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Editorial by Mark Lord

Welcome to the fourth issue of
Alt Hist: the New Magazine of Historical Fiction and Alternate
History. With this issue we are now well into our second year
of publication, and everything seems to be going well. This issue
contains top-quality stories from a variety of genres: horror,
alternate history and fantasy, as well as straight up historical
fiction, including a prevalence of stories set during World War II,
which is always a popular period for historical fiction and
alternate history, but we’ve gone overboard this time. For the
cover, however, I decided to select an image related to our first
story, ‘Restless’ by Dylan Fox, this piece is set in the
1860s and bordering perhaps on steampunk. ‘Restless’ features
ironclad warships of Her Majesty’s Royal Navy, so I couldn’t resist
a cover image featuring one such ship (although the ship in
question is actually French, but never mind ...). I have wanted to
put a ship on the cover for a while now.

This story is followed by
‘Kleine Menschen’, a fantastic tale set in World War II Germany by
Eric Jackson. We then go all the way back to the First
Crusade with a medieval history story, ‘Feast of Faith’ by Shane
Rhinewald. After that sumptuous meal, we return to the Second
World War again, but this time to Svetlana Kortchik’s native
Ukraine, for her story ‘Three Months of Summer’.

To break up the war stories
there is then a dose of backwoods horror from George Piper,
whose ‘The Stork’, will scare and surprise you.

Finally we have a double-bill
of stories from the same series by Jonathan Doering.
Jonathan initially submitted one story about the British resistance
to a successful German invasion in World War II, but after some to
and fro we decided that a second story to back up the first would
be a good idea. ‘Battalion 202: A Blinded Falcon’ provides an
introduction to the main feature of ‘Battalion 202: Into the
Darkness’. And hope that in a future issue we will see a sequel to
the resistance movement of Battalion 202.

And all that remains for me to
do is to thank the volunteers who helped out with this issue, and
who have also kindly offered to help with future issues and the Alt
Hist website. These are:

 


Ian Shone

Joan McGrath

Matt Mitrovich

Séamus Sweeney

Douglas Texter






Many thanks to them.

Mark Lord

Editor of Alt Hist

Email: althist.editor@gmail.com

Website: http://althistfiction.com/

Twitter: http://twitter.com/althist

Facebook:

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Alt-Hist/125227137521391






Restless by Dylan Fox

 


The East China Sea, 27th August
1870, Night Time

 


Bik Shŭ shovelled coal, her
face wet with sweat and the blisters on her palms weeping. And the
only thought in her head was why? Why on Earth would they give the
stokers like her a bright white uniform?

You must do something,
she could still hear Fa Tiáo Guĭ telling her. You must do
something now, niūniu. Soon it will be too late.

Always she ‘must do something’.
‘Do this, little girl’, ‘do that, little girl’. ‘Rearrange the
stars, little girl’, ‘move the mountains, little girl’.

Her vision was misty and ears
numb through the roar of the furnaces and pipes, the shouting of
the other seamen, the sounds of shovels against coal. Her mind was
misty through the air almost twice as hot as her body.

Bik shovelled coal from the
bunker into steel buckets. The buckets rattled as they were pushed
along metal girders and emptied onto the furnace floor before being
sent back to her to be filled again. She paused a moment to rest
her arms. Although she was big for a fourteen-year-old, she wasn’t
built for this.

Wiping the soot from her eyes
and picking up the shovel, she turned to a fresh stack of coal. For
a moment, she looked at the coal-dust covered bundles lying in a
small pile by themselves. Then someone shouted at her and she
dumped them into a bucket.

As the bucket rattled down the
girders to the furnace, she dropped her shovel and ran. She shoved
the other stokers out of her way as she bolted for the deck. They
cursed, groaned and doubled over in her wake. The heat made them
slow and groggy, single-minded in shovelling coal and she was long
gone before they could retaliate.

She gripped the sides and
pulled herself up the rungs of the ladder. Her legs were numb and
shaking as she stumbled across the lower deck and up the stairs
onto the top deck. The cold air hit her hard and she passed
out.

 


§

 


The HMS Trident groaned
as it pushed its way through the water. Steam drifted and hugged
the fabric of the sails. In formation behind it were a dozen Royal
Navy gunboats, and another five ironclad frigates.

They escorted the four Engine
boats which sat so low in the water that a sailor could stand on
the deck, reach over the side and touch the sea. Their gargantuan
engines belched enough smog to hide the boats in a pea-souper that
would make Deptford proud. Lanterns stolen from lighthouses wagged
in front of them like sleeping dog tails. Fathoms beneath them,
dragged by launching chains attached to their decks, they carried
the Colossus Engine.

Commodore Horatio Paul Thomas
sat in his cabin on the Trident and sipped his tea. He was a
disposable man. He was a liquid man, to be poured into a convenient
vase so he could take on its shape for a time, before being emptied
into a different vessel.

There were days when he hated
it. Days when he felt like caged lightning.

But he knew his place.

The fumes from his kettle mixed
with the burning oil in his lamp and filled his tiny cabin. The tea
was hot, and good. One of the advantages of being stationed in Hong
Kong for the last eight months—no shortage of good, fresh tea.

You must do something,
his uncle had said. You must achieve something before you’re too
old. He sighed. His uncle. So desperate for reflected glory
that he’d spent the last twelve years trying to engineer a war with
France. There was only so much his uncle could do from his seat in
Parliament, but he was doing it with tenacity and persistence.
Every possible offence was taken. Maybe it had worked. In the past
ten years relations between Queen Victoria and Empress Charlotte de
Bourbon had slipped from sisterly to damned frosty. All the French
troops had been withdrawn from China, leaving Britain alone to
defend its trade from the Russians, the Americans, the Japanese,
the pirates, the smugglers, and most especially the damned Qing
government officials. One day they’re taking bribes from you and
the next someone else is pulling their strings.

The ship rolled again, Thomas
instinctively braced himself and his tea cup toppled over. He
cursed, and then sighed. The whole ship stank of coal smoke,
anyway. Trying to eat or drink anything was like licking the
floor of a London factory.

There was a knock at his
door.

‘Come,’ he
said.

Lieutenant-Commander Robinson
opened the door and stepped inside.

‘Commodore,
sir,’ Robinson said. Like so many English officers, he was
perpetually sun-burnt and sported an ugly pot-belly pushing hard
against the buttons of his uniform.

‘What is it?’
Thomas said.

‘We are four
days away from the forts, sir,’ Robinson said.

‘Yes?’

‘When shall I
ask Captain Walker and Captain Michael to join you for the
briefing, sir? And shall I ask the Marine Colonel to
attend?’

Thomas sighed again. He slowly
moved his hand across his desk and swept the spilt tea onto the
floor.

‘There will
not be a war cabinet,’ he said.

‘Sir?’
Robinson said.

Thomas picked up his porcelain
tea cup and toyed with it absently.

‘Did you not
review our orders, Lieutenant-Commander?’

‘Yes, sir,’
Robinson said, beginning to sound uneasy. ‘We are to secure Tanggu
Port before proceeding—’

‘We’re here
to escort the Engine,’ Thomas said. ‘We’re here to land that damned
monstrosity and follow it around as it destroys China, body and
soul.’

Was that a chip in his cup?
Damn it. He put it back on the desk.

‘We’re to
keep our uniforms pressed and clean, produce heroic reports for
The Times and pose for the occasional
photograph.’

‘But
sir—’

‘And I
am here because they need a puppet with a handsome profile at the
head of it all,’ Thomas said. ‘Lord Thomas of the Chinese
Territories. Does it have a ring to it? That ape from The
Times seems to think so.’

Thomas tilted his head up to
look into the top corner of the cabin so Robinson could see the
striking lines of his jaw and cheekbones.

‘Sir ...’
Robinson said, but didn’t seem to know what to say. Thomas looked
back, leaned back and put his feet on the desk.

‘We’re on
parade, Charles. We’re just here on parade.’

‘Yes.
Sir.’

‘Dismissed.’

Robinson saluted, turned and
left.

Thomas put his feet back on the
floor and refilled his cup.

The Engine was a terror. All it
needed was a hundred or so men to keep its fires burning and keep
it pointing in the right direction. It made any other
weapon—artillery, cavalry, men, tactics, intelligence—superfluous.
It was the Omega. When they’d tested it on the Yorkshire moors, not
a field mouse, not a mongrel’s tick, not a lock of wool, not a
blade of grass had been left alive. What a rotten thing for his
name to be attached to.

He sipped his tea. Perhaps the
world would be a better place with China as a colony of the British
crown. Britain’s position in the world would be more secure. The
tons of silver that disappeared into the Chinese ports every year
would come back home and France, the United States, Russia and
everyone else would have to stop their brinkmanship and argy-bargy
over who got which piece of the country.

Or maybe, he mused as he took
another sip of tea, it would be the straw that breaks Empress
Charlotte’s back and war would finally break out between the two
European super-powers.

There was another knock on his
door, and Robinson came back in without being asked.

‘Signalman
reports a problem with the Engine ship Vanguard,
sir.’
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Fa Tiáo Guĭ’s world was one of
beautiful brush strokes, light and delicate touches of ink drawn by
a wrist which had spent a lifetime perfecting its art.

Bik stared around, lost and
confused. And then she heard: Click-click-click;
click-click-click; click-click-click.

Not now, she tried to
say. Not now!

‘Niūniu,’ she
heard that sexless voice say.

‘I’ve done
it,’ Bik said quickly.

‘I know,’ Fa
Tiáo Guĭ said.

‘So you’ll
leave me alone now? You’ll stop haunting me?’

The brush strokes of Fa Tiáo
Guĭ’s body resolved and became clear. It gently lowered itself and
sat.

‘Let me go,’
Bik said. ‘I haven’t got much time.’

‘That doesn’t
matter,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘This is not happening now. You are
remembering it, later. Sit, niūniu.’

Bik frowned.

‘I have to
go,’ she said again.

‘You do not
understand Time,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘This time, now, is less than a
moment. It is less time than it is taking for your body to collapse
and fall to the deck of the ship. Think of this time like an infant
before birth: The adult is there, contained in the unborn child;
but the unborn child is a fraction the size of the
adult.’

Bik frowned, but sat.

‘You haven’t
killed before,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said.

Bik shook her head.

‘But that is
about to change.’

‘Maybe,’ Bik
said.

‘Do not lie
to yourself, niūniu.’

‘What else am
I supposed to do?’ Bik snapped. ‘They are not, “the Europeans.”
They are Mark, and Tony. They are Alistair, who has a wife at home
and a son. They are John Riley and Jack Tarr. They have mothers and
wives and children. They are people I’ve shared conversations and
meals with.’

‘They are
cogs in a greater machine,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘You do not attack
them, you attack the machine.’

‘Forgive me,
but that’s bullshit.’

The brass scales of Fa Tiáo
Guĭ’s armour glowed softly, the patterns each stroke made shifting
gently as the light changed. And always the
click-click-click as the hidden cogs and springs that made
it move turned slowly. Where was the body that once moved the
metal?

‘If you
insist on feeling guilt,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said, ‘then you will have to
carry that guilt. Why choose to burden yourself?’

‘Guilt is not
a choice,’ Bik said.

‘It’s a
symptom,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘Like a little child you still think
that you are the only person in the world who matters.’

‘Then who
does matter?’ Bik snapped.

‘Your
people.’

Bik laughed.

‘The Mongols
aren’t “my people”. The Manchu definitely aren’t “my
people”—’

‘The
government are self-indulgent and corrupt,’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘They
feel no obligation to the people they are responsible for, only an
obligation towards themselves. When those who guide society dismiss
their responsibilities, why should those being guided not do the
same? And when people abandon their responsibilities, there can be
no social harmony. When there is no social harmony, we are easy
prey.’

‘And things
were different in your day, I suppose?’

Fa Tiáo Guĭ didn’t answer. It
lifted its glove and watched as, with a click, steel claws sprang
from where its flesh fingertips should have been.

‘I wasn’t
strong enough to fight for my people,’ it said. ‘So I made myself
stronger. You must do the same.’

‘And I
repeat, who are “my people” supposed to be?’

‘When a
father acts like a father, a son acts like a son, a prince acts
like a prince ...’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘When every member of society
acts according to their part, there is harmony. The men who grow
the food you eat, the women who weave the clothes you wear, the
architect who designs the house you live in, the craftsmen who
build it. You expect these things. You take them for granted—that
you will have food, shelter. You assume that when you are old and
infirm, your children will support you. That when you die they will
remember you. You are my last descendant, and you need to act your
part. You took for granted that your father would look after you
when you were a child. Now you need to look after me. To honour and
respect me the way your father did for you when he provided food
and shelter and love.’

‘And I honour
you by killing?’

‘By fighting
for yourself, for your family, for your father, for the children
you are yet to bear. For the men and women who make your food and
your home. By fighting for those who can’t fight for
themselves.’

‘What’s the
difference between Alistair fighting for his child, and me for
mine?’

‘What threat
do you pose to his child?’ Fa Tiáo Guĭ said. ‘Fighting for those
who cannot fight for themselves is a privilege. Fighting
against those who can’t fight for themselves is
despicable.’

‘I never
wanted to be a murderer,’ Bik said. She closed her eyes and lowered
her head. She had been able to ignore each small step, but there
was no avoiding where the path had lead.

‘I don’t want
this responsibility,’ she said. ‘It’s not fair to force it on me. I
could have been a ... ‘

A what? A wife? A mother? Her,
a poor girl with no family? And who wanted that anyway, to go from
being a possession of her father to a possession of her
husband?

She looked up and scowled. ‘I
could have been anything I wanted to be. But you’ve turned me into
a murderer.’

‘You have a
duty to act, Bik. You are my last descendant. There is no one else,
just you. No one else can fight for me.’

‘And why must
I do anything for you?’

It was spite and anger and
fear, and Bik knew it. Even as she bit the words out, she could
feel the shame uncoiling in her stomach like a tapeworm with a
thousand hands.

She dropped her head, her tone
shifting from angry to submissive.

‘You’re
speaking like this isn’t over,’ she said.

Fa Tiáo Guĭ reached out and
took Bik’s chin in its cold hand. It tilted her head up and caught
Bik’s eyes in the stare of the empty eye holes in its steel
mask.

‘I will be
able to rest when my people are governed with justice and
benevolence,’ it said. ‘And that time is many years
away.’

 


§

 


The explosion rocked through
the deck of the ship and through Bik’s bones. She rolled onto her
side and pulled herself to her feet. The men on the decks around
her stopped and looked at each other. Another explosion sounded
below and the deck rippled. The sound of men screaming came from
the furnaces.

‘What’s going
on?’ one of the officers demanded. Bik tried to wipe the soot out
of her eyes. The launching chains bolted to the deck, each link
bigger than a grown man, groaned as the Colossus Engine felt the
shock from the furnaces.

‘Explosions,’
Bik said.
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