that he could be left alone to pick up where he 
had abruptly left off when he had been escorted off the 
university campus.  

Now, two-and-a-half years later, the moment 
was finally here. He had put so much time, money, and 
energy into his new lab, but it was really the last sixty 
days that he had cracked the code and figured out the 
algorithm he would need to program into the machin-
ery. 

Stan looked around the barn, which didn’t re-
semble one at all on the inside. On the outside, it was 
just that with its two-story hay loft, sliding doors and 
barn-red paint. Inside, he had retrofitted all the walls 
with solid diamond-plate aluminum panels and a mo-
torized steel roll-down door. He had also framed in a 
ceiling over the lower portion of the barn—the top por-
tion of the building was unused—and had screwed one-
inch plywood to the joists. Underneath the plywood, he 
had also screwed more solid aluminum panels. The en-
tire space looked like the inside of enormous toolbox. 
With three thousand square feet, he had all the room he 
needed. 

Stan hit the button that lowered the steel door, 
effectively shutting out the outside world. No light 
would be able to penetrate the space and no noise 



 

 

would reach the outside, either, as the walls had effec-
tively been soundproofed before the aluminum went up. 
If anyone dared step foot onto his acreage and started 
snooping around, they wouldn’t see or hear anything.  

Unpacking the boxes of supplies onto the table, 
Stan removed two large cylinders from one part of the 
machine, unscrewed the lids, and filled them with two 
different liquids from the supplies. When he had re-
placed the cylinders, he went to the laptop that was con-
nected to the system and pressed a few buttons. The 
front panel of the machine lit up, and he heard different 
parts whirring and beeping as it went through a self-di-
agnostic test.  

The machine itself was fairly large and took up 
one entire wall of the barn. It took a three-phase electri-
cal circuit to power it, which brought lots of questions 
from the electrician that wired it, but since he was from 
a bigger city an hour and a half away, Stan didn’t worry 
too much about it. The machine—which Stan lovingly 
referred to as Bernice—was part electronic, part me-
chanical, and part chemical. It was as tall as the alumi-
num-clad ceiling and had a solid-steel chamber with a 
huge steel door jutting out of the center—the latch con-
taining a wheel that had to be spun open, much like a 
door in a submarine.  

The system confirmed that the diagnostic test 
was successful, and it prompted Stan to enter the algo-
rithm, which he had purposefully never entered before. 
He didn’t want to take a chance until he was ready—un-
til everything else was in place. 

Stan had never shared the true nature of his re-
search with anyone before, not even his fiancé or any-
one at the university. His life’s work was a huge secret. 
Stan had always been intrigued by time and space. For 



 

 

years, his research had been on a trajectory for discov-
ering time travel. Ten years into it, he realized that he 
was going after the wrong thing. Time travel wasn’t pos-
sible—at least as far as he was able to ascertain—but 
out of those studies, an understanding emerged that 
certain dimensions existed throughout the universe, di-
mensions that ran parallel to the one he and everyone 
around him existed in.  

At the center hatch, Stan tested the handle to 
make sure the door was secure. His reflection in the 
thick glass caught his attention. He almost didn’t recog-
nize himself. His face was thin, gaunt. His long gray hair 
was shaggy, his beard unruly. He no longer resembled 
the crisp, professional-looking scientist that he had once 
been. His eyes looked hollow. It was then he realized 
that his work had consumed him—changed him.  

You are going to make history tonight. Nothing 
else matters. The reflection staring back at him did not 
look so confident. 

Back at the laptop, Stan started the initiation se-
quence that would take five minutes to run, as each 
component readied itself for the burst. As the timer 
counted down, his stomach became queasy and his 
breath accelerated. Was he about to change the world as 
it was known? 

Walking over to the corner of the space, Stan 
turned on the video camera that sat perched on a tripod. 
He might need the footage later.  

Two minutes left on the initiation sequence and 
Stan could feel bile rising up in his throat. He had never 
been so affected by his work, but this time, well, it was 
different. Stan Armstrong was going to bring back 
something from another dimension. What, he did not 
know. If he was lucky, he would bring back what his 



 

 

theory had deduced—a human being from another di-
mension, someone that was coexisting at the same time 
on another plane. If things went bad, and the thing that 
came back wasn’t human, the locked hatch would keep 
it in. The walls inside were one-inch steel, and the glass 
embedded into the steel door was bulletproof.  

Stan checked the video monitor that was con-
nected to four cameras inside the chamber. He had a 
great view of every angle. He eyed the big red button to 
the side of the control panel. If he hit it—and he would 
only do so if everything went to shit—whatever was in-
side the chamber would immediately be gassed and 
would perish within a minute. He could also reverse the 
process and send it back where it came from if all else 
failed. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. If everything 
worked as he had planned—a plan he had dedicated his 
entire life to—he would no longer be a washed-up, in-
significant, unemployed scientist. He would be famous, 
and he would be absolutely fucking rich. He would go 
down in the history books.   

His attention was pulled back to the timer as the 
sixty-second beep sounded. The whine of the machinery 
grew louder, and a distinct hiss could be heard above 
the racket. Thirty seconds. The noise level was ever in-
creasing, and Stan noticed the chamber was filling with 
some sort of fog. Was it supposed to do that? He hadn’t 
designed it that way. 

With fifteen seconds left, Stan glued his eyes to 
the timer and counted down in his mind. He covered his 
ears to block out the warbling hum that was loping as if 
on a cycle—he had not anticipated a volume level any-
where close to this. He felt pressure on his brain.  

Five seconds left and Stan felt his stomach 
clench, then three seconds and panic edged in, and he 
almost shut down the process before it finished. As the 



 

 

timer hit one second, arcs of electricity fired across the 
control panel and found the nearest source of ground, 
which was the door of the chamber, the steel instantly 
glowing red-hot. The lights dimmed so low that they 
were almost extinguished but then grew bright and 
then flashed brilliantly like a flashbulb before returning 
to a normal brightness. 

Stan’s attention was pulled to the door of the 
chamber, noticing a red glowing hue filtering through 
the fog-like atmosphere. His attention was pulled back 
to the control panel, the lights radically flashing across 
the entire board. It was a few more seconds before he 
realized that that noise from the machinery had sub-
sided and the only sound was a crackling coming from 
inside the chamber. It was then the smell of burnt ozone 
assaulted his nostrils, as if a lightning strike had hit the 
barn. 

Approaching the door to the chamber cautiously, 
Stan cupped his hands around his eyes and leaned 
against the glass to try and catch a glimpse of anything 
that might be inside, but he hadn’t counted on the glass 
being super-heated, and he pulled his hands back with a 
yelp. 

Not sure how to proceed, Stan went back to the 
video monitor and looked at the four images, but he 
could not make out anything in the chamber due to the 
thick, smokey-looking air. 

Back at the chamber window, he tried to see in-
side without burning himself. He listened intently. The 
rest of the barn had grown quiet, and the only sound he 
heard, which he could barely make out, was a slight 
scratching sound. Was it coming from the inside of the 
chamber? Had he been successful? Certainly, if it was 



 

 

human, he needed to get it out of there before it per-
ished. The heat would kill it, whatever it was. The thick 
air wouldn’t do it any favors, either. 

Shivering with anticipation, Stan touched the 
wheel that would open the hatch door, yanking his hand 
back immediately in case it was hot. Although it was 
warm, it was bearable. Without giving a second thought 
to his safety, he spun the wheel to the left until he heard 
the mechanism disengage.  

With trembling lips, he yanked on the hatch 
door, hoping to dispel the fog and see what was inside. 
It didn’t budge. He tried to turn the wheel to the left 
again, but it was fully extended. He pulled again hard, 
this time yanking with all of his force. Again, he saw no 
movement, and the door remained solidly sealed. It was 
then he noticed the crude weld securing the hatch door 
to the frame, and he remembered the arc that had shot 
from the panel to the hatch door. He was screwed. 
Whatever it was that was in there was going to perish. 

Maybe I should just hit the button to send it back 
to where it came from. Maybe that will save its life. 

“No, stupid,” he muttered. “Then you will never 
know if you were successful. It’s time to wait it out.” 

The rush of adrenaline subsiding, Stan felt ex-
hausted. Needing a boost, he went to the refrigerator he 
kept in the corner of the barn and grabbed out a Mon-
ster energy drink. Popping the top, he guzzled half of it 
and returned to the control panel. The lights were still 
flashing franticly as if to indicate some type of error. Re-
alizing he would have to figure it out later, Stan shut 
down the power to the machine, and the lights on the 
panel went dark.   

Glancing at the hatch window, the red light that 
projected through the mist seemed like it pulsed, grow-
ing brighter and then subsiding. The cameras were still 



 

 

of no use, so he would have to wait it out. When the 
chamber cleared, he would have to see what was in it. 
Eventually he would have to figure out how to get inside 
the chamber without destroying the door. He would 
need it for future experiments. 

The scratching sound reached his ears again. It 
was faint, and it could be coming from outside the barn, 
but what if? What if it was coming from inside the 
chamber? Had he really done it?  

Stan wondered if whatever was caught was hu-
man. If so, it could communicate with him, couldn’t it? 
He made his way back to the glass and listened. There 
was silence. Pulling his truck keys out of the pocket of 
his jeans, he took the ignition key and tapped on the 
glass. Once. Twice. Then a pattern much like Morse 
code, although if he was actually saying something intel-
ligible, he had no idea what. 

“Hello?” he timidly called out. 
He tapped a few more times. “Anyone there?” 
He was rewarded with a tap that matched the in-

tricacy of his own. He tapped again and received the 
same response. 

“Can you hear me? Do you understand me?” he 
called louder. 

Stan was rewarded with a piercing scratching 
sound, as if a fingernail was being raked down the glass. 
He took two steps back, unsure. 

“Are you okay in there?” This time, the response 
was a pounding on the door that resounded through the 
barn. Whatever was in there had thrown some strength 
behind the thumping. 

Stan wiped his brow and realized he was sweat-
ing. He was thankful that the hatch hadn’t opened when 
he tried. Was this experiment a big mistake? Had he 
miscalculated? Was it time to abort? 



 

 

Stan glanced over at the panel and decided he 
better be ready for whatever was to come. Although the 
chamber was strong and the thing couldn’t get out, if 
things got too intense, he would either send it back or 
gas it. He turned the power back on to the panel, and the 
lights started flashing erratically again. The panel ap-
peared to be fried. 

The pounding started again on the chamber 
door, but this time it was different—more intense, al-
most animalistic. As the frequency intensified, so did the 
power behind it, and the noise was once again over-
whelming. It was when Stan saw the first dent appear in 
the outer shell of the hatch door that he started to 
worry. He decided not to risk it. He hit the button to re-
verse the sequence. Nothing happened, and the lights 
just winked at him as if to say, “Sorry, but you’re 
screwed.” 

Stan ran both of his hands through his hair and 
locked onto the bunches caught between his fingers. 
The pressure he put on his scalp didn’t give him any 
clarity, but finally he remembered the red button. It was 
when he reached for it that the glass in the door clouded 
in the middle, a six-inch circle that was pushed out a 
quarter of an inch. Whatever was inside had compro-
mised the bulletproof glass. It wasn’t possible, yet the 
proof was in front of him. 

Stan lunged at the red button and punched it all 
the way down. He felt the button lock into place, and his 
breath caught in his throat as he realized that, within 
sixty seconds, it would all be over. The gas system was 
independent of the control panel and should still be 
working, even if the rest of the system was toast. A wild-
sounding shriek emitted from the inside of the chamber, 
and Stan knew the system was intact. In a short time, it 
would all be over. He would have to figure out what the 



 

 

creature was postmortem. It certainly didn’t sound hu-
man.  

The pounding and thrashing inside the chamber 
grew frantic, and Stan took short, quick breaths as he 
waited for the sounds to subside. Before he realized it 
had happened, seven blood-red claws ripped through 
the metal on the front of the chamber and sliced their 
way from the top all the way to the floor. The shrieking 
of metal was as terrifying as the eight-inch razor-sharp 
talons of death that tore through the one-inch sheet of 
steel as if it was paper.  

Stan felt his bowels loosen and willed himself to 
run. If he could get the steel rolling door up and get to 
his truck before the thing got out, he might have a 
chance. He could hit the highway and never come back. 
Surely, he would be safe halfway across the country. 

Fascinated, he continued to watch as he inter-
nally screamed at himself to save his own hide, yet mor-
bid curiosity rooted him in place. This was his discov-
ery. He had made it happen. It had worked. The fruits of 
his labor were on the other side of this door.  

The set of claws sliced down the steel on the 
other side of the hatch door, effectively cutting through 
half of the frame that secured the door into place. 
Cloudy mist from the chamber seeped from the jagged 
tears, giving off the illusion of a fog machine. The cham-
ber started to clear, and it was the orange eyes that 
stared back at him that unnerved him to the core. They 
were eyes, but unlike any he had ever seen before. The 
entire eyeballs were a fiery color of orange with a 
blood-red triangle cutting through the middle of the 
spheres.  

The claws sliced across the bottom of the door 
frame, and Stan whimpered. Was this it? Was his suc-
cess just a fleeting moment that the world might never 



 

 

know about? Would he never be able to celebrate this 
day? His breathing grew jagged as he almost hyperven-
tilated, and realizing he was one swipe away from possi-
ble dismemberment, Stan spun on his heel and ran to-
wards the roll-up door, hitting the button that con-
trolled the motor. It labored as it started to raise the 
two-ton door.  

Stan got his truck keys ready and urged the door 
to hurry. 

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon!” he yelled. “Let’s 
fucking go!” 

Six inches, now a foot. A foot and a half. Glancing 
back, he watched, almost in slow motion, as the claws 
ripped across the steel at the top of the door frame. Pan-
icking, he turned back to the door. Two feet, now two 
and a half. With a deafening boom, the steel hatch door 
and frame were pushed out from the wall, where they 
landed on the concrete, the reverberation echoing 
throughout the space. Glued in place once again, Stan 
could not look away. The remainder of the fog wafted 
away, and the creature took one step out of the cham-
ber, standing on top of the fallen door. The orange eyes 
pulsed lighter and darker. 

It sat on its haunches like a dog, but this was no 
canine. At over eight feet tall in a sitting position, it had 
two hind legs connected to meaty thighs that looked 
powerful enough to launch the beast across the room in 
a millisecond. From its shoulder area, two appendages 
protruded that could be arms, but they slithered back 
and forth like snakes, appearing to be void of bones. At 
the end of the appendages, the seven-clawed talons sat, 
ready to strike. The brilliant red color of the claws made 
them appear even more menacing, if it were possible. 
From the sides of its midsection protruded two more 
limbs, however they appeared to be more like hooves, 



 

 

and Stan wondered if they were for running on all fours. 
From the neck down, the creature was covered in jet-
black fur, which contrasted sharply against the red tal-
ons. While the entire creature was a nightmare that had 
clawed its way into reality, it was the head that was the 
most disturbing. The piercing orange eyes were unnerv-
ing, and Stan noticed they were actually twice the size of 
a normal set of eyes, but the remainder of the head was 
more frightening than any nightmare he could conjure 
up. The top of the skull was four times as wide as the 
bottom, tapering off into a sharp point that was all 
mouth, a set of flesh-tearing teeth occupying the space, 
as well as two more mouths that were located between 
where its cheeks and ears would be, if it would have had 
either. It didn’t, and the terrifying monstrosity was void 
of a nose as well. The head was furless—it seemed to be 
a tough, brown leather-like flesh mottled with what ap-
peared to be something akin to boils. 

For a moment, Stan hadn’t noticed the roll-up 
door was fully extended and his eyes were locked with 
the creature. He was in awe over the beauty of his dis-
covery, yet at his core, he knew that he was a dead man. 
Rather than try to get to the truck before this thing dis-
mantled him, he continued to watch and wait, knowing 
that it was his last moment of glory.  

A guttural growl emitted from the creature, and 
Stan knew it was time. Making sure his key was ready, 
he hit the unlock button on his key fob, spun around on 
his heel, reached for the sliding outer door, and tugged 
just as he felt the searing pain of his head being split 
into eight strips of pulp and flesh.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

WRITING PROMPT 
• Your main character’s name is Billy Jenson. Billy is 

married to Heidi, and they own the diner in town. 

• Billy and Heidi have two kids. 

• Billy and Heidi are at work in the diner. Their two 

kids are at their grandparents’ house while they are 

working. 

• They hear a commotion down the street and see 

something ominous but are unsure what it is. (It is 

the creature from the prologue.) They see people get 

shredded and maimed and others run toward the 

diner in hopes of finding a safe haven. Billy and 

Heidi let them in and close the door. 

• The creature senses the people in the diner and de-

cides to attack. 

• They must take action to survive and protect the 

others. 

 

▪ Rules: 

o Make up all other character detail as you see 

fit. 

o The creature can be attacked and even hurt 

but cannot be killed in your story. 

o Any other people can live or die as you see 

fit. 


