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Editorial

​ by Mark Lord

 


Welcome
to Alt Hist Issue 7. We have now been going for over four years and pretty much
staying on our target of publishing two issues a year. The main
purpose of Alt Hist is to provide a home for quality short fiction with a
historical setting—be it alternate history, historical fantasy or
straight historical fiction. I think that our seventh issue has
some outstanding pieces of fiction.

In “The
Vivisectionist's Daughter” by Jason
Kahn the famous physician and anatomist
Andreas Vesalius comes to Istanbul. The end of Vesalius’s life is
shrouded in mystery. It is reported that he died in 1564 after
being shipwrecked on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Jason Kahn
gives us an alternative view of the last days of Vesalius through
the eyes of Qadri, a construction worker in Istanbul who rescues
Vesalius’s daughter from danger and from then on finds his fate
being intertwined with Vesalius himself.

“Cold Flesh” by Andrew Knighton
brings us a morality tale from Medieval England.
Matthew Tinderfield is happy to see his neighbour, Sir William
Bodray, hang for his part in a rebellion against the king. But his
satisfaction turns to dismay and horror as he reaps what he has
sown. Andrew has previously had other stories with a medieval
setting published in Alt
Hist—see Alt Hist
Issue 1 and 2. “Cold Flesh” neatly combines dark
humour with visceral horror.

“Heff in Dearborn” by Michael
Fertik is an unusual tale that brings
together a figure from Greek mythology and the champion of modern
factory assembly lines, Henry T. Ford. Hephaistos, ancient Greek
god of the forge, now living in contemporary Los Angeles recounts a
key incident in his life. The incident took place in early 20th
century America, when Hephaistos, disguised
as a man named Heff, met Henry Ford. It was the dawn of the
automobile; cars were still being made by hand. Hephaistos and Ford
race their hand made cars on the famous racing beach in Daytona.
Hephaistos wins handily, embarrassing Ford. Ford, secretly
suspecting his opponent's real identity, decides to invent a new
process, a new way of manufacture that will kill the old ways once
and for all.

“Independence Day” by Pavel
Nikiforovitch is an alternate history set
in a present day when celebration of the 4th July in America is very much
a minority activity. Most Americans aren’t patriots. One man
struggles to celebrate the most important day in his country’s
history. The main things he has to fight against are the
indifference of his own family and neighbours—in this reality, the
USA barely exists as a political entity. The cover of this issue
of Alt Hist pays
homage to a reference in “Independence Day”.

Battalion
202 returns with two new stories written
by Jonathan Doering. Battalion 202, for those who haven’t read recent issues of
Alt Hist, is the what-if
tale of British resistance to a Nazi invasion in WW2. The first
story in this issue, “The Sheep and the Goats”, takes us back to
Harold Storey, a local policeman in Pontefract who is forced to
work with the occupying Gestapo. Will Sergeant Storey risk his own
life to aid the British resistance? “Set Britain Ablaze” reveals a
significant part of the back-story to the Battalion 202 series through a
variety of personal records of figures such as Clement Attlee,
Winston Churchill and the Head of the SOE, Major General Gubbins.
You can read in their own words, how these historical figures might
have responded to a Nazi occupation of Britain. We anticipate that
there will be another four stories in the Battalion 202 series and that will be
published in the next few issues of Alt
Hist, concluding with the finale in
Alt Hist Issue 10.

Priya
Sharma has contributed a number of stories
to Alt Hist in the
past. Her last story, “After Mary” from Alt Hist Issue 5, was recently
recognized by Ellen Datlow as one of the most notable horror
stories of 2013. Her latest piece for Alt
Hist, “Red Vortex”, is my favourite of
Priya Sharma’s stories so far. “Red Vortex” is a compelling
exploration into the psychology of a great figure in history. Priya
paints a picture of an early life that is completely believable and
fearsome. The “Red Vortex” lifts the lid on the psyche of a
monster.

I hope you
enjoy the stories in Alt Hist Issue
7. If you have any comments about them then
we would love to hear from you.

 


 


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


The Vivisectionist’s Daughter

​ by
Jason Kahn

 


Qadri spent his short
lunch break eating grape leaves as he sat in the shade of one of
the many statues commemorating the Sultan. He stretched out his
long, muscular frame, his back against the statue’s base as he
watched the multitudes pass through Istanbul’s central bazaar.
Qadri had spent all morning helping build a mosque designed by the
architect Sinon. It was grueling work, hauling stone and mortar,
but he was strong and it paid enough for Qadri to support himself,
living on his own with no family.

He watched men of all
sorts from places he would never see, some tall, some short. Some
dark skinned like him, some pale, walking or riding or leading
strange beasts, great and small. But one man caught his eye. Garbed
head to toe in the robes of the desert tribes that roamed the
plains away from the city, this one strode in a slightly different
manner, hips swaying, arms held almost delicately. Then he
realized—it was a woman.

A woman disguised as a
man? Qadri shook his head. Allah alone could unravel the mysterious
workings of the minds of women.

He was about to shrug it
off as another of Istanbul’s strange sights, and he had witnessed
many, when he noticed a figure stalking the disguised woman. Qadri
corrected himself—three figures. He frowned, recognizing them as
thieves who worked for Bekesh, the local crime lord. They strolled
casually but in perfect synchrony, forming a triangle as they
closed in on their prey. And she was completely unaware. They would
be on her as soon as she crossed the bazaar and entered one of the
shaded side streets.

Qadri did not know what
spurred him to motion. Perhaps it was Allah’s teaching to protect
the weak, or his curiosity regarding the woman seeking to hide her
identity. Perhaps it was because of his hatred for Bekesh’s
minions, always seeking to extort and steal from those who lived in
near poverty such as himself. Whatever the case, Qadri found
himself suddenly up and moving on a swift path to intercept the
woman.

He shouldered his way
through the milling throng, avoiding a rearing camel and a man with
chickens squawking in their cages as they swung toward his head.
Qadri felt the familiar oppressive heat on the back of his neck as
he waded into the press, reaching the robed figure and falling in
at her side.

He spoke loudly, as if
meeting a friend. “Ho, Tarik, it is good to see you, cousin! Come,
my sister will make us a meal that will put the Sultan’s table to
shame!”

Qadri reached and grabbed
for her. Beneath the robes, he felt a slender arm. The muscles
stiffened and she was about to stop, but he muttered quietly, “Keep
moving if you wish to avoid being accosted.”

He heard a soft intake of
breath and before she could turn her head to look, Qadri muttered
again, “There are three of them, thieves, and they will rob you and
leave you for dead or worse if you do not follow my
lead.”

Qadri could almost sense
her swallowing in fear. Then a short nod of her head and a gesture
for him to lead on.

He pulled her along, not
so rapidly as to arouse suspicion. At the periphery of his vision,
Qadri made note of the thieves, who were keeping their distance now
that he had intervened. But their hesitation would not last
long.

Qadri’s voice proclaimed
loudly as he carried on a one-sided conversation with his “cousin”,
all the while searching for the right opportunity. Just before they
reached the other side of the bazaar, he saw it.

Four overburdened slaves
carried a fat merchant on a palanquin to his right, while to his
left a man pushed a cart with a cage full of tree monkeys,
doubtless entertainment for some noble’s private zoo. Ahead of him
several horses were being led, their eyes covered by blinders so
they would not be spooked by the crowd pressing in on all
sides.

“Be ready,” he murmured,
moving with her to the front of the palanquin. Qadri offered a
silent prayer of forgiveness to Allah and delivered a sharp kick to
the knee of the litter-bearer closest to him. With a cry of pain,
the bearer went down, as did the merchant and the palanquin. Qadri
jerked the robed woman out of the way as the whole contraption
tipped and tumbled into the monkey cart. The wooden cage smashed
open and out poured the monkeys, eager for escape. Cries and shouts
went up as traffic stopped, the throng trapped in a human knot.
Then a monkey landed on one of the horses.

The horse let out a whinny
of terror and bucked, lashing out with its hooves, spooking the
other horses, each of whom followed suit. Now the mass of people
started to panic, trampling one another to get out of the way of
the frenzied animals. Qadri smiled as he pulled the woman in his
wake, noticing the thieves engulfed in the growing calamity as men
and animals sought to escape the crush. He thought he heard one of
them curse him as he dragged the woman out of the bazaar into a
side alley.

He felt immediately
soothed by the covering shade but he did not stop, leading her
through several turns at breakneck speed until finally he found a
simple, unmarked doorway hidden in shadow. Qadri propelled the
woman through it, plunging them into darkness as they descended a
steep stairway that twisted and turned, quickly becoming a maze of
passages.

A few more turns and they
entered what appeared a watery underworld. It was a torch-lit
cavern, immense in size, within which resided a small dark lake,
barely a ripple disturbing the placid surface. The walls were tiled
with geometric patterns that ran all the way to the
ceiling.

Qadri sat with the woman on a path that ran around the
water. He spoke in a low voice, not wishing to disturb the hushed
silence that reined in the chamber save for a distant
drip, drip, drip. “We are safe here. We can wait until they tire
of searching, and then you can return.”

She turned to Qadri and for the first time he saw her eyes,
the only visible part of her. They were pale blue like a cloudless
summer sky, framed by white skin and delicate eyebrows. She was a
foreigner, but she spoke Turkish, albeit with a clipped accent.
“What is this place?”

Qadri smiled, trying to
put her at ease. “One of the great cisterns, I helped shore it up a
few months ago. That’s how I know how to get down here. I am Qadri.
What is your name, if I may ask?”

She dipped her head. “My
name is Anne. I thank you for your kindness in aiding
me.”

Qadri wished he knew of a
polite way of asking her to remove the veils and wrappings covering
her face so he could see her, but he did not. “Why are you
traveling in such disguise?”

She looked at Qadri,
perhaps deciding how much to say. “My father and I are but recently
arrived in the city. He is a physician of some renown but we do not
wish our presence known. I was returning home after making certain
arrangements with agents of the Sultan’s household on my father’s
behalf but it appears my identity has been discovered.”

Qadri shook his head. “No,
they were common thieves who marked you as a target, seeing that
you were a woman in man’s garb, as I did. They have no idea who you
are.” He was still confused about something. “Why would a physician
have a need for secrecy? What kind of doctor is he?”

Qadri detected a trace of
sadness in her voice. “My father has powerful enemies. I am glad I
was not recognized aside from my true sex, else it would have made
things difficult. As it is, things will be difficult enough for my
father. You see, his aid was requested in exchange for help with
his studies. But if we are discovered, we will probably have to
keep traveling.”

Qadri recalled a rumor
from the market. “Is it because the Sultan is ill? Is your father
come to help with that?”

By her quick intake of
breath, Qadri knew he had it right, but he felt sorry for prying.
“I apologize for my rudeness,” he said, dipping his head. “Please
allow me to see you home safely, and I will trouble you no
more.”

There was no hesitation
this time. “I thank you, it is much appreciated.”

After waiting a few more
minutes, they emerged via a different exit away from the central
bazaar. The sun hung like a giant orange above the houses and
stalls they passed. The buildings changed from mansions with
hanging verandas to flimsier dwellings as the surroundings became
seedier. They walked with no apparent urgency, Anne still clothed
like a desert man. Qadri kept checking, but there was no pursuit in
sight. At last her directions led them to a home at the edge of the
Persian Quarter, not terribly far from Qadri’s own meager shack in
the Poor Quarter.

Qadri looked at the
three-story affair, cracked walls, boarded windows, sagging in a
row of similar buildings.

He raised an eyebrow.
“This is where you are staying?”

Anne bowed her head. “As I
said, we do not wish to attract attention.” Then she grabbed
Qadri’s hand, her smooth, cool skin sending a shock through him.
“You have my thanks. You have done me and my father a great service
today.” A whirl of robes and Anne was gone, disappearing inside the
half-opened doorway.

So disconcerted was Qadri
at a female touching him that he stood there rooted, unable to
respond. Then he smiled and shook his head, happy to have done
Allah’s will in helping someone in need. Qadri’s good mood lasted
the rest of the day as he returned to the site where he worked, his
pay docked for returning late from lunch. His mood lasted into the
evening when he returned home to his hovel in the Poor Quarter, his
dreams that night filled with sky-blue eyes that held the promise
of heaven.

The next day Qadri grunted
and sweated under the hot sun, toiling under the direction of the
pitiless overseer as he helped place huge flagstones in the
foundation of a temple he would never be allowed to enter. He let
his muscles work as his thoughts wandered, still preoccupied with
the mysterious foreigner with the alluring eyes. Perhaps it was
this state of mind that led to Qadri’s inattention as he took his
usual path during lunch toward the shade of his favorite statue.
The path took him through a narrow alley hidden from
view.

This was where he was
stabbed. Unnoticed, the figure whispered in Qadri’s ear: “A warning
to those who interfere with Bekesh.” Then searing pain in Qadri’s
lower back, the warmth of his own blood as it flowed from the gash.
Qadri fell to his knees, incapacitated as the world swam before his
eyes.

The pain was excruciating
as jagged barbs spread to his lower limbs. He clenched his jaw,
gathered his will and rose, almost passing out from the fire that
laced through his back. Qadri grabbed the wall to keep upright. He
needed help, but had no money to pay for a proper doctor or even a
less reputable one.

He pressed his hand
against his lower back; it came away red and dripping. He ripped
his shirt into strips, tying them around his waist hoping to
staunch the wound. Qadri’s vision started to blur, but in his
desperation, he realized there was one place he could go. He
launched into motion, keeping to the shadows, pausing frequently to
lean against the alley walls, panting and sweating until he felt
strong enough to continue. If he allowed himself to sink to the
ground, which seemed an ever sweeter proposition, he knew he would
not rise again.

Qadri prayed to Allah for
strength and gritted his teeth against the pain, at last reaching
the edge of the Persian Quarter, his vision constricting to a long
tunnel at the end of which was a rickety three-story dwelling. Icy
numbness had spread down his legs, forcing him to stumble toward
the entrance. It took a supreme effort to raise his arm and pound
on the doors, and it seemed as if he watched from outside himself
as he stood there swaying, waiting.

He did not remember
sinking to his knees, but when the doors opened it was from that
position that he looked up, able to focus only on eyes that were
wide in shock and recognition. And of the purest blue. “Anne …” he
gasped. Then everything faded.

 


§

 


For a long time Qadri felt
nothing. Then once again there was pain in his lower back, receding
eventually to a steady ache. It slowly dawned on him that any
physical discomfort meant he was probably alive. Qadri opened his
eyes, finding himself face down on a narrow table. In his field of
view there were other tables on which lay bodies, barely covered,
unmoving.

What is this place?
Perhaps I am dead after all and Allah has consigned me to hell for
my sins.

He tried to move, feeling
a tugging pain in his back that was decidedly better than the fiery
agony of before. Still, he let out a low moan. A shuffling sound
followed and soon a face looked directly into Qadri’s. The man was
middle-aged, pale skinned with a brown, bushy beard and eyes that
burned with an intensity that bordered on madness. Or genius. Qadri
could not say which.

The man’s voice was an
urgent whisper. “Who sent you? Are you a follower of
Galen?”

Then another figure came
into view. Long, raven hair framed a heart shaped face with full
lips and delicate features. And eyes of clear blue. “Father,” she
said, scolding. “I have told you who he is. Do you think I would
lie to you? Go and continue your studies.” She shooed the man away.
He left, muttering darkly to himself while making vague gestures to
no one.

Anne knelt, bringing her
face inches from Qadri’s. She placed a cool hand on his forehead
and Qadri quickly revised his opinion of where he had been sent in
the afterlife.

“Your fever is down.” She
looked at him, her smile hesitant before looking away. “My father
saved your life, which is no more than he should have done after
the kindness you showed me. But he is ever suspicious as you can
see. I take it your wounds were on my account?”

From his position, Qadri
shrugged and made to speak, but his voice was little more than a
raw rasp.

“Oh,” Anne said. She held
a cup of water to Qadri’s lips, tipping it gently as the cool
liquid slaked his thirst. Then she helped him sit upright, her
touch an experience Qadri treasured despite the pain in his back.
After a moment, he realized he had no shirt on.

He looked down, his cheeks
tinged red at his lack of decency in front of a woman. Anne smiled
and gave him a loose vest to wear, which he quickly shrugged
on.
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