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OTHER DIMENSIONS is a work of fiction. All
the characters and events in this book are fictional, and any
resemblance to real people and incidents is purely
coincidental.

Except Boris. Boris was real.
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Preface




This is a book of short stories and two
novellas. Short stories usually stand alone with all the details
necessary to make them coherent, individual units. In the process
of creating this book, however, I have removed repetitious material
so that the stories will flow in the book as a unit rather than a
collection of separate tales.

I think it was 2010 when I joined the
Brooksville Writers’ Group, a confederation of local authors who
come together once a month to share words and monkey bread. We pick
a new topic every month, a suggestion to guide the writers’ next
submission to the group. Although sticking to the topic is always
voluntary, I would often start with the topic and then wander away,
ending up with something completely different.

One month I wrote a weird little tale called
“Grits” narrated by the owner of a mythical bookstore called Other
Dimensions. Everyone loved it. A couple of months later I wrote
another story set in the same world. And then another.

The members of the writers’ group enjoyed
the stories about Other Dimensions and encouraged me to keep
writing them. Eventually I had enough to collect into a book. But
the stories were just that, short, and so I needed a novella or two
for additional pages. Even they were influenced by the writers’
group. For example, one of the novellas included a character named
Hunter. He was supposed to be a minor character, but the other
writers wanted more of him, and I had to readjust the plot.

The order of stories was another problem I
had to solve. I had to arrange two novellas and a bunch of short
stories into something with an internal logic. That involved
arranging and rearranging everything a couple of times and even
deleting some of the stories.

Because they are a group of individual
stories (and two novellas) many of the chapters are separate tales
although they share a common theme. This book, then, is a
collection rather than one single story.

The tales are all told by a narrator. You
will not get to know any more about this individual than what is in
these pages. A couple of critics have already said I need to
include more about the narrator, but no, I don’t. If you want to
know more about this individual, you will have to provide it. Don’t
make me do everything!


Chapter 1




 


The Shadow Thief

 


I own a bookstore built on top of a
dimensional portal. What happened today is a good example of what
you could call normal around here—the bookstore reeks of dill
pickles and I’m in the basement getting ready to throw a glass jar
at a stone wall.

I know. It sounds strange, but that’s just
how it is.

My bookstore is in the Parish District of
New Port, a largish city on the east coast of the USA. In the ten
or so years that I’ve been open, I’ve become known to the locals as
the one to go to if something weird happens. You know, things like
a ghost in the basement, knocking sounds in the wall, or pesky
fairies raiding your pantry, stuff like that.

Across the street from my store is a little
restaurant called Café Baba. There is nothing to indicate its
existence except a small sign above the door, but we know it’s
there. Despite a nondescript storefront, it’s a favorite eating
place for the neighborhood. Inside, it boasts fading paint and
mismatched tables and chairs that look as if they came from thrift
stores and yard sales—they did. I often go there when I’m too busy
to cook.

But not today, it seemed.

I peered in the window at the dark dining
room and sighed. For some reason, the café was closed. As I trudged
back to my shop, mentally inventorying the contents of my kitchen
and wondering what I should cook, a cab pulled up to the restaurant
and Baba climbed from the back seat.

“Wait,” she called after me in her heavily
accented English. “You are just the person I want. I need you to
come with me now.”

“Hey, lady,” the cabby called after her.
“You hafta to pay me.”

“A minute,” she snapped back at him. “Will
you come?” she asked me.

“What’s the problem?” I wanted to know.

“I will show you. Please! We are
desperate.”

Desperate? “All right,” I said.

As I stepped toward her, she snagged my arm
and pulled me to the cab. “Back to the hospital,” she instructed
the driver when we were finally seated. With a sigh, he shifted
gears and accelerated into the street.

“You will see when we get there,” Baba
assured me. “It is a thing…” she glanced at the driver. “Well, it
has to do with your business, and I think not something to be
discussed here.”

The rest of the ride passed in silence,
although Baba leaned forward on her seat, watching the road as if
her intensity could clear traffic and make the cab go faster.

Her real name is Dominika Bachinska. Her
granddaughter calls her Baba, and because of her habit of treating
everyone who comes into her restaurant as family, the name
stuck.

There is no menu at Café Baba and customers
have learned not to ask because, no matter what they want, Baba is
going to feed them whatever she happens to be cooking that day.
Your meal can be anything from borscht to potato and cheese
dumplings called varenyky. No one ever complains, however, since
the food is superb. Nothing is canned. Everything is fresh from the
market that morning and lovingly prepared by a true artist.

Yes, Baba can be a little high-handed. As
well as her lack of menu, she invariably presents me with steaming
hot cups of strong tea laced with lemon despite my preference for
coffee. The only way I can drink it is to dose it with sugar, which
makes it much too sweet. And, whether you want it or not, glasses
of red wine are served with dinner. The wine is poured from heavy
bottles bearing the label of a deservedly obscure vineyard
somewhere in the Urals. It’s a standard table vintage, earthy and
hearty as the food it accompanies.

Despite these unusual customs, I enjoy
Baba’s restaurant fare and, when I’m disinclined to cook, she keeps
me fed.

Except today when she dragged me into a
taxicab instead.

 “We are here,”
she announced as the vehicle pulled up at the entrance of St.
Catherine’s Memorial. She handed the driver a bill and without
waiting for change scrambled from the cab.

“Quickly. This way,” she said, pulling me
through the lobby to a bank of elevators. “You will see when we get
there.”

We took the elevator to the third floor
where a sign read “Pediatrics.” Baba’s stout heels snapped a
staccato rhythm against the tile floor as she led me into a
brightly lit room.

“Here she is,” she told me, stepping aside
so I could see the small girl on the hospital bed. Her body barely
raised the blanket and her skin resembled white tissue paper. Eyes
fringed with dark lashes were closed. Baba perched on the edge of
the bed and took the girl’s hand, patting it gently “Natalie, my
sweet. I have brought someone to help you.”

The girl opened the most beautiful blue eyes
I’ve ever seen. “Baba, you came back,” she whispered in a voice
that barely trembled the air. Tears trailed down her cheeks. “I am
so sorry. So sorry,” she breathed, barely audible.

“Not to worry,” Baba said.

“What’s happening here?” I could tell there
was something paranormal affecting the child, but it was nothing
I’d ever experienced before. The problems I usually face have a
more physical form and this was something much less substantial.
Was it a spell? Some kind of a curse?

“Look carefully,” Baba told me. “You do see
it! What do you see?” She held Natalia’s hand out under the light.
I could see fragile-looking bones covered with almost transparent
skin.

Transparent?

“She’s transparent,” I said, “Is she fading?
I’ve never seen anything like this.” I frowned as I gently took the
child’s hand. It was barely there. And there was no shadow, as if
the light was passing right through the girl’s skin. “Do you know
what’s causing this?”

The girl sniffed and sobbed for breath. “I
didn’t mean to do it. It was an accident,” she whispered.

“Hush, darling child,” Baba soothed. “I know
it was an accident.” She looked at me. “Come over here for a
minute.” She patted the girl’s frail hand. “Baba’s not leaving you.
I just need to talk with this nice person who is going to make you
well again. All right?”

The wraith on the bed made a slight movement
that might have been a nod.

Baba pulled me to the far side of the room
and spoke in hushed tones. “I am the one who made a mistake,” she
told me, her eyes shining with tears. “Cooking was only one of the
things my grandmother taught me.” She drew a deep breath and
straightened up. “My grandmother was a wise woman in the village
back home in Bakota. She knew many secrets.”

Baba paused and wiped the moisture from her
eyes. “Not so long ago my Babusya would have been called a
witch.”

“Your grandmother.”

“She knew secrets, things she learned from
her grandmother. You see, it passes over one generation each time.
Grandmother to granddaughter is how it travels. Always we teach the
new one.”

“By this you mean some kind of...
What? Some kind of special ability?”

“Yes. And with it goes the box. The box is
ancient and has been the well-guarded secret of our family for
many, many generations.”

“What’s in the box?”

“It is the heart of the grandmothers.
Secrets. Potions. These kinds of things. But most precious is the
book of words written by the hand of each grandmother.”

“I don’t understand how this has hurt
Natalia.”

Baba’s lips thinned in distaste. “There is
another great secret also in the box. An imp.”

“Imp?”

“A captive, many, many centuries old. It has
been locked in a crystal bottle, spellbound and safe.”

“Why do you keep an imp? They’re nasty.”

“They can be made useful. They are a source
of great power. And this one is ancient. It knows things.”

“Well, maybe. But what happened? Did your
granddaughter let it out?”

“I don’t know how she found it,” Baba told
me, her voice trembling with fear. “I kept it safe, hidden in my
room, but children…” she paused for a breath. “You know how they
are. So curious. Nothing is safe from them.” She dropped her face
into her hands, and I could see her shaking. “She opened the
bottle.”

“It’s okay,” I told her, patting her
shoulder. “Let me see what I can do.”

She raised her head. “Please. You have got
to help her. She is dying, and it’s all my fault.”

“Don’t take on that guilt. It may be that
she was supposed to find the box.”

“But how can that be a good thing?” she
demanded.

“I didn’t say it was good. Just that it was
fated. But let’s see what I can do about it.”

I have some experience with imps. They’re
irritating things, rather like the biting flies of the psychic
world. Returning to the hospital bed, I could see that Nattie was
even paler than before. The child was fading much too fast, the
voracious imp devouring her essence before our eyes.

Natalia gave a small cry. “What’s going to
happen to me, Baba?”

“Shush, my darling. All will be well.” Baba
looked at me. “Please.”

“Where are Natalia’s parents?” I wanted to
know.

“I sent them home. They were here all night.
There was nothing they could do.”

I took a moment as I considered some
options. “Well, I’m not sure what I can do …” I began.

“My Nattie was just being a child. She
shouldn’t have to suffer this way.”

“No, she doesn’t deserve this,” I agreed. I
tuned the room out and focused.

Now that I knew what I was looking for I
could see what appeared to be a dark mass centered in the chest of
the child. It had hundreds of tentacles that merged with all parts
of her body, devouring everything that made her alive. It had to be
stopped now.

“Watch at the door,” I told the distraught
grandmother. “Make sure we are not disturbed.”

As Baba went to the door, I took her place
sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Baba…” Natalia complained, “Baba…”

“Be brave, my darling,” Baba called.

“It will be all right,” I said, stroking the
little girl’s hair. “Just be still and close your eyes.” The child
stilled as I soothed her.

“Nattie, give me your hands,” I instructed.
She hesitated a moment, then slowly obeyed. There was barely any
substance left for me to hold on to.

I had an aversion to touching slimy things,
and this one promised to be particularly nasty, in a psychic sense.
I closed my eyes and reached for the imp. When I found it, it was
like smoke, something dark and thick, greasy even, and growing
heavier with each second as it devoured the child. Too soon there
would be nothing left. I had to tempt it away with something more
substantial than a small child.

I linked to the child, reaching through her
hands into her essence. There I projected the feeling of greater
mass than a small child and managed to catch the imp’s attention. I
reached for it, I cajoled and lured the nasty mess toward myself.
My fingers began to tingle as it shifted its focus. That’s
right, I thought. I’m bigger and stronger. I’m a much more
satisfying dinner for you, you nasty little thief.

It swirled and moved and finally came,
slithering onto my hands like some slimy gloves. Oh, but it was a
greedy little entity! It released its hold on the little girl and
rushed to feast on me.

As soon as I had it, I dropped Natalia’s
hands and closed my fingers, holding tightly with my mind. Getting
to my feet, I quickly put space between myself and the child on the
hospital bed.

“I’ve got it,” I called to Baba. “But I have
to get it out of here fast.”

Baba looked at me and, seeing nothing,
rushed to her granddaughter. “Are you certain?” she demanded.

“Oh, yeah, I’ve got it. Now I have to take
it someplace safe.” I was feeling slightly nauseous and anxious to
divest myself of this slimy parasite.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t something I could
deposit in the nearest trash receptacle, so I had to take it back
to my shop, a place that was warded and where I could safely
dispose of a greedy little imp.

Another cab took me back to the bookstore. I
practically ran into the shop, which was luckily empty of
customers.

“Mr. Lin,” I called to my assistant. “Could
you find me an empty jar? Quickly!”

“A jar? Why do you want a jar?” He stared at
me, frowning. “What’s that thing you’re holding?”

Most people wouldn’t be able to see the imp,
but Mr. Lin wasn’t most people. For one thing, he could see into
the paranormal.

“A nasty little thief,” I told him. “I need
a jar. And please hurry.”

Mr. Lin scurried into the kitchen at the
back of the store.

The imp had been hissing all this time, not
certain why it couldn’t get beyond my hands. It whispered in my
consciousness, cursing and babbling. I ignored it as much as I
could, more concerned with getting rid of it than communicating. I
knew imps and they never volunteered anything willingly. It was a
shame because this one was very old and might have been useful… the
reason it was a captive in the first place.

“What are you doing?” it suddenly
projected loudly into my mind.

“Putting you back where you came from,” I
told it.

“Back? You are delusional. Let me go or I
will eat your shadow,” it threatened.

“If you could do that, you would have done
it already,” I answered.

Silence.

Then “What are you? You’re not
human!” The imp started to struggle even harder, fighting to
flow out of my hands.

“That’s what you think,” I responded. “Mr.
Lin! I need that jar!” I shouted.

“As you wish!” he yelled back. There was a
sudden overpowering smell of vinegar.

“A jar,” Lin said with hauteur, proffering a
glass container with a label that read ‘Hamburger Dills.’ He held
it out as far as he could, reluctant to come into contact with my
hands and their slimy burden.

I scraped the imp off against the edge of
the jar, forcing it into the container. I quickly screwed on the
top before it could ooze out again.

I rushed the jar into the basement, heading
beyond the furnace to a dark space in the farthest wall.

“Wait,” the imp hissed. “What are
you doing? You can’t do this!” The jar vibrated from the
frantic scurrying entity inside.

“Oh yes, I can.” I aimed at the wall. “It’s
time for you to go back where you came from.”

“Wait,” it insisted. “They’ll
hurt me. Kill me. Please! Do anything! But don’t send me back
there!”

Shades of Brer Rabbit, “Please don’t
throw me in the briar patch!”

“Too bad,” I said, heaving the jar and its
contents at the wall. Instead of smashing, it passed through the
ancient stones and into… nothing I could see. Thankfully the
hissing was instantly cut off.

I felt a great weight lift and heaved an
appreciative sigh. Except for a nice hot shower to remove the
remainder of the imp’s psychic stink, it was over.

Trudging up the stairs, I was met with a
very strong distinctive smell. “Mr. Lin? What did you do with those
pickles?”

“You wanted a jar and you said to hurry,” he
snapped. “The container tipped over and spilled. On the floor. I
cleaned up as much as I could, but ….” He folded his lips into a
thin disapproving line and sniffed. “Don’t blame me!”

Oh great! How am I going to get the smell of
dill pickles out of my bookstore?


Chapter 2


 


Hired Help

 


Running a bookstore is supposed to be a
pretty straightforward endeavor. Of course there are issues, things
a proprietor has to deal with that can occasionally cause
headaches, such as customers, stock, the physical plant,
advertising … the list goes on. But these things are common.
Everyone running a business has to deal with them. My situation,
however, differs in one very important aspect. You see, my
bookstore, appropriately named Other Dimensions, sits on top of a
dimensional portal, one of the rips in the space-time continuum
that exist in an apparently random pattern around the surface of
this Earth.

And before you ask, yes, there are other
versions of Earth, or other worlds that resemble Earth. That’s what
the dimensions are all about, after all.

So the bookstore is just a front, a way to
cover up the portal and obscure my job, that of guardian. But for a
front to be successful, it has to at least appear to function
normally.

To my dismay, I couldn’t seem to get the
hang of running the shop. I mean, it’s a hard thing to do when you
have stray demons, ghosts, time travelers, elves, things like that
popping up unexpectedly at all hours of the day and night. My job
is to deal with these entities and to solve their problems or the
problems that they cause, one way or another, and I have to do it
in such a way that there is no unnecessary impact on the lives of
humans. I am, after all, their guardian, the one who makes sure
everything around here proceeds as close to normal as possible. And
I have to do this unobtrusively—I mean I don’t advertise, and I
can’t have the civilian population involved!

No, I had to do my job discreetly, keeping
everything under the radar of the local officials and especially of
the police.

But I quickly realized that I can’t do this
alone. I need help, specifically someone to run the bookstore while
I’m off fighting demons and corralling stray fairies.

I needed an assistant, someone responsible
and dedicated, someone who could not only run the business, but who
won’t be disturbed by anything unusual going on, in and around the
shop.

This, then, was the problem. I couldn’t find
anyone reliable. I tried a number of prospects, but none of them
lasted more than a month. My last worker stayed three weeks and
then quit somewhat tempestuously.

 


* * * * *

 


“NO!” she said. “Absolutely not! You can’t
pay me enough!” The young woman named Jenna grabbed her coat off
the rack, snatched her paycheck from my hand, stuffed it into her
bulging purse, and stormed toward the door. “I quit!” she yelled as
she yanked the door open and stomped out of the shop.

And here I thought she would be perfect. She
was working in the daytime and going to school at night. Being a
youngster and more or less oblivious, I imagined she wouldn’t be
bothered by some stray sounds or some of the more unusual beings
that might wander through the shop. Yes, there was, now and then,
an odd scurrying sound in the basement, but the door was warded and
nothing could cross.

Well, most things couldn’t…

Maybe the occasional stray demon could get
past, but I was there to keep everyone safe. I mean, that was my
job. Jenna was in no danger, not even from the occasional stray
mutant rat, if that’s what was making a fuss in the basement as she
claimed. It wasn’t particularly loud, just persistent.

When she complained, I checked. I went down
a couple of times, but I didn’t find anything. There was nothing
beneath the stairs, hiding behind crates of books, or under the
workbench. The whole time I was in the basement there was nothing
to see or hear.

Was Jenna imagining things? I couldn’t tell.
But she declared that the alleged rats were the final straw. She
swore they were not only rats, but giant, mutant rats. With fangs.
And so, she quit.

Okay.

So, Jenna was gone, and I had to find a
replacement before something happened that took me away from the
bookstore again.

I emailed an ad to the local newspaper and
also to an online job site. Then I called one of the employment
agencies. That was a mistake. The person who answered the phone was
pleasant until I identified myself. “I am so very sorry,” she
apologized, in a voice far from apologetic. She couldn’t get me off
the phone fast enough. Apparently, no one wanted to work in my
bookstore.

So, strange things are the norm around here,
but so what? Noises can’t hurt you. I tell people that all the
time.

Days passed, fortunately quietly. I worked
at the shop by myself, not that there was much to do. We sold
mainly used books and a few current magazines. The local paper kept
a small pile of its latest issue on the counter, and that was it.
We had no games, no toys, and no coffee bar, although, the way I
consumed coffee I was beginning to think a coffee bar might be a
good thing.

But I digress.

 


* * * * *

 


Friday morning I headed for the basement
early, before the shop opened. I’d received a delivery the day
before and, of course, it came during a rush of customers.

Yes, I thought that was unusual, too. It was
not often that people came to this part of town just to browse in
an old bookstore. We rarely saw anything like a rush of customers
except maybe around Christmas. But that Thursday, they came and
bought books.

FedEx had delivered the box to the back
door. I grabbed it and stuck it out of the way, before heading back
into the retail space. I remember stashing it at the far edge of
the top step to the basement, but for some reason it was now on the
bottom step. As I stood pondering this relocation, I heard
something back in the shadows scurrying away.

Well, maybe that was Jenna’s rat. From
all the noise it was making, it was a pretty big one, too, I
decided.

“Okay, who’s down there?” I called,
switching on the lights.

Shadows retreated, and what sounded like a
clunk and a bump and a muttered “oh, shit!” came from behind the
furnace.

That wasn’t a rat.

Of course there are rats in the city and
there are rats on the street, but not in my bookstore. The reason
for this is that I have a cat. Also, many of the things coming from
the other side of the portal are predators, and rats, despite their
bad rap, are highly intelligent. They’re smart enough to recognize
places that are too dangerous for them to live. Places such as my
basement.

Plus, as I said, I have a cat. Every
self-respecting bookstore has a cat! Boris, however, isn’t some
soft-furred pleasant feline. He was a scruffy torn-eared tom with a
shitty attitude. I suspect he isn’t completely sane, or he might
even be part demon, but his presence in the bookstore, when he
condescends to make his existence known, is enough to fulfill
resident bookstore cat requirement, at least as rodent patrol.

But again, I digress. Back to the rats.

I could tell that the noise in the basement
was not a rat. It wasn’t the cat, either, since I had just seen him
asleep upstairs in the reading section of the bookstore.

Apparently, something had come through the
portal during the night, and it was reluctant to face me. That
probably meant it was up to no good.

I know. That’s negative thinking, but it’s
also realistic. Now and then something came through the portal
seeking my help. It happens. But if this entity needed something,
it was going about it all wrong. I mean, it shouldn’t be wasting my
time playing hide-and-seek.

“Hey!” I yelled. “I hear you back there.
C’mon out.”

Nothing.

“You need help? I’m not dangerous. Show
yourself.”

I heard a distinct sniff.

“Hey! If you’re in trouble, I can help. I
mean, if there’s a problem, we can fix it,” I added. “But if you
don’t come out, I can’t do anything.”

That got a response.

“You ca-can’t help m-me,” came a soft
stammer from the gloom in the corner. The words were followed by a
stifled sob.

Pity isn’t one of my best suits. You
wouldn’t believe how many clients try to use pity to take advantage
of me. Therefore, no pity.

Nonetheless this voice stirred something. It
was small and tired and quavering with despair.

“Okay, maybe I can’t help. But then, maybe I
can,” I said. “You came here for a reason, and apparently you hoped
I’d be able to do something for you.”

“You ca..ca…can’t”

“You never know. Maybe I can.” I tried to
infuse my voice with optimism. “Come on out and let’s see what we
can do.”

There came a faint scraping noise as he
pushed past the furnace and dragged himself into the light.

Oh, shit! I thought. It was a
goblin!

Now I deal with a lot of different beings in
my business, but goblins? No way. For one, they usually don’t need
help. Goblins stick together. They have a sort of hive mentality.
Poke one goblin—although I don’t recommend it—and you’ve poked them
all. And they never ... I repeat, never forget a slight.
Goblins are also self-serving to the point that they don’t do
anything unless they’re going to benefit from it. They’re devious,
acquisitive, sneaky, untrustworthy, and... Well, I could go on, but
you get the picture. Therefore it is my policy not to have anything
to do with goblins.

Except here I was, down in the basement with
a goblin. With a goblin that leaked tears and snot and despair. If
he wasn’t so ugly, he would have been pathetic.

“Uh …” I mumbled, not sure how to start.
“What’s going on?” I managed.

“I knew it. I knew it,” he moaned. “No one
can help me. My Life is Over!”

Oh gods! It wasn’t just
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