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Editorial

​


by Mark
Lord

 


It seems so
long ago but in reality it was just in the autumn of last year that
the first issue of Alt Hist came out and here’s the second. The
reaction to our first issue was incredible. We are still selling
copies of it and still getting messages from readers via Twitter,
Facebook and our website about how much you enjoyed the issue.
These personal messages are very important and validate the
creation of this publication. We also gained some positive reviews,
and some well-judged criticism as well.

It has been an
amazing journey for me and I have learnt a lot. I’m not going to
bore you with an explanation of how Alt Hist is put together, but
it does take a lot more work than one might think. This means that
for now Alt Hist will be quite an irregular publication, with
perhaps 2 or 3 issues a year. This means we’re not in a position to
offer subscriptions, but I think the purchase of individual copies
of the book and ebook seems to be working quite well for the
moment.

One thing I
would like to see in the future is more non-fiction pieces,
especially good quality book reviews. So don’t be shy. If you
occasionally review historical fiction titles for your blog for
instance then I’m happy to have your review included in Alt Hist as
long as the writing is good enough. I will probably post it to the
website as well as include it in the next issue.

So what’s in
Issue 2 of Alt Hist? Well we do have three book reviews as well as
eight excellent stories, some short some long, but not massively
long. They range from alternate history to historical fantasy to
straight historical fiction. I toyed with the idea of splitting the
issue into sections: Alternate History here, and Historical Fiction
there for instance. But I’m glad I resisted the temptation to
categorize and partition. I am a strong believer in not being
constrained by genre walls. I think there’s some great fiction here
and whether it contains an alternate view of history or a bit of
magic doesn’t really matter. What is common to each is a setting in
an historical past.

‘Long Nights in
Languedoc’ by Andrew Knighton is another hilarious foray into the
medieval past for Alt Hist. Andrew gave us ‘Holy Water’ for the
first issue and I think he’s been even more generous by sending us
this fantastic romp through the Hundred Years War. It’s got
everything you could ask for: fighting, legendary monsters, relics,
gags, chronicles, and more fighting, but most important of all told
in a wonderfully comic style.

Apollo was the
Roman god of the Sun, so he was a natural choice for NASA's early
spaceships. But what if somehow rocket technology had been
developed during the time of the Roman empire? They had a
propellant available in naphtha and developed much of the basics of
physics and mathematics that our modern civilisation is based upon.
In ‘The Apollo mission’ David X. Wiggin presents us with the
fantastical possibility that this might have been, and shows us
what it might have been like for the first Roman in space as he is
launched into the sky in what he hopes will not become a giant
stone coffin.

The WW1 battle
of Ypres provides the setting for ‘Son of Flanders’ by William
Knight. Against the backdrop of the British assault on the German
trenches, Gurner, a staff officer, must establish the truth behind
the death of a young subaltern. Did he kill himself or was he
murdered by one of his own men? William manages to convey the
horror of the trenches and also tells an intriguing whodunit.

The underground
cities built by the persecuted Christians in Turkey’s Cappadocia
are an amazing place. I was lucky to visit them several years ago
when I was a student and they are truly incredible. AshleyRose
Sullivan brings to life the period of history when Roman armies
were sent to hunt down this new rebellious sect. ‘In Cappadocia’ is
our first piece of flash fiction, and captures a moment in history
in a brilliant way.

I think of ‘The
Orchid Hunters’ by Priya Sharma as a sort of Hearts of Darkness for
flowers, it has that feeling of impending doom and the ‘horror’ of
European man facing the dark truth within his own psyche. We’re
transported to the late 19th century, a time when the Victorians
were risking all just to find the latest orchid. Nothing’s crazier
than the truth. I’m glad to have Priya back for the second issue
after her excellent ‘The Bitterness of Apples’ featured in the
first issue and won some great plaudits from the reviewers.

‘Death in
Theatre’ is the story of one of the iconic moments in American
history: the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Jessica Wilson puts
us in the head of the assassin as we see what he hoped to achieve.
We learn that even the death of a tyrant can be theatrical.

‘The Scarab of
Thutmose’ by Anna Sykora is a rather hilarious story that takes us
back to the time of the Pharaohs. Cross-dressing, crocodiles and
scarabs abound. Prepare to smile as you read this one.

‘The Watchmaker
of Filigree Street’ by N. K. Pulley is a delightful story set
against the backdrop of the terrorist bombing campaign in 19th
century London. It reminds us that such acts are not only a
twentieth or twenty-first century phenomenon. Despite the
disturbing setting the story is a wonderful read as we are
introduced to a Japanese watchmaker whose abilities verge on the
magical. Natasha is a new writer and I believe she sees this story
as part of a series of linked pieces. I’m sure once you’ve read
this you’ll be eagerly awaiting more from her.

I would like to
thank all the people who have made the first issue and I hope the
second issue a success. Our authors, those who submitted stories
but didn’t quite make it, those who blogged and reviewed and linked
to us, and most importantly to you the reader. Your passion for
quality historical fiction is why Alt Hist exists.

 


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

 


 


Long Nights in
Languedoc

​


by Andrew
Knighton

 


From The
Chronicles of Sir Richard de Motley – Parte VII:

In the noble
Prince Edward of Woodstock, Sir Richard had finally found a lord
worthy of his fealty. And so he followed him on the Great Raid into
Languedoc, little realising the horrors hidden within that land
...

 


§

 


A screaming
Frenchman charged towards Tobias, a falchion scything above his
head. Tobias ducked and twisted, losing his footing on the leaf
strewn slope. He slid backwards into a tree, bark scraping through
the wool of his tunic, and ducked again as the French scout swiped
at his neck. The blade thudded into the trunk.

As his opponent
tried to free the sword, Tobias kicked him in the crotch. The man
grimaced and curled in on himself, allowing Tobias to plunge a
knife into his neck, the one clear inch of flesh between the man’s
hauberk and his helmet.

By the time
Tobias had cleared the blood from his eyes, the Frenchman lay
crumpled on the ground, a pale face amidst a crimson pool. Tobias
prodded the body with his foot, just to be sure. Content that the
man really was dead, he wiped the rest of the gore from his face,
staining the other sleeve of his tunic. Then, with some straining
and grunting, he pulled the sword from the tree. It was heavier
than he was used to, but better than bringing a boot knife to a
battle. He briefly contemplated taking the armour too, but decided
he was better off being able to dodge and run than stumbling around
under the weight of chainmail.

So much for
keeping clear of the fight. He shouldn’t have been surprised. The
enemy were locals, and they’d be making the most of the land,
watching and waiting to turn the English flank. Better to be back
with the army than out here on his own.

Tobias made his
way down the valley side, walking cautiously in case he ran into
another scout. As the trees grew thinner the sounds of battle rose
around him, the valley echoing with clashing steel and men’s
screams. French and English, the words blurred into an
incomprehensible mess, its parts distinguishable only by tone.
Anger, pain, command, desperation, they swirled over and around
each other like waves breaking upon a beach, ceaseless and
unforgiving.

The fighting
had moved on since Tobias set off into the woods. The French had
given ground, retreating along the line of the road. The English,
pressing them the whole way, had left a brutal trail in their wake,
the dead and injured of both sides lying scattered in the mud. The
river ran red with the carnage.

The army’s
followers were already among the bodies, trying to distinguish
Prince Edward’s troops from the locals. Even with Frenchmen on both
sides, a man’s accent could decide whether he got bandages or a
blade.

Tobias peered
past them towards the fighting. It was clear now that the enemy had
never meant to stop them here. He’d seen enough delaying actions to
know the pattern. They’d find, once the fighting was over, that
another contingent of frogs had tried to raid the baggage train, or
burned the only bridge for forty miles.

Making the most
of his valley side vantage, Tobias approached the battle lines.
French levees and Welsh longbowmen were exchanging fire along the
edge of the tree line, so he took cover in a stand of dense bushes
with a view of the melee below.

He could pick
out the royal standard on the right flank, near the river. Closer
to him, Lord Royce’s war-band were holding the centre, blades
flashing as they smashed shields and skulls, their long tabards no
longer blue. And here on the left, among the hundred knights
contesting the bloodiest part of the field, was his employer.

Sir Richard de
Motley stood out like a warhorse among ponies. Six and a half feet
tall and built like a bull, he laid into the enemy without care for
tactics, discipline or those around him. It was an assault that
terrified friends and enemies alike, a laughing storm of
destruction.

Tobias pulled a
quill from his bag, sharpened the tip, and scrawled a few hasty
notes on a scrap of parchment. Who Sir Richard fought alongside, a
few metaphors to describe him in action, roughly how many he had
slain, doubled for good measure. Most important for the chronicle,
who he fought against. They wore deep green tabards, the knights’
edged in silver. At the rear, the rallying point for another round
of withdrawal, fluttered the lord’s banner, a silver wolf on a
green background.

Tobias
scratched his head, trying to remember the heralds’ lists from
Aquitaine. He thought this banner was Geoffroi de Luna. De Luna was
said not to stray far from home, and if these were his lands then
they were further north than expected.

A triumphant
cry rose above the rest. Sir Richard had hacked a path through the
French lines, forcing those close by to follow or leave him
surrounded. They wavered a moment and then surged forward, knights
not wanting to be shamed, infantry not wanting to lose their
pay-masters.

Their flank
crumbling, the French went from slow withdrawal to full retreat,
backing up the valley as fast as they could. The sun was setting on
a long day’s fight and the English stopped where they were,
slumping over their shields or trudging to the river for a long
needed drink.

Tobias
stoppered his ink pot, rolled away the parchment, and went to join
his master.

 


§

 


Weary from the
combat, Sir Richard offered humble thanks to God for his
deliverance, and set to finding a safe place for his followers to
rest ...

 


§

 


Sir Richard
stood amidst a litter of groaning bodies and severed limbs. The
squire Adam, also bloody from the fight, had fetched the knight
water and was now cleaning his sword.

Tobias bowed
his head. ‘Splendid fight, sir. Today will echo down the ages.’

‘Of course!’
Sir Richard bellowed, fiddling with the buckle of his vambrace.
‘Adam, help me out of this.’

‘I’d advise
against, sir,’ Tobias said. ‘We’ll have to move soon to make
camp.’

‘What?’ Richard
looked around at the gore-strewn ground, the valley sides perfect
for ambushers. ‘Oh.’

‘There was a
small, clear hilltop a mile back.’ Adam passed Sir Richard the
gleaming sword, as the trumpets signalled to move out. ‘If we’re
quick we can grab a good spot.’

 


§

 


As pickets
scampered off into the woods, the rest of the army got down to
setting camp. Tents were raised, horses corralled, fires lit.
Within minutes, the hilltop was thick with the smells of an army at
rest, a mix of musty canvas, bad cooking and human waste.

Sir Richard had
never been a big believer in tents.

‘Adventure has
no place for guy-ropes,’ he’d once said.

So Tobias and
Adam had to make do with a blanket thrown over a couple of fallen
branches. They gathered firewood and stood staring at their little
patch. Just looking at it made Tobias feel cold and wet.

‘C’mon,’ Adam
said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Let’s go find some fun.’

‘Can’t you get
into trouble on your own?’ Tobias asked.

‘Don’t be such
a Yorkshireman. C’mon.’

Adam led him
through the bustling camp, following his unerring instinct for the
seedy side. Around them were the shouts of orders, the pounding of
hammers, the scrape of whetstones. Real soldiers never rested, not
with the enemy in marching range. They spent their days and nights
sharpening weapons and minds, always on edge. Tobias was no
soldier, and happy that way.

They paused by
a fire of a short, pox-scarred man cooking wild garlic stew. The
army was full of such trail cooks, men who’d whip up a mediocre
meal from whatever they could find and barter it to other
soldiers.

The man didn’t
speak much English. Adam haggled with him in signs and stray
syllables, getting them two dry scraps of bread heaped with brown
slop.

They strolled
on through camp, Adam looking for somewhere to sit. Tobias was too
hungry for that. He’d not eaten since they marched at dawn, and his
belly was gnawing on itself. He tucked straight into the food,
scooping handfuls into his mouth, grateful just to have something
hot and filling.

‘My God.’ He
paused, gravy dribbling down his chin. ‘That’s wonderful.’ He
chewed contemplatively. ‘The garlic really sets off the turnips.
And there’s something else in between, bringing it together. Thyme
maybe?’

He looked back
towards the cook, whose fire was now surrounded by weathered old
soldiers.

Adam touched a
finger to his lip.

‘That’s Cornish
Pete. Don’t tell everyone.’

They found
space by the fire of a band of Cheshire longbowmen. Tobias lingered
over his food while Adam challenged the bowmen to a game of
knucklebones. The little white pieces rose and fell through the air
as darkness settled in, and by the time they left the fire Adam had
a heap of grimy pennies and several demands for a rematch.

As they walked
back to their shelter, guided by the sound of Sir Richard’s
monstrous snoring, Tobias felt strangely content. He was foot-sore
but full, and while he’d never been closer to death than today, his
own fast thinking had seen him through. It was a grand night to be
alive.

‘Where’d you
get those knucklebones?’ he asked, idly curious. ‘They look
familiar.’

‘Remember that
church we passed on Friday?’ Adam said.

Tobias nodded.
Sir Richard always stopped to pray in churches, no matter how small
and obscure. ‘Leaking roof. Priest ran off before we arrived. Nice
little reliquary with the finger-bones of saint ... Oh no. You
didn’t.’

‘St Frogs-Legs
don’t need them anymore.’ Adam jingled his purse. ‘I do. And
besides, he was a French saint. It ain’t really desecration if it’s
a French saint.’

 


§

 


Tobias’s
bladder woke him at the first light of dawn. He trudged, shivering,
towards the edge of camp, his cloak pulled tight around him. A few
men still sat at the smoking remnants of fires, the tightly strung
ones for whom battle was never followed by rest, but by tension and
flashes of bloody memory. Tobias didn’t envy them, up all night
with the others’ snoring and their own inner demons.

He pushed a
short way into the dew-damp undergrowth, whistling for the sake of
the sentries. He didn’t want to accidentally piss on someone
skulking in a bush, or be run through as a Frenchman.

As he relieved
himself he took a moment to enjoy the scene. Dawn’s first fingers
caught the tops of the trees, making them stand out bright above
the shadowy interior. Leaves just starting to brown at the edges, a
few flowers filling the air with their fresh scent. He took a deep
breath.

Something
wasn’t so fresh. The blood and bowel smell of recent, brutal death.
He tied himself back up and contemplated heading back to camp. But
curiosity, his own inner demon, got the better of him. Cursing
himself for again being without a weapon, he crept towards the
smell.

A body lay
beneath a tree, ripped open by some wild beast. The man’s face was
frozen in shock. The creature, whatever it was, had managed to tear
through chainmail and ribs in one blow, but the precision of that
kill was off-set by the wild abandon with which the beast had
savaged his corpse, littering the undergrowth with shredded flesh
and gnawed bones. Tatters of blue livery told Tobias that the
soldier was from the Royce’s retinue. A sentry, and clearly not a
successful one.

 


§

 


Ever wary
against the devil’s works, Sir Richard sensed foul magics at play,
and determined to thwart them.
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