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Editorial

​ by
Mark Lord

 


Welcome to the first issue of Alt Hist,
The new magazine of Historical Fiction and Alternate History.
Some of you may be wondering why there seems to be a ‘50s style
space ship on the cover. Perhaps this looks a bit like a science
fiction publication rather than a historical fiction serial? The
image is in fact an historical picture from NASA of the Bell X-1,
which Chuck Yeager flew to break the sound barrier in 1947. One of
our stories refers to this event and I thought it would make a
great image for the first issue of Alt Hist. I think it’s
also a good reminder that historical fiction needn’t be set in a
pre-modern period.

The idea of Alt Hist, or more
particularly of setting up a fiction magazine dedicated to
publishing historical fiction, has been on my mind for a few years
now. With the demise of Paradox it seems that the market for
short historical fiction has all but collapsed, with only a couple
of specialist outlets available to writers. Alt Hist aims to
plug that gap by providing readers with a high-quality dose of
short historical fiction, that tell well researched and compelling
stories either from a realistic or an alternate angle.

I feel very lucky to be presenting to you six
short stories of diverse topic and style. When I was reviewing each
submission I felt in awe of the quality of the stories that I would
be able to publish in the first issue of Alt Hist. Also I
was heartened to receive a number of positive comments from writers
who applauded the launch of this magazine because of the lack of
markets for historical fiction. I hope that Alt Hist can
fulfill some of those writers’ hopes and become a well regarded and
well read publication that will provide an outlet for historical
fiction for many years to come. I am confident that with the six
stories in this first issue, Alt Hist is getting off to a
good start.

I considered providing a brief summary of
each story in this editorial, but then I decided that to do each
piece justice would really require more space, which might be
better suited to an entry on the Alt Hist website, or one of
the websites that reviews short stories. Even better I would
recommend that you, dear reader, begin reading the stories as soon
as you can, preferably right now and then let me know what you
think via the website or other places such as our Twitter or
Facebook pages where you can get in touch with the Alt Hist
community. I am sure the authors would love to hear what you
think.

I really hope that you won’t be disappointed
with the first issue of Alt Hist. If you do have any
feedback on any of the stories, the layout of the magazine or
anything else related to Alt Hist then please do get in
touch. And if you are a writer or illustrator then please consider
sending some of your work to Alt Hist if it has an
historical theme. We would also be interested in receiving
non-fiction pieces such as reviews or features about historical
fiction.

Enjoy the first issue!






Mark Lord

Editor of Alt Hist, The new magazine of
Historical Fiction and Alternate History

 


Website: http://althistfiction.com/

Twitter: http://twitter.com/althist

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


The Silent Judge

​ by David W. Landrum

 


Saint Ives, Cornwall, 1928

 


I got word of Mary’s murder from the morning
paper. My wife and I reposed at a table set with beautiful china,
fresh flowers smelling fragrantly in a silver bowl in the center,
tea, croissants and fruit set out for us by the serving women. The
children were eating in the nursery. The morning shone sunny
through the French windows that looked out on our garden. The
butler brought in the paper, slightly warm from ironing. It almost
fell out of my hand when I read her name. Lillian noticed.

“What?” she asked, putting cream cheese on a
section of croissant.

I tried to appear unruffled.

“Something we should not discuss,” I said,
laying the paper aside.

“Another one of those horrible murders?” she
asked, looking down.

“It appears so.”

She sighed. “Horrible, of course—but the
kind of lowlife women he victimizes put themselves in harm’s way by
the disgusting lives they live.”

I did not reply. I placed my hands under the
table because they were shaking so badly. My appetite had gone. I
tried to rally and managed to sip a cup of tea. We ate in silence,
letting the unseemly matter of Jack the Ripper recede. After a
while, I asked how she felt.

“A little tired, but that’s how it was with
all the other children.”

Lillian was pregnant with our fifth. She was
a strong, healthy woman who bore pregnancy and birth well.

“The children are going out today,” she
commented. “To St. James’s Park, I think.”

“Lovely day for it.”

“Yes,” she smiled. “I’ll go with them.”

“Don’t strain yourself.”

“The doctor says it’s good for me.”

We finished. I kissed Lillian and our
children good-bye, went outside, and walked two blocks to where I
could catch a cab. Once inside, I collapsed. I had folded the paper
inside my coat. As the carriage clopped toward central London, I
read.

She was victim number five. Mary Jane Kelly,
the article said, also known as Marguerite, a “free woman” (their
euphemism for a prostitute) was found murdered in her room in
Whitechapel. The police reported that the crime resembled those
committed by the killer popularly known as Jack the Ripper. A wave
of nausea passed over me. My head swam as we pulled on to Fleet
Street.

I tried to calm myself. I had to confer with
two important clients that morning and could not be preoccupied.
They had proposed investing several hundred thousand pounds in our
bank. My job was to convince them we would handle their money well,
were a reliable and capable agency, and thus secure the contract.
But as we rode along and as I read how the corpse was “horribly
mutilated,” grief and panic enveloped me like a huge wave envelops
a ship caught in a typhoon.

The paper had carried, in a section with a
black border warning that its content might be repulsive, the
coroner’s report. I glanced down at it:

 


The whole of the surface of the abdomen
and thighs was removed and the abdominal cavity emptied of its
viscera. The breasts were cut off, the
arms mutilated by several jagged wounds and the face hacked beyond
recognition of the features. The tissues of the neck were severed
all round down to the bone.The viscera were found in various parts
viz: the uterus and kidneys
with one breast under the head, the other breast by the right foot,
the liver between the feet,
the intestines by the
right side and the spleen by the left side
of the body.

 


I felt an explosion from my stomach. Hot,
bitter chime filled my mouth. I put my head out the window and let
it spew into the street. The cabbie, of course, saw me and
stopped.

“You okay, governor?” he asked, tipping his
hat.

I nodded and waved for him to go on. I
collapsed against the seat, my face hot, sweat pouring from my
brow.

I had to fight my way out of this. We were a
short distance from the rooms that housed our brokerage firm.

In a flash my mind went back to the first
time I met her. My club members have a way of detecting men who are
looking for opportunities to meet women discretely. One of them
told me he knew of a very nice Irish place where I would find good
ale and where the waitresses were quiet attractive. He would take
me there if I were interested.

I went and met Mary Jane. She was
pretty—bright-faced with blue eyes and ginger-colored hair, Welsh,
not Irish, with a sweet- adorable body. I paid her well that first
night and became a regular visitor to her establishment. I gave her
quite a bit of money so she could cut down on the number of men she
serviced and have more for me when I came to her. We had been
seeing each other once a week for the five years. Now she was gone,
victim of a ruthless murderer.

I remembered my nights with her. She would
lie in her billowy bed. She wore the black bodice whores often
wear, but I liked her naked, and she always made a show of taking
the bodice off for me. Her skin, creamy white, made her dark red
nipples more vivid. Below, her stomach curved down to her powerful
loins and thighs, the tangle of black hair between her legs, the
delightful beauty of her intimate parts.

Lillian rewarded me more frequently than
many men said their wives rewarded them. She harbored progressive
notions about the relationship of a man and wife and enjoyed our
intimate times. But she was often pregnant and often too exhausted
from caring for our children and running a household to express
desire as frequently as I wanted. The wildness of the Welsh
mountains ran in Mary Jane’s blood. The experience of a life spent
pleasing men informed her embrace. She sang to me in the strange,
enchanting language of her native land as we coupled. Our passion
blazed like fire in the quiet darkness of her room.

Now she was dead. Murdered, the paper said,
and horribly mutilated. As the taxi slowed, I wondered what
I could do. But as strongly as revulsion and despair gripped me,
resolution suddenly welled up in my soul. The police were baffled.
No one knew the identity of the killer. Punch had carried a
cartoon depicting a constable blindfolded amid of crowd of leering
thugs with the caption, BLIND MAN’S BLUFF. I knew the police
were doing everything they could do, but I would do everything I
could do. I would find the man. I knew more about Mary Jane than
they knew. I would investigate myself. And I would find him.

I walked into the bank with determination on
my face and strength in my step. I closed the investment deal in
only forty minutes. That night, when the newspapers published the
details of Mary’s death, I grew ill reading them. The brutal
mutilation of her body exceeded what he did to any of the other
victims. My only solace was the investigating physician’s
conclusion that her throat was cut first, causing death before the
brute gutted her, removed her inner organs and viscera, and propped
her destroyed trunk up on them as if they were cushions or
pillows.

Lillian went away to the south to enjoy the
salt air and took the children with her. I would join her in a
week. Alone, I could begin to investigate.

 


§

 


I drank a stiff, fragrant glass of brandy at
night in our house—quiet now with the children gone and servants
dismissed—and pondered. Everyone, of course, had read the Doyle
stories and agreed that the best mode of investigation involved
careful observation and logical induction. Holmes was fictional,
though, and the methods those stories valorized had failed in this
case, perhaps demonstrating their impracticality outside of
detective fiction. As I took it upon myself to do what the police
and the private investigators had so far failed at, I concluded
that information would reveal the killer more readily than looking
for his tracks or determining if he had left cigar ash at a crime
scene.

I also knew where I could start gathering
information. I began to look around for a woman who had known Mary
Jane. The two shared a room sometimes. They also had a relationship
such as Sappho cultivated in ancient times. Now and then, Mary Jane
told me, they engaged in that variety of love.

Once the three of us spent together a night
of mad and forbidden love. Occasionally, when Mary was ill or away,
Juliet—this was her name—Juliet McCann—would substitute for
her.

I did not dare go to Whitechapel, the area
where Mary worked and where she was murdered. Too many police and
investigators were sleuthing around there now. Skillful law
enforcement personnel would spot a man of my standing immediately.
I could not risk identification as a suspect. But I did remember
Juliet saying she had an aunt who lived in Oxford. I took the train
there to look for her. I found her after two days.

She was working for a low-class brothel. I
saw her in red plush chair, waiting for someone to take her
upstairs. I told the madame I would go to the room and wanted the
girl brought up. Five minutes later came a tap. I said, “Come in.”
Kelly, wrapped in a blanket, pushed through the door.

She almost screamed when she saw me. I think
she thought I might be the murderer. I took her hands and spoke
soothingly to her. She had let the blanket drop and stood there
trembling. I wrapped her up and told her to sit on the bed. When
she calmed down, I told her I had vowed to find the man who killed
Mary.

Juliet was pretty in a different way. She
had dark hair and eyes and a thin body. She looked nearly
emaciated. I asked her if she were hungry.

“I’ve not been able to eat,” she said. “The
mistress here pays me well, but I can’t eat after what I saw.”

“What did you see, Juliet?”

She tried several times to talk but could
not make the words come out of her mouth. She would tremble and
grow pale. Once her lips turned blue and I saw she could not draw
breath, but she recovered. I sat down next to her and put my arms
around her. Finally, she began to speak. I reproduce her speech
without trying to represent the mixture of Irish brogue and London
slang that characterized it.

“I saw her,” she said. “I saw what he did to
her. I’d been working all night and I was tired. I thought it would
be nice to sleep with Mary because I was cold and I had been used a
lot that night. Her window is broken, and if you know how you can
open the latch on the door when it’s locked. I pushed the curtain
to one side to open the door and I saw her there.

“It was so horrible. She was soaked in blood
and ripped open. I never saw so much blood in my life. I stared and
then yelled, ‘Murder!’ And I ran. I didn’t want to be dragged into
it. So I came here. I stayed with Aunt Bridget. I had the money I’d
got that night, which was quite a bit, so I lived on it until I
found work here.”

She fell silent, tears pouring from her
eyes. Mary had been a friend in the dark pain of the profession
they followed—and, more than that, a lover and sister to her. The
depth of her grief broke my heart.
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