
Dementional

By Tonya Cannariato

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright 2012, Tonya Cannariato

Edited by Dionne Lister

Cover Art by Gayla Drummond

All Rights Reserved.

Published by Katarr Kanticles Press

eBook Edition 2012

This book, or any parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without the permission of the author. The uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Prologue

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

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Sign up for Tonya Cannariato's Mailing List

Also By Tonya Cannariato

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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“I love you.” I groan as the tingles advance up my toes and feet, and the characteristic sparkles edge my vision.

I’ll never know whether Sarah heard me this time. Or any other time I’ve told her, for that matter.

My problem is that the dimensional shift can come without me stirring; I’m in the middle of a conversation, and the other person doesn’t know I’ve begun moving in the mysterious sub-atomic spaces.

This time my shift is lucky: the Sarah looking back at me from behind doe-brown eyes looks similar to the one to whom I had just confessed my emotions. Same short brown hair with auburn highlights, same angular cheekbones, though the hollows beneath them are a little more pronounced. This version hasn’t been eating well, I can see from the paper-thin texture of her previously fine skin. I’m even still holding her by her shoulders, though her coat is threadbare now.

I know Sarah is suspicious, as I try to regain my footing in the conversation. In every incarnation I’ve known her, she is quick to catch details out of sync. She is dearer to me every time she notices that I’m not quite the same person she’s known.

It’s my first mission every time I notice the leaves have changed shape, or the road is made of a different material, or even that the skin on my hand has molted to some new form: Find the Sarah of this reality. I consider myself something like her guardian angel, though that sounds more maudlin than I intend. She is a sort of gravity well for me, and though we’ve been together in dimensions that can’t be explained in human terms, and I couldn’t describe the equivalent of what color her eyes were or whether she had hair, her soul chimes at a specific frequency that brings out the best in my own. And lets me know her regardless of the form in which it’s cloaked.

This Sarah murmurs something I don’t quite catch, and I strain my senses to pick up the thread of her words.

“Never mind.”

My silence had dragged on too long. My opportunity has slipped through my fingers.

She eyes me askance and slips swiftly from between my hands, hurrying down what I now see is a dimly lit cobblestone road in a poor neighborhood. It’s not one I’ve seen before, though that’s hardly unusual since I began this dimensional shifting.

I’m not too worried about losing track of her now: she ducks into the back door, behind a milliner shop—its sign hanging by rusty chains in front of the careworn facade. The shop window only houses one modest hat in its display rack, and I worry at this further evidence of Sarah’s financial straits.

I wish there were some way to show her that my apparent unreliability is actually a working partnership.
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I started this adventure as a research scientist, carrying on where the Montauk experiments seemed to have failed; deep in the bowels of a remote naval station. The government didn’t want to risk civilian exposure a second time, given the proliferation of ghost stories, sightings, and conspiracy theories after that early experiment.

Even the Large Hadron Collider was deemed too public for this kind of research, so, with typical efficiency, some bureaucrat chose a random mountain in the Denali chain. My whole department got shifted to the 63rd latitude—after a few years of bickering and building. In the meantime, my research showed great promise. Focusing multiple lasers on a single point could give us access to alternate dimensions. We were now able to strengthen our defensive capacity without resorting to more offense. That was the theory, anyway.

I was happy enough to be doing something in line with my pacifist inclinations, though it was a lot to ask of Sarah to move out to the wilds of Alaska—even if we were within 100 miles of Anchorage, which had a population of a third of a million people. She took the request in stride, though, and decided her creative self would be satisfied by learning local crafts from the native population.

Life was good—or at least on something of a normal/expected track. I was young enough that when I asked her to marry me, I was all nerves and thumbs, but being on a government payroll and housed within government apartments, I had the extra cash to be able to be extravagant with my proposal. I felt lucky when she said yes.

It wasn’t long after her commitment, though, that my life started feeling like it was the storyline for a Twilight Zone episode. At first, I put down the missing papers and unexpected experiment results to distractions related to our wedding planning, but even Sarah started noticing a change in the atmosphere in the housing complex.

In hindsight, I suppose we were gullible to assume my superiors would resolve the situation—or even that it would be possible to close the Pandora’s Box we had opened with our early tests. But I was trained as a scientist, and had supreme faith in the scientific method. I still wonder if the team had had more people of faith—or even just naïveté—whether I would be on this dark path.

Richards, my boss, while always a methodical and brilliant man, was careful to keep us younger set away from anything that smacked of spirit—let alone a collaborative esprit de corps. His answer to everything was competition and more layers of secrecy. I don’t think I know what any of the other members of the team were experimenting with in the same lab, let alone in the same complex. Maybe there were quantum entanglements we should have taken into account in our calculations. But those thoughts don’t help me put my world back together, nor track down the rift I need to plug, to put me back where I belong.

Sarah was worried enough to ask whether we should postpone our nuptials, but I didn’t want to wait. She might still change her mind. She was that supportive, loving, once-in-a-lifetime mate for me, and I wanted the world to know it. So on a bright June morning, true to all wedding clichés, we exchanged our vows in a small local church in front of a handful of colleagues and friends. We planned a visit back to the DC area to give our parents, who were older anyway, a chance to show us off. Being only children, we decided to be selfish and keep the main ceremony small and private. Without the weight of extra eyes, I was more comfortable sharing my awe at Sarah’s agreement to join her life with mine.

As it turned out, I wish they could have been there, because while the ceremony was beautiful, something about the collection of colleagues assembled started the sub-atomic changes that are pushing me further and further from my birth dimension. I never got a chance to see them once I was wed.
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The flicker of the candles that we lit in memory of absent family members offered a soft glow to the scene. The many, private rehearsals of the vows I’d written to honor Sarah were for naught, as my voice choked on the emotion of sharing them. My hands still shook as we fumbled to place our rings on fingers gone clammy. But when I leaned in for our first married kiss, crushing the roses in Sarah’s bouquet between us, the softness of her lips grounded me in reality. Afterward, everyone joined us in the community hall on base to enjoy cake and champagne. Our plan was to escape into the wilderness for a bit of camping in the perpetual light that is an Alaskan summer. Our escape was thwarted when, almost in unity, pagers and cell phones started buzzing and ringing throughout the hall. This was an emergency: all scientists were being summoned to their projects to deal with imminent disaster.

I gave Sarah an apologetic kiss. “Are you sure you’re OK waiting up for me? I promise I won’t miss our wedding night.”

“Go on; if you don’t, who knows what might blow up.” Sarah had that mischievous sense of humor that wouldn’t let her get depressed over cutting short our celebration. I hoped I saw a hint of sadness, anyway.

I was reluctant to leave her behind, even though I knew she didn't have the security clearance to accompany me. As I left the hall, I kept sneaking guilty glances back in her direction, marveling at her grace and beauty. A part of me was keening despair at having to ruin such a momentous day because of work.

As I scanned the readouts on the app I’d created for my iPhone, the nervous butterflies in my stomach left over from the ceremony doubled. My experiment with the Higgs boson was creating some truly spectacular dark matter ripples, and was threatening to break containment. If I didn’t hurry, there might not be an apartment to return to.

My steps lengthened as the hall slipped from view; I was running to my assigned lab. Red lights flashed, alarms screamed along the hallways, as normally sedentary scientists were suddenly being forced to move quickly in hopes of averting disaster.

I fumbled my security credentials at nearly every checkpoint as a new siren took up the wailing serenade. None of my colleagues were in any better shape: some were so single-minded there were truly spectacular collisions as bodies careened off each other. It would have been humorous if we hadn’t all been galvanized by the deadly seriousness of the warnings.

It would only occur to me later how strange it was that all our experiments would hit a crisis point simultaneously. What was so special about June 6, 2012?

I used to laugh about the fools who believed the apocalyptic tales predicting the end of the world in 2012, but in my inadvertent adventures in alternate realities, I’m beginning to think every timeline has a moment of crisis—a turning point when that reality’s participants are forced to choose whether their space-time implodes or evolves.
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My first indication that things were beyond fixing slapped me in the face, as I finally made it through my lab’s steel-reinforced door, which appeared to be melting around the edges. When I turned around to close it against the discordant klaxons ringing in the hall, I noticed it was difficult to reach the handle—as if there were a tangible dark matter impact on my ability to interact with physical material.

Despite the fact that there has never been any lab result that indicates this is a possibility on a macro level, I’m intrigued enough that I play with the field for a few minutes before a strangely distorted sound recalls me to the urgency of the alarm going off in my office. Backing away from the strange door, I next noticed extreme cold radiating from my lab bench. I would have guessed it was heat: the visuals were presenting as liquid mirage waves. The immediate frosting of my breath and eyebrows gave definitive sensory feedback about the arctic temperature.

Looking just beyond the surface to the stainless steel cabinet that normally stored my equipment and experimental tools, I was perplexed. The space I kept locked was warped open.

Everything I had stored was supposed to be inert, so I wasn’t even sure where to begin troubleshooting. My first thought was to push through the weird atmospheric resistance and fire up my desktop to access data on projects that should have been dormant. Before I could even get that far, though, I felt the equivalent of a concussive force and the disturbing sensation of unseen fingers plucking at my skin. Heat passed quickly into excruciating pain—it felt like my cells we being torn from my being, one at a time. I blacked out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


My first hope on waking was that other fail-safes in the compound had kept Sarah safe. My main focus, though, was the nerve memory of unbearable pain. I suspected I had a concussion or broken bones. Nothing looked familiar. Even the colors were wrong for where I thought I should be. I remembered the alarms and being in my lab, trying to head to my office. I wondered whether I had been taken to a new infirmary as a natural follow-on to my lack of responsiveness. I felt around, but couldn’t find an edge to a bed, and the surface I was exploring felt more like cement in any case.

I became even more concerned at the eerie silence; during normal operations, there was always the susurration of the air reprocessing fans and the hum of electronics chasing down the latest data point. I didn’t even hear footsteps in the hallway. When I knocked against the floor in an increasingly frantic attempt at re-establishing normal perception, I heard a strange kind of thud. This confirmed the blast hasn’t rendered me deaf, and I tried clearing my throat.

I felt the rumble of phlegm and heard the rasping noise I normally produce, but felt dissociated from these physical processes.

Raising my hand to my face to scrub at my eyes, it was everything I could do not to shriek in horror: what approached my head from the floor was nothing like the indoor-pasty, white skin on a bony arm that I expected. Instead, I saw scales and claws. I passed out again.

I later understood this to be a dimensional shift—something I had never thought possible. It was a rude awakening, and firmly established that I should suspend any expectation of normal experience.

The next time I awoke in that existence, my subconscious had adjusted, and I was able to come to terms with being some sort of lizard man until I could sort out where my original experiment had gone wrong.

My screaming priority was to find Sarah. Where was she? Had she followed me? I needed to find her.

My second foray at moving my new body was marginally more successful—at least this time I was able to maneuver my new body to stand. I investigated the room, albeit on wobbly legs. I still don’t know if my newborn moves were because of the dimensional shift or because my consciousness was not accustomed to handling a body built to such dramatically different specifications than what I remembered of my humanity.

In the end it didn’t matter; I allowed my body to propel itself forward of its own accord, and discovered a world strangely similar to what I had left behind—but eerily different. As I made my way out of the lab in which I had woken up, I saw other beasts who matched me. I tried to model my posture after theirs, assuming that I didn’t want to draw attention to the anomaly that had brought me to this space-time.

In this version, we also appeared to be scientists testing innovative defenses.

I heard the background noise of conversation, and assumed I was in a large auditorium. Looking around, though, I discovered I was in a hallway, where other small groups were dispersed at a distance. I could feel my heart thud faster; had I lost my mind and had a psychotic break? Strange prickles at the crown of my head forced me to reach up to investigate. I had a frill up there that was standing on end. Inconvenient that my distress was that visible. I leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. A mental inventory assured me I was still able to ask a logical string of questions.

Next task: focus on the babble. What were they saying? I soon discovered a variety of personalities discussing a wide range of scientific content. I decided if crazy was being at a convention where I could tune into whichever content stream most interested me at a given moment, it had its benefits.

As fascinating as this was, I craved my previous reality. I needed to discover where I was, and how to return to my new bride.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5


[image: ]


This new form seemed to have a lot of mental storage capacity, and reflected its own life experiences back at me, opening, for the first time (for me, anyway), the question of what constituted soul and what constituted consciousness. Even more intriguing, as I trawled the corridors of this facility, there was a group testing theories that reminded me of some of the psychedelic experimentation in the 60s. I was tempted to offer myself as a subject, hoping that might jolt me out of what was an increasingly unwelcome trip; but decided I didn’t have sufficient information to take that risk. After all, I had promised Sarah I wouldn’t miss our wedding night—and there was a good chance I had already done exactly that.

I made my way toward the surface of this version of our mountain stronghold cum lab, hoping nobody would find it odd that I was abandoning my experiments in the middle of the afternoon. While sneaking, I had the bad luck to run into this reality’s version of Richards. He was saurian like me, and I had to imagine myself with a pointy snout based on looking at his face. It gave me the heebie-jeebies; I had never considered myself particularly vain, but looking at something snakelike, with intelligence peering back at me, pushed all my atavistic fear buttons.

“What are you staring at? Why aren’t you in your lab?” The questions rumbled in my direction. How did I know this was Richards? I thought I recognized this being as Richards. What if he wasn’t? How did I know he was my boss here too? How did I even comprehend the spitting hisses as a language?

“I need to go check on Sarah.” It was a shot in the dark, but he took in my comment with a glint of amusement.

“You’ve already been married a month. The honeymoon should be over by now!”

I almost hissed at his comment; I hadn’t known how the timelines reflected each other. It wasn’t a good sign that I had missed my wedding night here.

“Go check on your bride, and take over egg-turning duty on the hatching ground for the rest of the afternoon. I’ll cover your lab for you.”

This was so unlike the man I had known as Richards; I gawked some more. He chortled and shuffled off sharing the non-verbal thought: “I’m still impressed Sarah managed to produce three viable eggs so soon after your mating.”

This was all a bit much to process. I worried I had been leaking information to this stranger, given the back-handed way he shared his thoughts with me, but decided not to dwell on it. The question was: How did I make this body move as fast as I wanted it to go?

Now, any time a solicitous colleague asked as I made my way to the surface, I had a viable excuse. And I learned more about the various forms of communication we all shared. It was still weird to me to hear comments in my head, but it was remarkable how quickly I acclimated to the experience.

The unexpected bonus of this form of communication was that colleagues who had formerly been cyphers in my existence were now open about their own quirks, interests, and needs—and had no problem sharing their images about where I might find my wife. I had a much more complete vision of the sprawling complex than I had ever had in my previous existence, so was able to make my way to an area I otherwise would not have known: the area Richards had named the hatching grounds.

I arrived at the hatching ground to be set upon by a smaller, enthusiastic lizard person. Another snake-like face with a vestigial crest was not what I wanted to see. It startled me so, I held it at arm’s length just long enough to figure out I had found Sarah.

She pouted. “I thought you were here to see me?”

“I am. Uh. I just must’ve still had my head in my project.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever get accustomed to the scales, but I could remember that my lizard brain thought she was as cute as I remembered my human Sarah.

I hoped the lizard part of me was also right that the hiss she produced meant she was laughing at my thick-headedness.

For all that we wore lizard bodies, we were still mostly upright creatures. I was surprised at how human-like hugs and kisses were in this new form. But greeting Sarah with such familiarity in such an unfamiliar form felt voyeuristic: She both was and wasn’t the woman I loved, and I didn’t want her to be unfaithful to any version of me. So I broke away from her affectionate greeting rather abruptly. Hurt flashed in her eyes. I couldn’t bear that either, so cuddled her close and murmured soothing noises over the top of her head.

That vantage point brought me my first unobstructed view of the hatching grounds. Conveniently enough, given the hollowed-out mountain that served as our base of operations, some intrepid explorer had found a lava tube situated close enough to a sill to be quite warm. There on the rocky ground, were three ivory-colored ovoids, each at least a meter long. Their leathery finish reminded me of tanned hides.

It took a moment of courage to review this me’s version of events. It seemed that marriage and mating were rare occurrences here, and thus celebrated throughout the community with a great deal of support. It brought a whole new level of meaning to the expression in my previous world about needing a village to raise a child. Children had been such an abstraction when we had decided to get married in my world. Now they were a fait accompli. And I had missed not only my wedding night but the magic of sharing myself with my new wife to engender life. I was crushed.

As traumatic as the parenthood realization was, it was even worse to know that I (the I that had lived as a human) hadn’t created these children, and their mother was now snuggled against some impostor version of myself. It was a strange schizophrenia to be thinking of myself as a stranger, when, by all accounts, I wasn’t all that different from what I had been prior to shifting into this dimension. It was my first confrontation with the need to understand the role of spirit or soul within a physical experience, and I didn’t have the vocabulary to frame my own confusion in a useful inner debate.

Certainly the holographic universe theory had never personalized the math for me in any way that would lend itself to this kind of experience. And if I were living out a proof of that theory, did the math mean there was some ultimate version of me that was now reflected in this reality? And how many versions of me could there end up being? If I remembered the original postulate, there should only be one reflection of the hologram; but that begged the question of which version of me was the real me? What if both of us were reflections? Were there infinite possibilities for variations on the me theme? My head ached. Maybe this was just a mental aberration from
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