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Forward

I’m always surprised when Blaze asks me a technical question about writing. Given his skill level, I generally assume he’s more experienced than he actually is.

He is an experienced storyteller. He’s been telling stories all his life, practicing his craft.

These stories are evidence of that. He’s finding his voice, the worlds he wants to share. The previous volumes were pure fantasy. This collection is a mixture of genres, times, and places.

I’m excited about where Blaze is going, how he’s pushing boundaries to stay true to the stories he needs to tell.

I look forward to continuing these journeys with him. I hope you’re enjoying these journeys as much as I am.

 

 

Leah Cutter 

December 2014




Introduction

Here it is. Beyond The Mirror, Volume 3: Alternate Worlds. 

Volume three? 

I look at the calendar and an entire year has passed since I sat down and said, “I can do this.” And I’m still doing it.

It has been a grand adventure, accompanied by my (unindicted) co–conspirator and love of my life. I keep looking at her and saying “I could not be doing this without you.” And she smiles.

So. Volume Three. Alternate Worlds. 

One and Two were pure fantasy. Here, I wanted to branch out and do other things. As I grow in my craft, I have other stories that need telling, other places I have visited, other dreams to dream. 

Speculative (read: Science) Fiction lets you go almost anywhere and explore how the worlds might be different. Here I wanted to do the same. The results were dieselpunk, time travel, lots of alternate history, literary fiction, and space opera. I like them. I hope you will as well.

I was able to enlist the assistance of several guest readers on this volume. Chuck, Elena, and Joel helped make it better than it would have been. But I want to make sure everyone knows that it wouldn’t be as good as it is without the eyes of Leah (who can’t spell) and Adrianne (who can). That these stories are as good as they are is a testament to having good friends. All the mistakes you find are still mine, but there are a LOT fewer of them than there would have been. Thank you.

And now, let us take a tour of several Alternate Worlds…

 

 

Blaze Ward

December, 2014




Valeryia

Ambush

“Pyotr,” Sergey called suddenly above the roar of the engines and the rattle of the little tank’s main gun being reloaded, “stop now!”

The driver dropped the engines out of gear and pulled the steering levers to neutral in one motion, causing the heavy steel beast to shudder to a halt. He had learned not to ask why, but hung poised now over the controls, listening, anticipating. They had been a team for three years of war.

Outside, the sky abruptly lit up with howling fire and a tree next to the tank exploded from a shot that would have skewered the turret like an olive had they not stopped. Around them, the giant tank battle shrank and faded into just their tiny corner.

“Good,” Sergey yelled. “Now, full speed and circle right around those trees.” He felt Pyotr engage both engines and red–line them. The little British–made Matilda was normally a slow tank, an Infantry tank, but today she seemed to understand the urgency and jumped forward, a scrappy little Cossack pony.

Sergey poked his head out of the hatch and looked behind them. He dropped back down before more machine–gun fire erupted. “Slava, set the turret to five o’clock, depress five degrees, and go for a track shot. We’re bow–on with a type IV panzer. You’ll be lined up when Pyotr turns.”

The gunner nodded and began to spin the turret, watching Sergey instead of the gunsight until a hand sign stopped him. He put an eye to the lens and found the trigger. “Ready.”

Simultaneously, the little tank completed her turn and raced for cover.

Slava waited.

Sergey tapped him on the shoulder, blind inside the armor. “Now.”

Slava pulled the trigger, willing to trust the Lieutenant’s instincts. As the gun went off, the Panzer came into the crosshairs. Slava watched the shot slam into the panzer’s right side tracks and blow them off the wheel.

Above, Sergey popped open the hatch and fired a smoke grenade at the German beast to cover their escape.

Behind them, tanks and men died.


The Arrival

Sergey looked up from his book and considered the falling snow. It fell in big, fluffy, flat, cotton balls, laden with moisture, there was so little wind tonight. More than a foot  of snow had already accumulated while they waited in this little stand of trees, hidden from the German Panzers that had been hunting them earlier. It insulated the tent he sat in while he read, kept him warm enough that he could stay out of the tank’s turret while his crew worked.

But now, he was out of hot water for his tea. Sergey stood, adjusted his padded skullcap and long coat, and tucked his dog–earred copy of The Iliad back into his pocket. After three years at war, it was his most prized possession, a lone connection to the promises of his youth and a life of intellectual contemplation amidst the scholars of Moscow and Leningrad. He sighed. Perhaps, he would return. After the war.

Before Sergey left the warmth of his little tent, he poked his head out and scanned the sky. There had been few breaks in the clouds for four days now. Last night, an aurora had turned the sky a swirling pastel of reds and blues, unlike he or his crewmates had ever seen. Perhaps it had finally passed and the radio would work again. And the compass. The maps he had been given couldn’t show them where they were either as they were crude and most–likely wrong. Or the tank had simply gone off the map’s western edge. Again. The Nazis were running out of places to hide.

Sergey emerged into a stillness almost deathly and trudged across the three meters of space to the bow of his tank. As always, he reverently touched the black letters elegantly painted on the white–washed green paint. 

Валерця. 

Valeriya. 

A pretty, blond girl with bright, blue eyes. She haunted Sergey’s dreams, sitting in a Moscow park he had never visited. He knew he would find her there. After the war. Until then, his chariot bore her name.

He grabbed a handhold and mounted the bow and tread deck to reach the turret. The British called the vehicle an Infantry Tank, Mark II, commonly, a Matilda. It had been Sergey and his crew’s home for three years now, even with a month off to remove the little British pop–gun from the turret and replace it with a much–larger ZiS–5 cannon from a dead comrade. And to weld a mount for the big DShk machine gun Sergey could fire if he felt like being out in the fury of  battle. The machine fun was almost a security blanket, some days.

Sergey stuck his head into an open hatch and looked down at his gunner. “Is the radio working yet, Senior Slava?” He could not help the nickname. Two crewmen named Vyacheslav, out of four, both of them old enough to be his father. It was even funnier calling the younger of the two “Junior Slava.” They were all family now. Junior Slava had a daughter he threatened to introduce Sergey to, a fat little Komi girl. 

After the war.

The balding man looked up with an exasperated sigh, one headphone off and one listening. “No, Sergey,” he said. “All frequencies are static, some of it so dense that it sounds like music.” He looked down and fiddled with dials, cursing under his breath.

Sergey shrugged and looked at Valeriya’s rear deck. Pyotr, the baby of the crew at nineteen, was hard at work, leaned over into the left engine compartment. Junior Slava handed tools into hands that appeared. Obscenities emerged from the engine compartment and echoed off the trees, so things were apparently going well. Pyotr was most dangerous when he smiled and spoke politely.

Sergey waved to get Junior Slava’s attention. “How soon?” he called softly.

Pyotr popped up and looked at him, trading Slava a towel for the wrench he held. “We could go now, Comrade Starshiy Lieutenant,” he said quietly. “I would like to have a conversation with the umnik who designed some of these components, and perhaps punch him, several times, but Valeriya is sound. She will bear us home.” 

Sergey looked up at the sky again. “In the morning,” he said, squinting through the snow. “You two get some sleep. Senior Slava and I will keep watch.”

Several kilometers away, a blinding flash of light suddenly lit up the night, reflecting off the clouds bright enough that even Senior Slava emerged from his hatch to look. It only took a few seconds before it was gone, but Sergey felt a pain like a hot nail being driven between his eyes. He must have gasped and swayed, because Pyotr was suddenly there holding him upright. “Sergey?”

Sergey blinked rapidly to clear his eyes. The pain receded far enough to think. He took a breath and released it. Good enough. He was Russian. “Mount up,” he called through gritted teeth, knuckles white on the hatch coaming. “We are going to investigate.”

Senior Slava gave him a hunting smile. “Is that wise?”

Sergey smiled back. “No.”

They laughed as the engines turned over.

***

Konradius checked his scanners again, cursing at whatever atmospheric and temporal conditions made the readings so confusing. Nothing in this century should be able to generate such static, unless the impending probability node was more complex than any of their theories had predicted. 

Bad enough that the insertion bubble had been too small for anything larger than a man. He felt naked in only personal armor and mounted ordinance. Still, he only had to kill a single man, who would otherwise become the hero of the Battle of Berlin. With that single death Konradius could change the entire future into a place where his ancestors properly ruled. He would be a hero when he killed the great distant grandfather of She who had defeated them in the 24th Century putsch.

Konradius he smacked the scanner with one hand, hoping to knock free whatever gremlins had taken up residence in this time and place. He felt like a barbarian doing so. Aryan equipment was supposed to work in all conditions, even the distant past. Flight was out of the question too, if the scanners were balky. Snow would be a distraction if he got too high, and a fall would be potentially lethal if any of his other systems failed. He cursed harshly, found a rough bearing, and started to walk. It was just one man he needed to kill. 

Konradius watched his scanner screen turn to the same static snow as the skies overhead. Overhead, the skies suddenly turned day–bright. A silent lightning bolt took shape on the slope, too bright for even his polarized lenses. He squinted until he had to close his eyes. 

The daylight passed. And then a woman stood before him. 

Of course. They wouldn’t let the past go that easily.

***

Tatiyana took a deep breath and tried to lay still as she concentrated on the logogram. She felt it take hold, ink seeping into her bones and corners. Nobody had ever tried a leap this great before, but the apparent success of the death cultist’s machine meant it was theoretically possible to go back into the deep past. Or their assassin had just leapt to his death between spaces and she was about to join him. 

She considered what would happen if she failed her mission. All of this would be gone. Would never have been. Even if she succeeded, she would probably die there, trapped in the distant past, unable to power a leap home. 

So this was death. The ending. Had her life been meaningful? 

Tatiyana turned and looked at the face at her left shoulder. Her grown daughter, Katerina, smiled down at her, a single tear rolling down her face, but a smile of love and warmth echoing silently between them. A hand reached out and took hers, just for a moment.

Tatiyana felt that love engulf her as the others in the kin–group picked it up and reflected it. She drew the breath of change deeper into her soul. Around her, reality softened.

She watched as her kin–group focused their own psionic energies under her own as a stable platform from which she could launch. There were others here with more sensitivity, more range, more control, but none with more will. 

In her mind, a tower as tall as the sky, with the logogram as the spear tip, dominating a perfectly flat, dusty white plain. She picked up that tower in her hands, herself suddenly as giant as the spire, turned it over, and plunged it into the ground. Reality opened beneath Tatiyana’s feet and swallowed her whole.

***

Tatiyana fell three feet to the ground from the cold darkness between time. She landed like a gymnast, low and coiled. The air was ten degrees below freezing, so she automatically amplified her internal temperature to compensate. Her bodysuit could handle the rest, mottled gray and skin–tight over her spare frame.

Simultaneously, she pushed out her conscious mind to a range of over a kilometer, but it was not necessary. The assassin had apparently barely moved from where he had landed, so her leap was more accurate than the quickly–cobbled–together theory had anticipated. 

Tatiyana regretted that she would never be able to tell her kin–group that they had succeeded, that she’d made it to the right place and time in the past. 

Now she had to win, or they would simply fade out of existence.

Across the slope, the assassin raised a hand, holding a strange mechanical device. Always, the death cultist obsession with powers of the machine instead of affinities of the mind. 

Her kin–group, Zolnerovy, Children of the Soldier, were much faster, much stronger, much tougher, a genetic inheritance they had shared widely across galactic humanity. The Death Cult believed in racial and genetic purity, and could only compete by using cybernetics and machines.

Tatiyana considered it a poor trade. 

She considered the topography, the night, the weather, the trees, the century. Then, Tatiyana moved.

The death cultist, the time–assassin, was a mechanically–augmented human, and expected her to move like one as well. His first shot missed her by more than a body length, from a distance of only two hundred meters.

She smiled grimly. He would learn. He would compensate. He would get closer.

Tatiyana got closer as well.


St. Georgi

Sergey’s head finally cleared when they got to the place where the lightning bolt had struck. The fire had faded, but he kept his hands on the handles of the big DShK machine gun, just in case. Strange voices whispered in his head of dangerous intent and magnificent dreams as the tank rolled forward.

As a boy, Sergey had always felt a little strange around others. He had occasionally known vivid waking dreams, visions, that had always come true afterwards. As he grew older, he stopped telling people about them, and eventually they forgot the strange child, all but his babushka. She knew. She was a witch, a proper daughter of Baba Yaga. She told him so.

In war, those visions and voices had kept him alive. After three years together, Pyotr and the Slavas considered him lucky, and didn’t ask or argue when he had leaps of consciousness or insight. Such kept them alive as well. Especially when their base had been attacked and overwhelmed by a surprise patrol of German tanks, three days ago. As far as he knew, they were the only survivors.

Sergey rotated in place, carefully checking every flank and the sky. Again, learned survival traits. They were alone.

Or rather, the Slavas and Pyotr were alone. Sergey had a new voice in his head.

She was not the girl in the park. This voice was deeper, older, than the petite blond Valeriya he had yet to meet in her park on a summer day in 1946. And this new voice called him Dedushka, grandfather, with an ironic laugh in her voice, as if she was much older than he. 

She flashed an image into his mind. The death cultist, the future assassin with the strange pistol, firing at her. Sergey watched the treeline light up in rhythm with the vision. 

She also warned him of the Nazis of this time, and their future plans for him. He watched an apartment building collapse under the impact of a shell fired by Senior Slava. He had never been there, had never even seen pictures of it, but he somehow knew the place. Berlin. A city dying in fire. 

A chill reached his soul. Even the heat of both engines running could not warm him.

Sergey swung the big machine gun back and forth, checking that it traversed well. Hell was just over the rise.

***

Konradius cursed as he missed the girl again. He could not believe how fluidly she moved. It was almost like she was anticipating the shot. Could she? Was she reading his mind now? The mind–hider was supposed to protect his thoughts from the powers of the psionics. Had it failed? 

He fired three shots in rapid succession, almost blindly. The first went well wide, the second hit in front of her. The third seemed to kiss her hip before she could evade. 

A–ha! She was reading his thoughts. And now she was distracted.

Konradius triggered his power–vaults and leapt into the air at her. Hover–jets held him skyward as he closed the last fifty meters, savoring the agony on her face as she held the scorched flesh and tried to control the pain.

He laughed and tried to think conquering thoughts at her.

She looked up at him, eyes the size of saucers, like a meat animal meeting the butcher for the last time. Konradius smiled and centered his weapon on her face.

***

Tatiyana drew the breath of pattern into her charred flesh and concentrated on turning off the nerves in her hip. It was possible, but she had never been wounded so badly before. It would take time to heal. Time she did not have. The death cultist was closing. She looked up. 

Too late. He was above her. Death was an instant away.

Time seemed to stop. Tatiyana watched the fingers begin to squeeze the trigger on his bizarre mechanical weapon. She reached out her powers and took hold of the trigger. A stray thought nearly made her giggle. A psi didn’t need machines, could have killed her already. 

She focused everything she had, pushed the breath of still water into his hand to prevent him from pulling the trigger. She heard his thoughts turn to rage. For good measure, while he was momentarily distracted, she caused the power–cell to fall out of the bottom of the weapon.

His rage caught fire. He dropped the weapon as Tatiyana clawed her way to her feet.

The pain from her hip was nearly blinding. It would have conquered any other of her kin–group. 

Tatiyana would not be beaten. She envisioned the sky–tall spire again, grasped it in her mind, drew sustenance from it. Will. Defiance. Victory.

Across from her, the death cultist landed heavily, as if he could punish the very earth beneath his feet. With his left hand, the weak side, he drew a long knife, an alloy almost lavender, and advanced, howling curses in the old tongue. Why anybody but a death cultist would learn Deutsche was beyond her, but they all did. Perhaps it was part of an initiation?

Tatiyana was out of options. She could not run. His armor was too fast. She could fight him in close combat, but would lose to his augmented mechanical hardware in her current state. 

On a normal day, she could augment herself as well. It was not an ordinary day. Her death was at hand. She had failed. The future would die with her.

But a voice in her mind insisted. Demanded. Will. 

As she froze time to a crawl, Tatiyana reached out her senses, looking across space, time, probability. There. A good death. A relevant death. A memorable one. She skipped backwards two steps as the death cultist swung his blade horizontally at her. No. Not yet.

***

Sergey listened with senses other than his ears as they approached the crest of the hill. The voice was calm and implacable, like a Baltic tide on a summer day. He felt like the English king, Canute, on the seashore, facing that tide. 

But these waters would not be satisfied with a demonstration of power. They wanted his soul.

Sergey drew a deep breath in, mastered it. He felt all of the weight of thirty–eight centuries take root on his broad shoulders, like the Greek Titan, Atlas. 

His Russian soul laughed. 

The vision in his mind was as sharp as a seascape by Aivazovsky. He looked down.

“Junior Slava,” he yelled over the din, “load with armour–piercing, composite rigid.” The loader actually stopped and blinked at him for a second, before turning to the rarely–used ammunitions. It felt good to surprise the man once in a while.

“Pyotr,” he turned, “when we crest the rise, stop quickly and hold the brakes. Senior Slava, there will be a man in knight’s armor and woman fighting. He is a fascist. She is a comrade. We must protect her.”

Senior Slava’s face grew even more confused and surprised than Junior Slava’s. “With a tank gun?” he said, incredulous, “How is that even possible, Sergey? Use the machine gun.”

Sergey felt a laugh bubble up and out of his mouth. The things he had seen today. “Slava, even the tank gun will not hurt the man. But it will be enough to distract him. I have seen it.” They grew quiet. It was going to be that kind of battle. Good enough.

Senior Slava checked the round going into the breach. He looked at Sergey one last time. “We are going to protect a peasant woman by shooting at her enemy with the main gun?” he asked. “Sergey, you are insane.”

Sergey smiled. “Perhaps,” he said, “but we are not taking the shot, Senior Slava. You are.” Sergey climbed back to his hatch to watch the future arrive.

***

Konradius swung at the woman again. She dodged, but slower than before. The wound in her side was enough. He could defeat her now. He smiled. Victory.

On a side screen in his helmet, the secondary scanner suddenly pierced the static. Apparently, defeating her would be enough to see the present and the future again. His shock nearly overwhelmed him as a new signal appeared, one large circle containing four smaller ones. 

How was that possible? He only had to kill one man to change the past. How could all four of them be so closely bound up in each other’s destiny?

Konradius ignored the wounded girl and turned to engage the new target. It was a primitive metal land vehicle, made primarily of steel and burning long–molecule hydrocarbons for power. He reached for his personal weapon and realized he had dropped it in the snow when the woman had disarmed it. 

Very well, a monumental death. He reached for the plasma lance strapped to his back. There had always been the possibility that her kind, the mind–rapers, could push a fighting vehicle between spaces. He had come prepared. There was absolutely nothing in this century that could resist it.

Konradius brought the plasma lance to bear with his right hand and armed the weapon, awkward with the knife in his other. A sound caught his attention. The girl.

She was not as wounded as he thought, or perhaps was more desperate. She lunged at him as he pulled the trigger, knocking the beam weapon off center. It punched a hole through a nearby mountain range.

Konradius screamed pure rage, silent outside his armor but echoing in his ears. He dropped the lance and thrust the blade into her chest. Blood pulsed out around his fist and she collapsed at his feet. Dead, or very close.

Konradius looked up
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