
  
    [image: All Gremlins Great & Small]
  


  
    
      ALL GREMLINS GREAT & SMALL

      

    

    
      
        T.M. BAUMGARTNER

      

    

    
      SPECULATIVE TURTLE PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: QR code for https://tmbaumgartner.com]
          
        

      

      Copyright © 2022 by T.M. Baumgartner

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by T.M. Baumgartner

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      At the end of the unpaved access road, a brindlelion lay on the gravel grooming one paw, blocking the entrance to the parking lot. Wind ruffled the longer guard hairs over the creature's dark brown undercoat, the lighter coloring on the tips shimmering in the early spring sun. Genetically, it was on a branch somewhere between a cat and a hyena, but it looked like a bobcat crossed with a chocolate lab and had an attitude I'd aspired to as a teenager.

      My Civic idled closer, as I tried to intimidate the big cat into moving. "Get out of the way," I said through the windshield and mimed pushing it off to the side with my hands. Not my finest example of interspecies communication, granted, but I was running late and there were thousands of acres in Diavolo State Park where this thing could lounge and not be blocking the road.

      Naturally, it ignored me and went back to grooming. Cats. They're all the same.

      Brindlelions weren't all that dangerous, unless cornered — if I got out and waved my arms and made some noise, it would run off. But the Civic would stall if I left it in park for too long, and I didn't trust the emergency brake enough to leave it in gear.

      There really shouldn't have been a brindlelion here.

      Not just there shouldn't have been a brindlelion here on earth. That was a given. They were an invasive xenotic species, one of the first to establish themselves four years ago when the first portals opened. No, I meant it shouldn't be at this altitude. Brindlelions usually stayed higher in the hills, the microclimate providing the perfect analog to the one they'd left behind. I'd never seen one below a thousand feet.

      I hit the horn, and the Civic responded with its tinny beep. Instead of being frightened by the noise, the brindlelion swung its head around and looked at the car in disbelief. I couldn't really blame it. I loved my Civic, but the horn made it sound like I was driving a kid's toy. Still, at least the sound got the brindlelion's attention. I beeped at it again for good measure. "Move your ass!"

      The brindlelion climbed to its feet, giving me a better look at its shoulder. Something with big teeth had bitten it, more than a few days ago, by the looks of it. The wound really needed to be cleaned and maybe have a drain placed. If this brindlelion had been a patient at my practice, that's what I would have recommended. But this was a wild animal. It would either heal on its own or become food for something else.

      I was focused on the bite marks and not really paying attention to the rest of the big cat, so I was slow to react when it raised its tail and sprayed the front of the Civic. I smacked the recirculation button, but it was too late. The pungent odor of brindlelion urine filled my car, making my eyes water. I shook my middle finger at the creature. "Jerk!"

      With that, the brindlelion sauntered off into a stand of purple cattle-burn shrubs, not even limping. As long as it fought off the infection, it would probably live even longer than the smell in my car.

      As soon as the road was clear, I gunned my engine to get the Civic over the low rise at the parking lot entrance and then blinked at the nearly empty gravel lot. One muddy white pickup truck sat near the trailhead, with a dark-haired man wearing sunglasses leaning against the tailgate. I didn't recognize him. Florida plates — we didn't often see those in California. Since we were supposed to have started walking fifteen minutes ago, everyone else should have already arrived. This was the right date — the reminder email had gone out the night before.

      After parking near the truck, I grabbed my phone from the passenger seat while the Civic's engine sputtered to a stop, but I knew what I would see before I even unlocked the screen.

      Everyone else had canceled. I rubbed my face and blew out a long slow breath. Sunday was my only day off. I could have used the time to get caught up on my charts or wade through a stack of histology reports.

      Or my day could have been one gloriously long nap with my cats — I'd been called in to the emergency clinic twice the night before, so I was running on three hours of sleep and too much coffee. That schedule had been bearable during my last year of vet school; a decade later, one sleepless night left me grumpy and unable to focus.

      If people had other plans, we could have rescheduled the aid station resupply trek. But I was pretty sure the problem wasn't scheduling. Our hiking group comprised people who had lost someone in the park, but it had been four years.

      Everyone else had given up.

      I scrolled through fourteen messages, all received while I'd been driving. Six of the eight people supposed to be hiking today had canceled. No, wait, seven — Al couldn't make it either, but he had strong-armed a friend into taking his place. According to Al, I shouldn't let myself be intimidated by Christopher Garcia, because he was actually a nice guy. Al had added a string of emojis at the end, including a dinosaur, a wrench, a chocolate chip cookie, and a walking man. I had no idea what the images were supposed to convey, but at least that explained the stranger with the truck.

      Most of the other messages were from the emergency clinic. Two of last night's patients had been discharged to their owners, and the third would be staying until Monday morning. The final message came from my practice co-owner, John, letting me know I would probably have a fracture repair on a red-backed taurfling tomorrow. I sighed. Monday's schedule had already spiraled out of control before I'd left work on Saturday. I sent back sewing needle and poop emojis to let John know I'd seen his message and then locked my phone. That was a problem for tomorrow.

      My hair had dried during the drive, so I yanked it back into a ponytail, crammed the cotton sun hat on top, and laced up my hiking boots. After four years of walking this trail, the boots still looked new, but at least they'd stopped giving me blisters. Hiking had never been my thing. Why couldn't Mark have disappeared during a trip to the hardware store instead? Or anywhere in town, really, where I wouldn't have to worry about him starving to death if he made it back. At the last minute, I remembered the sunblock in my glove compartment and slathered it on my neck and arms.

      After I got out, I hip-checked the door to make it close all the way, zipped up my fleece vest, and crunched across the gravel to introduce myself. "Christopher? I'm Nessa. Sorry to keep you waiting. Long night."

      He nodded once, but didn't otherwise move. He looked about my age, though his light brown skin was a bit more weathered. Probably someone who spent time outside, then, which might have been why Al had asked him to go in his place. In any case, Christopher's hiking boots looked more worn than mine. A scar through one eyebrow gave him a quizzical look. Or maybe that was his response to my appearance. Hm. The jury would be out on that until I knew him better. I glanced at his hands. No rings. He looked fit and capable, and my own flicker of interest surprised me. A blob of loneliness bubbled up from the swamp where I buried my emotions. Ah, that explained it. If I wasn't already married, or whatever I currently was...

      He pulled out his phone and glanced at it. "Any idea when the others are going to get here?" A hint of doubt colored his voice. He'd probably planned to relax today, and then Al had called him and convinced him to do this. Depending on how early he'd gotten here, he might have been waiting for thirty minutes already.

      "Everyone else canceled. It's just going to be us." Ignoring his raised eyebrow, I opened the trunk of my car, pulled out the beach wagon, and expanded it. With its wide wheels and low center of gravity, it was the perfect carrier to haul supplies up the trail, but I wasn't looking forward to pulling it the entire way.

      Christopher strode over to watch me unload supplies from my car. Then he drew back and sniffed twice. "Is that coming from… your car?"

      "There was a brindlelion." I waved one hand toward the parking lot entrance while I shoved my rubber boots on top of the junk at the back of the trunk. "I've never seen one this far down. The smell will fade." Even though I took the work truck on large animal calls, my trunk still seemed to collect an assortment of halters, lead ropes, pet carriers, and empty boxes of shoulder-length palpation sleeves. There was even a broken pig board down among the dirt and dried alfalfa leaves at the bottom.

      "Al told me there would be an entire group of people to help."

      The rubber boots kept falling forward and getting in the way. "If you need to leave, then go." Two crates of water and an economy-size box of energy bars went into the wagon, followed by my first aid kit, pruning shears, a handsaw, and a small spade. The state didn't have the resources to keep the trails maintained anymore, so we did what we could. I closed the trunk and pulled the cart toward the trail.

      Footsteps crunched in the gravel behind me. "Wouldn't it be better to try again when there are more people to help?"

      "Probably. But we've already rescheduled twice. This may be as good as it gets." Because everyone else had given up, my brain informed me. Because it was a lost cause. I took a deep breath, smelling mud and wood rot and brindlelion urine, and concentrated on being present in my current surroundings.

      The sign with the trail overviews had fallen to the ground, the wood posts showing large tooth marks. Beavers weren't native to this area, but clearly some large rodent had moved in. Propping the wagon handle on my hip, I patted my vest pockets to find my pen, and then pulled out my tiny spiral notebook. Sign down at trailhead. We were supposed to note any damage when we found it, and pass that along to the park administrators. They, in turn, would ignore it — not many people went hiking here anymore — but it was easier to follow rules than think about whether they made sense.

      I stowed the notebook and took hold of the wagon handle again. Christopher stood in the path. "You're going anyway." He stated it, as if he wanted to make sure he understood.

      I let out a long breath. "I don't think any time will ever be convenient for the rest of the group." It was as close as I could get to saying the truth aloud.

      He pushed his sunglasses on top of his head and stared for a long moment, hazel eyes evaluating me. Finally, he nodded again, let the sunglasses drop back onto his face, and moved to the side to look down at the sign. "Okay. We're taking the five-mile loop?"

      Relief flooded through me. "Yes. We usually take the wagon on the loop trail, and then there are a couple of smaller trails out to aid stations where we just carry what we need." I pointed out the dashed lines on the sign. When we had eight hikers, we sent a wagon full of supplies in each direction, which left six people to range ahead to get the trail cleared. The whole trip took less than three hours, even with a lunch break when the two groups met in the middle. With just the two of us, the loop and side excursions would take most of the day.

      "Sunset is about, what, six o'clock? As long as we get back by then, I'm in." He reached over and took the wagon handle. "Lead the way."
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      It had been eight weeks since I'd been here last, but the steady rhythm of walking uphill lulled me into thinking I'd never left.

      Since it was the tail end of winter, the hills were muddy and green. In a few months, everything would bloom and then die off for the summer until the first rains of fall brought them back to life again. Where I'd grown up, winter meant snow and dormancy, and summer meant overwhelming growth and humid nights — it had taken me a while to adjust to this arid weather cycle.

      In the four years the portals had been opening, a fair number of plants had made the leap along with the animals, and some of them had found this climate to their liking. I wasn't a botanist or a gardener — I'd accidentally killed more plants than I could identify — but I was fairly certain the purple ferns growing on one shadowy slope weren't native. A flock of green-wing gremlins darted around another xenotic tree loaded with teardrop-shaped yellow fruit. That tree had grown substantially taller in the past year. At this rate, it was going to give the gigantic valley oaks some competition.

      The lush vegetation of winter meant the dirt trail was interrupted by grasses and other quick-growing plants. A stream of hikers would have trampled it all, but there weren't any footprints in the mud. There had been a time when this trail was overcrowded during pleasant weather. Not so much, these days.

      Whenever I saw anything on the path that looked like it would grow into a tree, I used the shears to cut it flush with the ground. Californians made jokes about nature healing now that so many had fled, but it wasn't so much healing as transforming. With the influx of a new class of competitors, the ancient brawl for space among the plants had kicked into a new gear. Nothing would ever be the same.

      Christopher set a steady pace, seemingly not bothered by the weight of the wagon. "For someone with an office job, you have a lot of horse equipment in your trunk. Do you ride?"

      Office job? Why did he…? Oh, wait. Back when we had created the group to set up and regularly resupply the aid stations, I'd lied about my occupation. Dealing with animal health questions from friends was one thing, but there was no way I was going to listen to someone talk about the dog owned by their friend's mother's ex-husband for a day-long hike. So I went with the standby I always used on long plane flights.

      Nobody wants to talk to an IRS auditor about their work.

      "I haven't been on a horse in a while," I answered truthfully as I crouched to cut a hackberry sprout. "What is it you do for a living?" I was far better at redirecting the conversation than lying.

      "I work for the DPAS."

      Department of Portal Analysis and Security — I hadn't been expecting that. I tossed the branch off the side of the trail and twisted to look up at him. "Funny, you seem sane."

      His face relaxed into a smile for just a moment, and it was like seeing the sun break through the clouds. "I'll pass that along to my mother."

      We resumed walking uphill. "What kind of stuff do you do there?" Depending on the division, it might have been anything from mapping the transient portals to figuring out how to communicate with the verdirans, the only other clearly sentient species we'd encountered. If he worked on the west coast, it probably wasn't the latter; all the diplomatic stuff seemed to happen near the U.N. building in New York.

      "I was coordinating and leading short expeditions, but that was in Florida. I just transferred back to this area, so now I'll be doing more data collection from this side."

      And there we had it. The man really was insane.

      Sure, everyone said the portals were more stable in other places, but it only took one to vanish at the wrong time and you'd be stuck somewhere else, possibly forever. We just didn't know when they were going to close or open or move forward and sweep everything in their path into another universe. Or possibly dimension — I hadn't kept up with the current theories. All I knew was people went from being here to being elsewhere, without having a way home.

      Christopher Garcia was an accident waiting to happen. He had been going through portals on purpose, trusting his luck that nothing on the other side would see him as a threat or a food source, and just blindly expecting the portals to stay open.

      Friends didn't let friends go through portals. And if that was what they did for a living… Christopher might be a nice guy, but we would never be friends.
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      Another twenty minutes of walking uphill brought us to the first of the aid stations, marked to be visible from a distance with orange flags and a vivid yellow sign. Despite the brisk air, I was sweating, so I peeled off my vest and stashed it in the wagon.

      Christopher glanced at my t-shirt, looked away, and then did a double-take. "Snakes and pugs and roc and bowl."

      I looked down at my chest. When I'd rushed out of the shower, I'd just grabbed the next clean t-shirt in the drawer. "My mother-in-law's bowling team." A cartoon python formed a heart encompassing a flat-faced dog with a little dragon-like roc in a cowboy hat riding on its back. I shrugged. "'Babes with big balls' got vetoed."

      He cleared his throat. "She sounds... interesting."

      "Antonia is the best person who ever lived." I unlatched the aid station and lifted the lid.

      When our group first sat down to design the stations, we made a list of criteria. They had to keep animals out but allow humans to get in; they had to insulate the contents from the
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